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GREATER GOVERNMENT OF ISTANBUL 
 

By James V. Burgess, Jr. 
 
 This is a summary paper from a report of the consulting mission at the Union of 
Municipalities of the Marmara Region (herein referred to as the “UMMR” and the “Union”) 
Istanbul, Turkey from September 26 -30, 1988. The mission was carried out under the Turkish 
Special Program of the of the OECD’s technical Cooperation Service, which was collaborating 
with the UMMR in its efforts to become a model of inter-municipal service in the Middle East 
and to implement a strategic plan for its member municipalities. 
 
 The objective of this mission was to discuss and review with member municipalities the 
progress of the self-development program of the UMMR and to conduct a one-day evaluation 
seminar with the UMMR staff.  This objective was performed and accomplished through field 
visits with selected municipalities of the UMMR and through detailed discussions and 
evaluation of the alternative organization models, functions, duties and procedures with the 
UMMR staff. 
 

The UMMR is a regional organization similar to an area planning and development 
commission in Georgia (now called Regional Development Commissions).  It is a voluntary 
association of municipalities formed with the objective of achieving greater cooperation and 
coordination among its constituent local governments. 
 

Formed in 1975, the UMMR covers an exceedingly large region geographically 
surrounding the Marmara Sea that comprises 250 municipalities with approximately 25% of 
the population and 60% of the industry in Turkey. The Union's membership currently consists 
of 135 of the region's 250 municipalities, representing about 98% of the region's 12 million 
people. The population is 98% Muslim and almost no one speaks English.  
 

The author visited with mayors of selected municipalities throughout the Marmara 
Region and found that the problems confronting a local government in this highly populous 
area are very similar to those confronting our cities here in Georgia - environmental pollution, 
inadequate infrastructure, and insufficient financial resources. The one problem that the people 
of Turkey do not have, however, is crime.  There is practically no crime in Turkey. 
 

The structure of local government in Turkey is extremely interesting, particularly the 
structure of the greater government of Istanbul, not only because of its uniqueness and possible 
applicability as a model for metropolitan government in some areas of this country. 
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The restructuring of the system of municipal governance of Istanbul began during the 
military reign of 1980-83.  The City of Istanbul existed along with an amalgamation of some 
twenty-five peripheral municipalities and a number of villages as a single tier municipal 
government structure. In 1984, the system of municipal governance was restructured through 
an internal reorganization under which a greater municipal government was created for the 
entire Istanbul geographic urban area and within that geographic area, 15 district municipalities 
were established; the boundaries of which were so arranged to fall within the city limits of the 
greater government's geographic area. 
 

The greater government of Istanbul is thus a two tier system with one tier covering the 
entire geographic region and the second tier comprising some 15 district municipalities within 
the boundaries of the greater municipal government. 
 

The main organs of the greater government are the metropolitan council, the 
metropolitan executive committee and the metropolitan mayor. 
 

The metropolitan council is the main decision making body for the entire metropolitan 
area and is composed of the metropolitan mayor, the mayors of the 15 district municipalities 
and one-fifth of the district municipal councilmembers. The council is elected for a five year 
period. 
 

The metropolitan executive committee is headed by the metropolitan mayor and it is in 
part an executive body and in part a decision making body. It is made up of the secretary 
general of the metropolitan government and the heads of the various departments of the 
government. 
 

The metropolitan mayor is elected at large for a five year term. He is chief executive 
and coordinator for the entire Istanbul metropolitan area and represents the metropolitan 
government. He has veto power over all decisions made by the district municipal councils. The 
district municipal council may, however, override his veto by two-thirds vote. 
 

The principal appointed officer of the metropolitan government is the Secretary 
General. He works directly for the metropolitan mayor in carrying out the day-to-day 
administrative affairs of the metropolitan government.  The position of Secretary General is 
thus comparable to that of chief administrative officer of a strong mayor-council system in this 
country.  
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The principal powers and administrative functions of the greater metropolitan 
government are summarized as follows: 
 
1.  preparation of area wide investment plans and programs, 
 
2.  preparation and implementation of master plans, 
 
3.  construction and maintenance of major roads and thoroughfares, 
 
4. undertaking all duties assigned by law to municipal government for traffic management, 
 
5. building and operation of passenger and freight terminals, 
 
6. protection of environmental health, 
 
7.  providing social, cultural and recreational services, 
 
8. establishment and operation of consumer product testing laboratories, 
 
9. establishment and operation of major services such as water, sewage, gas, central heating 
and mass transport, 
 
10. location, construction and operation of cemeteries, 
 
11. selection of solid waste disposal sites and construction of treatment plants, 
 
12. naming and numbering of all public thoroughfares, 
 
13. construction and operation of wholesale markets and slaughterhouses, 
 
14. operating and coordinating a municipal police and fire services, 
 
15. coordinating of district municipal services in case of conflict among municipalities, and 
 
16. implementing and coordinating metro-wide joint ventures. 
 

The greater government of Istanbul, the metropolitan-wide government, is primarily 
responsible for the performance of functions that have area wide geographic impact. 
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The district municipalities are responsible for the basic traditional municipal services 
that are not specifically allocated solely to the metropolitan government.  They do share certain 
functions with the area wide government. For example, the production of master plans is the 
prerogative of the metro municipality but development plans and detail plans and plan 
revisions are undertaken by both the metropolitan and district municipalities. The metropolitan 
government has responsibility for major roads and thoroughfares. The district municipalities 
are responsible for local roads. Both metro and local governments are responsible for urban 
renewal and redevelopment. Sewage and water systems are the functions of the metropolitan 
government. The metropolitan government manages public transportation whereas both metro 
and local governments have responsibility for traffic control. Garbage collection is the 
responsibility of the district municipalities as is the management of local parks, cemeteries and 
the like. 
 

The interesting feature of this system of local government in greater Istanbul is its 
attempt to sort out functions between levels of government on a geographic basis.  The greater 
government of Istanbul is assigned by law with the performance of those activities which are 
area wide in nature and which involve large capital investments.  The district municipalities, on 
the other hand, perform those local functions and services which are much closer to the people 
than those on an area wide basis, those functions which the citizen can touch, feel, smell, hear 
and see. 
 

In short, I believe that metropolitan areas in this country could learn from the model 
presented by the greater government of Istanbul. That model recognizes that there are certain 
functions and service delivery responsibilities which go beyond the boundaries of a single 
municipality and do involve a much broader geographic and resource base. The two tier service 
delivery system in Istanbul avoids duplication and fragmentation of government functions, 
eliminates conflicts between governmental jurisdictions and provides financial equity among 
taxpayers. It also recognizes .the importance of retaining local government close to the people 
in terms of the basic day-to-day service delivery systems so that responsibility and 
accountability and participatory democracy are protected. 


