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should a local system be arranged in order to have a positive 
effect on ethnic conflicts? Which state levels have to be in-
volved?

2. Decentralization and Ethnic Conflicts in Theory and Sci-
ence
The science has not been explored enough to understand if 
decentralization – a process by which the center gives power 
to sub-national levels – has a positive or negative impact on 
ethnic conflicts. Ethnic conflicts are still a relatively new phe-
nomenon.5 While state-linked development aid is in general in 
favor of decentralization6,there is proof of problems of de-
centralization processes in the European and Central Asian 
Transformation Research emerging that “post-conflict re-
covery and multiethnic processes have challenged the decen-
tralization across the region. It has been a factor of renewed 
instability and conflict, which has affected among others, civil 
society organizations and has spread mistrust.”7 Territorial de-
centralization seems just to lead to a long-term solution only 
under an extraordinary conjunction of conditions, e.g. if mul-
tiple groups cohabit the same national space, if no group can 
achieve decisive control over the state, if each group is led by 
moderates willing to accept the desires of others for cultural, 
linguistic, and religious autonomy, and if there is a robust de-
mocracy. “These conditions are unlikely to be present at the 
end of contemporary civil wars.”8 In times of (civil) war and 
in times just after (civil) wars, decentralization seems to have 
no positive effect at all. Scientists David A. Lake and Donald 
Rothchild could not find any cases of decentralization after a 
civil war since 1945.9 The question of secession in multi-ethnic 
states as a solution to ethnic conflicts is also discussed in an 
ambivalent manner in the science.10

5. Brancati 2005: 3
6.  e.g. World Bank or Swiss Direction for Development and Cooperation (DEZA
7. UN DESA 2006: 6
8. Lake/ Rotchild: 14
9. Sasaoka 2007: 4-7
10. Opponents argue that in the case of secessions new minorities will be formed, causing new 
problems (e.g. the collapse of Soviet Union) as supporters argue that secession can contribute 
to longstanding peace if there are dominant moderates on both sides and if it is a joint decision. 
Moreover, whenever identity question rise e.g. through regional parties, secession seems to be 
more likely. The state practise shows that if states fall apart than seldom because they offer too 
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Science and Politics in Turkey
The science in Turkey seldom connects matters of centraliza-
tion and decentralization with the Kurdish Question. In fact, 
the Kurdish Question is the biggest political issue in Turkey.11 
An interviewed scholar12 argued that students do not have the 
needed background knowledge to be able to discuss the ques-
tion of decentralization and Kurdish Question in a scientific 
manner. How come scholars and lectures do not discuss this 
question seriously? Is there an overall political and scientific 
conviction that there has to be a common process of decentral-
ization in Turkey without considering the special needs and 
demands of several population groups? Or will anyone be po-
litically indicted to separatism while discussing the option of 
autonomy or more decentralization as a possibility to regulate 
the Kurdish Question? Raising doubts against the strong cen-
tral state and strong nationalism in Turkey seems obviously to 
still be a highly sensitive matter. 

3. The Case of Turkey
3.1. Centralism and Nationalism in Turkey
 The administrative system, inherited from the Ottoman Em-
pire, has not changed basically since its establishment in 
1923.13 Turkey remains a strong central state with a weak local 
level (s. Art 123, 126, 127 of the Constitution of the Republic 
of Turkey).14According to Kantörün, 

“In the early years of the Republic, civil and military bureau-
cracy tried to realize top to down modernization by initiating 
radical reforms. The main aim behind this reform process was 
to build a new state and a new society in Western standards. 
Bureaucratic elite chose to control all resources rather than to 
share them with local governments to prevent possible revolts 

much autonomy, but because of refusing and practising strong centralisation which is refused my 
minorities. Jäggi 1993: 93f, Papagianni 2006: 8f, 12, Tir 2005: 548ff
11. ICG 20.09.2011: 1
12. Own Research in 2011 and 2012
13. Dulupçu 2005: 106, Özgür/Acar 2008: 1, Yalçındağ 1996-1997: 47, 45, 54
14. According to Art 127-5 of the Constitution of the Republic of Turkey„[t]he central adminis-
tration has the power of administrative trusteeship over the local governments in the framework 
of principles and procedures set forth by law with the objective of ensuring the functioning of 
local services in conformity with the principle of the integral unity of the administration, securing 
uniform public service, safeguarding the public interest and meeting local needs, in an appropri-
ate manner.“
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against the reform process. On the other hand, the resources 
and equipments of the young Republic were limited because 
of the continuous wars started in the beginning of 20th century. 
That’s why the control of resources from one center was seen 
more efficient to realize the development of the country. In this 
context, the role of local governments was quite limited, they 
were the extension of central government and their budget was 
under the control of central government.”15

Furthermore, Kavruk claims that “The excessive administra-
tion tutelage damages the autonomous structure and puts lo-
cal government units into a position of central government 
units.”16 Most of the services that need to be performed by lo-
cal governments have been taken on by central government 
organizations. Today approximately 85% of public services are 
provided by the central government,  15% of public services 
are provided by local governments.17

The central state’s control at subnational level is carried out 
through a governorate in all of the 81 provinces (and district 
administration in districts) and through representation of min-
istries (e.g. Ministry of National Education) and other national 
institutions in the provinces.18 The governor (tr. Vali) repre-
sents the state and government in the province; in the district 
the district administrator (tr. Kaymakam) who is under the su-
pervision of the governor. The second level of the  “two-level 
administrative structure”19 in Turkey is the Special Province 
Administration20 (for the area of the provinces excluded the 
responsible areas of municipalities), the municipalities21 and 

15.  Kantörün 2010
16. Kavruk 2004: 201
17. Kavruk 2004: 200
18. Esen 2005: 14
19. Göymen: 3, 7
20 Competences outside of the responsible areas of municipalities a.o. Education (e.g. school 
buildings), Health (e.g. building of hospitals), Police, Infrastructure, Stock Farming, Wast Indus-
try, Tourism. Tosun/Yilmaz 2008: 4, Council of Europe 2011, Bahloul/Ozcan2006: 5
21. Responsibility functions: urban infrastructure facilities such as town planning, water supply, 
sewage and transport; geographic and urban information systems; environment, environmental 
health, hygiene and solid waste; police, fire fighting, emergency, rescue and ambulance services; 
urban traffic; funerals and cemeteries; tree planting, parks and green areas; housing; culture, art, 
tourism, publicity, youth and sport; social services and social assistance; weddings; vocational 
and skills training; economic and commercial development;  metropolitan municipalities and 
municipalities with a population of more than 50,000 open shelters for women and children. 
Optional functions: pre-school educational establishments, build/commission state schools at all 
levels and equip/repair them, health-care facilities, conservation of cultural and natural assets, 
support of students and sports clubs and sportsmen/sportswomen, food banking. Art. 14, Munici-
palities Law, Council of Europe 2011
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the headmen (in quarters and villages), all based on elections 
every five years. Local governments have no legislative func-
tions, only administrative.22

With the political success of the AKP (tr.Adalet ve Kalkınma 
Partisi/ Justice and Development Party) combined with its idea 
of a modern government system (s. Public Reform Package 
2000)and with a few laws improving the local level passed 
since 2000 as part of the accession process to EU membership 
it seemed as if Turkey was moving towards a more decentral-
ized state.23 Even though several governments had previously 
demanded decentralization and in spite of all above-mentioned 
factors, the former president vetoed these reforms arguing that 
they could destroy the unit and integrity of the state. Further-
more, the opposition refused suspecting the AKP were striving 
for their hidden political aims.24 However, democratization has 
also not been a real aim of the AKP but “(…) efforts for more 
efficient, effective and economic local governments respecting 
the neo-liberal priorities and principles.”25

