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Since the inception of the Republic, regional policy of Turkey has been greatly affected by not only the internal economic and social developments but also the experience of the European states and the rise of new development paradigms pertaining to regional development. However, it was not until the 1960s that Turkey’s regional policy and State Planning Organization (SPO), which is directly responsible for regional development, were established and increasing emphasis was given to the reduction of regional disparities within the country. Also, regional policy emerged as the main tool of local development and local stakeholders, particularly local government emerged as an important player in the process. 
While, in the period of etatism (state – sponsored and run economic development), main attempts were towards the redistribution of public services and industrial investment to different parts of the country in order to develop a national economy, with the initiation of the planned period since the 1960s, regional policy has been mainly shaped by development efforts focused on growth centers. The state, therefore, introduced several regional plans and regional development projects which envisaged public investment and support for small enterprises in these centers. Especially after the 1980s, following the rise of endogenous development theories in regional economy, the incentives for enhancing local potentials in Priority Regions in Development (PRD) and supporting local entrepreneurship and local actors have assumed an important place in the regional policy of Turkey. (Didem, 2002: 64)

On the other hand, during the last decade of the 20th century, Turkey has tried to adapt to the regional policy criterion of the European Union (EU) in order to harmonize its legislation and practice with the EU ‘acquis communautaire’.

In the light of these overviews, the evolution of regional policy and practice in Turkey can be analysed with respect to five periods.

The Period of Etatism (state – sponsored and run economic development): 1923-1959

Within this first period, creation of a national economy and society under a new political and administrative system; the deconcentration of population and  dispersion to different regions of the country was the main strategy in regional policy; which reflected itself in the moving of the capital from Istanbul to Ankara; the establishment of industrial enterprises in Central Anatolia and Inner Aegean regions outside Istanbul and Marmara region; and the development of a railroad system that connected different parts of the country (Eraydın, 2001).

During this period, the state, due to strategic and development considerations, indulged in a policy of ‘industrial seeding’ establishing industries in the then remote parts of Anatolia Rivkin, 1964; Göymen, 2000. Some of these investments did not make much economic sense then but provided the initial impetus for the later emergence of some centers of growth (e.g. Kayseri, Eskişehir, Zonguldak, Karabük). 

Since the country was in an exhausted state as a result of the Independence War, at the outset, industrialization efforts were inevitably realized through state investments, but later on, were joined by the newly emerging private sector whose investments were concentrated mostly in Istanbul and the Marmara region. In that sense, although the state tried to disperse public investments to different regions of the country, especially to Eastern regions since they were more depressed, this could only be partially realized (DPT, 2000). In addition, the definition of new borders of the state caused East and South-East Anatolian regions to lose their previous economic linkages (with Arab countries and Iran), and therefore, to lag behind the rest of Turkey. Moreover, the exchange of populations between Turkey and Greece in the 1920s, according to the Lausanne Treaty was another factor that created serious problems in these regions by leading to human and social capital drain (Didem, 2002).

In addition to these problems, the second World War had serious repercussions necessitating the initiation of a new period in the socio-economic and spatial development of Turkey. The state couldn’t support investments any more due to shrinking resources and loss of earlier markets, so private capital gained importance in the investments made. Needless to say, eradication of regional disparities was not among the priorities of private capital. On the other hand, in the 1950s, mechanization of agricultural production, led to migration of population from rural areas to urban centers. All these developments resulted in the shift of emphasis from regions to urban nodes and from regional inequalities to inequalities between social groups. (Eraydın, 2001)

Emphasis on Regional Planning and Development: 1960 – 1972

Since the 1960s, Turkey has directed its economic and social development through Five-Year Development Plans (FYDP), which aimed to reduce regional disparities  and establish economic and social balances. With the initiation of the planned period, different regional plans that were expected to contribute to national economic development have been prepared in order to activate the capacities of various regions in the country and the SPO has been charged with implementation and follow-up.

In the five-year plans, special emphasis was placed on the efficient use of national resources. The plans aimed to accelerate national economic development, paying due regard to potentials of different regions with the eventual aim of a more ‘balanced’ economy.

