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1.	 INTRODUCTION

The rapid growth of cities on a global scale, increasing population density, 
environmental pressures, and complex management processes have made 
the achievement of sustainable urbanization goals more critical than ever. 
In this context, the smart city approach—which aims to efficiently manage 
resources, develop service quality, and foster a participatory governance 
model by systematically using the opportunities offered by information and 
communication technologies in the field of urban management—has become 
a key component of the urban policy agenda in Türkiye in recent years. 

In Türkiye, smart city applications are viewed not only as a transformation 
aimed at strengthening technological infrastructure, but also as a management 
paradigm that holistically supports environmental, economic, and social 
sustainability goals. In this context, it is observed that cities are being reshaped 
by smart systems and data-driven decision-making processes in a wide range 
of areas, from energy management to transportation, waste management to 
security and disaster management, and from economic development to digital 
participation. 

Evaluating smart city management within the context of urban sustainability 
offers important insights into understanding the current development 
dynamics, planning approaches, and local government practices of cities in 
Türkiye. This study examines how the smart city approach is integrated with 
sustainable urbanization goals in Türkiye; it provides a comprehensive analysis 
based on key components such as transportation, environment, governance, 
economy, people, and quality of life. 

This analysis aims not only to describe existing practices but also to reveal 
the extent to which urban sustainability policies in Türkiye are compatible with 
smart city components, and to identify the governance related opportunities 
and constraints that emerge in this process. Thus, a theoretical and practical 
foundation is established for evaluating the level of contribution of smart 
cities to sustainable development goals in Türkiye. In this context, the basic 
components of smart city management in Türkiye will be examined in detail 
under the subheadings below. 

2.	 SMART TRANSPORTATION: 

In Türkiye, the smart transportation approach has been established 
within an institutional framework, particularly through national strategy 
documents that have rapidly developed since 2019 and smart city projects 
implemented by municipalities. The National Intelligent Transportation 
Systems Strategy Document and the 2020-2023 Action Plan, prepared by 
the Ministry of Transportation and Infrastructure, clearly emphasize that 
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smart transportation is one of the fundamental components of sustainable 
development. The document includes objectives such as strengthening data 
sharing infrastructure, expanding traffic management centers, reducing 
carbon emissions, and integrating smart intersection and signaling systems 
(Republic of Turkey Ministry of Transport and Infrastructure, 2020: 46-92). 
Within the framework of this policy, local governments are increasingly 
turning to information technology for transportation planning. However, 
there is criticism in the literature that smart transportation applications in 
Türkiye are progressing in a more technology-centric and fragmented manner, 
and that environmental and social sustainability dimensions are not addressed 
holistically enough. For example, a study on ITS architecture indicates that 
systems are mostly shaped according to standards developed by the central 
government in Türkiye; however, due to the lack of technical capacity of 
local governments, there are differences in implementation. This situation 
can lead to coordination problems in data sharing, system compatibility, and 
governance processes (Dilek, Talih and Ceylan, 2023: 383). 

One of the fundamental components of sustainable urban transportation 
is the concept of integration. Smart transportation systems contribute 
to sustainability goals to the extent that they can holistically manage 
different modes of transportation (public transportation, walking, cycling, 
micromobility, private vehicles). In major cities in Türkiye such as Istanbul, 
Ankara, Izmir, and Gaziantep, innovations such as data-based monitoring, 
mobile ticketing, smart bus stop systems, traffic density analysis, and parking 
management technologies have been implemented in public transportation 
management in recent years (Macit, 2024: 65). These systems offer significant 
benefits in terms of both time efficiency and carbon emissions. Solutions 
such as Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality’s Smart Traffic Control Center 
(ATKOM) and ‘EGO Cepte’ mobile application of Ankara Metropolitan 
Municipality are examples of how digitalization directly affects urban mobility 
(Yavuz, 2024: 94). 

However, the contribution of smart transportation systems to sustainability 
is not limited solely to technological improvements. Technologies such as 
artificial intelligence, the Internet of Things (IoT), and big data analyses enable 
the analysis of behavioral patterns and the development of future-oriented 
scenarios in transportation planning (Macit, 2024: 68–69). Studies in Türkiye 
on AI-based traffic prediction models show that these technologies have the 
potential to reduce traffic congestion by 10-15%. In addition, recent research 
has shown that data mining methods play a significant role in preventing 
traffic accidents and improving energy efficiency (Kesgin and Özer, 2025: 201). 

The development of smart transportation applications in Türkiye is 
closely linked to energy transition policies. Electric vehicle infrastructure, 
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the planning of charging stations, and fleet management are key components 
evaluated under the ITS framework. Within this context, electric bus fleets 
have been launched as pilot projects in cities such as Istanbul, Ankara, and 
Bursa. From an energy management perspective, this transformation supports 
both economic and environmental sustainability by reducing dependence on 
fossil fuels (Dilek, Talih and Ceylan, 2023: 387). 

From a governance perspective, the success of ITS projects is directly 
related to inter-institutional coordination and the establishment of data sharing 
standards. Studies indicate that in most local governments, data management 
infrastructure is not yet fully compatible with the national architecture, and this 
weakens system integrity (Dilek, Talih and Ceylan, 2023: 355). Nevertheless, 
especially in recent years, the guidance documents and data sharing platforms 
provided by the Turkish Ministry of Environment, Urbanization and Climate 
Change through its ‘Smart Cities Portal’ are accelerating this adaptation 
process (https://akillisehirler.csb.gov.tr/akilli-ulasim/). 

In general, smart transportation systems in Türkiye have the potential 
to make significant contributions to sustainable urbanization goals; however, 
to fully realize this potential, investments in technology must be addressed 
in conjunction with governance and public participation. At this point, 
promoting open data applications, increasing the technical capacity of local 
governments, and monitoring ITS projects with environmental performance 
indicators should be among the priority goals. In this way, smart transportation 
can become not only a tool for innovation but also one of the key components 
of cities’ sustainability vision.  

The development of intelligent transportation systems in Türkiye is 
considered not only a technological transformation but also a strategic 
process that facilitates the reshaping of urbanization policies around the 
principle of sustainability. According to Smart Cities Portal data, more than 30 
metropolitan and provincial municipalities across Türkiye have implemented 
at least one digital application in the field of smart transportation. These 
applications include smart signaling, mobile parking guidance, smart bus stop 
systems, digital bus cards, and real-time route tracking systems. According to 
the portal’s ‘data production platforms’ module, as of 2024, a data monitoring 
infrastructure based on over 12,000 traffic sensors and approximately 4,500 
cameras has been established in all 81 provinces (https://akillisehirler.csb.gov.
tr/veri-uretim-platformlari/). These data show that urban mobility data is now 
being produced systematically in Türkiye and is becoming available for use in 
the planning processes of local governments. 

The most noticeable impact of these systems is observed in traffic 
management processes. Traffic management centers established in many cities, 
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including Istanbul, Ankara, Izmir, Bursa, and Gaziantep, have reduced average 
travel times by 8–15% through the use of real-time data streams (Ministry of 
Environment, Urbanization and Climate Change of the Republic of Türkiye, 
2021, pp. 31–32). These centers operationalize ITS strategy’s principle of ‘data-
driven decision-making’ at the local level.  In particular, ATKOM (Smart 
Traffic Control Center), affiliated with the Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality, 
processed 35 million data points daily in 2023 and provided traffic congestion 
and route optimization services to more than 15 million drivers” (https://
data.ibb.gov.tr/). In Ankara, the EGO Cepte application of the EGO General 
Directorate reached 1.5 million active users as of 2024, and 72% of these users 
actively used the app for daily travel planning (https://www.ego.gov.tr/).  

The impact of these practices on sustainability is not limited to simply 
improving traffic flow. The Ministry of Transport and Infrastructure’s National 
Intelligent Transportation Systems Strategy (2020–2023) predicts that 
greenhouse gas emissions can be reduced by up to 12% through ITS projects. 
In evaluations conducted at the end of 2023, it was estimated that the use of 
electric buses in Istanbul and Izmir alone prevented approximately 40,000 
tons of CO₂ equivalent emissions annually (Republic of Türkiye Ministry of 
Transport and Infrastructure, 2023). These data reveal that smart transportation 
has a directly measurable impact on environmental sustainability. 

However, data management and standardization have become important 
agenda items in Türkiye’s smart transportation policies. The National Smart 
City Open Data Platform (ULASAV) enables more than 25 municipalities to 
share their transportation data in an open access format by 2024. Through this 
platform, a total of 1.8 billion data rows have been processed and 150 different 
datasets have been made available for use. This has also enabled comparative 
analyses between cities and facilitated academic research. The development of 
open data infrastructure also facilitates the monitoring of sustainable urban 
mobility indicators at the national level and ensures transparent evaluation of 
policies (https://ulasav.csb.gov.tr/). 

In this context, as a result of the deployment of the Intelligent Signalization 
System developed by the Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality at more than 500 
intersections as of 2023, an average 17% reduction in traffic congestion was 
recorded (https://ulasim.ibb.istanbul/). Similarly, the Ankara Metropolitan 
Municipality’s ‘EGO Cepte’ application has integrated public transportation 
routes with real-time data, resulting in a 25% increase in user satisfaction 
(https://www.ego.gov.tr/). It has been observed that the smart intersection 
systems implemented in Bursa and Gaziantep contribute to environmental 
sustainability by reducing fuel consumption and waiting times. 

One of the key components of sustainable transport goals is electric 
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vehicle infrastructure. According to data from the Electric and Hybrid 
Vehicles Association of Türkiye (TEHAD), as of 2024 there are over 6,000 
active charging points in the country, and this number has increased by 150% 
over the past three years (https://tehad.org/ ).  This development demonstrates 
that intelligent transportation systems are directly linked not only to digital 
transformation but also to the energy transition. 

Among intelligent transportation applications, the mobility-as-a-service 
(MaaS) approach is gaining increasing importance in Türkiye. In particular, in 
cities such as Izmir and Eskişehir, digital ticketing solutions that integrate public 
transportation, cycling, and micromobility systems are being implemented on 
a pilot basis. The ‘Izmirim Card’ system in Izmir, as of 2024, has integrated 7 
different modes of transportation (metro, bus, ferry, tram, bicycle, parking, 
taxi) across the city into a single platform. This integration has increased public 
transportation usage by 11% compared to the previous year and reduced private 
vehicle usage by 7% (Izmir Metropolitan Municipality, 2024). This example 
demonstrates that intelligent transportation technologies create not only a 
technological but also a behavioral transformation. Capacity development of 
local governments is also an important dimension of this transformation. The 
‘Implementation Guidance Manual’ program conducted through the Smart 
Cities Portal provides municipalities with standards regarding the technical 
requirements of ITS projects as well as step-by-step implementation processes. 
As of 2024, more than 60 municipalities have benefited from this guide, 
and 15 have prepared their own smart transportation strategy documents 
(https://akillisehirler.csb.gov.tr/). This indicates that political coordination has 
strengthened at the national level and that institutional learning has increased 
at the local level.  

From a social sustainability perspective, smart transportation systems 
have a positive impact on increasing urban inclusivity. Approximately 40% 
of ITS (Intelligent Transportation Systems) projects in Türkiye include 
accessible bus stops and audio information systems for people with disabilities 
and the elderly (https://akillisehirler.csb.gov.tr/).  This rate was only 18% in 
2020. In addition, the expansion of women’s safety-oriented applications in 
public transportation—for example, the ‘Purple Stop’ project in Istanbul and 
the ‘Alo 153 Transport Safety Module’ in Ankara—demonstrates that the 
social sustainability component has been incorporated into the intelligent 
transportation framework. At the same time, smart transportation systems 
contribute to strengthening social justice by making it easier for city residents 
to access their right to transportation. For example, supporting accessible 
transportation planning for people with disabilities and the elderly with digital 
platforms helps make urban mobility more inclusive. However, the literature 
emphasizes that there are still only a limited number of applications in this 
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area and that, in most municipalities, the issue of accessibility is left to spatial 
planning rather than technical solutions (Öztaş Karlı and Selma, 2023: 10–11).  

In summary, intelligent transportation systems in Türkiye are in a process 
of maturation both technically and institutionally.  However, the long-term 
success of the system depends not only on data collection but also on the effective 
use of data in urban decision-making processes. Therefore, the widespread 
adoption of open data infrastructure across all municipalities, the linking of 
ITS investments to energy efficiency and carbon reduction indicators, and 
the regular monitoring of user behavior are of critical importance. The role 
of intelligent transportation in a sustainable urbanization vision lies not only 
in technological innovations but also in its power to transform the holistic 
planning and governance capacity of cities. 

However, from a critical perspective, it is noteworthy that the concept 
of ‘smart transportation’ in the literature is mostly limited to road systems, 
traffic management, and land-based public transportation models (Tektaş and 
Tektaş, 2023: 392). In Türkiye, this situation is also reflected in the fact that 
intelligent transportation systems (ITS) studies are largely concentrated on 
road infrastructure, intelligent signalization, and public transportation modes 
(Özcan and Emirzik, 2025: 291). However, in the context of contemporary 
urban mobility and transportation planning, maritime and air transportation 
also hold significant potential in terms of sustainability and smart mobility. 
For example, the integration of urban maritime passenger and freight 
transportation with technological monitoring and data management systems 
can contribute to reducing pressure on road networks and lowering carbon 
emissions (Doğan & Dikmen, 2018, pp. 767–768). Similarly, in the field of 
air transportation, issues such as urban air taxis, cargo and transport systems 
utilizing unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), and the intelligent management 
of airport access networks remain insufficiently represented in the smart 
transportation literature. In this context, smart transportation studies should 
be transformed into a multimodal framework that addresses land, sea, and air 
components collectively rather than focusing solely on road transportation. 
Talih and Çelikok (2023) state that approximately 85% of academic publications 
and application projects related to smart transportation systems in Türkiye are 
road-focused; and projects based on sea or air transportation remain below 
5%. This distribution is considered a significant indication of a deficiency in 
achieving a holistic approach to urban mobility strategies. Such a deficiency 
limits the capacity of cities to expand their sustainable transportation vision 
and integrate innovative modes of transport. 

In conclusion, to maximize the contribution of smart transportation 
models to sustainable urbanization, it is necessary to shift to a strategy that 
not only improves road systems but also integrates modes such as air and 
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sea transportation with smart technologies and data-driven governance 
mechanisms. In this context, policy documents, investment plans, and 
monitoring systems at the local and national levels should be reshaped to shift 
from land-based approaches to a broader mobility perspective. Moreover, 
although the development process of intelligent transportation systems 
in Türkiye has gained momentum in recent years in parallel with digital 
transformation policies, it cannot be said that the system is fully aligned with 
holistic sustainability goals. The fact that current applications focus primarily 
on road transport limits the integration of the transportation network with 
other modes such as sea, air, and rail; consequently, it narrows the contribution 
of intelligent transportation to the vision of multi-layered urban sustainability. 
However, sustainable urban mobility only makes sense when it is supported not 
only by technological solutions, but also by governance, data sharing, and the 
transformation of user behavior. In this context, strengthening an integrated 
data management infrastructure at the national level, expanding open data 
policies among local governments, and making energy efficiency and carbon 
reduction indicators the primary reference in transportation planning are of 
great importance. Thus, intelligent transportation systems can evolve into a 
structural field of transformation that deepens the sustainability capacities of 
cities, rather than being merely a form of technical modernization. 

3.	 SMART LIVING: SECURITY, DISASTER MANAGEMENT AND 
URBAN QUALITY OF LIFE

The concept of smart living refers to an approach that integrates 
technological advancements into the social and spatial quality of life. The 
goal of this approach is to use technology holistically, not only for efficiency 
and speed, but also in terms of security, disaster management, environmental 
sustainability, and quality of life. In Türkiye, the smart living vision has been 
incorporated into the official policy framework through the 2020–2023 
National Smart Cities Strategy and Action Plan. In this document, smart living 
is defined as the coordinated operation of digital systems for the safety, health, 
and well-being of urban dwellers (https://www.akillisehirler.gov.tr).

Urban safety is one of the most tangible components of smart living. While 
traditional security approaches are limited to physical measures, smart security 
systems can detect risks in urban environments in advance by integrating 
sensors, camera networks, data analytics, artificial intelligence, and mobile alert 
mechanisms. In Türkiye, most metropolitan municipalities have developed 
Urban Security Management System (KGYS) infrastructures and established 
coordinated data-sharing networks with law enforcement units. According to 
the General Directorate of Security’s 2023 data, active KGYS systems are in 
place in all 81 provinces; a total of more than 112,000 high-resolution cameras 
are actively providing surveillance (https://egm.gov.tr). These systems play a 
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critical role not only in crime prevention but also in incident management, 
traffic flow regulation, and crowd control during disasters. For example, in 
Istanbul and Ankara, artificial intelligence–supported image analysis systems 
can detect real-time traffic congestion and security violations, the capacity of 
assembly areas, evacuation routes; and high-risk zones can also be dynamically 
monitored (Information and Communication Technologies Authority, 2023). 

