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Turkey's megaprojects
Opportunities and concerns

SUMMARY

In the past five years, the Turkish leadership has announced a series of megaprojects,
the purpose of which is both to support national development, and to gain a place for
the country in the world's top ten economies.

The main megaprojects include the 'Canalistanbul', which will create an additional
shipping channel from the Marmara Sea to the Black Sea, a new airport, with the
ambition to be the busiest in the world, a third bridge across the Bosphorus in
Istanbul, as well as nuclear power plants and major pipelines across the country.

These projects have led to major debates within Turkish society, as they are planned
by the central government with little input from local communities. In addition there is
controversy because of their potential impact on the environment, in an area of
considerable seismic risk. These two dimensions were criticised in the European
Commission's most recent report on Turkey's progress towards EU accession,
published in November 2015. In June 2015, the European Parliament criticised
Turkey's stance on freedom of speech, which is key to the possibilities for informing
and consulting with civil society on large infrastructure developments such as the
megaprojects.
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Turkey's megaprojects, bringing the country into the top ten
Since 2011, the Turkish government has announced increasing numbers of investment
projects in the fields of energy, transport and urban development. The long-term
objective of the Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi (AKP) government is to bring Turkey into the
club of the ten biggest economies in the world, in time for the 100th anniversary of the
Republic in 2023. Nuclear power plants and dams are to be built in Anatolia, and giant
urban projects are planned in and around Istanbul.

Promoting energy independence
With a view to fostering energy independence, the government is promoting three
different projects: to transform Turkey into an energy hub, develop hydroelectricity,
and build nuclear power plants.

The first of these projects is the creation of new pipelines, notably the US$10-12 billion
TANAP (Trans-Anatolian Pipeline Project); an 1 850 km link from Azerbaijan to Turkey
for the export of Caspian natural gas. This project aims to establish Turkey as an energy
hub between Central Asia, the Middle East and Europe by 2018.

The second project relates to the development of hydroelectric resources. Turkey is
already a world leader in the field, with 22.8% of power generation coming from dams.
The country plans to build several new dams, and these projects trigger strong
opposition, as in the case of the Ilisu dam on the Tigris. This project will affect
25 000 people and flood the ancient Kurdish city of Hasankeyf – submerging it beneath
60 metres of water. Opponents of the project sued the Turkish government over its
attempts to avoid environmental assessment. Although the dam was scheduled to be
completed in 2015, the project has been delayed two years thanks to local opposition
and Kurdish attacks. Whilst the dam is intended to generate 2% of Turkish power, water
quality and quantity will be affected downstream in Syria and Iraq – which are already
experiencing a six-year drought – and will drain the Mesopotamian marshes in Iraq.

The third project involves the construction of nuclear power plants. A 2010 Turkish-
Russian deal enabled work to begin on a series of four reactors in Akkuyu at a projected
cost of US$20 billion. The recent degradation in Turkish-Russian relations, after a
Russian plane was shot down by Turkey, will certainly impact on this collaboration. The
Turkish Parliament approved the construction of another plant, to be built in Sinop by a
Franco-Japanese consortium. Opponents of the projects put forward objections related
to seismic hazards and on environmental grounds.

Istanbul, focus of megaprojects
Istanbul, the most populated Turkish city and one of the biggest cities in Europe, is at
the centre of this megaprojects policy, designed to establish new transport and business
infrastructure for the city.

Canalistanbul
This gigantic and much-debated project, dubbed 'crazy' by President Erdogan, would
create a canal from the Black Sea to the Marmara Sea. This 200 metre wide, 45 km long
waterway would de facto turn most of the European side of Istanbul into an island,
between the Bosphorus to the east and the canal to the west. Beyond transport
infrastructure, it is also a major geopolitical project, as its existence may encourage
Turkey to compel traffic to use the canal, and subject it to taxes; something impossible
in the Bosphorus under international conventions. There may also be a dramatic impact
on a major ecosystem, affecting all Turkey's Black Sea neighbours as well as Greece.