In this context, in the 1960s, regional development projects were introduced for regions such as East Marmara, Antalya, Çukurova ve Zonguldak. The ‘lead sector’ in these regional projects differed. Industry was emphasized in Zonguldak and East Marmara; tourism in Antalya and agriculture in Çukurova. SPO and central government was the main agent of implementation and little or no role was envisaged for local stakeholders (DPT, 2000). During this period, local government hardly played any role in local development and the legislative framework did not envisage this either. 
However, most of the planned regions within this period were relatively prosperous ones or at least the regions that had certain development potential (Eraydın, 2001). Although the state provided the entrepreneurs who would invest in less-developed regions some incentives like reduction of income tax, and credit opportunities, central government in most cases, remained the predominant agent.

The launching of the second FYDP (1968-1972) increased the significance of the idea that ‘a regional plan can not be prepared independently from a national physical plan’ (DPT, 2000). In this way, this plan aimed to integrate spatial considerations into national economic objectives and institutionalize the spatial perspective within national development planning.

These regional policies and plans were in compliance with the overall economic trends of the 1960s, which were shaped by import-substitution policies. However, although these policies brought about the development of various industries in the country, at the same time, they led to an increase in unemployment due to the capital intensive nature of most investments. This further encouraged the migration process from rural areas to urban centers, and deepened the gap between the eastern and western parts of the country, as well as creating a new duality between the rural and the urban. (Eraydın, 2001).

As a response to this situation some regions, especially in South – East and East Anatolia, were accepted as Priority Regions in Development (PRD) by the decision of the Council of Ministers in 1968, and since then, investment incentives have been mainly assigned to these regions. In this way, the emphasis in public investments shifted from growth centers to PRD. However, these regions were defined at provincial level instead of regional scale, and in the determination of them, political criteria rather than economic ones prevailed. The populist and clientelistic oriented state continued to be the main agent with little or no attempt to involve motivate and mobilize local stakeholders.

Province - based Planning: 1973 – 1977

With the introduction of the third FYDP (1973-1977), regional policy and development lost its significance due to the creeping belief that attempts to overcome regional inequalities in a short period of time would result in economically inefficient distribution of resources and also in the slowing down of capital accumulation and national economic development. Therefore, incentives for private enterprise attracted wider attention than direct public investments in the development of disadvantaged areas (DPT, 2000).

During this period, regional development was seen as coordinated effort of defining natural resources of provinces and supporting the most advantageous sectors in these provinces. Moreover, it was declared that in the determination of the location of investments at national scale, economic criteria rather than political considerations would bear weight. Lack of administrative capacity and institutionalization to implement regional plans were also other factors that led to the declining importance of regional policy in this period. Eraydın (2001: 17) reports that even in the official documents of the SPO the use of the term ‘region’ was very limited whereas several studies defined the socio – economic development level of provinces in order to determine the areas eligible for assistance.

However, it could be said that the third FYDP made a significant contribution to regional development by stipulating that the problem of regional disparities could only be solved, in the long run, by activating regional resources and strengthening local governments, which became the main strategy of regional policy in the following period. Therefore, in the next plan period, local development projects gained more importance than special development plans imposed from the top.

Initiation of Neo – Liberal Policies: 1978 – 1994

Didem asserts that, most important attempts in regional policy were made within this period covering the fourth (1979 – 1983), fifth (1985 – 1989) and sixth FYDP (1990 – 1994). The initial years witnessed a severe economic and political crisis, followed by radical transformations in the early 1980s, affecting all aspects of Turkish polity. The new civilian government (Motherland Party), that followed the military intervention of 1980, introduced neo-liberal policies which also had an impact on regional policy and regional and local development. 

