
Metabolic Urbanization of Waste in Ankara: A Governance Perspective

Gül Tuçaltan



ISBN 978-94-6301-164-8

Eburon Academic Publishers 
P.O. Box 2867 
2601 CW 
Delft The Netherlands 
info@eburon.nl / www.eburon.nl 

Cover design: Onat Özer & Gül Tuçaltan 
Cartography and figures: Kıvanç Tunçkale, Cantekin Alptekin & Gül Tuçaltan
Editing: Eburon Academic Publishers & Duygu Toprak 

© 2017 Gül Tuçaltan. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored 
in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, 
photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission in writing from the 
proprietor. 

© 2017 Gül Tuçaltan. Alle rechten voorbehouden. Niets uit deze uitgave mag worden verveel-
voudigd, opgeslagen in een geautomatiseerd gegevensbestand, of openbaar gemaakt, in enige 
vorm of op enige wijze, hetzij elektronisch, mechanisch, door fotokopieën, opnamen, of op enige 
andere manier, zonder voorafgaande schriftelijke toestemming van de rechthebbende.

This thesis was partly accomplished with financial support from German Research Foundation 
(DFG) research and training group “Topology of Technology” (GRK1343) at Darmstadt University 
of Technology, Germany. 



Metabolic Urbanization of Waste in Ankara: 
A Governance Perspective

Metabolische Verstedelijking van Afval in Ankara: 
Een Governance Perspectief

(met een samenvatting in het Nederlands)

Proefschrift

ter verkrijging van de graad van doctor aan de 
Universiteit Utrecht op gezag van de rector magnificus,  

prof dr. G.J. van der Zwaan, ingevolge het besluit van het 
college voor promoties in het openbaar te verdedigen op 

woensdag 11 december 2017 des avonds te 6.00 uur

door

Gül Tuçaltan

geboren op 28 mei 1984
te Ankara, Turkije



Promotoren: 
Prof.dr. J. Monstadt 
Prof.dr. R. Keil



To my beautiful parents, Yener and Güler Tuçaltan. 





VII 

Overview of Contents

List of Figures .................................................................................................... XIII

List of Tables ...................................................................................................... XIV

Acknowledgements ...........................................................................................  XV

1.  Introduction: Municipal Solid Waste Governance and Urban  
Political Ecology ...............................................................................................19

 1.1 Theories on Waste Governance .............................................................. 19

 1.2  Situating Waste and its Governance: Urban Political Ecology  
as a Study of Interrelations ..................................................................... 22

 1.3  Introducing Metabolic Urbanization of Waste: Between  
Contextual Elements and Urban Heterogeneities ............................... 25

  1.3.1  Building Epistemological Grounds: The Case Study as  
a Research Strategy .......................................................................... 28

  1.3.2  The Rationale Behind the Choice of Case Study:  
Why Study Ankara, Turkey? ........................................................... 30

  1.3.3  Asking Questions: Objectives, Aspirations and Initial  
Assumptions ..................................................................................... 33

  1.3.4  Addressing the Research Questions and Initial Assumptions: 
Interviews, Field Research and Making Sense of Data .................... 35

  1.3.5 Structure of this Book ....................................................................... 37

2. Understanding Waste Governance .............................................................. 41
 
 2.1 A Review of Literature ............................................................................ 43

  2.1.1  Fagan’s Network Perspective and the Emancipatory  
Potentials of Waste Governance ....................................................... 44

  2.1.2   Saeed Parto’s Systems Theory-Informed Institutional  
Approach .......................................................................................... 45



Overview of Contents

VIII 

  2.1.3   Simin Davoudi and Waste Governance as the Re-Distribution  
of Environmental Bads ..................................................................... 47

  2.1.4  Bulkeley et al. and Modes of Governing Waste ............................... 48
  2.1.5  Anna Davies on Geographies of Waste Governance ........................ 51
  2.1.6    Scheinberg and Mol’s Intervention on Ecological  

Modernization .................................................................................. 52
  2.1.7   Basil van Horen and Organizing Service Delivery under  

Splintering Urbanism ...................................................................... 54
 
 2.2  Deriving Lessons: Constitutive Elements, Gaps and Bridging 

the Gaps ..................................................................................................... 55

3. Urban Political Ecologies of Waste or Situating Waste  
 Governance ...................................................................................................... 59
 
 3.1  Political Ecology: An Epistemological, Theoretical and  

Political Project ......................................................................................... 60
 
 3.2 The Urban Political Ecology Approach in a Nutshell ......................... 60
 
 3.3  Urban Political Ecologies of Waste: A Newly Emerging  

Body of Research ...................................................................................... 64

  3.3.1  Materiality of Waste and its Political Nature .................................. 65
  3.3.2  The Context for the Urban Metabolism ........................................... 66
  3.3.3  Social Relations of Power and Waste Governance ........................... 68
 
 3.4 Major Contours of Existing Research and Leverage Points ............... 70
 
 3.5  Theoretical Considerations: Metabolic Urbanization of Waste,  

Urban Heterogeneity and Waste Governance ..................................... 72

  3.5.1   Metabolic Urbanization of Waste: A Process Cross-Cutting  
Multiple Scales, Sites, and Geographies .......................................... 72

  3.5.2  Heterogeneity of Socio-Technical Configurations ............................ 73
  3.5.3    Waste Governance: A Force Shaping and Simultaneously  

Shaped by Metabolic Urbanization of Waste ................................... 75
  3.5.4  Contextual Dynamics ...................................................................... 77



Overview of Contents

IX 

4. Methodology ................................................................................................... 79

 4.1 Choice of Methodology and Research Strategy ................................... 79

 4.2 Case Selection ........................................................................................... 81

 4.3 Logic of Inquiry ........................................................................................ 88

 4.4  Data Collection, Limitations, Fieldwork Experience and  
Ethical Concerns ....................................................................................... 89

 4.5 Triangulation of Data ............................................................................... 92

 4.6 Data Analysis and the Strategy for Presenting the Findings ............. 93

5.  Emergence and Consolidation of Heterogeneity in the Waste Sector .. 97
 
 5.1 Waste on the Backburner: From the 1930s to the 1950s ...................... 98
 
 5.2  Early Forms of Socio-Technical Heterogeneity: From the  

1950s to the 1980s ................................................................................... 101

  5.2.1    Waste Out of Public Gaze: Spatial Displacement as a  
Socio-Technical Solution ................................................................ 101

  5.2.2   Intertwined Destinies of Waste and Urban Development  
in Eastern Ankara .......................................................................... 103

  5.2.3   Emergence of Early Forms of Authorized and  
Unauthorized Recycling ................................................................ 105

  5.2.4  Changes in the Waste Policy Regimes ........................................... 107

 5.3 Systematization of Heterogeneity: From 1980s to Mid-1990s .......... 108

  5.3.1   Municipal Attempts for Socio-Technical Change .......................... 110
  5.3.2   Changing Composition of Waste.................................................... 117
  5.3.3    Consolidation of Heterogeneity in Recycling: Linking Waste  

to Migration ................................................................................... 119

 5.4   Metabolic Urbanization of Waste and Governance  
Implications before the Mid-1990s ..................................................... 120



Overview of Contents

X 

6.  Changing Terrain of Waste Governance and Management:  
A Look through the Context ....................................................................... 123

 6.1  Political, Economic and Institutional Change in Turkey  
since the mid-1990s ................................................................................ 124

 6.2 International Institutions in Waste Policy-Making ........................... 128

 6.3 Adapting to the EU Waste Framework Directive .............................. 131

 6.4 Practical Implications of the Institutional Restructuring ................. 140

  6.4.1 Landfilling and Energy Recovery Sectors ........................................ 142
  6.4.2 Recycling Sector: Changing Actor Geometries ................................ 143

 6.5  Interpreting Change: New Socio-Technical Responses  
and Actor Constellations ....................................................................... 149

 
7 Metamorphoses of Waste Disposal in Ankara ........................................ 153

 7.1  Putting Waste into Use: Transformation of the Waste  
Disposal Sector ....................................................................................... 154

  7.1.1   Middle-Class Contestation: Demands for the Shutdown  
of the Municipal Open Dumping Site ........................................... 155

  7.1.2   From Municipal Open Dumping to Integrated Waste  
Management .................................................................................. 156

  7.1.3  Controversies Surrounding the Socio-Technical Change ............... 159
  7.1.4  From Trash Heap to Urban Sub-Center ......................................... 163

 7.2  Interpreting the Change: Intertwined Destinies of Waste  
and Land Revisited ................................................................................ 172

8.  A Pitched Battle of Claims: Transformation of the Recycling  
Sector in Ankara ........................................................................................... 175

 8.1 Heterogeneity of Unrecognized Recycling in Ankara ...................... 176

  8.1.1  Group 1: Kurdish Political Migrants ............................................. 177



Overview of Contents

XI 

  8.1.2  Group 2: Kurdish Economic Migrants .......................................... 179
  8.1.3  Group 3: A Mix of Economic and Political Migration .................. 182
  8.1.4  Group 4: Spatially Dispersed Groups ............................................ 184

 8.2 Existing Research on Recycling Laborers in Ankara ........................ 187

 8.3  Ankara’s Recycling Sector: An Evolution Between Coalitions  
and Conflicts ........................................................................................... 188

  8.3.1  The Collection-Sorting Facilities ................................................... 188
  8.3.2   The Power Bloc of the Metropolitan Municipality and its 

Subcontractor ................................................................................. 189
  8.3.3  Çankaya Municipality ................................................................... 191
  8.3.4  Statutory Institutions .................................................................... 193
  8.3.5  Organized Resistance of the Recycling Laborers  .......................... 194
  8.3.6  Recycling Facilities and Material Flows ........................................ 197

 8.4 Hodgepodge Recycling ......................................................................... 200
 
9.  Socio-Technical Heterogeneity and Governance of Urban  

Waste ............................................................................................................... 203

 9.1 A Look Back at the Conceptual and Methodological Insights ........ 204

 9.2  Co-Evolution of Socio-Technical Heterogeneity and Modes  
of Waste Governance: Revisiting the Findings .................................. 206

  9.2.1   Recessive Heterogeneities and (Non)Government of Waste .......... 206
  9.2.2    Unfettered Heterogeneity and the Emergence of Self- 

Governing Recycling Networks ..................................................... 208
  9.2.3   Controlled Heterogeneity and Waste Governance as a  

Mechanism to Direct Waste Flows ................................................ 212

 9.3 Revisiting Initial Assumptions and Deriving Conclusions .............. 217

  9.3.1  Notes on the Nature of Socio-Technical Heterogeneity ................. 217
  9.3.2    Notes on the Integral Role of Local Governments within  

Waste Governance .......................................................................... 219



Overview of Contents

XII 

  9.3.3   Notes on the Context: Opening up the Questions of Land  
and Technology ............................................................................... 220

  9.3.4  In a Nutshell .................................................................................. 222

 9.4 Contributions, Limits and Pathways for Further Research ............. 223

  9.4.1  Contributions to the Literature ...................................................... 224
  9.4.2  Linking the Analysis to Decision-Making ..................................... 224
  9.4.3  Limits to the Analysis .................................................................... 226

 9.5 Final Thoughts: From Understanding to Change? ............................ 228

10. References ...................................................................................................... 235

11. List of Interviews and Focus Group Discussions ................................... 257

Summary  .......................................................................................................... 265

Samenvatting ...................................................................................................... 271

Curriculum Vitae ................................................................................................ 279



XIII 

List of Figures

Figure 1.  Metabolic urbanization of waste, urban heterogeneities  
and urban governance of waste .................................................... 26

Figure 2. Location of Ankara in Turkey ........................................................ 81
Figure 3.  Urban development in Ankara ...................................................... 84
Figure 4.  Population growth rate in Ankara and Turkey ........................... 84
Figure 5.  Socio-Technical heterogeneity of disposal in Ankara ................. 87
Figure 6.  Socio-technical heterogeneity of recycling in Ankara ................ 87
Figure 7.   Municipal Responses towards Waste before the mid-1990s ... 116
Figure 8.  EHCIP (2005) regional division and sub-division study ......... 135
Figure 9.   Changing understanding of waste hierarchy under the 2008 

Waste Framework Directive (2008/98/EC) ............................... 139
Figure 10.   Typology of waste management investments in Turkey as of 

2014 .................................................................................................. 142
Figure 11. Waste composition in Turkey - 2006 ........................................... 143
Figure 12.  Recycling and collection-sorting facilities in Turkey................ 144
Figure 13.  Collection-sorting facilities in Turkey ........................................ 147
Figure 14.  Recycling facilities in Turkey ....................................................... 147
Figure 15.  Evolution of Ankara’s waste management ................................ 157
Figure 16.   Photo of the transformation from Mayor Gökçek’s  

personal website ............................................................................ 162
Figure 17.   Land value changes and major investments following the  

waste dump transformation project ........................................... 167
Figure 18.  Mamak urban transformation typologies .................................. 168
Figure 19.  Views from Ege Neighborhood ................................................... 169
Figure 20.  Recycling laborers in Ege Neighbourhood ................................ 178
Figure 21.  Recycling laborers in Öveçler ...................................................... 180
Figure 22.  A young recycling laborer in İskitler .......................................... 182
Figure 23.   Migration landscape of Ankara’s recycling laborers (major 

routes) .............................................................................................. 185
Figure 24.   Major living and working spaces of recycling laborers in 

Ankara ............................................................................................. 186



XIV 

List of Tables

Table 1.  Population dynamics in Ankara .................................................... 82
Table 2.   Composition and volumes of waste in central districts of 

Ankara ............................................................................................... 86
Table 3.  Packaging waste recovery in Turkey .......................................... 144
Table 4.   Metabolic urbanization of waste: emergence and  

consolidation of heterogeneity (1930 to mid-1990s) ................. 211
Table 5.   Metabolic urbanization of waste: Transformation of 

heterogeneity (from the mid-1990 onwards) ............................. 215



XV 

Acknowledgements

This book is an outcome of my PhD research on the heterogeneity of socio-
technical responses to waste in Ankara, Turkey and its ramifications for 
urban governance of waste. I would like to extend my gratitude to the people 
who contributed to the work presented in this book. 

Foremost, I would like to express my deepest appreciation to my 
supervisors, Prof. Dr. Jochen Monstadt and Prof. Dr. Roger Keil. I consider 
myself nothing but lucky to have these two established scholars as my mentors. 

Four years ago, my interest in infrastructure governance and urban political 
ecology guided me towards Prof. Dr. Jochen Monstadt. His interest in my 
research proposal have changed the course of my life, provided me with 
significant academic opportunities, and gave a start to a research and writing 
process that extends to multiple continents. Without Jochen’s invaluable 
guidance and support, this study would not have been possible. This research 
started under his supervision, as part of the “Topology of Technology” 
(GRK 1343) research and training group, financed by the German Research 
Foundation (DFG), at Darmstadt University of Technology. I would like to 
extend my gratitude to Prof. Dr. Mikael Hård, Prof. Dr. Petra Gehring, and 
the selection committee for providing me with this valuable chance. Thanks 
to this generous scholarship, I had the chance to present my work at multiple 
international conferences and workshops. In addition, I was able to spend 
5 months at York University, Toronto as a visiting researcher. This is where 
I met Prof. Dr. Roger Keil. I have been following Roger’s writings on urban 
theory and politics since the mid-2000s, the years I did my master’s on urban 
policy planning and local governments at Middle East Technical University 
(METU). I am very thankful to Roger, not only for accepting to supervise this 
project and being an excellent mentor with frank, critical and constructive 
guidance but also being a kind and supportive soul. 

My academic journey with Prof. Monstadt extended to the Department 
of Human Geography and Spatial Planning at Utrecht University, where I 
have finalized my thesis and this monograph. I also would like to extend my 
appreciation to the doctoral thesis assessment committee members: Prof. Dr. 
Tejo Spit (Utrecht University), Prof. Dr. Annelies Zoomers (Utrecht University), 



Acknowledgements

XVI 

Prof. Dr. Maarten Hajer (Utrecht University), Prof. Dr. Nil Uzun (METU), and 
Prof. Dr. Mikael Hård (Darmstadt University of Technology). I especially 
would like to express my gratitude to Prof. Spit for his kind guidance in 
my earlier days at Utrecht University. I am also hugely appreciative to Prof. 
Dr. Çağatay Keskinok (METU) and Assoc. Prof. Dr. Özcan Altaban (METU) 
for commenting on my initial thoughts on this research. 

Considering the fieldwork, I would like to specifically mention and 
express my gratitude to three individuals. Dinçer Mendillioğlu kindly and 
generously shared his knowledge on and experience with the waste pickers 
of Ankara. Ali made me think things that I have not previously considered 
about Ankara’s urban development. Onur shared his detailed knowledge 
and expertise on the formal waste management sector in Turkey through our 
multiple half-a-day conversations. They have not only patiently responded 
to my never-ending questions but also directed me to many other informants, 
who kindly shared their time, thoughts and experiences. 

I also would like to express my deepest appreciation to my great friends 
who have generously taken time to help me out with finalizing this book. Dr. 
Donna Drucker, Dr. Kerim Kollu and İlknur Urkun read and commented on 
the earlier versions of various chapters. Kıvanç Tunçkale, a great landscape 
architect, and Cantekin Alptekin, an experienced urban planner, shared 
their years of expertise in map-making and provided invaluable support in 
crafting the maps and figures presented in this book. My graphic designer 
friend, Onat Özer, with my assistance, designed the cover. Emre Kanpolat 
patiently helped with formatting. I am also hugely appreciative to (soon to 
be Dr.) Marianne de Beer. Without her, this book wouldn’t have had a Dutch 
summary. I also wholeheartedly thank Ceren Topcu. For the last 15 years, 
we have been there for each other for every step of the way. For this book 
project, she was the other pair of eyes needed to make sure that the citations 
and the references match. Thanks, Ceren!

Special mention goes to my good old friend, Duygu Toprak. Not every person 
is lucky enough to have such a dear friend, who stands right beside through 
thick and thin. Not every researcher is lucky enough to know an editor with 
such a meticulous eye for detail. She not only read and discussed the contents 
of this book but also helped with its editing and proofreading. I fall short of 
words to express how thankful I am for her existence and support. Thank you, 
Duygu! 



Acknowledgements

XVII 

I also would like to express my appreciation to Chris Huigen, Geertje 
Speelman, Lotte van Ham, Marleen van Loozen, Lydia Bogert and Erika van 
Middelkoop from the administrative team of the Faculty of Geosciences; Mrs 
Paulien van der Veer and Mrs Helga Hoiting from the Beadle’s office (Utrecht 
University Hall), and Maarten Fraanje from Eburon Academic Publishers for 
their patience and kindness in helping me with all my procedural questions 
and concerns. 

A huge thank goes to Sırma Başak Kurtulmaz for her support and being a 
source of laugh and joy for the past quarter-century. Our conversations 
have been enchanting and coloring even the most mundane things since we 
were 8. I also am grateful to my friends, Özge Kaya, Çiğdem Öztürk, Senem 
Aydın, Hasan Küçükalpelli, Dilege Gülmez, Engin Arslan, Ayca Öncü Yıldız, 
Sıla Akalp, Nilay Erol, Sahil Tekin, Pervin Çoban, Ayşe Özkan, Mehtap Tatar, 
Danja Bujas, Sina Keesser, Anna Spatz, Şenay Güneymen, Angela Starita, 
Süphan Somalı, Ufuk Poyraz, Neslihan Atatimur, and Ceren Gamze Yaşar 
simply for their existence, for years of stimulating discussions of all kind, 
and bringing color into my life. 

I also would like to express my appreciation to Anastasia Papangelou, 
Anshika Suri, Derya Pullum, Sophie Schramm, Katharina Müller, Annika 
Wolff, and the Topology of Technology, Chair for Spatial and Infrastructure 
Planning, UrbanGrad and Mundus Urbano crews for making my Darmstadt 
days worthwhile. I am profoundly thankful to my landlords in Darmstadt, 
Gustav and Ute Wallum. There were not landlords, but family to me. I feel so 
fortunate to know such benevolent people. Thank you Gustav and Ute!

I also would like to thank Engin Arslan, Kerim Kollu, Onat Özer, Murat 
Üçoğlu, Sara Macdonald, Lauralyn Johnston and Dalton Wudrich for 
bringing joy to my days in Toronto. Thanks to Lauralyn and Dalton for not 
only hosting me during my time in Toronto, but also for being such great 
urban planners, who unflaggingly shared with me their precious insights on 
urban and infrastructure development in Toronto and Canada. I also would 
like to thank Valentin Meilinger, Sara Macdonald, and Prince Karakire Guma 
for their kind support and company in Utrecht. Special mention goes to my 
warm-hearted and generous-spirited friend, Katharina Hölscher, for the 
cheery walks and chats by the beautiful canals of Utrecht during my intense 
writing period. 



Acknowledgements

XVIII 

Lastly, I would like to express my profound gratitude to my beautiful parents, 
and my kindhearted brother, Mehmet Serter Tuçaltan, for their support.

I am thankful to dear my mother, Güler Tuçaltan, for being such an 
affectionate, selfless, understanding and supportive human being, who is so 
full of life. This research made her start randomly chatting with the waste 
pickers of Ankara, learning their stories and sharing those with me. 

I especially would like to thank my dear father, Yener Tuçaltan, who means 
the world to me. He lost his health and got very sick during my research. 
Even on his sickbed at the hospital, he managed to write me a letter (October 
6, 2017) appreciating me and my work, thanking his “Minik Gül” for “the 
worldwide accepted thesis work”. I am so grateful to have him as my 
father. He has always opened up new avenues of thought and pointed at 
the extraordinary and the interesting. He has known how to motivate me 
with his bitty wit, cheer me up with his jokes and keep me going even in 
the hardest moments. When I decided to study city and regional planning, 
he started learning about strategic planning. When I raised an interest in 
waste, he learned the working principles of integrated waste management. 
He never even once complained when he drove me a million kilometers for 
the fieldwork of this research while I was taking notes in the front right seat. 
In sum, I love you, dad! I can never have enough of you reading me things 
that you think is funny, joyful or necessary to know. Time spent with you is 
never enough. This piece of work is dedicated to you and mom.



19 

1.   Introduction: Municipal Solid Waste 
Governance and Urban Political Ecology

Municipal solid waste (hereinafter waste) has, until recently, been considered 
a concern in terms of safe disposal, sanitation or hygiene, or as a stigmatizing 
phenomenon for the affected communities living in the vicinity of or on it. 
Today, waste is not only a raw material for many industries and production 
processes but also an input for energy production. With the advancement 
of technologies, earlier solutions of (sanitary) landfilling and (safe) disposal 
have given way to the prevention, minimization, recycling and reuse of waste 
as key policy priority areas. Several studies show that waste has climbed up 
international institutional agendas: the EU Waste Framework Directive, with 
updates since the 1990s and gaining momentum in the 2000s; the World Bank 
Report “What a Waste” (2012); the United Nations Environmental Program 
(UNEP) Report “Municipal Solid Waste: Is it garbage or gold?” (2013), and 
the UNEP’s (2015) “Global Waste Management Outlook” as a follow-up of 
waste governance discussions at the Rio 20+ Summit, to name but a few. 

Despite the introduction of respective technologies and becoming a 
global policy agenda item, simple projections show that waste remains an 
open question. By 2025, meaning in less than 10 years, waste generated 
at the global level is expected to increase by 0.9 billion tons and reach 2.2 
billion tons per year (World Bank 2012). Such a drastic increase signals the 
inevitable challenge ahead for the 21st-century cities – be they in the North, 
South, East or West – in the necessary transition toward a new logic of 
waste management, and the governance of this transition. To realistically 
undertake such an economically, socially, politically and ecologically 
significant transition, understanding the nature of current waste governance 
and management practices is of great importance. This research project aims 
to place itself within the broader scope of this exploratory task.

1.1  Theories on Waste Governance

Waste is dominantly considered a problem of engineering and effective 
management. Research focusing on functional technologies and their 
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implementation within the scope of technocratic notions of decision-making 
have long distanced waste from society at large (Hawkins 2005) and failed to 
grasp the political nature of waste. However, within the last two decades, a 
rapidly growing body of research on waste governance signals a rupture from 
such reductionist understandings of waste governance and management. 
This body of research has been actively contributing to the understanding 
of waste-related decision making processes with not only rich empirical 
insights from various geographical contexts but also significant theoretical 
perspectives. Network analysis (Fagan 2002, 2004), institutionalist accounts 
(Parto 2005), neo-Foucauldian perspectives on governing (Bulkeley et al. 
2007), geography-informed global governance (Davies 2008, 2009, 2013), 
state rescaling (Davoudi 2009), ecological modernization (Scheinberg and 
Mol 2010), and splintering urbanism (van Horen 2004) are the pioneering 
theoretical frameworks utilized in explaining waste governance and 
management processes.

Like pieces of an overall puzzle, each approach provides us with important 
insights concerning the scope and constitutive components of waste 
governance. The literature clearly highlights that understanding waste 
governance requires an inquiry beyond the state and the dominant discourses 
of “sustainability” and “competitiveness” that it adopts (Fagan 2002, 2004). 
Waste governance is a practice that transcends the policy-implementation 
duality (Bulkeley et. al. 2005). It unfolds through a multitude of relations 
between and within institutions at all scales (Parto 2005), state and non-state 
actors (including the so-called informal sector) (van Horen 2009), alongside 
the resistances and tactics that are formed around it (Fagan 2004). It is 
synchronously shaped under the changes in policy regimes (Davoudi 2009), 
the specific agendas and goals of governing bodies (Bulkeley et al. 2007), and 
the historical, economic, political, environmental, and cultural characteristics 
of the geographic context in which it takes place (Davies 2008). Depending 
on the context, waste governance can unfold as an institutional response 
that functions as a distributive mechanism for environmental bads (Davoudi 
2009), fragmentation of service delivery as an effect of privatization (van 
Horen 2009), or unheralded mixtures of new and existing socio-technical 
and institutional arrangements (Scheinberg and Mol 2010). Therefore, 
technology-oriented analyses are nowhere near sufficient enough in grasping 
the nature of waste governance (Davies 2008).
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While accumulating a diverse array of approaches and empirical analyses 
from a multiplicity of geographical contexts for over two decades, the 
current line of research on (urban) governance of waste is lacking in a 
number of ways. Firstly, in most of the studies, the discussion and analysis 
mainly focus on current policy and planning processes and their immediate 
effects. In doing so, the literature successfully addresses the question of how 
governing takes place (Bulkeley et al. 2007). However, it does not provide 
sufficient interrelated accounts of power mechanisms, along with the 
historical, political, economic and socio-spatial contexts and material and 
technological processes through which they are produced and reproduced. 
The studies have, for the most part, neglected the complex set of relations 
that shape waste governance. Secondly, studies focusing on the grounded 
practices of waste governance and management neglect how waste 
governance unfolds within and through a variety of locally embedded socio-
technical solutions. In order to explore the nature of waste governance, it is 
crucial to understand how social relations of power between various state 
and non-state actors influence these practices. Another neglected dimension 
of waste governance is how various actors position themselves with respect 
to waste. Despite labeling waste as an environmental bad (Davoudi 2009) or 
a governable object (Bulkeley et al. 2007, Davies 2008), the majority of the 
studies fail to address various meanings attributed to, and claims over, waste 
by various actors. Nor do they address how and why these meanings change 
over time and shape waste governance; that is, the social construction of 
waste materialities. Lastly, the literature discusses the role of urbanization 
in a limited manner, as the cause of rising populations and of increasing 
volumes of waste production. 

The urgency for a method of inquiry that situates waste governance within 
the broader framework of multi-scale social, material, discursive, political, 
economic and environmental relations through which it is fabricated and 
simultaneously gives shape to. This urgency points at a newly emerging 
body of research: urban political ecology (UPE) of waste. Rather than 
studying individual domains, such as institutions, actors, materialities, 
modes of production, or historical change, as Swyngedouw and Heynen 
(2003: 914) states, urban political ecology

provides an integrated and relational approach that helps untangle the 
interconnected economic, political, social and ecological processes that together 
go to form highly uneven urban landscapes. Because the power-laden 
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socio-ecological relations that go into the formation of urban environments 
constantly shift between groups of actors and scales, historical-geographical 
insights into these ever-changing urban configurations are necessary for the sake 
of considering the future evolution of urban environment (ibid: 2003: 914).

Therefore, in its simplest terms, UPE is a study of interrelations. Such a 
relational understanding allows UPE of waste to provide a rather far-reaching 
account of waste and its governance when compared to the previous waste 
governance literature.

1.2   Situating Waste and its Governance: Urban Political Ecology as 
a Study of Interrelations

“Political ecology is what happens when scientific questions become 
contaminated by politics,” write Bridge, McCarthy and Perreault (2015: 5) in 
their introduction to a recent comprehensive handbook on political ecology 
that they call “an epistemological project, which set out to shatter comfortable 
and simplistic ‘truths’ about the relationship between society and its natural 
environment”. In its fight against the mainstream understandings of 
nature and society, political ecology renounces the ontological divide and 
places societal relations, specifically relations of power, at the heart of the 
relationship between humans and the environment. This means that the 
material existence of nature and its transformation cannot be understood 
independently from the social relations by which it is shaped, and which it 
simultaneously shapes. Respectively, in its understanding of social relations, 
political ecology seeks to present a politicized alternative to apolitical 
ecology (Forsyth 2008). Yet, political ecology applies research as a political 
project seeking emancipatory potentials and socio-ecological justice for the 
vulnerable groups such as the poor, women and minorities (Bridge et al. 
2015: 8). 

Sharing common theoretical and political premises, UPE emerged within 
political ecology as a critique against its reticence in reflecting on the socio-
natural, material and socio-ecological grounds of urbanization processes 
(Heynen et al. 2006). Accordingly, UPE introduced the rejection of Cartesian 
understandings of nature and society within urban theory. In doing so, 
UPE has redefined urbanization as a “particular socio-spatial process 
of metabolizing nature, of urbanizing the environment” (Swyngedouw 
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2004: 8), and utilized the concept of “urban metabolism” to overcome the 
dualistic conceptions of nature-society relations and to point at circulatory 
nature of the socio-material relations underlying urbanization. Thus, urban 
metabolism is understood “as a dynamic process by which new socio-spatial 
formations, intertwinings of materials, and collaborative enmeshing of social 
nature emerge and present themselves and are explicitly created through 
human labor and non-human processes simultaneously” (Heynen 2013: 599). 
With this perspective on urban metabolism, urbanization itself becomes a 
multi-scaled (Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003) consubstantiation of socio-
ecological flows—thus a metabolic, circulatory and transformative process 
through which nature is urbanized (Swyngedouw and Kaika 2014). 

The entry of waste as a lens for political ecology research goes back to Boyle’s 
(2002, 2003) study on the re-scaling of waste policy in Ireland, Myers’ (2005) 
study on environmental governance in a number of African cities, and Njeru’s 
(2006) research on the UPE of plastic waste. Despite the under-representation 
of the topic in the field, there are a number of recent studies on situated 
UPEs of waste (Bjerkli 2013, 2015; Demaria and Schindler 2016; Cornea et 
al. 2016) that paved the way for the development of an advanced body of 
research on urban political ecologies of waste, along with its governance and 
management. 

UPEs of waste research share common concerns with waste governance 
perspectives, such as the role of the introduction of new socio-technical 
arrangements (Bjerkli 2013, 2015; Demaria and Schindler 2016; Cornea et 
al. 2016), and the changes in policy regimes in shaping institutional and 
actor responses (Myers 2005). Nonetheless, UPE perspectives diverge from 
waste governance approaches by paying attention to the material aspects 
in relation to the political and economic context and social relations that 
shape waste governance and management. UPE studies provide us with 
additional analytical and theoretical tools in terms of understanding the 
relations between political economy and waste materialities (Boyle 2002, 
2003), and how these relations take part in constructing urban metabolism 
(Demaria and Schindler 2016). They point to the roles of various political and 
cultural constructions of waste (Myers 2005), and how these carry political 
potential for transforming social relations between actors engaged in waste 
governance (Boyle 2002, 2003). They also reveal how social relations of 
power (Bjerkli 2013, Cornea et al. 2016) as well as class and race (Njeru 2006) 
shape and operate within waste governance. Therefore, in UPE approaches, 



1. Introduction: Municipal Solid Waste Governance and Urban Political Ecology

24 

waste governance becomes a process driven by a multitude of forces that 
shape the various waste-society relations. 

Despite the theoretical and conceptual insights offered by UPE perspectives 
on waste, it is necessary to narrow the critical lenses for the purposes of 
understanding contexts in which diverse (official-unofficial, formal-informal, 
authorized-unauthorized) forms of labor, decision-making and socio-
technical solutions coexist. Nonetheless, existing research (Myers 2005, Njeru 
2006, Bjerkli 2013, 2015; Demaria and Schindler 2016; Cornea et al. 2016) 
remains rather limited in a number of ways with respect to understanding 
the terms of such coexistence, its relation to urbanization, and what it means 
for urban governance and management of waste. 

First of all, these studies discuss the respective diversity by referring to 
alliances and conflicts between various actors such as central and local 
governments, private and so-called informal sectors. As such, the studies 
adeptly address the social relations of power between the actors. However, 
they consider unrecognized and recognized actors separately, and fail to 
address the instances when they relate to and are articulated with each other 
in terms of service delivery. How do various forms of waste-related decision-
making processes and socio-technical solutions take form, transform and co-
exist, and why? What is the role of social relations of power in shaping these 
diverse authorized and unauthorized socio-technical solutions, especially 
with respect to the relations between central and local governments, private 
and so-called informal sectors? How and why do various power geometries 
between these actors emerge and transform? How and why do diverse set of 
actors relate to (or disregard) each other, and how do these relations manifest 
themselves as modes of waste governance? What are the contextual and 
structural relations underlying these relations and practices? 

Secondly, the “urban” is typically considered to be the only site that informs 
the respective socio-material practices and the place-based socio-technical 
change. In this respect, the studies fail to engage in a possibly richer 
discussion; a more elaborate conceptualization of urbanization as a process 
that is informed by multiple geographies, sites and scales with respect to the 
circulation of materials, labor, capital, and ideas (see Brenner 2013, Brenner 
and Schmidt 2011, 2013, 2015, Harvey 1978, Keil 2003, Keil and Graham 
1998, Keil 2011, Swyngedouw 2004). How can UPEs of waste benefit from 
the vivid definitions of urbanization of nature? How does urbanization of 
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nature relate to emergence and transformation of diverse forms of decision-
making and socio-technical solutions? Therefore, a vibrant discussion in 
UPE on the urbanization and politicization of nature can serve as the major 
leverage point for a more insightful account of waste and its governance. 

1.3   Introducing Metabolic Urbanization of Waste: Between 
Contextual Elements and Urban Heterogeneities

Debates on urbanization have been central to UPE. In recent years, a productive 
tension emerged between the approaches critiquing the methodological cityism 
of UPE (Angelo and Wachsmuth 2015), revealing its simultaneously multi-
scaled and multidimensional and grounded nature (Keil 2003, Keil 2011), and 
emphasizing the situated everyday practices to multiply the geographical and 
empirical terrain upon which UPE is built (Lawhon et al. 2013). 