Smart security applications are also transforming the perception of 
security in urban life. In Türkiye, urban security policies have evolved into 
a data-driven governance model in line with the Digital Türkiye 2030 
Vision Document. This document aims to create a holistic structure for risk 
management by sharing security data not only among public institutions, 
but also among local governments, the private sector, and civil society 
organizations. In particular, data integration efforts between the Ministry of 
Transport and Infrastructure and the Ministry of Interior are increasing the 
interoperability of smart transportation systems and emergency infrastructure 
(https://www.uab.gov.tr/).  

To ensure sustainable urban security, it is crucial that technological 
solutions are supported by public awareness. According to the Turkish 
Statistical Institute’s 2022 “Perception of Security Survey,” 67% of citizens 
reported being satisfied with the level of security in their neighborhoods; 
however, the same report indicates that women and older individuals are 
less actively engaged in accessing digital security applications. This situation 
reveals that digital security awareness is related to gender and age variables, 
and therefore social policies are as important as technological investments 
(https://data.tuik.gov.tr). In conclusion, within the smart living component, 
urban security is not only about reducing crime rates; it is also about creating 
a data-driven, predictive, participatory, and ethically based security culture. 
In Türkiye, the systems forming the basis of this transformation are evolving 
alongside the digital integration of public institutions, the open data strategies 
of municipalities, and increased citizen awareness. However, security needs to 
be redefined not only as a technological issue but also as a social value. This 
makes the basis of smart living a human-centered, secure digital city vision. 

One of the most critical components of the smart living concept is the 
systematic use of technology in disaster management processes. Because 
of its geographical location, Türkiye faces multiple disaster risks such as 
earthquakes, floods, landslides, and fires; therefore, the digitalization of 
disaster management policies is of vital importance for sustainable urban 
management. Smart disaster management refers to the integrated use of data-
driven risk analysis, geographic information systems (GIS), sensor networks, 
satellite monitoring systems, and artificial intelligence-based decision support 
tools. This approach encompasses not only post-disaster response but also 
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pre-disaster risk reduction and preparedness processes (https://www.afad.gov.
tr). The 2023 Kahramanmaraş earthquakes clearly demonstrated the need for 
digital transformation of disaster management systems in Türkiye. During 
this process, AFAD updated its spatial data management infrastructure within 
the framework of Disaster Risk Reduction Plans and the Türkiye Disaster 
Response Plan. The new system enables the mapping of disaster areas by 
integrating satellite imagery, seismic sensor data, and social media streams. 
According to 2024 data, AFAD’s Disaster Management and Decision Support 
System (AYDES) has been activated in all 81 provinces, and more than 1500 
institutions have started sharing data through this system  (https://www.afad.
gov.tr/aydes). 

In disaster management processes, Geographic Information Systems (GIS) 
infrastructures are one of the most effective technological tools at the city level. 
The Ministry of Environment, Urbanization and Climate Change’s ‘National 
Geographic Information System Strategy and Action Plan’ aims to strengthen 
the spatial traceability of disaster risks. This system provides early warning 
support to decision-makers by holistically correlating data on building stock, 
soil classifications, transportation networks, and evacuation areas.  (https://cbs.
csb.gov.tr/2024-2030-ulusal-cografi-bilgi-stratejisi-ve-eylem-plani-i-86240). 
For example, the Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality Disaster Coordination 
Center (AKOM) uses this technology to update evacuation routes in real time 
according to possible earthquake scenarios (https://akom.ibb.istanbul).

Another dimension of smart disaster management is social early warning 
systems. As of 2023, the AFAD Emergency Mobile Application in Türkiye has 
reached more than 12 million users (https://www.afad.gov.tr/). This application 
sends location-based alerts during disasters, displays safe assembly areas on a 
map, and allows users to directly submit their calls for help to the coordination 
center. In addition, within the scope of the SATELLITE-DISASTER project 
developed in cooperation with TÜRKSAT, portable satellite stations are used 
to ensure communication continuity in disaster areas (https://www.turksat.
com.tr/tr/projeler). AI-powered data analytics is also becoming increasingly 
common in disaster management. Developed in 2023 through collaboration 
between Middle East Technical University (METU) and AFAD, the Earthquake 
Early Warning and Risk Simulation Platform can model potential aftershock 
scenarios in advance by analyzing seismic data in real time. It also shows that 
artificial intelligence-based prediction models shorten decision-making times 
by 35% compared to traditional disaster management approaches (Kantaş, 
2025). Smart disaster management requires not only the effectiveness of 
technological tools, but also inter-agency data sharing and citizen awareness. 
According to the BTK’s 2023 report, emergency notifications sent via GSM 
operators during disaster periods reached 1.8 billion users, and 92% of mobile 
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lines remained active in disaster areas. However, the same report notes that 
insufficient internet infrastructure in rural areas leads to delays in information 
flow (Information and Communication Technologies Authority, 2023). For 
this reason, reducing digital inequalities in disaster management is regarded 
as a fundamental condition of social resilience and has become a key concern 
in urban policy domains. 

In this context, crisis resilience is a strategic outcome of smart disaster 
management.  Resilient cities are systems that can quickly regain their social 
and economic functions not only during disasters but also in the aftermath. 
According to the World Bank’s 2023 ‘Resilient Cities’ report, key determinants 
of resilience include the comprehensiveness of early warning systems, the speed 
of information flow, and the level of citizen participation. Türkiye has made 
progress in these indicators over the past five years, and AFAD’s coordination 
capacity has risen above the global average (https://openknowledge.worldbank.
org). In this context, smart disaster management is not merely an engineering-
based process; it is a multi-layered structure requiring a combination of 
information technologies, public awareness, and institutional cooperation. 
Türkiye’s new National Disaster Risk Reduction Strategy for the 2023–2030 
period defines this multi-layered structure around ‘preventive, monitoring, 
and corrective’ components (https://www.afad.gov.tr/). This approach aims 
to increase the technological and social resilience of cities by placing disaster 
management at the heart of the smart living concept. 

The third component of smart living is the sum of digital, environmental, 
and social innovations aimed at improving the quality of life in cities. Quality 
of life is measured not only by indicators of economic prosperity and physical 
infrastructure, but also by individuals’ levels of safety, accessibility, health, 
environmental quality, cultural engagement, and social cohesion within the 
urban environment. Academic studies on urban quality of life in Türkiye 
strongly demonstrate the potential of technological innovations to increase 
social welfare in cities (Özdir, 2022: 414). According to the Turkish Statistical 
Institute’s (TÜİK) Life Satisfaction Survey data, the overall life satisfaction 
rate of city residents is 49.7%, and this rate has remained stable with minor 
fluctuations over the last five years (https://data.tuik.gov.tr). However, a 
positive correlation has been observed between cities’ digital infrastructure 
investments and life satisfaction. In particular, high-speed internet, smart 
transportation systems, online municipal services, and green space initiatives 
directly enhance residents’ perceptions of quality of life. This finding is also 
consistent with the digital access rates reported in the 2023 Market Data 
Report of the Information and Communication Technologies Authority (BTK) 
(Information and Communication Technologies Authority, 2023). 
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One of the key elements of urban quality of life is environmental 
sustainability.  The Ministry of Environment, Urbanization and Climate Change’s 
2023 Environmental Indicators Report reveals that the number of air quality 
monitoring stations in Türkiye has reached 380, representing a 26% increase 
compared to 2020. This system provides data to municipalities by monitoring 
air pollution, water quality, and noise levels in real time. In cities such as 
Istanbul, Izmir, and Eskisehir, making environmental data publicly accessible 
has increased citizens’ awareness of urban health issues (https://webdosya.csb.
gov.tr/db/ced/icerikler/cevresel-gostergeler-turkce-2023-20250102095312.
pdf). Indeed, Eskişehir Metropolitan Municipality’s ‘Clean Air Monitoring 
Platform’ application reached 2.5 million users in 2023 (https://www.eskisehir.
bel.tr).

A healthy environment is another element that complements the sustainable 
well-being aspect of smart living.  According to reports by the World Health 
Organization (WHO) and UN-Habitat, the key determinants of quality of life 
in cities include air quality, ease of transportation, access to green spaces, and 
the inclusiveness of digital public services (https://unhabitat.org). In Türkiye, 
the Livable Cities Index, implemented during the 2022–2024 period based on 
these indicators, evaluates the quality of life in 30 metropolitan municipalities 
through components such as environment, health, safety, accessibility, and 
social participation. Ankara, Eskişehir, and Antalya received the highest scores 
in digital city services and environmental performance criteria (https://www.
akillisehirler.gov.tr).

The interaction between urban quality of life and digitalization is also 
important from the perspective of social inclusion policies. Studies emphasize 
that smart city applications should be designed to improve the quality of 
life not only for those with access to technology but also for disadvantaged 
groups (Gökşen, 2024: 185). The ‘Digital Türkiye Social Inclusion Program,’ 
implemented in recent years in Türkiye, aims to close this gap through 
investments in internet infrastructure and digital education in rural areas 
(https://www.cbddo.gov.tr). Another factor affecting the quality of urban life 
is accessibility and mobility. Within this framework, the Ministry of Transport 
and Infrastructure’s 2023 Intelligent Transportation Systems Strategy identifies 
open access to public transportation data, disability-friendly transportation 
applications, and mobility solutions that reduce carbon footprints as priority 
objectives (https://www.uab.gov.tr/uploads/pages/akilli-ulasim-sistemleri-
stratejisi.pdf). The ‘Green Transportation Platforms’ developed particularly in 
Konya and Bursa aim to improve the quality of urban life through bicycle paths, 
electric bus systems, and smart bus stop infrastructure. The psychological 
and sociocultural well-being of urban residents is also an integral part of the 
smart living vision. According to the Turkish Statistical Institute’s (TÜİK) 
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2023 survey, 72% of citizens stated that digital services made their lives easier, 
but 28% said they were negatively affected by digital stress and information 
overload (https://data.tuik.gov.tr/). This situation indicates that smart cities 
need to establish a sustainable relationship between technological prosperity 
and social well-being while maintaining a human-centered balance. 

From a critical perspective, although the quality of life in Türkiye has 
improved, challenges such as digital inequality, environmental imbalances, 
and urban density continue to persist. The application of smart planning 
principles, especially in post-earthquake reconstruction processes, will be 
crucial for long-term quality of life policies. In this context, the 2024–2030 
Smart Cities Strategy aims to promote the development of sustainable, safe, 
and healthy living environments in cities by adopting a ‘well-being-oriented 
data governance’ model (https://www.akillisehirler.gov.tr).

As a result, smart living is not only a combination of technological 
innovation, but also of social solidarity, environmental awareness, and 
participatory governance. In Türkiye’s urbanization process, this holistic 
approach—ranging from digital security and disaster management to 
environmental monitoring systems and social welfare policies—is regarded as 
one of the most important tools for sustainably improving urban quality of life. 

�4.	 SMART GOVERNANCE: DATA MANAGEMENT, 
TRANSPARENCY, AND PARTICIPATORY DECISION-MAKING 
PROCESSES 

In Türkiye, smart governance necessitates the coordinated development 
of institutional restructuring, data management practices, a culture of 
transparency, and inclusive participation mechanisms—beyond technology 
investments—in order for cities to achieve their sustainability goals (Republic 
of Türkiye Ministry of Environment, Urbanization and Climate Change, 
2019). The practical basis of this transformation consists of the processes of 
collecting, standardizing, analyzing, and securely sharing the data produced 
by urban administrations with relevant stakeholders; in this context, the 
National Smart Cities Open Data Platform established by the Ministry of 
Environment, Urbanization and Climate Change provides an important 
centralized coordination tool (https://ulasav.csb.gov.tr/). Local data platforms 
developed for local governments in Türkiye demonstrate the rapid expansion 
of the data sharing network, with city guides and open data access for 1391 
municipalities. These types of centralized and local data infrastructures 
provide real-time indicators for traffic, energy consumption, municipal budget 
expenditures, infrastructure inventory, and urban services and enable the 
quantitative grounding of management decisions (https://akillisehirler.csb.
gov.tr/yerel-veri-platformlari/).  
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Improving data management is not merely a technical matter but 
also requires the simultaneous development of organizational capacity, 
standards, and legal regulations. For this reason, Türkiye’s National Smart 
City strategy has identified data security, data sharing protocols, and inter-
municipal interoperability as areas of action (Republic of Turkey Ministry 
of Environment, Urbanization and Climate Change, 2019). Local examples 
concretize this governance shift; the Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality’s 2030 
Smart City Strategic Plan defines data-driven planning and open data practices 
across the city as a strategic priority and, for this purpose, aims to make a large 
number of datasets accessible (https://www.akillisehir.istanbul/wp-content/
uploads/2024/03/2030_Istanbul_Akilli_Sehir_Stratejik_Plani.pdf). The 
publication of a large number of datasets on various topics (such as mobility, 
environment, energy, etc.) on the Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality’s open 
data portal enhances the capacity of both researchers and the public to monitor 
urban policies (https://voyd.org.tr/istanbul-bueyueksehir-belediyesi-acik-
veri-portali-yayinda/). 

In this context, strengthening transparency and accountability plays a 
critical role in increasing citizens’ trust in governance and ensuring efficiency in 
resource utilization; platforms such as the Ankara Metropolitan Municipality’s 
“Transparent Ankara and Open Data” application put this principle into 
practice by providing visual and data-based access to municipal activities, 
expenditures, and urban indicators (https://www.ankara.bel.tr/projeler/
detay/seffaf-ankara-25). Furthermore, the open data portals of the Marmara 
Municipalities Union and other regional initiatives highlight the importance of 
local networks in terms of equal access and participation in urban governance 
(https://data.marmara.gov.tr/).  However, the challenges encountered in 
practice include differences in data set formats, the lack of metadata standards, 
and insufficient coordination between municipalities; these issues limit the 
reusability of data and reduce the effectiveness of decision-making processes  
(https://akillisehirler.csb.gov.tr/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/kulliyat.pdf). 

The digitalization of participatory decision-making mechanisms is crucial 
for both expanding citizen access and legitimizing governance processes. For 
example, Izmir Metropolitan Municipality’s participation in international 
networks such as OASC (Open & Agile Smart Cities) and its internal digital 
transformation applications serve as examples of practices that strengthen 
local participation (https://www.izmir.bel.tr/tr/Haberler/izmir-den-akilli-
sehir-olma-hedefine-bir-adim-daha-/43830/156). Data collected through 
digital surveys, e-petition systems, and mobile feedback applications provides 
managers with real-time societal responses; however, to ensure the inclusivity 
of these participation channels, digital literacy and access inequalities must 
be addressed (https://akillisehirler.csb.gov.tr/egitim-akilli-sehirlerde-veri/). 
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Academic studies emphasize that the mere existence of digital participation 
tools is not sufficient; it is necessary to integrate participation outcomes into 
decision-making processes and establish a transparent feedback loop (Seçkiner 
Bingöl, 2021: 1270- 1271). 

International comparisons regarding the performance of smart governance 
initiatives in Türkiye present a complex picture; for example, in the 2024 Smart 
Cities Index, major cities like Istanbul and Ankara remain below expectations, 
indicating shortcomings in infrastructure-implementation coordination 
(https://citylab.com.tr/akilli-sehirler-endeksi/). This difference can be 
attributed to variations in political will, funding capacity, technical human 
resources, and institutional coordination capacity; this, in turn, confirms the 
need for consistent policy implementation at the national level. 

The contribution of smart governance to sustainability can be concretely 
measured in areas such as material and energy savings, reduction of traffic 
congestion, optimization of waste management, and disaster management. 
As seen in the examples of Ankara and Izmir, infrastructure integration, GIS-
based monitoring, and real-time sensor networks enable municipalities to 
implement data-driven constraints and prioritization in resource utilization 
(https://www.ankara.bel.tr/projeler/detay/seffaf-ankara-25; https://obs.hkmo.
org.tr/show-media/resimler/ekler/ccc7a92ddccb8b1_ek.pdf). To enhance 
the effectiveness of such initiatives, the establishment of accountability 
mechanisms, including performance indicators, monitoring dashboards, and 
regularly published white papers, is recommended (https://akillisehirler.csb.
gov.tr/). 

The participation of private sector, university, and civil society actors 
in the smart city ecosystem in Türkiye is another crucial element in terms 
of developing innovative solutions for local needs. Reports prepared by 
organizations such as TOBB and ASO show that sectoral capacity exists 
throughout the country, but a coordinated strategy is needed to progress 
in international competition (Albayrak, 2024: 10-11; Laleoğlu, 2021). 
Strengthening central-local cooperation mechanisms and adopting common 
open data standards are considered key solutions in expanding data-based 
governance for municipalities lacking institutional capacity at the local level  
(https://akillisehirler.csb.gov.tr/yerel-veri-platformlari/). 