The liberalization of trade in 1984, followed by the elimination of foreign exchange controls and quotas on imports, and the revision of tariffs, increased competition between firms, and therefore, also among regions. All these policies favoured developed areas such as Istanbul, Izmir that had large manufacturing capacities, rather than less - developed ones with limited capacity, which encountered many difficulties in adapting themselves to the newly emerging global trade relations.  (Gap İdaresi, 2002:7)

Nonetheless, some relatively less-developed areas (Eskişehir, Denizli, Çorum, Kayseri, Gaziantep, Kahramanmaraş) experienced a rapid increase in their manufacturing activities by expanding their export capacities and started to be called as ‘industrial nodes’. The significance of these new nodes for industrial growth lay in that they could draw attention to the growth potential of some areas outside major manufacturing centers in Turkey. According to Eraydın (2001: 11-15), the change in the production organization towards flexible specialization was, in fact, a necessity to cope with the conditions imposed by global economic linkages where small and medium – sized enterprises were prevalent.

Within the fifth FYDP (1985 – 1989), resurgence of regional policy could be witnessed. After more than ten years on the decline, several regional plans were initiated to accelerate development and to facilitate efficient use of resources in both developing regions and the ones with development potential in certain sectors. Among them, the South – East Anatolian Project (GAP) whose legal framework was completed at the end of this plan period could be regarded as the first, the most comprehensive and most integrated one (DPT, 2000).

The Southeastern Anatolia Project (GAP) is a multi – sectoral and integrated regional development effort approached in the context of sustainable development. Its basic objectives include the improvement of living standards, poverty alleviation and contribution to such national goals as social stability and economic growth by enhancing productivity and employment opportunities in the region. The project area covers 9 administrative provinces in Southeastern Turkey (Adiyaman, Batman, Diyarbakir, Gaziantep, Kilis, Mardin, Siirt, Sanliurfa and Sirnak) in the basins of the Euphrates and Tigris rivers in Upper Mesopotamia, comprising about 10 % of total area and population in Turkey (Gap İdaresi, 2002: 7).
The GAP had originally been planned in the 1970s as consisting of projects for irrigation and hydraulic energy production on the Euphrates and Tigris, but was transformed into a multi –sector social and economic development program for the region in the 1980s. In the 1990s, the Project focus changed from merely achieving a set of physical targets to human – centered sustainable development. The development program encompasses such sectors as irrigation, hydraulic energy, agriculture, rural and urban infrastructure, forestry, education and health. The water resources development component of the program envisages the construction of 22 dams and 19 hydraulic power plants and irrigation of 1.7 million hectares of land. The total cost of the project is estimated at 32 billion US $. As of end of 2007 82 % of the Project had been realized in terms of expenditure (Gap İdaresi, 2008: 3-4).
The project rests upon the philosophy of sustainable human development, which aims to create an environment in which future generations can also benefit and develop. The basic strategies of the project include fairness and equity in development, participation, environmental protection, employment generation, poverty alleviation, spatial planning and infrastructure development. 

More and more, what was sought for the region and the GAP Project was regional governance, whereby central government would no longer be the lone (and mostly lonely) actor but would start sharing responsibilities and authority with new partners. Prominent among these new partners were the local municipalities. Local administrations, although, technically a part of the state, are still physically and psychologically close enough to local communities to act as principal actors of local development. They have the additional advantage of being elected bodies enjoying democratic legitimacy. But to play that role more effectively local administration should be empowered and strengthened (Göymen, 2000: 63-66).
In realization of this fact , the most important development in regional policy in this period was the increasing emphasis on local economic development, local government and local capacity. Therefore, most of the incentives were assigned for the enhancement of local capacities and the encouragement of SMEs in these regions. Moreover, in the distribution of public investment, regional growth potential was principally taken into consideration. During this period, the concept of integrated regional development replaced the concept of regional planning. 

Another important principle introduced was the decision that while determining regional policies, the regional policy criterion of the EU should be taken into consideration, which paved the way for the development of structural reforms in the regional policy of Turkey. 

Structural Reforms for Regional Convergence: 1995 - ….