European institutions currently call for constitutional reforms 
to support decentralization and to end the strong tutelage of the 
central state (s. Art 127 of the Constitution of the Turkish Re-
public). Turkey should allow for the usage of languages other 
than Turkish for municipal services, the influence of the state 
appointed governor shall be reduced, and the role of the TBB 
(tr. Türkiye Belediyeler Birliği/Union of Municipalities of Tur-
key) at the national level should be enhanced.26

3.2. The Central System and the Kurdish Question
The Kurdish Question is a matter of a people and ethnic group, 
the Kurds, of about 30 Million inhabitants, whose homeland 
Kurdistan (border area Turkey, Syria, Iraq, Iran) – today a geo-
graphical and political expression at the same time – in the 
Middle East is since 1639 divided in two, since the collapse of 
the Ottoman Empire in four parts. The Kurdish Question con

22. Kavruk 2004: 187
23. Tosun/Yilmaz 2008: 4
24. Göymen 2004: 2, Council of Europe 2005: 9.2
25. Bayraktar 2007: 25
26. Council of Europe 2011, Kavruk 2004: 204,European Commission 2012: 32
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cerns a people and an ethnic group, the Kurds, whose homeland 
is called Kurdistan (the bordering areas of Turkey, Syria, Iraq, 
and Iran) and number at 30 million.Kurdistan is today simulta-
neously used as both a geographical and political expression.It 
was divided into two parts since 1639 and into four parts since 
the collapse of the Ottoman Empire. The biggest part of Kurd-
istan is located in Turkey Kurdish Question is a question of a 
people striving for a status and has become known as a matter 
of experience of strong violations against human rights and in-
surgences against state policies of assimilation and oppression.

In reference to the complexity of the Kurdish issue, Celik 
states, 

“At one level, the conflict is between the Turkish state and an 
ethnic minority. At another level, the conflict is between the 
Turkish state and an insurgent group, the PKK. At a third level, 
the conflict exists, in the form of social tension, between Turks 
and Kurds throughout Turkey, especially in the bigger cities in 
western Turkey.”27

Within the framework of the Turkish nationalism (one pillar of 
the state doctrine of Kemalism)28 and with the establishment 
of the Republic of Turkey, all ethnic, religious, and cultural 
disparities in Turkey was to be not only denied but also ac-
tively oppressed by force.29 A new and strong nation was to 
be formed. At the beginning of the new Republic, all Kurdish 
revolts demanding the promised autonomy were broken down 
bloodily by military forces.30 The central state and military 
went hand-in-hand in the Kurdish Southeast and, in general, in 
the process of assimilation. The state of emergency in 13 Kurd-
ish dominated areas between 1987 and 2002 was an especially 
brutal experience for Kurds with random arrests, torture, and 
murders through so-called unknown actors. After the third mil-
itary coup in 1980, the Kurdish language was also forbidden 

27. Çelik/Blum 2007: 65ff, ICG 20.09.2011: 1
28. Acksel 2010: 214
29. A.o. strategy of denial of cultural heritage of „others“, turkification of history of „others“ 
via renaming of topography, writing ethno-nationalistic symbols in geography, Öktem 2004: 
566-573
30.  Taspinar 2005: 25, 79, between 1924 and 1938 18-anti-Ankara-rebellions, most with Kurd-
ish background
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in private till 1991.31 In the armed conflict between the PKK 
(kurd. Partiya Karkerên Kurdistan/ Kurdistan Workers Party ) 
and the Turkish state since 1984, more than 40,000 people lost 
their lives; most of them civilians.

In line with Ziya Gokalp, the founding father of Turkish na-
tionalism, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the founding father of the 
Turkish Republic, assumed that cultural homogenization could 
be implement simply through education..32 Education is un-
til today strongly centralized. The Turkish language plays a 
key role in the education system and is still the only language 
of medium even though there are various initiatives that are 
trying to gradually introducing other languages into Turkish 
schools in the past years. These initiatives include voluntary 
lessons in the mother tongue at school, state-offered Kurdish-
speaking channel TRT 6, the inclusion of Kurdish dialects in 
the Departments of Languages and Literature at universities in 
Tunceli and Mardin.33 Until today, the Turkish education sys-
tem closely follows Atatürk’s principles, a.o. Turkish national-
ism, emphasizing the community rather than development of 
the individual. Non-Turks and non-Muslims are still discrimi-
nated against in textbooks taught in schools.34

The issue of decentralization in Turkey is a highly sensitive 
issue, as decentralization is tied with the Kurdish Question. 
Giving power to sub-national and local levels means also to 
empower the Kurdish people, who are especially strong region

31. Taspinar 2005: 97
32. Kuyuncu 2005: 364, Bauer 2004: 17
33. Schmid 2010: 16-18, IHD 2009: 6, Atatürk in one of his speeches “One of the most obvious 
characteristics of a nation is language. A person who says that he belongs to the Turkish nation, 
should, primarily and absolutely, speak Turkish. If a man who does not speak Turkish claims his 
loyality to the Turkish culture and community, it will not be correct to believe him.” Aydingün/ 
Aydingün 2004: 423, Keyman/ Kanci 2011: 318f, Güzeldere 2009: 300
34. Regarding the basic law for National Education No. 1739 of 24.07.1973, which makes up 
the framework of today´s education policy, the first aims are to create individual which commit 
to Atatürks reforms and principles, who adopt, protect and improve the national, moral, human, 
spiritual and cultural values of the Turkish nation; who love and always elevate their families, 
homeland and nation; who are aware of their duties and responsibilities towards the Turkish 
Republic-which is a democratic, secular and social state ruled by law based on human rights and 
the basic principles defined in the beginning of the Constitution-and behave accordingly. (the 
development of the personality is a second point) Ministry of National Education 2001: 4. A sec-
ondary textbook describes Roma as „just like ours, beggars you can’t get rid of” and a linguistic 
book says, die Greek language sounds like „the sound of a snake“. Kurds are described in a book 
as „enemy to the national presence“, Kaya 2009: 27
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ally, in the Kurdish Southeast of Turkey. Since the last local 
elections in March 2009, the pro-Kurdish political party, Peace 
and Democracy Party (BDP, tr. Barış ve Demokrasi Partisi/), 
has been running 98 municipalities with most in the Southeast. 
In the eyes of state authorities, empowering the Kurdish people 
could endanger the (artificial) unity of state and society. Unity 
of state and society were the most important goals of Kemal-
ists elite after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire. The central 
state seemed to be the only way to reach these goals through a 
strong, powerful center and strong control of local happenings. 

3.3. The Kurdish Question at the Local Level
Based on research stays in 2011, 2012, and 2013 and over 80 
interviews and professional conversations with especially local 
actors in Kurdish-dominated areas in Turkey (Diyarbakir, Bat-
man and Hasankeyf, Sanliurfa and Viransehir, Van, Hakkari, 
Akdeniz/Mersin), there were especially three fields of conflict 
at the local level which shows the relation between the center 
and local level. This should be the background for the pro-
posed Model for Turkey in Chapter 3.4. 