Practical recommendations that can be drawn from current practices 
include developing local data strategies, ensuring the sustainable operation 
of open data portals, adopting data quality standards, implementing strong 
protocols regarding cybersecurity and personal data protection, and ensuring 
the accessibility of digital participation tools. These recommendations 
necessitate not only investment in technological infrastructure but also the 
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simultaneous strengthening of human resource development, legal regulations, 
and stakeholder coordination. Ultimately, smart governance in Türkiye is a 
powerful tool that can accelerate cities’ progress toward their sustainability 
goals. However, realizing this potential depends on the establishment of well-
planned data management, institutional capacity development, transparency, 
and inclusive participation. If the link between central strategies and local 
implementation is strengthened, it is expected that cities will achieve 
significant progress in their goals of economic efficiency, social inclusion, 
and environmental resilience. In this context, the academic literature on the 
development of smart governance in Türkiye also offers important findings. 
In a study examining data-driven governance capacity in local governments, 
Özdemir found that municipalities face difficulties in establishing big data 
analytics and information management infrastructures. The study identified 
the main obstacles as a lack of institutional coordination, insufficient 
specialized human resources, and a limited culture of data sharing. This finding 
clearly demonstrates that, despite the increase in technical infrastructure 
investments in Türkiye, transformation in the governance dimension requires 
the restructuring of institutional processes. The same study also emphasizes 
that, for a data-driven decision-making culture to become established, 
municipalities must not only generate data but also develop the capacity to 
transform, classify, analyze, and integrate that data into policy design. 

In their study evaluating the sustainability performance of smart cities 
in Türkiye, Boz and Çay (2024) show that the governance component is 
decisive in the overall level of smartness of cities. The study found that a 
large proportion of cities in Türkiye have made progress in implementing 
technological applications; however, their capacity remains limited in the 
areas of governance and participation. This result indicates that, although data 
collection and technological applications have developed relatively rapidly 
within Türkiye’s smart city policies, progress in increasing the transparency 
of decision-making processes and improving stakeholder engagement models 
has been slower. The study also notes that some metropolitan municipalities 
have begun implementing data-driven decision-making processes in areas 
such as energy management, water resource management, and transportation. 
However, shortcomings remain in the public sharing of these data and in the 
establishment of effective feedback loops. Furthermore, in their study examining 
the role of citizen participation in smart governance, Örselli, Bayrakcı, and 
Bilici found that municipalities in Türkiye tend to expand participatory 
mechanisms through digital platforms. However, the study highlights that, for 
these mechanisms to be sustainable and effective, social inclusion, diversity 
of representation, and feedback mechanisms need to be strengthened. The 
study emphasizes that some municipalities treat participation merely as a 
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consultative tool, whereas smart governance requires participation to become 
an integral component of decision-making processes. This situation indicates 
that democratic governance in Türkiye can be strengthened with digitalization, 
but this requires a transformation of the governance culture beyond just the 
technical infrastructure. The study also highlights shortcomings in monitoring 
and reporting regarding the extent to which citizen feedback is reflected in 
municipal policy cycles, and emphasizes the need to increase transparency in 
governance. 

In this context, national policy documents also support academic 
findings. The Smart City Strategy published by the Ministry of Environment, 
Urbanization and Climate Change defines data sharing, algorithmic decision 
support systems, standardization of open data portals, and strengthening 
security policies as key action areas of smart governance. The strategy document 
states that, as of the end of 2023, approximately one-third of the metropolitan 
municipalities in the country established institutional-level “smart city units,” 
and that these units started coordinating digital transformation projects. 
The same document states that in Türkiye, EU funds, national resources, 
and municipal budgets are used together in financing digital transformation 
projects in local governments; however, the sustainability of these projects 
depends on institutional planning and long-term monitoring mechanisms 
(https://csb.gov.tr/). 

The study by Demirel and Mülazımoğlu, which examines European and 
Turkish comparative cases, shows that European cities use more integrated 
data management models in smart governance practices, whereas in Türkiye 
most projects remain at the pilot implementation stage. The study states that 
in cities like Barcelona and Amsterdam, citizen participation is integrated with 
digital platforms, and these platforms play a decisive role in policy processes; 
however, this approach is implemented on a limited scale in Türkiye. This 
finding reveals that the governance component in Türkiye’s smart city roadmap 
needs to be strengthened more than the technological investment component. 
The study also argues that due to Türkiye’s geographical and socioeconomic 
diversity, a single, uniform smart governance model cannot be implemented, 
and each municipality needs differentiated policy tools to develop its own 
capacity. 

The study by Kozaman Aygün and İnal Çekiç, which addresses the issue 
of the digital divide, finds that the effectiveness of smart governance practices 
depends on reducing social digital inequalities. It further reveals that variables 
such as age, education, income, and spatial location shape citizens’ access to 
digital governance tools. This is an important finding for Türkiye because there 
are differences in access and usage capacity between metropolitan areas where 
smart governance projects are widespread and smaller cities. It is stated that, 
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in order to eliminate these differences, a “inclusive digitalization” approach 
should be adopted in governance projects, and that social accessibility, as well 
as technical infrastructure, should be placed at the center of policy design. 

When all these studies are evaluated, it is seen that the development 
of smart governance in Türkiye is a multidimensional process. While 
technological infrastructure investments are increasing rapidly, managerial 
dimensions such as transparency, participation, and a data-driven decision-
making culture require longer-term institutional transformation. Academic 
literature and national reports indicate that Türkiye’s progress in the field of 
smart governance can only be made sustainable through the standardization 
of data management policies, the institutionalization of an open data culture, 
the reduction of digital inequalities, the strengthening of participation 
mechanisms, and the expansion of inter-municipal coordination networks. In 
this context, it is considered that Türkiye needs to implement a comprehensive 
national transformation strategy step by step, one that prioritizes the 
governance component, in order to achieve a regional leadership role in the 
field of smart cities in the future. 

�5.	 SMART ENVIRONMENT: SUSTAINABLE APPROACHES IN 
ENERGY MANAGEMENT AND WASTE MANAGEMENT 

In Türkiye, the environmental resilience and sustainability goals of cities 
are closely linked to the holistic adoption of smart applications in the fields 
of energy management and waste management (Sağır, 2024). These two 
areas are considered priorities in terms of both urban resource efficiency and 
climate change adaptation capacity (https://akillisehirler.csb.gov.tr/akilli-
enerji/). In the context of energy management, national-level trends can be 
monitored through electricity generation and consumption data, as well as 
changes in the share of renewable energy. Türkiye’s electricity consumption 
is reported to have increased in 2024 compared to the previous year, reaching 
approximately 353.6 TWh, and this growth makes the management of urban 
energy demand critical (https://enerji.gov.tr/bilgi-merkezi-enerji-elektri). The 
share of renewable sources in electricity production has been increasing in 
recent years, and studies indicate that the share of electricity production based 
on renewable sources in the total will reach significant levels by the end of 
2023. This transformation enhances the integration potential of smart energy 
systems (Güllü et al., 2024: 9). Regulatory data on the electricity market and 
production structure, licensed and unlicensed production quantities, and 
production distribution by source can be monitored through EMRA (Energy 
Market Regulatory Authority) reports, and this data provides fundamental 
input for the design of city-based smart energy applications (https://www.
epdk.gov.tr/detay/icerik/3-0-23/elektrikaylik-sektor-raporlar). 
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Smart energy applications include demand management, energy efficiency, 
distributed generation, and real-time balancing approaches supported by 
smart meters; and the Smart Cities Portal provides guidance on how these 
applications can be adapted at the urban scale (https://akillisehirler.csb.gov.tr/
uyg-rehberligi-akilli-enerji/). At the local government level, implementation 
examples are concretized in studies and efficiency projects carried out in 
public buildings, and in municipal energy strategies. For example, the energy 
efficiency audit and project studies conducted by the Ankara Metropolitan 
Municipality for public buildings are regarded as a good example of practical 
measures aimed at reducing institutional energy consumption (https://www.
ankara.bel.tr/projeler/detay/enerji-verimliligi-etut-proje-calismasi-167). 
The ‘Green Istanbul’ initiatives and energy efficiency projects implemented 
by Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality also include measures focused on 
urban lighting, the energy performance of municipal service buildings, and 
increasing the use of renewable energy sources.  These practices align local 
policy objectives with energy management strategies (https://yesil.istanbul/
enerjiprojeler_1). The Sustainable Energy and Climate Action Plans (SECAPs) 
of metropolitan municipalities set out city-scale targets for building energy 
efficiency, renewable energy applications, and greenhouse gas mitigation 
measures, while ensuring that local initiatives are aligned with national 
transformation goals (https://cevre.ibb.istanbul/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/
SECAP-TR-1.pdf). 

For the effectiveness of smart approaches in energy management, a 
regular, accurate, and transparent data flow is essential, and the generation and 
transmission statistics published by TEİAŞ serve as a key source for developing 
demand projections for cities and compiling distributed generation inventories 
(https://www.teias.gov.tr/turkiye-elektrik-uretim-iletim-istatistikleri). The 
increasing share of renewable energy at national and local levels is creating 
space for the expansion of micro-generation and local energy storage solutions 
in cities. This situation also increases the need for grid integration, demand 
response mechanisms, and smart grid management (PwC, 2023). In Türkiye, 
the increase in installed capacity and targets for renewable energy-based 
generation directly influence the energy strategies of local governments, and in 
this context, municipalities promote energy efficiency investments alongside 
distributed generation. 

In the field of waste management, according to Turkish Statistical Institute 
(TÜİK) data, the total amount of waste collected by municipalities in Türkiye 
in 2022 was reported as approximately 30.3 million tons. A significant portion 
of this collected waste is sent to processing facilities (https://data.tuik.gov.tr/
Bulten/Index?p=Atik-Istatistikleri-2022-49570). The waste statistics of the 
Ministry of Environment, Urbanization and Climate Change indicate that, as 
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of 2021, the amount of waste sent to recovery facilities for recycling reached 
17,569,247 tons, thereby highlighting the quantitative importance of recovery 
activities (https://webdosya.csb.gov.tr/db/ced/icerikler/2021-yili-atik--stat-
st-k-bulten--20231225152938.pdf). These data demonstrate the importance 
of separating waste at the source, increasing the capacity of recycling 
infrastructure, and planning waste-energy relationships (biomethane, waste 
incineration/energy conversion)..

Smart waste management applications include sensor-enabled waste 
bins, route optimization, deposit return systems, and the digital tracking of 
recycling processes; and some certain scaling-up initiatives are being carried 
out through pilot applications in Türkiye. Regulations and implementation 
models such as the Deposit Return System (DRS) are concrete policy tools 
aimed at increasing packaging waste recycling rates, and the measures planned 
or already being implemented directly affect recycling performance at the local 
level (Eren and Taşarsu, 2023: 65–67). Field studies on the waste management 
systems of metropolitan municipalities have found that, based on 2023 data, 
the share of waste collected in metropolitan cities within the national total is 
high and that there are variations in per capita daily waste generation; such 
local differences necessitate the adaptation of smart waste strategies to local 
conditions (Bilici and Karaer, 2023: 5463). 

The coordinated implementation of smart solutions in the energy and 
waste domains at the urban level must also be consistent with climate targets; 
municipalities’ Local Climate Change Action Plans (LEAP/SECAP) integrate 
energy efficiency and waste reduction objectives and ensure the alignment 
of local actions with national climate strategies (https://cevre.ibb.istanbul/
wp-content/uploads/2024/03/SECAP-TR-1.pdf). In the case of Türkiye, 
projects that integrate municipal energy management and waste strategies are 
significant in terms of both cost-effectiveness and greenhouse gas emission 
reduction; for example, the production of biomethane from municipal landfill 
gas or the separation of organic waste for compost and biogas production both 
reduce waste volumes and contribute to local energy supply (https://webdosya.
csb.gov.tr/db/ced/icerikler/2021-yili-atik--stat-st-k-bulten--20231225152938.
pdf). 

In city-specific applications in this context, financing and capacity 
constraints are frequently raised as key issues. It is becoming increasingly 
common for municipalities to collaborate with national and international 
funds, development agencies, and sustainable finance mechanisms in their 
energy transformation investments, and the success of this coordination is 
linked to the ability of these practices to develop sustainable operating models  
(https://ebrdgeff.com/tr/tr/geff-turkiye-participates-in-ankaras-energy-
transition-panel/). In addition, the expansion of performance monitoring, 
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open data sharing, and transparent reporting practices both increases public 
participation and enables impact assessment of projects; therefore, smart 
energy and waste applications should be supported by measurable performance 
indicators. 

In the context of Türkiye, several key policy orientations stand out for 
the effectiveness of smart environmental strategies. First, local governments 
need to strengthen their data infrastructure and establish open data portals 
integrated with smart sensor networks. In this way, energy consumption, 
renewable energy generation, waste collection data, and recycling rates can 
be transparently monitored. Secondly, municipalities need to establish long-
term financing models and public-private partnership mechanisms for energy 
efficiency and waste reduction investments; such financing structures ensure 
the sustainability and scalability of the practices (Güllü et al., 2024: 44). Third, 
the effective implementation of regulatory instruments such as the Deposit 
Return System and the expansion of recycling infrastructure are important 
for increasing the recovery of packaging and organic waste (Eren and Taşarsu, 
2023: 72). Finally, urban energy planning should be climate-oriented and 
inclusive, and it should be supported by capacity-building programs aimed 
at reducing the digital divide, citizen education, and local stakeholder 
participation mechanisms (https://akillisehirler.csb.gov.tr/uyg-rehberligi-
akilli-enerji/). 

In conclusion, the sustainable approaches developed for energy and waste 
management within the scope of smart environment practices in Türkiye 
present both opportunities and challenges in light of existing data; while 
the increase in the share of renewable energy, cities’ distributed generation 
potential, and the growing number of municipal initiatives expand the scope 
of implementation, institutional issues such as data standardization, financial 
continuity, local capacity, and infrastructure compatibility remain to be 
addressed. Coordinated actions by policymakers and local actors in these 
areas will enable smart environment strategies to make a tangible contribution 
to cities’ sustainability goals. 

For example, in Istanbul, the municipality’s renewable energy investments 
are particularly notable. According to municipal data, as of 2024, solar power 
plants have reached a total installed capacity of 7,866 kWp. As a result of 
these investments, the number of plants has increased from just 2 in 2019 to 
60 today (https://yesil.istanbul/haber_istanbul-buyuksehir-belediyesi-gunes-
enerjisi-sistemleri-yatirimlarina-devam-ediyor). These figures represent a 
positive start in terms of energy transition in a major metropolis like Istanbul; 
however, they indicate that, in a city of this size, the share of renewable energy 
in overall energy consumption may still remain limited.  The total installed 
capacity of power plants in Istanbul is reported to be 3,746 MWe, and these 
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plants generate approximately 10,661 GWh annually (https://www.enerjiatlasi.
com/sehir/istanbul/). In this context, although the municipality’s investment 
is valuable, it can be stated from an energy management perspective that 
the transition to renewable energy at the urban scale has not yet become 
widely widespread. As another example, concrete quantitative steps in waste 
management in Izmir are noteworthy. According to the municipality’s official 
statement, approximately 5,500 tons of solid waste are collected daily within 
the city boundaries, and a ‘source separation at household level’ project has 
been launched as a pilot in six districts to sort this waste and channel it into 
recycling (https://www.temizmekan.com/izmirde-ayristirilmis-ambalaj-
atiklari-evlerden-toplanacak/).  In addition, within the scope of the İzmir 
Metropolitan Municipality’s project titled ‘We Are Establishing a Zero Waste 
Management System’, 477.65 tons of waste batteries have been collected 

(https://www.izmir.bel.tr/tr/Projeler/sifir-atik-yonetim-sistemi-
kuruyoruz/1312/4). These steps demonstrate significant progress in waste 
management at the local level. However, the daily amount of 5,500 tons of 
waste highlights the need to further strengthen the capacity and separation 
efficiency of recovery systems. Indeed, not only the collection volume but also 
the efficient recycling process and the valorization of waste as a resource are of 
critical importance for achieving sustainable environmental goals. 