Since the 1990s, Turkey has tried to develop its regional policy in compliance with EU regional policy, introducing structural reforms for reducing regional disparities in the country However, due to economic problems and reduction in income per capita during the 1990s, the problem of regional imbalance still persists. Therefore, the seventh FYDP (1996 – 2000) aimed at balanced regional development by encouraging sustainable development as a coherent process, covering economic, social, political and cultural aspects. This has prompted the introduction of several new regional development projects for primarily East and South – East Anatolian regions. In this respect, an ‘Action Plan’ was introduced for the provinces in these regions and also ‘Immediate Support Programmes’ were implemented to meet the urgent needs of these provinces. (DPT, 2004)

The regional and rural development projects that gained impetus within this plan period covered Zonguldak – Karabük – Bartın, East Anatolia, Eastern Black Sea region and Yeşilırmak River – Basin area. Besides these regional development projects, the studies of East Marmara Regional Plan and the West Mediterranean Regional Development Project were introduced in this period. Brief descriptions of these projects are presented below (DPT, 2008).

Zonguldak – Karabük – Bartın Regional Development Project: This project was necessitated as ‘reinvigoration’ of a depressed area, after coal production was severely curtailed and steel production privatized. Similar to GAP, it is a multi-sectoral regional development project based on the cooperation of public and private sector, which also aimed to develop new activity areas and investment opportunities for the private sector. For the encouragement of SMEs and the attraction of new investment capital, participation, technical assistance, the establishment of guarantee funds and the pursuit of market research were the main components of this project. 

East Anatolian Regional Development Project: East Anatolia is still the least developed region in Turkey. While its area is the largest (158.972 km2), its population is the smallest (5.6 million in 1997). Although the annual average rate of GDP increase in Turkey during the period 1983 – 1997 was 4.9%, in this region it was only 2.3%, which is the lowest rate among the regions. In recognition of this fact, the SPO introduced a Master Plan in 1998 for the development of the region. The most novel aspect of this plan was the participation of 5 universities in the region in its preparation and clear roles assigned to other stakeholders in implementation. (DPT, 2008: 111-113).

The main aims of the plan included the development of policies for accelerating the socio – economic development in the region; the determination of crucial public investments that would contribute to rural and urban development; the enhancement of incentives for private sector investments; the designation of investment areas and preparation of investment projects for attracting entrepreneurs from inside or outside the region; activating regional internal dynamics and supporting regional entrepreneurship; and strengthening the human resources thereby satisfying regional development through partnerships between central and, local governments, private institutions and non-governmental organizations. 

Eastern Black Sea Regional Development Project: Eastern Black Sea is also one of the less – developed regions of Turkey, which has serious problems of unemployment, leading to the highest rate of out-migration; low income per capita, dependency on a single sector (agriculture) and limited number of products. However, in the last few years, with the opening of the “east corridor”, (to Georgia) this region seems to have stumbled upon an opportunity to trigger development.

An integrated regional development master plan, that covers 7 provinces of the Region, has been prepared in a participatory manner. The main objectives of this plan are to initiate transformation in the spatial structure to; strengthen the economic structure and diversify it and to raise awareness for social and environmental responsibilities in the region (Ulusal Program, 2001). In the implementation of this plan, the participation of related public institutions, local governments and several non-governmental organizations are envisaged.

Yeşilırmak River – Basin Development Project: Since environmental problems increased to a great extent in the Yeşilırmak basin due to irregularities n the flow of the river, this project was developed to overcome these problems and to introduce the most proper and efficient land-use planning that would not harm the ecological balance in the basin. In this context, the project aimed to realize sustainable development in the region, which includes provinces of Amasya, Çorum, Samsun, Tokat and Yozgat. Several measures to facilitate this aim were introduced, such as prevention of erosion, determination and control of water reservoir deterioration; rehabilitation of forest areas, the control of unplanned urbanization and industrialization (DPT, 2000).

Didem (2002: 71) maintains that although in most of these new regional development projects, there is an emphasis on the use of local resources and potentials for development, it can be easily perceived that they are still in traditional character (centrally imposed and controlled m.e) and can not refrain from sliding into the “public investment programme” approach. However, there is also an increasing recognition that the public resources are very limited and productive activities in the less-developed regions can only be realized with the help of private sector and local stakeholders. This belief has also brought about a revision of the GAP plan strategy which now tries to integrate a multitude of local agents particularly local government and non-governmental organizations into the project. In this way, the increasing emphasis of these new planning activities on participation and human - centered development differentiates them from previous ones. 

