
Istanbul is a megacity and the main cultural, 
economic, and financial center of Turkey. The city 
lies on the Bosporus Strait and as it extends both 
on its European (Thrace) and Asian (Anatolia) 
sides, it acquires the uniqueness of being the only 
metropolis in the world situated on the edge of 
two continents. Istanbul has always been a world 
city and a place of multileveled intersections: a 
glorious imperial city from the fourth to the early 
twentieth century, the capital of three successive 
Empires (Latin, Byzantine and Ottoman), and a 
fast-growing metropolitan centre in the forefront 
of today’s global scene. 

Figures
Area (mq)  2,063
Population 2010 (million) 8,803,468 
Density (sq m)  6,430
Number of districts  39

Case Study 
Istanbul, Turkey



Urban form and development
Istanbul has the highest residential density in 
Europe and is a city of extreme typological variation. 
Historically, it witnessed numerous (re)development 
stages, transforming it into an amalgam of layers, the 
last of which is the product of a significant expansion in 
industrialization and hence, rapid urbanization. During 
the last three decades, density, congestion and pollution 
have risen and urban land became scarce.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Because of insufficient space in the historical Central 
Business District, new office functions appeared in the 
periphery. Many new typologies of high-end luxury 
houses and gated communities started spreading 
on the hills immediately behind the well-conserved 
Bosporus shores, while the regular street grid layout 
still dominates the traditional grain in many of the 
city’s districts. Many locations have decayed through 
neglect and overcrowding, creating pockets of urban 
deprivation next door to the city centre. Following the 
advent of new planning regimes and the construction 
of two bridges over the Bosporus the Anatolian side 
was opened to development due to the vast amount 
of unexploited land. In addition, Gecekondu (informal) 

settlements sprouted in large parts of the city, many 
near the industrial sites along the Marmara Sea, on the 
Anatolian side. An informal network of transportation, 
the dolmu or minibus, gradually emerged to ease 
commuting between work-places and gecekondus.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Urban policy and poli-centricity
According to the Five-Year National Development Plan, 
maintaining the city’s linear development pattern and 
enhancing its polycentric structure are the important 
policy ideas from the planning perspective. Similarly, 
the Greater Municipality of Istanbul completed in 2006 
the Istanbul Provincial Spatial Development Plan for 
2023, emphasizing the importance of polycentric urban 
development. Indeed, changes are happening and 
the city has started to be morphologically shaped in a 
polycentric structure due to its historical background, 
global money accumulation and service demands. 
However, there has been no awareness amongst 
policy makers about the increasing and different 
realities of the new formation such as the uncontrolled 
concentrations and uneven distribution of wealth. 
Therefore, the necessary understanding for sustainable 
spatial development has never been implemented as 
a real priority in the political agenda. Istanbul was, 
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and still is, a locus of diversity, with one of the greatest 
merits of its urban culture being the city’s traditional 
way of cultivating modes of co-existence between 
different ‘worlds’. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Istanbul, a locus of diversity is experiencing the 
economic shift from the public to private sector has 
obviously raised the urban gap, which sees services 
concentrating within particular parts of the city which 
in turns manages to cope with these transformations 
only by means of increasing informal mechanisms. 
Consequently, a new management approach towards 
each of Istanbul’s localities is required in order to 
strengthen their roles; so that centrally connected but 
locally empowered can build a new polycentric vision. 
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