The conflict at the local level is especially between the center 
(AKP) and pro-Kurdish actors like those in BDP, who actively 
challenge the strong central system and nationalism in Turkey. 
Kurdish people in the AKP at the local level normally take a 
passive position towards central decisions. The BDP and AKP 
are the main actors in the Kurdish Question.35

Anti-KCK arrests
Since 2009, there have been about 8,000 arrests of pro-Kurdish 
activists in the framework of the so-called KCK (kurd. Koma 
Civakên Kurdistan/ Unity of Communities in Kurdistan), 
whereby defendants are accused of being part of the political 
wing of the PKK named “KCK” They are generally accused of 
things such as violation of the unity of the state/country or act-
ing in and spreading propaganda for a terror organization (for 
the PKK).36 Backgrounds are especially taped records of calls 
and of professional and private rooms and information from 

35. Yegen 2011: 165
36. BDP 2012: 3, Gök 2010
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“secret witnesses.” A whole slew of legal and political activi-
ties of the pro-Kurdish party BDP are criminalized.37 Observ-
ers evaluate these anti-KCK processes as highly politicized 
acts of the AKP government in order to weaken the pro-Kurd-
ish political and civil structures and forces. Meanwhile, there 
were at times over 30 (active and former) BDP mayors (now 
around 20), hundred members of city and province councils, a 
dozen municipal staff, and thousands of civil actors like law-
yers, journalists, human right activists arrested through numer-
ous big police operations.38 As grassroots work in Turkey is not 
seriously catching on, the arrest of the head of municipalities, 
the mayors, have negative effects for the development of the 
whole city. Arresting municipal staff also has negative effects 
in the offering of services as it has psychological and moral im-
pacts as fear of arrest is spread, affecting the motivation of staff 
and thus work implementation.  Pictures of arrested mayors are 
hung in certain cities in municipal buildings. Municipal staff 
show solidarity with their arrested colleagues through a one-
hour protest in front the municipality buildings every Thursday 
(called “Black Thursday“). Acting BDP mayors are currently 
protesting the BDP parliamentarians and local people for the 
regulation of the Kurdish Question via demonstrations and to 
be able to have these demonstrations without the permission of 
the state-appointed governor. Many times these protests end in 
violation on the streets. Mayors have also been seen taking part 
in civil disobedient or taking part in hunger strikes.

When it comes to the anti-KCK arrests, local opinions can be 
divided in two camps: A small camp of interviewees avoided 
commenting and referred  trusting the decision of the Turkish 
state and its courts. The bigger camp, comprising of not only  

37. Criminalized are a.o. to pronounce the word PKK in Kurdish, to bring human rights processes 
before the European Court for Human Rights, to attend political or juristic events abroad, to visit 
families of PKK-fighters or to organize Kurdish New Year called “Newroz”  Schmid 2010: 19, 
arrested Mayor of Batman, Nejdet Atalay, is a.o. accused saying Guerrillas instead of Terrorists 
and accused to spread propaganda for an illegal/ terror organization. 
38. Claimed fines: arrested Mayor of Batman Atalay 154 years accusations, Mayor of Hakkari 
Bedirhanoglu 45 years, Mayor of Siirt Sadak 69 years (30 accusations), Lord Mayor of Diyar-
bakir Baydemir 9 accusations and 11 requests plus KCK-cases, arrested Mayor of Idir Guneş 
39 years, arrested Mayor of Sirnak Uysal 7 years and more 20 years, Mayor of Sixke Erguneş 
15 years, Mayor of Bazide Korkmas 17 years, Mayor of Semdinli Tore 40 years, Mayor of Sur/ 
Diyarbakir Demirbas 82 years (23 accusations, 12 convictions), arrested Mayor of Veransehir 
Güven 44 years, s. Gök 2010
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BDP members but also AKP members, criticized the arrests. 
Non-BDP members do not show solidarity in public, probably 
due to loyalty to their respective parties and due to fear of neg-
ative sanctions through the state or their own political group. 
This leads to moral rejections by the people concerned. 

People vs. State? – BDP vs. AKP?
Most local actors qualifies the actions of the state-appointed 
governor in the provinces as of the extended arm of central 
government in Ankara, which was also confirmed by two in-
terviewed deputies of governors themselves. So, in fact, if the 
government in Ankara has positive views related to the Kurd-
ish issue, the governor does as well in his relation to BDP mu-
nicipalities.Even in times of exception – like after the earth-
quakes in Van in 2012 – the governor does not cooperate with 
the BDP municipality if it becomes a political issue by the cen-
tral government. The mayors – no matter which political party 
– see themselves as the representative of the people, as they are 
elected by the people. 

Local actors, such as members of municipal councils, do not 
practice harsh conflict manners at the local level as majorities 
in city councils are accepted but there is also no real opposi-
tion. The conflict situation at the local level of actors denying 
the Kurdish Question were just found in those places, where 
not everyone had the same experience with the Kurdish Ques-
tion (e.g. Turks in western cities) and with state-appointed gov-
ernors in the Kurdish areas who are not from these parts of the 
country and don´t speak Kurdish, language of the local people. 
No interviewed local actor in the Southeast used the word “ter-
rorism” in the framework of the Kurdish Question; however 
the two interviewed deputy governors did. 

In BDP-run cities, civil initiatives like the “Open Friday Pray-
ing” in front of the municipal building with thousands of par-
ticipants refusing state-controlled mosques and regular moots 
contributing to municipal decisions are first steps to create a 
municipality of, for, and by the people. Governors are still rep-
resenting the idea of a strong state and small citizens in their 
contact and access to the people.39

39. ICG 2012: 5
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Kurdish Language and Names
In terms of Turkish law municipal offers have to be served in 
Turkish language, the only official language in Turkey. Mu-
nicipalities in western part of Turkey are using e.g. English and 
Arabic for touristic purpose which is not legally traced; the sit-
uation is another in BDP-run municipalities offering Kurdish 
language.40 Since 2009 a wide campaign has started in order to 
strive for multilingual municipalities in BDP-run cities. Mu-
nicipal publications, posters, and placards inside and outside of 
their buildings are written in different local languages and dia-
lects. Furthermore, village signs are written both in Turkish as 
well as in the original Kurdish names. Streamers on municipal 
vehicles like buses and writings on rubbish bins are just a few 
examples. all without a legal foundation. In 2012, the Diyar-
bakir Metropolitan Municipality has started offering a Kurdish 
speaking kindergarten class as a pilot project. Also, parks and 
municipal institutions like people’s houses and cultural centers 
have been named according to  regional and historical mean-
ings and with names of Kurdish famous personalities such as 
politicians or poets. Also non-BDP members in the Kurdish 
Southeast are in favor of village signs with the original Kurd-
ish names (along with the Turkish name) and municipal publi-
cations and services in different local languages. 

Decisions on names for streets and institutions by the city coun-
cil have to be agreed on by the governor. The governor has to 
agree on the decisions of names for streets and institutions. The 
way in which municipals councils deal with the governor differ 
by province... Until recent reforms, the letters “Q,” “W,” and 
“X,” used in the Kurdish alphabet but not in the Turkish alpha-
bet, were banned from usage. If a suggested name is refused by 
the governor, the municipal councils will react with new pro-
posals with the former suggested name. This is then refused by 
the governor. They might decide to use their suggested name in 
their daily work instead of the name set by the governor or they 
might simply refuse to print the name given by the governor 
40. In the case of the suspension of the Mayor of Sûr/ Diyarbakir Mr Abdullah Demirbaş and the 
concerned city council in 2007, which after doing a research/ interviews found out that over 90% 
in their district are Kurdish speaking and a huge amount of women cannot speak any Turkish, the 
Court argued that “[the fact that the municipality] employed local languages used by the district 
population other than the official language Turkish is in clear violation of the constitution and 
other laws and is not in conformity with the realities of our country.”Oktem 2008: 6
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on signs. For example,the name “Yilmaz Güney Park” passed 
by the city council in Batman was rejected by the governor, 
who demanded the name “Atatürk Park.” The Batman Munic-
ipality and BDP-linked actors use the name “Yilmaz Güney 
Park” which has been spread within the community. Until to-
day, there is no sign at the entrances of the park. Renaming 
is another a method used by municipal councils. E.g. Batman 
city councils suggested to name a park “Cigerxwin,” who is an 
important national poet for Kurds. When the name “Cigerx-
win” was refused by the governor, the city council changed the 
proposed name of the park “Kine Em” (Who are we), one of 
his famous poems In May 2011, the Court ruled to disallow 19 
names of parks in Diyarbakir arguing that they are “immoral, 
divisive and foreign,” a.o. also names like Ciwan (Youth) Park, 
Clover (Nefel) Park, Berfîn (a  Kurdish female name, derived 
from Kurdish word meaning “snow”) Park and Rojda (a Kurd-
ish female name, meaning “giving sun”) Park.41

3.4. Local Model for Turkey and the Kurdish Question
3.4.1. General Reforms, Particular Addressing, and 
Participation

In general, decentralization is a democratic process and enables 
a government to be closer to the people. A state of, by, and for 
the people can be better achieved by strong decentralized units.  
A democratization process including the improvement of hu-
man rights will have a positive effect on ethnic conflicts. 