Recent studies on waste adopting a UPE perspective (Bjerkli 2015, Demaria 
and Schindler 2015, Cornea et al. 2016) are not free from this tension; they 
place themselves within the broader scope of situated urban political ecology 
and focus on the grounded social relations of power shaped materiality 
of and/or technological change concerning waste. Looking at their stance 
on urbanization, it is possible to claim that the efforts to build a situated 
perspective have led to a rather limited understanding of the “urban” and 
presents the city as a passive ground in which socio-material relations take 
place and shape. Nonetheless, the production of socio-nature is informed by 
circulatory relations (i.e., material, ideas and labor) that simultaneously sink 
into the locale and transcend it. For instance, waste disposal and treatment 
and the related decision-making processes in a city could be informed by a 
technological change, affecting industrial and the attached waste production 
patterns (i.e. the introduction of plastic products as packaging material 
in the 1970s in the USA). These practices could as well be (re)shaped by 
inflows of unskilled labor (i.e., increasing waste production, changing level 
of demand for services and/or emergence of informal waste collection) due 
to economic (i.e., loss of jobs) and/or geopolitical changes (i.e., war). An 
institutional reconfiguration could redefine the existing actor geometries (i.e., 
introduction of new responsibilities for the authorized actors) and reshape 
the socio-technical layout, or the socio-technical responses could play a 
determining role in the urban development patterns (i.e., devalorization of 
urban land by means of waste dumping). 
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In this respect, I argue that a study of UPE on waste and its governance, 
while elucidating the political nature of grounded socio-material practices 
and related decision-making processes, should also shed light on their 
relation to the contextual and circulatory aspects of urbanization that unfold 
on a multiplicity of scales and in diverse sites and geographies. To reflect 
this dynamic interaction between the situated practices and the context, I 
purposefully refer to metabolic urbanization (Swyngedouw 2004, 2006) of 
waste as a process that cuts across multiple scales, sites, and geographies. I 
define the metabolic urbanization as the interplay between 

• the contextual dynamics, namely the political and economic change, 
material transformations (waste, land, technology), legal-institutional 
changes and their unintended consequences, and

• the diverse and grounded socio-technical configurations, alongside the 
related power between the respective actors, and governance relations.

To discuss the diversity of socio-technical configurations, I draw on the 
concept of urban heterogeneity by Sylvy Jaglin (2014). The author discusses 
the variety and coexistence of service delivery configurations - “actors 
and institutions, equipment and resources” (Olivier de Sardan 2010: 5-6 in 
ibid: 434f) - in the Global South, where the dominance of informal service 
provision is the major characteristic of socio-technical systems. To Jaglin 
(2014: 435), the focus of analysis concerning service provision should shift 
from institutional malfunctioning towards embracing the sustained variety 
of socio-technical solutions that are not necessarily legal in nature, but play 
a significant role in the operation of cities and service delivery. Jaglin states 

Figure 1.  
Metabolic urbanization of waste, urban heterogeneities and urban governance of waste
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that the socio-technical diversity in the cities of the Global South, as active 
contributors to the operation and organization of urban life, must be taken 
into consideration as a potentially enduring phenomenon, and it should be 
institutionalized and regulated.

Based on Jaglin’s (2014) work, I refer to the heterogeneity of socio-technical 
configurations as the co-existence of diverse socio-material relations 
(incorporating the related actors, the organizational schemes, technologies, 
means and spaces for practices) shaped around waste. For instance, when I 
refer to the heterogeneity in unrecognized recycling, I refer to the multiplicity 
of socio-technical configurations such as scrap dealing or various forms 
of unrecognized recycling, within which the collection/sorting practices, 
spaces and means of collection (i.e., vehicles, pushcarts) as well as income 
dynamics, differ. Similarly, the recognized socio-technical configurations 
vary (i.e., diverse actor constellations and related socio-technical capacities 
and practices of collection, disposal and/or treatment of waste). The 
deliberate use of the term is based on the rejection of monolithic conceptions 
of recognized and unrecognized socio-technical configurations. Such an 
approach will allow us to discuss heterogeneity regardless of the geographic 
context, and emancipates us from identifying heterogeneity with the Global 
South.

In addition to her conceptualization of urban heterogeneity, Jaglin (2014) 
also states that the formal and informal forms of service delivery that 
compete, substitute for or complement each other (Olivier de Sardan 
2010: 5-6 in ibid: 434f), cannot be understood separately; they should be 
considered as a “continuum” (Jaglin 2014: 438, see also Roy 2011). I argue 
that waste governance actively contributes to the ways this “continuum” 
unfolds and informs and is informed by how heterogeneous socio-technical 
configurations (both formal and/or informal) interact with each other. 
In this respect, I define waste governance as the multiple hierarchical and 
networked (Keil 2009) modes of (Bulkeley et al. 2007) interactions between 
actors, aiming to enable or prevent socio-technical change (Boras and Edler 
2014) and direct material flows. Social relations of power actively shape 
the respective interaction. Within this frame, drawing on Castells, I define 
power as the asymmetrical set of relations (violent and/or non-violent) 
unfolding within and through the interactions between the “individual 
actors, collective actors, organizations, institutions, and networks” (Castells 
2009:10). Nonetheless, the coercive actions, violent or non-violent and 



1. Introduction: Municipal Solid Waste Governance and Urban Political Ecology

28 

discursive, imposed by the powerful actor(s) over the other actor(s) are 
always open to challenge by resistance (ibid.: 11). Therefore, a number of 
forces gain importance in understanding waste governance:

• the (changing) social constructions of waste by various actors and the 
attached claims and vested interests over waste and waste related socio-
technical arrangements, which reflect the motives and actions of the 
actors in line with their positionality to waste (object of disregard, 
resource, source of livelihood, etc.), and

• the power-laden social relations between various actors that unfold in 
forms of coalitions, conflicts and resistance. 

What then is the context for the emergence and transformation of 
heterogeneous socio-technical configurations and related modes of waste 
governance? Recent studies successfully point at the waste materialities and 
political economy as the context underlying the transformation of urban 
metabolism (Demaria and Schindler 2016) within which heterogeneous 
practices of waste governance and management unfold. I argue that the 
discussion concerning the context underlying heterogeneous socio-technical 
configurations and the related decision-making processes needs to also 
address the institutional reconfigurations and the role of other respective 
materialities, namely land and technology.

Having presented the theoretical, conceptual and analytical basis of concern, 
I now turn to the epistemological and empirical grounds of this book. 

1.3.1  Building Epistemological Grounds: The Case Study as a Research 
Strategy

In its theoretical aspirations, this exploratory project is informed by UPE 
of waste studies, but at the same time it aims to challenge their theoretical 
and empirical positions and develop a more insightful framework for 
understanding the nature of waste governance and management. In this 
respect, I have introduced the concept of metabolic urbanization of waste as 
the dynamic and processual interrelations between the contextual elements 
and grounded socio-technical heterogeneity – the understanding of which 
cannot be limited to a discussion on place-specific dynamics. How can a 
strategy be developed that would allow for elucidating and demonstrating 
the formation and transformation of these compelling relations and what 
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they mean for waste governance? The interest in revealing the immanent 
relations between the context and grounded practices and their ramifications 
for waste governance has guided me towards the case study as a research 
strategy. 

According to Yin (2003:14) “the case study as a research strategy comprises 
an all-encompassing method covering the logic of design, data collection 
techniques, and specific approaches to data analysis”. Thus, the case study 
cannot be solely understood as a matter of data collection (Stocker 1991 in 
Yin 2003), but is a holistic strategy for research (Yin 2003). For the purposes 
of this research, case study, first and foremost, provides a distinguishable 
advantage in building exploratory and explanatory accounts through the 
investigation of “how” and “why” questions (ibid.: 9). The choice of case 
study as a research strategy is most pertinent to study contemporary circu 
mstances over which the researcher has limited or no power/control (ibid.). 
The second distinguishing characteristic of case study research, which goes 
hand in hand with the theoretical premises of this research, is its treatment 
of the “entangled situation between phenomenon and context” (ibid.: 13). 
Therefore, with the help of case study research, the researcher could study 
“a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when 
the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident,” 
and the contextual dynamics have a clear, decisive relevance to the matter in 
hand (ibid.). Thus, for understanding the nature of a phenomenon in relation 
to the formation and transformation of complex and blurred interrelations 
between the context and grounded practices, which is precisely the case for 
waste governance, case study research is of high relevance. 

For the purposes of this research, the case study constitutes the basis for 
elaborating the theoretical and empirical assumptions regarding metabolic 
urbanization of waste, contextual elements, socio-technical heterogeneity, 
and their relation to waste governance and management. This book aims to 
extend and challenge the already-established theoretical understandings to 
provide more insightful tools to understand the nature of waste governance; 
thus, in its application of case study research, this book deliberately focuses 
on the analysis of a single critical case (Yin 2003, Creswell 2003, Eisenhardt 
and Graebner 2007). While elucidating the coevolution of situated socio-
technical heterogeneity and urban governance of waste in relation to the 
contextual dynamics, this book also presents a view from an understudied 
geographical context.
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1.3.2  The Rationale Behind the Choice of Case Study:  
Why Study Ankara, Turkey?

In The 21st-Century Metropolis: New Geographies of Theory, Ananya Roy (2009) 
brilliantly shows how all of our theorizations have a geographical context 
upon which they are based. The issue with these geographical basis of 
theory is that, with the travel of ideas, the “parochial experience” of certain 
cities or contexts, most distinctly the experiences of Euro-American cities 
and the Global North, becomes the dominant narratives in understanding 
and interpreting the urban processes (ibid.: 820). Through her critical stance 
against this dominance, Roy (2009) makes a deliberate call for developing 
new theoretical and analytical lenses based on other contexts, particularly 
in the Global South, which could provide alternative explanations to 
understand reality. A review of waste governance studies with respect to 
their geographical basis reveals the dominance of studies from the so-called 
Global North for the waste governance literature, and the South for the 
UPEs of waste studies. What is categorically left outside these two major 
geographical categories has remained understudied. Therefore, in addition 
to its search for new theoretical and analytical lenses, this research aims 
to introduce an alternative and under-studied geographical context for 
discussing the heterogeneity of waste-related socio-technical configurations 
and its implications for the urban governance of waste: Ankara, Turkey.

Global North and South are ideological-political categories as much as 
geographical ones. Yet, Global North is mainly identified with strong policy 
schemes and implementation, whereas for the South, the respective schemes 
and measures are considered to be relatively weak or absent. Turkey is 
an intriguing case, as it carries characteristic elements falling into both 
categorizations. It appears to be a context with a strong legal-regulatory 
tradition, where such a tradition cannot find its reflection in implementation. 
Since the 1930s, there have been various legislative actions within the arena 
of waste governance and management in Turkey. However, it was not until 
the 2000s that concrete interventions for the so-called “modernization” of 
waste management took their place within the urban agenda. In the 2000s, 
the Turkish government initiated a mass-legislation process following EU 
candidacy, and adapted the EU legislation in the field of waste management. 
Therefore, a series of laws, regulations and circulars drastically redefined 
the roles of metropolitan and district municipalities and the private sector 
in waste governance and management. Furthermore, a relatively large 
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number of sanitary landfills along with a number of integrated solid waste 
management (ISWM) facilities – mainly engaged in landfilling, energy 
recovery from landfill gas, composting, and reclamation of recyclables from 
landfills – have been built to replace unsanitary dumping sites. Additionally, 
a considerable amount of privately-owned waste collection and sorting and 
recycling facilities has been established. 

However, it is still not possible to identify a radical shift in solid waste 
management in Turkey. Informal wild dumping practices as well as 
officially designated unsanitary dumping sites, and unsanitary dumping 
in rehabilitation sites, exist to a large degree. Moreover, due to the lack of 
at-source separation, waste is thrown away in bulk and contains a variety 
of materials: food, recyclable materials such as plastic, paper, glass, metals, 
composite wastes, and even medical waste, electric electronic items and 
furniture. In this respect, plastic, metal, paper, and glass waste streams 
constitute an important part of municipal waste streams. Regarding the 
governance and management of these streams, it is possible to talk about 
heterogeneity both in socio-technical configurations and their impact on 
decision-making through the existence of a variety of officially recognized 
and unrecognized actors. In this regard, waste governance and management 
arrangements are still mainly identified with unrecognized waste recycling. 
Here, the choice of the term “unrecognized” instead of “informal” is 
deliberate when defining waste pickers, as their practices are considered 
illegitimate and/or informal due to this non-recognition from the public 
and private sectors as well as civil society. Likewise, I will be using the term 
“recycling laborer” hereinafter when referring to waste pickers – not only 
to acknowledge the unrecognized value they produce within the waste 
sector (see Dinler 2016, who, with her ethnographic approach to Ankara’s 
unauthorized recycling sector, argues for the acknowledgement of waste 
pickers as a new form of wage labor) but also in line with the demand/
request from some of the waste pickers whom I had the chance to meet in the 
course of this research project. 

A closer look at the case of Ankara from the perspective of the above-
presented general characteristics of Turkish waste governance and 
management and its transformation reveals important parallels between the 
two. Prior to the 2000s, sanitary disposal, as well as extended networks for 
formal recycling of waste, did not exist in Ankara. Like the rest of Turkey, 
there exists no at-source separation of valuable materials in household waste; 
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recycling laborers, who developed self-governing networks to realize the 
increasing economic potential of waste much earlier than the formal actors, 
constitutes an important group in the waste sector. Since the 1990s, growing 
populations of people, mostly Kurdish, work in the collection and recycling 
of the solid waste of Ankara. Nonetheless, in the 2000s, Ankara witnessed 
significant transformations in its waste disposal and recycling sector, namely 
the development of controlled disposal and energy production systems, the 
rehabilitation and transformation of its notorious Mamak-İmrahor Dumping 
site, and the increase in the number of actors engaged in authorized recycling. 

A brief introduction of the case study displays that Ankara fits well into the 
general picture of Turkey. As an activist who was engaged in organizing the 
recycling laborers said: “To understand waste in Ankara is to understand 
Turkey.” In this respect, Ankara happens to be a crucial case for understanding 
waste governance and management practices in the metropolitan areas of 
Turkey. However, the choice of Ankara as the case study for this research 
is not to provide a representative account for Turkey. The relations and 
practices that have given way to current practices of waste governance and 
management may unfold differently in other contexts. The reason for the 
choice of Ankara is that the case carries significant potential for revealing the 
inter- and intra- actor relations that unfold with respect to waste and newly 
emerging and heterogeneous socio-technical configurations. 

First of all, Ankara hosts one of the largest populations of recycling workers 
in Turkey, as well as the major channel of organized resistance by recycling 
laborers against the active disenfranchisement policies of the central and 
local governments, starting from the 2000s. Secondly, since being declared 
the capital city of the newly-established Republic of Turkey in 1923, 
Ankara has always been a center of interest for government investments 
and interventions for urban development to fulfill its symbolic meaning 
as being the “capital” of Turkey (Keskinok 2006). Lastly, Ankara has been 
governed by the same mayor since 1994. Under the authority of this mayor, 
known for his neoconservative and authoritarian ways of governing, the 
Metropolitan Municipality of Ankara plays a major role in shaping all 
sorts of investments in urban and infrastructure development. Therefore, 
Ankara was chosen as the empirical case study as it provides a perspective 
from an understudied geographical context that displays strong features 
of socio-technical heterogeneity. Moreover, with a strong presence of 
the state and the informal sector, alongside the increasing presence of the 
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private actors, Ankara presents a perspicuous account for revealing social 
relations of power between various actors. It allows for a vibrant discussion 
of the circumstances through which socio-technical heterogeneity emerges, 
transforms and informs waste governance. 

1.3.3 Asking Questions: Objectives, Aspirations and Initial Assumptions

Based on the theoretical and empirical insights I have presented so far, 
this research, in its broadest sense, is a continuation of the efforts to 
explore waste governance in Ankara by means of UPE. However, it is not 
constrained to the existing frames or geographical contexts within which 
UPEs of waste currently operates. Specifically, this research is informed 
by the complex relations underlying the production, transformation and 
sustained coexistence of heterogeneous socio-technical configurations and 
their ramifications for urban governance of waste. Therefore, this project has 
the following major objectives: 1) explore the mechanisms lying behind the 
metabolic urbanization of waste and the construction of urban policy and 
planning responses towards waste within the context of rapid urbanization 
in Ankara; 2) understand how various socio-technical responses towards 
waste is historically produced and transformed; and 3) produce a more 
insightful theoretical frame to understand such environmentally, socio-
spatially, economically and politically important issue. In this respect, the 
starting point for the inquiry is panoptic:

• How and why do diverse and situated (recognized and unrecognized) 
socio-technical configurations emerge and transform? How does this 
transformation inform and is also informed by the urban governance of 
waste?

A number of supporting questions based on the recurring themes in waste 
governance and UPEs of waste literature guided this research. They provided 
more detailed and authentic points of entry for analyzing the case study:

• What is the role of the changing contextual dynamics (political economic 
change, institutional reconfigurations, changing materiality and 
technologies of waste, materiality and political economy of land) in 
shaping the emergence and transformation of diverse socio-technical 
responses towards waste?
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• How do situated actor geometries and power relations between various 
actors (local and central governments, recycling laborers, and private 
sector) take form in relation to the materiality and technologies of waste, 
and why? How do the changing power relations relate to the heterogeneity 
of socio-technical configurations, and manifest themselves as modes of 
governance (hierarchical, networked)?
 - What are the contested meanings attributed to, and claims over, the 

materiality and technologies of waste by various actors? How and 
why do these attributed meanings and claims emerge and transform? 

 - How do the changing contextual dynamics inform the social relations 
of power?

 - Through which processes are new technologies introduced? What is 
the role of technological change in shaping power geometries and 
urban processes?

• What are the potentialities for progress towards more environmentally-
friendly, inclusive waste governance and management?

In line with the empirical case and in the light of the research questions, it is 
possible to introduce certain initial assumptions. First of all, socio-technical 
heterogeneity is a determining factor in waste governance and management 
practices. It unfolds not only between but also within recognized and 
unrecognized practices. In this respect, waste governance and management 
processes are manifestations of social relations of power, and unfold as 
interactions between a variety of unrecognized and recognized practices. In 
the case of Ankara, local governments, particularly the Ankara Metropolitan 
Municipality, are integral to the interactions of these seemingly separate 
practices. The nature of this interaction is socio-ecologically unjust and 
characterized by the disenfranchisement of the recycling laborers. Secondly, 
the place-specific relations of power, although playing a major role in waste 
governance and management, are not the only forces at work regarding 
the formation and transformation of heterogeneous socio-technical 
configurations underlying waste governance and management practices. 
The metabolic urbanization of waste unfolds in multiple sites, scales and 
geographies through the circulation of materials, (recycling) labor, capital, and 
policies/ideas, and grounded socio-technical heterogeneity (which cannot 
be understood independently from these circulatory aspects). Therefore, 
the understanding of waste governance cannot be confined to either the 
institutional-organizational sphere or the grounded everyday practices or 
power relations. Thirdly, the political economy and waste materiality are 
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co-constituents of the urban metabolism (Demaria and Schindler 2016). 
However, institutional reconfigurations, materiality of technology and land 
are also determining forces in the metabolic urbanization of waste. 

It is important to note here that this research aims at not only providing an 
exploratory account on understanding the nature of heterogeneity and what 
it means for urban governance of waste, but also at informing transformative 
waste governance and management politics by delineating the grounds 
through which it operates. Particularly, in terms of its transformative political 
imaginary, this project is a call for a “politics of recognition” (Roy 2011) and 
inclusion of recycling laborers, as well as socio-ecological justice within waste 
governance practices. Having presented the theoretical, epistemological and 
political aspirations that constitute the entry points for the architecture of 
this study’s field research, the research question investigates how to fulfil 
these aspirations, how to respond to the questions posed and how to work 
the initial assumptions made. This brings me to the choice of methods for 
data collection and analysis, and their application.

1.3.4  Addressing the Research Questions and Initial Assumptions: 
Interviews, Field Research and Making Sense of Data

In my endeavor to answer the research questions and study my initial 
assumptions, I have followed the methodological premises of political 
ecology research. Bridge, McCarthy and Perreault (2015: 7) summarize the 
“methodological commitment to in-depth, direct observation involving 
qualitative research of some sort, often in combination with quantitative 
methods and/or document analysis” and being “at least partly historical in 
its analysis”. The authors further explain the rationale for the commitment to 
qualitative methods as follows:

Some understanding of the place-based, historically sedimented social relations 
of production and exchange, and environmental practices is crucial for political 
ecological analysis. Underpinning these methodological commitments is a 
conviction that there are vital elements of nature–society relations that cannot be 
read from a social or spatial distance (e.g. via remote sensing, extensive surveys, 
soil or water samples, etc.), but can only be ascertained through intensive, open-
ended, qualitative methods, most often in combination (Bridge et al. 2015: 7f).
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For my purposes, I also devised qualitative research methods – specifically, 
in-depth interviews, focus group discussions and observation – as the 
primary sources of information. I used these methods jointly with secondary 
data such as legal and regulatory texts, plans, programs, environmental 
impact assessment reports, official archival records, print and electronic 
media archives, and academic studies. The choice of methods, however, is 
not based solely on my attentiveness to the methodological underpinnings 
of political ecology research and my study of the political and power-laden 
nature of social relations that play a considerable role in shaping waste 
governance and management. The exclusion of quantitative analysis is due 
to the poor availability of statistical data collection in Turkey. Thus, in spite 
of the fact that unrecognized forms of collection, sorting, recycling and reuse 
still happen to be the dominant forms of waste management in Turkey, there 
exists no official qualitative or quantitative study on the practices, lives, and 
livelihoods of the waste pickers. Therefore, alongside the methodological, 
theoretical and political aspirations, the lack of respective systematic 
statistical and archival data directed me towards semi-structured in-depth 
interviews, focus group discussions and secondary data as major sources of 
evidence. 

For data collection, detailed fieldwork was conducted by means of three 
field visits for a total of 8 months between 2014 and 2016, along with a 
short preliminary and preparatory field visit in late 2013. In the course of 
my field trips, I conducted 78 individual in-depth interviews with central 
and local government officials; private sector leaders, employees and 
association representatives; non-governmental and mass democratic 
organization representatives; workers from international organizations 
and EU delegations; activists; citizens; mukhtars (elected headmen for 
neighborhoods in the city); academics from various fields and universities 
such as urban planning, environmental and geological engineering 
departments; collection-sorting facility owners, and recycling laborers 
and their association representatives. I have also conducted 2 focus group 
interviews: one with recycling workers, including women and children, and 
the other with a group of long-term residents of a neighborhood located at 
the vicinity of a former municipal open dumping site.

To analyze the interviews and the secondary data, I employed qualitative 
content analysis. The choice was informed by the inherently distinct 
characteristics of this specific form of analysis. Unlike the other qualitative 
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perspectives (such as discourse analysis, grounded theory and ethnography) 
that focus on the emergent themes from the data, (a directed form of) 
qualitative content analysis also allows the researcher to analyze the data 
with initial assumptions that are guided by theoretical concerns (Hsieh and 
Shannon 2005). Therefore, while seeking existing themes driven by literature 
review and theory, I also reviewed the material for possible emergent 
themes, especially those formed around grounded experiences and practices 
of actors. While doing so, I focused on the key moments and processes 
underlying the changes in waste governance and management of Ankara 
and their consequences, and paid special attention to the various settings 
(scales, sites and geographies, and temporal dimensions) of these moments 
and processes. The chapters of this book present the respective findings of 
my analysis.

1.3.5 Structure of this Book

This book consists of three major parts. The first part introduces the 
theoretical, epistemological and methodological considerations underlying 
this research. Chapter 2 presents a critical review and evaluation of the 
rapidly emerging new leg of research on waste governance. Through an 
examination of selected studies that are not only empirically informed 
but also theoretically frame waste governance, I demonstrate in this 
chapter how waste and its governance are conceptualized in the literature. 
Subsequently, I discuss the possible contributions and/or limitations of the 
respective works. In Chapter 3, I introduce the UPE approach based on the 
theoretical limitations and the urgency of an analytical lens that situates 
waste governance within the socio-material, discursive, institutional and 
political economic relations through which it unfolds. Then, I examine the 
UPE of waste studies and discuss the leverage points for a more insightful 
theoretical and empirical stance that extends beyond how the situated 
socio-material practices unfold; it also questions why they unfold the way 
they do. I present the conceptualization of metabolic urbanization of waste 
as the guiding frame for my search of a framework that simultaneously 
embraces the grounded and circulatory aspects of urban processes. Chapter 
4 introduces the epistemological and methodological considerations of this 
research; it details the rationale underlying the choice of the case study and 
the methods for data collection and analysis. In addition, the fieldwork 
experience and the related limitations and ethical concerns are presented in 
this chapter. 
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The second part of the book presents the metabolic urbanization of waste 
in Ankara, with a particular focus on the emergence and transformation 
of socio-technical heterogeneity and its implications for waste governance. 
Based on the findings of this research, the analysis focuses on the emergence 
and transformation of socio-technical configurations with respect to disposal 
and recycling. Chapter 5 introduces the emergence and consolidation of 
heterogeneity in Ankara in the wake of municipal open dumping practices 
and increasing presence of unrecognized recycling before the mid-1990s. 
In this chapter, I demonstrate how political, economic, institutional and 
material changes – as well as their unintended consequences – jointly 
provided the context for the transformation in the understanding of waste 
from an externality to a resource for authorized actors, alongside becoming 
a source of livelihood for recycling laborers. The chapter also shows how 
waste governance and management in this period was in- formed by a series 
of individual responses from the municipality and recycling laborers in line 
with their positionality towards waste. Despite the weak relations between 
various socio-technical configurations, these largely disconnected practices 
gave way to the establishment of two major relationships that have shaped 
the waste governance in Ankara – namely, the relationships between the 
urban poor and waste, and the linkages between socio-technical responses 
towards waste and the land it was dumped on.

Chapter 6 explores the drastic changes in the contextual dynamics starting 
from the mid-1990s with respect to waste governance. In my endeavor to 
elucidate the material, political economic, and institutional changes, I 
pay particular attention to the changes in the policy regimes following 
the EU candidacy of Turkey. I set forth the legislative and socio-technical 
ramifications of the respective changes, and reveal how these changes 
redefined the actor geometries in the field of waste governance and 
management. 

Chapter 7 presents a closer look at the transformation of the socio-technical 
responses towards waste in the disposal sector in Ankara. In this chapter, I 
focus on the transformation of the Mamak-İmrahor dumping site in relation 
to the coalitions and conflicts between the actors, and reveal the integral 
role of local governments in enabling socio-technical change via developing 
strategic partnerships with private-sector actors. In addition, I demonstrate 
how waste, its governance and its management become a prestige project 
for the Metropolitan Municipality of Ankara, while the lands upon which it 
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was historically dumped became an attraction point for urban development 
investments. Revealing the shifts in the socio-technical responses towards 
waste, and their relation to land management, the chapter also shows how 
the historically dominant practices of open dumping, as well as unauthorized 
recycling, are articulated with the newly emerging forms of official practices 
to form a hybrid unity. This chapter demonstrates how the politics and 
materiality of land, together with technological change, informs the urban 
governance of waste. 

Chapter 8 delves into the transformation in the heterogeneous character of 
recycling sector in Ankara, with regards to the changing relations between 
and within recognized and unrecognized actors and practices. In this 
chapter, I present the increasing heterogeneity within the unrecognized 
socio-technical configurations. I demonstrate how the situated practice of 
unrecognized recycling is based on the continuing labor flows from East and 
Southeast Turkey. In parallel, I point to the increasing presence of authorized 
actors and related diversification of socio-technical configurations in the 
formal recycling sector under the valorization of waste. Moreover, I not only 
reveal the emergent coalitions and conflicts between the actors, and show 
how waste governance unfolds through their interactions shaped around 
their vested interests and claims over waste, but also show how these 
interactions transform in relation to contextual dynamics (e.g., regulatory 
changes, increasing socio-technical capacities of formal actors). In addition, 
I pay particular attention to the positionality of unrecognized recycling with 
respect to formal practices. I exhibit how unrecognized recycling evolves 
from being a matter of disregard to a practice that is articulated with the 
formal forms of recycling. Subsequently, to demonstrate how increasing 
political capacities of unrecognized socio-technical configurations could 
effectively shape governance decisions, I present the organized resistance of 
the recycling laborers. Lastly, I introduce the material flows underlying the 
situated practices of the actors and reveal how these flows affect the situated 
practices. For instance, decreasing demand from industrial producers could 
result in lower rates of recycling in the city, and higher volumes of waste 
ending up in landfill sites. Chapter 8 outlines how the metabolic urbanization 
of waste and the attached waste governance practices unfold – not only 
through the complex interrelations concerning the grounded social-relations 
of power, decision-making, and heterogeneous socio-technical solutions, but 
also contingent upon the circulation of labor, materials, capital and ideas.
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Chapter 9 constitutes the last part of this book, and encapsulates the discussion 
and conclusions. In this chapter, I first discuss the major findings and relate 
them back to my major concern in this research: the relationship between 
the socio-technical heterogeneity and waste governance. Subsequently, I 
reflect on my initial assumptions. I then present a self-critical reflection on 
the contributions to the literature and decision-making processes, along 
with the methodological and empirical limits to the analysis. While doing 
that, I point at the pathways for further research. I conclude the book with 
my considerations for a transformative political vision, specifically seeking 
recognition for the recycling laborers.
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2. Understanding Waste Governance 

Call it garbage, trash, rubbish or refuse: municipal solid waste is often 
understood as discarded objects from households, public or commercial 
buildings, the collection and treatment of which is under the authority and 
responsibility of local governments. Coming from a multiplicity of sources, 
be it the residential buildings, schools, restaurants or hospitals, municipal 
solid waste can consist of a diverse range of materials varying from food, 
medical and/or electronic waste, to recyclable materials such as plastic, 
paper, glass, metals, composite wastes, and even bulky wastes such as 
furniture. 

What is defined as municipal solid waste and the scope of municipal 
responsibilities varies from country to country. Nonetheless, international 
institutions demarcate the outlines of a general frame for its definition. For 
example, OECD (2014) defines municipal solid waste as:

waste collected and treated by or for municipalities. It covers waste from 
households, including bulky waste, similar waste from commerce and trade, 
office buildings, institutions and small businesses, as well as yard and garden 
waste, street sweepings, the contents of litter containers, and market cleansing 
waste if managed as household waste (ibid.: 172). 

Eurostat (2012 in European Environment Agency 2013:7) defines municipal 
solid waste as wastes which

are mainly produced by households, though similar wastes from sources such as 
commerce, offices and public institutions are included. The amount of municipal 
waste generated consists of waste collected by or on behalf of municipal 
authorities and disposed of through the waste management system (ibid.: 7). 

These seemingly simple definitions reveal one important thing: waste 
governance and management practices are reference points for defining 
waste. When we take a moment from practical definitions and delve into the 
social studies of waste, things get rather complex. In a recent study, Moore 
(2012) focuses on and compiles the main bodies of literature emerging in 
social sciences with the aim of analyzing the political potential of waste. 
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She analyzes a variety of approaches such as environmental politics, urban 
history, social movements, capitalism, risk, and governance, with the aim 
of “understanding when, how, and why waste matters provide a fruitful 
lens for examining contemporary socio-spatial processes” (ibid.: 782). 
Critically examining different perspectives on the materiality of waste, 
Moore identifies differing conceptualizations: hazard, resource, commodity, 
manageable object, archive, matter out of place, filth, risk, fetish, governable 
object disorder, actant, and abject. Moore’s attempt to categorize these 
various conceptualizations, however, should not be considered as a search 
for one universally accepted definition of waste. Instead, the study aims 
to put forward the ways in which differing and occasionally contending 
definitions produce and reproduce the political potential of waste. Moore’s 
extended literature analysis reveals that there is no single understanding of 
waste. Yet, there are not many concepts reflecting the versatility of waste. It 
is an heterophyllous concept, which gains multiple meanings within socio-
material practices. In short, waste is not an “object out of place” (Moore 
2012) but a constitutive of the society (see Gille 2007, Gille 2010, Gregson and 
Crang 2010, O’Brien 1999, see also Gidwani and Reddy 2011).

In this respect, beyond the mainstreamed institutionalized definitions of 
waste, there lies a complex world of political, social and material relations and 
practices through which the “concrete and socially consequential materiality” 
(Gille 2010:1055) of waste is contested, manifested and depicted. Waste 
governance and management constitutes an interface to understand these 
relations. Understanding the nature of social, material, political relations and 
practices through the lens of waste governance and management practices 
is significant, as it will provide the necessary information for transforming 
these relations into more environmentally sound, socio-ecologically just and 
inclusive practices. 

How, then, to study waste governance and management? Developing a 
more insightful theoretical framework to study waste governance and 
management is not an easy task. Encompassing the multi-faceted character 
and embracing material, social, political, environmental and economic 
aspects of the issue requires careful conceptual, theoretical and empirical 
considerations. Therefore, heavily engineering-based approaches that 
neglect the multi-faceted nature of waste place waste-related decision-
making processes within the paradigm of effective management and focus 
on developing technocratic solutions (i.e., Adamides et al. 2009, Guerrero et 
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al. 2013, Kum et al. 2005, Marshall and Farahbakhsh 2013, McDougall et al. 
2001) are purposefully excluded from my analysis. Instead, to build the basis 
for my conceptual framework, in this chapter I focus on the rapidly emerging 
leg of research on waste governance and management within social sciences. 
Thus, my choice to be selective and focus on empirically informed works 
which have undertaken the task of understanding and theoretically framing 
waste governance is deliberate. 

2.1  A Review of Literature

This literature analysis aims to define the possible contributions and/or 
limitations of the respective works to waste research, as well as to understand 
the constitutive components of waste governance and management. Thus, 
it is built around 1) how waste is defined in the course of work reviewed, 
2) the approach to production of policy and planning processes, and 3) 
the perspective regarding the motives behind the existing transitions and 
transformations regarding policy and planning processes, if any.

In the light of the above rationale for literature review, in the remainder of 
this chapter I outline the themes and perspectives around which the works 
on waste governance and management revolve. In this respect, I firstly 
focus on the contexts, where formal forms of governance and management 
constitute the dominant form of practice. For this leg of my inquiry, I focus 
on the actor-network theory-inspired approach of Fagan (2002, 2004), 
and institutionalist accounts by Parto (2005) and Davoudi (2009). Then, 
I pay specific attention to Bulkeley, Hudson and Watson’s (2007) distinct 
perspective on modes of governing waste as presenting a thorough analysis 
of various conceptualizations, understandings and uses of the terms 
governing, governance and governmentality. Subsequently, I investigate 
Davies’ (2008) work on geographies of garbage governance, which claims 
to develop a perspective that allows us to study a multiplicity of contexts 
with various distinct social, political, cultural and historical elements, as an 
amalgam of the previously mentioned studies. 

Afterwards, I focus on contexts outside the advanced capitalist world wherein 
newly introduced socio-technical systems tend to coexist with practices that 
are characteristic for these localities, such as informal recycling and/or open 
dumping. For that, I focus on two studies analyzing the transformation of 
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waste management in relation to changing governance settings: van Horen’s 
(2004) work, which critically adopts the lens of splintering urbanism; 
and ecological modernization via the modernized mixtures approach by 
Scheinberg and Mol (2010). The chapter concludes with a critical overview 
of all respective studies, with respect to major themes and research gaps 
concerning waste governance and management. The in-depth analysis of the 
respective studies has guided me towards (urban) political ecology as the 
foundation of my work.