In light of the statistical data for these example cities, despite the successes 
achieved in smart environmental strategies, the following points stand out. 
Firstly, while investments in renewable energy and smart waste management 
are increasing rapidly, their proportion within total urban activities is still 
relatively low. Secondly, while collection data shows progress in the context of 
waste management, the presentation of numerical data on advanced processes 
such as waste recovery rates, waste-to-energy conversion capacity, and the 
conversion of organic waste into compost or biogas remains limited.   This 
situation shows that the concept of ‘smart waste management’ may remain 
only at the collection stage, and the entire process—sorting, recycling, and 
monitoring—has not yet been fully systematized. Thirdly, there are significant 
differences between cities in terms of the implementation power, funding 
continuity, and technical capacity of local governments. While metropolitan 
areas are taking advanced steps in areas such as renewable energy and waste 
management, medium and small-sized municipalities are joining this process 
later. 

When evaluated critically, it can be concluded that smart environmental 
strategies in Türkiye have made significant progress at the implementation 
level; however, further advancement is still needed in terms of dissemination, 
scaling, and sustainability. Although the numerical data provided by 
cities is promising, it is still unclear to what extent this data is integrated 
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into governance processes, whether it is monitored through performance 
indicators, and whether it is shared with citizens in an open and accessible 
manner. In this context, it is important for local governments to strengthen 
their data strategies, activate open data portals, regularly publish performance 
indicators, and establish monitoring and feedback mechanisms that enable 
citizen participation. Beyond infrastructure and technology investments, 
institutional capacity building, diversification of local financing models, 
and ensuring the effective participation of local stakeholders in governance 
processes are considered crucial for achieving smart environment goals. 

�6.	 SMART ECONOMY: DIGITAL INFRASTRUCTURE, 
INNOVATION AND GREEN ECONOMIC TRANSFORMATION

The key element shaping economic sustainability in smart city 
management is the smart economy approach, which ensures the integrated 
functioning of physical and digital infrastructure. In Türkiye, the concept of 
a smart economy has gained an institutional framework, particularly in the 
last decade, through national strategy documents, local government action 
plans, and digital transformation policies. In this context, a smart economy 
means not only an increase in digital services, but also the emergence of new 
economic paradigms focused on innovative production models, data-driven 
service processes, an entrepreneurial ecosystem, and green transformation. In 
Türkiye’s digitalization policies for the 2023–2030 period, particular emphasis 
is placed on issues such as urban economic efficiency, high-speed connectivity 
capacity, 5G readiness processes, and the provision of cloud-based services 
(Presidency of the Republic of Türkiye Digital Transformation Office, 2021). 
Within this framework, it is evident that economic value creation processes are 
becoming increasingly digital-based, while cities serve as both the spatial and 
institutional carriers of this transformation. 

Digital infrastructure capacity in Türkiye is showing a clear development 
trend, particularly in major cities. According to the 2023 data of the Information 
and Communication Technologies Authority (ICTA), the number of fixed 
broadband internet subscribers reached 19.4 million, while the length of the 
fiber-optic infrastructure exceeded 550,000 kilometers. This development 
enhances the feasibility of meeting the high-speed connectivity requirements 
that constitute a fundamental pillar of the smart city economy. For example, in 
Istanbul, approximately 86% of households have access to broadband internet; 
Izmir and Ankara also have similar access levels, exceeding 80%. However, 
in provinces such as Şırnak, Muş, and Ağrı, this rate declines to as low as 
40% (Information and Communication Technologies Authority, 2023). This 
situation highlights the need for smart economy policies in Türkiye to be 
designed and implemented in a manner that reduces spatial inequalities. 
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Within the scope of mobile internet infrastructure, Türkiye reached 
83 million mobile broadband subscribers as of 2023 and has come close to 
completing the critical preparatory processes required for 5G infrastructure. 
The transition to 5G will not only provide higher connection speeds; it will 
also facilitate the development of smart transportation, energy management, 
Internet of Things (IoT) applications, and data-intensive economic activities in 
cities through its low-latency capabilities. The operation of automation-based 
production lines in industrial zones, the integration of real-time location 
tracking systems in logistics centers, and the increased data-processing 
capacity of municipalities’ decision-support centers are considered among 
the areas that will be directly affected by this transition (Information and 
Communication Technologies Authority, 2023). 

Another factor shaping the economic dimension of digitalization in 
Türkiye is the volume of e-commerce. According to the Ministry of Trade’s 
2024 E-Commerce Outlook Report, Türkiye’s e-commerce volume increased by 
61.7% compared to the previous year, reaching 3 trillion Turkish lira (TL). This 
increase indicates that the level of digitalization among SMEs in urban areas 
has strengthened, digital payment systems have become more widespread, and 
the platform economy has transformed consumer behavior. Istanbul, Ankara, 
Izmir, Bursa, Konya, and Antalya are the cities that account for more than 
70% of e-commerce activity. Istanbul alone accounts for 38% of Türkiye’s 
e-commerce volüme (https://etbis.ticaret.gov.tr/tr/Post/postturkiyede-e-
ticaretin-gorunumu-raporu-yayinlandi). This situation indicates that the 
spatial distribution of the smart economy is highly asymmetric and that, 
without policy interventions, regional disparities may further widen. 

Concrete examples of digital infrastructure and service delivery at the city 
level are important in demonstrating the localization methods of the smart 
economy in Türkiye. Within the scope of the “Konya Digital Transformation 
Strategy” implemented by the Konya Metropolitan Municipality, investments in 
urban data centers, digital tracking systems for agricultural logistics, and smart 
payment solutions serve as examples of applications that enhance economic 
efficiency in the city (https://www.konya.bel.tr/). Similarly, Gaziantep’s smart 
water management model and digital billing and collection systems generate 
cost-reducing effects in local public services (https://gaziantep.bel.tr/). In 
Izmir, data-driven decision support mechanisms, innovation centers, and 
urban entrepreneurship programs stand out as other examples supporting the 
digital economy (https://izmir.bel.tr/). 

The international indicators of Türkiye’s digitalization performance 
are also important for assessing the current capacity of smart economy 
policies. In the Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI) report prepared 
by the European Commission, Türkiye falls below the regional average in the 
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categories of digital skills and connectivity; however, it shows a rapid upward 
trend in mobile broadband usage (https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en). 
This report indicates that, although Türkiye has made progress particularly in 
the digital transformation of businesses and the adoption of cloud technologies, 
more comprehensive policies are needed in areas such as digital skill levels and 
SMEs’ access to advanced digital technologies. 

The innovation ecosystem is regarded as one of the key determinants of 
economic growth and competitiveness. In this context, policies and practices 
developed within the framework of collaboration among the public sector, 
the private sector, and academia in Türkiye are shaped around R&D centers, 
technoparks, and entrepreneurship support mechanisms. It is observed 
that technoparks, in particular, play an active role in university–industry 
collaboration as well as in research and development processes. For instance, 
while discussing the contribution of a company operating in the information 
technology sector within a specific technopark in İzmir to innovation success, 
Hocaoğlu and Altuğ (2018) demonstrate that technoparks are key actors 
within the innovation ecosystem. Furthermore, analyses of Türkiye’s national 
innovation ecosystem emphasize that innovation has emerged as a driving 
force behind economic and technological change (Erkul & Kırankabeş, 2020, 
p. 62). Within this framework, technoparks are regarded not merely as spatial 
clusters but also as critical building blocks for the transformation of ideas 
into products, the exchange of knowledge, technological proximity, and the 
development of scalable ventures. For example, Başalp (2024) highlights the 
roles of these institutions in R&D and innovation processes and emphasizes 
their importance by drawing attention to the contributions they make to the 
increasingly digitalized economy. In this context, a significant increase in R&D 
expenditures and entrepreneurial activities is observed in Türkiye. Programs 
supported by public institutions and R&D incentives support the technological 
transformation of the private sector. The relationship between R&D, innovation, 
and entrepreneurship is evaluated not only from an economic perspective but 
also in terms of social development and competitive advantage. Based on an 
analysis of long-term data, it was concluded that public–university–private 
sector collaborations aimed at supporting regional innovation ecosystems in 
Türkiye have not yet operated at a sufficiently efficient level; however, they 
have gained significant momentum (Erkul & Kırankabeş, 2020, p. 79). This 
situation indicates that Türkiye is making progress both in enhancing its R&D 
capacity and in commercializing technological knowledge. 

The entrepreneurship dimension is also an integral component of the 
innovation ecosystem. Technology-based start-ups, early-stage ventures, 
and venture capital funding serve to sustain and strengthen this dynamic. 
The entrepreneurial ecosystem is important for making Türkiye’s economic 
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structure more flexible, innovative, and sustainable. Nevertheless, several 
structural constraints remain. Issues including limited financing opportunities, 
inadequate mentoring and infrastructure support, and challenges related to 
scalability are commonly identified in the literature (Başalp, 2024, p. 19).  In 
this context, both public policy frameworks and private sector mechanisms 
should be restructured in order to create a more effective innovation and 
entrepreneurship environment.

Following this innovation- and entrepreneurship-oriented transformation, 
the shift of economic growth models away from dependence on fossil fuels 
toward a low-carbon, resource-efficient, and environmentally sustainable 
framework has become an undeniable reality. In this context, the concept 
of the green economy refers not only to environmental protection or energy 
transition but also to the transformation of production modes, consumption 
patterns, financial instruments, labor structures, and innovation capacity (Al, 
2019, p. 115). In the study by Nalıncı (2025), it is stated that the green economy 
is evaluated in the Turkish context in terms of its environmental, economic, and 
social dimensions. Türkiye’s transition to renewable energy, energy efficiency 
improvement campaigns, and objectives to reduce external dependence are 
concrete indicators of this transformation process. 

In the context of energy transformation, Türkiye’s focus on renewable 
energy sources is increasing. For instance, increasing the share of wind, solar, 
biomass, and similar sources in electricity generation is of strategic importance 
for both environmental sustainability and energy supply security. Tüysüz and 
Öncel (2022) also emphasize that Türkiye has significant potential to increase 
the use of renewable energy sources and their share in total energy supply. 
However, the energy transition process is not limited solely to changes in 
energy production sources; it also requires a multidimensional transformation 
encompassing energy efficiency, the reduction of energy intensity, sectoral 
transformation, and green employment (https://www.csgb.gov.tr/Media/
jcrbypmy/ilo-ye%C5%9Fil-i%C5%9Fler-de%C4%9Ferlendirme-modelinin-
t%C3%BCrkiye-ye-uygulamas%C4%B1.pdf). However, this process also 
involves various challenges. Despite the increasing share of renewable energy 
sources, Türkiye remains largely dependent on fossil fuels in its primary energy 
supply. This situation is regarded as an important factor limiting the pace of 
the green transition. On the other hand, despite progress in technoparks, R&D 
centers, and the entrepreneurship ecosystem, it is emphasized that international 
competitiveness has not yet reached the desired level and that financing and 
mentoring mechanisms need to be made more effective (Özalp, 2025, pp. 71–
72). In this context, it is emphasized that the green economic transformation 
is not merely an energy issue, but a broader transformation encompassing 
many components such as production processes, labor structure, financing 
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structures, and institutional capacity. In conclusion, Türkiye’s progress in 
the innovation ecosystem and the green economic transition is considered 
promising. Developments in R&D, technoparks, and entrepreneurship, along 
with efforts toward the transition to renewable energy and energy efficiency 
policies, have the potential to enhance Türkiye’s competitiveness while also 
supporting its environmental sustainability goals. However, in order for this 
transformation to be sustainable and comprehensive, it is critically important 
that policymakers, the private sector, and academic institutions act jointly and 
adopt a holistic approach at sectoral, regional, and institutional levels. 

�7.	 THE SMART INDIVIDUAL: DIGITAL LITERACY, 
PARTICIPATION, AND URBAN AWARENESS 

In the context of urban sustainability in Türkiye, the foundations of smart 
city governance lie in the extent to which urban residents are able to effectively 
use digital technologies. Smart city infrastructures, data-driven governance 
processes, and the widespread availability of digital services become functional 
only through individuals who are able to engage with them and make sense of 
the capacities they generate. For this reason, digital literacy is regarded not 
merely as the ability to use information and communication technologies, 
but as a holistic competence that also supports practices of participation, 
awareness, and responsibility-taking required for sustainable urban life.  
Although digital transformation policies in Türkiye have accelerated in recent 
years, critical digital skill gaps, regional inequalities, and digital divides among 
socioeconomic groups persist in terms of the sustainable governance of cities 
(Şen, 2023, p. 145). This situation has become a factor that directly limits the 
effectiveness of smart city applications. 

One of the most reliable indicators for understanding the transformation 
of digital literacy in Türkiye is the Household Information Technology Usage 
Survey, regularly published by the Turkish Statistical Institute (TÜİK). Recent 
data shows that internet usage rates have been steadily increasing, but the 
quality of internet use has not been improving at the same pace. As of 2023, the 
internet usage rate in Türkiye had risen to 87%; however, digital skills indicators 
still remain below the European Union average (https://data.tuik.gov.tr/). For 
instance, it indicates that only about one-third of individuals are able to use 
office software effectively, and similarly, only about one-quarter possess more 
advanced skills such as basic coding, safe digital behavior, or advanced search 
techniques. This situation demonstrates that smart city services cannot generate 
a sustainable impact through infrastructure investments alone, and that digital 
skills must be developed at the societal level (Özkaya & Erat, 2022, pp. 243–244). 

Regional inequalities are another structural factor that directly affects 
the “smart people” dimension in Türkiye. While the Marmara, Aegean, and 
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Central Anatolia regions are in an advantageous position in terms of high 
levels of digital usage and access to technology, both device ownership and the 
frequency of internet use are relatively lower in the Eastern and Southeastern 
Anatolia regions. Since socioeconomic status and education level are key 
determinants of digital skills, the contribution of digitalization to smart city 
governance remains limited in these regions. Academic studies show that 
digital inequalities exist even at the neighbourhood level, particularly in 
metropolitan areas, and that low-income groups participate at lower rates in 
e-government services, online municipal services, and feedback mechanisms 
provided through mobile applications (Karabacak & Sezgin, 2019, pp. 322–
323). This situation reveals that urban deprivation in physical space overlaps 
with disparities in digital access, creating an invisible form of segregation in 
governance processes. 

The impact of digital literacy on urban governance is not limited 
merely to facilitating individuals’ access to services; it also determines the 
effectiveness of data generation, participatory planning, online awareness 
campaigns, and feedback mechanisms related to urban life, all of which are 
critical for sustainability goals (Özkaya & Erat, 2022, p. 253). In Türkiye, 
smart city applications developed by metropolitan municipalities such as 
İstanbul, Ankara, Eskişehir, Konya, and Gaziantep aim to engage citizens 
through mobile applications, online call centers, open data portals, and 
digital participation platforms. However, the effectiveness of these tools is 
directly linked to citizens’ levels of digital skills. User groups with low digital 
literacy experience difficulties in using these platforms, which in turn leads to 
reduced data diversity and representativeness in urban governance processes. 
Therefore, strengthening digital literacy is regarded as a critical factor not only 
for individual capacity but also for the inclusiveness of urban governance and 
the success of sustainability policies (Yurt, 2025, p. 437; Karabacak & Sezgin, 
2019, p. 328). 

In Türkiye, the strengthening of smart city governance in line with 
sustainability goals depends not only on the technical adequacy of digital 
infrastructure but also on the ability of urban residents to participate in 
administrative processes through digital tools. Digital participation, unlike 
traditional forms of participation, offers interaction opportunities independent 
of time and space, thereby enabling the emergence of more inclusive, faster, 
and data-driven governance models. However, the realization of this potential 
is closely linked to the level of digital skills in society, online trust, the 
digital governance capacity of municipalities, and the motivations of urban 
residents regarding participation in governance processes. When examining 
the development of e-participation practices in Türkiye, it is observed that 
significant progress has been made over the past fifteen years; however, 
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digital participation still has a limited impact, particularly in decision-making 
processes (Aygün & Yılmaz, 2025, pp. 299–300). 

The “smart people” component is defined not only by individuals’ ability to 
use digital tools, but also by their active participation in governance and urban 
life through these tools. In Türkiye, e-participation and e-governance policies 
have developed rapidly since the mid-2010s, and the E-Government Gateway 
has become the most visible instrument of digital participation culture. As 
of 2023, the number of registered users in the system reached 64.5 million, 
and 3.5 billion transactions were carried out annually (https://cbddo.gov.tr/). 
However, the BTK 2023 Market Data Report indicates that this participation 
is largely limited to information retrieval and document-based services, while 
the level of engagement in consultation or decision-making processes remains 
low (Information and Communication Technologies Authority, 2023). This 
situation indicates that digital participation has developed quantitatively, but 
has not yet been institutionalized in qualitative terms. 