Due to a history of strong suppression under the name of assimi-
lation, nationalism, and brutal experience with state authorities 
and military forces, the Kurds did and do have a special experi-
ence with the state and therefore need a special treatment. The 
“we-they-division” (Kurds vs. Turks, Kurds vs. Ankara, BDP 
vs. AKP) reached an obvious stage in the Kurdish Southeast of 
Turkey. Compared to other population (ethnic, linguistic, reli-
gious etc.) groups, Kurds are highly self-organized and strive 
not just for their own but also for the rights of other population 

41. http://www.radikal.com.tr/Radikal.aspx?aType=RadikalDetayV3&ArticleID=1094883, 
20.12.12, http://www.aksam.com.tr/kurtce-park-isimleri-iptal--128517h.html, 20.12.12
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groups rights in Turkey. The idea of Kurdistan as a region with 
social and historic particularity is in everybody’s mind in the 
Southeast of Turkey, no matter which political party.42

Thinking of several arrangements for the Kurds goes in line 
with the idea of self-determination. Not just every individual 
but also every group of people has the right of self-determina-
tion. The extent of self-determination depends on the people’s 
demands and abilities and should in fact always take into con-
sideration the geo-strategic and political impacts, dimensions, 
and realities. But even more important than a concrete model 
for Turkey and its Kurdish Question is the process of decision 
making. Without the involvement of relevant actors, every de-
cision will fail as is demonstrated by the refusal of state-of-
fered Kurdish TV TRT 6 since 2009 by the pro-Kurdish actors 
and the lack of the claiming of the offer of voluntary Kurdish 
lessons at schools since September 2012.43

3.4.2. Which Local Model for Turkey?44

Federalism can be excluded in the short run, as this concept 
requires experienced regional power and its ability for consen-
sual decision making at the national level. At least in the short 
run, federalism is unthinkable as both the local and national 
levels are not ready. 

This paper proposes countrywide decentralization and special 
arrangements with the Kurdish Question in mind. The process 
of special arrangements shall be based not on ethical but re-
gional considerations. Thereby, the steps can be temporally 
shifted or can be temporally advanced. 

42. Nusaybin Mayor Ayşe Gökhan said during the Festival of Art Evenings in Nusaybin in 
2012: „There is no power which can take our rights. Nisêbîn [kurd. for “Nusaybin”] is Kurd-
istan and will stay Kurdistan. Noone can change this. Therefore our Culture and Art is those of 
Kurdistanis.“ANF 2012, translated by Leyla Ferman
43. Since September 2012 3.500 pupils of 5th class are allowed to take part in Diyarbakir, at the 
end of 2012 there were just 132 registered pupils; Actors of the pro-Kurdish camp demand an 
autonomous system in Turkey with 22 till 26 regions in Turkey and giving each region a wide 
range of competences with own parliaments, recognizing besides Turkish other spoken languages 
in the region etc.
44.  The writing and finishing of this chapter came off by considering different reflected feed-
backs and opinions on my proposals by academics and local politicians, a.o. Mayor of Sur/Di-
yarbakir, Mr Abdullah Demirbaş 
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All who participated in the interview at the local and national 
level were against the existing strong central state in Turkey 
but in favor of strengthening the local level.

Regulation of the Kurdish Questions at Three Levels

1. National Level
The Kurdish Question is a political question at the national 
level, because actors at the national level are the key decision-
making actors of the conflict. Assimilation, suppression, and 
prosecution were possible due to the central power and control 
towards a weak regional and local power, and the impossibil-
ity to protect from central injustice. All interviewed local ac-
tors were looking to Ankara when thinking of a solution to the 
Kurdish Question. Due to economic reasons and the effects of 
violence, half of the population of the Kurds live in western 
cities. So, a solution at national level should reach Kurds all 
around Turkey.  

Demilitarization is one of the first gaps to be done in order 
to enable political developments. The recent “Peace Process” 
announced by PKK-leader Abdullah Öcalan in March 2013 en-
abled a ceasefire and ongoing talks between PKK, BDP, and 
state authorities are signaling political efforts – but recent re-
forms by the central government (e.g. allowing Kurdish letters 
“Q,” “W,” and “X,” allowing Kurdish village names – which 
has yet be practiced by BDP-linked actors – and abolishment 
of the oath on Atatürk and the Turkish nation in schools every 
morning) are far away from the expectations of pro-Kurdish 
actors , e.g. Constitutional recognition of other than the Turk-
ish language, Kurdish as common language of instruction in 
public schools and more decentralization.45 Allowing private 
schools using other than Turkish language, like Kurdish, as a 
medium of teaching is in no way a solution to the problem, 
since financial requirements of private schools does not allow 
for this reform to reach every organization, community, and 
citizen in the same manner.  

The current discussions on the new Constitution of the Turk-
ish Republic should answer the decentralization demands from 

45. http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-24330722, 30.11.2013
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different actors at different levels in Turkey and could lead 
to by giving more power to the local level by financial and 
competence enforcements. Furthermore, the new Constitution 
should allow languages other than Turkish to be officially used. 
Article 3 of the Constitution could be changed by saying that 
Turkish is not the language of Turkey but e.g. the (one) official 
language of Turkey (at the national level).

In order to enable parliamentarians to better contribute to exec-
utive and legislative power, the 10% threshold – benefiting big 
instead of regionally strong parties – should be reduced or even 
abolished. By taking this step, also regionally strong parlia-
mentarians will be better involved in national decisions. This 
would contribute to the acceptance of the national decision at 
the local level. Anyway, Turkey’s 10% threshold is one of the 
highest among representative democracies, and its reduction is 
proposed by different national and international think tanks.46

All widely spoken languages in Turkey should be represented 
in all public institutions. This could be implemented via lan-
guage employing tests like those at regional level in Switzer-
land with its four official languages. 

Moreover, Turkey should change its “government by major-
ity” system. Instead, the composition of the government should 
allow for consensus elements at least for several fields, like 
culture and language, so that national decisions can be (better) 
accepted by the local and regional people. 

2. Local Level

In General
First of all, in order to create a feeling and understanding of lo-
cal and regional issues, the local elections in Turkey should not 
take place in one day but temporally shifted so that ministers 
and parliamentarians have less possibility to intervene or mis-/
use the local elections campaigns for the purposes of national 
politics. Furthermore, the local elections should not use only 
the bloc list but also partly the individual nomination system. 

46. Geyikçi: 5f, TEPAV 2011
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Many members of city councils are hiding themselves behind 
their party leading to passivity. The threshold of 10% should 
also be reduced or abolished at the local level in order to reach 
a better representation of social groups at the councils.

The financial situation of local levels has to be improved so 
that municipal duties can be fulfilled by the municipalities and 
not by the central government. First, the distribution key of 
state support to municipalities should be better adapted to the 
situation in the regions. Furthermore, province equalization 
should be better implemented but it has to be a weak version 
otherwise this can be become an ethnic issue as the Kurdish 
Southeast is economically very weak compared to the industri-
alized, western Turkey. The case of almost ethnic homogenous 
Germany shows how sensitive questions of equalization can 
occur. State support for investments and local development 
by national agencies has to consider the Kurdish areas with-
out any political implications and in a special manner (positive 
discrimination) in order to achieve a countrywide comparable 
living standard.