2.1.1  Fagan’s Network Perspective and the Emancipatory Potentials of 
Waste Governance

Honor Fagan (2002, 2004) defines waste as a “global fluid” to be governed. 
Waste is a flow and a network “across regions in heterogeneous, uneven, 
unpredictable and often unplanned shapes” (Urry 2002 cited in Fagan 
2002 and Fagan 2004: 87). It is a “part of global networks that are material, 
technical, social and discursive” (Fagan 2004: 87). Unlike other global fluids, 
waste is mostly invisible and under-researched as compared to other global 
flows such as money, which is well-researched and discussed (Fagan 2002). 

Fagan (2004) describes the crisis of waste management as an unexpected 
consequence of the Irish economic boom under the neoliberal restructuring 
during the second half of the 1990s. The author’s interpretation of the waste 
management crisis is more than it being a natural outcome of the lack of 
institutional capacity to effectively meet the demands of economic change; 
it is rather a network that incorporates various ideologies, discourses and 
actors. The author also delves into the role of the actors as supporters of the 
respective ideologies, especially with respect to formation of resistance with 
concerns of democracy and ecology. This is where the multi-level governance 
perspective, thus the debate on scale, is also incorporated in her discussion. 
Fagan (2004:101) portrays scale as a constituent element of networks rather 
than being level. In this respect, the author (2004) examines the formation of 
waste networks in different scales of the European Union, nation-state and 
specific localities, with what she defines as a critical-grounded processual 
approach. Her findings indicate the EU is a chief actor in shaping the 
regulatory framework, while the state appears to be a node in the network 
that applies and executes the respective regulatory framework at national 
and local levels.
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One other distinctive feature of Fagan’s (2004) work is the conjunction of 
emancipatory potentials. Her explicit interest in the “local” could be explained 
through her attention to the social transformative power embedded within 
the resistance against the neoliberal policies shaping waste governance 
and management. She adopts a critical grounded approach to understand 
such potential of local resistances as linked to each other throughout the 
globe – especially through the use of information technologies – as nodes 
of waste networks. In doing so, the author aims to uncover all the nodes 
of the network and make the voice of all the related actors heard (2002). 
Delving into the successful rural community action fueled by concerns about 
democracy and ecology as part of an anti-incineration campaign, the author 
intends to show the linkages between such place-specific actions, national 
and supra-national political structures as well as global environmental 
action. All in all, to Fagan (2004), an analysis on waste governance should 
transcend state-centric perspectives, as waste governance networks consist 
of all waste-related social interactions that have spatial or geographical 
structure, but could as well jump across the scales. 

Fagan (2002, 2004), through her conceptualization of waste networks, 
presents an innovative approach to waste governance by placing it at the heart 
of struggles for democracy – as against ecological degradation driving the 
concerns for more democratic, ecologically sound policies and management 
practices. By showing the political potential that waste governance and 
management carry, the author guides us to think beyond the state, and the 
“sustainability” and “competitiveness” paradigms within which it is acting 
(Fagan 2004). By means of an approach like Fagan’s, the understanding of 
waste governance expands beyond the state to incorporate supra and sub-
national practices, discourses, actors as well as civic action. Therefore, the 
grounded processual approach of Fagan, through its sensitivity to material 
aspects, discursive constructions as well as emancipatory potential attached 
to waste governance, stands as a distinctive perspective.

2.1.2 Saeed Parto’s Systems Theory-Informed Institutional Approach

An alternative framework for studying waste governance is presented by 
Parto (2005). Parto’s work mainly aims to understand the breach between 
policy objectives and outcomes, which he believes can only be understood in 
terms of the interrelations among governance, policy process and institutions 
through an analysis susceptive of institutions. Parto’s (2005) work does not 
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directly target developing a framework for analyzing waste governance, 
but policy analysis in general. His work provides a systems-theory-inspired 
institutionalist approach and a scale-sensitive account for waste governance. 
The author chooses to conceptualize waste governance/management as 
a sub-system of environmental governance. His comparative analysis of 
waste governance in the United Kingdom and the Netherlands constitutes 
only the empirical tier of his work, to show “how institutionally sensitive 
policy analysis may be conducted in a governance context” (Parto 2005: 2). 
Therefore, for Parto, waste is a policy object.

According to Parto (2005), policy analysis comprises three major aspects of 
policy: identification, development and implementation. Parto points to the 
changing nature of political power concentration since the Second World 
War, and states that it is no longer possible to simply study these aspects 
with regards to the set boundaries of nation-states; policy analysis should 
instead be sensitive to networks of governance within which the power is 
decentralized transnationally. In such a setting of governance, civil society 
and non-governmental organizations, as well as national and multinational 
corporations and media, become powerful actors (see also Hajer 2003 and 
Castells 1996). Hence, following Hajer (2003 cited in Parto 2005), the author 
claims that the legitimacy of governance at the national level could be 
sustained through deliberative practices of inclusion. Therefore, the policy 
analysis requires defining the respective stakeholders and apparatuses 
to include them in the policy processes. Under these circumstances, 
governance cannot be considered as only dependent on the national scale; 
it rather becomes dependent upon institutions at different scales. In this 
respect, he defines and explains types and characteristics of the respective 
institutions: 1) formal institutions such as the state, family, and trade unions; 
2) semi-formal institutions such as conventions and rules of the game; and 3) 
informal institutions such as norms, habits, and customs.

Parto’s definition of government is concerned with the determination of how 
resources are allocated, while governance is more about the negotiations 
regarding resource allocation. The author specifically focuses on the 
concept of good governance within the scope of the EU. Parto interprets 
good governance as a system that is in line with the specified agenda of 
the EU. Good governance, by definition, is based on certain principles (e.g., 
openness and accountability) that are expected to be adopted by formal 
institutions that mainly have limited interaction with the public. To Parto, 
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such limited and static understanding of institutions does not allow us to 
fully understand policy processes. In this respect, he argues that the breach 
between policy and practice in sustainable development governance is due 
to under-consideration of the role of institutions – particularly observable in 
the case of non-formal institutions – and results in improper agenda-setting 
that fails to consider the governance context and the respective formal and 
informal institutions. 

Parto’s research on waste governance and management (in his words, “waste 
subsystems”), despite acknowledging the impact of Europeanization on 
national policy, indicates the prime role of a variety of formal, semi-formal 
and informal institutions in each governance context that are not under the 
outright influence of EU-level policy mechanisms and decisions. In the light 
of his findings, Parto calls for a deliberative policy analysis that takes path-
dependence into consideration and is sensitive to institutions at all scales.

In short, Parto (2005), with his systems theory-laden institutionalist 
perspective, defines waste governance as a “sub-system” within the national 
context that should be considered with respect to the institutions at all scales. 
The originality of Parto’s contribution lies in highlighting the role of civil 
society and certain behavioral and cultural elements in governance processes, 
which do not necessarily operate under the direct influence of supranational 
(in the case he presents, EU level) policy-making processes. He defines these 
components as semi-formal and informal institutions; he explains the policy 
implementation failures in terms of their insensitivity to the data concerning 
these institutions, and a lack of deliberative policy processes which would 
allow decision-makers to gain respective knowledge. 

2.1.3  Simin Davoudi and Waste Governance as the Re-Distribution of 
Environmental Bads

Another distinct institutionalist perspective is presented by Davoudi 
(2000, 2009, see also Davoudi and Evans 2005) in her work on the United 
Kingdom, where she addresses various challenges to governance of what 
she defines as “controlled waste,” namely household and industrial waste. 
The author analyzes waste governance and management with respect to 
the regionalization of environmental governance and state rescaling under 
the changing modes of production that situate the shift from Fordist-
Keynesianism to post-Fordism. 
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By “Fordist-Keynesianism,” Davoudi (2009) refers to “the Fordist mode of 
mass production anchored by the Keynesian welfare state which dominated 
the post-war economic regulation in the Western industrial nations”, within 
which regional institutions appear as agents of nation-states to pursue 
their regulatory and economic redistribution functions. Davoudi (2009) 
challenges the claims that the regional policy of Keynesian welfare nation-
states targeting even spatial distribution of economic gains has weakened 
under global economic restructuring since the 1970s (see Brenner 1998, 
2003), and that these redistributive functions have been subrogated by an 
entrepreneurial and competitive form of organization based on regional 
growth (see Jonas and Ward 2002). Davoudi (2009) instead proposes that the 
re-distributive functions of regional institutions have not ceased to exist; they 
rather changed form. Through examination of regions within the context 
of municipal waste governance, the author argues that regionalization 
(the new metropolitan reform), in the case of environmental governance, 
carries features of state-spatial Fordist-Keynesianism rather than revoking 
it. Following Beck’s (1992, 1998) argument regarding risk society, the author 
argues that a major concern of redistribution is not the even distribution of 
economic gains, but instead the environmental bads – and the major site 
within which the regulatory accounts of such distribution unfolds has been 
at the EU level rather than the nation-state.

The author shows how regionalization of waste management in the 
UK unfolds under the newly introduced EU policy schemes through 
establishment of new regional institutions, which she interprets as a nation-
state response to regulate the contentious character of (re)distribution of 
waste as an environmental bad. Davoudi (2009) provides substantial input to 
the waste governance literature through displaying how production of scale 
operates in spatial allocation of environmental bads under the restructuring 
of environmental governance, and internationalizing policy regimes. 

2.1.4 Bulkeley et al. and Modes of Governing Waste

Bulkeley, Watson and Hudson (2007) adopt a neo-Foucauldian approach 
with the objective of understanding how (waste) governing works. They 
draw appealing conclusions concerning the governing of municipal solid 
waste in the UK. To explain the terms of the authors’ major contribution 
to the literature as their (neo-Foucauldian) conceptualization of modes of 
governing waste, it is fundamental to revisit their extended and conceptual 
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focus on the terms of governing, governance, and governmentality in order 
to develop a sophisticated understanding of the literature. 

To Bulkeley et al. (2007), in its simplest terms, the act of governing “implies 
a focus on how collective action is organized and conducted” (ibid.: 2734). In 
their quest for understanding how governing works, the authors question the 
existing perspectives on governance. Coming to terms with the discussions 
on the concept of governance that commonly negates the understandings 
of nation-state as the only politically relevant governing body, the authors 
distinguish three major interpretations of the term as driven from the 
literature (see ibid.): 

1. Governance as an umbrella concept: In this approach, governance becomes 
an instrument for understanding the multiplicity of practices and processes 
engaging state and non-state actors as well as autonomous practices of 
self-governing, the individual existence or associations of which deploy 
collective action (see Kooiman 2003, and Coaffee and Healey 2003). 

2. Governance as a non-hierarchical relation: This perspective defines 
governance in terms of the partnerships between state and non-state actors 
(see Bulkeley et al. 2007: 2735 for an extended list of literature); it stipulates 
the incorporation of non-state actors in decision-making processes and 
interprets governance only in relation to autonomous forms of action by 
non-state actors or partnerships of non-state actors with state actors. 

3. Governance as a multilevel association: Multi-level governance perspective 
focuses on re-distribution of nation-state functions to supra- and sub-
nation-state level organizations and institutions through processes of 
transnationalization, internationalization and/or regionalization (see 
MacLeod and Goodwin 1999). 

To Bulkeley et al. (2007), the governance literature is susceptible to two 
significant characteristics regarding the nature of governing: the plurality of 
sites and practices of governing, and the complex ways power operates – 
how it is gained, sustained and realized – as part of governing processes. 
According to the authors, despite the fact that studies on different forms and 
modes of governance (i.e., Jessop 2002, 2003) achieve a level of sensitivity 
concerning the multiplicity of governing practices, these respective studies 
fail to provide a detailed account on the content of and context for what 
they define as mode of governance. In their efforts to address these gaps, the 
authors engage in a neo-Foucauldian governmentality perspective, which 
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they utilize in a productive dialogue with governance literature to develop 
a new conceptual frame for analysis and understanding of waste-related 
decision-making processes and practices. 

Like Foucault (1982), Bulkeley et al. (2007) are mainly concerned with how 
power operates and is exercised by governing bodies, rather than why it 
operates the way it does. Based on more recent interpretations of Foucault’s 
work (see also MacKinnon 2000; Uitermark, 2005), and the insight that 
power is dispersed within society and is not specifically attributed to a 
group or a class, Bulkeley et al. (2007) focus on the governmental rationalities 
as the determination of the desired result of governing, the object to be 
governed, how to govern it, and governmental technologies as the necessary 
instruments to allow the governing authority to achieve the act of governing 
“at a distance.” The authors underline that 

some parallels may be drawn between the concepts of `modes of steering’ and 
governmental technologies; however, the latter can be seen as encompassing both 
policy instruments (regulation, market mechanisms, benchmarking, etc.) and 
material infrastructures (particular instruments, forms of service delivery, and so 
on), while the former are usually conceived in more general and abstract terms” 
(ibid.: 2737).

In light of the respective theoretical insights, the authors define four major 
modes of waste governance that characterize certain periods in the UK while 
still co-existing with other modes: disposal, diversion, eco-efficiency, and 
waste as a resource. To the authors, each mode incorporates their dominant 
governing agencies (such as local governments or EU); institutional relations 
(such as hierarchical or heterarchical); governmental technologies (as in the 
cases of landfill sites or education campaigns); and governed entities (such 
as local governments and/or individuals as active or passive entities) that 
are dependent upon the dominant mode of governing waste.

Bulkeley, Hudson and Watson’s (2007) critical and elaborate delineation 
of notions of government, governance, governmentality, and governing, 
along with their presentation of multiple modes of governing as informed 
by waste materiality and technologies, is a significant contribution in terms 
of showing how governing operates. Furthermore, and of paramount 
importance, they put forth the non-dissociable relation between decision-
making and implementation processes (Bulkeley et. al. 2005).
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2.1.5 Anna Davies on Geographies of Waste Governance

Davies (2008, see also Davies 2005, 2009, 2013) provides an analytical 
framework for the analysis of waste governance in which she carefully 
examines perspectives on waste networks (Fagan 2004), institutionalist 
accounts (Parto 2005), modes of governing waste (Bulkeley et al. 2007) 
which are similarly covered by this literature review as part of my inquiry, 
and the political ecology approach (as taken into consideration by Myers 
2005, see section 3.3.3). Davies (2008:4), like Fagan, conceptualizes waste as 
a governable fluid object; she points at the existing flows of waste within 
and between nation-states, and how they are shaped under the existing 
mechanisms of governance and governing in different geographies 
(ibid.: 4). The author defines waste governance as a site of networks and 
collaborations as well as struggles between state and non-state actors. In 
her discussion of waste governance, Davies incorporates perspectives of 
governance and governmentality through utilization of Bulkeley et al.’s 
(2007) conceptualization of modes of governance. Her analyses focus on the 
interrelations between nature, society, politics and economy. What makes 
her work distinct is the consideration of the undeniably embedded role of 
geography within waste governance (Davies 2008: 19).

Davies’ (2008) study reinforces her conceptual framework through 
empirical research. Firstly, she studies networks, partnerships and conflicts 
in a multiplicity of geographical contexts from Europe, the USA, Oceania 
and Africa. Secondly, she presents an in-depth analysis of waste-related 
“interventions, interactions and outcomes” in the cases of New Zealand 
(see also Davies 2009) and Ireland (see also Davies 2005) with respect to 1) 
political and economic development, 2) nature, culture and society, and 3) 
environmental policy. When considering how waste governance unfolds 
in various cases that the author reviewed, Davies’s (2008, 2013) findings 
suggest that while the respective practices converge in terms of interventions, 
they diverge with respect to their discursive constructions and materials 
outcomes. This divergence mainly originates from historically-established 
relations between society, politics, economics and environment. In all cases, 
modes of governance unfold through increasing engagement of non-state 
actors in the policy processes. 

In sum, Davies’ (2008) study underlines the importance of history, geography 
and context dependency with respect to the policy interventions, actor 
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interactions, and respective outcomes. Nonetheless, as pointed at by Parizeau 
(2009), Davies (2008), while providing us with significant insights from a 
variety of geographical contexts, neglects the divergent cases (with different 
social, economic and institutional backgrounds) within these geographies. 
Thus, the place-specific relations of power and their role in shaping waste 
governance remains an open question, when considering her work. 

2.1.6 Scheinberg and Mol’s Intervention on Ecological Modernization

A relatively recent study within which solid waste governance and 
management is studied with regards to institutions and socio-technical 
systems is Scheinberg and Mol’s (2010) work on Bulgaria. Their study 
incorporates the necessary grounds for understanding Bulgaria’s 
institutional challenges shaped under the EU harmonization process, as well 
as increasing costs of operation under the economic transformation. In doing 
so, the authors benefit from the concepts of “modes of modernization” and 
“modernized mixtures.”

Primarily an idea placing ecology within the sphere of economics, and 
based on solving environmental problems without compromising economic 
gains, ecological modernization locates institutions (i.e., governmental, 
scientific and technological, and market) and technological change at the 
core of socio-technical transformation (see Mol and Spaargaren 2000 and 
Mol et al, 2009). Keeping a critical distance from ecological modernization 
approaches, Scheinberg and Mol (2010) direct their attention towards the 
transformation of socio-technical aspects of infrastructure under socio-
economic and environmental re-structuring. They are mainly interested in 
“ecological modernization as modernized mixtures related to the emergent 
combinations of simple and advanced technologies; small and large-scale 
systems; centralized and decentralized control; public, private, formal, and 
informal actors; citizen participation and professional management; and 
uniformity and diversity of systems” (Scheinberg and Mol 2010: 20-21).

Scheinberg and Mol (2010) conceptualize solid waste management as a 
socio-material system of goods and service provision, and assess this system 
in terms of institutional assets and actor behaviors. The analysis, therefore, 
takes into account the inter-relations between public and private forms 
of provision, as well as commercial and domestic users. Under such an 
understanding of the solid waste management system, the authors analyze 
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seventeen small-scale projects that introduced advanced technologies 
between 1996 and 2008. Despite the fact that half of the projects reviewed 
by the authors have failed to be implemented, the findings of the research 
indicate a number of factors underlying the successful implementation 
processes:

• Collaboration between national and international professionals
• Inclusion of actors such as NGOs, academicians, users, etc.
• The will of local actors to consider and own the solid waste as an area of 

intervention
• Securing decentralized interventions not only in terms of provision but 

also finances to secure benefits and decrease the possible risks

According to Scheinberg and Mol (2010), mainstream EU ecological 
modernization approaches have limited sensitivity to the needs and 
requirements of localities and are based on the promotion of a best-practices 
model. Solid waste management modernization perspectives are based on 
the determining role of nation-state level actors in collaboration with the 
consultants (Scheinberg and Mol 2010). Yet, the municipalities are mainly 
considered passive implementers. In sum, the case of Bulgaria presents 
alternatives to unalloyed subjugation to EU harmonization by connecting 
the supranational ideals of modern infrastructure provision and locally-
embraced approaches (Scheinberg and Mol 2010).

Scheinberg and Mol’s (2010) approach is crucial for our analysis in terms of 
showing how policy transfer mechanisms operate in a case like Bulgaria: 
under increased pressure to harmonize with the EU model and yet lacking the 
necessary economic and socio-technical means. Critiquing the mainstream 
ecological modernization approaches that are based on the promotion of a 
best-practices model and display limited sensitivity to local dynamics, their 
work shows how newly-introduced technologies co-exist with existing ones 
– along with centralized and decentralized, public and private formal and 
informal, technocratic and non-technocratic, standard and diverse forms 
of infrastructure provision and management (Scheinberg and Mol 2010). 
Therefore, the modernized mixtures perspective is successful in engaging the 
terms of policy transfer, and the related changes within the policy regimes, 
in the discussion of waste governance and management —especially in 
contexts where such transfer would lead to a constructive tension between 
existing and newly introduced socio-technical configurations.
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2.1.7  Basil van Horen and Organizing Service Delivery under Splintering 
Urbanism

In his article on solid waste management in the Colombo metropolitan area 
of Sri Lanka, van Horen (2004) studies the increased role of the private sector 
and civil society in the fragmentation of infrastructure service delivery 
and management. In doing so, van Horen utilizes and builds upon the 
concept of splintering urbanism. The influential “splintering urbanism” 
thesis – originally presented by Graham and Marvin (2001) – argues that 
infrastructure networks are unbundled within various processes that 
fragment the social and material fabric of cities. 

Van Horen (2004) analyzed the increasing private-sector involvement 
fostered by new, strategically-oriented and project-based understandings 
of urban management shaped under the liberalizing market, information 
and technology policies. In doing so, van Horen (2004) follows Graham 
and Marvin (2001) in terms of his concepts regarding the transformation 
of waste governance and management. To the author, the major driver of 
the transformation of solid waste management is the increasing economic 
constraints following the world economic crisis of the 1970s, and the attached 
introduction of measures of privatization. 

To van Horen (2004), as also stated by Graham and Marvin (2001), 
fragmentation does not only take place socially, economically, institutionally 
and spatially, but also in terms of service and infrastructure delivery and 
management. Key to his argument is his empirical analysis of the role of 
the shifting relations between public, private and civil society actors in the 
production of fragmentation. Secondly, fragmentation is not necessarily 
negative at all times; it may have positive consequences such as increasing 
overall area coverage and collection of considerably larger amounts of waste 
per day. Some of these positive consequences are related to the technical 
aspects of service delivery, i.e., improvement in the service coverage area 
and collection of larger volumes of waste. Nevertheless, the author shows 
that the improvement of area coverage had no impact on the provision 
of services to low-income neighborhoods that never had access to the 
respective services. Furthermore, to van Horen, fragmentation also plays a 
major part in the recognition of the role of civil society organizations and 
the informal sector. The characteristics of the informal waste sector, which, 
despite not being recognized by the formal authorities, plays a major role in 
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the collection and recycling of the waste in Colombo, are also of concern for 
the study. To van Horen (2004), the informal sector acts complementarily to 
the formal solid waste management system by 1) having no financial burden 
on the formal management system, 2) representing “an environmental 
efficiency” (ibid.: 762) through the realization of the value of the recyclable 
and reusable materials, 3) contributing to the reduction of waste dumped in 
landfills, and 4) subsidizing the livelihoods of the poor.

Unlike the previously mentioned studies, van Horen’s (2004) point of 
reference for his analysis of waste governance and management is focusing 
on the urban level, and the fragmentation within the domain of service 
and infrastructure delivery under privatization. By placing his analysis of 
waste within an efficiency-inefficiency paradigm, van Horen (2004) defines 
waste as a resource that can be effectively managed; the inefficacies of 
waste management could be solved through proper interventions by urban 
planners and managers. Therefore, the author frames waste governance 
and management mainly as an organizational issue. van Horen’s 
analysis is intriguing in terms of its positive conclusion, which states that 
organizationally fragmenting aspects of waste governance may carry the 
potential for inclusionary practices by making the informal sector and civil 
society actors more visible (van Horen 2004). 

Van Horen (2004) highlights the societal, institutional and socio-technical 
consequences of new logics of governance and management (such as 
privatization) at the local scale, and shows how waste governance and 
management unfolds as an interplay between public and private sectors 
as well as civil society, and is significant in terms of acknowledging civil 
society and informal waste-picking practices as part of waste governance 
and management. His analysis is intriguing in terms of showing how the 
informal sector acts complementarily to the formal solid waste management 
system.

2.2   Deriving Lessons: Constitutive Elements, Gaps and Bridging 
the Gaps

In this chapter, I have introduced a number of empirically-informed and 
theoretically-framed studies problematizing waste governance. Reading 
waste governance literature with a critical lens, I have aimed at deriving the 
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concepts, concerns and perspectives that could shed light on understanding 
waste and its governance. Each study has a unique perspective and made 
significant contributions to the waste governance literature. The review of the 
literature provides us with the constitutive components of waste governance 
that should be taken into consideration while building a framework of 
analysis for our own purposes:

• The changes in the policy responses towards waste (i.e., under processes 
of adaptation to EU policy), and institutional and actor responses to the 
changing regulatory frames taking place at various scales;

• The specific agendas and goals of governing bodies, as well as the 
multiplicity of governmental technologies they use to govern waste;

• The discourses within which waste is placed by the governing bodies and 
actors and that drive their actions, respective to political action that could 
form around waste governance and management:

• The role of geography- and context- dependent economic, social, cultural 
and environmental aspects in shaping waste-related decision-making 
processes and outcomes;

• The emergence of diverse and mixed forms of socio-technical responses 
towards waste under the changing/internationalizing regimes of policy 
and practice, and how these practices unfold at the local scale;

• The changing role of informal sectors (in terms of complementing formal 
practices) and civil society within urban governance and management of 
waste.

The existing body of research has been successful in elucidating the 
constitutive elements of waste governance; however, it remains rather 
limited in the treatment of three major issues. Firstly and most importantly, 
the role of materialities and technologies of waste in shaping waste-related 
decision-making processes, despite being acknowledged by some of the 
studies (i.e. Fagan 2002 in addressing materiality, Bulkeley et al. 2007 in 
pointing at technology), is rather under-reflected. The studies remain 
especially limited in addressing the processes through which materiality and 
technologies of waste transforms and inform waste governance. How do 
socio-technical responses towards waste emerge and/or transform in relation 
to waste governance processes? What is the role of changing materialities 
(i.e., volumes and composition) of waste in their flows and technologies in 
shaping these responses? 
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Secondly, current literature on waste governance has the general tendency to 
either neglect or frame urbanization only by reference to population increase 
and the subsequent increase in waste production. The studies either visit 
the situated, place-specific socio-spatial characteristics and social relations 
of power or the circulatory aspects of urbanization (i.e., flows of materials, 
ideas, labor and capital) systematically. Some of the analyses, albeit their 
acknowledgment of civil society (Parto 2005, Scheinberg and Mol 2010) as 
well as so-called informal waste collection activities (van Horen 2009) in 
shaping waste service delivery, particularly limit the respective discussion 
to the more effective organizations by formal institutions in solving waste 
governance and management problems. A similar comment is valid for 
Davoudi’s (2009) analysis on the production of scale. In her analysis, 
rescaling unfolds as an institutionally-determined spatial fix (i.e. the region) 
for re-allocating environmental bads. Such an approach may not only 
conceal the situated dynamics that are shaped in response to institutionally 
determined scales of waste governance and management, but also the extra-
institutional forces embedded within these processes. How does waste 
governance inform, and how is it informed, by the situated and circulatory 
aspects of urbanization? 

Lastly, although the studies adopt a certain understanding within which 
they define waste, i.e., global fluid (Fagan 2002, 2004), an environmental 
bad (Davoudi 2009), and a governable object (i.e. Bulkeley 2007), the 
various meanings attributed to waste by various actors —and how these 
meanings evolve and shape waste governance and management processes 
—have not been a major of concern for any of the studies. In this respect, 
Fagan’s analysis is an exception in that it points out the politics of waste 
governance shaped around waste materiality, and defines scale as a dynamic 
and relational element that is constructed within and through interactions 
between networks. Nonetheless, her analysis focuses on the possible forms 
of contestation against socio-technical change (which she defines within the 
scope of waste governance) rather than how and why diverse socio-technical 
responses towards waste emerge and transform in response to social-
relations of power.

The gaps in the literature indicate an approach that allows the researcher not 
only to grasp the nature of transformation and outcomes of waste governance 
in a fashion that is informed not only by the constitutive elements of waste 
governance presented above, but also the materialities, technologies and 
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social-constructions of waste and urbanization processes. The urgency of 
such a perspective points at another newly emerging body of research: the 
urban political ecologies (UPE) of waste. In the next chapter, I delve into the 
world of urban political ecologies of waste, analyze the existing research, 
and present my theoretical and analytical approach for my research based on 
the leverage points of this body of research. 
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3.  Urban Political Ecologies of Waste or  
Situating Waste Governance

Political ecology and its subfield of urban political ecology are widely 
utilized frameworks. Topics studied with these perspectives vary widely 
in terms of not only geographical context but also subject matter. Matters 
of interest diverge from classical texts on land degradation (Blaikie and 
Brookfield 1987) and famine (Watts 1983) to recent studies on water 
(Swyngedouw 2004), infrastructure (Monstadt 2009), socio-technical regimes 
and sustainability transitions (Lawhon and Murphy 2011), greenbelts (Keil 
and Macdonald 2016), and extend towards research on war (Le Billon 2001). 
What kinds of frameworks would allow such diverse range of research 
under their umbrellas? What is political ecology, and its subfield urban 
political ecology? With what theoretical, conceptual and analytical insights 
do they provide us?

In this chapter, I am not aiming to provide the readers with a full-fledged 
genealogy of either political ecology or the subfield of urban political ecology. 
This has already been achieved by various established scholars in the field 
through a number of comprehensive reviews on the histories, geographies 
and traditions of both political (Perreault, Bridge and McCarthy 2015, Bryant 
2015, Khan 2013, Robbins 2011, Watts 2015) and urban political ecology 
(Angelo and Wachsmuth 2015; Heynen 2013, 2015, 2017; Keil 2003, 2005; 
Lawhon et al. 2013; Monstadt 2009; Swyngedouw and Kaika 2014; Zimmer 
2010). Instead, I present and underline the general lines of theoretical and 
methodological premises underlying political and urban political ecology 
research, which the subfield of urban political ecology also shares. Then, 
I delineate the perspective of urban political ecology and new research 
agendas emerging from this subfield. I elucidate the related theoretical 
possibilities for the study of waste and its governance. Subsequently, I focus 
on and provide a critical overview of the works on waste adopting the UPE 
perspective, and where they sit within the emergent research agendas. Lastly, 
I conclude with a proposal for a framework, which addresses the leverage 
point of the existing studies and provides the theoretical and analytical bases 
of this research.
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3.1   Political Ecology: An Epistemological, Theoretical and Political 
Project

Political ecology, in its simplest sense, is the study of nature and society 
relations. Bridge et al. (2015:7-8) state that it is not the scale, social-space 
or the subject of concern that coalesces the expanding number of studies 
in the field; rather, three major and overarching characteristics manifest 
themselves in theoretical, methodological and political engagements of 
political ecology research. First of all, political ecology is critical and post-
positivist in its conceptualization of human-environment relations. Rooted 
in Marxist political economy studies, it later evolved under the impulses 
of poststructuralist, feminist and postcolonial accounts; its perspectives 
reject the simplistic conceptions of nature-society relations. Therefore, social 
(power) relations and (discursive) constructions of nature are constitutive 
of the material existence of nature, and the material existence of nature 
has the capacity to shape the very social relations within which it becomes 
meaningful. The second encompassing character is the methodological 
pledge to use qualitative methods, mostly utilized jointly with secondary 
sources and/or qualitative methods, and combined with a historical 
approach. Qualitative research methods, such as in-depth interviews and 
observation, remain important sources of information and knowledge in 
understanding the socio-natural realities. Lastly, and most importantly, 
political ecology studies are not only engaged in the study of the role of 
society and politics in the production of nature, but acknowledge that they 
themselves are political in nature. Political ecology studies aim at challenging 
the mainstream understandings of reality, and provide an alternative 
explanation that emphasizes the aim for socio-ecological justice to empower 
emancipatory politics and systemic change. With Bridge et al.’s (2015) words: 

Political ecology is an explicitly normative intellectual project, which has from its 
beginning highlighted the struggles, interests, and plight of marginalized 
populations: peasants, indigenous peoples, ethnic and religious minorities, 
women, the poor. (ibid.: 8)

3.2  The Urban Political Ecology Approach in a Nutshell

Urban political ecology (UPE) was introduced to the vibrant academic 
terrain of political ecology as a research program in the mid-1990s by Erik 
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Swyngedouw’s (1996) seminal work: The City as a hybrid: On nature, society 
and cyborg urbanization (Heynen 2013). Based on the major theoretical, 
methodological and political concerns of political ecology research, UPE 
diverges from and adds to this open-ended framework through its critique 
of both political ecology and urban theory for their silence in acknowledging 
the socionatural basis of urban(ization) processes (Keil 2003, 2005; Heynen 
et al. 2006, Monstadt 2009). This perspective engages the debates on 
nature-society relations with urban theory in two major ways. The first is 
the redefinition of what is simply understood as nature. Under such logic, 
water, waste, energy and the like become hybrid/quasi- objects that are part 
natural and part social (socio-nature). Secondly, UPE considers the processes 
concerning the production of nature with respect to “urban metabolism” 
and “urbanization.” According to UPE, urbanization is a process through 
which nature is metabolized and urbanized (Swyngedouw 2004), and the 
metabolic nature of urbanization unfolds through enmeshed material, 
biophysical, social, cultural, political and economic relations, which are 
dynamic, metabolic, and circulatory (Heynen 2013, Swyngedouw and Kaika 
2014, Swyngedouw 2015). Therefore, UPE approaches focus on the multi-
scaled assemblages shaped around the socio-nature (Loftus 2012).

The origins of UPE approach lie in the Marxian conceptualization of nature 
and society relations and date back to progressive conceptualization of 
the term “metabolism” (Stoffwechsel in German) by Marx (1976: 133), later 
advanced by David Harvey (1996) in his work Justice, Nature and the City as 
well as Neil Smith (1984, 2008) with his production of nature thesis. Therefore, 
the starting point of UPE is deeply rooted in Marxist accounts of critical 
geography. Respectively, the early UPE studies focus on the production of 
socio-nature with respect to uneven distribution of environmental inequalities 
and resources under the capitalist system (Walker 2012). Despite the robust 
ties to critical political economy thinking in its early accounts, UPE studies 
(Swyngedouw 1996, 2004; Swyngedouw and Heynen 2003; Kaika 2005; Heynen 
et al. 2006) have developed considerable connections to poststructuralism and 
feminist posthumanism, specifically by means of acquiring certain rationales 
of Bruno Latour’s Actor Network Theory (ANT) (Brenner et al. 2011: 232, Keil 
2011: 716, see also Castree 2002, cf. Monstadt 2009) and Donna Haraway’s 
conceptualization of the non-human (see Swyngedouw 2006). This influence 
is depicted in the early attempts to set an agenda for UPE with the definition 
of urbanization as a “social process of transforming and reconfiguring nature” 
(Swyngedouw 2006: 33) and ‘city’ as a 
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metabolic circulatory process that materializes as an implosion of socio-natural 
relations, a process which is organized through socially articulated networks and 
conduits whose origin, movement, and position is articulated through complex 
political, social, economic, and cultural relations. These relations are invariably 
infused with myriad configurations of power relations alongside the material, 
symbolic, and imaginary (or imagined) practices (ibid.: 33).

Therefore, the UPE perspective presents a number of key progressions 
regarding the study of socio-nature, which differentiate the approach 
from its contemporaries in the fields of political ecology and urban theory. 
Nonetheless, the respective ideas that underlie the progressive perspective 
of the studies are also subject to major critique regarding a number concerns: 
1) the engagement of neo-Marxist and poststructuralist and posthumanist 
accounts, and the contextualization of situated urban experiences within the 
broader framework of capitalism for the explanation of the social relations 
and their role in the production of socio-nature, and 2) the understandings 
of the city, the urban, and urbanization as a process in relation to socio-
ecological flows.