Finally, during the eighth FYDP (2001 – 2005), the regional policy of Turkey has directed its efforts to satisfy new aims, which envisage the strengthening of the social structure; the development of a stable economy; the completion of structural reforms and the realization of basic transformations that a knowledge - society requires. Therefore, sustainable development, regional convergence, cultural development and participation are the main regional development objectives of this plan. Also measures to further harmonize regional policies with the EU have been taken like the establishment of statistical regions and the initial two regional development agencies. 
Some thoughts on the future of regional development in Turkey
The fundamental issue to be clarified with regard to coming to an operational framework for absorbing EU support concerns the overall concept of a regional development strategy and corresponding regional development policy which Turkey must decide to adopt and to implement. Such a concept – which must always take into account the general development conditions and objectives of the country – must include a sufficiently clear general view; 

(a) of the relative and complementary roles of national and sub-national institutions in preparing and implementing a national regional development policy,

(b) of the responsibilities and competencies assigned to each of the institutions that have to assume a role according to (a),

(c) of the spatial framework to be considered, and

(d) of the various instruments to be considered for influencing the prevailing development tendencies in the directions of objectives determined by the national strategy (Treuner, 2000: 3 – 4).

Roles of National and Sub National Institutions

This leads directly to the second major issue which concerns the problem of centralization, decentralization and deconcentration. In particular in the larger and more populous new member countries – like Hungary, Romania and Bulgaria – the Union’s experience and policy requires the active involvement of a sub – national (“regional”) level which is closer to the problems to be overcome and, at least in principle, better prepared to conceive programmes and projects that could contribute effectively in improving development conditions. As the Union itself minimizes its “guiding interference” into national policies with regard to the generally accepted “principle of subsidiarity”, the Union must expect the governments of the member and candidate countries to dispose of a distribution of development related tasks to different levels of government and administration which are able to consider the local and regional particularities that must be taken into account when the efficiency of allocation and use of European funds is to be maximized.

In Turkey, the centralized hierarchical structures inherited from the past are so firmly established that all considerations to transfer responsibilities of planning and implementation to sub – national levels meet great obstacles. These obstacles mostly are of both political and objective nature, because adequate staff and equipment often is not available at lower levels of administration. Therefore, deliberate attempts are needed to enhance capacity at sub-national level. Larger municipalities and metropolitan structures are best suited to participate in, and sometimes lead, local development ‘coalitions’. 
It must be stressed here, and this is perhaps particularly important for Turkey, that the European union, while eager to make the best and most efficient use of its structural funds, has no explicit policy favouring either decentralization or deconcentration. In fact, decentralization – in the sense of transferring hitherto national responsibilities to sub – national levels – appears to be an economically rewarding and politically promising approach to increasing the efficiency of development policy, under conditions of a comparatively high level and largely balanced (spatial and sectoral) structure of economic performance. However, it must also be seen that decentralization can become efficient only if and when there is a clear national framework of development conditions, which minimizes the risk that the richer regions obtain all the profit of decentralization, due to their good starting conditions, while the poorer parts of a country remain lagging behind the general level of development. This has been the main problem in Turkey so far, in spite of deliberate attempts to resolve it. Therefore, when such a clear national framework is not yet available it may be appropriate to maintain a strong national administration while adding elements of deconcentration, as things progress (Treuner, 2000: 4-5). 