Most of those interviewed were in favor of elections of the 
governors as they expressed that they wanted the works of the 
governor to be closer to the people, not to Ankara. Electing the 
governor would be a democratic step, however an additional 
institution in voting might overburden the local elections as 
voters give four or five votes in one day one day (mayor and 
lord mayor, city council, province council, headmen) and com-
petence skirmish could appear. So, another option would be to 
reduce the functions of the governor and enhance the power 
of the elected bodies. Through a new local system including a 
real interdependence of local level in Ankara, the function of 
the state-appointed governor could then become a representa-
tive and symbolic one or even be abolished. Concerning the 
competences, almost all those interviewed were demanding an 
enhancement of competences of the municipalities in the area 
of education and allowing the regionally spoken language at 
school. In terms of implementation and capability, a gradual 
and temporary system seems to be the best way. For example, 
kindergartens with educational access should soon become 
municipal affairs, primary schools could be added in the near 
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future, etc... In desired provinces - e.g. by popular vote or by a 
collection of signatures - Turkish and other languages should 
be offered as equal and parallel language in lessons. Lessons 
that are offered on a voluntary basis are no alternative to ex-
press respect and to guarantee integration at the same time. 
Concerning the teachers, there must be an agreement on the 
education of the teachers and their selections. In order to be 
accepted by the local people, political parties should find con-
sensus in this matter.

In Particular: Autonomy
While AKP-government is aiming for technical development 
by decentralization, the pro-Kurdish BDP and pro-Kurdish 
civil society strive for recognition of ethnic identities and re-
alities via decentralization. Autonomy is one of the biggest 
demands of the pro-Kurdish actors, aside from constitutional 
recognition.  

Provinces should have the right to unite, if necessary, for a 
special purpose. Through such unifications of provinces, these 
new entities/regions could receive more or special competenc-
es compared to the common provinces, e.g. in education and/or 
cultural matters. Popular referendums in the concerned prov-
inces could decide on the unification of provinces to become 
a region. This new created regions could receive their own 
names, e.g.  “Kurdistan.” In order to avoid big and overbur-
den regions – as the inter-communal experience is very weak 
in Turkey – the integration of provinces should be limited to 
a special amount of provinces. Afterwards, its area extension 
by adopting new provinces could depend on its economic per-
formances, but granting self-government should not be only 
dependent on financial performance. The extent of the compe-
tences of such regions should be a matter of consensus between 
the center in Ankara and the regional actors, as each region 
has other abilities and starting points (e.g. like in Spain). The 
standard in any given region should be a regional parliament 
with (limited) legislative and executives competences, the pos-
sibility to add official languages that are spoken in the region 
(aside from the Turkish language), its own symbols, and its 
own constitution.
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There are economic potentials in the Southeast of Turkey, but 
are not tapped into due to the civil war. Sun energy could be 
better used, and other project ideas in the minds of employers 
such as the extension of organic food as the soil is not as infect-
ed with chemicals like in the West (due to financial reasons or 
ignorance) and clean water due to lack of industry. Diyarbakir 
as the center of the Southeast could play also a regional role in 
the framework of Turkey´s trade in the Middle East; opening 
Diyarbakir´s airport for international flights would be a neces-
sary step. So, also in terms of an economic issue, autonomies 
would be able to experience local and regional potentials.    

When 850 delegates of the civil pro-Kurdish umbrella orga-
nization DTK announced in July 2011 in Diyarbakir “Demo-
cratic Autonomy,“ the central government and the opposition 
reacted harshly, assuming separation and questioning the unity 
of state and people in Turkey. 

At the local level, there is almost no harsh conflict behavior. 
Conflicts are less between local actors instead existing between 
(pro-Kurdish) local actors and the central government and its 
institutions and representations. Therefore, a region might be 
able to govern itself and know their particular problems and 
possible solutions better than Ankara.

Society and Responsibility
Turkey has to start changing its social framework (e.g. the 
school system), by enabling the people to take responsibil-
ity on their own and not by referring to others above them. 
The staff depends onthe chief, politicians depend on Ankara 
etc... Receiving responsibility means  thinking of solutions 
for problems in an active and original manner. Many of those 
interviewed spoke of “no problems.” But managing a social 
system means more than simply functioning. It needs active, 
innovative developments by responsible people. Giving (ad-
equate and equated) responsibility to local actors will enhance 
local abilities. Social systems should not be a deadlock but be 
adapted according to time and needs. Turkey’s political elites 
have to trust in the ability of its local people and should over-
come its doubts which are caused by the historical experience 
of the collapse of the Ottoman Empire.
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3. Integration of National and Local Levels
Integration is important to guarantee peace, brotherhood, and 
unity and to also reduce gaps between local and national levels, 
between the state and the people. Therefore, an appropriate de-
gree of integration has to be arranged between municipalities 
and Ankara on the one hand and between newly created re-
gions and Ankara on the other hand. As the work of the Union 
of Municipalities of Turkey (TBB) shows, there is almost no 
integration between the municipal and the national level. The 
local level is not effectively represented at the national level 
and does not efficiently contribute to laws that affect the lo-
cal level. As the political composition with its AKP majority 
shows, TBB does not really act as a municipal actor due to 
party relations in Ankara. Moreover, municipalities which are 
to be run by parties other than AKP do not feel represented 
in TBB. Therefore, regional municipal unions have to also be 
represented and strengthened in Ankara. A real right to con-
sultation and co-decision in parliament (or a right to veto) and 
in the work of different ministries in matters which affect the 
local level would be the right way. It might make sense to form 
a kind of second chamber, like in federal states, where regions 
are represented at the national level but just an easy version 
to avoid work downtimes because of no or rarely experience 
in consensus decisions between the national and local levels. 
Besides unions of municipalities, all provinces and regions 
should be represented in Ankara.

3.4.3. Kurdistan in the Middle East
Due to historical reasons and the artificial division of Kurd-
istan in the Middle East into four parts, but also due to the 
experience of oppression in different states, Kurds in Turkey, 
Syria, Iraq, and Iran have always dreamed of an independent, 
united Kurdistan, but political and civil actors know that this 
is not possible due to political and geo-strategic reasons. The 
pro-Kurdish actors in Turkey haven’t aimed to create their own 
state since the beginning of 1990s. Today, they strive for an 
alternative model without even aiming  at any state apparatus, 
arguing that there will be always a top--down approach in state 
structures and they want equality in society. A solution to the 
Kurdish Question in all parts of Kurdistan in the Middle East 
shall be found within the borders of the particular states.
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Some representatives of Kurdish parties in the Kurdistan re-
gion in Iraq officially say that they do not believe in a Kurdish-
Arabic consensus in Iraq anymore. Since civil unrest began in 
Syria in 2011, Kurdish forces have had control over their tra-
ditional homeland areas in northern Syria close to the Turkish 
border and are preparing for autonomy. Talks with the Syrian 
opposition show that arrangements with the Arabic organiza-
tions will be very difficult and might be impossible. The ties 
and relations between Kurds in Turkey and Iraq increase, also 
at municipal level through e.g. twinning projects and profes-
sional exchanges, and the solidarity with the developments in 
Syria-Kurdistan is very high. 