Two of the most eminent critics of UPE regarding its view on societal 
relations are Holifield (2009) and Grove (2009). Grove’s critique focuses on 
the exclusion of cultural dynamics – which he believes are explicitly political 
—whereas Holifield offers an ontological and epistemological critique from 
an actor network theory perspective (Heynen 2013). The author argues that 
UPE’s treatment of non-human is different in nature and not consistent with 
ANT in the sense that UPE depicts social relations as a driver for relations 
that produce socio-natures, meaning that the actors and the social context 
enable certain material flows and circulations. Therefore, UPE utilizes 
selected logics of ANT (Brenner et al. 2011: 232); however, UPE has strong 
ties to the analysis of social relations as mobilizers of processes within which 
socio-nature is urbanized. In this regard, relations of power, seen as being 
economic and political as well as material and discursive simultaneously 
(Walker 2012), play a central role in UPE research. In parallel, are the 
recent attempts by Nik Heynen to incorporate antiracist, postcolonial and 
indigenous theory (Heynen 2015, see also Heynen 2017 for a critique from 
the queer and feminist perspectives) with the neo-Marxist foundations of 
the framework used to not only advance UPE in terms of strengthening 
democracy, but also to mobilize the embedded politically transformative 
potentialities.
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The second line of critique focuses on the unit of analysis in UPE research, 
rooted in the divergent approaches to the conceptualizations of the city and 
the processes of urbanization. In this line of critique, there have emerged two 
major trends that could influence the prospective academic work. The first is 
the critique on the “methodological cityism” of UPE. Based on Brenner and 
Schmid’s (2011) recent thesis on planetary urbanization (see also Keil 2011 
on the transnational UPE), and Keil’s (2003) position for the consideration of 
a Lefebvrian understanding of urbanization, Wachsmuth (2012) and Angelo 
and Wachsmuth (2015) claims that UPE is methodologically cityist and that 
most UPE works take the city as the major unit of analysis for processes of 
transformation that cannot be essentially restricted to the city. In this respect, 
the authors call for studies focusing on the sites of the so-called extended 
urbanization1 (see Arboleda 2016 for a case production of nature in the non-
city), entailing the changing property relations, resource flows and spatial 
division of labor that extend the city and play a role in its constitution. 

While the methodological cityism critiques call for an extension from the city 
scale, another group of scholars, with premises of radical incrementalism and 
sensitivity to difference, call for situating and provincializing (see Chakrabarty 
2000) UPE through empirically-informed works (Lawhon et al. 2013). This 
perspective mainly aims at theorizing from the South, specifically from the 
African cities context, and expanding the theorization possibilities within the 
scope of UPE through the inclusion of various grounded “urban experiences” 
(Lawhon et al. 2013). With respect to the two emergent research agendas, it 
would not be wrong to claim that UPE’s distinct perspective of the production 
of nature has become a force field studies focusing on situated experiences 
within the cities and emerging works on the so-called extended urbanization.

1 Brenner and Schmid (2011) states that the urban question should address more than the simplistic 
notions of urban-rural divide and be considered with respect to the processual (by reference to 
Harvey 1978) and transformative relations that unfold in diverse scales, sites, territories and 
landscapes that transcends the city. Therefore, they define planetary urbanization as a generalized 
form of urbanization that supersedes the urban-rural divide, and entails differentiated patterns 
and pathways of urbanization through a dialectic of concentration and extension. What is meant 
by concentrated urbanization is the moment of agglomeration within the urbanization processes. 
Meanwhile, the geography of extended urbanization entails the changing property relations, 
resource flows and spatial division of labor that extends the city while playing a role in its 
constitution. To put this in Brenner’s (2013) own words: “This extended landscape of urbanization 
is now a force field of crisscrossing state regulatory strategies designed to territorialize long-term, 
large-scale investments in the built environment and to channel flows of raw materials, energy, 
commodities, labor, and capital across transnational space”.
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In light of the above presented theoretical and conceptual insights, what 
distinct analytical tools does the UPE approach provide for the purposes 
of this research? First of all, through its attentiveness to the materiality of 
urban processes (Monstadt 2009), UPE presents the necessary analytical 
instruments to discuss waste governance with respect to the very materiality 
of waste, as informed by the situated social-relations of power and in 
relation to the circulatory aspects of urbanization processes. Therefore, the 
UPE perspective effectively addresses the research gaps within the waste 
governance literature. 

Secondly, in its treatment of the processes through which nature is 
urbanized, UPE has a particular interest in the production of socio-ecological 
injustice. UPE focuses on the existing conditions and the complex processes 
that produce socio-ecologically unequal conditions and outcomes. Thus it 
diverges not only from the techno-managerial discourses of sustainability, 
which locate the production of nature within a discourse of efficiency, but 
also from the environmental justice approaches that focus on the distribution 
of environmental bads (Swyngedouw and Kaika 2014, Swyngedouw 2015). 
Research on the multi-faceted nature of waste-society relations facilitates 
a discussion on waste governance with respect to the (changing) material, 
institutional, symbolic and discursive formations, as well (political) 
understandings shaped around waste. Such a discussion has great potential 
of elucidating the relations shaping waste governance and the embedded 
political capacities for transformation towards a more just waste governance 
and management system.

3.3   Urban Political Ecologies of Waste: A Newly Emerging Body of 
Research

Waste governance and management, when compared to matters of concern 
such as water and energy, is a relatively understudied topic within the body 
of UPE research. The appearance of waste in political ecology dates back to 
the early 2000s, to works that took waste into consideration in relation to 
state rescaling (Boyle 2002, 2003), and waste governance in the Global South 
(Myers 2005). These were followed by the studies on UPEs of waste (Njeru 
2006; Bjerkli 2013, 2015; Demaria and Schindler 2016; Cornea et al. 2016). 
Existing studies on UPEs of waste have addressed the issues concerning 
the materiality of waste and/or socio-technical change and their role in 
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the constitution of the situated nature of social relations of power. These 
issues have remained under-addressed with the waste governance literature 
presented in chapter 2. This section focuses on major themes driven from 
this body of research. 

3.3.1 Materiality of Waste and its Political Nature

One of the earliest attempts engaging the political ecology approach 
to discuss waste governance is Boyle’s (2002; 2003) work on Ireland. 
Considering Ireland’s then-Celtic Tiger economy2, the author aims at 
investigating the embodiment of ecological projects within the scale 
formation processes under this rapidly growing economy. In doing so, the 
author aspires to facilitate possible further research on the junctures of 
political economy and nature, as well as the political ecology and scale in 
Tiger economies. Boyle (2002) argues that waste (socio-nature) is produced 
under the distinct capitalist social relations that underlie the economy; once 
produced, it displays an agency that could change the very social-relations 
within which it is produced. 

The empirical bases supporting his argument are the emergent forms of 
socio-technical configurations under a rapidly growing economy, such as 
super dumps3, littered streets, compost heaps and public recycling facilities 
(Boyle 2002). According to the author, such forms of socio-nature are not only 
outcomes of capitalist social relations but also “posed a threat to legitimacy 
of the social relations that have lain behind the accumulation strategy that 
has delivered Tigerhood status” (ibid.: 190).

To Boyle (2002: 190), the agency imputed to waste could be “literal and 
imagined”. In this respect, the very physical and dynamic existence of waste 
in landfills or extant in various chemical, physical and biological processes 
(for example, in forms of residues or fly ashes) embedded in capitalist 

2 Tiger economies/states are mainly the emerging Southeast Asian economies of the late capitalist 
era (after the 1960s) such as South Korea, Japan, Singapore etc., and more recently India and 
Brazil, with particular capital accumulation strategies that foster rapid economic growth (Boyle, 
2002).

3 Before the economic boom in the 1990s, landfilling in Ireland was characterized by small-size 
dumping that were larger in quantity; however, under the changing political economic conditions 
and environmental re-scaling, landfills became larger in size and smaller in quantity with 
improved management. They were then named super dumps (Boyle 2002).
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relations of production and consumption not only foster public debates but 
also happen erratically across state, labor and capital and lead to various 
“cultural wars” (Boyle 2002) over how waste along with its governance and 
management is understood. As Boyle (2002) puts it for the Irish case:

Competing readings of waste produced by local, regional, national and 
international politicians, different cohorts of capital and business lobbies, voices 
from the trade union movement, green NGOs, local community groups, 
journalists, engineers and health professionals, and so on have meant that 
conflicts over waste have been rooted in how it is read: as a threat to the amenity 
value of residential neighborhoods, as a toxic substance and health hazard and as 
a public good in the Irish political economy. Socio-nature has agency therefore, 
not only in a literal sense, but also because of the various ways in which it is 
imagined (ibid: 190).

3.3.2 The Context for the Urban Metabolism 

While Boyle’s analysis is informed by the national scale, the following 
studies present situated perspectives and focus on the urban scale. These 
studies present cases especially from the Global South (i.e. Dar es Salaam, 
Delhi, Addis Ababa), where the co-existence of formal and informal forms of 
service delivery is a major characteristic. 

Njeru (2006) and Demaria and Schindler (2016) discuss the materiality 
of waste in relation to political economy, as well as its social and political 
construction. Njeru (2006) focuses on the socio-spatially uneven distribution 
and racialized nature of the plastic waste problem in Nairobi, Kenya in 
relation to broader institutional, political and economic relations. The 
author shows how subjective, competing and coinciding agendas of various 
actors, thus power relations, emerge in relation to the materiality and 
political economy of plastic waste. Demaria and Schindler (2016) presents 
the urban metabolism of Delhi, India via a lens of waste shaped around the 
local government’s aspiration to build an incineration facility (Demaria and 
Schindler 2016). Their analysis is based on the situated relations between 
waste “materiality (e.g. volume, composition, density and its biophysical 
transformation) and political economy (e.g. ownership, access and value 
struggles)” (ibid.: 2016: 297). 
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Adopting a situated UPE perspective informed by ecological economics and 
industrial ecology, Demaria and Schindler (2016) aspired to refine the concept 
of urban metabolism through an understanding that they believe departs 
both from the traditional political- and economy-laden perspectives as well 
as the posthumanist approaches. The interpenetration of industrial ecology 
and ecological economics is evident in the authors’ endeavor to develop a 
more insightful understanding of the contestation of urban metabolism: 

By embracing an understanding of metabolism influenced by industrial ecology 
and ecological economics whose focus is actual material flows, we seek to 
develop a situated understanding of waste in Delhi at the core of which is a 
complex relationship between its materiality (eg volume, composition, density 
and its biophysical transformation) and political economy (eg ownership, access 
and value struggles). In this urban metabolism non-human entities lack agency 
but must be accounted for in a literal sense because a change in their character or 
quantity, or the way in which they are acted upon, can profoundly impact 
political economic processes. We do not simply seek to “empower” materiality as 
a determinant of political economy, rather we demonstrate that materiality and 
political economy are dialectically related and co-constitute urban metabolisms. 
While a change in one or the other may disrupt a stable metabolic configuration 
in particular instances, there is no moment when either serves as context or 
structure. Ultimately, the coevolution of materiality and political economy 
transforms urban metabolisms and as a result political opportunities are fostered 
and foreclosed (ibid.: 297).

Therefore, in this study, the inherent material characteristics of waste, such 
as its composition, volume, calorific value and density, are understood to 
be co-constituents of the urban metabolism along with political economy. 
However, unlike Boyle (2002, 2003), materiality of waste is not attributed as 
an agency, but rather is meaningful with respect to social relations. In their 
analysis, Demaria and Schindler (2016) present a case where waste flows 
are channeled to waste-to-energy facilities by the local authorities. Pursuant 
to the authors’ work, politics encompassing such a contestation of urban 
metabolism takes shape through conflicts and alliances between various 
groups, such as waste pickers, middle-class residents and local government 
authorities, as a motivation to position themselves with respect to change 
and keep their access to waste. The authors liken this process to a resource 
conflict that turns landscapes of waste management —varying from landfills 
to individual doorsteps – into waste commodity frontiers.



3. Urban Political Ecologies of Waste or Situating Waste Governance

68 

3.3.3 Social Relations of Power and Waste Governance 

Unlike the first two studies forefronting the materialities and technologies 
of waste, the analyses of Myers (2005), Bjerkli (2013, 2015) and Cornea et al. 
(2016) mainly focus on the social relations of power and governance shaped 
around waste. 

Garth Myers (2005) studies the waste governance African cities of Dar 
es Salaam, Lusaka and Zanzibar with a political ecology perspective, as 
they are shaped by the United Nations’ Sustainable Cities Program. The 
author posits his analysis within the context of African urbanization along 
with fundamental drivers of African development, which he defines as 
neoliberalism4, sustainable development, good governance, and the politics 
of cultural difference. The approach the author adopts to understand how 
the interlinkages between these drivers is, in his words, a “robust” (Myers 
2005: 14) political ecology approach that aims to 

combine rigorous detail of political, material, symbolic, and historic livelihood 
struggles for people in African cities with consciousness of the ‘‘presence of state 
functionaries’’ and connections to distant ‘‘mines and cities’’ by which those cities 
are also constructed (Myers 2005: 14). 

Although the author defines his approach to political ecology as being 
“robust,” according to McDonald (2007: 368), Myers throws all these 
concepts into one analytical catch-all term called “political ecology, which is 
not revisited in any systematic way in the book.”

Myers (2005) states that the meaning of waste is contested in relation to the 
contexts (for this author’s approach, these contexts are considered as different 
African cities); waste could be considered either a material with which people 
make a living, an environmental problem or a neglected object left to its 
destiny on sidewalks (see also Pelling 2003). The author points to the role of 
individual actors and institutions that hold the power to shape the discursive 

4 To Myers (2005), neoliberalism is an omnipresent free-market ideology based on high inflation 
rates, devalued domestic currency, and export-oriented development patterns accompanied by 
reduced involvement of public sector in economy. Continuous infusion of neoliberalism to 
African cities and states have been occurring by means of structural adjustment programs and 
poverty reduction schemes of a group of international finance institutions that entered the region 
after the economic depression of the 1970s (Myers 2005).
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elements, upon which formation the policies and interventions regarding 
waste are built. Respectively, the author points to the role of the international 
finance institutions in re-structuring the political economy of African cities 
in line with logic driven by privatization, which had also transformed not 
only economy and governance schemes but also society, culture and societal 
consciousness. Accordingly, the author argues that privatization of public 
services is a major cause of reduced political capacity of local governments. 
His findings also show how defining environmental gains in terms of a 
market-friendly and technocratic approach under the respective changes 
have led to a disregard for the livelihoods of local residents. Myers (2005) 
also underlines that the newly-introduced policy schemes are not the only 
causes underlying the (cultural) conflicts regarding waste governance; the 
roots of these conflicts goes back to the pre-independence of the cities, i.e., 
colonial practices.

Unlike Myers’s interest in the policy schemes, Bjerkli (2013, 2015) and 
Cornea et. al. (2016) adopt an everyday perspective on governance of waste, 
which they consider via a Foucauldian notion of power. As presented 
in the previous chapter, to Foucault (1982) power is performatory, and 
extant only in practices. Therefore, in these studies power is considered as 
diffused, dispersed as well as exercised and negotiated among actors, and 
embedded within the social practices. Bjerkli (2013, 2015) discusses the 
power relations shaped around waste by referring to a local government 
project to develop a solid waste management facility in Addis Ababa within 
the scope of good governance. Cornea et. al. (2016) focus on the introduction 
of an at-source-separation project in the small town of Medinipur, in West 
Bengal, and discuss the ramifications of the project with respect to everyday 
environmental governance and uneven distribution of service delivery. 

Bjerkli’s (2015) application of UPE, the discussions on scale and the interests 
and actions of actors are given discrete consideration in the analysis of social 
relations that shape the waste management sector. The author focuses on 
the power relations between various actors and pays special attention to 
the strategic actions of the local government and informal actors. One of 
the major findings of this research, which is also relevant to our purpose of 
understanding the nature of power relations, is that the local government 
is keen to advance and realize the waste management schemes while 
disregarding the informal sector.
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Like Bjerkli (2015), Cornea et al. (2016) emphasize the exceedingly political 
nature of waste management that entails a variety of actors from a 
multiplicity of scales; the authors harness the UPE approach to apprehend 
societal and political economic processes that paved the way for the project. 
Furthermore, as an attempt to theorize from a grounded urban experience 
from the Global South, they place their work within the broader scope of 
situated urban political ecology. Focusing on everyday politics shaped 
around the project and the power relations between actors —varying from 
local and central government authorities to local workers and communities 
—the authors study how these power relations have shaped the common 
UPEs of waste. Like Bjerkli’s study, Cornea et al.’s (2016) work also signals 
the disregard for informal workers in the decision-making processes, as 
well as stigmatization of these subjects. Moreover, their findings, although 
not explicitly depicted, indicate other forms of concentration of power in 
certain groups, as in the case of state authorities exercising power over local 
governments by means of not only formal mechanisms but also informal 
actions, e.g., posing threats.

3.4  Major Contours of Existing Research and Leverage Points

Critical review of the UPEs of waste studies shows that this body of research 
shares common analytical concerns with waste governance approaches such 
as:

• the changes in the policy regimes,
• the institutional and actor responses to these changing policy regimes, 

and the related advent of the introduction of new socio-technical systems, 
and

• the major discourses (such as sustainable development or good 
governance) that drive the waste governance and management practices.

Nonetheless, UPE studies also diverge from and add to these approaches 
by not only addressing the situated social relations of power shaped 
around materialities and/or technologies of waste, but also linking these 
situated practices to the political economic context. Therefore, UPE equips 
the researcher with instruments indicative of the complex nature of waste 
governance by:
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• displaying the relations between political economy and waste materialities 
and technologies,

• considering various political and cultural constructions of waste, and 
how these could carry political potential in terms changing not only waste 
governance but also capitalist social relations,

• studying the situated power relations between various actors.

The critiques on the UPEs of waste elicit certain implications for waste 
governance research and points at leverage points that still require further 
delineation for a more insightful theoretical perspective. First of all, crucial 
analytical insights are required to understand how waste governance 
unfolds – especially when considering the cases from the Global South, 
where recognized and unrecognized forms of socio-technical solutions and 
decision-making processes have a synchronous presence. The exploratory 
power of the existing approaches remains rather restricted in terms of their 
understanding of the production, terms and sustained existence of the 
various recognized and unrecognized forms of labor, decision-making, and 
socio-technical solutions. The respective diversity is understood as a given 
characteristic of the study contexts. For instance, “informal waste pickers” 
are treated as a monolithic entity and their relation to both the private and 
public sectors has not been adequately analyzed. How do heterogeneous 
socio-technical configurations emerge? How do waste governance and 
social relations of power operate within and through diverse socio-technical 
configurations? What are the terms of the sustained co-existence?

Secondly, the existing studies have focused mainly on investigating the 
situated, ordinary, everyday aspects of waste, but have not adeptly explored 
the urbanization of nature as a dynamic and circulatory process. Some 
studies point out the uneven nature of the socio-spatial organization of 
urban space and how this is manifested through the lack of service delivery 
mechanisms (Cornea et. al 2016) or concentration of untreated waste (Njeru 
2006) in poorer neighborhoods or urban planning ideals at the hubs of 
unrecognized waste treatment (Bjerkli 2015). Even in these studies, the city is 
presented as a passive site within which social-material relations take place. 
How do material flows and technological change relate to urbanization? 
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3.5   Theoretical Considerations: Metabolic Urbanization of Waste, 
Urban Heterogeneity and Waste Governance

In this section, building on the existing perspectives and addressing the 
respective leverage points, I introduce the term “metabolic urbanization of 
waste” to portray the complex nature of the processual relation between 
heterogeneous, grounded waste-related practices and contextual elements 
through which waste governance unfolds. In the remainder of the section, I 
explain the metabolic urbanization of waste and its constitutive components 
– namely urban heterogeneity, contextual element and social-relations of 
power. I also introduce the conception of the urban governance of waste 
within the scope of this research.

3.5.1  Metabolic Urbanization of Waste: A Process Cross-Cutting Multiple 
Scales, Sites, and Geographies

In recent years, the debate on urbanization has been pivotal to UPE. In the 
previous sections, I have already introduced two strands of these debates 
that have important ramifications for the understanding of urbanization 
within the UPE research (see section 3.2). When reviewing the recent studies 
on UPEs of waste (Bjerkli 2015, Demaria and Schindler 2016, Cornea et al. 
2016) with respect to their positionality within these newly emerging debates 
on urbanization, we observe that they explicitly place themselves within the 
situated UPE perspective and study place-specific, grounded practices and 
relations. This claim is also valid for the earlier approaches. For example, 
Myers’ (2005) characterization of urbanization is mostly shaped around 
the statistical data concerning population growth rates. Therefore, in their 
application of the situated accounts of UPE, these studies succumb to the 
common pitfalls of considering the urban as a site for socio-material relations, 
and thus confine large parts of analysis to the official city boundaries. Here, 
I deliberately refer to “large parts of analysis.” Certainly, some of the studies 
(Myers 2005, Bjerkli 2015, Cornea et al. 2016) successfully discuss the multi-
scaled character of waste governance by reference to institutions, and 
highlight how actors at different scales (such as international organizations, 
local and central government officials) take part in waste governance 
processes. Nonetheless, these studies fail to acknowledge the circulation 
of labor, capital and waste, which can transcend the traditional boundaries 
of the city and take part in the metabolic relations that give form to waste-
society relations.
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I argue that this circulation operates under a number of societal and material 
forces that unfolds in a multiplicity of geographies, sites and scales, and 
underlies the relationship between the grounded and heterogeneous practices 
and the contextual elements. I refer to this complex interplay between the 
context and grounded practices, which shape waste-society relations and its 
governance, as the metabolic urbanization of waste. The conceptualization is 
based on the groundbreaking work of Erik Swyngedouw on the urbanization 
of water (2004) and his writings on metabolic urbanization (2006). In light 
of the above presented insights, and based on the contributions and gaps 
within UPE literature, I conceptualize the metabolic urbanization of waste as 
the complex interaction between a number of societal and material forces and 
practices that unfold in multiple geographies, sites and scales; thus there is a 
complex interplay between the heterogeneous socio-technical configurations, 
governance relations and contextual elements (political economy, related 
materialities, (transformation) of legal-institutional configurations and 
contingent and unintended consequences of these forces).

3.5.2 Heterogeneity of Socio-Technical Configurations

For the purposes of understanding the synchronous existence of a variety 
of recognized and unrecognized labor, as well as decision-making processes 
and socio-technical solutions and their implications for governance 
arrangements, I draw on Sylvy Jaglin’s (2014) work on urban heterogeneity. 
The author discusses the variety of socio-technical service delivery 
configurations in the Global South with respect to

the totality of actors and institutions, and of equipment and resources, which 
contribute to the delivery of its various components, under some form or other of 
co-production: collaboration (direct or indirect, episodic or permanent), substitution, 
competition, complementarity, etc. (Olivier de Sardan 2010: 5−6 in ibid.: 434f). 

The author argues that “the mode of governance of these delivery 
configurations is neither neutral nor unequivocal” for the cities of 
Global South (Jaglin 2014: 445). She further claims that neither an in-
depth understanding of the terms nor the recognition of socio-technical 
heterogeneity is sufficient for enabling a “peaceful coexistence” of diverse 
delivery configurations (Jaglin 2014:445). Consequently, she makes a call for 
the institutionalization of heterogeneity of service delivery mechanisms, and 
the development of related governance mechanisms. 
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In her discussion about the coexistence of various service delivery 
mechanisms, Jaglin (2014) provides us with a crucial insight regarding the 
conceptualizations of formality and informality, along with their sustained 
coexistence. Referring to Ananya Roy’s (2011) endeavor to comprehend 
the imminent heterogeneity of the Global South, the author states that 
unauthorized and authorized forms of delivery cannot be considered and 
understood as independent from each other, but should rather be taken into 
consideration inter-relationally, as a continuum (Jaglin 2014:438):

Conventional and alternative services are not separate worlds: they belong to a 
socio-technical continuum [emphasis in original] that reflects the heterogeneity of 
southern cities. This echoes broader analyses of developing economies (Lautier 
2004) and urban informality: ‘[a]s a concept, urban informality therefore cannot 
be understood in ontological or topological terms. Instead, it is a heuristic device 
that uncovers the ever-shifting urban relationship between the legal and illegal, 
legitimate and illegitimate, authorized and unauthorized’ (Roy 2011: 233).

Embracing the multiple forms of service delivery and the inter-relationality 
between its authorized and unauthorized forms in the so-called Global 
South, Jaglin also extends her inquiry to the search for possible governance 
solutions for the respective variety with respect to possible institutional 
actions regarding management of diversity.

To resolve these questions, delivery configurations need to be subject to appropriate 
institutions of governance and regulation, which transcend the obsolete distinction 
between the public and the private sectors, formal and informal operators in the 
provision of public goods and services, and which provide an adequate 
coordination of a large number of actors, all with different interests and stakes. Two 
mutually reinforcing categories of action can be undertaken by policy makers: 
reforming the existing structures for delivering services (water, energy, waste 
collection, etc.) so as to make them more supportive for all operators, conventional 
and alternative; engaging directly with all the existing actors of delivery 
configurations so as to negotiate adequate deals that strike a balance between 
benefits and constraints, support and regulation (Jaglin 2014: 444f.).

A critical review of the UPEs of waste literature (Bjerkli 2015; Demaria and 
Schindler 2016; Cornea et al. 2016) reveals the inattentiveness regarding the 
“ever-shifting urban relationship between the legal and illegal, legitimate 
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and illegitimate, authorized and unauthorized” (Roy 2011: 233) and the ways 
the so-called informal and formal practices form a continuity (Jaglin 2014).

Jaglin’s work is original and important for two reasons. First, she 
acknowledges urban heterogeneity in service delivery in a non-mainstream 
way by pointing out the blurred boundaries between formal and informal 
socio-technical configurations. Moreover, Jaglin’s perspective allows us to 
ponder the ways heterogeneous forms of delivery endure as a “continuum.” 
Secondly, Jaglin draws attention to the role of existing and possible 
governance arrangements and relations of power in shaping and regulating 
heterogeneity. She emphasizes the power-laden nature of socio-technical 
service delivery configurations, and how this political nature reveals itself 
through the domination and exploitation of unrecognized practices by public 
sector to ensure control over informal forms of service delivery (ibid.: 436). 
Therefore, power is an immanent part of service delivery configurations and 
their governance.

3.5.3  Waste Governance: A Force Shaping and Simultaneously Shaped by 
Metabolic Urbanization of Waste

Based on the insight that power relations are manifested within and through 
governance processes, and to understand the nature of heterogeneity and its 
implications for waste governance, the term “governance” in this study is 
understood with respect to its “wider meaning, to refer to the modes and 
practices of the mobilization and organization of collective action” (Coaffee 
and Healey 2003: 1979). For detailing this broad definition, I mainly follow 
the recent work of Borrás and Edler (2014) that specifically focuses on the 
governance of the change in socio-technical configurations. In their definition 
of governance, the authors deliberately underline the role of “intentionality” 
of state and non-state actors to refrain from labelling governance as “any 
kind of social interaction that leads to some kind of change would render the 
very concept of governance meaningless” (ibid.: 15). In this respect, 

governance of change, defined as intentional interaction, might produce tensions 
between actors (Borrás, 2012). Those tensions originate in different material 
interests, normative values and perceptions of what change means in relation to 
specific interests and values. This means that the governance of change might 
ultimately be related to the exercise of certain forms of political power and 
economic dominance, reflecting actors’ differences in their ability to mobilize 
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resources and support when influencing change (or preventing it). In other 
words, the tensions and contestations are enhanced in the very process of 
governance, as governance ultimately entails notions of economic dominance 
and political power. In some countries and contexts (unfortunately not all) the 
first is based on fair market competition and the second on democratic processes. 
(ibid. 16)

Following Bulkeley et al.’s (2007) critique of the governance literature for 
neglecting the multiple sites and forms governance takes, I define waste 
governance as the respective modes and practices shaped around the 
intentions of actors to enable or prevent socio-technical change (Borrás 
and Edler). These interactions could take “networked and hierarchical” 
forms or unfold in “antagonistic” (Keil 2009) or collaborative ways. 
Therefore, analyzing governance of socio-technical change necessitates the 
consideration of various state and non-state actors as well as the diverse, 
hierarchical and nonhierarchical, forms of coordination (Borrás and Edler 
2014: 13). In governance of socio-technical configurations, “the intentionality 
of some actors is naturally always contested” (Borrás and Edler 2014: 14). 
Therefore, the economic and political capacities gain importance in shaping 
decision-making processes in relation to the interactions between the actors 
(Borrás and Edler 2014: 14). In this respect, at the heart of waste governance 
lies the social relations of power, and how these “intentional” relations 
develop and change with respect to their perceptions of, claims to and vested 
interests in waste, along with its flows, governance and management. 

When considering the existing UPE research with respect to their treatment 
of power and governance relations, one could argue that the studies limit the 
discussion on power relations to how power operates in everyday practices, 
and to the spheres negotiation between state and non-state actors that unfolds 
in forms of alliances and conflicts, and/or ignorance (mainly regarding 
recycling laborers). The findings of some studies from UPEs of waste research 
discuss waste governance relations with respect to relatively weak positions 
of local governments in decision-making processes regarding socio-technical 
change (Cornea et al. 2016, Myers 2005). These studies point to the role of 
central government authorities (Cornea et.al. 2016) or supra-local institutions 
(Myers 2005) in shaping the respective processes. Other researchers highlight 
the local government attempts to introduce technological change as a way to 
channel the resource (Demaria and Schindler 2016) or capital (Bjerkli 2013) 
flows. Nonetheless, the understanding of power underlying these studies is 
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either not explicitly visited (Demaria and Schindler 2016, Njeru 2006, Myers 
2005) or is based on a Foucauldian notion of power (Bjerkli 2013, Cornea 
et.al. 2016) that excludes the role of contextual/structural dynamics in 
shaping the situated power relations. In line with my conceptual framework, 
which pays attention to the interplay between the context and situated 
practices, I draw on Castells (2009) for my conceptualization of power. The 
author provides a notion of power informed by not only the relational but 
also structural/contextual aspects. However, the role of structural capacity 
of domination (i.e., class, race) in shaping the social relations of power is 
limited to conditioning these relations (ibid.). Defining power relations as 
social actions, the author sets forth the relative autonomy of these actions 
from the structure by means of contestation or with respect to the intrinsic 
nature of the power relation between the actors. In a plain but vivid way, 
Castells explains what power is and how it operates:

Power is the most fundamental process in society, since society is defined around 
values and institutions, and what is valued and institutionalized is defined by 
power relationships. Power is the relational capacity that enables a social actor to 
influence asymmetrically the decisions of other social actor(s) in ways that favor 
the empowered actor’s will, interests, and values. Power is exercised by means of 
coercion (or the possibility of it) and/or by the construction of meaning on the 
basis of the discourses through which social actors guide their action. Power 
relationships are framed by domination, which is the power that is embedded in 
the institutions of society. The relational capacity of power is conditioned, but not 
determined, by the structural capacity of domination. (ibid: 10).

Based on Castells’s definition and for the purposes of this research, power 
is defined as the asymmetrical relations between the actors that could 
take violent or non-violent, and thus discursive, forms. Power relations 
are determined in waste governance through facilitating the processes of 
enabling and/or preventing socio-technical change and/or managing the 
material flows. These relations, while realized by means of situated social 
actions, are also take shape in relation to the context.

3.5.4 Contextual Dynamics

UPE research on urban metabolism of waste has successfully shown that 
neither waste materialities (composition, volume, density, calorific value, 
etc.) nor political economy (conflicts shaped around the ownership of 
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means of production) provides the context for the relations that shape waste 
governance and management (Demaria and Schindler 2016). As Demaria 
and Schindler (2016) state with respect to their empirical work on Delhi, 
“neither political economy nor materiality can be considered context as they 
are always already co-constituted” (ibid.: 294), that “a change in one or the 
other may disrupt a stable metabolic configuration in particular instances, 
there is no moment when either serves as context or structure” (ibid.: 297). 
However, I argue that the materiality of waste is not the only material 
force shaping the metabolic urbanization of waste. Waste-related decisions 
are also matters of land and technology. I further assert that institutional 
configurations could also have a definitive role in the constitution of urban 
metabolism. Therefore, an insightful analysis should be attentive to the 
political economic, institutional and a multitude of material dimensions, 
alongside the contingent, unintended consequences of these factors, in 
shaping the metabolic urbanization of waste. 

Having introduced the theoretical and analytical perspective and aims 
underlying this research, with regards to the leverage points in the 
literature, this research is interested in the emergence and transformation of 
heterogeneous forms of waste-related socio-technical configurations (within 
the scope of metabolic urbanization of waste), and how they inform and 
are informed by urban governance of waste. In line with this major concern 
driven from the literature, the next chapter focuses on the epistemological 
and methodological bases that will help fulfill my theoretical and empirical 
considerations, and thus the study on the metabolic urbanization of waste in 
Ankara and its governance implications.
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4. Methodology 

“Our knowledge of the real world is mediated through 
the construction of the concepts” (Ollman 1976:12). 

In the previous chapters, I have presented my analytical and conceptual quest 
regarding my overarching objective to elucidate the dynamics underlying the 
transformation of waste governance. For the purposes of my research, based 
on the gaps in the literature on the UPEs of waste, I introduced the concept of 
metabolic urbanization of waste as a mediator to grasp the complex nature 
of societal relations with waste. Thus, waste governance, as it co-evolves 
with the situated socio-technical configurations, is considered a force both 
emerging from and giving shape to these very relations. Then, how and why 
do situated socio-technical configurations emerge and transform? And how 
does this transformation inform and is also informed by urban governance 
of waste? This is the major question this research seeks to answer. 

In this chapter, I present the rationale behind the choice of methodology 
and the methods employed to respond to this question. I first explain my 
research approach and how the case study is devised as a research strategy 
with regards to the aim of illuminating the intrinsic relations between the 
context and grounded practices and their implications for waste governance. 
Secondly, I introduce the motivations behind the choice of the city Ankara 
as my case study. I present a brief portrait of Ankara and its current 
heterogeneities, which guided me towards this specific case. Subsequently, 
I present the logic of inquiry, as followed by the data collection methods, the 
respective limitations and ethical concerns. Following the information of the 
data collection methods, I explain the method of analysis and the strategy 
for presentation of the findings.

4.1  Choice of Methodology and Research Strategy

The ontological standpoint driving the inquiry is that the relations underlying 
the production of socio-nature is not only political and economic but also 
social, material, institutional, discursive, and symbolic. Nonetheless, social 
relations of power play a significant determining role in the socio-material 
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processes that underlie the urbanization of nature (Swyngedouw and 
Kaika 2014). Therefore, this research approaches the changing claims, 
vested interests over and understandings of materialities and technologies 
of waste by the actors and the related dynamic social relations of power, in 
determining the metabolic urbanization of waste, with specific attention. 
These ontological as well as analytical and conceptual deliberations signaled 
a methodology that would guide the study of situated and diverse socio-
technical configurations shaped around waste, while simultaneously 
contextualizing them. In this respect, this study follows the methodological 
commitment of political ecology to qualitative methodology that is based on 
the spatial proximity of the researcher to the researched (Bridge et. al 2015: 
7-8). 