http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/turkey-to-slide-back-to-worlds-19th-biggest-economy-by-years-end.aspx?pageID=238&nID=76231&NewsCatID=344
http://aa.com.tr/en/turkey/mega-projects-gain-momentum-after-ak-party-victory-turkey/461472
http://aa.com.tr/en/turkey/mega-projects-gain-momentum-after-ak-party-victory-turkey/461472
http://www.tanap.com/tanap-project/why-tanap/
http://www.euractiv.com/sections/energy/turkey-and-azerbaijan-begin-construction-tanap-pipeline-312964
https://www.hydropower.org/country-profiles/turkey
http://www.mfa.gov.tr/turkeys-energy-strategy.en.mfa
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2014/02/140221-tigris-river-dam-hasankeyf-turkey-iraq-water/
http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/local-activists-call-for-review-of-ilisu-dam-construction-amid-kurdish-peace-process.aspx?pageID=238&nID=75489&NewsCatID=340
http://www.hasankeyfmatters.com/
http://riverwatch.eu/en/ilisu-en/ngos-sue-turkish-government-over-ilisu-dam-construction
https://ejatlas.org/conflict/ilisu-dam-project-turkey
http://aa.com.tr/en/turkey/turkey-pkk-threatens-dam-projects-in-southeast/292177
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/05/13/world/europe/13turkey.html?_r=0
http://www.enerji.gov.tr/en-US/Pages/Nuclear-Power-Plant-Planned-Projects-In-Our-Country
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-34912581
http://www.engie.com/en/journalists/press-releases/turkish-nuclear-power-plant-project-approval-sinop/
https://www.academia.edu/10387778/Nuclear_Policy_and_Politics_in_Turkey._Domestic_and_Geopolitical_Energetic_Issues_around_the_Akkuyu_Nuclear_Power_Plant_Project
http://www.dw.com/en/protests-as-turkey-builds-first-nuclear-power-plant/a-18383884
http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/erdogans-giant-istanbul-canal-back-on-agenda-with-a-new-look.aspx?pageID=238&nID=78745&NewsCatID=340
http://www.laviedesidees.fr/Hybristanbul.html
http://carnegieeurope.eu/2013/06/20/urban-transformation-in-turkey
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The busiest airport in the world
The second project involves the construction of
the busiest airport in the world, to handle
150 million passengers a year. Currently the
busiest airport is Atlanta International in the USA,
with 95 million passengers. Presented as the only
airport which can be seen from the moon, the
buildings of the new Istanbul airport will cover
1.5 million square metres and provide parking for
more than 500 planes. A major facility, the
airport will provide jobs for 160 000 workers, and
place Istanbul as an important hub between
Europe and Asia. In spite of the economic and geopolitical benefits, the project will also
have a considerable environmental impact. It will raise pollution levels from air
transport, and also destroy a large part of the Beograd forest, north-west of Istanbul.
Commentators expect that it will directly or indirectly affect 2.5 million trees.

Transport: better connections between Europe and Asia
In the transport field, the Turkish government has decided to build a third bridge over
the Bosphorus. Designed to be the highest bridge in the world, it would be 1 275 metres
long and exceptionally wide, with ten car lanes and two railway tracks.

In addition to this bridge, two new tunnels cross the Bosphorus. Marmaray is a
13.6 kilometre train tunnel, which since 2013, enables inhabitants of Istanbul to
commute without taking bridges or boats. Another tunnel is under construction, which
will allow vehicles to travel between Europe and Asia. These projects will significantly
ease the traffic in a city which has grown dramatically since the 1950s – home to
1.2 million inhabitants in 1950, Istanbul will probably exceed 17 million in 2030.

Concerns over environmental and democratic implications
In the past ten years, the Turkish government promoted these megaprojects as a means
to access the club of the ten biggest world economies. Nevertheless, their impact on
growth and job creation is unclear, and the numerous construction projects in Istanbul
also raise fierce opposition, as the Taksim square demonstrations showed in 2013.