The preparations for the first National Kurdish Congress start-
ed in 2013 in Erbil/ Kurdistan-Iraq with all relevant Kurdish 
parties from all four parts of Kurdistan and are still ongoing. 
Two postponements of the National Kurdish Congress show 
difficulties, but this Congress can play an important role in the 
Middle East as a new actor. This Congress won´t aim at gain-
ing independence for Kurdistan, instead democratization in 
the Middle East. So, Turkeys answer to the Kurdish Question 
should go hand-in-hand with allowing Kurds above the border 
in Syria, Iraq, and Iran to build ties with their fellow Kurds. 
If integration works in Turkey and if Turkey finds a solution 
to the Kurdish Question, the idea of independence will be of 
no relevance for social actors. The exchange between Kurds 
in Turkey, Syria, Iraq, and Iran shouldn´t been seen as a chal-
lenge to territorial integrity but as an exchange of one popula-
tion group and an area with a common history.  

In these times, it is also important to follow the outcomes of 
the recent Peace Process. Recent small reforms by the central 
government won´t be enough to satisfy the Kurds in the South-
east. Quickly releasing  all those  arrested for political reasons 
would benefit the situation at the local level, especially that 
of the municipalities. Moreover, the Kurdish Question has to 
be understood as a question in the Middle East, with all its re-
gional and international implications and interests which affect 
the political and social situation in theseareas.
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The term Kurdistan shall be understood not only as the name 
of the traditional homeland of the Kurds and many other ethnic 
groups but also as the name of an historical area and a geo-
graphical term. Because gaining independence is not on the 
agenda of Kurdish parties, the term Kurdistan shouldn´t be 
seen a term forcing separatism.   

4. Conclusions
Turkey’s decentralization process is a new experience and a 
challenge for the state and society. Power-sharing arrange-
ments are a necessity to enable sustainable peace. Holding 
all power at a center and suppressing local demands will ulti-
mately lead to local revolts if the local movements are strong 
enough to react. In the case of the existence of ethnic groups 
like in Turkey, a strong central system and nationalism is a 
danger to territorial and social integrity. The extent of the pro-
cess of decentralization and local autonomy given to the local 
people should go together with a country-wide democratiza-
tion and should be temporarily enhanced in line with their ex-
perience. Anytime, an appropriate extent of integration of local 
and national level should be arranged as otherwise conflict and 
social separation will occur and enhance. Political and legal 
changes are the very first but the most important steps. The at-
titudes of elites in practical work and the attitudes of the people 
will take more time to reach a democratic level with tolerance, 
consensus, and peaceful interactions. 
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Regional Governance for Peace and Development in 
Turkey

Fikret Toksöz and Ferhan Gezici

Abstract

TESEV supports the idea that local governments in Turkey 
should be provided with more competencies and resources 
in order to advance the process of democratization. For that 
purpose, TESEV wrote a report entitled “Suggestions for Lo-
cal and Regional Governments in the New Constitution.” The 
report represents a unique position on the system of local gov-
ernment in Turkey and suggests regional government as a new 
level of administration.

As continuation of that study, in 2013, TESEV launched a new 
research project that aims to elaborate on its suggestions about 
regional governments. A commission composed of relevant ac-
ademics and experts was formed in order to discuss four main 
issues regarding about regional governments: 1) what criteria 
regions should be based upon; 2) what institutional structure 
regional governments should have; 3) what competencies the 
regional government units should be provided with; 4) how the 
relationship between central, regional, and local governments 
should be formulated.

Based on the discussions in the commission, a draft report was 
produced in order to be further discussed with related stake-
holders, especially at the local level, in workshops organized in 
six different provinces. Feedback gathered in these workshops 
was included while the report was being finalized before shar-
ing it with the general public.



404

1. Introduction

The drafting of a new constitution was the only issue agreed 
upon by the political parties during the 2011 general election 
campaign. After the election, public opinion was favorable to-
wards making a new constitution. Therefore from Greens to 
Kurds, from religious groups to professional associations, and 
think tanks to almost every civic institution entered into the 
process of making a new constitution. 

The TESEV Foundation, as an independent think tank, has 
been working on human rights, democratization, and good 
governance issues for a long time. Therefore, TESEV also felt 
an obligation to contribute to the drafting of a new constitu-
tion by relying on its past research and experiences. TESEV 
established a special commission consisting of professors of 
constitutional law and political science in order to outline the 
main principles of the new constitution. After intense work, 
this commission published a report and shared the outlined 
principals of the constitution with the press and public. One 
chapter of the report regarding local governments proposed a 
democratic, local self -government system with transparency, 
accountability, and participatory principals and defended a 
wider decentralization for local authorities. Following this re-
port, the TESEV’s good governance program decided to elabo-
rate on these outlined proposals related to local governments 
in the report.

Another special commission consisting of academicians and 
experts was established to prepare concrete proposals on the 
local government system which should be included in the new 
constitution. This commission published its report and shared 
it with the Reconciliation Committee for the Constitution in 
the Parliament as well as with the public opinion in 2012.  In 
this report, we wrote a sentence that should be included at the 
beginning of the constitution with the main principles of the 
Republic of Turkey. Our proposal is as follows:

‘’..... Organization of the state depends on decentralization 
principles.’’
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The second important change for local government in Turkey 
is related to the establishment of regional authorities in addi-
tion to financial issues and a detailed definition of local self-
government. The issue of regional government is one of the 
most disputed subjects in Turkey. TESEV brought the problem 
of regional government to the public agenda with the second 
report. Later, TESEV decided to expand the second report with 
a new work focusing on the definition, functions, and adminis-
trative structure of the regions explicitly. The aim of this paper 
is to narrate the findings from this new work.   

Part I: The Criteria for the Definition of the Region
2. Methodology

For the purpose of this report, a literature review was conduct-
ed in order to understand the changing concept of region and 
regional development, the criteria for a regional definition, the 
structure of regional government, and the experiences in differ-
ent countries such as France and Spain. First we attempted to 
find an approach and appropriate sets of criteria for a definition 
of regional boundaries, while we also proposed the organiza-
tion and responsibilities of regional government. We then dis-
cussed the draft study with an advisory board on multiple oc-
casions  and made progress on the project. After preparing the 
draft report, we organized six workshops in different cities of 
Turkey (Istanbul, Ankara, İzmir, Diyarbakır, Adana, Trabzon). 
The discussions from these workshops made critical contribu-
tions to the project, making it possible to be aware of various  
approaches to the project from different parts of the country.

3. The role of regions; the main principles and approaches 
for regional definition

The meaning of region has been changing based on different 
dynamics, however it was the end of the cold war and global-
ization that created the main impetus. While the power of state 
has been decreasing, regions have been becoming more active. 
One of the reasons is also related to the increasing importance 
of space in development. On the other hand, decentralization 
trends make the cities and regions more ambitious to become a 
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part of the competitive economic environment. The increasing 
interest of territorial development rather than national growth 
has become more significant now than ever. Emphasis is now 
placed on the contribution of the institutional capacity to pro-
vide growth and development based on endogenous growth 
theory. Furthermore, EU integration has directly influenced 
the concept of region. While one of the main purposes was 
to decrease the interregional disparities among the member 
countries within the EU through the regional policy, the role of 
regions was enhanced by giving some responsibilities to them 
and enabling the representations of regions with institutions 
such as the regions committee. Therefore, regions have not 
only become an economic but also a political actor.

All these developments have caused the re-thinking and de-
fining of regions with regard to its physical, functional, and 
meaningful areas. Defining and drawing the borders of regions 
is necessary based on different practical reasons such as: to 
analyze and realize the differentiations among space; to ori-
ent the investments; to identify the optimum area for manage-
ment purpose (Tekeli, 2008). However, there have been sev-
eral approaches for regional definition, the homogenous, and 
functional regions are the two main approaches in the litera-
ture. Zimmerbauer (2013) pointed out that regions should be 
defined based on three approaches administrative, functional, 
and identity. The main differentiation is  that administrative 
regions point to  a top-down approach administrative regions 
and that identity regions point to a bottom-up approach. Italy 
and Spain accepted their historical regions as administrative 
regions when they became nation states, while France gave 
responsibilities to the regions in 1982 by local administration 
reform.