A case study methodology was employed as a research strategy (Creswell 
2003; Kitchin and Tate 2000:225; Yin 2003). The deliberate choice of conducting 
a single, qualitative and critical case study for this research had three major 
aspects. First of all, a thorough study of a single case provided the necessary 
tools to elucidate the blurry boundaries between the phenomena of concern 
and the context (Yin 2003), namely the transformation of the grounded socio-
technical configurations in relation to the contextual dynamics. In this respect, 
the case study approach did not serve to present a generalizable account 
or frequencies of the respective relations. Instead, it was instrumentalized 
to grasp and explore their nature, as well as to provide an entry point for 
further literary debates on the very nature of these relations (Berg 2001, 
Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007). Secondly, the single case study provided the 
means to challenge the existing theoretical applications (Yin 2003, Eisenhardt 
and Graebner 2007) of UPEs to waste research. The empirical inquiry 
was initiated through a “strong grounding in arelted literature” and the 
identified gaps (Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007: 26). Therefore, as presented, 
the starting point of the empirical case study was theoretical, and aimed at a 
more discerning application of UPE perspective by opening up to inquiry the 
relational and processual nature of the production of situated socio-material 
relations shaped around waste. Lastly, while challenging the conceptual 
and analytical positions of the existing studies, this study also aspired to 
join in and contribute to the debate from an alternative and understudied 
geographical context. 
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4.2  Case Selection

For fulfilling the theoretical and methodological aspirations, Ankara, Turkey 
was selected as the case study based on a number of concerns. First of all, 
I aim to contribute to the debate on waste governance with a case that 
displays strong features of heterogeneity in unrecognized socio-technical 
configurations, while could not easily be identified due to the absence of 
necessary legal-regulatory means and/or disinterest from the public sector 
in service provision. 

In the introductory chapter of this book, I have provided the reader with 
the geographical categorizations of the Global North or South. The Global 
North is mainly identified with industrialized countries with strong policy 
and implementation traditions, whereas the Global South is identified 
with the dominance of self-provided infrastructure services and everyday 
forms of governance. The case of Ankara could not simply be located 
under either of the two categorizations. Therefore, an in-depth and situated 
analysis of Ankara provides an effective entry point for understanding 
the transformation of waste governance in a context where regulatory 

Figure 2. Location of Ankara in Turkey

Source: Figure by author.



4. Methodology

82 

frameworks and strong presence of the public sector exist, while the 
implementation unfolds in multiple forms of recognized and unrecognized 
service delivery.

Secondly, Ankara is a very dynamic case; it is rapidly changing, growing and 
urbanizing. Thus, it provided a fruitful lens for discussing the transformation 
of situated socio-technical heterogeneity as informed by and transformed 
in relation to contextual dynamics. Since its declaration as the capital city 
of the newly established Republic of Turkey in 1923, Ankara’s population 
has increased more than a hundredfold even before the 2000s (Çamur and 
Yenigül 2009) (see figure 4 and table 1). Ankara is the second most populated 
city of Turkey with a population of 5,270,575 as of 2015, with 4500 tons of 
daily production of waste (Ankara Provincial Directorate of Environment 
and Urbanization 2016).

In addition, the surface area also increased from 280 (Çamur and Yenigül 
2009) to approximately 2.6 million hectares (Ankara Metropolitan 
Municipality website5). From being a single municipality, Ankara has 
gradually become a metropolitan municipality comprising 25 district 
municipalities. This drastic change took place not only under the changing 
population and urban development dynamics but also under a series of 
central government-initiated changes in the public administration, such as 
increasing the jurisdiction area of local governments, a process which started 
in the 1980s and accelerated in the 2000s.

Table 1. Population dynamics in AnkaraTable 1. Population dynamics in Ankara

Source:  Adapted from Ankara Regional Development Agency, 2014: 25 (based on data retrieved from 
Turkish Statistical Institute address-based population registration system).

5 Retrieved from https://www.ankara.bel.tr/kurumsal/yetki-alani on 04.08.2017.
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Despite the fact that the earlier urban development patterns of Ankara were 
shaped under a series of master plans between 1927 and 1982 (Çamur and 
Yenigül 2009), these plans were rendered outdated due to the unexpected 
magnitude of growth. This increase in population, mainly as a consequence 
of rapid migration inflows, manifested itself with emergence of unintended 
forms of urban development, namely gecekondu. Gecekondu (literally “built 
overnight”) areas, self-built illegal housing that emerged as a contingent 
phenomenon within the Turkish urbanization scene by the end of the 1930s, 
became the major form of urban development between the 1950s and the 
1980s. Broadly speaking, the emergence of this settlement type was caused 
by the increasing housing need following the rural-to-urban migration wave 
of excess laborers affected negatively by the mechanization of agriculture in 
the rural areas. Starting in the 1980s, the Turkish economy has undergone 
rapid re-structuration, and the relationships between the state, capital, labor 
and land have changed drastically. Following the economic crisis and a series 
of failed structural economic reforms, a state-driven form of capitalist urban 
development has become a major form of capital accumulation (Balaban 
2008). Therefore, gecekondu areas have also become subject to gradual 
legitimization by amnesty laws (see Law on Gecekondu Amnesty No: 2981 
and Law No: 3290), as well as privatization and transformation since the 
1980s. Nonetheless, between 1990 and 2007, there existed no master plans 
in action to manage either gecekondu transformation or urban development 
(Çamur and Yenigül 2009). In the 2000s, this gradual change turned into a 
rapid and massive transformation of urban gecekondu areas under large-
scale urban redevelopment projects (Balaban 2008). 

Thirdly, Ankara served the purposes of discussing the heterogeneity of 
socio-technical systems. Not only have socio-technical responses towards 
waste changed to a large degree under the introduction of a variety of 
authorized and unauthorized actors, but the city also constituted the base 
for the development of a social movement by recycling laborers demanding 
the institutionalization of their rights to waste collection. In addition, all 
the respective transformations have taken place in the presence of a strong 
mayor (who has been in office since 1994) and a metropolitan municipality, 
known for neoconservative, authoritarian and allegedly corrupt ways of 
governing urban and infrastructure development. Therefore, the case carries 
significant potential in terms of revealing the nature of social relations of 
power underlying the emergence and transformation of urban heterogeneity 
and urban governance of waste.
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Figure 3. Urban development in Ankara

Source: Adapted from Ankara 2023 Master Plan, Ankara Metropolitan Municipality 2006.

Figure 4. Population growth rate in Ankara and Turkey

Source:  Adapted from Ankara Regional Development Agency, 2014: 18 (based on data retrieved from 
Turkey’s 2013 Statistical Yearbook released by Turkish Statistical Institute, 2014).
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In the case of Ankara, the local governments have historically provided 
services of waste collection and disposal (in the form of open dumping). In 
the 2000s, uncontrolled dumping practices were pursued in the peripheral 
districts of Ankara. At the same time, under the long-term mayor of the 
metropolitan municipality, the waste governance and management practices 
have transformed to a large degree in the central districts. This research 
focuses on this very transformation in the central districts, where the 
population density and the volumes of waste produced are higher.

The Eastern corridor of Ankara, the so-called Mamak district, has historically 
been the locus of gecekondu settlements and officially-designated open 
waste-dumping sites of the city. It was never considered an axis for urban 
development throughout the urban planning history of Ankara before the 
mid-2000s. Until then, the city successively designated three open dumping 
sites in this section of the city, shutting one down and opening another. One 
major transformation in this respect has been the establishment of two ISWM 
facilities, active since the second half of the 2000s. Both facilities are run by 
the same company, which has a lease for running the waste management 
functions of the metropolitan municipality for 49 years, and accepts waste 
from central districts in accordance with their locational proximity. 

The metropolitan municipality and mass media present the transformation 
of waste management in Ankara as a success story. They focus on the 
clearance of unauthorized forms of recyclable reclamation, and technological 
change in and rehabilitation of the former notorious unsanitary dumping site 
called Mamak-İmrahor. The site now hosts one of two ISWM facilities where 
landfilling, energy production from landfill gas, gasification, composting, 
and recyclable reclamation from landfill go hand in hand. Moreover, the 
technological change and dumping site rehabilitation were accompanied 
by municipal urban plans for the Eastern corridor of Ankara. This corridor 
has historically been underdeveloped and hosted the officially designated 
dumpsites of Ankara. The socio-technical change at the site was followed 
by significant changes in the urban development patterns and gecekondu 
transformation in the Eastern corridor. 
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Table 2. Composition and volumes of waste in central districts of Ankara
(Based on volumes arriving at controlled landfill sites) 

Summer Winter Summer Winter Summer Winter Summer Winter Organic Paper Glass Metal Plastic Ash

District Municipalities                   
(Mamak, Yenimahalle, Gölba , 
Çankaya, Etimesgut, Kazan, Sincan, 
Keçiören, Alt nda )

- 4.842.136 4.500 4.500 255,15 255,15 - 0,93 52,00 0,52 0,38 0,61 4,16 42,33

Metropolitan Municipality

Population
Average Waste 

Collection        
(daily average,ton)

Collection         
(daily average, 

tons)

Recovery         
(daily average, kg)

Waste Composition               
(based on collected amounts, annual 

average, %)

Source: Adapted from Ankara Provincial Directorate of Environment and Urbanization, 2014: 80. 

A parallel process of introduction of new actors took place around the materials 
that could be reclaimed from Ankara’s waste. After the 1990s, there has been 
an increase in both the number of recycling laborers and the percentage of the 
recyclable materials in waste. This change in the composition of waste and 
waste flows was accompanied by the introduction of a detailed framework 
regarding waste governance as part of the adaptation to the EU Environmental 
Acquis following Turkey’s EU candidacy. Recycling of waste originated from 
the spaces of poverty as an informal business for migrants coming mostly 
from Eastern and Southeastern Turkey and has become a rapidly expanding 
sector over the past twenty-five years. Therefore, the recycling laborers, 
the self-induced responders to economic potential embedded in waste, 
could no longer be the only major players; they had to share the field with 
“formal” actors. The transformation in the recycling sector has come with the 
introduction of a variety of actors with a range of responsibilities. Therefore, 
not only municipalities but also collection-sorting facilities, recycling 
companies, industrial producers and suppliers, and their respective sector 
associations have become players in the recycling “business”. Alongside 
their living conditions, recycling laborers’ major source of income has also 
become a source of conflict under this new socio-technical organization. The 
recycling laborers have responded to the situation with attempts to establish 
an organized resistance since the early 2000s, standing up for their rights to 
recycle and pursue practices that their livelihoods depend upon. 

Recycling laborers collect all that can be recycled within the existing socio-
technical capacities of the Turkish recycling sector regarding the municipal 
solid waste of Ankara. Depending on their living situations, they sort waste 
on the spot where they collect it, in warehouses or in their places of residence. 
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Figure 5. Socio-Technical heterogeneity of disposal in Ankara

Source:  Adapted and developed from Ankara Provincial Directorate of Environment and Urbanization  

2014:51.

Figure 6. Socio-technical heterogeneity of recycling in Ankara

Source: Figure by author.



4. Methodology

88 

In this rapidly transforming urban landscape, some recycling laborers have 
ended up living in apartment blocks that were constructed by the respective 
transformation projects, while others reside in former gecekondu areas 
whose original residents had been evicted, or industrial sites that have not 
yet undergone transformation due to legal conflicts. These groups are under 
constant threat of eviction and do not have proper access to infrastructure 
services.

For the case of Ankara, unlike most of the cases presented by the UPEs of 
waste literature (i.e., Delhi, Addis Ababa, Medinipur), direct contact of waste 
pickers with households is not typical, except for casual interactions by the 
waste bin from which the recycling laborer reclaims waste. Therefore, socio-
technical configurations shaped around unrecognized recycling unfolds 
within the waste market/sector through contacts with other unrecognized 
(i.e., scrap dealers, unauthorized collection sorting facilities) or recognized 
(i.e., private collection-sorting and/or recycling facilities) actors. 

In sum, the strong presence of the public and unrecognized actors, and the 
recently increasing impact of the private sector in waste governance and 
management, make Ankara an effective lens for studying the heterogeneity 
of socio-technical configurations (see also section 1.3.2). How and why do 
these various socio-technical configurations emerge and transform? How 
does the rapidly urbanizing context of Ankara in its situated and circulatory 
aspects relate to the heterogeneity of socio-technical configurations? What 
are the terms of their coexistence? How and why do they relate to each other? 
How do their interactions inform waste-related decision-making processes?

4.3  Logic of Inquiry 

To retrieve information on the grounded heterogeneous socio-technical 
responses and social relations in relation to the broader contextual elements 
within which they unfold, the research was informed by the use of retroductive 
logic of inquiry. Retroduction takes its roots from Bhaskar’s (Bhaskar 
1979 in Blaikie 2007) approach to critical realism. The idea is to supersede 
the reductionist and universalistic tendencies of causation in deduction 
(generalized pattern-based explanations) and induction (generalized subject-
oriented explanations) (Blaikie 2007). Therefore, retroduction seeks to 
establish explanations for broader mechanisms underlying the phenomena 
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without necessarily limiting them to patterns. It operates through initial 
assumptions or theoretical models that are then worked and re-worked 
throughout the research (Blaikie 2007). Therefore, I have entered the field 
guided by a number of research questions and initial assumptions, with the 
main objective of grasping the dynamics underlying the transformation of 
waste governance and management in Ankara. These questions and initial 
assumptions driven from my literature review were presented in detail in the 
introductory section of this research (see section 1.3.4).

4.4   Data Collection, Limitations, Fieldwork Experience and Ethical 
Concerns

Case study research was realized through three field visits covering a period 
of 8 months between 2014 and 2016. I also conducted a short preliminary 
visit to the field in late 2013 (for a detailed list of interviews cited throughout 
the text, see Appendix). Semi-structured in-depth interviews, focus group 
discussions and observation constituted the primary sources of data. My 
choice of methods and data sources is primarily based on my commitment 
to qualitative methodology. Nonetheless, the insufficient statistical data 
collection practices in Turkey played a role in choice of methods. For 
instance, I could access only three nationwide waste composition studies. 
The first one was established by the Ministry of Interior in 1969 (Arun 1972), 
the second by the State Institute of Statistics in the early 1990s, and the last 
by the Ministry of Environment and Urbanization in 2006. While available 
official data mainly focuses on the collected amounts of waste that is subject 
to disposal or treatment, there is neither accessible data on the amounts of 
uncollected waste (Bakas and Milios 2013) nor exact numbers and locations of 
(unsanitary) dumping sites. In addition, the official data collection regarding 
unrecognized forms of collection, sorting, recycling and reuse were absent; 
the number of academic studies conducted on the local political dimensions 
of waste in Ankara was also limited. In the absence of relevant data by 
government agencies, waste management companies embarked upon data 
collection. However, in order to maintain their competitive advantage in the 
field, these companies were reluctant to share their data (even with the central 
and local governments). Therefore, alongside the methodological, theoretical 
and political aspirations, the lack of respective systematic statistical and 
archival data directed me towards semi-structured in-depth interviews, focus 
group discussions and secondary data as major sources of evidence. 
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In the course of my field trips, I conducted 78 individual in-depth interviews 
with various actors (see Appendix for a detailed list of the interviews). In 
addition to face-to-face interviews, I also conducted interviews via phone, 
online software programs and email. Four of these are in the form of 
follow-up interviews with informants I maintained close contact with during 
the research (an activist, an expert working for an international employer, a 
recycling laborer, and a collection-sorting facility owner). I also conducted 
two focus group interviews. The first one was with a group of 8-10 Kurdish 
recycling workers (Group 2 recycling laborers, see section 8.1.2), including 
women and children. As the women were more fluent in Kurdish than 
Turkish, their contributions were translated by one of the informants. The 
second one was with 6-8 long-term residents of a neighborhood where one 
of the former waste dump sites (Ege-Tuzluçayır) was located. Each focus 
group discussion was dynamic in the sense that unexpected informants (out 
of curiosity) joined and contributed to the conversation.

Conducting in-depth interviews for this research was an experience in itself. 
To find the respective interview partners, I used the snowball technique. 
Being a chain referral sampling approach, this technique is based on reaching 
prospective interviewees through the established social connections of initial 
informants. Coming from and having spent most of my life in Ankara, I 
began the process through my personal connections in activist communities, 
chambers, international organizations, local governments, and universities. 
Multi-channeled application of the snowball technique allowed me to reach 
a multitude of interviewees from every part of the sector, even to private-
sector leaders and activists residing in İstanbul, with extensive experience 
in and command of the issue. All the interviews were conducted in Turkish. 
Despite the fact that I had official letters from the university regarding my 
research (both in Turkish and English), none of the informants demanded 
proof of my researcher identity beyond my oral declaration.

Before starting the interviews, I assured the informants that their names 
would not be used without their permission. The reason behind this decision 
was not only to protect confidentiality of interviewees but also to ensure 
the retrieval of reliable and unabridged data. I also asked for permission to 
record the conversations. While some of the interviewees, mainly activists 
and some of the recycling laborers, were comfortable with being recorded 
and their actual names being used, eight of the interviewees specifically 
asked me to refrain from any sort of action that would disclose their identity, 
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and refused to be recorded. These were mainly central government officials, 
and urban planners working at the metropolitan and district municipalities 
and in the private sector. In line with their demands, I decided to keep not 
only theirs but also all the interviewees’ identities anonymous. The reasons 
for this decision were to provide a coherent presentation – and more 
importantly, to prevent any possible inter-actor conflicts that the findings of 
this research may cause. 

The average interview duration was two hours. With some interviewees, 
especially activists and some of the local government-employed urban 
planners and international organization employees, the interviews turned 
into open-ended conversations that extended up to 4-6 hours on the history 
and politics of waste governance and management in Ankara. Of all the 
correspondents I reached out to, only two refused to talk to me. One was 
a university professor residing in İstanbul and actively working with the 
Ministry of Environment and Urbanization on waste-related reporting 
processes. The other one was an official from Ankara Metropolitan 
Municipality. Only one of the interviews was cut short by the interviewee, 
one of the managers of the ISWM facility that subcontracted the waste 
management functions, and lasted only 30 minutes. In this respect, the 
information I could collect concerning the ongoing dumping practices at the 
Mamak waste dump rehabilitation site was limited. In addition, during my 
visit to the company, I was not allowed to see the dumping site section of the 
facility (see section 7.1.3). 

To some interviewees, I was a student; for others, I was an expert. In the 
view of some of the recycling laborers, despite me being a woman not able 
to speak Kurdish, and having a “new middle class” tag attached to my 
researcher identity, I was (despite also meeting this informant during my 
research) considered a friend of one of the activists who efficaciously work 
for their rights. For that activist, I was a concerned citizen who could be of 
help when needed. For another group of recycling laborers, I was a potential 
communication channel that could convey their ideas to public authorities 
or the general public. All in all, regardless of their differing understandings 
of my position as a researcher, the interviewees saw me as an outsider trying 
to understand waste and its politics. 

In addition to the interviews, I kept three fieldwork diaries. One was for 
keeping a systematic account of timetables, schedules and appointments. 
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The second one was solely dedicated to the matters concerning unrecognized 
recycling labor. The last one contained my notes I took during the interviews, 
alongside my personal observations. In addition to the interview data, it 
also included my notes on possible emergent themes, matters of disregard, 
and my personal observations concerning the setting, gestures, (possible) 
emotions as well as possible cases of bias (selective memory, telescoping, 
exaggeration and attribution). Being a native Turkish speaker was of use in 
this regard. 

I have used the respective qualitative methods in conjunction with 
secondary data sources such as legal and regulatory texts, plan reports, 
environmental impact assessment reports, official archival records, print and 
electronic media archives, and academic studies. These documents allowed 
me to discuss the political economic and institutional dimensions. I also 
did research in the archives of the Ankara Metropolitan Municipality and 
university libraries to obtain information regarding any relevant reports, 
project documents, and official correspondence. 

4.5  Triangulation of Data

I stopped conducting interviews and collecting secondary sources once 
I reached the required level of data saturation that allowed me to analyze 
and interpret the case with respect to my research questions and initial 
assumptions. For this research, despite using multiple sources of data, 
I have mostly worked with self-reported data. This data type does not 
allow a triangulation in its traditional sense, as a means for validity check. 
Nevertheless, triangulation was not a major concern for this research, as 
the contradictions and differing claims of actors are understood as part 
of the political and discursive constructions of waste. In this respect, the 
triangulation of data rather served to display the multiplicity of perspectives 
and vested interests that shaped waste governance, instead of serving 
to validate a dominant narrative. Although it was not a priority for the 
purposes of my research, I was able to validate some of my findings with a 
limited number of previously conducted qualitative studies (see section 8.2). 
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4.6  Data Analysis and the Strategy for Presenting the Findings

For data analysis, I conducted qualitative content analysis, a method of 
analysis that allows the researcher to analyze the data in text form. For the 
purposes of interpretation, there exist three different applications of content 
analysis (Hsieh and Shannon 2005): 

• the conventional form, based on the retrieval of the major codes or themes 
driven from the text mostly for providing descriptive accounts, 

• the directed perspective, which relies on initial theoretical and/or 
empirical assumptions to develop codes for analysis for the purposes of 
further exploration of a phenomena to extend theoretical and empirical 
boundaries of concern, and

• the summative content analysis, which is based on the quantification of 
the codes (mostly in form of words or content) for relating their use to the 
context.

I did not apply summative form of content analysis, i.e., quantify the data 
through word or content counting. In line with my logic of inquiry, which seeks 
to reveal contextual elements and underlying mechanisms as well as grounded 
experiences, practices and meanings, I employed a combination of directed 
and conventional content analysis. My inquiry was based on theming (major 
and sub-themes), thus revealing recurrent (Ryan and Bernard 2003) as well as 
conflicting issues and ideas. In line with the research design, (a directed form 
of) qualitative content analysis allowed me to analyze the data that consists of 
interview and focus group discussion transcripts as well as secondary sources, 
with respect to my theoretical starting points through theme identification and 
categorization. The search for subtle or explicit themes served for the provision 
of “knowledge and understanding of the phenomenon under study” (Downe-
Wamboldt 1992: 314 in Hsieh and Shannon 2005).

In this respect, I predominantly worked on the data to seek themes I 
have derived from my analysis of the literature as well as my conceptual 
framework. These themes were explained at length in the previous chapter. 
To reiterate, the themes that have guided my directed content analysis were:

• key moments and processes, as well as the reasons and outcomes of the 
emergence and transformation of heterogeneous socio-technical 
configurations 
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• the (changing) contextual dynamics (materialities, political economy, 
institutional configurations) that informs the change, and

• the transformation of urban governance of waste in Ankara in relation to 
the transformation of heterogeneity,

• the actors and their claims and vested interests over materialities and 
technologies of waste, 

• the (changing) conflicts and coalitions between actors shaped around 
these claims to direct socio-technical change, 

• various setting, sites, geographies and scales that these relations unfold.

While seeking themes driven from literature review and theory, I also 
reviewed the material for possible emergent themes. This was especially 
the case for the grounded experiences and practices of actors through open-
ended coding. For instance, the effects of unintended consequences of 
broader political economic dynamics on situated socio-technical layout and 
inner group heterogeneities (especially for recycling laborers) were emergent 
themes. I also retrieved certain themes that were grounded in certain 
interviews, while absent in others. For example, the living conditions and 
the terms of the sustained existence of recycling laborers appeared not to be 
a concern for most of the actors. 

While theming and tabulating the data, I worked in Turkish; I have done 
the respective translations into English after finalizing the analysis. I did 
not utilize any specialized computer software for qualitative data analysis, 
as the use of such a program would not provide any additional benefits 
(i.e., quantifying the qualitative data and/or detecting the use of similar 
phrases) for the purposes of my research. The decision mainly stems from 
the diverse backgrounds of the interviewees. The use of language, terms and 
expressions were very rich and could only be grasped through a researcher’s 
proximity. In this respect, I used Word documents to tabulate and color-
code my data in line with the guiding and emergent themes. My analysis 
indicated an emergence and transformation of distinct development paths 
for the relations shaped around the materials that carry economic value 
in line with the socio-technical capacities of the waste sector (considered 
as “recyclables” by most of the interviewees). The remaining material that 
could not be recycled within the current capacities were sent to disposal 
(considered the “disposables” by most of the interviewees). These distinct 
development paths revealed by the data have also shaped the presentation 
of the findings. Firstly, the emergence and transformation of the diverse 
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municipal open dumping practices – specifically, the transformation of 
the notorious Mamak-İmrahor dumping site into a rehabilitation site and 
an ISWM facility and secondly, the emergence and transformation of the 
recycling sector, with specific attention to the changing role of recycling 
labor – have appeared as the major changes informing the co-evolution of 
socio-technical configurations and urban governance of waste. 

My analysis also indicated two major periods with respect to emergence and 
transformation of waste governance practices, namely the pre- and post-
mid-1990s. For each period, I present my findings regarding the metabolic 
urbanization of waste in Ankara with respect to the transformation of the 
relation between the situated practices and the contextual dynamics. The 
volume of information I hold on each period and the respective magnitude 
of change have determined the presentation. I present my findings regarding 
the period before the mid-1990s, which is based on the emergence and 
systematization of heterogeneity in Ankara, in a single chapter (chapter 
5). I introduce the period after the mid-1990s, which unfolds in relation to 
the complex inter- and intra-actor relations following the systematization 
of heterogeneity of waste related socio-technical configurations, with three 
individual chapters. These chapters focus on explaining the transformations 
in the contextual dynamics (chapter 6), and the disposal (chapter 7) and 
recycling (chapter 8) sectors. After presenting a thorough account of the 
metabolic urbanization of waste throughout the respective chapters, in 
chapter 9, I summarize the major findings and discuss them via the lens 
of the co-evolution of diverse socio-technical configurations and urban 
governance of waste. I then present my conclusions. 
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5.  Emergence and Consolidation of Heterogeneity 
in the Waste Sector

This chapter focuses on the key moments and processes regarding the 
metabolic urbanization of waste in Ankara between the 1930s and the mid-
1990s. Towards the end of the period, heterogeneity was an undeniable 
feature of waste governance and management in Ankara under the 
introduction of methodical forms of unrecognized recycling. This shift was 
accompanied by a drastic change in the understanding of waste from being 
an externality to being a resource. In a nutshell, this period is characterized 
by the emergence and consolidation of systematized forms of heterogeneity 
in the waste sector in Ankara. Despite the latent character of heterogeneous 
socio-technical configurations throughout the period, and their low 
determining impact on the urban governance of waste, the socio-technical 
responses towards waste resulted in the advent of intrinsic relations between 
waste and land, and waste and the urban poor. I assert that these relations are 
significant to grasp, as they constitute the basis for the impending changes in 
waste governance in Ankara. 

Considering when, how and in what ways waste had become an agenda for 
Ankara, and under what circumstances the terms of this agenda were altered 
with respect to heterogeneity, the period of emergence and consolidation of 
socio-technical heterogeneity in the waste sector in Ankara can be divided 
into three periods. Each period displays breaking points for the situated 
material practices and decision-making processes, as well as specific 
characteristics in terms of its transformation:

1. Waste on the Backburner: From the 1930s to the 1950s
2. Emergence of Early Forms of Heterogeneity: From the 1950s to the 1980s
3. Systematization of Heterogeneity: From the 1980s to the mid-1990s

In the following sections, I outline how the early understandings and 
practices of waste and its governance and management took form and 
changed. I pay special attention to the emergence and transformation of 
the early forms of disposal and recycling. I introduce the key moments and 
processes of political and economic change, as well as their unintended 
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consequences and material ramifications that resulted in significant 
changes with respect to not only the socio-technical responses but also the 
perception of waste. Moreover, I analyze the institutional configurations that 
reflected the changes in the political state of mind during the period. While 
demonstrating the political economic, institutional and material changes, I 
present an interwoven account of how these forces coalesced and provided 
the context for the grounded practices of governance and management in 
Ankara, and how these practices were shaped with respect to social relations 
of power between the actors and their claims over waste.

5.1  Waste on the Backburner: From the 1930s to the 1950s

In the aftermath of the World War I, from the ruins of the defeated and 
fallen Ottoman Empire, the Turkish Republic was born at the crossroads of 
Europe and Western Asia in 1923. The constitutive cadres of the country had 
targeted a radical rupture from the Ottoman Empire and aimed for a modern, 
secular and economically independent unitary state, i.e., a parliamentary 
democracy. This directed the decision to develop a government center that 
could spatially signal and symbolize the modern, secular character of the 
new sovereign nation state (Geray 2008, Şengül 2009: 111-112). Under such 
circumstances, Ankara was declared the capital city of Turkey in 1923, and 
its political mission marked the start of Ankara’s republican history. Waste 
governance and management in Ankara was not free from the Zeitgeist of the 
period. To understand how early practices of waste management in Ankara 
emerged, a quest to identify the political, economic and institutional stances 
of the government at the time is necessary.

The major force that shaped waste management in the aftermath of the 
World War I was the decision by the constitutive assembly of the newly 
established Turkish Republic to adopt a statist development model 
in every sector of the economy. As an extension of the statist policies, 
municipalities were considered a continuum and the most significant device 
of the state for implementing its policies at the local level (Tankut 1990: 114). 
Therefore, earlier laws and regulations defined a broad jurisdiction area for 
municipalities (Şengül 2009: 166). These broadened jurisdictions manifested 
themselves in waste policy and management. In this respect, it is not a 
coincidence that Turkey’s history of waste-related legislation dates back to 
the 1930s.
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The Municipal Law and the Public Health Law (Umumi Hıfzıssıhha Kanunu) 
were both issued in 1930. Despite the fact that neither of these laws directly 
targeted waste governance, management or the environment, both included 
items related to the organization of matters regarding public health and 
sanitation, thus waste. Both laws define municipalities as the acting authority 
for the cleanliness, order and sanitation of public spaces and collection, 
transportation and disposal of waste, as well as having references to Turkish 
Penalty Law including sanctions aimed at deterring polluters (Güler et. al. 
2001). Within the scope of these laws, waste management was considered to 
be a public health concern, as well as an issue of urban order and cleanliness. 
Municipalities were the only actors assigned with the tasks of collection, 
transportation and disposal of waste. Specifically, the Public Health Law 
elaborated on waste disposal by establishing required facilities to dispose 
or burn properly collected and transferred waste, sweepings and bones in 
line with the existing conditions of the city. Furthermore, municipalities 
with a population of more than 50,000 inhabitants were required to establish 
facilities that utilize discarded materials. However, the terms of this 
utilization were not defined.

There was one major obstacle against the proper realization of the respective 
responsibilities regarding the disposal and/or treatment of waste. As the 
developmentalist approach of the state was mainly based on establishing 
a national economy by means of a country-wide industrialization strategy, 
along with the provision of a national transport network to support the 
planned industrial development (Keskinok 2006), the central government 
had directed the majority of the existing financial resources for these purposes 
(Şengül 2009: 166). In the course of the world economic crisis of 1929, the 
already deprived central government budget had to be strategically utilized 
and prioritized. A major consequence of the mobilization of resources for 
industrialization by the centralized administration was minimization of 
investments in urban services (Şengül 2009:166). Waste management was no 
exception.

As the center of government of the new Republic, Ankara had a distinct 
position in terms of the utilization of its limited financial resources. Ankara 
was a strategic political project of the government, the embodiment of the 
idea to build a government center from scratch. That led the municipality 
to direct state investments towards development of public buildings, open 
spaces, modern boulevards and housing projects symbolizing the new 
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and ‘modern’ Turkey (Tankut 1990, Keskinok 2006). In this respect, waste 
management was nowhere near a priority area for the municipality, except 
for keeping the streets of the new city clean and orderly. Therefore, it could be 
interpreted that in this early period, waste management was an institutional 
responsibility to tackle, yet with no necessary financial means to properly 
manage this task.

Limited financial resources were not the only reason for waste not being 
a major concern. Interviews with both an urban planning professor from 
Middle East Technical University (Interview Number 16, 2014) and a 
former employee of the Municipal Construction Affairs Department of 
Ankara Municipality (Interview Number 37, 2014), who are also long-
term citizens of Ankara, indicate a number of important characteristics of 
Ankara’s waste in this period. First of all, in 1923, Ankara was a small city 
with an area of 300 hectares and a population of 30,000 (Cengizkan 2010 
cited in Özçağlar 2014) with low waste production levels. Secondly, in the 
absence of advanced industrial production, most of the waste consisted of 
biodegradable materials and coal ash (especially in winters, due to its use 
for heating purposes), so it would be only misleading to equate it with what 
we know as waste today. Therefore, it was a common practice for citizens 
to self-dispose their own waste or bury it in their yards. In addition, the 
existing population was still engaged in agricultural activities. Respectively, 
it was also a common practice to feed the animals with food waste. The 
remainder of the waste was disposed through wild dumping by the citizens, 
or by the municipality in accordance with its respective sanitation, order 
and cleanliness responsibilities. However, through the course of intensive 
and prioritized urban development, still with limited sources and the 
municipality as the major actor and the only authorized body, waste 
governance and management eventually became an impracticable duty. 
The records I could access or the interviews I conducted do not point to any 
officially designated dumping site for this period. Therefore, the municipality 
fulfilled its respective duties by means of open dumping practices far from 
the settlement areas, e.g., throwing the waste down the valleys towards the 
agricultural lands in the southeastern section of the city. The first dumping 
area of Ankara was Mühye Village, located in İmrahor Valley, and Ankara’s 
waste was dumped in this area until the 1950s (Interview Number 37, 2014). 
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5.2   Early Forms of Socio-Technical Heterogeneity: From the 1950s 
to the 1980s

In just 20 years, Turkey experienced a major political shift that entailed 
unintended consequences with respect to the evolution of the socio-
technical responses towards waste in Ankara. Turkey had operated under 
a one-party regime till 1946. Turkey’s shift to a multi-party system in 1946 
and the electoral victory of the conservative and populist Democrat Party 
had drastic consequences for not only Turkish politics, economy and 
international relations but also waste governance and management. Under 
the Democrat Party, the statist political and economic policies that had 
shaped the early years of Turkey eventually gave way to a relatively liberal 
perspective. This liberal perspective was most explicit in Turkey becoming a 
member of the World Bank (WB) and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
in 1947. Nonetheless, the major shift occurred through the adoption of an 
import-substitute model. This shift in the political economic dynamics had 
seemingly unrelated ramifications and unintended consequences for waste 
governance and management in Ankara in a number of ways.