Environmental implications
Firstly, the Turkish megaprojects raise environmental concerns, especially in Istanbul, as
the seismic risks for such a large and densely populated city remain very high. Talking to
the Guardian in 2006, Professor Okan Tuysuz, director of the Eurasia Institute of Earth
Sciences at the city's Technical University, said 'We know the scale. We know the place.
We just don't know exactly when, but there's a 65% probability that Istanbul will be hit
by a 7.6 earthquake by 2030. That's a very high probability'. In 1999, more than
17 000 people died in the Izmit earthquake, 60 km from Istanbul. These seismic
concerns, as well as the environmental impact, are at the centre of the debate about
urban planning in Istanbul. The central government traditionally exerts considerable
authority over municipalities in Turkey, but as part of the process of negotiations for
accession to the EU, the 2004 law on Metropolitan Municipalities devolved
responsibility for urban planning to the municipalities. In Istanbul, the scale of planning
was enlarged to include the broader region. Subsequently, in 2006, the Istanbul
Metropolitan Municipality developed an Istanbul Master Plan, which was criticised both
for its substance and process. In the following three years, a wider consultation

Figure 1 – Megaprojects in Istanbul

Map by EPRS, 2016.

https://www.world-airport-codes.com/world-top-30-airports.html
http://www.laviedesidees.fr/Hybristanbul.html
http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/an-aerial-tour-of-istanbuls-disappearing-forests.aspx?pageID=238&nID=71201&NewsCatID=340
http://carnegieeurope.eu/2013/06/20/urban-transformation-in-turkey
http://ddc.arte.tv/nos-cartes/istanbul-carrefours-multiples-1-2
http://data.worldbank.org/country/turkey
http://www.revue-urbanites.fr/lu-istanbul-2023-yoann-morvan-et-sinan-logie/
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/jun/03/taksim-square-istanbul-turkey-protest
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2006/dec/09/turkey.naturaldisasters
https://halshs.archives-ouvertes.fr/halshs-00800106/document
http://www.mei.edu/content/map/mega-projects-and-limits-urban-planning-megacities-case-istanbul-akp-era
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involving district municipalities, academics and NGOs took place, and resulted in the
2009 master plan. This plan aimed to align with environmental requirements for
EU accession; to protect ecological balance (including sustainable and disaster-resistant
development); for the development of Istanbul's international status; to foster the
cultural dimension of the city; and for a better quality of life. The plan also insisted on
the protection of water basins and forests to the north of the city, where the new
airport will be built.

On several occasions, projects have continued during these legal procedures, something
that was criticised in the European Commission's latest, for 2015, Turkey progress
report, along with Turkey's slow progress in the implementation of the acquis
communautaire in the environmental field.

Democratic implications
In the same report, the European Commission notes that, even if Turkey amended its
overall environmental legislation, the level of public consultations and procedural
requirements is inadequate. These points were illustrated by the Taksim Square riots of
2013, when thousands of protesters demonstrated to contest the projected destruction
of Gazi Square to build a shopping centre. Among the manifold reasons for the
demonstrations, firstly in Istanbul and then in the rest of the country, the government's
assertive building policy was among the most salient.

In the past decade, Turkish growth has remained solid, with a record rate of 9.2% in
2010. This 'Turkish miracle' was partly based on a strong construction sector. Within ten
years, the number of jobs in the sector has more than doubled, to 2 million in 2014.
Therefore, the biggest national companies rely on AKP for permits and authorisation to
sustain the construction boom. This relationship has been at the centre of several
corruption scandals in recent years.

The European Parliament and Turkey

In June 2015, the European Parliament adopted a resolution on the 2014 Turkey progress
report. The Parliament underlined that Turkey is a key partner in the field of energy, a position
that the TANAP pipeline will reinforce. However, the Parliament also criticised Turkey's stance
on freedom of speech, which is key to informing and consulting with civil society on large
infrastructure developments such as the megaprojects. The resolution also regrets that the
government decided to pursue the 'the Ilisu Dam, which will have devastating social,
environmental and political effects'.

eprs@ep.europa.eu
http://www.eprs.ep.parl.union.eu (intranet)
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank (internet)
http://epthinktank.eu (blog)

Disclaimer and Copyright
The content of this document is the sole responsibility of the author and any opinions expressed therein
do not necessarily represent the official position of the European Parliament. It is addressed to the
Members and staff of the EP for their parliamentary work. Reproduction and translation for non-
commercial purposes are authorised, provided the source is acknowledged and the European Parliament is
given prior notice and sent a copy.

© European Union, 2016.

Photo credits: © Christian Müller / Fotolia.
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