In Turkey, regions were mostly taken into consideration for 
the development purpose rather than for an administrative 
purpose. The two-regime spatial divisions in the country have 
been well-known issue for a long time, as the regional policies 
defined by central government would not help to reduce inter-
regional disparities. Therefore, we assumed that regional gov-
ernance would accelerate development for each region based 
on endogenous growth, enhance democracy as being close to 
the citizen conducting a horizontal process rather than hierar-
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chical, and contribute to the peace of the area. Moreover, the 
region is defined as the most convenient scale between the na-
tional and local planning and decision making. 

In the project, the experiences on regional definition in Turkey 
were evaluated to propose the approach and criteria for the pur-
pose of establishing regional governance. During the planning 
period, planning regions have been established in a top-down 
approach for purposes of development in less-developed re-
gions, therefore these planning regions are not inclusive of all 
the country. In 1982, 16 functional regions were defined by 
the regional centers and their hinterlands based on economic 
interactions and hierarchy of the settlements in Turkey (Figure 
1). However, this study was used neither for policy aspects nor 
administrative purposes. In 2000, the eighth Five Year Devel-
opment Plan highlighted the requirement for the definition of 
planning regions. For both the goals of socioeconomic devel-
opment and environmental sustainability, the plan proposed the 
catchment areas as the convenient regions, however it did not 
draw or announce the borders of regions. Following this ap-
proach, we would like to see to what extent the 26 water catch-
ment zones in Turkey overlap with the service-based regions of 
National Water Institution. For example, one of the catchment 
zones (Kızılırmak) covers four service-based regions, and the 
borders do not overlap at all. 

Figure 1: Functional regions (SPO,1982)

For the accession process of Turkey into the EU, the absence 
of regional statistical units has been emphasized in EU’s re-
port.  In this report (EU, 2002); the requirement of “prepar-
ing national development plans covering integrated regional 
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development plans especially for the less-developed regions 
at NUTS 2 level in the period of 2003-2005” was noted. In 
this way the establishment of a statistical database harmonized 
with the regional statistical system of the EU, meaning that 
the socio-economic analysis of regions and decision making 
for regional policies as well as classification of new regional 
statistical units of Turkey have all been completed in 2002. 
The first step was the classification of regional statistical units 
(NUTS) at Level 3 and constituted by provinces.  The provinc-
es which are neighbors to each other and have similar features 
with respect to economic, social, and geographical conditions 
are classified as Level 2 and Level 1 by further considering 
their population and regional development plans (SPO-DPT, 
2003).  Therefore, the number of units/regions decreases from 
Level 3 to Level 1 with 81 provinces in the 26 NUTS-2 regions 
and 12 NUTS-1 regions. The NUTS regions are established as 
following: 

 Level 3- 81 Provinces
 Level 2- 26 Units (grouping of neighbor provinces  
 among Level 3)
 Level 1- 12 Units (grouping of Level 2 Units)

However, Istanbul surpasses the limits at all levels as was 
found when the EU has evaluated all applications according 
to the population criterion, Istanbul exceeds the limits at all 
levels. The State Planning Organization announced that they 
used several indicators and methodology, but at the final stage 
they defined the regional boundaries according to expert opin-
ion. The analysis of NUTS 2 regions indicates several issues 
in relation to homogeneity and functionality (Figure 2). How-
ever, development agencies were established at NUTS 2 level 
in 2006 in order to allocate the resources and attract investment 
to the regions.
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Figure 2: NUTS 2 regions and level of socio-economic devel-
opment of the provinces

For regional definition there have been two essential approach-
es. First one is homogeneous region, which looks at the simi-
larities of the units within the region1. Second is functional re-
gion, which defines the groups of unit based on the interactions 
among the units and the concept of centrality. Homogeneous 
regions are convenient definition for implementing the policy 
and planning tools in order to decrease the interregional dispar-
ities.  Functional regions are occurred as convenient regional 
definition for activating the mechanism of democracy and gov-
ernance, while the regional center would be taking the role as 
administrative center as well. In order to explore the current 
centrality of geography in Turkey, we analyzed the preferences 
of the public and private sector. We know that there have been 
several examples for service-based regional branches of pub-
lic authorities (National Highways, National Railways, Water, 
Mining Research etc.), since they required to establish regional 
branches for being close to the local service area. On the other 
hand, the private sector such as banking, logistics, or cargo 
has defined their centers based on market effects. When we 
consider these two structures, we obtained the map indicating 
the common centers of potential regions in Turkey (Figure 3).

1. The socio-economic development index and the competitiveness index are examples for defin-
ing homogenous regions. Investment incentives are allocated according tothe socio-economic 
development level of the provinces in Turkey.



410

Figure 3: Center preferences of public authorities and private 
sector1

In this project, we propose to use both the approaches of ho-
mogeneity and functionality for the purpose of establishing 
regional administrative bodies, however centrality (center 
and their interacted hinterland) is relatively more significant. 
Moreover, regional definition is a tool rather than the aim of 
the project. Related to the purpose of the project, a multi-crite-
ria approach should be utilized. The existing provinces should 
be the base of new regional definition, however the districts 
within the provinces would be re-evaluated based on the in-
teractions. Finally, both top-down and bottom-up approaches 
should be embraced. While the experts of central government 
would define regional boundaries with scientific and objective 
methodology, the opinions of local actors should be included 
in the process of coming up with a definition. The following 
are the proposed sets of criteria which should be taken into ac-
count for regional definition:

•	 Demographic: population density, urbanization rate
•	 Social: human resources, life quality, education
•	 Economic: per capita income, sectorial specialization, 

unemployment, women employment
•	 Flows: transportation flows/ density, mobile phone 

contacts/density,  relations with other settlements and 
centers based on different economic and social re-

1. The map is created by the research group and the size of the circle is according to the number 
of public authorities and private companies. We should thank Ervin Sezgin and Azem Kuru for 
preparing the map.
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quirements (trade, firm relations, education, health, 
etc)

•	 Environmental :  e.g. related to the concern of water 
catchment areas

•	 Cultural : cultural diversity, identity  
•	 Furthermore, as complementary criteria, we should 

consider institutional and financial aspects as well. In-
stitutional criterion is especially significant to maintain 
the regions as an entity. Instrumental and providing 
identity should be provided together not only for ad-
ministrative purpose but legitimacy as well. Financial 
criterion includes the cost of redefining the regions. 
Therefore existing technical, social, and administra-
tive infrastructure should be used efficiently.

Part II: A Proposal for a Model of Regional Government 
in Turkey

In the light of the first part of this paper this proposal has been 
developed as a result of an intensive review of related literature 
in Turkey and Europe. The proposal was also developed from 
workshops held in the different regions of Turkey with the par-
ticipation of experts, the representatives of both civil society 
and, local governments, business circles, and public officials. 
This work is given under these headings:

1. The past experience on the regional issues and policies 
in Turkey 

2. Establishment of the region
3. Bodies of the Regional Authority

a. Regional Assembly
b. President of the Region
c. Executive Board of the Region

4. Functions, Powers and Liabilities
5. Financial Resources
6. The relationship between central and regional govern-

ment
7. The relationship between local governments in one 

region
8. The relations with other regions
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1. The Past Experience on the Regional Issues and 
Policies in Turkey 

The region has been one of the most controversial issues in 
Turkey since the time of the Ottoman Empire.  Therefore, 
this work examines the past experience of regional issues in 
two distinct historical eras: the period before the Republic of 
Turkey and after the Republic was established. The era before 
the Republic has been examined beginning with the Tanzimat 
Declaration which marks the beginning of centralization of the 
state during the Ottoman Empire. During this period there were 
provinces in the Anatolian territory, and at the same time there 
were regions in other territories of the Ottoman Empire.