5.2.1  Waste Out of Public Gaze: Spatial Displacement as a  
Socio-Technical Solution 

Increasing volumes of waste in Ankara and the municipal urge to develop 
incremental responses to this unexpected issue constituted the first 
unintended consequence of Turkey’s openness to foreign financial aid 
mechanisms. Turkey was one of the countries given Marshall Aid6, an 
economic support mechanism provided by the USA to boost the economies 
of the European countries after the end of World War II. In line with the 
economic program stipulated for Turkey, the aid was mostly utilized in the 
fields of agricultural modernization and highway construction. Turkish 
agriculture at the time was heavily based on unskilled labor power. In this 
respect, the consequences of the introduction of new technologies, e.g., the 
mechanization of agriculture, were drastic for the labor dynamics of the sector. 
Masses lost their source of income, became “surplus labor,” and migrated to 
urban centers with the hope of better occupational and living opportunities. 
For Ankara, the sources of migration were mostly the neighboring Central 
Anatolian cities. Defining this process as the urbanization of labor power, 

6 See Üstün (1997) for a detailed analysis of historical struggle with Marshall Aid.
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Şengül (2009: 122) claims that policies targeting rural areas had more drastic 
implications for urban centers in terms of the rise of income inequality as 
well as informal economic activities and clientelist relations. According to 
the author, rapid migration from rural areas to urban centers was the most 
definitive feature of Turkish urbanization between the 1950s and the 1980s, 
and neither central nor local governments were willing or able to provide 
newcomers with jobs, housing or infrastructure services. The implications 
of the mass migration wave on waste management were not limited to the 
emergence of early recycling and reuse practices by the urban poor. One 
major consequence of the radical population increase in Ankara was the 
increase in the volumes of waste produced.

The population increase and the related growth in the volumes of waste 
resulted in the municipality’s reconsideration of waste and the absence 
of official socio-technical solutions. However, this reconsideration was 
not free from the general budget constraints of the period. Like all other 
destinations for migrants, Ankara had major difficulties in achieving its 
central government-defined duties regarding infrastructure provision. This 
was due to the pressure of an increasing population and limited funds from 
the central state due to the economic climate (Eke 1997) after World War 
II. According to a former employee of the Municipal Construction Affairs 
Department of Ankara Municipality (Interview Number 37, 2014), the 
increase in the population and the amounts of waste produced compelled 
the municipality to develop solutions in line with its institutionally-defined 
responsibilities. “Located far from the city, with no potential economic value 
and expectations of future development and owned by the State Treasury, 
which would mean no further action regarding the expropriation of private 
property to claim land for dumping, the area was more than appropriate,” 
he summarizes as the reasons for designating the Eastern corridor of 
Ankara, Mamak, as the open dumping destination of Ankara. He further 
explains that the hilly topography of the area (particularly the valleys) made 
it convenient for dumping practices; once thrown into the valley, waste was 
no longer a concern.7 Guided by this logic, Kartaltepe was selected as the 
first officially-designated waste dumping site. According to the records of 
Mamak Municipality, the site started operating in the 1950s and remained 

7 Mamak was mainly composed of agricultural lands and orchards and was subject to minor 
gecekondu development starting from the 1930s (Somalı 2013).
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active until the municipality started to use the Ege-Tuzluçayır8 site in 1964. 
Interestingly, in less than two decades, in 1978, the city had decided to close 
the Ege-Tuzluçayır dumping site and designated another disposal site. The 
new official designation for Ankara’s waste, the Mamak-İmrahor9 dumping 
site, was located in southern Mamak next to the İmrahor Valley, which was a 
proposed forestation area (Dilek 2006) by the existing master plan of the city. 
The valley still carries ecological significance for Ankara in terms of being 
a natural ventilation corridor for the entire city, while also hosting a water 
basin. The municipal site selection criteria that determined the choice of its 
predecessors was also valid for this site: distant from the urban core, not 
located in the development corridors of the city and adjacent to a valley.

5.2.2  Intertwined Destinies of Waste and Urban Development in Eastern 
Ankara

What was the driver for this series of dumping-site changes? I have already 
mentioned that, as an unintended consequence of the ways the government 
utilized Marshall Aid, Ankara experienced massive in-migration. The second 
indirect ramification of Marshall Aid, in default of the necessary supply 
that could meet the housing needs of the migrants, was rapid gecekondu 
construction and urban sprawl in the 1950s (Erman 2004). The factors that 
directed the municipal waste dumping towards Mamak were what made 
the area attractive also for the newcomers to build their gecekondu: being 
located at the peripheral areas of the city on unvalued and undeveloped 
State Treasury land.

When first selected, both Kartaltepe and Ege-Tuzluçayır dumping sites were 
located on unvalued lands relatively distant from the urban core, and located 
either next to or within valleys, which are parts of the water basin system of 
Ankara. Therefore, when thrown down the hills towards the valleys, waste 
was both physically and psychologically out of sight. Nevertheless, this 

8 In Mamak Municipal records, the dumping site is referred to as Tuzluçayır dumping site. In lay 
language, it is either called the Natoyolu waste site with respect to the major vehicular road 
adjacent to the site, or, more commonly, as the Ege waste site in reference to a later-developed 
gecekondu neighborhood that also included the site. In this study, I refer to the site as the Ege-
Tuzluçayır open dumping site.

9 This site is referred to as the Mamak dumping site in municipal documents; while in everyday 
language, it is mostly referred to as the İmrahor waste site in reference to the valley next to it. In 
this study it is referred to as the Mamak-İmrahor dumping site.



5. Emergence and Consolidation of Heterogeneity in the Waste Sector

104 

short-term convenience for the municipality did not last long. According 
to the interviews with long-time residents of the area, under the intensive 
construction during this period, first Kartaltepe in the 1950s, and later Ege-
Tuzluçayır in the 1970s became gecekondu neighborhoods10. A focus group 
interview with long-time residents of the area (Focus Group Discussion 1, 
2014) revealed that municipal dumping practices at the Ege-Tuzluçayır site 
continued until the 1990s. This means that waste kept on being dumped in 
the area despite the already-developed gecekondu neighborhood.

This close relation between waste and gecekondu, which shaped Ankara’s 
urban development at the time, were not reflected in the urban plans of 
the period. Just like the local government, the central government also had 
no consistent policy regarding gecekondu areas11, and it was not until the 
1980s that further planning measures regarding gecekondu made it onto the 
agenda. This disregard could be interpreted as the devalorization of Mamak 
by the state. In the pre-1980s, neither waste dumping sites nor gecekondu 
appeared to be a governmental concern, despite the fact that they were the 
major issues that shaped the development of Ankara’s eastern corridor12. 
Mamak was not considered a development corridor. Moreover, all the 
gecekondu areas in Ankara, including the ones in Mamak, were planned as 
regular development parcels (Günay 2005: 81).

10 One important infrastructure investment that made Mamak a destination for gecekondu 
development was the construction of the Konya-Samsun road as a high-capacity artery in the 
1950s (Somalı 2013). This road connection made Mamak relatively more accessible from 
employment areas located at the urban core of Ankara and attracted further gecekondu 
development in the area.  While Mamak was subject to mass gecekondu construction as a whole, 
according to the former municipal employee (Interview Number 37, 2014) who also enlightened 
us regarding the waste composition and disposal in the earlier periods, the major driver of the 
shift from Kartaltepe to Ege-Tuzluçayır was the establishment of a military base close to 
Kartaltepe. It attracted gecekondu development at the vicinity of the base, including Kartaltepe 
in the 1950s; the reason for the shift from Ege-Tuzluçayır to Mamak-İmrahor dumping site was 
the increasing number of gecekondu in the area, especially between 1970 and 1978.

11 For gecekondu, a series of laws targeted their clearance in the 1940s, and legalization in the 1950s.  
Finally, the Law on Gecekondu No: 775 in 1966 directly regulated the improvement, clearance 
and prevention processes of gecekondu (Sat 2007:29).

12 The early Euro-urbanism laden master planning efforts focused on the urban core of Ankara 
(Çalışkan 2009: 32). The master plan of the city that was in effect in the 1950s (the 1957 Yücel-
Uybadin Plan) had mainly targeted the development of the city on the North-South axis, 
alongside the densification of the center (Günay 2005).
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5.2.3  Emergence of Early Forms of Authorized and Unauthorized Recycling

One other ramification of the political economic change starting from the 
1940s consists of the composition of waste and the emergence of early forms 
of authorized and unauthorized recycling. I have mentioned that Turkey had 
adopted an import-substitution industrialization model as its core economic 
policy. Import substitution mainly refers to the domestic production of goods 
to limit the volumes of import. In the absence of the necessary industrial 
infrastructure, the application of the import-substitute model in Turkey 
was based on privatization as well as foreign credits, investments and aid 
(Boratav 2015). Thus, such an application constituted a turning point for 
Turkish economic policy; the strictly closed, protectionist economic policies 
based on balance of import and exports were enervated (Boratav 2015:96). 
Although the military coup ended Democrat Party power in 1960, the 
development perspective remained an important component of the Turkish 
economy until the 1980s (Boratav 2015: 119-120). This distinct articulation 
attempt to join the world economy (Boratav 2015: 97) resulted in changing 
production patterns, especially towards the end of the 1970s. Production 
of goods such as televisions, radios, automobiles, domestic appliances, 
textiles and office supplies mainly symbolized the consumption patterns 
of advanced capitalist countries (Boratav 2015: 121). As a matter of course, 
changing production patterns had direct implications in terms of the act of 
wasting and thus the materiality of waste. The changes in the composition 
of waste can be examined from a study conducted by the Ministry of the 
Interior towards the end of the 1960s.

In 1969, the Ministry of the Interior released Circular No. 21070 for the 
Offices of Governorates to initiate a data and information collection process 
regarding waste disposal practices (Arun 1972). The survey also aimed at 
obtaining information on future prospects and financial needs, along with 
1966-68 data on the staff, and the numbers and types of vehicles used for 
disposal activities (Arun 1972). The data collection and compilation process 
lasted two years, and by 1971, information concerning 1040 municipalities 
(200 smaller-scale municipalities failed to provide the demanded 
information) were released by the Ministry (Arun 1972: 55-56). The findings 
of this nationwide study revealed that Turkish waste was mainly composed 
of food waste, paper, bottles, jars, glass, cans, tin plates, bottle tops, animal 
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bones from butcher shops and restaurants, leather, used clothes and rags, 
sawdust, and plastics13 by the end of the 1960s (Arun 1972).

A comprehensive analysis on pre-1970 waste governance and management 
practices (Arun 1972: 64-71) shows that the reuse and recycling potential of 
items in the waste stream was already being realized within either larger or 
smaller production processes, or everyday practices, to a very limited extent 
due to the absence of a systematic collection and separation mechanism. 
The same study shows that the only official network of recycling before the 
1970s was a state-initiated network to reclaim all sorts of scrap paper for the 
state-owned Izmit SEKA14 paper mill. Discarded paper was mainly collected 
from public institutions through official enactments, which were at the time 
mostly located in Ankara.

Arun’s (1972) study also suggests that salvageable materials in the waste 
stream were collected and sorted by economically disadvantaged citizens, 
and either sold to relevant actors or utilized by the citizens themselves. 
Who, then, were these economically disadvantaged citizens? In brief, the 
answer is the newcomers to the city. During my fieldwork in the Tuzluçayır 
neighborhood, I met an old woman who had migrated to Ankara from the 
Central Anatolian city of Çorum some 50 years ago. She told me that it was 
a common practice for gecekondu residents to salvage useful materials 
from the dumping site, which they could use or sell (Interview Number 74, 
2014). They were not only digging through the open dumping sites, but also 
in uncontrolled dumps and trash boxes. She specifically mentioned plastic 
and paper as “useful materials”. However, the most valuable material for 
her was coal. An elected opposition party member of the Mamak Municipal 
Council, who has been actively working with Halkevleri (a left-wing political 
organization active in many fields of urban political struggle such as the right 
to housing), confirmed her story (Interview Number 72, 2014). Accompanying 

13 A series of interviews with long-term citizens of Ankara (Interview Number 76, 2014; Interview 
Number 77, 2014) and urban planning professors (Interview Number 16, 2014; Interview Number 
17, 2014) who were actively engaged in planning practices before the 1980s and my interview 
with a former employee of the Municipal Construction Affairs Department of Ankara 
Municipality (Interview Number 37, 2014) indicate that plastic bags (shopping bags) had become 
a major component of urban waste in the 1960s. 

14 SEKA Paper Mill, located in İzmit, was a state economic enterprise established in 1936, as a model 
for other mills to be constructed as part of the national industrialization ideals of the newly 
established Republic. In 1998, the status of the mill was changed to joint-stock cooperation for 
privatization, and it was shut down in 2005.



5. Emergence and Consolidation of Heterogeneity in the Waste Sector

107 

me during one of my field visits to the neighborhood, and being a resident 
of the same area since his childhood, he claimed that “everybody used to 
go through trash for useful stuff”. My focus group interview (Focus Group 
Discussion 1, 2014) with the long-term residents of the neighborhood also 
revealed similar experiences. In addition to my personal communication, 
an ethnographic study on the formation of the Ege neighborhood in 
Ankara by Burcu Şentürk (2015) refers to similar information regarding the 
earlier recycling practices. As presented in the previous section, the second 
officially-designated open-dumping site of the city is named after the Ege 
neighborhood in lay language. In her research, Şentürk (2015: 81-82) tells us 
the story of Fidan, daughter of a seasonal agricultural worker who migrated 
to Tuzluçayır in the 1950s. Lacking sufficient income for food, Fidan – who 
was already used to digging trash for food for her siblings while her father 
wandered for work even before moving to Ankara – collected materials from 
the dump site for building their gecekondu.

5.2.4 Changes in the Waste Policy Regimes 

As Ankara’s waste disposal practices evolved in line with the financial 
restrictions, and as early forms of recycling emerged, Turkish waste-related 
legislation subsequently went through a series of changes its urban waste 
governance and development during the late 1960s and the 1970s.

The temporality of such institutional reconfigurations is intriguing in 
the sense that they intersected with the rapidly emerging environmental 
concerns from global policy agenda-setters such as the US and the EU. Since 
Turkey had made its first attempts to become a member of the European 
Economic Community in 1963 with the Ankara Agreement, it became more 
open to the influence of the internationally set policy agendas. For the US, 
the rise of environmental activism against air and water pollution, the solid 
waste “problem” and modern environmentalism began in the late 1960s 
(Pellow 2002: 43-46) and the ensuing societal acceptance of environmental 
quality as a concern matured in the 1970s (Dunlap and Mertig 1991: 211). 
Meanwhile in Europe, environmental concerns regarding pollution caused 
by heavy industries, as well as historically influential accidents such as the 
tanker oil spill that affected the coasts of Britain and France in 1967 were 
on the agenda. These developments were followed by the United Nations 
Conference on the Human Environment held in Stockholm in 1972, and 
the Waste Framework Directive in 1975. Thus, throughout the 1970s, 
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environment and waste became an area of concern for the regulatory agendas 
of the US and the European states, as well as other states around the world.

As heated debates on waste in the global agendas marked the environmental 
movements in the US, the Stockholm Conference of 1972, and the 
development of the Waste Framework Directive in 1975, Turkey’s attitude 
towards the issue of waste also changed. With a series of institutional 
reconfigurations and subsequent regulations and circulars, the institutional 
discourse on waste shifted from public health and sanitation concerns to 
an understanding of waste as an environmental issue. Nevertheless, the 
respective shift had no major impact on the municipal responsibilities. Until 
the 1980s, Municipal Law (1930) and Public Health Law (1930) remained the 
major legal-regulatory frameworks for waste governance and management. 
The first diffraction in the understanding of waste took place in the late 1960s 
with the establishment of the Directorate of Environmental Health under the 
Ministry of Health and Social Welfare, which later issued circulars No: 4692 
(Güler et al. 2001:42) in 1968 and No: 1062 in 1978 regulating the obligations 
and technical details regarding MSW management (Güler et al. 2001:41). The 
delegation of the authorities of the Ministry of Health continued with the 
establishment of the Undersecretariat of the Environment in 1978 (Despite 
the fact that Ministry of Health delegated its regulatory responsibilities, it 
remained responsible for auditing the waste related activities, and issue 
licenses for landfills.) (Güler et al. 2001). The early understanding of waste, 
shaped under the sanitation and public health concerns of the newly 
established Republic in the 1930s, gave way to the re-contextualization of 
waste as an environmental issue (Güler et al. 2001).

5.3  Systematization of Heterogeneity: From 1980s to Mid-1990s

Turkey entered the 1980s in a serious economic crisis. Towards the end of the 
1970s, the import-substitution industrialization model based on foreign aid, 
credits and investments, in place for almost four decades, could no longer 
function. The major reason underlying this failure of the model was the 
global economic depression resulting from the drastic increase in oil prices 
starting from the mid-1970s, which basically limited the foreign loan and 
credit flow to Turkey (Balaban 2008). The crisis of production had severe 
implications: increasing inflation rates, devaluation of currency diminishing 
real wages and loss of jobs, which, as a matter of course, negatively affected 
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the purchasing power of the consumers (Boratav 2015). The economic 
unrest and its consequences for the labor force manifested themselves 
with the emergence of a wide range of movements extending towards 
labor militancy, as well as the strengthening of labor unions. These caused 
important management and control problems for capital holders (Boratav 
2015: 145-146). In conjunction, domestic capital holders and manufacturers 
were reluctant to enter the domains of either producer or consumer goods 
production due to the low capacity of the sector to create economic value 
returns (Pamuk 1984: 58 in Balaban 2008).

The central government’s response to the economic and civic unrest was 
an economic program introduced in January 1980. Known as the notorious 
January 24 decisions, this economic program entirely restructured the 
Turkish economy through the introduction of the International Money Fund 
(IMF) and the World Bank (WB) structural adjustment perspectives of the 
1970s, which specifically targeted “underdeveloped” countries that were 
overwhelmed by the economic crisis (Boratav 2015:151-152). Therefore, 
instead of aiming at restoring the failing domestic production and the import-
substitution model, the program was based on a complete, even extreme, 
reorganization of economy under the principles of an export-oriented model. 
Export-led growth implies opening domestic markets to foreign competition 
in exchange for market access in other countries. (Balaban 2008: 77-81). 
Privatization, trade liberalization and financial deregulation of markets were 
important elements of these reforms (Aksoy 1993), and had considerable 
ramifications on both the commodity and the labor markets (Yeldan 2006). 
How, then, was it possible to enable such a drastic shift in the economy? 
According to Balaban (2008: 77-78), such a radical restructuration of the 
economy was not possible under “normal and democratic circumstances”. In 
less than a year, in September 1980, the existing government was overthrown 
by a military coup. Under the military government, political parties were 
banned from politics and all trade union activities were stopped (Boratav 
2015). Moreover, a revised constitution was released in 1982.15 Remaining 
in power for the following three years, the military withdrew from the 
government in 1983. In that same year, general elections were held in a rather 
undemocratic environment, as the ban on political parties established before 
the coup was still in place.

15 The principle of ‘right to healthy environment’ was included in Turkish legislation with the 1982 
constitution. 
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Under such circumstances, Turgut Özal and his new, right-leaning 
Motherland Party, came to power in 1983. His administration in the 1980s 
was a breaking point in Turkish economy, politics and policy in every 
possible segment. Generally, associated with his contemporaries Thatcher 
and Reagan, Özal was a strong advocate of neoliberalism. In consonance 
with this ideological stand, Özal played a key role in the introduction of 
neoliberal ideas to the Turkish economy. Under his administration, Turkish 
public administration was restructured drastically through the introduction 
of liberalization, deregulation and privatization in line with the economic 
program of 1980 (Aksoy 1993) that Özal introduced. In particular, the policies 
on privatization and deregulation were reflected in waste governance and 
management, and resulted in a series of institutional transformations that 
have altered Ankara’s waste management.

5.3.1 Municipal Attempts for Socio-Technical Change 

In the early 1980s, an institutional restructuring followed the political 
economic transformation of the country. This series of institutional 
changes had significant consequences for Ankara’s waste governance 
and management in the sense that they introduced new actors and new 
responsibilities to formal waste disposal and treatment schemes.

First of all, in 1983, Turkey issued the first Environment Law No: 2872, 
setting out the general rudiments and principles, authorized institutions, and 
legal and criminal sanctions regarding environmental protection. It was a 
framework law that set the scope of environmental protection, the authorized 
bodies, their jurisdiction areas, related measures of implementation and 
sanctions. The Law has been subject to a multiplicity of updates throughout 
the years, the most salient of which took place in 2006. This first version of the 
Environment Law defined waste as “harmful materials diffused or left in the 
environment as a result of any activity.” While not directly targeting waste, 
the law placed waste management practices within the broader framework 
of the environment, rather than being solely about public sanitation concerns 
(Güler et al. 2001:41). The striking element concerning this new regulation 
was the linkage between environmental protection and economic and social 
development goals. Thus, as early as the 1980s, environmental concerns were 
situated within the paradigm of economic development (Güler et al. 2001).
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To that end, the administrative structure has been re-organized through the 
introduction of Metropolitan Municipalities in the public administration 
system. In 1984, via the Law on Metropolitan Municipalities, the status 
of Ankara’s local administration was changed to that of Metropolitan 
Municipality, along with İstanbul and Izmir. In addition, the newly-
established metropolitan municipal structure was supported by the 
establishment of district municipalities. Therefore, metropolitan areas 
now had a two-tier municipal structure. Before this, in 1981 with the Law 
on Municipal Revenues, the funds allocated from the central government 
budget to municipalities for public services were already increased in 
line with the principle of deregulation. This series of changes regarding 
municipal responsibilities and budgets also brought changes in the field 
of waste governance and management. With the Law, provisions for waste 
collection and transportation services were defined under the responsibilities 
of district municipalities, while the storage, disposal and treatment functions 
were to be realized by the metropolitan municipalities. The law also opened 
up the necessary channels for public-private partnerships and privatization 
by stating that metropolitan municipalities could delegate the establishment 
and/or operation of the related services.

What were the ramifications of the above presented institutional 
arrangements for Ankara? In this period, we observe the early decisions 
and attempts to transform waste management through technology transfer 
and privatization for the provision of waste management services for the 
expanding city. By the mid-1980s, Ankara was no longer a municipality; it 
was a metropolitan municipality with five district municipalities: Çankaya, 
Mamak, Altındağ, Yenimahalle and Keçiören16. Under the administrative 
changes, acreage increased; migration and gecekondu construction, although 
experiencing slower growth as compared to the 1950s, was a normalized 
urban development pattern at the peripheries of the city (Somalı 2013). As 
a matter of course, due to the increasing population, the volume of waste 
was increasing. Municipal dumping continued in Mamak, unofficially in 
Ege-Tuzluçayır and officially in Mamak-İmrahor dumping sites. In 1986, 
a newspaper report refers to 2000-2200 tons of municipal solid waste 
production per day, and the efforts from the Metropolitan Municipality to 
develop responses to its waste problem (Özbilgen 1986).

16 Sincan, Etimesgut and Gölbaşı, in 1988, 1990 and 1991 respectively, were also included in the 
Metropolitan Municipality jurisdiction as district municipalities. 
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Mehmet Altınsoy was the Mayor of Ankara between 1984 and 1989. He 
was a member of the Motherland Party and known for his close relations 
with Turgut Özal. As previously mentioned, under the new institutional 
arrangements, Ankara Metropolitan Municipality held the responsibilities 
regarding waste disposal and treatment; district municipalities were 
responsible for collection and transportation, and all municipalities had 
the authority to realize the respective services by means of public-private 
partnerships and subcontracting. Under his mayoralty, as early as the mid-
1980s, the Metropolitan Municipality had attempted to exert its expanded 
powers to transform waste management through technology transfer and 
privatization for the expanding city. According to the same newspaper 
report (Özbilgen 1986), the plan for the disposal and treatment of the 2000-
2200 tons of waste produced daily was the establishment of a waste-sorting 
facility, an incineration facility for electricity production and a transfer 
station system for improving waste collection. Purchasing new vehicles for 
transportation and better tools for street-cleaning workers were also on the 
agenda. The aim was to reclaim the economically valuable materials in waste 
as well as ameliorating the obtrusive impact of the open dumping practices. 
The estimated cost for establishing a waste disposal and treatment facility 
was estimated at 500 million liras (25-30 million USD at the time). The cost 
was expected to redeem itself in 45 years through the revenues gained from 
selling electricity to the grid. The plans were prepared with the help of 
foreign consultants. 

My interview with the former employee of the Municipal Construction 
Affairs Department of Ankara Municipality (Interview Number 37, 2014) 
revealed that the plan was based on counterparts in Europe, and was mainly 
shaped with respect to the high metallic content, specifically copper and 
iron, of Ankara’s waste. The facility was established. However, it could not 
properly operate and was left idle (The Grand National Assembly of Turkey 
1985) due to improper technology for the high humidity levels of Ankara’s 
waste at the time. Later, the residents of the area started to use the empty 
buildings as animal shelters.

In the late 1980s, the Ege-Tuzluçayır dumping site was still being used by 
the Municipality, and Mamak-İmrahor dumping site had already become 
notorious not only for its odor problem, but also for the unsanitary and 
ecologically deprived conditions regarding uncontrolled animal husbandry 
and leachate emanating from the high amounts of decomposing materials 
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flowing towards the valley basin. Due to the gecekondu development, 
officially banned but still ongoing dumping activities in Tuzluçayır led to 
the expansion of the dump towards İmrahor Valley, which was proposed as 
a greenbelt in the existing urban plans of the city.17 Therewith, the dumping 
practices in the Mamak-İmrahor site, which was relatively distant from 
gecekondu settlements, were expanding towards the İmrahor Valley, and 
started spilling over from the state-owned lands into the privately-owned 
agricultural lands in the area. It is worth mentioning that medical waste was 
also openly dumped in the Mamak-İmrahor area. 

It was not only the valley and the attached gecekondu settlements that 
suffered the deleterious effects of the dumping site. The downdraft of the 
malodor from the dumping sites could be sensed from adjacent sections 
of the Çankaya district, where the former Presidential Palace was located. 
Under such circumstances, local elections took place in 1989. Murat 
Karayalçın from the Social Democratic Populist Party (SHP) won the local 
elections and remained in power until 1994. In the first years of Karayalçın’s 
mayorship, an important turning point for the waste legislation history in 
Turkey came on the agenda.

In 1991, the Undersecretariat of the Environment was restructured in the form 
of a Ministry, and one of the first regulatory actions from the new Ministry 
was the enactment of the By-law on Solid Waste Control No: 2081418 in the 
same year. The By-law was the first legal arrangement solely focusing on the 
regulation of municipal solid waste and non-hazardous industrial sludge. 
The By-law targeted the development and implementation of principles, 
policies and programs regarding the collection, transportation, recycling, 
recovery, and disposal of pollutants that threatened the environment and 
ecological balance, as well as the organization and realization of activities 
to increase public participation and awareness regarding the respective 
matters.

17 The Ankara Metropolitan Area Master Planning Bureau authored the Ankara 1990 Plan in 1975. 
It was approved in 1982. Major development directions included the Western and South-West 
axes (Somalı 2013:45). The plan neither referred to nor had respective proposals regarding the 
municipal open dumping practices in Ankara. The major planning decision for in Mamak was 
the greenbelt proposal covering İmrahor Valley and Hatip Stream (Somalı 2013:46). 

18 Later amended in 1992, 1994, 1998, 1999, 2000, 2002, and 2005.
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Taking the 1975 EU Waste Framework Directive19 as its basis, the By-
law adopted terms such as waste hierarchy, at-source separation, waste 
reduction and recycling and environmentally sound disposal, and displayed 
awareness regarding the possible economic gains that could be realized 
through recycling (Güler et. al. 2001). Waste disposal is defined as all 
storage, collection, and energy recovery through combustion/incineration, 
composting, recovery, and landfilling activities as part of creating economic 
gain. The By-law assigned the metropolitan municipalities and municipalities 
as the main implementing actors, while the governorates are the given 
authority outside the municipal and adjacent area borders. All implementing 
authorities could subcontract the activities to private-sector institutions. In 
1992 and 1993, the Ministry issued circulars for municipalities to take action, 
especially in terms of (sanitary) landfilling (Güler et. al. 2001).

With the regulatory changes in line with its political orientation, the 
metropolitan municipality initiated a process for the rehabilitation of waste-
dumping sites and gecekondu areas in Mamak.20 In this period, Mamak 
Municipality also prepared reclamation plans21 for the area. First of all, 
open-dumping practices in Ege-Tuzluçayır were stopped and a cooperative 
housing project was initiated in the area. Secondly, a comprehensive 
planning process began to rehabilitate the Mamak-İmrahor site and transfer 
its functions to a new site in line with the responsibilities defined under the 
By-law on Solid Waste Control.

19 The Directive defined waste as “any substance or object which the holder disposes of or is 
required to dispose of pursuant to the provisions of national law in force” and disposal as “the 
collection, sorting, transport and treatment of waste as well as its storage and tipping above or 
underground”. 

20 Karayalçın’s administration made a significant infrastructural investment decision on the 
construction of a viaduct connecting Mamak to the urban core. This investment was included in 
the Metropolitan Municipality Investment Program (1993), but could not be constructed within 
the office period of Karayalçın. 

21 With a series of Laws on gecekondu amnesties in 1983, 1984, and 1986 district municipalities 
became responsible for the provision of these plans. With the Law No: 2805 in 1983, reclamation 
planning is defined as “an urban development condition drawn on existing maps that determines 
building regulations with the aim of bringing balanced, regular and healthy conditions for 
unhealthy, uncontrolled built up areas or building blocks in clearly defined borders with the 
consideration of existing conditions” (Sat 2007:28). The planning was based on transformation 
of gecekondu areas into apartment buildings through the investments from the private sector. 
No timeframe was defined. Therefore, areas that are high in profit returns could achieve 
transformation with these plans, but Mamak was not one of them (See Sat 2007, Tuçaltan 2008 
and Somalı 2013). 
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In the early 1990s, the metropolitan municipality also prepared plans for 
İmrahor Valley with the aim of transforming the gecekondu and managing 
gecekondu settlement development within the Valley22. In the same year, the 
metropolitan municipality made a series of applications to the Ministry of 
Development and Settlement (currently the Ministry of Environment and 
Urbanization) for designating the Tuzluçayır-Ege dumping site and the 
gecekondu neighborhood as a disaster zone, as a preventive measure against 
possible explosions due to methane entrapment. The timing of these actions 
was not arbitrary. The major driver was the Ümraniye dumping-site disaster 
in İstanbul, a municipal open-dumping site similar to the Tuzluçayır-Ege 
site. In 1993, due to methane entrapment, an explosion occurred at the 
dumping site, which resulted in drastic amounts of waste sliding towards 
the neighboring gecekondu areas. The incident resulted in the deaths of 39 
people (Uruş 2001), and some of the dead bodies could not be retrieved from 
the heaps of trash. However, the attempts by the municipality to declare the 
Tuzluçayır-Ege site a disaster protection zone failed due to disregard from 
the ministry (Interview Number 37, 2014). 

The metropolitan municipality, determined to take action against Ankara’s 
waste, started a new initiative to designate a new sanitary landfill area with 
a proper methane discharge system and medical waste incineration plant23. In 
addition, the metropolitan municipality placed a number of bins for paper and 
glass recycling (Ankara Metropolitan Municipality Program/Ankara Programı 
1993). Again in the early 1990s, the Metropolitan Municipality, in collaboration 
with Middle East Technical University, a number of NGOs and the private 
sector (Ankara Sistem Planlama Co.), prepared plans for a new sanitary landfill 
and waste treatment facility in the western corridor of Ankara. The new site 
was planned as part of a holistic waste collection system supported by transfer 
stations located in every district municipality jurisdiction (Sistem Planlama 
1992). The transfer stations were planned to function as storage and sorting 
facilities for reclamation of the recycling materials in waste. The remainder of 
the waste was planned to be sent for disposal (Sistem Planlama 1992).

22 The project proposal was mainly adopting a method already applied in certain valleys in 
Çankaya, i.e. Dikmen and Portakal Çiceği: social housing proposals for the gecekondu residents, 
and housing for middle- and high-income groups to finance the social housing (see Uzun 2005). 
In spite of the fact that the plan was never realized, it symbolizes the social democrat 
understanding of the period.

23  In addition, the metropolitan municipality placed a number of bins for paper and glass recycling 
(Ankara Metropolitan Municipality Program/Ankara Programı 1993).
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After a comprehensive planning study, the Sincan Çadırtepe area located 55 
km west of the city center was selected as the disposal site.24 The site was 
located outside the Ankara Metropolitan Municipality borders at the time, 
and so the metropolitan municipality cooperated with the Governorate 
of Ankara. A Metropolitan Municipality Report (Sistem Planlama 1993) 
explains the planning perspective for the areas as follows: The initial plans 
covered a period of 30 years with the expectation of further development 
of new sanitary landfill sites in the area, following the initial planned site. 
The most effective factor in the selection of this site was the existence of 
the wastewater treatment plant in Tatlar Village, adjacent to this area. The 
idea was to foster the nexus between waste and wastewater treatment. The 
sludge would be disposed in the sanitary landfill while the leakage from the 
landfill could be treated at the wastewater treatment plant. 

Based on this approach, the Municipality started the respective expropriations 
and land readjustment plans for the disposal site. Interestingly, the new 

24 The site was included within the Ankara Metropolitan Municipality borders under a series of 
administrative changes in the public administration system in Turkey in 2006. Today the site is 
within the borders of the Ankara Metropolitan Municipality, as part of Sincan district. 

Figure 7. Municipal Responses towards Waste before the mid-1990s

Source: Figure by author, based on Ankara 2023 Master Plan, Ankara Metropolitan Municipality 2006.
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site was also located in the Zir Valley water basin and was surrounded by 
agricultural lands. One other adjacent land use was the Erkeksu Farm, a 
privately owned recreational area.

Hence, the plans drew lawsuits by some of the citizens whose lands were 
appropriated, as well as the owner of the Erkeksu Farm with concerns regarding 
possible downdraft. According to a former employee of the Municipal 
Construction Affairs Department of Ankara Municipality (Interview Number 
37, 2014), there were also budgetary constraints. In the course of funding 
negotiations with the World Bank, which also gave credit to the wastewater 
system in Ankara, the processes of expropriation and implementation slowed 
down. They were entirely stopped by the local elections in 1994.

5.3.2 Changing Composition of Waste

At the beginning of this section, I presented the drastic shift in Turkish politics 
in the 1980s from import-substitution-based industrial development to an 
export-oriented economic strategy. What was of supreme significance was the 
abolishment of barriers against the trade of foreign products and investments 
from multinational corporations. In this early stage of neoliberalization, 
commodity trade liberalization appears to be the major form of integration 
with the global markets (Yeldan 2006). Both imports and exports increased 
radically (Yeldan 2006, Boratav 2015) and industrial production patterns25 
(Balaban 2008) and societal consumptions patterns changed.

Processes of industrial production patterns, as a matter of course, were not 
independent from the international technological changes and the related 
patterns of change in industrial production. One representative example is 
the introduction of PET (Polyethylene terephthalate) as the material base for 
plastic bottles. Invented and used in the US since the 1970s, PET products 
entered other national markets rapidly; they were cheaper to produce, had 
higher resistance to cracking, and were easier for consumers to carry as 
compared to other materials such as glass. Turkey also started manufacturing 
PET and plastic products starting in the 1980s for packaging in lieu of metal 

25 Balaban (2008: 81) details the industrial development patterns of the period as follows: “The rise 
of exports, for instance, was related to enormous amount of incentives given and to low level of 
wages rather than a technological improvement in manufacturing (Boratav 2003: 159-160; Altıok 
1998: 254). The increase in production was related to extensive utilization of existing surplus 
capacity rather than new and additional investments in manufacturing (Altıok 1998: 253)”. 
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(IKMIB-İstanbul Chemicals And Chemical Products Exporters’ Association 
2013). Moreover, the use of aluminium cans instead of glass in the beverage 
industry, and the use of corrugated cardboard in packaging, gained 
momentum starting in the mid-1980s (Özek 2016).26

In addition to shifting production patterns, the 1980s also constituted 
a breaking point with regard to changing consumption. The spread of 
supermarket chains towards the end of the decade and establishment of the 
first shopping malls were two major developments that directly influenced 
lifestyles and increased the consumption of packaged products (Erberk et 
al. 2011). Changes in consumption patterns gained speed in the 1990s and 
accelerated in the 2000s, with further infusion of foreign capital in industrial 
production, which brought an inevitable change regarding the variety of 
consumption goods (Doğan 2004).