In the context of local governments, digital participation constitutes one of 
the most critical stages of the smart city vision. In metropolitan municipalities 
such as Istanbul, Ankara, Konya, Eskişehir, and Gaziantep, online complaint 
systems, open data portals, digital monitoring panels for economic or 
ecological indicators, and mobile municipal applications have become 
widespread. These applications enable the monitoring of urban sustainability 
indicators, the measurement of service satisfaction, and the rapid reporting of 
local problems. However, studies examining the effectiveness of these tools in 
Türkiye indicate that digital participation remains largely reactive in nature, 
with citizens primarily engaging in the process through reporting problems 
or submitting service requests. Participation in more proactive stages, such 
as policy design, strategic planning, and the development of environmental 
action plans, remains limited (Şen, 2023, pp. 152–154). 

One of the factors limiting digital participation at the urban level is the 
level of digital trust. Concerns about the privacy of user data, uncertainties 
regarding anonymity when expressing opinions on online platforms, and the 
increased visibility of political polarization in online environments reduce 
citizens’ motivation to participate. In addition, differences in digital capacity 
among municipalities hinder the development of standardized participation 
mechanisms. It has been observed that, particularly in small and medium-sized 
municipalities, digital governance policies often fail to achieve sustainability 
due to staff shortages or financial constraints (Yıldız and Kocaoğlu, 2024, p. 
52). 

The success of smart cities depends more on the human element than on 
technological infrastructure; that is, on the awareness level of city residents, 
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their willingness to participate, and their capacity to internalize a sustainable 
living culture. In Türkiye, the intelligent human component is defined as one of 
the fundamental pillars of smart cities in the 2020-2023 National Smart Cities 
Strategy and Action Plan. The aim is to transform the individual into a subject 
who accesses information, is sensitive to their environment, effectively uses digital 
tools, and contributes to governance (Ministry of Environment, Urbanization 
and Climate Change, 2019). When indicators of urban awareness among 
city residents in Türkiye are examined using data from the Turkish Statistical 
Institute’s 2023 Environmental Statistics, Environmental Indicators Report, and 
Smart Cities Strategy Report, it is observed that awareness is gradually increasing, 
but significant differences between regions persist (https://webdosya.csb.gov.tr/
db/ced/icerikler/cevresel-gostergeler-turkce-2023-20250102095312.pdf; https://
data.tuik.gov.tr/). For example, in 2023, the participation rate of municipalities 
in environmental awareness training activities reached 38%, compared to 
21% in 2018. Similarly, the voluntary participation rate in recycling practices 
reached 47% in metropolitan areas, while it remained around 25% in smaller 
towns (https://webdosya.csb.gov.tr/db/ced/icerikler/cevresel-gostergeler-
turkce-2023-20250102095312.pdf). 

Urban awareness encompasses not only sensitivity to the environment but 
also participation in data-driven urban life. As city residents become more 
aware of smart transportation, energy management, waste reduction, and 
climate adaptation, stronger community support for sustainable city policies is 
emerging. However, the conversion of awareness into behavior is still limited. 
Özkaya and Erat (2022) show that despite high levels of interest in awareness 
campaigns, the expected behavioral changes in energy efficiency, recycling, or 
public transportation use at the individual level have not fully materialized. 
This indicates a gap in implementation between awareness and behavior. 

Consequently, urban awareness has become a decisive factor in the 
sustainability success of smart city management in Türkiye. The report data 
shows a strong correlation between digitalization and awareness, and that 
online participation, data sharing, and the spread of green living habits 
are accelerating this process. However, in order for awareness to spread 
across all social groups, local governments need to strengthen policies that 
enhance digital inclusion, expand online learning programs, and increase 
investments in digital awareness initiatives, particularly for low-income 
groups (https://webdosya.csb.gov.tr/db/ced/icerikler/cevresel-gostergeler-
turkce-2023-20250102095312.pdf). Türkiye’s Smart Cities Strategy positions 
the “smart people” component not only as a goal but also as a driving force of 
sustainable urban life. 

From a critical perspective, although the “smart people” component 
in Türkiye is developing rapidly, three main weaknesses stand out: regional 
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inequalities in digital skills, the limited qualitative impact of participation, 
and the gap between awareness and behavior. To address these shortcomings, 
national policies need to enhance digital inclusion and expand data literacy 
education, and municipalities should strengthen their digital governance 
capacities. In conclusion, the sustainability of smart city governance in 
Türkiye depends on the strengthening of the “smart people” component. The 
spread of digital literacy, the deepening of a culture of online participation, 
and the increase in urban awareness are expected to enable technological 
transformation to become a social success. “Smart people” are considered not 
only users of smart cities, but also actors who shape their sustainable future, 
participate in governance, and safeguard the ethical dimension of digital 
transformation. 

8.	 CONCLUSION AND EVALUATION 

The comprehensive analysis conducted in this study shows that the smart 
city approach in Türkiye has become increasingly visible both at the level of 
national policies and in local government practices; however, it also reveals 
that there are still important structural stages to be completed for the process 
to fully evolve into a sustainable, inclusive, and institutionalized framework. 
Evaluations based on the components of smart mobility, environment, 
economy, living, people, and governance show that smart city policies in 
Türkiye are developing rapidly, particularly through transportation, digital 
services, environmental monitoring, and data-driven applications. However, 
managerial, financial, and institutional strengthening processes need to 
advance in parallel for this progress to be integrated with sustainability goals 
and to generate social impact. 

It is observed that the Smart Cities Strategy and various ministerial 
guidelines  prepared at the national level provide an important framework for 
standardization, guidance, and capacity building. However, the analysis shows 
that for this national vision to be effectively implemented at the local level, the 
central government should not be limited to a purely regulatory role; instead, 
it needs to develop a flexible, multi-level governance model in continuous 
cooperation with local actors. Although the central government has strong 
capacities in financial support, data standardization, regulatory guidance, 
and coordination, the sustainability of local implementations is considered to 
depend on local institutional structures and the quality of interaction between 
actors. 

At the local level, metropolitan municipalities are both the technical 
producers and the administrative carriers of smart city transformation. In this 
context, the data provided by municipalities shows that digitalization efforts 
are increasing, and significant progress is being made in areas such as data-
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driven planning and environmental monitoring. However, it is observed that 
this progress is not evenly distributed among municipalities, institutional 
capacity differences persist, and an integrated model has not yet been fully 
formed, particularly in data management, monitoring and evaluation, and 
participation mechanisms. In addition, in terms of integrating the smart city 
vision with sustainability goals, it is considered necessary for the objectives 
included in municipal strategic plans to be supported by performance 
indicators. 

In conclusion, smart city policies in Türkiye show a promising pattern 
of development; however, institutionalization, measurability, and social 
inclusiveness need to be strengthened simultaneously for long-term 
sustainability. Although technological investments are an important component 
of this transformation, the main determining factors are the integration of 
data, human resources, governance culture, and local participation within a 
holistic framework. For this reason, the success of the smart city approach 
depends on strengthening both the guiding capacity of central government 
and the strategic planning, performance management, and participatory 
governance capabilities of local governments. In Türkiye, ensuring urban 
sustainability is possible not only through the development of technological 
infrastructure, but also through a holistic approach that addresses economic, 
social, environmental, and governance factors. In this context, smart city 
applications serve as a strategic tool for achieving sustainable development 
goals by ensuring coordination among different components of urban life. 
In particular, the coordinated action of local governments, the private sector, 
academic circles, and all segments of society within a shared vision enhances 
the effectiveness of sustainable urbanization policies. The findings of the study 
also show that, for the smart city approach to be successful, focusing solely 
on digital transformation processes is not sufficient; it is also necessary to 
strengthen participatory governance, increase environmental awareness, and 
take social needs into account. In this regard, cities can achieve long-term 
sustainability goals only by adopting an integrated planning approach in which 
all stakeholders act with an equal sense of responsibility. 
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1.  INTRODUCTION

1.1. Public Administration

Since the day humanity first emerged onto the earth, it has lived in 
communities. This community has needed to be governed and guided in 
some way, and this has always been the case. Accordingly, the resulting form 
of government and administration has continually evolved and changed 
throughout history. Ensuring equality and justice among individuals, 
coordinating and providing services that everyone can benefit from, and 
possessing coercive power have become essential. From this perspective, the 
coordination of government activities to ensure the effective delivery of services 
and the enforcement of laws can be called as “public administration.” However, 
public administration has many definitions, depending on the perspectives of 
different scholars. In general, public administration refers to the implementation 
and management of government policies and programs. As stated by L.D. 
White, an American historian specializing in public administration, public 
administration “consists of all activities aimed at fulfilling or implementing 
public policies determined by the authorities.” This definition focuses on the 
functional aspect of public administration (Anonymous, 2024).

Formal institutional arrangements for governing people or societies 
emerged approximately 6,000 years ago. From then until the late 18th century, 
those in power were supported by the aristocracy, the military, the clergy, 
and the bureaucracy. Bureaucratic organization was primarily limited to the 
public sector, but since the 19th century, it has become the dominant form of 
organization in the public, nonprofit, and private sectors. From the late 16th 
century onward, scholars increasingly argued that public officials should work 
for the welfare of the general population. This occurred around 1800, when those 
with political power were elected, while those in power were appointed based 
on merit (i.e., relevant educational background and experience). Today, career 
civil servants are heavily involved in policy development and implementation 
and have become the new guardians of democracy (Raadschelders, 2022, p. 8).

Historically, significant evidence for the existence of organized government 
and public officials began to accumulate thousands of years ago (approximately 
3000-4000 BC) (Galedden, 1972, p. 8). Important characteristics of public 
administration include (i) being part of the executive branch of government, 
(ii) being involved in state activities, (iii) executing public policies, (iv) carrying 
out the wishes of the people as formulated and expressed in laws, and (v) being 
politically neutral.
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1.2. Civil Society Organizations or Non-Governmental Organizations 
(NGOs) 

Although “Civil Society” has many different definitions and theorists, 
as well as its historical development and evolution, the accepted definition 
of “Civil Society” refers to the area of free, institutional, and organizational 
associations outside the state’s direction and influence (Cevizci, 2005, s.1496). 
In other words, civil society is a social unit and independent organization out of 
the state. These are voluntary associations, unions, professional organizations, 
corporations, private and intellectual life, and the public area, where a network 
of voluntary, decentralized relationships based on fundamental rights, 
contracts, and competition prevails (Fincancı, 1991, p. 2). 

In addition, civil society refers to the third sector of society, comprised 
of various organizations and groups operating independently apart from 
government and business.  This sector encompasses a wide variety of groups 
and communities dedicated to social good and civic engagement, including 
associations, cooperatives, professional associations, foundations, charities, 
and political entities. Considering these definitions, civil society organizations 
are used as non-governmental organization (NGO) in this paper.  

Historically, this concept dates back to Ancient Greece and Rome. Over the 
centuries, civil society evolved, particularly during the “Age of Enlightenment,” 
which emphasized individual rights and democratic values. Today, civil 
society is characterized by pluralism, encompassing diverse groups working 
collaboratively for the common good. The United Nations (UN) and other 
international organizations recognize their critical role in meeting societal 
needs, frequently collaborating with NGOs to promote democracy, support 
humanitarian efforts, and facilitate local development (Campbell, 2024).

Historically, the idea of ​​civil society has taken two distinct forms. In the 
first, civil society is a ‘political community’ encompassing a state that is not 
differentiated from society. Here, civil society is intertwined with the state; that 
is, power relations regulated through law and institutions for the purpose of 
ensuring social harmony. In the second, civil society is a self-regulating and 
governing body outside the state (İslamoğlu, 2015, p. 707). One view is that 
NGOs act as independent watchdogs over the state and aim to achieve the 
well-being of society as a whole (Kumar, 1993, p. 375).

NGOs are important actors because they possess expertise in a wide 
range of policy areas, provide voluntary social services, and evaluate public 
policies and programs. Their critical role as independent actors in guiding and 
monitoring government compliance with good governance principles should 
be effectively utilized by public institutions to strengthen democracy and 
expand freedoms.
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The generally accepted features of NGOs are as follows (Gündüz, 2020, 
p. 31): (i) Autonomy, (ii) Ability to criticize political authority, (iii) Being a 
pressure mechanism, (iv) Participation, (v) Ability to operate freely, (vi) 
Volunteering and (vii) Being outside the public administration organization.

In this paper, the relationships between public administration and civil 
societies amd cuent status in Tukiye ae discussed. 

2.  BASIC RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION 
AND  CIVIL SOCIETIES

2.1.  Basic Approaches

Individuals live in societies and the societies are governed by the state. 
A state is a community of people who have declared their sovereignty over 
a defined territory. Thus, the state is a social, political, and legal structure. 
Consequently, it also possesses a public administration and authority with 
coercive powers. Under the state and/or public administration, the private 
sector and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) constitute a unified 
entity encompassing the state-business world (private sector) and voluntary 
organizations and are inseparable components of each other (Figure 1).

Figure 1. The relationships between sectors based on state
                and civil society

While some political scientists consider importance to defining the roles 
and functions of civil society, based mainly on the legal-structural characteristics 
and functions of the contemporary state, some public administration experts 
attempt to develop alternative suggestions regarding the capacity and functions 
of civil society organizations in the context of the organization and delivery of 
public services (Acar, 2015).
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Governance refers to the cooperative efforts of a group of people toward 
a common goal. Public administration also refers to a government setting. 
Public administration concerns the actions of (usually unelected) officials 
who are formally responsible for the organization and conduct of government 
policies and programs. In civil society organizations, elected officials typically 
serve (Nwanisobi and Christopher, 2020).

The role and relationships of NGOs in public administration have varied 
throughout history. This is due to a wide range of factors, including the state’s 
political structure and regime, communities’ education, culture, beliefs, 
traditions, perspectives and perceptions of democracy, and economic levels.

The role orientation and organizational strategy relationships among 
policy professionals in civil society, including the state, that is, public 
administration, are schematically illustrated in Figure 2. The public, business, 
media, academia, and civil society must interact and benefit from each other 
in “professional policymaking” for these policies to benefit all members of 
society.

Figure 2. Role orientation and organizational strategy among policy
                professionals in civil  society (Mellquist, 2022, p. 141)

Civil society organizations, as described and illustrated above, play a 
crucial role in connecting with other sectors and public administration. Good 
governance emerges when public administration utilizes and collaborates 
with civil society organizations in providing services. This, in turn, ensures 
transparency, accountability, responsiveness, fairness, and inclusiveness in 
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public administration, efficiency and effectiveness, adherence to the rule of law, 
and participatory and consensus-based practices. Therefore, the state-society 
relationship and the autonomous power of civil society vis-à-vis the state have 
been a fundamental area of ​​interest for modernization and democratization 
scholars (Acemoğlu and Robinson, 2012).

The studies have shown that education, occupational status, gender, age, 
occupational class, and place of residence influence individuals’ participation 
in NGOs (Wallace and Pichler, 2009, p. 262). One study found that older 
individuals and those with higher education are more likely to participate in 
NGOs (Shah, 1998, p. 488; Andersen et al., 2006).

The positive effects of education and income on participation in NGOs 
in countries with high social spending are weaker compared to countries with 
low social spending. NGO membership rates are lower in statist countries than 
in non-statist countries (Şahin and Akboğa, 2019, p. 422).

2.2.   Governance and NGO Interaction in Public Administration

Salamon and Anheier (1998) emphasized that the civil sector is rooted in 
broader social, political, and economic realities. However, there are significant 
differences in the presence and influence of civil society organizations between 
authoritarian and democratic countries. Predominantly authoritarian political 
regimes either do not cooperate with their own civil society organizations or 
completely control them, severely restricting their activities. Thus, they may 
be subject to state direction. The situation of NGOs in politically polarized 
societies is particularly difficult (Kover, 2021, p. 19). However, NGOs where 
solidarity and volunteering are essential, they can implement different forms 
of participation. even in countries where the public area is limited. Because, 
“Whenever there is a power relationship, there is also the possibility of 
resistance (Foucault, 1978).

On the other hand, the autonomy of civil society and NGOs is 
fundamentally secure in countries with traditionally democratic regimes while 
civil society-government relations may be compromised in many ways. Their 
participation and governance are crucial. They play also a crucial role in society 
in the formulation and implementation of social policy, in the promotion of 
democratic values, and in daily practice (Kover, 2021, p. 19).

In countries with high participation in NGOs, democracy is more likely 
to strengthen and become established than in countries with low participation 
(Çarkoğlu and Aytaç, 2016; Şahin and Akboğa, 2019). The fundamental 
principles of the civil sector should be based on autonomy, partnership, and 
solidarity (Kover, 2021, p. 19).
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In a study conducted on public administration and NGOs, 88% of 
participants stated that they did not receive any funding or support from 
government sources, while 22% reported no dialogue and 62% reported 
limited dialogue (Bullain, 2006, p. 4).