Turkey will, therefore have to carefully study alternative solutions of how to reduce the predominance of central decisions in favour of giving the lower levels of government and administration more responsibilities. As there presently exist a very large number of administrative units (“provinces”) under the national government of Turkey, too many indeed for being efficiently handled by a national administration, the first question will be how to conceive a new “intermediate” level of government and / or of administration in between the national government and the provincial government. So far, the only development in this context, has been the promulgation of a law which envisages the eventual establishment of 26 regional development agencies (RDA); the initial two have been set up in Izmir and Çukurova (DPT, 2004).
A particular problem regularly arising in the context of any approach to decentralization or deconcentration concerns the definition and territorial delineation of the new entities. In fact the (political) decision to establish, e.g., 26 ‘regions’ by aggregating (in the average) four of the eighty one provinces of Turkey may not automatically lead to a reasonable solution, but can lead to many competing concepts of aggregation which all have more or less distinct advantages and disadvantages. From the point of view of operationalising a regional development strategy it might, e.g., appear optimal to design a functional division by combining a “central” province (with an important city) and its three or four “hinterland” provinces (which seems to have been done);  such a delineation could be promising with regard to a growth pole approach by linking the envisaged development activities to an existing centre and by strengthening all inter – relations between this centre and the towns in its zone of influence. However, in the same situation other experts might defend a homogeneity – orientated approach in which the aggregation of provinces into regions would follow a criterion, e.g., of per capita income that would result in “poor” and “rich” provinces, assuming that this would make it easier to propose adequate programmes for overcoming structural problems in those regions of which all member provinces find themselves in comparable situations of unsatisfactory development (Treuner, 2000; Göymen, 2000). 

The second issue to be discussed and prepared carefully concerns the question of which responsibilities should be entrusted to these new RDAs, and how the work and decisions of such a new level could be efficiently co-ordinated with national and “sub-regional” administrations, in particular at the province (country) and municipal levels. A possible solution would consist of giving the RDAs full responsibility to prepare Regional Development Plans and Programmes that would have to be submitted for approval to a national agency only with regard to its compatibility with overall national development objectives, and in giving it also full responsibility for programme and project implementation (possibly including the right to delegate appropriate parts of implementation responsibilities to lower levels of government or administration). The RDA law falls far short of this approach and sees these new entities as ‘extentions of central government in the regions’. Therefore, the RDAs are meant to operate under the ‘tutelege’ of State Planning Organization, which also is responsible for harmonization of various level plans (DPT, 2004). 
Experience from new EU members shows that probably the most critical element of administration is the availability and the location of a service that makes and / or evaluates project proposals with respect to their economic, financial, and social profitability. While this service and its assessments must always respect national guidelines that are necessary to maintain a minimum fairness in dealing with similar situations occurring in different parts of a country it should also be as close as possible to the places where it is needed, e.g. in the implementation agencies in a country’s (pilot) development regions. Such a “deconcentrated assignment” would itself require some well organized central control to avoid misuse which could result from uncontrolled deconcentration (Treuner, 2000). The new RDA law envisages the establishment of a project office in each RDA and related support systems. In the new setup, local government features prominently, both in the planning and implementation phase (DPT, 2004). 
With regard to creating acceptable conditions for absorbing potential European support in the field of regional development policy this means that the institutional framework must be able (a) to provide sufficiently well established and competently staffed institutions at appropriate spatial levels to assess development needs and to drive priorities which are to be translated into feasible proposals of development support projects, and (b) to implement development projects and programmes that could be co-financed from European sources (Treuner, 2000).

As the means offered by the structural funds in general and by the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) in particular are to be used to reduce disparities in development by improving conditions of development, it is obvious that such an approach can only be implemented effectively and efficiently if the government and its various administrations are able

(a) to analyze existing situations and imminent development trends in a realistic way (that corresponds to the Union’s rules, to allow comparisons with analyses for other parts of the Union, or of other accession countries),

(b) to determine priorities of action in a systematic and sufficiently convincing way, on the basis of analyses of the performance and development tendencies of the public and private sectors of the region, generally in the form of a regional development plan,

(c) to translate established priorities into realistic operational programmes (consisting of specific projects) and corresponding budget structure, and

(d) to implement such programmes and projects in an efficient way by integrating those who “know” with those who have the experience of “how to do”, – which often, means giving an important role to local (municipal, communal) government (Treuner, 2000: 8).

Since the RDA experience in Turkey is very limited, time will shown whether these new structures will be able to deliver what is expected of them, and whether central government will be willing to sufficiently empower the RDAs, devolving responsibility, authority and resources. But, there is no doubt that local government (particularly municipalities), are (will be) main actors of local/regional development since they know best the local ‘terrain’, and have the political legitimacy to act on behalf of the local people. 
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