The shifts in production and consumption translated into what is discarded 
by the consumers – the composition of municipal solid waste. Waste became 
richer in recycling materials. According to the information I gathered by 
means of my focus group interview with long-term citizens of the Ege 
neighborhood, starting from the late 1980s, Ankara’s waste was composed 
of metals (specifically aluminium), various sorts of plastic, cardboard, paper, 
composite waste, and even electric-electronic waste. The first formal study 
concerning the composition of municipal solid waste in Turkey, conducted by 
the TurkStat27 in 1993 (TÜBİTAK28 2004), validates the respective information, 
but also refers to the existence of rubber, textile remains and glass.29

26 Kaya and Üçdoğruk (2002) analyze the entry and exit dynamics —the number of firms entering or 
exiting the market – of manufacturing industries in Turkey between 1981 and 1997. Taking the 
United Nations industrial classification system as the basis for their examination, the authors outline 
the changing patterns of manufacturing in Turkey. For the purposes of my research, considering the 
data presented by Kaya and Üçdoruk (2002), it could be claimed that plastic and fabricated metal 
products manufacturing started to gain momentum in the 1980s, and the market entry levels of 
plastic manufacturers happen to be high in number. In simple terms, this means the introduction 
of production patterns and yet new consumption goods and commodities, and indicates a changing 
composition of waste, which was relatively richer in terms of recyclable materials. 

27 Turkish Statistical Institute. Prior to 2005, the institute was named State Institute of Statistics (SIS).
28 The Scientific and Technological Research Council of Turkey.
29 According to a 1993 SIS survey, municipal solid waste in Turkey was 45,48% paper and cardboard, 

8,62% metal, 18,46% glass, 13,19% plastic, 6,15% composite plastic (PET, PVC), 3,30% rubber, and 
4,80% textile (TÜBİTAK 2004)  .
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5.3.3  Consolidation of Heterogeneity in Recycling: Linking Waste to 
Migration

Changing production and consumption patterns that gained momentum 
since the 1980s were not the only definitive factors for Ankara’s waste 
history. The national security policy regarding Eastern and Southeastern 
Turkey in the 1990s, when merged with the increasing value of waste, had a 
most drastic impact on Ankara’s waste governance and management.

The establishment of PKK (Kurdistan Worker’s Party) in 1978 had societal, 
economic, spatial and geopolitical ramifications. A militant group seeking 
liberation for the Kurdish people, PKK was mostly organized in Eastern 
and Southeastern Turkey and in neighboring Mesopotamian regions in 
the Middle East during the 1980s. The Kurdish-Turkish conflict became 
an armed struggle during these years and the severe clashes between the 
Turkish Security Forces and the PKK reached its peak in the 1990s. The 
reason for referring to the Kurdish-Turkish conflict is the fact that it indelibly 
changed the course of waste management practices in Ankara. Waste-picking 
as an occupation, as a livelihood, emerged as an unintended consequence 
of the Turkish-Kurdish conflict in Eastern and Southeastern Turkey. Forced 
migration and displacement of a considerable number of people to “conflict-
free” areas coincided with the increased amounts of valuable material in 
waste. Thus, the early 1990s witnessed a process that is defined by the head 
of the Recycling Laborers Association, Dinçer Mendillioğlu (2015), as “the 
shift from forced migration to forced proletarianization.”

During the Kurdish migration, a group of Central Anatolian migrants 
built warehouses on the Mamak-İmrahor dumping site. According to the 
representative of the Recycling Laborers Association (Interview Number 67, 
2014), the migrant group was inspired by the Romani citizens, who collected 
tin copper from the waste. Soon after, the warehouses started buying waste 
from the Kurdish recycling laborers. These were the early signals for the big 
business to come. Before long, other warehouses were established. Migrants 
engaged in unrecognized recycling increased in number. Some recycling 
laborers built their own warehouses in their places of residence. Therefore, 
unauthorized recycling became a systematic practice for many residents, 
who mostly lived in gecekondu areas close to the dumping site. They were 
not only reclaiming waste from the dumping sites but also collecting waste 
from the bins located in the city center. These practices continued without 
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any major interference from the public authorities. Later, other migrant 
groups joined the Kurdish political migrants. In chapter 8, I discuss the 
working and living conditions of recycling laborer groups, along with their 
relations to the other actors within the waste governance and management 
scene and the heterogeneity of unrecognized recycling in Ankara.

5.4    Metabolic Urbanization of Waste and Governance Implications 
before the Mid-1990s 

Metabolic urbanization of waste in Ankara before the 1990s displays how 
political economic, institutional and material changes, as well as their 
unintended consequences, came together and provided the context for 
the situated decision-making processes and socio-technical responses. 
Changes in the contextual elements together with the motives, capacities, 
needs, claims and understandings of the actors resulted in the birth and 
consolidation of heterogeneity of socio-technical responses towards waste. 
Diverse socio-technical configurations had been present in Ankara since the 
early 1930s, and unfolded between the municipal practices of open dumping 
in an unofficial site far from the urban core on agricultural lands, and citizen 
practices of reuse, self-disposal and wild dumping. However, waste’s entry 
onto municipal agendas occurred between the 1950s and 1980s. 

In this period, the changing socio-technical responses were mainly shaped 
under the unintended consequences of mechanization of agriculture and 
changing industrial production patterns in Turkey. First of all, the migration 
inflows were the unintended consequence of changes in the agriculture 
sector and resulted in an increase in the population – and subsequent 
increase in the volumes of waste. This is how the first formal response 
from the municipality took shape in Ankara: formal open dumping at a 
designated site, far from the city, on unvalued, state-owned land in the 
Eastern corridor. Secondly, considering mass gecekondu development near 
and on the dumping sites, spatial displacement of waste was considered a 
solution by the municipality. The choice of establishing open dumping sites 
in the Eastern corridor of Ankara paved the way for the relations between 
socio-technical responses towards waste and urban development in the area.

Early forms of waste collection by the urban poor were salvaging materials 
for reuse or selling to possible buyers. The political and economic changes, 
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the attached changes in institutional configurations and composition 
of waste, as a matter of course, had ramifications for the grounded 
practices. Gaining the authority to privatize waste management services, 
municipalities started seeking socio-technically developed solutions (i.e., 
energy production, reuse and recycling). The nature of the attempts indicates 
a change in the understanding of waste – from an entity to keep out of 
sight to a resource. In addition, forced migration of Kurdish populations 
from Eastern and Southeastern Turkey merged with the valorization of the 
material composition of waste under changing production and consumption 
patterns and led to the emergence of street recycling as a livelihood, and a 
systematic practice for the masses.

This period is significant with respect to the emergent links between 
migration, the urban poor and waste, and the racialized character of this 
relation, as well as the linkages between the socio-technical responses 
towards waste and land. These relations constitute the basis for future 
developments in Ankara’s waste governance and management. In addition, 
waste had already started to be considered a resource by both recognized 
and unrecognized actors. 

The interactions between the heterogeneous socio-technical configurations 
and decision-making were rather loose in this period. For instance, the 
metropolitan municipality’s attempt to introduce a recycling network as 
well as a waste disposal and treatment system in the 1990s were unfolding 
independent from emergent, unrecognized recycling practices. Therefore, 
the ties between the unrecognized and recognized forms of practice were 
weak as compared to the latter period. Waste governance was shaped 
through a series of actor responses in line with their positionality towards 
waste. However, this was soon to change under two major forces: 1) the 
legal-regulatory restructuring following the EU candidacy of Turkey, and 2) 
the recognition of the economic potential embedded in waste management 
by public and private actors. To discuss the shift from loose forms of 
interaction towards strong forms of articulations between the heterogeneous 
socio-technical solutions and their implications for decision-making, I next 
introduce the contextual transformations in Turkey with a specific focus on 
the policy regimes starting from the mid-1990s. Then, I present the changes in 
the governance of urban waste in relation to the transformations of disposal 
and recycling practices.
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6.  Changing Terrain of Waste Governance and 
Management: A Look through the Context

Towards the mid-1990s, while socio-technical heterogeneity was becoming 
entrenched within Ankara’s waste governance and management, Turkey 
was witnessing one of the major economic downswings in its history. Heavy 
reliance on foreign borrowing, funding and investments were among the 
governmental responses to solve the crisis. This resulted in the increasing 
presence of international institutions such as the World Bank and UNDP 
within the policy networks of Turkey since the mid-1990s. Following the 
EU candidacy in the late 1990s, Turkey underwent an intense process of 
policy adaptation. Waste policies were no exception. For waste governance 
and management, this meant the transformation of the context underlying 
situated socio-technical heterogeneity in the waste sector. Throughout this 
process, new actor constellations, organizational agendas, funding schemes 
and socio-technical solutions have been introduced within the Turkish waste 
governance and management lexicon.

In this chapter, I present the transformation of political and economic 
dynamics along with the related shift in institutional configurations in 
Turkey that began in the mid-1990s and gained momentum in the 2000s. 
I explain how the political and economic climate of the 1990s gave way to 
a historic moment, namely the rise of the Justice and Development Party 
(AKP). The AKP has drastically reshaped Turkey’s political, economic and 
institutional scene since 2002. Therefore, in this section, I also present the 
political and economic changes under the AKP regime and outline the major 
changes that helped (re)shape the grounded practices of waste governance 
and management. Subsequently, I focus on the related institutional 
reconfigurations in the fields of waste policy and planning. 

I initially examine the period between the 1990s and the 2000s, when the 
entry of international institutions in economy and other fields of policy 
through funding and consultancy processes became a common practice in 
Turkey. Subsequently, I present the transformation of the legal-institutional 
context following Turkey’s EU candidacy in 1999 as it relates to waste 
legislation. My aim is to present the recurrent themes, ideas and approaches 
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that have been introduced to Turkish waste governance and management 
agendas through the respective policy changes. I argue that the policy 
adaptation processes were dominantly shaped by a non-critical transfer 
of the EU waste policy models and did not entail any translation of the 
adopted frameworks to comply with the national context. Therefore, the 
policy adaptation process neglected the context-dependent characteristics 
of the waste sector (i.e., dominant existence of unrecognized socio-technical 
configurations and limited socio-technical capacities of the public sector). 
This neglect of the existing dynamics of Turkey’s waste sector resulted in 
a policy-implementation breach. I lastly present the implications of the 
respective policy formulations for practice.

6.1   Political, Economic and Institutional Change in Turkey since 
the mid-1990s

Turkey witnessed a challenging economic crisis in the mid-1990s. In the 
previous chapter, I discussed the fundamental shift in the Turkish economy 
in the 1980s from import-substitution industrialization to an export-oriented 
model. In 1989, the government also lifted regulations and limitations on 
capital flows, which had resulted in uncontrolled short-term foreign capital 
inflow instabilities (see Yeldan 2006). In the absence of necessary legal 
schemes to regulate the economy (Atiyas 2012), macroeconomic instabilities, 
such as increasing interest rates and fluctuations in currency exchange rates, 
emerged (Boratav 2015: 176). Additionally, in search of political rent as well 
as keeping a possible labor movement under control, the government relied 
on populist policies (Boratav 2015). For instance, in 1989, the wages of public 
sector workers were increased by 142% (Boratav 2015: 177). 

The Gulf War (1990-1991) and the related political unrest in the Middle 
East also negatively affected the Turkish economy and resulted in further 
constrictions (Celasun 1999). While foreign debts were seen as a tool to secure 
domestic spending, internal borrowing was considered an instrument for the 
payment of foreign debts (Boratav 2015). In this vicious cycle, the interest rates 
peaked in the mid-1990s; political instabilities emerged and led to a severe 
economic stagnation, colloquially known as the 1994 currency crisis (see 
Celasun 1999). Following the crisis, the government introduced an economic 
stabilization program based on limiting public expenditures, diminishing the 
gains of the working class, devaluation of currency and privatization (Celasun 
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1999) as well as foreign borrowing, such as a 687 million USD loan from the 
IMF (Boratav 2015). Alongside a series of privatization of public goods and 
services, foreign financing became a major tool to enhance development. 
Heavy reliance on foreign loans, funding and investments was also reflected 
in Turkey’s commitment under the Customs Union in 1996 (Boratav 2015), 
and the candidacy for EU accession in 1999. In addition, starting from the 
1990s, we observe the role of international institutions such as the World Bank 
and UNDP within the policy networks of Turkey.

However, effective progress could not be achieved to stabilize the economy, 
which was further hit by the Asian crisis in the second half of the 1990s 
(Boratav 2015) and finally resulted in the Turkish banking crisis of 2001 
(Atiyas 2012). The general elections following the crisis resulted in AKP’s 
unprecedented electoral victory in 2002. Throughout the economic stagnation 
period, Turkey was governed by coalition governments. The electoral success 
and the rise of AKP as a one-party government in the 2002 elections could be 
interpreted as a societal response to economic deprivation associated with 
coalition governments. However, the rise of the AKP was not only related 
to economic parameters. Cinar (2016: 1217) explains AKP’s electoral victory 
with its ability to gain votes from a broad spectrum of voters:

Since its establishment in 2001, AKP has ruled Turkey by securing consecutive 
electoral victories with comfortable margins. Having roots in previous Islamist 
parties in Turkey, AKP first differentiated itself from its predecessors by 
presenting itself as a moderate “religiously conservative party” like the 
denominational parties in Europe, which ensured the party political support 
from different parts of the political spectrum and political success in its formative 
years. Rallying most of the right-wing voters (and even initially some leftists) 
thanks to its promises of economic expansion and affluence, Turkey’s long-
awaited admission to the EU, and more integration into global markets, AKP also 
attracted the attention of many international observers. Some even envisioned 
the party as a “model” in the volatile political atmosphere in the Middle East.

Over the last fifteen years, the AKP has gradually become authoritarian in 
its politics, and displayed a rupture from its earlier pro-Western attitude 
(Cinar 2016: 1217), which played a role in the electoral success but coupled 
with a religious conservative stance. Despite the drastic transformation in 
its politics, the AKP has consolidated its existence in Turkish politics thanks 
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to religious ideology, pork-barrel politics30, economic voting (on the basis of 
personal economic conditions and/or the general economic climate), and the 
nature of the Turkish electoral system (the existence of 10% election threshold 
to enter the parliament) (Cinar 2016). In addition, the AKP followed the prior 
IMF stand-by agreements, and fast economic growth was achieved through 
the so-called public reforms (Boratav 2015: 198-202).

As previously mentioned, Turkey gained candidate status for EU accession 
in 1999. Under the AKP rule, the accession negotiations started in 2005, and 
took the form of a mass legislation process. The EU principles of governing, in 
terms of economic reforms, were based on measures such as the introduction 
of flexible employment schemes in the public sector and subcontracting in 
every sector. The reforms were underlined by mass privatization of state 
economic enterprises and state-owned lands (Boratav 2015: 202-206). The 
mass privatization of state-owned lands was accompanied by state-led 
growth in the construction sector and production of the built environment 
(i.e., large-scale urban transformation and infrastructure projects), which 
stimulated significant growth in the Turkish economy31 (see Balaban 2008, 
Kuyucu and Ünsal 2010, Penpecioğlu 2011). In addition to their economic 
ramifications, the AKP also applied the reform approach to transform the 
public administration system to support its economic stance. In this respect, 
not only the central but also the local government system was restructured. 
Local governments, specifically the metropolitan municipalities, became 
important instruments of the AKP’s rent- and construction-based economic 
policy, and their institutional organization and administrative territory have 
been restructured multiple times32.

30 Pork-barrel politics is an analogy used to explain the provision of (better) public services to areas 
with continued electoral support (Cinar 2016).

31 Balaban (2008: 103-104) summarizes the change in numbers: “Total number of all types of 
buildings in Turkey rose from 4.4 million in 1984 to 7.8 million in 2000 with an increased 
percentage of 78.6%. The rate of increase of dwelling units, which is 128.8%, appears to be much 
higher than that of buildings. This can be accepted as an indicator of construction of high rise 
buildings. In both cases there are enormous increases in numbers of either buildings or dwellings. 
According to the figures on dwellings it is possible to mention that number of dwellings 
produced between 1984 and 2000 were higher than total number produced before. The number 
of residential buildings increased 75% between 1984 and 2000 (…) The increasing trend is also 
valid in case of commercial buildings. The number of commercial buildings increased 84% in the 
same period. This shows that the rapidly growing construction activity was not only limited to 
housing but also includes commercial buildings as well.”

32 Another significant actor of the construction-based economy of is the Mass Housing 
Administration (TOKİ). Founded in 1984; TOKİ’s major function was defined as social housing 
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Changing political and economic context and related institutional 
reconfigurations have had important direct and indirect consequences for waste 
governance and management. First and foremost, under the political climate 
and economic constraints of the period, the international institutions through 
funding and consultancy mechanisms – and later the EU – have become 
a mainstreamed characteristic of waste policy. This process revealed itself 
through a series of plans and programs funded by the respective institutions, 
specifically the World Bank, in collaboration with central government 
institutions. Subsequently there was a mass planning and legislation process 
to harmonize with the EU framework/legislation. The changes in the policy 
regimes had ramifications not only in terms of the rhetorical engagement with 
the new socio-technical and organizational schemes, but also the redefinition 
of power geometries within the waste sector.

Moreover, the transformation of public administration over the years also 
had direct consequences for waste governance and management. Each 
law33 introduced changes in the jurisdiction and administrative borders of 
the metropolitan and district municipalities. Laws also expanded urban 
infrastructure services, including waste management. Furthermore, the 

provision; and till 2003, the institutional behavior was in line with foundational values. Starting 
from the early 2000s, with a series of laws enacted under the JDP administration, TOKİ gradually 
gained the authority to 1) develop and implement profit-seeking projects, 2) plan and develop 
the lands belonging to TOKİ itself, 3) to expropriate and to buy land for (so-called) public 
purposes such as housing, education, industry, tourism and as such, and 4) to plan and develop 
publicly owned land without any charges via the proposal of any relevant Minister and Ministry 
of Finance that are approved by the Prime Minister (Türk and Korthals Altes 2010).

33 In 2004, the public administration system in Turkey witnessed a considerable transformation. 
The Metropolitan Municipality Law No. 3030 dated 1984 was replaced by Law No. 5216, and in 
2005 the Municipal Law No. 1580 that had been in effect since 1930 was substituted by Law No. 
5393. The public administration reform weakened the central control over local governments. 
With these regulations, both metropolitan and district municipalities obtained the authority to 
directly invest or regulate in large-scale urban transformation projects through making 
expropriations, developing projects with banks, selling and renting the properties developed by 
themselves within their boundaries, that, with the new legal regulations, the local governments 
may act as a profit-seeking private organization (Türk and Korthals Altes 2010). Especially 
Metropolitan Municipality No. 5216 is radical in terms of the expanding jurisdiction of 
Metropolitan Municipalities. The Law assumes the existence of a circle with a 50-km radius 
drawn from the urban core of Metropolitan municipalities, and defines the respective area as the 
administrative borders of Metropolitan Municipalities. Later, in 2012, with the Law No. 6360 
thirteen new metropolitan municipalities were established. With this new Law, not only the 
number of metropolitan municipalities was increased from sixteen to twenty-nine, but also the 
provincial borders of the metropolitan municipalities have become the metropolitan borders.
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restructuring at the central government level resulted in chaos for waste 
management. For example, in 2011 six new ministries were established, 
while two ministries were merged, which had a twofold consequence for 
waste management. Firstly, the Ministry of Environment and Forestry, the 
major central governing body responsible for the regulation of the waste-
related matters, was merged with the Ministry of Public Works and Housing 
and replaced by the Ministry of Environment and Urbanization. According 
to an expert interview at the EU Delegation (Interview Number 8, 2014), this 
merge created conflicts in solid waste and wastewater management, as these 
issues were incorporated within the jurisdiction of two different ministries. 
While waste-related matters were defined under the jurisdiction of Ministry 
of Environment and Urbanization, Ministry of Forestry and Water became 
the responsible body for wastewater-related matters.

In addition to its direct impact on waste governance and management 
schemes, the changing political, economic and institutional context 
contributed to shaping situated socio-technical heterogeneity by redefining 
actor groups and their relations to waste, land and technology. I discuss 
these relations in the upcoming chapters with respect to their ramifications 
for the transformation of disposal and recycling practices in Ankara. In 
the remainder of this chapter, I focus on and introduce the processes of 
institutional change under which the formal understandings of waste along 
with its governance and management were altered. Then, I present an 
overview of the practical outcomes of this process for Turkey.

6.2  International Institutions in Waste Policy-Making

I have already mentioned that, starting in the 1990s, the international 
institutions became significant actors within the policy networks of Turkey. 
For the field of waste policy, this process manifested itself through the 
engagement of the World Bank (WB) and United Nations Development 
Program (UNDP) that led to numerous planning efforts and institutional 
arrangements under financial and consultancy support, specifically by the 
World Bank. In the remainder of this section, I present a selection of these 
programs and planning studies that still influence current planning activities. 
They came into prominence via my expert interviews at the EU Delegation, 
Ministry of EU Affairs, Ministry of Urbanization and Environment, and 
Bank of Provinces as well as with a professor of Environmental Engineering 
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(Interview Number 8, 2014; Interview Number 7, 2014; Interview Number 
18, 2014).

The first is the Turkish Solid Waste Management Project, financed by the 
World Bank Mediterranean Environmental Technical Aid Program (METAP). 
In 1995, the Ministry of Environment (currently the Ministry of Environment 
and Urbanization), in cooperation with the World Bank, initiated the project 
with the aim of developing a nationwide waste management strategy34. 
The overall strategy of the plan was based on the extended private sector 
involvement in solid waste management services through public-private 
partnerships or subcontracting of municipal responsibilities (Köse et al. 
2007a:17-18). The prescribed strategy encapsulated the establishment 
of a centralized administrative unit within the body of the Ministry of 
Environment responsible for policy-making, program development and 
planning that prioritizes recycling, reuse, waste reduction, composting, and 
rehabilitation of open and uncontrolled dumping sites, and the development 
of a proposed advisory board, comprised of related public and tertiary 
institutions, private companies, a public financial credit mechanism, and 
regional and municipal waste management unions35 (Köse et al. 2007a:17-18; 
Güler et al. 2001:23-24).

Simultaneously, the State Planning Organization (currently the Ministry of 
Development) initiated studies on the National Environmental Action Plan 
(NEAP) in 1995 in collaboration with the Ministry of Environment. The plan 
was released in 1999, aimed at defining the priority areas of intervention and 
investment in environmental management. The NEAP located solid waste 
management under the general title of urban environment. The timeframe 
for implementation was short term and the estimated cost was over 50 
million USD. The plan demonstrates a more advanced understanding of 
waste governance and management compared to the Turkish Solid Waste 
Management Project, including acknowledging that technological change was 
central to the plan. As such, the plan described rehabilitation of existing landfill 

34 The project activities were subcontracted to a consortium of two consultancy companies: Tugal 
Çevre Teknolojileri (Tugal Environmental Technologies) based in Turkey and Environmental 
Resource Management based in Britain (Köse et al. 2007a).

35 Later, between 1998 and 2000, the project was expanded with a tier centered upon institutional 
capacity-building and the strategy of developing a central administrative unit achieved under 
this section of the project; additional guides were prepared to legally, administratively, and 
technically support the central waste management administration unit (Köse et al. 2007a 2007:18).
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sites, development of new sanitary landfills, promotion and adoption of waste 
reduction, recovery and recycling technologies, selection of contextually 
appropriate technologies, and developing a central government department to 
study possible technology alternatives and capacity-building programs. 

The NEAP included not only technical recommendations but also 
organizational and economic ones. Empowerment of local governments 
in terms of personnel and financial capacity and establishment of waste 
management departments in Metropolitan Municipalities were prioritized 
action areas. The NEAP also had a political goal regarding representation 
of Turkey within international policy-making communities. Accordingly, the 
NEAP was included in Turkey’s AGENDA 2136 soon after its release (Güler 
et.al. 2001). For the implementation of its intense agenda, the plan had 
defined a series of actors at the national and local levels that were expected 
to be involved in planning and implementation processes37 (State Planning 
Organization and the Ministry of Environment 1999: 140), but supported 
an augmented engagement of private sector (ibid.: 1999: vii). Recovery, 
recycling, and sanitary landfilling are the proposed methods for waste 
management (Güler et.al. 2001: 30).

In addition to these plans, a distinct detail concerning the development of 
waste governance and management frameworks in Turkey towards the end 
of the 1990s is the Ministry of Environment Circular No. 1999/8 released in 
1998 (Güler et.al. 2001). This circular underlines the importance of avoiding 
incineration as a waste disposal method in order to reduce the emission 

36 Agenda 21 was a non-binding document Turkey committed to prepare as an outcome of The 
United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), namely the Earth 
Summit, held in 1992. Aiming to enable national strategy-building sustainable development, the 
Turkish Agenda 21 Project was started in 1996 under the Ministry of Environment, with support 
from the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) and finalized in 2000. Like its 
temporaries, waste recycling, reduction and safe disposal were the major concerns of Turkish 
National Agenda 21 (Köse et al. 2007a). Turkish National Agenda 21 also displayed a sensitivity 
towards the production of recyclable packages, and the need to address the respective societal 
consumption patterns and habits (Güler et.al. 2001: 27). Later on in 1997, with the HABITAT II 
Conference held in Istanbul in 1996, the context and contents of Agenda 21 was extended to the 
local level, with the name Local Agenda 21.

37 The major implementing authorities were defined as the Ministry of Environment and local 
governments; and Ministries of Health, Industry and Trade, Tourism, Education, Public Works, 
Energy, Defense, Forestry as well as Privatization Administration, Bank of Provinces, private 
sector, universities, NGOs, Scientific and Technical Research Institute of Turkey, and State 
Institute of Statistics are defined as stakeholders.
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levels in line with the Kyoto Protocol38 (Güler et.al. 2001). Therefore, energy 
recovery, recycling, and sanitary landfilling were the proposed methods for 
waste management (Güler et.al. 2001: 30).

A review of the changing policy regimes in the second half of the 1990s 
shows that the most concrete changes were seen in the institutional setting. 
According to Güler et al. (2001:23), these began with the establishment of 
the Department of Waste Management under the Ministry of Environment39, 
Waste Exchange Market in 1999, and the Municipal Waste Unions in 2003 
along with reference to the NEAP within the Eighth Development Plan 
of Turkey (State Planning Organization 2000) as a guiding document. In 
addition, the WB engagement led to the advancement of ideals regarding 
technological change and privatization (not a complete privatization in form 
of complete sale, but the privatization of service delivery operations through 
public-private partnerships). According to Güler et al. (2001:3-8), these plans 
changed the official understanding of waste management as being a matter of 
service provision into a means of economic gain. The authors evaluate this as 
a process starting in the 1980s, with the regulatory changes that allowed for 
privatization through bidding of each phase of waste management services 
(collection, transportation, disposal, treatment, etc.) by municipalities. 
Nonetheless, the findings concerning the municipal attempts to build public-
private partnerships that enable socio-technical change in waste management 
revealed that privatization was considered not only a means for economic 
gain by local governments, but also an instrument to increase the limited 
socio-technical capacities of municipalities (see section 5.3.1).

6.3  Adapting to the EU Waste Framework Directive 

As mentioned, at the end of the 1990s came another major milestone for 
Turkey’s environmental – including waste – policies. Turkey became a 

38 Therefore, by the end of the 1990s, Turkish solid waste management framework was not 
incineration friendly. As an outcome of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) held in 1992, Kyoto Protocol was adopted in Kyoto, Japan in 1997, and put 
into force in 2005. Turkey became a signee in 2009.

39 Later, between 1998 and 2000, the project was expanded with a tier centered upon institutional 
capacity- building and the strategy of developing a central administrative unit achieved under 
this section of the project; additionally guides were prepared to legally, administratively, and 
technically support the central waste management administration unit (Köse et al. 2007a:18).
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candidate for EU accession in 1999, which introduced the obligation to adopt 
the EU Acquis that consists of thirty-five chapters covering a broad range of 
issues. According to an expert at the Turkish Ministry for EU Affairs (Interview 
Number 4, 2014), despite the overtly costly infrastructure investments, Turkey 
deliberately decided to focus on the Environment Chapter. The expert further 
explained that “having multiple political conflicts with neighboring countries 
such as Greece, Turkey chose the Environment Chapter, as its implementation 
would not get directly affected” by these conflicts. Momentum was driven 
by the start of EU accession negotiations in 2005; following the completion 
of the screening process in 2006, the Chapter (currently the Chapter on 
Environment and Climate Change) was opened in 2009, initiating a process 
of considerable changes in waste policy. The process was officially referred 
to as “harmonization” for compliance with EU Environmental Acquis 
Communautaire (The Ministry of Environment and Forestry 2006a:1). 
However, these changes in the institutional terrain of waste governance 
remained at a level of policy reformulation and had limited impact regarding 
a shift towards socio-ecologically sound implementation processes due to 
limited socio-technical capacities of Turkey’s central and local governments.

The EU over the years built up extensive strategies and legislation for 
waste-related matters. These include measures regarding not only different 
types of waste, e.g., electrical, electronic and hazardous waste, but also 
the organization of diverse operations such as landfilling, shipment and 
transportation. As explained in Chapter 5, the EU endeavors to provide a 
framework for waste management strategy that goes back to the 1970s – 
specifically, to the Council Directive of 15 July 1975 on waste (75/442/EEC). 
Amended in (91/156/EEC) 1996 and 2003, and codified in 2006 (Directive 
2006/12/EC), the Directive constituted the major foundation for the courses 
of action regarding waste management. I introduce the changes to the EU 
framework in the following sections. Based on the waste management 
hierarchy, the Directive defines waste as “any substance or object which the 
holder disposes of or is required to dispose of pursuant to the provisions of 
national law in force.” For the proper operation of the respective tasks in line 
with the waste hierarchy, the EU framework was based on the regionalization 
of waste governance and management and the “polluter-pays” principle. 
These principles constituted the basis for Turkey’s upcoming waste policy.

In 2003, the National Program for the Adoption of the EU Acquis was 
released (The Ministry of EU Affairs: 2008). For successful finalization of 
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the Environment Chapter, the responsibilities in the field of municipal 
solid waste management alone were numerous: new integrated waste 
management plans, introduction of at-source separation technologies, 
considerable increase in recycling levels and decrease in levels of landfilled 
biodegradable waste, and closure or rehabilitation of open and uncontrolled 
dumping sites (Yazgan 2013:9). At that point, as also indicated by the 
Program, even sanitary landfills were new to the Turkish waste management 
agenda, much less a strong perspective on recycling and reuse40 (The Ministry 
of EU Affairs 2008: 410-414). Given the circumstances, adapting to the EU 
Environmental Acquis at an estimated cost of 20 million Euro (ibid.: 414) was 
a serious challenge for Turkey, and required financial, organizational and 
technical empowerment of the implementers in the medium term as well as 
a fast policy transfer through a mass legislation process in the short term.

Following the determination of legislative gaps, in 2005 the Ministry of 
Environment and Forestry (currently the Ministry of Environment and 
Urbanization) coordinated the Environmental Heavy-Cost Investment 
Planning (EHCIP) project with EU funds. A consortium of international 
consultants, ENVEST Planners, was subcontracted for the preparation of the 
project. EHCIP aimed at defining the institutional and technical needs for 
capacity-building for the EU harmonization process, as well as estimating 
the attached costs. As part of the respective heavy-cost investment planning, 
directive-specific cost investment plans were prepared. One was the 
Directive-Specific Investment Plan for 1999/160/EEC Council Directive 
on the Landfill of Waste (Envest Planners 2005). The directive-specific 
investment plan included technical details concerning waste generation, 
collection, disposal and treatment. These included the establishment of 
new sanitary landfills41, the rehabilitation or shutdown of existing open 
dumping sites, the material recovery of mixed and recycled waste along with 
presentations of composting, biogasification and incineration (mainly for 
hazardous and medical waste; and for municipal solid waste, if necessary) 
technologies (ibid: 11; A4-1).

40 The program indicated the By-Law on Solid Waste Control (1991) as the binding document 
considering the treatment and disposal of municipal solid waste (Ministry of EU Affairs 2008: 
410-414). 

41 With the momentum of the heavy-cost investment project, Kuşadası, Çanakkale, Kütahya, 
Amasya, and Bitlis established sanitary landfills between 2005 and 2006, and had related 
capacity-building trainings for solid waste management through regional municipal unions with 
EU pre-accession funds (Ministry of EU Affairs Completed EU Projects 2002-2006 Info Sheet).



6. Changing Terrain of Waste Governance and Management: A Look through the Context

134 

This study had a major impact on the subsequent planning studies in 
terms of their technical calculations and organizational approaches42. The 
investment decisions were based on a regional division and subdivision of 
the country (see figure 8) based on geographic location, size, socioeconomic 
and demographic characteristics of the cities (Envest Planners 2005: 30). 
Therefore, within the scope of this study, a territorial reorganization of the 
municipalities was proposed in order to tackle the issue of socio-economic, 
geographic, and size differences of the local governments in Turkey (Yazgan 
2013:15).

According to a waste management expert at the Ministry of Environment 
and Urbanization, EHCIP had constituted a basis for not only the plans at the 
time but also the current ones (Interview Number 1, 2014). The immediate 
impact of EHCIP can be seen in the three crucial developments that took 
place in tandem in the following years.

Firstly, a series of amendments were made to the Law on Environment, 
aiming at widening the scope of environmental control in line with EU 
measures. While relying on the basic definition of waste by its predecessor, 
that is, all kinds of discarded materials resulting from any activity and 
left to the environment, the law included an expanded waste typology 
and definitions of solid, domestic solid, and hazardous wastes. Moreover, 
Article 3, item f introduced the use of environmentally-friendly technologies 
reducing waste generation at the source and ensuring recycling in order for 
natural resources and energy to be used efficiently. Additionally, the law 
obligates the municipalities to prepare solid waste management plans, and 
included high levels of pecuniary punishments for polluters. 