Governance is exemplified by the progressive growth in the participation 
of socially oriented private actors (i.e., third-sector organizations) in the 
implementation of public policies, particularly at the local level. This 
represents a shift from “government” to “governance.” However, it is important 
to recognize that what Salamon refers to by the terms “voluntary sector” or 
“non-profit sector” has undergone significant changes over the period under 
consideration. This is because they possess fundamentally different structural 
characteristics from traditional philanthropy and organized volunteering. 
Furthermore, the methods and tools of nonprofit-governmental relationships 
have evolved significantly over the past three decades. This increases the 
complexity and diversity of concrete implementations that a partnership 
between public administration and the third sector can undertake (Bassi, 
2023, p. 386).

A study conducted in five European countries showed that civil society 
organizations have a crucial role as facilitators of this process in the complex 
relationship that develops between governments, the public sector, the third 
sector and society in general in the provision of services to people with autism 
(Antonucci, 2018, p. 195). Another study found that NGO-government 
relations during the COVID-19 period did not deviate significantly from pre-
existing characteristics and practices. However, the experiences of COVID-19 
also confirm that NGOs in developed democracies are facing the gradual 
shrinkage of the welfare state and neoliberal marketization. The shift towards 
marketization, resource dependency and government-imposed conditions 
have a significant impact on the civil sector. For example, the post-COVID-19 
pandemic has led to the official recognition of the nonprofit sector in Austria, 
as it has exposed legal gaps that need to be addressed. The beneficial outcomes 
of this will determine the future relationships between actors. Similarly, study 
from the United Kingdom reveals that the government views civil society as a 
serious partner in the post-pandemic era (Kover, 2021, p. 20). 

While the concept of “governance” assigns civil society organizations the 
task of providing certain social services, it is clear that the approach is based on 
an understanding that civil society organizations are replacing the social state. 
Finally, it is noted that terms such as “rule of law,” “human rights,” “transparency,” 
“accountability,” and “effectiveness,” all of which are related to democracy, are 
defined entirely within an organic relationship with neoliberalism. NGOs 
are now viewed as organizations that act as spokespeople for social demands 
within the framework of a governance model. The “volunteer” nature of NGOs 
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has also receded, and the phenomenon of “professionalization” has begun to 
emerge. Thus, an increasingly expanding professional staff emerged in NGOs 
specializing in project execution, and management costs began to increase 
(Ataay, 2006, p. 141).

In public administration-civil society relations, civil society organizations 
cannot always and consistently act alone, and therefore may not be very 
effective. The fact that civil society organizations are so powerful on their own 
may overestimate the potential of civil society. Civil society’s contributions to 
anti-corruption efforts, for example, may not be effective without significant 
mechanisms. While civil society and its structure are shown to be significant 
determinants of the level of political corruption, the transparency of laws and 
predictable sanctions, the rigour and impartiality of public administration, 
and the civil society environment explain additional variance in political 
corruption. The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) argue 
that civil society is crucial in combating global corruption. Another group of 
scholars questions the autonomy of civil society organisations from both the 
state and its donors. For example, citing NGOs in the Middle East, they argue 
that when NGOs are embedded in a web of bureaucratic practices and legal 
regulations that allow those in power to monitor and regulate their collective 
activities, civil society becomes an instrument of state social and political 
control rather than a mechanism for empowerment (Villanueva, 2020, p. 553).

3. RELATIONS BETWEEN PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION AND NGOs 

    IN TURKIYE

3.1. Historical Development of NGOs

The studies support on the existence of a civil society unique to our culture, 
both during the Ottoman period and in the early years of the Republic of 
Türkiye. The concept of civil society in Türkiye, covers nearly seven centuries, 
dating back to the founding of the Ottoman Empire, and has developed on a 
voluntary basis (Keyman, 2001).

During the Ottoman period, guilds, foundations, and dervish lodges, 
which provided important social services, were considered important civil 
society organizations despite their ties to the state. However, professional civil 
society organizations were rarely seen in Türkiye until the 1980s (Babaoğlu, 
2013; p. 190).

This state-civil society relationship in the Ottoman Empire influenced 
state-NGO relations in the subsequently established Turkish state. While state 
control over civil society has diminished in some periods, the fact that state 
control over NGOs is one of the fundamental defining characteristics of civil 
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society in modern Türkiye is a significant indicator of this (Şahin and Akboğa, 
2019, p. 412). A state that sought to control all elements of civil society left its 
mark on the early Republican period (Kaplangil, 2010). 

Although some practices and regulations were introduced in Türkiye 
regarding civil liberties from the 1960s to the 1980s, the state-centered 
modernization process did not provide opportunities for civil society at its 
grassroots level. In fact, existing structures in the country resulted in civil 
society becoming more of a structure that provided state control over civil 
society (Yazıcı, 2017, p. 105-106).

Civil society became a prominent concept in discussions of participatory 
democracy after the 1980s, following the transformations of strict regimes and 
liberal economic infrastructures. Today, it is a phenomenon associated with 
the themes of active citizenship and participation (Babaoğlu, 2013, p. 190). 

In Türkiye, there are 101,613 non-governmental organizations (NGOs), 
including associations, professional organizations, unions, cooperatives, and 
foundations, plus 188 political parties and 235 unions. The total number of 
NGOs is 102,036 (Table 1). Legal and bureaucratic procedures related to these 
associations are handled by the General Directorate of Civil Society Relations 
of the Ministry of Interior (Anonymous, 2025a).

Table 1.  Number of non-governmental organizations in Türkiye (Anonymous, 2025a).
Associations, Professional Organizations, 
Foundations, Unions

101613

Labor Unions 188
Political Parties 235
Total 102036

3.2. Current Public Administration-NGO Relations

Academic studies in Türkiye, shows that political opportunities, the 
nature of policies, the characteristics of civil society, and actor networks 
determine civil society’s access to public policies. However, changing political 
opportunity structures, a statist political style, limited resources for civil 
society, and the polarization of the civil area leave little room for civil society 
participation in public policy in Türkiye. Understanding the link between 
civil society and public policy in Türkiye has been highlighted by the limited 
opportunities and difficulty of civil society being included in policymaking 
and policy processes (Boşnak, 2023). Similarly, Doyle (2018) argued that in 
Türkiye, the government has controlled civil society, and therefore, NGOs 
function to disseminate government ideas and provide democratic legitimacy 
to policy decisions (Villanueva, 2020, p. 553).

Existing NGOs in Türkiye have numerous financial and organizational 
challenges. Consequently, they are unable to effectively support social 
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transformation (Keyman and Öniş, 2007). All of this has led to NGOs being 
discouraged from providing various services in Türkiye. For example, only 14% 
of the Turkish population prefers an NGO to be the organization that delivers 
aid to those in need, while 34% prefers the state to be the institution that 
delivers aid to those in need (Çarkoğlu and Aytaç, 2016 p. 74). Furthermore, 
Türkiye is a country with low NGO membership (Çarkoğlu and Aytaç, 2016; 
Şahin and Akboğa, 2019).

Interviews with NGO representatives indicated that high levels of 
political polarization are seen as a primary obstacle to their activities. In one 
interview regarding Türkiye, it was noted that NGOs try to stay away from 
politics because they fear they may be subjected to pressure from the central 
government, such as delaying some of their applications and declaring their 
fundraising campaigns illegal. Therefore, the situation of NGOs in politically 
polarized societies is very difficult (Kover, 2021). 

On the other hand, the “Civil Society Participation Index” is a key 
indicator of the extent to which citizens actively participate in NGOs and 
whether policymakers regularly consult with them. A higher index indicates 
an autonomous and active civil society where citizens freely participate in civic 
and political life through various organizations. Accordingly, Türkiye ranks 
among the countries with a low level of participation (Figure 3). 

Figure 3. Civil society participation index in some countries  (Anonymous, 2025b)

Figure 3. Civil society participation index in some countries 
                (Anonymous, 2025b)
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Unionization among workers is also a significant indicator for civil society 
organizations. In Sweden, union membership is 48.7%, and membership in 
any humanitarian or charitable organization is 28.9%. However, in Egypt, 
which has a problematic democratic regime, union membership is only 
0.03% and membership in any humanitarian or charitable organization is also 
0.05%. Türkiye is among the countries with a low rate of NGO membership at 
5-12% in various studies (Şahin and Akboğa, 2019, p. 421). However, union 
membership of workers in Türkiye is reported to be at 14.7%, according to 
official data from the Ministry of Interior (Anonymous, 2025a, Figure 4). 
This data also shows that the unionization rate in Türkiye remains quite low 
compared to other developed countries.

According to a study, people in Türkiye do not consider a strong civil 
society an essential component of democracy. While only 0.9% of participants 
selected a strong civil society as the most essential characteristic of democracy, 
only 5.3% selected it as the second most important. In other words, Turkish 
society does not seriously consider strengthening democracy through 
membership in NGOs as an option. A vast majority of society believes that 
NGOs cannot operate independently of the government. It has been concluded 
that the problematic history of civil society-state relations in Türkiye has led 
people to hold negative opinions about NGOs and, consequently, to avoid 
membership in them (Şahin and Akboğa, 2019, p. 421).

Another study found that approximately 80% of society has no contact 
with NGOs, that civil society is most often associated with volunteering and 
solidarity, that young people have greater contact with civil society, and that 
participation increases with education and income levels. A study on NGOs 
found that in 2011, only 16.1% of NGOs participated in any policy-making 
process, while 70.5% of NGOs did not attend any ministerial-level meetings 
and 55% did not attend any governorship-level meetings.  According to the 
questionnaire results, the NGO membership rate is 4.1%. When this rate is 
applied to the population over 18 (approximately 60 million according to 2023 
figures), it refers to approximately 2.5 million people being members of one 
or more NGOs. This approximate figure can be considered a largely realistic 
estimate of the level of organization within civil society in Türkiye. According 
to participants, the concepts associated with NGOs were volunteering (33%), 
solidarity (32%), donations (29.5%) and aid (26%), advocacy (6%), democracy 
(6%), action (4%), missionary work, and external forces (1%) (Ataman and 
Özçelebi, 2024; Figure 5).
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Figure 4. Unionization rate of among th workers in some
               countries (Şahin and Akboğa, 2019, p. 421).

Figure 5. Rate of associating with civil oganization according to the participants in 
Turkiye (Ataman ve  Özçelebi, 2024).

When participants were asked about the issues where NGOs are needed 
most in Türkiye, the most frequent answers were “Poverty (36%), Education 
(32.5%), and Health (22%). The least needed issues were “Immigrants (5%), 
Citizenship (3%), and LGBTI+ Individuals (1%).” Furthermore, participation 
in NGOs increases as the socio-economic status increases (Ataman and 
Özçelebi, 2024).



 . 53
International Perspectives on Contemporary Approaches in 

Political Science, International Relations and Public Administration 

Civil society organizations may change over time depending on relations 
between state and/or government at the time of their establishment. This may 
be influenced by changing state and/or government policies, as well as global 
or global economic and political changes. 

On the other hand, Türkiye has witnessed various legal and institutional 
reforms initiated by the European Union to strengthen democracy and good 
governance since 2004. While acknowledging the importance of such reforms 
in creating a conducive environment for civil society activities in Türkiye, this 
study argues that these reforms are insufficient to establish and implement 
the principles of good governance, which have recently been frequently 
emphasized by international organizations such as the World Bank. The civil 
society sector in Türkiye is still far from reaching the characteristics of the 
Third Sector, both in terms of service delivery and democratic participation 
and empowerment. Therefore, despite capacity-building support for civil 
society organizations and public institutions, there is an urgent need to develop 
country-specific strategies to translate local demand into policy action and to 
establish sustainable forms of dialogue between NGOs and the public sector 
(Balcıoğlu, 2014).

While globalization supports internationalization, international NGOs 
are sometimes becoming more powerful than nation-states. In developing 
countries like Türkiye, international NGOs can play a role in bringing 
structural adjustment policy demands to the political agenda (Biçer and 
Yılmaz, 2009; Babaoğlu, 2013). Unlike in developed countries, civil society 
organizations are forced to operate with limited financial resources, which 
limits their effectiveness (Akçadağ, 2011; Babaoğlu, 2013). 

In Tükiye, civil society-public sector relations are often one-way, with the 
government simply inviting an NGO to collaborate. However, NGOs invited 
to participate in policy dialogue are not provided with feedback on how their 
feedback and input could impact policy outcomes. Furthermore, channels 
for dialogue and collaboration between NGOs and public institutions can be 
expanded or narrowed solely at the discretion of the responsible public official 
(TUSEV, 2013). 

Despite its recent development, the civil society movement in Türkiye 
remains limited in terms of social participation and operates as a relatively 
representative space for social groups. NGOs’ ability to provide services, their 
ability to advocate for rights and maintain their autonomy is closely linked 
to their capacity to access financial resources and their degree of political 
affiliation. Furthermore, while economic hardship, a lack of interest in civil 
society activities, or distrust of civil society organizations contribute to this 
situation, the lack of public participation in the civil society movement remains 



54  . Emircan Çetin   

a key factor. While a significant majority of non-governmental organizations 
struggle with various difficulties in terms of institutionalization and financing, 
it is not possible for them to support social change in a positive and qualified 
manner (Yaman, 2012).

In addition to the inadequacy of NGOs and weaknesses in participation 
explained above  in Türkiye, according to Article 76 titled “City Council” 
of the Municipality Law No. 5393 dated July 3, 2005, “The City Council 
strives to implement the principles of developing the city vision and civic 
awareness, protecting the rights and laws of the city, sustainable development, 
environmental awareness, social assistance and solidarity, transparency, 
accountability and accountability, participation and decentralization in urban 
life.”  In this example, the participation and civil society organizations are crucial. 
Furthermore, some NGOs have begun to participate in some administrative 
and/or legal decision-making processes within the state through legislation. 
For example, under Law No. 5403 on Soil Conservation and Land Use, the 
Turkish Foundation for Combating Erosion, Afforestation and the Protection 
of Natural Habitats (TEMA) and the Chamber of Agricultural Engineers 
(ZMO) are legal members of the “Soil Conservation Boards” established in 
the provinces as NGOs, and have decision-making processes. Furthermore, 
although not on a legal or regulatory basis, the government and/or ministries 
occasionally consult with relevant associations or civil society organizations 
on certain matters. However, despite all this, there needs to be further progress 
and development in decision-making processes and practice, similar to those 
in developed countries, within a close relationship based on administrative, 
legal, and/or voluntary processes.

4.  CONCLUSION

Türkiye is a country with low membership in NGOs. However, despite 
the recent increase in the number of NGOs, the state has not abandoned its 
efforts to control and affect them. From the Ottoman period, including the 
early years of the Republic of Türkiye, to the present day, state-civil society 
relations have also exhibited ups and downs. Especially, the changes of 
governments, conjectural political developments in the world and in the 
country, government-military relations, the economy, and political movements 
in different areas, all of these have either restricted or made the perspective on 
civil society organizations relatively more liberal. In this sense, the scope of 
action of civil society organizations in Türkiye and their effectiveness against 
the state or government have varied and not always been consistent. This can 
be said to have narrowed the scope of influence of civil society organizations, 
even if their primary duty is to influence the state’s actions for the benefit of 
society.
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An appropriately civil society-public sector relationship requires 
mechanisms that ensure that (i) information, (ii) consultation, (iii) negotiation, 
and (iv) collaboration are conducted in accordance with the principles of 
equality and transparency. Türkiye still lacks such mechanisms that would 
facilitate NGOs’ access to policymaking processes and make civil society-
public sector relations more transparent, equitable, and effective. Generally, 
NGO-public sector relations are limited to the information and consultation 
stages, and examples of collaboration are very few (TUSEV, 2013).

Consequently, the relationship between civil society organizations and 
public institutions should be regulated within a specific legal framework. The 
public sector should recognize civil society in all its diversity. New, innovative, 
and technologically advanced mechanisms should be developed to integrate 
civil society actors into policymaking processes, ensuring that representative 
policymaking is not reduced to the practice of physical consultations with 
relevant stakeholders around a table. The participation of NGOs in policy 
negotiations should be legally guaranteed through various protocols.
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Introduction

On 31 May 2003, the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung published a 
text co-signed by Jürgen Habermas and Jacques Derrida under the title 
“Nach dem Krieg: Die Wiedergeburt Europas” (“After the War: The Rebirth 
of Europe”). The piece transcended the genre of a newspaper article and 
was widely received as an intellectual manifesto (Speck, 2003). It appeared 
simultaneously in Libération in France. What elevated the manifesto into 
a broader initiative was the coordinated publication, on the same day, of 
thematically aligned essays by five additional philosophers in five European 
newspapers: Adolf Muschg in the Neue Zürcher Zeitung (Switzerland), 
Umberto Eco in La Repubblica (Italy), Fernando Savater in El País (Spain), 
Gianni Vattimo in La Stampa (Italy), and Richard Rorty in the Süddeutsche 
Zeitung (Germany). Seven authors, seven texts, six countries: this was a 
concerted intellectual intervention without precedent in post-war European 
public life. English translations of these contributions were later assembled 
in the volume edited by Levy, Pensky, and Torpey (2005); unless otherwise 
noted, the Italian and Spanish texts are cited from these translations 
throughout. In what follows, “the manifesto” refers to the Habermas-
Derrida text itself; “the initiative” denotes the coordinated seven-author 
action as a whole.

