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Paving the Way for the Real Estate Players by Authoritarian Urban Policies in Istanbul

                                       RESISTANBUL
Istanbul is a city which cannot easily be classified, within urbanization context, either in the framework of global North /South or East/West divisions. While it is argued that Istanbul is transforming into a global city, it also shows the symptoms that characterize cities of Global South such as unsustainable increases in population and built environment growth.
Istanbul has been going through a radical transformation since the 1980’s. Neo-liberal policies adopted by the new liberal/conservative elites have dramatic effects on cities, especially in Istanbul. Transformation of Istanbul has been accelerated since the 2000 and huge real estate and infrastructural investments have been at the core of the capital accumulation model.
 Lucrative profits of the construction sector have attracted large capital groups to undertake large-scale residential projects on gecekondu neighbourhoods and on the periphery of the city as well as on the inner city areas. In the absence of powerful social opposition, radical abolishment of the obstacles in front of the construction sector such as legal, social, spatial and institutional, paved the way for space clearance and massive resource transfer in favour of privileged classes. 
Construction sector investments have been intensified especially in Istanbul. High-rise apartment blocks resembling colossal walls surrounds the former metropolitan periphery that characterized by gecekondus. Historical silhouette of the city have been transformed by these tower blocs as well. 
These large-scale projects for the middle and upper class residential estates have been implemented by the private companies in alliance with the public bodies such as municipal authorities or the Mass Housing Administration (TOKİ) which is directly linked to the Prime Ministry. This situation exhibits the most salient type of public-private cooperation or so called “good” governance. 

In our presentation, we were planning to analyze this radical transformation in Istanbul in terms of two main dimensions. The first dimension would have contained the political decisions and legal regulations in the process of clearing the space from the obstacles. The second dimension would have engaged with the analysis of the urban pattern arisen from these extensive spatial investments on the basis of central political/legal regulations, and also analysis of the social mobility these processes gave rise to. But as of 31.05.2013 a new chapter has been opened for the city of Istanbul. For the last 15 days, the whole world has been witnessing an incredible and massive public resistance against the clearance of Gezi Park, the last green area in Taksim, in Istanbul, to build a yet another shopping mall. The resistance is about collective will of Istanbullians claiming their “right to the city” and the environmental protection. For the rest of the presentation we would like to share the story of “Resistanbul” with you.
Spatial investments have been at the core of the capital accumulation model over the last 25-30 years in the city of Istanbul. Since 1984 radical legal regulations regarding these investments, even though the courts have given temporary suspensions, has been continuing. Especially 3 enactments that were passed in the Parliament during the last year can be shown as major examples for the centralization of the government and diminishing the effectiveness of the local administrations. Those enactments are: 1-Urban Transformation Act, 2- Change in the Act of Metropolitan Municipality, 3- 2B Act (a law that allows the opening of land known as 2B -- land formerly classified as forests -- for construction).  Those acts give great incentive to the government cabinets in order to make decisions regarding counties. They also curtail the powers of local authorities. With the help of those acts, the transformation of the urban land areas for construction can be easily transferred to TOKİ.

While these processes are going ahead, approximately a month ago, Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan made an announcement about their plan for Taksim Gezi Park. The plan is to replace the park with a reconstruction of the former Taksim Military Barracks (demolished at 1940, had no architectural value) intended to house a shopping mall. This sparked the 2013 Taksim Gezi Park protests in Turkey. The protestors’ intention were to hold on to their right to the city and protect the only green area left in Taksim Square.  Thereby the story of “Resistanbul” has started.  

Taksim Gezi Park is an urban park in Taksim Square, in Istanbul's Beyoğlu district. It is one of the last green spaces in Beyoğlu and one of the smallest parks of Istanbul. At the grounds of today's Taksim Gezi Park, a military barracks was constructed in 1806, named the Halil Pasha Artillery Barracks (Turkish: Halil Paşa Topçu Kışlası). It was a grand building designed in Ottoman, Russian and Indian architectural style. In 1936, the French architect and city planner Henri Prost was invited to Turkey by President Mustafa Kemal Atatürk. He was tasked with the preparation of Istanbul's rough-cut urban planning. In accordance with Prost's planning, the barracks building was demolished in 1940. Prost's city plan, which came into force in 1939, provided amongst others a large continuous green park, called Park No. 2, covering an area of 30 ha (74 acres). The park was intended to offer recreation and green space to Istanbul's residents as well as to the visitors when the city has grown further. 


From 28 May 2013, the plans of replacing Taksim Gezi Park with a reconstruction of the historic Taksim Military Barracks, with the possibility of housing a shopping mall still remains as an issue. Sociologists, academicians, city planners, architects, trade unions have been against this project starting from the very beginning (2011). At this moment there are 6 law suits continuing against this project. 

Widespread protests have started on 31.05.2013, when municipal officers began cutting trees. Turkish anti-riot police used tear (pepper) gas and water cannon in a dawn raid on Friday to end a peaceful sit-in by hundreds of people (mainly city planning and architecture students) trying to prevent trees from being uprooted at Gezi park. The protesters were demanding the square's Gezi Park be protected from plans that include the construction of a shopping mall. Police suppressed the protesters with tear gas, arrested at least 60 people and injured hundreds. For the last 2 weeks 4 young people died, hundreds of people are severely injured. Because of the tear gas 8 dog, 63 cats and 1028 bird spotted as dead. 

Starting with protecting their rights to the city and protecting the environment the protests spread to the whole country. The subjects of the protests have since broadened beyond the development of Taksim Gezi Park, developing into wider anti-government demonstrations. In a victory for the protesters, an Istanbul court later ordered the temporary suspension of the project to uproot the trees. But, as a result of the changing character of the demonstrations the resistance has still been continuing.
 P.S. We would like to present the visual materials such as pictures and videos of Resistanbul during our presentation in Berlin.
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