New concepts such as equality before the law and justice in 
taxation were introduced to the public life with the Tanzimat 
Declaration. In order to realize these new ideas in the Otto-
man Empire, new institutions were established such as local 
assemblies for the taxation and administration of provinces and 
regions. In time these institutions were to evolve into local ad-
ministrations.

After the establishment of the Republic
The constitution of 1921 was adopted by the Grand National 
Assembly of Turkey during the Independence War. This con-
stitution intended to bring local authorities to the forefront with 
its emphasis on decentralization, however this constitution was 
not put into effect due to the Independence War.

General Inspectoral System
The general inspectoral system was established for the security 
reasons against uprisings in some regions but in fact the ad-
ministrators who were appointed as general inspectors began 
to deal with administrative, economic development, and social 
issues as well as providing security. 

The Regions for Planning
During the transition period of democratization in the 1950s, 
regional planning became an important issue in reducing re-
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gional disparities such as the Antalya region, south Marmara 
region, etc.

Provincial Special Administration
In the last period of the Ottoman Empire, special provincial 
administrations were established in order to realize regional 
development and to prevent ethnic problems. The newly estab-
lished administration was a semi-democratic institution and is 
still living today. 

Regional Municipal Associations
The first regional municipal association was established in the 
Marmara region, namely in Istanbul (this is the most developed 
part of Turkey).  The goals of the establishment of this associa-
tion were to deal with environmental problems emerging with 
the commencement of industrialization and rapid urbanization. 
These institutions were essentially set up for the increasing 
corporation and coordination of all the municipalities in the 
region. 

Development Agencies

In order to realize harmonization with the EU acquis com-
munautaire during the accession period, Turkey has to set up 
development agencies. Originally the name of this new institu-
tion was the Regional Development Agency but during the en-
actment of the law the government had to drop ‘Regional’ from 
the institution’s title. During the definition of NUTS regions 
the government had to divide Turkey into 26 regions at the sec-
ond level NUTS. Consequently, Turkey set up developmental 
agencies for 26 regions. It was at this time that the concept of 
regions was officially introduced to the public administration 
system. The establishment of developmental agencies led to 
the opening of public debates on regional administration. In 
our proposed model as is seen below, the border of the regions 
was adopted as the basis of the region. 

2. Establishment

Whilst establishing a regional authority, the following prin-
ciples should be considered:
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1. The foundation of regional authority should take place 
within the constitution covering the above indicated 
principles.

2. The central government’s responsibility to take deci-
sions not regarding merely a single region, but inclu-
sive of all the regions should be indicated again in the 
constitution.

3. All aspects of regional governments should be in ac-
cordance with the constitution. Within a given time 
frame, the local governments of bordering neighbor 
provinces should be encouraged to initiate the forma-
tion of regions. The current borders of Development 
Agencies can be considered as an initial frame based 
on the provinces. On the other hand, the request of a 
certain provinces’ district to belong to another region 
should also be regarded. Hereby, without altering the 
borders of a province it may be possible to define the 
borders of a region by minor readjustments. While 
specifying a certain region, the socio-economic status 
of that region should be taken into consideration as 
well. For example, regions that are dependent on agri-
culture should be arranged accordingly. The methods 
and principles should be indicated by law.

4. Tasks, competence, and responsibility sharing be-
tween the central administration and regional authori-
ty may be featured in the constitution or this share may 
be subject to a special law. In the cases of Italy and 
Spain, the constitutions address tasks, competence, 
and responsibility sharing.

5. After the division of competence and responsibility 
of the regional government have been decided, the 
region’s scope of autonomy cannot be limited by the 
central government for a certain time period, for ex-
ample for 5 years. Thus, regional governments are the 
sole public administrations that can act in their deci-
sion making process as well as the executions of those 
decisions. 
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6. Central administration can delegate the implementa-
tion and execution of some public services that are 
primarily their responsibility to a certain regional au-
thority. During such times, the necessary resources 
that are essential for the regional authority to conduct 
the public services will be provided by the central ad-
ministration.

7. Regional governments can work only in the principle 
of integrity of public administration as a whole. If 
failed to accomplish the tasks and responsibilities giv-
en to the regional authorities, the central government 
should hold the right to solve the issue by applying to 
jurisdiction. Otherwise, they should have no right to 
intervene with the regional authority. 

3. Bodies of Regional Authority

3.1 Regional Assembly
The Regional Assembly is the essential body of regional au-
thority. Assembly is formed in two ways. The members of the 
Assembly are elected by general suffrage of the people of the 
region. In addition to those elected members, all the mayors 
are also automatically members of the Assembly within the 
region. Assembly works for a full year and also through com-
mittees.  Elections of the members of the committees are held 
according to the proportion of the political parties represented 
in the Assembly. Gender equality is mandatory for the Assem-
bly and the committees.  

3.2 President of the Region
The president of the region is elected by the majority by a two-
thirds vote of its members.  

3.3 Executive Board of the Region
The president of the region selects the members of the ex-
ecutive board. The executive board prepares a program and 
presents this to the Assembly for the confidence vote. Gender 
equality is mandatory for the formation of the executive board. 
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4. Powers and Liabilities

1. Making a regional development and physical plan 

2. Carrying out all the public works in the region

3. Construction of regional roads, railways, or other 
transportation facilities

4. Construction of seaports, yacht marinas, and fishing 
facilities

5. Development of agriculture, forestry, and husbandry

6. Construction of irrigation systems including bringing 
drinking water

Powers

 1. Right of taxing within the limits of certain laws
 
 2. Adding certain percentage on the existing tax 
 
 3. Making the internal organization of the regional gov 
 ernment
 
 4. Recreating workers and officials
 
 5. Setting up associations with other regions including  
 cross bordering regions for certain public    
 services
 6. Laying down administrative regulations 

 5. Financial Resources

The essentials of public income sharing between the central 
government and local governance/regional government should 
be included in the constitution. These administrative bodies 
shall be allocated financial resources in proportion to their 
functions. The central government should take the demands 
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of local governments into consideration during the process of 
public income sharing. 

 6. The relationship between the central and regional  
 governments

The relationship between central and regional governments 
depends on the principle of public administration integrity, 
however this integrity should not be realized as a vertical rela-
tionship as seen today. This integrity should be provided with 
democratic understandings dependant on consultation and ne-
gotiation. 

In order to establish a democratic relationship between central 
and regional government there is a need to introduce a new 
consultation and negotiation mechanism such as the regional 
conference gathered at least once a year under direction of the 
prime minister. This conference should be set up by a special 
law. In this conference, all the issues including public income 
sharing can be discussed and decided upon. 

Every year before the financial year, a development agreement 
should be signed between the regional authority and central 
government in accordance with the national and regional de-
velopment plans. 

 7. The relationship between local governments in one  
 region

The spirit of the relationship between the regional governments 
in one region springs up from democratic principles which are 
designated in the European Charter of Local Self-Government. 
Local governments should all take part in decision making for 
regional issues. They can help each other and transfer all the 
resources to one another. 

 8. The relationship with other regions

The regions can set up associations with the other regions in-
cluding cross-border regions in the scope of their competence. 
Through these associations they can jointly carry out some 
projects related to their services. 
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Prof.Dr.  Hüseyin Gül 
Süleyman Demirel University                                        
 “A Discussion on the New Model of  

 Metropolitan Municipality 
 in Turkey: Towards More
Decentralization and Autonomy?

                                  Disccussion

16:00 – 16:30           Coffee Break

Leyla Ferman 
Leibniz University
 “Decentralization in Turkey:
Affecting the Kurdish Question?
How local system contribute to
ethnic conflicts”

Prof.Dr. Ferhan Gezici-Fikret 
Toksöz
Tesev Foundation
Regional Governance for Peace and 
Development in Turkey

General Discussion
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