The present study re-evaluates this manifesto and the critical literature 
surrounding it from the vantage point of the twenty-three years that have 
elapsed since its publication. The manifesto’s core arguments—the concept 
of “Core Europe,” the positioning of European identity against the United 
States, and the demand for a common foreign and security policy—are tested 
against concrete historical developments: EU enlargement, Brexit, the war 
in Ukraine, the Greenland crisis, and the European defence architecture 
initiatives of 2025–2026. The deaths of all three principal figures—Derrida 
(2004), Rorty (2007), and Habermas (March 2026)—lend this retrospective 
assessment an additional layer of historical gravity.

A terminological note is in order. Throughout this study, “Europe” is used 
not as a fixed geographical or civilisational category but as a shifting political-
institutional constellation. Depending on context, it may refer to the European 
Union as a treaty-based legal order; to the broader security community that 
includes non-EU states such as Norway and, since Brexit, the United Kingdom 
(as exemplified by the E5 defence grouping); or to the normative community 
of shared values that the manifesto itself sought to conjure into existence. The 
manifesto’s own usage oscillated between these registers, and the twenty-three 
years under review have demonstrated that the question “what is Europe?”—
whether a political subject, a strategic coordination space, a normative 
union, or a security coalition—remains as unresolved as it was in 2003. This 
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constitutive ambiguity is not merely a terminological inconvenience but one 
of the study’s central analytical concerns.

It is worth noting that prior to the 2003 manifesto, Habermas and 
Derrida had appeared side by side for the first time in the dialogues conducted 
by Borradori (2003) in the aftermath of the September 11 attacks. In those 
conversations, both philosophers explored the implications of terror for 
international law and cosmopolitan governance, forming the intellectual 
prelude to their joint declaration. The trajectory from the Borradori dialogues 
to the May 2003 manifesto reveals a progressive politicisation of their 
philosophical concerns: what began as a meditation on terror and sovereignty 
crystallised, within eighteen months, into a concrete programme for 
European strategic autonomy. Güntner (2003), reviewing the initiative for the 
Neue Zürcher Zeitung, observed that this “coordinated action” (konzertierte 
Aktion) of seven philosophers failed even to make the evening news—power 
and intellect remained in separate worlds.

1. Developments Leading to the Manifesto

On 31 January 2003, the “Letter of Eight,” signed by eight European states 
under the leadership of Spain and the United Kingdom, dealt a serious blow 
to the EU’s pretension to a common foreign policy. Published two days before 
a summit of all fifteen EU heads of state, and without the knowledge of those 
who opposed the Iraq intervention, the letter signalled that the European 
project’s most ambitious aspiration—a unified voice in world affairs—was 
fracturing under American pressure. On 15 February 2003, simultaneous 
mass demonstrations took place in London, Rome, Madrid, Berlin, and Paris—
the largest coordinated protests since the Second World War. Habermas and 
Derrida (2003) interpreted these events as “a signal that may in hindsight 
mark the birth of a European public sphere.”

In the manifesto’s own words, “the sweeping logistics of the unstoppable 
military build-up and the feverish preparations of humanitarian organisations 
meshed like the interlocking cogs of a single machine” (Habermas & 
Derrida, 2003). Rumsfeld’s dichotomy of “old Europe” versus “new Europe” 
deepened the rift between Continental and Anglophone nations. As Lloyd 
(2005) observed in his Democratiya review, the European left saw in the Iraq 
protests “an awesome moment.” The super-power’s role, the future world 
order, international law, and the United Nations were subjects of fierce debate; 
latent contradictions surfaced with stark clarity. The chasm widened not only 
between Continental Europe and the Anglophone world, but also between “old 
Europe” and the Central and Eastern European countries on the threshold of 
EU membership.
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2. The Manifesto’s Central Argument: Core Europe

In defining European identity, Habermas and Derrida (2003) sought a 
foundation distinct from universal values: “Christianity and capitalism, natural 
science and technology, Roman law and the Code Napoléon, the bourgeois-
urban form of life, democracy and human rights, the secularisation of state 
and society—since these achievements have spread across other continents, 
they can no longer constitute the components of a shared identity.” The points 
of divergence from the United States were articulated as follows: “Europeans 
place relatively greater trust in the organisational and regulatory capacity of 
the state, while regarding market forces with suspicion. They display a keen 
sensitivity to the Dialectic of Enlightenment and do not view technological 
progress in a purely positive light. They accord priority to the guarantees of 
the welfare state and to solidaristic arrangements.”

The political proposal was formulated thus: “Peoples must, in a sense, 
diversify their national identities and develop a new dimension encompassing 
the European idea. The solidarity of citizens, hitherto confined to members 
of one’s own nation, must in future extend to the citizens of other European 
nations” (Habermas & Derrida, 2003). The mechanism envisaged was the 
“enhanced cooperation” procedure agreed at Nice, to be activated in the 
domains of common foreign, security, and defence policy—a “multi-speed 
Europe” model. The gravitational pull generated by this vanguard, the authors 
assumed, would prove irresistible to the remaining member states over the 
long term.

In his preface, Derrida described “the joint raising of German and 
French philosophers’ voices” as “an extraordinarily necessary and urgent 
task,” noting its alignment with the perspectives developed in his Rogues: 
Two Essays on Reason (first published in French in 2003; Derrida, 2005). 
He explained that personal circumstances prevented him from writing his 
own text, but that he subscribed to “the spirit of the ideas expressed and the 
perspectives opened up” in the manifesto. As Borradori (2003) documented, 
the two philosophers had already discussed the legitimacy of international 
legal institutions as “a condition for global justice” in their post-September 11 
dialogues; the 2003 manifesto translated this shared ground into a political 
programme. The concept of Kerneuropa (Core Europe) itself had a longer 
genealogy—first advanced by the CDU politicians Schäuble and Lamers in 
1994—but Habermas recast it within a left-liberal, cosmopolitan framework.

3. The Individual Positions of the Participating Philosophers

The initiative’s most striking feature was that it brought together 
philosophers who were known more for their disagreements than for their 
concord. The methodological gulf between Habermasian discourse theory and 
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Derridean deconstruction was set aside in the name of political urgency. Each 
additional participant enriched the initiative with a distinctive philosophical 
perspective and national context.

3.1. Adolf Muschg (Switzerland)

In his essay “Kerneuropa: Gedanken zur europäischen Identität,” 
published in the Neue Zürcher Zeitung, Muschg (2003) explored what 
Europe is through three prisms: collective memory, incrementally acquired 
conventions, and abandoned dangerous habits. “Europe is what it is. It is 
neither the East nor the cradle of civilisation. Nor does it hold a monopoly on 
science, enlightenment, or modernity.” He recalled that the founding idea of 
the Treaty of Rome was “the absolute non-repetition of 150 years of European 
civil war,” and cautioned that the accession of former Eastern Bloc countries 
could trigger nationalist backlash. In the English translation published in 
Levy et al.’s (2005) anthology, Muschg defined Europe as “a community of 
fate” (Muschg, 2003/2005, pp. 21–27). His warning about enlargement-driven 
centrifugal forces proved remarkably prescient.

3.2. Umberto Eco (Italy)

Eco (2003/2005) adopted a markedly different tone in his La Repubblica 
essay, arguing that the United States was neither an “enemy” nor an “other” 
but simply “outside.” Published as “An Uncertain Europe Between Rebirth 
and Decline” in Levy et al.’s (2005) anthology (pp. 14–20), his piece contended 
that European identity could be constructed not through hostility toward 
America but through the recognition of Europe’s own internal pluralism. 
Drawing on the semiotic tradition, Eco maintained that Europe could exist 
not by excluding a specific “other” but by acknowledging its own diversity. 
This non-antagonistic framing served as an important counterweight to the 
charge of anti-Americanism that was levelled against the initiative as a whole.

3.3. Gianni Vattimo (Italy)

Vattimo (2003/2005), who also served as a Member of the European 
Parliament, invited Europeans in his La Stampa essay to confront the United 
States on the terrain of “differences in the appearance of being, differences 
in the concept of the good life, differences in the project of existence.” He 
declared that “Europe’s birth will come from Washington’s notoriously 
shameful disease of silence.” Published as “The European Union Faces the 
Major Points of Its Development” in Levy et al.’s (2005) anthology (pp. 28–33), 
his contribution demonstrated that the initiative carried not merely a political 
but an ontological claim of difference, rooted in the hermeneutic philosophical 
tradition. Vattimo’s intervention was distinctive in elevating the debate from 
policy prescription to existential confrontation.
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3.4. Fernando Savater (Spain)

Savater (2003/2005) provided participation from Spain—one of the 
signatories of the Letter of Eight—through his essay in El País. By directly 
opposing the foreign policy of his own government under Aznar, Savater 
demonstrated that the initiative was not merely the voice of the Franco-German 
axis but resonated with dissenting intellectuals even within the “new Europe” 
camp. Published as “Europe, Both Needed and in Need” in Levy et al.’s (2005) 
anthology (pp. 41–46), his essay argued that Europe needed both the world and 
its own citizens. As Elsässer (2003) noted, countries like Spain and Italy had “for 
years received economic support from the EU’s net contributors,” making their 
alignment with Washington all the more galling to Core Europe advocates.

3.5. Richard Rorty (United States)

The initiative’s sole American participant, Rorty (2003/2005), in his 
Süddeutsche Zeitung essay “Demütigung oder Solidarität,” presented Core 
Europe as the only path to European independence: “The reversion of 
European heads of government to their old bad habits would be decidedly 
worse than the menacing voice of Bush’s adviser” (Rorty, 2003). He predicted 
that Bush’s media surrogates would dismiss the call as “yet another instance 
of the periodically recurring anti-Americanism of European intellectuals.” 
Published as “Humiliation or Solidarity?” in Levy et al.’s (2005) anthology (pp. 
34–40), Rorty’s participation served a dual purpose: as the sole American voice, 
he simultaneously challenged the conservative administration at home and 
helped defuse the charge of anti-Americanism that was being levelled against 
the initiative (see Ross, 2003, for a contemporary assessment of the initiative’s 
reception). His outsider’s perspective lent the initiative a transatlantic dimension 
that its purely European participants could not provide.

Rorty also raised the question of what political consequences would flow 
from an emergent European public sphere: “If, as Habermas and Derrida hope, 
February 15 comes to be understood as the birth of a European public opinion 
and the beginning of a common European identity, everyone must calculate 
the political possibilities this would create. Such a new idealist self-definition 
would resonate from the United States to China, from Russia to Brazil” (Rorty, 
2003). This passage proved doubly prescient: the European identity Rorty 
envisaged remained elusive, yet the global reverberations he predicted—
particularly the recalibration of US-Europe relations—materialised with 
striking force in the 2020s.

3.6. Barbara Spinelli (Italy)

Although not part of the coordinated publication, Spinelli’s (2003/2005) 
response in La Stampa appeared so swiftly that it belongs to the initiative’s 
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immediate reception. Her essay “The End of Europe” drew attention to the 
internal contradictions of the Habermas-Derrida vision. Spinelli argued that 
Europe’s “rebirth” rhetoric in fact masked a discourse of “ending,” and that the 
manifesto’s optimistic tone concealed Europe’s genuine structural weaknesses 
(Spinelli, 2003/2005, pp. 47–54). This critique was partially vindicated in 
subsequent years by the rejection of the EU Constitution in 2005, the sovereign 
debt crisis of 2010–2015, and ultimately by Brexit. Spinelli’s scepticism offers 
a necessary corrective to the teleological undertone of the original manifesto.

4. Contemporary Critiques

The manifesto provoked a wide spectrum of criticism upon publication. 
From the German domestic debate, Langguth (2004) objected to Habermas’s 
definition of European identity through opposition to the United States 
and noted that the 15 February demonstrations were a global rather 
than uniquely European phenomenon. Elsässer (2003) maintained that 
Habermas was proposing the construction of a “kerneuropäischer Alternativ-
Imperialismus”—not a pure rupture from American hegemony but a rival 
version of it. Palm (2003) dismissed the manifesto as an “anaemic vision,” 
arguing it merely restated in philosophical garb what Foreign Minister 
Fischer had already articulated as an “avant-gardist locomotive.” Speck (2003) 
argued that the manifesto rested on a balance-of-power paradigm inadequate 
to the crises of the global era and concluded that “we need to wait for a new 
manifesto.”

Critiques from the Anglophone world and Eastern Europe were 
particularly trenchant. Garton Ash (2003) had already mapped the rising 
tide of anti-Europeanism in America in the New York Review of Books 
before the manifesto appeared; after its publication, he and Dahrendorf 
responded jointly in the Süddeutsche Zeitung, contending that the manifesto 
reinforced rather than bridged the divide between “old” and “new” Europe 
and that European renewal required transatlantic partnership rather than 
antagonism (Dahrendorf & Garton Ash, 2003). Garton Ash subsequently 
developed this argument at book length in Free World: America, Europe, and 
the Surprising Future of the West (2004), in which he rejected the manifesto’s 
strategy of defining Europe against the United States and advocated instead a 
collaborative “free world” project encompassing both sides of the Atlantic—a 
position that events after 2020 would severely test. The Polish intellectual 
Krzemiński (2003/2005), writing in Levy et al.’s anthology under the title 
“A New Mitteleuropa?,” contended that the manifesto entirely ignored the 
Central European perspective and that the traumas of the Soviet era had 
produced a fundamentally different security calculus—one in which the 
American guarantee was not a luxury but an existential necessity. Dahrendorf 
maintained that European integration had been driven by elite projects rather 
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than the genuine will of peoples, and that the manifesto deepened rather than 
closed this democratic deficit (Dahrendorf & Garton Ash, 2003). Schmid 
(2003) warned that a Europe without America would face ruin, and Kaube 
(2003/2005) questioned whether the manifesto “served Franco-German 
policy driven by the impulse to preserve honour” (pp. 55–60).

Lloyd’s (2005) comprehensive review in Democratiya identified the 
manifesto’s weakest link: the interpretation of the 15 February demonstrations 
as “the birth of a common European public sphere” overread the protestors’ 
actual motivations. In Lloyd’s assessment, Habermas’s claim of “the beginning 
of a common European identity” amounted to a philosophical wish devoid 
of empirical foundation. Urban (2004), for his part, recalled that Europeans 
perceived themselves as closer to Americans than to Chinese or Russians, 
arguing that no realistic alternative existed to deepening transatlantic 
cooperation. Owen (2003), writing in the National Post, found it paradoxical 
that Derrida—”the most famous postmodernist”—should co-author a 
resolutely modernist manifesto.

5. EU Enlargement and the Testing of the Core Europe Concept

The manifesto was published on the eve of the 2004 enlargement, and its 
relationship to that process is deeply ambivalent. Muschg (2003) had warned 
of nationalist backlash; Langguth (2004) predicted that new member states 
would not abandon the American security umbrella. The manifesto itself 
observed: “The EU’s enlargement policies today cannot transcend the limits 
imposed by bureaucratic regulations. The functional imperatives that hitherto 
drove reforms—the creation of a common economy and monetary union—
have been exhausted” (Habermas & Derrida, 2003). When the EU expanded 
from 15 to 25 members in May 2004, each successive enlargement wave 
weakened the Core Europe concept: divergent threat perceptions, national 
interests, and—crucially—the new members’ attachment to the American 
security umbrella entrenched the deepening-versus-widening dilemma.

In 2005, France and the Netherlands rejected the EU Constitution by 
referendum—a democratic rebuke to the very project the manifesto had 
sought to accelerate. The manifesto’s appeal that “citizens of one nation must in 
principle regard citizens of another nation as one of us” failed to materialise; the 
erosion of precisely this sentiment became one of the drivers of rising populism 
across Europe. As Müller (2007) demonstrated in his rigorous theorisation 
of constitutional patriotism—the very concept underpinning the manifesto’s 
vision of post-national solidarity—such attachment to constitutional norms 
rather than ethnic or cultural belonging represented a normatively compelling 
but practically fragile aspiration. The 2005 referendum results confirmed that 
fragility: when tested by direct democratic vote, the constitutional-patriotic 
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project could not command popular assent even in France, the manifesto’s 
co-heartland.

Krzemiński’s (2003/2005) critique in Levy et al.’s anthology captured the 
essence of the enlargement problem: for Central European countries, Core 
Europe was the Western European version of the “central governance” model 
they had endured under Soviet rule. These nations were unwilling to curtail 
their newly won sovereignty and preferred the American security umbrella to 
the EU’s uncertain defence promises. Krastev (2017) demonstrated that the 
east-west divide the manifesto had merely intuited—and which Krzemiński 
had explicitly warned about—re-emerged as the defining fault line of post-
2015 European politics, driven by the refugee crisis and the spread of right-
wing populism across the continent. As Dahrendorf and Garton Ash (2003) 
had warned, the manifesto deepened rather than bridged the chasm between 
“old” and “new” Europe. The Lisbon Treaty (2007) emerged as a more modest 
alternative to the constitutional project but could not deliver the “state-like 
qualities” the manifesto had envisaged for the EU.

Balibar’s (2004) contemporaneous analysis of transnational citizenship 
provides a complementary perspective from a different theoretical tradition. 
While Habermas conceived European solidarity as a product of constitutional 
commitment, Balibar’s work drew attention to the material practices of 
exclusion—border regimes, differential rights, and the stratification of 
citizenship—that enlarged Europe was simultaneously producing. The 
manifesto’s call for citizens of one nation to regard citizens of another as 
“one of us” collided with the concrete reality that enlargement created new 
hierarchies of belonging: first- and second-class Europeans, internal migrants 
facing discrimination, and external borders fortified against those whom 
Europe defined as outside its community of fate.

6. Brexit: The Predicted Rupture Realised

The manifesto stated: “Britain’s special relationship with the United 
States is admittedly not uncontested, yet this relationship still heads the 
list of Downing Street’s policy priorities” (Habermas & Derrida, 2003). In 
the discussions at the Schlaining Academy (2004), it was emphasised that 
every British government from Thatcher to Blair had, in consultation with 
the United States, blocked European defence autonomy projects (Roithner, 
2005). Brexit (2016 referendum, 2020 effective departure) represents the 
ultimate consequence of this structural tension. The manifesto had identified 
the obstacle accurately; what it could not foresee was that Britain’s departure 
would occur through populist mobilisation rather than through the elite-level 
differentiation the “enhanced cooperation” model envisaged.



68  . Süleyman Güngör

The paradox is instructive: an EU without Britain is closer to the 
homogeneous structure Habermas envisaged, yet it has lost one of its most 
capable military partners and a permanent member of the UN Security 
Council. The post-Brexit security landscape has produced a configuration the 
manifesto did not anticipate. The 2026 E5 grouping (Germany, France, Poland, 
Italy, and the United Kingdom) demonstrates that, notwithstanding Brexit, 
Britain continues to participate in European security cooperation—pointing 
to a flexible partnership model that transcends the manifesto’s equation of 
“Core Europe = EU members.” European security architecture in 2026 no 
longer fits within the EU’s institutional boundaries; the complex overlap 
between NATO and EU memberships is generating new forms of collective 
action in which formal membership matters less than operational capacity. 
The manifesto’s binary—inside the Core or outside it—has given way to a 
spectrum of engagement that the architects of 2003 could not have imagined.

7. US Hegemony: From 2003 to 2026

The manifesto declared: “Europe must throw its weight on the 
international stage and within the framework of the UN in order to 
counterbalance the hegemonic unilateralism of the United States. It must 
leverage its influence in world economic summits and in institutions such as 
the WTO, the World Bank, and the IMF to take steps toward designing a 
future-oriented global domestic policy” (Habermas & Derrida, 2003). In 2003, 
the diagnosis concerned the normative collapse of American authority in the 
wake of the Iraq invasion; by 2025–2026, the same logic had turned inward—
the Trump administration pursued what commentators widely described as 
a neo-Monroe Doctrine (Chatham House, 2026, January 22), claimed allied 
territory, and pressured NATO allies on defence burden-sharing.

Habermas (2022), in his Süddeutsche Zeitung essay “Krieg und 
Empörung,” reiterated the need for an independent EU military capacity—a 
marked departure from the manifesto’s “soft power” framework. As Judt 
(2005) had argued in the New York Review of Books, the transatlantic 
divergence was not merely a policy disagreement but a structural civilisational 
differentiation—measurable in welfare spending, capital punishment, gun 
control, and attitudes toward international law—that the Iraq crisis had 
merely made visible. The manifesto’s critique of “hegemonic unilateralism” 
was formulated in the context of Iraq; by 2026, that same unilateralism had 
turned against America’s own allies. Rorty’s (1998) prescient analysis in 
Achieving Our Country—predicting the collapse of America’s “proletarian 
aristocracy” and the rise of authoritarian populism—acquired retrospective 
significance as a companion piece to the 2003 initiative.



 . 69
International Perspectives on Contemporary Approaches in 

Political Science, International Relations and Public Administration 

8. The Greenland Crisis

Elsässer (2003) had drawn attention to Habermas’s formula whereby 
Core Europe was open to all “from Dublin to Vladivostok, from Greenland 
to Anatolia.” Greenland occupied the outer limits of Habermas’s geographical 
imagination. In 2025–2026, Trump’s demand for the acquisition of 
Greenland—a territorial threat against a founding NATO member—placed 
the island at the centre of one of the most severe crises in the alliance’s 
history. The Danish Defence Intelligence Service (DDIS), in its annual threat 
assessment Outlook 2025, identified the United States for the first time as a 
potential threat to Danish and European security, noting that Washington 
was “leveraging economic power, including threats of high tariffs, to enforce 
its will, and the possibility of employing military force—even against allies—
is no longer ruled out” (DDIS, 2025; PBS NewsHour, 2025, December 12). 
In January 2026, France, Germany, Norway, Sweden, the Netherlands, and 
Finland deployed military personnel to Greenland under the framework of 
Operation Arctic Endurance, outside NATO auspices—an unprecedented 
show of European solidarity (CNN, 2026, January 15). Macron convened an 
emergency defence cabinet and warned that “if the sovereignty of a European 
and allied country were affected, the cascading consequences would be 
unprecedented” (Anadolu Agency, 2026, January 14).

The manifesto’s assertion that “in today’s world, the reduction of politics 
to the crude dichotomy of war or peace will in the long run prove futile” 
(Habermas & Derrida, 2003) acquired renewed salience in this context. 
Europe’s united stance—military deployment, diplomatic pressure, and 
the threat of activating the EU’s Anti-Coercion Instrument (Regulation 
2023/2675)—contributed to Trump’s retreat at the Davos World Economic 
Forum on 21 January 2026, where he pledged not to use force or tariffs to 
acquire Greenland (Chatham House, 2026, January 22; Washington Post, 
2026, January 25). This represented an ironic, belated, yet tangible realisation 
of the manifesto’s aspiration for Europe to assert its weight against American 
hegemonism—though achieved through precisely the hard-power instruments 
the manifesto had eschewed.

9. European Stances in Wartime

The manifesto observed: “Throughout their war-filled histories, all 
European nations have engaged in bloody conflicts. The lesson drawn from 
the fact that nations confronted one another both militarily and intellectually 
gave rise, after the Second World War, to the development of new supranational 
forms of cooperation” (Habermas & Derrida, 2003). In the Iraq crisis this 
principle was immediately tested; as Risse (2003) noted, “the first casualty 
of the Iraq crisis was the EU’s common foreign policy.” Langguth (2004) 
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emphasised that Franco-German cooperation rested less on shared values 
than on calculated interest: Schröder sought electoral advantage, Chirac 
pursued Gaullist French leadership.

Before the security crisis of 2022, the manifesto’s vision of European 
solidarity had already been tested by two earlier upheavals. The Eurozone crisis 
(2010–2015) exposed the limits of the manifesto’s assumption that economic 
integration would generate political solidarity. As Beck (2012) argued in Das 
deutsche Europa, the crisis transformed Germany from a partner among 
equals into the EU’s reluctant hegemon, imposing austerity on debtor nations 
and provoking a north-south rift that mirrored the east-west divide of 2003. 
The manifesto’s call for “solidaristic arrangements” rang hollow when the 
Troika enforced structural adjustment on Greece, Portugal, and Ireland. The 
refugee crisis of 2015–2016 delivered a second blow: the manifesto’s appeal 
that citizens of one nation regard citizens of another as “one of us” collapsed 
in the face of border closures, the suspension of Schengen, and the rise of anti-
immigration populism. The east-west fault line that Krzemiński (2003/2005) 
had warned about and Krastev (2017) would later anatomise became fully 
visible as the Visegrád states refused refugee quotas, exposing the hollowness 
of pan-European solidarity.

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 compelled a more 
fundamental transformation. Germany proclaimed a Zeitenwende (turning 
point); the EU for the first time supplied lethal weapons to a belligerent 
state. Habermas (2022) defended Chancellor Scholz’s cautious approach but 
criticised “war hysteria,” arguing that a nuclear-armed adversary could not be 
defeated in any meaningful sense. Snyder (2022) rebuked him sharply in the 
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, accusing Habermas of ignoring Germany’s 
historical responsibility toward Ukraine. In his 2023 Granta interview, 
Habermas conceded the EU’s need for autonomous military capacity 
while maintaining that war represented “a superseded stage of civilisation” 
(Habermas, 2023)—a notable shift from the 2003 manifesto’s civilian-
power ideal. The Zeitenwende confirmed that even the manifesto’s implicit 
assumption of a Franco-German partnership of equals had given way to a 
configuration in which German economic and now military preponderance 
reshaped the terms of European integration. In 2025–2026, the €800 billion 
ReArm Europe plan (formally Readiness 2030) was adopted by the European 
Commission (2025)—representing a pace of military integration that 
Habermas could scarcely have envisaged in 2003.

10. EU Constitution and Military Initiatives

The manifesto insisted: “The European constitution being prepared must 
under no circumstances open the door to divisive tendencies” (Habermas 
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& Derrida, 2003). At the Schlaining Academy, Ruf (2005) criticised the 
armament obligations in the constitutional draft and the trend toward global 
interventionism; Krippendorff (2005) characterised “the elevation of military 
rearmament to the constitutional level for the first time” as the harshest point 
of critique; Hauswedell (2005) detected strong convergences between the EU 
security strategy’s threat scenarios and those of the United States; and Haydt 
(2005) predicted that “military competition between the EU and the US is 
inevitable” (Roithner, 2005).

After the constitutional failure of 2005, military integration advanced 
through alternative mechanisms: PESCO (Permanent Structured Cooperation, 
2017), the European Defence Fund, and the post-2022 Strategic Compass. In 
2025–2026, the EU adopted the Defence Readiness Roadmap 2030 (European 
Commission, 2025), launched four flagship projects—the Eastern Flank 
Watch, the European Drone Defence Initiative, the European Air Shield, and 
the European Space Shield (European Commission & EEAS, 2025)—and 
established the €150 billion SAFE (Security Action for Europe) credit facility 
(Clapp, Höflmayer, Lazarou, & Pari, 2025). EU Commissioner for Defence 
Kubilius proposed a standing 100,000-strong European military force and a 
European Security Council at the Folk och Försvar conference in Sweden on 
11 January 2026 (Times of Israel, 2026, January 12). At the Munich Security 
Conference on 14 February 2026, Chancellor Merz declared: “We will make 
the Bundeswehr the strongest conventional army in Europe as soon as we 
can, an army that stands firm when it has to” (Merz, 2026, MSC transcript). 
The E5 summit in Krakow on 20 February 2026 launched the LEAP (Low-
Cost Effectors and Autonomous Platforms) initiative for joint drone-defence 
development (Euronews, 2026, February 20). These developments constitute a 
paradoxical vindication of the 2003 manifesto: Habermas demanded common 
foreign and security policy, yet envisaged it within a soft-power framework. 
What has emerged instead is a hard-power architecture that distances itself 
from the civilian-power ideal while realising the manifesto’s fundamental 
concern—the capacity for action independent of the United States.

The theoretical question this raises cannot be evaded: does hard-
power Europe still qualify as Habermasian? Habermas’s normativity 
rested on communicative rationality, the force of the better argument, and 
the juridification of international relations—not on defence budgets and 
armament procurement schedules. The 2003 manifesto explicitly invoked “soft 
power based on mutual relationships and economic interests” as the European 
alternative to American militarism. The €800 billion ReArm Europe plan and 
Merz’s pledge to build Europe’s strongest conventional army represent not 
merely an extension of the manifesto’s logic but a categorical departure from 
its normative premises. Habermas himself appeared to register this tension in 
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his final years, conceding military necessity while insisting on the normative 
primacy of juridical and deliberative solutions (Habermas, 2022; 2023). This 
unresolved contradiction—between the diagnostic accuracy of the manifesto 
and the normative inversion of its realisation—is the central paradox of the 
Habermas-Derrida legacy in 2026.

11. The Authors’ Subsequent Positions

Habermas continued to write on the European project after 2003, 
though his emphases shifted significantly—from the technocratic critique 
of EU governance during the Eurozone crisis (2010–2015), through the 
controversial defence of diplomatic caution in “Krieg und Empörung” (2022), 
to the concession of military necessity in his final Granta interview (2023). 
The trajectory of these interventions is analysed in §§9–10 above. He died in 
March 2026.

Derrida died in October 2004, barely a year after the manifesto. The 
deconstructionist tradition’s insistence on différance—on the irreducibility of 
difference within any claim to unity—continues to function as a philosophical 
warning against the EU’s homogenising tendencies. Rorty died in 2007; 
his 1998 Achieving Our Country, which predicted the collapse of America’s 
“proletarian aristocracy” and the advent of a “strongman,” was strikingly 
vindicated by the Trump phenomenon and acquired new resonance alongside 
the 2003 manifesto. Eco died in 2016; his critique of populism retained its 
relevance throughout the subsequent decade. Muschg’s enlargement warnings 
were borne out. At the Schlaining Academy, Haydt’s prediction of EU–US 
military competition and Rose’s proposal to “break US hegemony through 
economic instruments” found partial confirmation in the EU’s evolving trade 
and sanctions policies (Roithner, 2005).

Conclusion

Evaluated twenty-three years after its publication, the Habermas-Derrida 
manifesto yields a three-layered balance sheet.

Vindicated: Europe’s need for autonomous security capacity; Britain’s 
structural exclusion from the Core; the progressive erosion of American 
reliability as a security guarantor. Yet this vindication occurred not through 
the soft-power mechanisms the manifesto envisaged, but through the very 
hard-power instruments it rejected.

Falsified: The assumption that Core Europe would exert gravitational pull 
sufficient to draw reluctant members into deeper integration; the prospect of 
achieving deepening through a pacifist vision alone; the short-term realisation 
of an EU constitution. As the EU expanded from 15 to 27 members, continuity 
of deepening proved unattainable; the constitutional project was rejected 
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by referendum in its heartland. The warnings of Krzemiński (2003/2005) 
and Dahrendorf and Garton Ash (2003) regarding the Central European 
perspective were decisively borne out.

Transformed: The anti-American stance of 2003 has evolved into the 
pursuit of American-independent strategic autonomy in 2026. The civilian-
power ideal has given way to military preparedness through the €800 
billion ReArm Europe plan. The manifesto’s call for Europe “to prove that 
a soft power based on mutual relationships and economic interests is viable” 
(Habermas & Derrida, 2003) was partially vindicated in the Greenland crisis, 
where Europe’s united economic and diplomatic pressure contributed to an 
American retreat—yet the simultaneous military deployments confirmed that 
soft power alone was insufficient.

The overarching verdict may be stated thus: Europe adopted the 
geopolitical conclusions of the manifesto while abandoning its normative 
premises. The manifesto succeeded diagnostically—its identification of 
American unreliability, European fragmentation, and the need for autonomous 
capacity proved accurate. It failed prescriptively—the instruments through 
which European autonomy is being constructed in 2026 bear no resemblance 
to the communicative, juridical, and civilian-power mechanisms Habermas 
and Derrida envisaged.

As Borradori (2003) documented, Habermas and Derrida discussed 
the legitimacy of international legal institutions as a condition for global 
justice in their post-September 11 dialogues. The 2003 manifesto translated 
this principled ground into a political programme. By 2026, the language 
of that programme is no longer philosophy but defence budgets, armament 
procurement schedules, and strategic-autonomy roadmaps. Speck’s (2003) 
dictum that “we need to wait for a new manifesto” retains its force—though 
the new manifesto’s authors are generals and finance ministers rather than 
philosophers.

Lloyd’s (2005) critique of Habermas’s European public-sphere thesis 
appears confirmed by the continued fragmentation of European public opinion 
along national-interest lines—a fragmentation deepened, paradoxically, by 
the very crises that were supposed to catalyse solidarity. Yet the manifesto’s 
enduring contribution lies less in its concrete proposals, most of which have 
been overtaken by events, than in its summons for Europe to interrogate its 
place in the world. That interrogation—conducted now under the pressure 
of Russian aggression, American unreliability, and accelerating geopolitical 
competition—has never been more urgent.
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