This law carries significance in terms of grounded heterogeneous practices, 
as it redefines the responsibilities regarding the treatment and disposal of 
waste at the local scale. Until then, in cases where a metropolitan municipal 
structure existed (i.e. Ankara), the metropolitan municipalities had the 
authority and responsibility to treat and dispose waste, while district 

42 The per capita municipal solid waste generation is taken as 1.0 kg/day (Yazgan 2013:19) with 
respect to municipal and national data records, and all calculations are realized accordingly. 
Therefore, it is possible to claim that the sensitivity towards regional socio-economic differences 
were not reflected in the calculation of the waste volumes. The 1.0-kg/day assumption was 
generalized to all regions and all seasons, and this assumption has been followed in the latter 
planning attempts.
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municipalities were responsible only for its collection and transportation. In 
2004, the public administration system in Turkey witnessed a considerable 
transformation. The Metropolitan Municipality Law No. 3030 dated 1984 
was replaced by Law No. 5216, and in 2005 the Municipal Law No. 1580 
that had been in effect since 1930 was replaced by Law No. 5393. Within 
the scope of these new laws, metropolitan municipalities were given the 
authorities to provide or subcontract services for waste recycling, storage 
and disposal, while the district municipalities were responsible for waste 

Figure 8. EHCIP (2005) regional division and sub-division study

Source: Adapted from ENVEST Planners (2005: 30; A7-8).
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1b
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Istanbul, Izmir (large cities)
Other metropolitan municipalities
Other municipalities (medium / small)
Ankara (large city)

Other metropolitan municipalities
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collection and transportation. With the amendments to the Environmental 
Law in 2006, this structure has been fundamentally changed. The authority 
of the metropolitan municipalities was restricted to waste disposal, while at-
source separation, waste collection and treatment of packaging wastes are 
the responsibilities of (district) municipalities43. 

Secondly, the Ministry of Environment and Forestry launched a Solid Waste 
Master Plan Project in collaboration with the State Planning Organization, 
private sector, and a nationwide waste composition survey (the Ministry of 
Environment and Forestry 2006b). Putting emphasis on the need to mainstream 
waste composition surveys, the plan also underlines the establishment 
of municipal unions. Therefore, this plan proposed regionalization of 
environmental governance through establishment of municipal unions, and 
a spatial reorganization accordingly. However, Metropolitan Municipalities 
such as Ankara were considered as single planning units and thus outside 
the scope of these unions (ibid.). Within this framework, the plan aimed to 
provide guidance for municipalities regarding preparation of the desired 
action plans (required by the Law on Environments). In addition, the 
polluter-pays principle remained one of the cornerstones of implementation. 
With the plan, the concepts and methodologies of waste hierarchy, along with 
integrated waste management, were firmly incorporated within the Turkish 
waste management vocabulary. Then in 2008, in compliance with the Master 
Plan study, the Waste Management Action Plan (2008-2012) was released 
(the Ministry of Environment and Forestry 2008). This plan constituted the 
basis for the establishment of municipal unions to apply the suggested waste 
management schemes between 2010 and 2030 (Yazgan 2013: 30).

Thirdly, the Ministry of Environment and Forestry, using the EHCIP 
and NEAP as foundations, prepared the EU Integrated Environmental 
Approximation Strategy (UÇES) for 2007-2023, (the Ministry of Environment 
and Forestry 2006a). In line with the national legislation, UÇES defines the 
local governments as responsible authorities for implementation and finance 
of waste management services in accordance with one of the key principles 
of EU legislation: the polluter-pays principle (ibid.: 60). UÇES also presents 
a regionalization-friendly attitude with the municipal union model also 

43 Where there is no metropolitan municipal structure, according to the Municipal Law (No. 5393 
dated 3.7.2005), the (provincial) municipalities have the authority to coordinate and/or realize 
both recycling and disposal.
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included within the strategy. This model is based on the unionization of 
municipalities with similar socioeconomic and demographic characteristics 
that are in geographic proximity for better provision of services.

It is worth noting that, despite the efforts to regionalize waste governance 
and management with plans and programs since the mid-1990s, an expert 
interview at the EU delegation revealed that some policy-makers considered 
regionalization a threat to the central character of the state, and a means to 
support federalization of the state (Interview Number 8, 2014). This tendency 
can even be observed in academic studies. Presenting a thorough historical 
analysis of waste management policies in Turkey before the EU process, 
Güler et al. (2001:5-6) interprets the regionalization of waste management as 
a forced cause aiming at changing the internal organization and boundaries 
of the nation-state. These political barriers challenge the establishment of an 
applicable spatial strategy.

Returning to UÇES, the strategy also proposed additional financial resources 
for municipalities. The respective resources are the small amounts of 
Environmental Cleaning Tax charged from the residential, commercial and 
industrial users on the basis of their water use. In this respect, the strategy 
pointed to central and local government funds, Bank of Provinces credit, 
international institution funds and credits with a specific focus on EU funds 
(to be co-financed by municipalities), and privatization in forms of direct 
involvement, public-private partnerships, or the built-operate-transfer 
model (Ministry of Environment and Forestry 2006a: 60; 70-72). In addition 
to its focus on building multiple sources of funding, the strategy displayed a 
distinct perspective on waste-reduction technology as compared to previous 
plans and programs44. The strategy for waste reduction was based on the 
establishment of necessary data collection and monitoring systems along 
with recycling and composting of waste, supporting environmentally-sound 
packaging (ibid.). In addition, the strategy included the adoption of the EU 
waste framework45 (ibid.).

44 The estimated cost for the realization of the technical and institutional measures that are 
introduced by the strategy was 9.5 million EUR (Ministry of Environment and Forestry 2006a: 
21-25).

45 Landfill, Hazardous Waste, Packaging Waste, Waste Incineration, Waste Shipment, Waste Oil, 
PCB/PCT, Batteries and Accumulators, End-of-Life Vehicles, Waste Electrical and Electronic 
Equipment Directives had been the EU directives to be harmonized in the arena of waste 
management.
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Following the most animated year for waste-related planning activities, in 
2007 the Ministry of Environment and Forestry, in communication with the 
European Commission, prepared an Environmental Operation Program 
(EOP) for 2007-2009 (the Ministry of Environment and Forestry 2007:19). 
This program is a clear indication of how much the developments in waste 
governance and management in Turkey rely on foreign, especially EU, funds. 
The EU made substantial changes to the funding schemes for pre-accession 
countries, and reformulated a number of funding mechanisms under the 
Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance (IPA)46. In line with prior studies, 
waste management was included as a priority area that required investment. 
Ten integrated solid waste management technical assistance projects47 were 
proposed in the plan (İlbars 2008). For implementation, local governments 
were designated as the responsible authorities in accordance with (again) the 
polluter-pays principle, and the goal is expected to be achieved mostly by 
means of IPA funds with national co-financing from the Bank of Provinces 
(ibid.: 41). The respective funds are expected to cover 80% of solid waste 
expenditures while the remaining 20% is expected to be financed by the 
private sector (ibid.: 2007: 41).

Compared to the problematization of waste management in previous policy, 
program and planning studies, the EOP presented a unique understanding 
of recycling. In the SWOT analysis (ibid.: 59-60), two weaknesses concerning 
waste management sector are stated as “the role of ‘street scavengers’ 
[emphasis in original] in solid waste recycling must be addressed in a 
targeted OP”, and “insufficient secondary markets for recycled products 
especially from composting”. With these claims, the program, despite not 
bringing any recommendations, actions or further explanations attached, is 
the first solid waste management-related planning effort to locate recycling 
within the broader perspective of economy and labor. However, this initial 
attempt to acknowledge the officially unrecognized forms of waste recycling 

46 The EOP was planned in accordance with IPA I funds, covering a period of 2007-2013 under the 
regional development component. Within the following two years, at the end of the operational 
program period, only two out of twenty-six investment project (in the areas of wastewater, 
drinking water and solid waste management) were designed as part of the program (İlbars 2008). 
Considering the continuing need for investment in the solid waste management sector, integrated 
solid waste management projects, although not referred to as priority action areas, are included 
in the 2014-2020 Indicative Strategy Paper for Turkey for IPA II funds which covers the period 
between 2014 and 2020 (European Commission 2014a: 29).

47 Projects were proposed for the municipalities of Kayseri, Çorum, Konya, Balıkesir, Izmir-
Harmandal, Van, Batman, Malatya; and Municipal Union of Artvin-Rize (İlbars 2008).
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has not progressed; to date, no subsequent policy, planning or regulatory 
attempts has retained this acknowledgement. 

While Turkey strove to adopt the existing EU waste legislation (as planned 
with UÇES), EU’s institutional perspectives, as a matter of course, were 
not static and had also transformed over the years. In 2006, the EU Waste 
Framework Directive was amended in terms of its definitions and concerns 
regarding waste. The amendments made a clearer distinction between 
disposal and recovery operations48. Additionally, the codification with the 
2006 Directive held member states responsible for the preparation of waste 
management plans and the recovery and/or disposal of waste, in line with 
the material characteristics (volume and type) of waste and the polluter-pays 
principle. In 2008, the Waste Framework Directive underwent significant 
changes via the Directive 2008/98/EC of the European Parliament and of 
the Council of 19 November 2008 on waste and repealing certain Directives.49

It is clearly stated in the Directive that the aim is to create a recycling society 
through an environmentally and economically sound management of waste 
streams. As explained in chapter 2, definitions of waste and waste governance 
matter to a degree in that they determine the ways waste is perceived and 
managed. Therefore, with the inclusion of the idea of waste streams, the 

48 While landfilling, sea discharge and incineration are considered operations of disposal; recycling, 
energy recovery and reuse are classified under acts of recovery.

49 Retrieved from http://ec.europa.eu/environment/waste/framework/, on 19.12.2016.

Figure 9. Changing understanding of waste hierarchy under the 2008 Waste Framework 
Directive (2008/98/EC)
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understanding of waste radically shifted – from a static entity to be treated 
as a material flow – transcending the local act of service provision and 
understood with respect to the supra-local nature of relations, varying from 
the region to the globe (European Environment Agency 2009 in Antonioli 
and Massarutto 2011:6), and with economic and ecologic importance. 

The 2008 Directive shows progress by addressing the long-standing issue of 
defining waste and what is no longer waste (end-of-waste status). Therefore, 
according to Articles 3 and 6, materials that are subject to prevention and 
reuse have the status of being non-waste. Instead, they are considered 
products. Thus prevention and reuse are defined as operations regarding 
non-waste; treatments (recycling, composting, recovery, disposal, and/
or preparation for recovery and disposal) are considered waste-related 
operations. Regarding implementation of the introduced framework, 
Member States are obliged to prepare waste prevention plans in accordance 
with an “extended” understanding of the polluter-pays principle (Antonioli 
and Massarutto 2011), which covers not only “the producer of the product 
from which the waste came” but also “the distributors of such product may 
share these costs” (Article 14).

How has Turkey responded to these changes in terms of legal-regulatory 
restructuring and practical outputs? 

6.4  Practical Implications of the Institutional Restructuring 

Following the opening of the Environmental Chapter, Turkey embarked 
on a dynamic legislation process to transform its waste governance and 
management. Since the beginning of the 2000s, a considerable number 
of by-laws, communiques, and circulars have been introduced, and laws 
revised regarding environment and local administration. By-Law on 
Waste Management (No. 29314), By-Law on Control of Hazardous Waste 
(No. 25755), By-Law on Landfilling of Waste (No. 27533), By-Law on the 
Incineration of Waste (No. 27721) , By-Law on the Control of Packaging 
and Packaging Waste (No. 28035), By-Law on Control of Waste Electrical 
and Electronic Equipment (No. 28300) and their revisions are only prime 
examples of many regulations that have taken shape following the EU 
candidacy. 
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These all directly affected the ways waste is governed and managed. Finally 
in 2015, with the by-law on Waste Management (No. 29314), the 2008 
amendments to the Waste Framework Directive were also adapted into 
Turkish legislation. Currently, Turkey has a waste management framework 
that requires the introduction of measures to advance recycling and reuse as 
well as reduction of waste going to landfills.

Until the Tenth Development Plan of Turkey (The Ministry of Development 
2014)50 and in the 2016-2018 Medium Term Program51 (The Ministry of 
Development 2016), there has not been as strong an attitude regarding 
enhancement of waste reduction, recycling, and reuse policies as regarding 
waste disposal. For instance, the Ninth Development Plan (2007-2013) (State 
Planning Organization 2006) emphasizes landfilling as a suitable and cost-
effective technology for Turkey (p. 87-88). An expert from REC Turkey 
states that “the high amount of available lands, when compared to many 
other countries, makes landfilling a much cheaper and available option for 
Turkey” (Interview Number 9, 2014). Another expert, from the Ministry of 
Development, called this “the geographic advantage” and believe this makes 
landfilling the cost-efficient – thus a preferable form of waste management 
(Interview Number 6, 2014).

An integrated waste management facility manager in İstanbul (Interview 
Number 44, 2014) stated that waste management investments are not viable 
for domestic capital because they are costly, and foreign investors have 
been avoiding the Turkish waste management sector due to the fact that the 
composition of waste [referring to high levels of humidity, which does not 
allow high levels of energy recovery] would not provide the necessary basis 
for profit-making. However, to an expert from the Investment Support and 
Promotion Agency of Turkey (Interview Number 13, 2014), these prospects 
have become more viable in Turkey over the years due to various funds, 
loans and incentives, as well as improved investment conditions under 

50 It could be interpreted that the idea of waste as a resource is introduced within the Turkish 
macro-regulatory frames with this plan, as the use of recycled waste (referred to as materials in 
the planning document) within the processes of production is promoted within the scope of the 
plan (The Ministry of Development 2014: 131).

51 2016-2018 Medium Term Program states: “Policies will be implemented for reutilization of wastes 
in the scope of recycling/reuse and collection separation from the health, environment, energy 
perspectives and thus towards contributing to reduce the foreign trade deficit” (The Ministry of 
Development 2016: 44).
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public-private partnerships. The interviewee pointed out the increase in 
the number of integrated solid waste management (ISWM) facilities and 
underlined the core condition that makes them profitable for the private 
sector: “The municipalities could subcontract these services up to forty-
nine years, which makes it easier for the private sector to redeem their 
investments”.

6.4.1 Landfilling and Energy Recovery Sectors

While the EU is heading towards a recycling society, the numbers reveal 
that landfilling is still the dominant technology in Turkey (see figure 11). 
Between 2003 and 2016, according to the Turkey Environment Situation 
Report, the number of sanitary landfills increased from 15 to 81 (the Ministry 
of Environment and Urbanization 2016: 146). According to information 
retrieved from an expert at the Ministry of Development (Interview Number 
6 2014), the respective facilities were mostly built with funding from the EU, 
and co-financed by municipalities and/or the private sector. In addition 
to the sanitary landfill construction projects, there are 21 facilities that can 
generate electricity from methane gas (including electricity generation from 
depot gas and biomass plants) (ibid.:146). 

Figure 10. Typology of waste management investments in Turkey as of 2014

Source: Ministry of Environment and Urbanization, 2016.
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6.4.2 Recycling Sector: Changing Actor Geometries

According to the data released by the Ministry of Environment and 
Urbanization, there has been a significant increase in the numbers of licensed 
collection-sorting and recycling facilities in the last few years (see figure 12), 
alongside the levels of packaging material recovery (Ministry of Science, 
Industry and Technology 2014). The increasing interest in waste from the 
private sector could be interpreted as the consolidation of economic gains from 
waste as a result of the increasing volumes of economically valuable materials 
(i.e., plastic, glass, metal) in its composition, which constitute an input for 
productive industries (see figure13, see also section 5.3.2 in chapter 5). 

Figure 11. Waste composition in Turkey - 2006
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Figure 12. Recycling and collection-sorting facilities in Turkey

Source:  Adapted from REC Turkey, 2016 (based on The Ministry of Science, Industry and Technology 
of the Turkish Republic, 2014).
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The official data released by the Ministry of Environment and Urbanization 
in 2013 shows that, in 2010, approximately 1.9 million tons (77%) of about 
2.5 millions of packaging products that had been placed on the market were 
recovered (Ministry of Science, Industry and Technology 2014:28, see figure 
11). Although the official numbers indicate a significant transformation of 
the sector, they do not reflect the nature of actual practices. First of all, the 
respective figures refer to the rates of recovery, and the terms of this recovery 
(whether it is in form of energy or material recovery) are not clearly stated. 
Secondly, these figures are based on the data provided by the enterprises 
registered in the packaging data recording system of the Ministry review 
producers (Ministry of Science, Industry and Technology 2014). 

Table 3. Packaging waste recovery in Turkey

Year

Packaging Product 
Production  (tons/

year)

Packaged Products 
Placed on Market 

(tons/year)

Recovery of 
Packaging Waste 

(tons/year)

Rate of 
Recovery 

(%)
2005 2.550.876 946.181 723.748 76
2006 2.030.867 1.174.452 1.341.435 114
2007 2.922.661 1.446.520 2.136.860 148
2008 2.862.874 1.757.843 2.318.444 132
2009 2.903.262 1.845.657 2.520.715 137
2010 4.456.291 2.516.094 1.937.912 77
2011 4.428.405 2.510.640 2.224.976 89
2012 4.451.658 2.684.007 1.833.612 68
2013 5.907.834 3.528.845 2.300.345 65

Source:  Adapted from REC Turkey, 2016 (based on REC Turkey’s communication of Ministry of 
Environment and Urbanization).

Thirdly, in Turkey, none of the municipalities have a systematized at-
source separation system. In the absence of such a system, important levels 
of recycling are achieved by recycling laborers. However, their existence 
is mainly disregarded by the respective laws, by-laws and majority of the 
plans and programs. Lastly, according to an expert interview (Interview 
Number 11, 2016), there exists no waste treatment facility that specializes in 
the recycling of composite wastes in Turkey. This means that the composite 
wastes are disposed of in landfills. In light of the respective considerations, 
it could be interpreted that the official numbers do not reflect the actual 
situation of recycling in Turkey. Although we cannot grasp the actual 
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transformation of the overall recycling sector under the adaptation to the 
EU process by means of figures, we can follow its outcomes through the 
emerging conflicts and power geometries between the actors introduced to 
the recycling sector.

The legal background of formal recycling processes is based on three 
regulations. The first is the By-Law on Packaging and Packaging Waste No. 
28035, dated 24 August 2011. Based on the principles of waste hierarchy and 
producer responsibility, this legal document defines the rudiments regarding 
the system of operation for all respective actors throughout the lifecycle (from 
production to recycling) of the packaging material. In addition to the by-law, 
as part of the changes in the Environmental Law in 2006 and the respective 
changes within the scope of Metropolitan Municipal Law (dated 10.07.2004 
No. 5216), at-source separation, collection of waste as well as treatment 
of packaging waste are defined under the responsibilities of (district) 
municipalities, while the Metropolitan Municipality holds the responsibilities 
regarding waste disposal. In the non-existence of a metropolitan municipal 
structure, according to the Municipal Law (No. 5393 dated 3.7.2005), the 
(provincial) municipalities hold the authority to coordinate and/or realize 
both recycling and disposal. In line with the legal-regulatory changes, the 
formal actors in the recycling sector are: 1) Municipalities (or municipal 
unions), 2) Metropolitan Municipalities, 3) Ministry of Environment and 
Urbanization and its provincial organization, 4) suppliers-producers of 
packaging materials (defined as the economic operators by the By-Law), 
5) statutory organizations, 6) authorized collection and sorting facilities, 
7) recycling facilities, and 8) waste producers (REC Turkey 2016.). Despite 
the fact that these actors are not new to the waste sector, the legal changes 
consolidated their roles and reshaped the ways they interact with each other.

First issued in 2004 (enacted in 2004 and put in action in 2005), the By-
Law is based on the European Parliament and Council Directive 94/62/
EC of 20 December 1994 on packaging and packaging waste. The By-law 
was later amended in 2007 and 2011. The Ministry of Environment and 
Urbanization plans to revise the By-Law, and a new draft was released 
for stakeholder review in March 2016. One former head of the Recycling 
Laborers Association, who worked in its early organization as a dedicated 
activist, and who conducted studies on waste composition by going through 
the waste bins in Beyoğlu, İstanbul (Interview Number 69, 2014), asks a very 
pointed question regarding the changes to the By-law: 
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“Why would the Ministry feel the urge to revise a By-law so many times in the 
absence of confrontation from the public?” 

The answer to this question, in its simplest form, is the conflicts between the 
respective actors regarding their claims and vested interests over waste. To 
better understand the nature of these conflicts, we should look at the actors 
that can claim the right to the ownership of waste, seek ways to profit from 
this right, and the major lobbyists for and drivers of the revisions.

As defined by the By-law, the producers-suppliers are any real or legal entities 
placing packages in the market. What is noteworthy are the cases where the 
producer does not directly place the packages in the market, but uses large-
scale companies. These companies, using their names/trademarks on the 
packages, are legally deemed to be the producers-suppliers. In the cases 
where the manufacturer is based outside Turkey, a manufacturer’s authorized 
representative or importer is officially considered the producer-supplier. 
These companies may enter into an agreement with certain municipalities 
on the condition that they actively participate in the at-source separation of 
waste equaling the amounts of packaging waste they place on the market; 
when this is the case, they gain the right to take part in the determination 
of collection service prices (REC Turkey 2016:40). What this means for waste 
governance and management practices is that giant transnational firms (e.g., 
Coca-Cola, Unilever, Nestle) with greater capacities of lobbying for their 
corporate interests may become not only actors in the decision-making but 
also “competitors” within waste governance and management processes, 
along with relatively smaller capital holders such as collection-sorting 
facilities. In certain cases, they can set the rules of the competition by taking 
an active role in the determination of market prices for services. 

Attached to the producers-suppliers are the statutory institutions. These are 
government-authorized institutions that represent the producers-suppliers 
and guarantee their operation in accordance with the legal regulations. They 
are paid yearly dues. As of today, there are four statutory institutions52 in 
Turkey. These institutions can provide services to municipalities regarding 

52 These institutions are ÇEVKO (Foundation of Environment Protection and Packaging Waste 
Recycling), ASD (Packaging Manufacturers Association), TÜKÇEV (Consumer and Environment 
Education Foundation), PAGÇEV (National Packaging Waste Recycling Enterprise). ÇEVKO was 
established by industrial companies in 1991, in pursuit of the By-law on Solid Waste Management 
(Güler et. al. 2001).



6. Changing Terrain of Waste Governance and Management: A Look through the Context

147 

Figure 13. Collection-sorting facilities in Turkey

Figure 14. Recycling facilities in Turkey

Source (figures 13 and 14): Adapted from REC Turkey, 2016 (based on data retrieved from Ministry of 
Environment and Urbanization authorized facilities online database).
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the documentation of packaging waste collection and recycling and/or 
make contracts with municipalities on behalf of the producers-suppliers they 
represent in order to achieve their recycling goals. They do so by monitoring 
the activities carried out under the contractual agreement (REC Turkey 2016: 
40). To ensure the recycling of the packaging waste that is “already collected 
and sorted” by the municipalities, they are responsible for transportation of 
the collected and sorted material (REC Turkey 2016: 40). The responsibilities 
and obligations of the producers-suppliers and the statutory institutions are 
shaped around the pricing, documentation of quantities, and acquisition of 
the recyclables on certain occasions, and have no relation whatsoever with 
non-economic sections of waste management such as collection or sorting.

Another group of capital holders are waste producers, although not all 
waste producers are capital holders. A single individual, a firm or a school 
could very well be a waste producer. Nevertheless, the waste producers 
I specifically refer to here are the ones that produce vast amounts of 
packaging waste and thus recycling material. For instance, shopping malls 
and producers-suppliers happen to be major waste producers. The earlier 
versions of the By-law required waste producers to hand their packaging 
wastes over to the authorized collection-sorting facilities of the municipality, 
free of charge. With the latest amendments to the By-law, the free-of-charge 
principle is no longer the case. Thus, the waste producers and producers-
suppliers can now sell their packaging wastes to the collection sorting 
facilities. According to an activist who was formerly engaged in organizing 
waste pickers (Interview Number 69, 2014), the elimination of the free-of-
charge rule resulted from heavy lobbying by waste producers.

According to an online news report by Recycling Industry Magazine53 (2011), 
the Union of Municipalities in Turkey and the Evaluable Waste Materials 
Industry Association (Değerlendirilebilir Atık Malzemeler Sanayicileri 
Derneği) contested the free-of-charge submission of waste, the corporate-
friendly nature of the By-law, and the possible negative effects on the 
operation of collection and sorting facilities, in two separate lawsuits. 
They won both cases. An expert interview at an international institution 
(Interview Number 11, 2016) reveals that the court decision was never 
effective in practice, and illegal vending of packaging waste by producers 
and other waste producers, such as supermarkets, were pursued. Reacting 

53 Retrieved on 18.12. 2015 from http://recyclingdergisi.com/HaberlerDetay.aspx?ID=54.
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to these intense conflicts between the actors, the Ministry of Environment 
and Urbanization released a draft for revision of the By-law in March 2016. 
The draft does not present an explicit departure from the current approach. 
For instance, the new draft does not clearly state the terms of the relations 
between waste producers and collection-sorting facilities in terms of their 
pecuniary responsibilities against each other. Interestingly, the ability of 
waste producers to sell their packaging waste and/or secure their rights to 
keep these materials clashes with one of the major foundations of the EU 
waste framework directive: the polluter-pays principle. This shows us the 
degree to which the interest of capital is represented in the legal-regulatory 
schemes, guiding the governance and management of the recyclables and 
turning the principle into what the activist calls “polluter sells and profits 
even more.”

What is the role of unrecognized forms of recycling within this picture? 
Following the increasing awareness of and interest in the economic gains 
embedded within recycling and waste management in the 2000s, and the 
reconfiguration of these interests with the By-law on packaging waste, the 
role of the recycling laborers within the system has also changed. A report 
by an online news portal (Dünya Bülteni 2011) quoted Ekrem Demircioğlu, 
Chairman of the Evaluable Waste Materials Industry Association (TÜDAM), 
an association of the licensed collection-sorting facilities. He declares that a 
waste producer company has to collect 35% of the packaging product waste 
it produces, or else is subject to heavy penalties. However, when considering 
the Turkish waste management system, this becomes impracticable, as there 
exists no at-source separation system. In this respect, Demircioğlu explains 
that the existence of “waste pickers” is completely line with market demand. 
This statement clearly puts forth the nature of the strategic relation between 
authorized and unauthorized practices. 

6.5   Interpreting Change: New Socio-Technical Responses and Actor 
Constellations

After the political climate and economic constraints of the mid-1990s, the 
waste sector in Turkey has been directly shaped under influence of the WB 
and the European Union (EU) since the early 2000s. The major common 
ground for these policy schemes is the sustained efforts to engage the private 
sector in waste governance and management. Neither measures regarding 



6. Changing Terrain of Waste Governance and Management: A Look through the Context

150 

privatization nor the respective technologies were new to Turkish waste 
legislation. Ideas regarding the inclusion of the private sector in waste 
management and the methods of energy recovery, recycling, and sanitary 
landfilling had already been introduced to the waste-related legal-regulatory 
framework with the Law on Metropolitan Municipalities and Environmental 
Law in the 1980s, and the By-Law on Solid Waste in the early 1990s. What 
makes the mid-1990s distinct was the introduction of these ideals in a 
programmatic way within the nationwide waste governance and planning 
agendas. This was achieved through consultancy and foreign funding. In 
this way, the initial steps towards implementation were taken through cost 
estimations and consideration of possible organizational and technological 
schemes. Legalization and/or formalization of these schemes, as well as 
consideration of their spatial implications (i.e., regionalization of waste 
governance and management) did not materialize until the EU process in 
the 2000s. In addition to the mass legislation concerning waste, the first 
nationwide planning studies – as well as further introduction of technological 
measures other than landfilling, recycling and energy recovery, such as 
integrated solid waste management – are seen in this period. Furthermore, 
in line with the EU regulation, end-of-waste status and waste as a resource 
(rather than an externality) were introduced to Turkish legislation.

These changes, when coupled with the changing waste materiality, have 
undoubtedly played a role in technological change. In the early 2000s, 
open dumping, even at the hands of the municipalities, was the common 
socio-technical response towards waste. In this respect, the introduction of 
ISWM facilities (two in Ankara) and the increase in the number of sanitary 
landfills as well as formal collection-sorting and recycling facilities cannot 
be considered independent from the changing legal-institutional grounds of 
waste governance and management. However, funding mechanisms played 
a more important role in the technological change than legislation. In this 
period, foreign funds became one of the major sources of finance. The entry 
of international funding schemes within the field of waste management, 
especially EU funds, led to the amplified presence of private companies 
both in recycling and landfill site management (Yazgan 2013:4). In addition 
to the funds, loans and incentives, as explained previously, these years also 
witnessed the introduction of flexible terms of public-private partnerships, 
such as 49-year leases for the operation of waste management functions of 
(metropolitan) municipalities.
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In practice, it is obvious that the adapted policy and planning measures do 
not reflect certain aspects of the dominant political realm and the actual 
grounded practices. For instance, the findings of this research indicate that 
there are political barriers against the regionalization of waste governance. 
Although at the core of the EU environmental policy, the subsidiary principle 
and rescaling of waste governance are considered a threat against the unitary 
character of the state by some policy-makers and even academics (i.e., Güler 
et al. 2001). Moreover, the unrecognized informal recycling practices that 
constitute large portions of the recycling sector in Turkey are disregarded by 
the legislation.

While disregarding the unrecognized recycling sector, new legislative 
measures reshaped the actor geometries within the waste sector by redefining 
their roles (i.e., the expanding role of district municipalities and clearer 
definition of the responsibilities of the private sector). The respective change 
was evident within the recycling sector. Over the years, the responsibilities 
regarding recycling that were previously under the jurisdiction of 
metropolitan municipalities were assigned to municipalities. Moreover, 
there has been an increase in authorized collection-sorting and recycling 
facilities, as well as waste producers and statutory organizations. In the 
previous section, I presented the emergent conflicts and alliances between 
the respective actors around their profits from, vested interests in and claims 
over the ownership of waste, and how they conflict with each other over the 
related regulatory schemes. I also explained how the sustained existence of 
unrecognized practices is in line with the vested interests of the respective 
actors, as street recyclers handle the most costly phases of operation for 
them via street-by-street collection. Therefore, despite formal adaptation to 
the EU waste policy frameworks, these practices in Turkey simply unfolded 
with respect to the existing socio-technical layout. Amid increasing amounts 
of recycling/valuable materials in waste and new regulatory schemes, 
the interrelations between the formal actors along with their relations 
with unrecognized labor have entered a new phase. The understanding of 
unrecognized labor and practices has evolved; they are no longer a matter of 
disregard but an actor strategically connected to the recognized forms.

Thus, new actor geometries, organizational schemes and socio-technical 
solutions have been introduced to the system. In the following chapters, I 
first focus on the transformation of the socio-technical responses towards 
waste disposal. Subsequently, I present the changes in the recycling sector in 
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Ankara. I demonstrate how the social relations of power between the actors 
unfold in relation to, but relatively autonomous from, the changes in the 
context. 
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7. Metamorphoses of Waste Disposal in Ankara

In the mid-1990s, socio-technical heterogeneity in Ankara unfolded through 
the existence of municipal open dumping and emergent, unrecognized 
recycling. The municipalities, despite exerting some effort, were not able to 
develop socio-technical solutions to fulfill their responsibilities regarding 
recycling and disposal as defined by laws and regulations. The failed attempts 
to develop technologically advanced systems of collection, transportation, 
recycling and disposal in the second half of the 1980s were followed by a 
comprehensive plan to shut down and to rehabilitate the notorious Mamak-
İmrahor Dumping site, and to establish a new waste management facility 
in the Western corridor of Ankara in Sincan, Çadırtepe in the early 1990s. 
The efforts to actualize these plans were cut short by the local elections in 
1994, which resulted in a changeover in the administration. In this context, 
the Metropolitan Municipality pursued open dumping practices, including 
the dumping of medical waste, in the Mamak-İmrahor Dumping site and on 
ecologically significant lands that were also in Ankara’s proposed greenbelt, 
adjacent to gecekondu areas. 

Ankara’s waste at the time included a diverse range of organic and inorganic 
materials, ranging from rubber, textile remains, glass, metals, different 
kinds of plastic, cardboard, paper, composite waste and bulky waste such as 
furniture, to electric and electronic waste. However, it is not just the changing 
composition of waste that is noteworthy, but rather the steadily increasing 
volumes resulting from population growth. The dumping practices have 
gradually become more problematic due to both factors. Nevertheless, while 
municipal open dumping was becoming more grueling than ever, there 
emerged an economic potential in waste due to the increasing amounts of 
recyclable material in its composition. The economic potential embedded in 
waste was mainly realized by unrecognized recycling, which had already 
become a systematic practice for many people. Consisting of mostly Kurdish 
political migrants, these groups mainly resided in gecekondu areas close to 
the dumping sites. They were not only reclaiming waste from the dumping 
sites, but also collecting waste from the bins located in the city center. 
The waste was mainly sorted in the storage facilities that they built at the 
dumping site. 
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In chapter 5, I presented how strong relations emerged between the urban 
poor and waste, as well as socio-technical responses towards waste and the 
lands on which it was dumped. The state and non-state actors taking part in 
these various socio-material practices were mostly acting independently of 
each other, and waste governance was based on this mutual disregard. With 
this chapter, I pay special attention to the metabolic urbanization of waste in 
Ankara after the mid-1990s with respect to the transformation of the relation 
between socio-technical solutions regarding waste and the respective lands. 
I focus specifically on the transformation of the notorious Mamak-İmrahor 
dumping site. I reveal how the socio-technical responses towards waste have 
been reshaped through the interplay between state and non-state actors with 
respect to the alliances, conflicts and contestations under changing political, 
economic, material (waste, land, technology) and regulatory dynamics. I also 
point out the central role and strategies of local governments, in this case the 
Ankara Metropolitan Municipality, in shaping these processes. I demonstrate 
how urban planning is instrumentalized to enable socio-technical change at 
the dumping site, and how the change, in turn, becomes a tool to facilitate 
urban development. 

I focus first on the transformation of the waste disposal sector. I describe 
how the understandings of waste as an externality evolve to understanding 
waste as a resource through socio-technical change, and cause a shift in the 
understanding of waste management from spatial displacement of a problem 
to waste management as a prestige project. By doing so, I reveal how this 
shift influences and is itself influenced by the established relations between 
socio-technical responses towards waste and respective lands. I also show 
how the historically dominant practices of open dumping and unauthorized 
recycling are articulated by the emerging forms of official practices, and 
form a hybrid unity. 

7.1   Putting Waste into Use: Transformation of the Waste Disposal Sector 

The 1994 election was a watershed moment in Ankara’s history. İ. Melih 
Gökçek, with neo-conservative inclinations and a member of AKP since 2003, 
became the Mayor of Ankara, and he has held this position for the last 23 
years by winning the 1994, 1999, 2004, 2009 and 2014 elections consecutively. 
As explained in chapter 5, Ankara was governed by a social democrat mayor 
between 1989 and 1994, who had a special interest in increasing the living 
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standards of the urban poor living in Mamak. Therefore, when Gökçek came 
into power in 1994, already on the Ankara agenda were the shutdown of 
Mamak-İmrahor dumping site, the development of a waste management 
facility in Western Ankara, and the transformation of the gecekondu areas 
in Mamak and İmrahor Valley, as well as providing better transportation 
services for the urban poor living in Mamak and working in the urban core 
of Ankara (thus making Mamak more accessible to the city center). What 
Gökçek’s mayorship meant for Ankara and these plans was a rupture from 
the socio-ecological justice ideals that had informed the planning approaches 
of the previous period. 

Three major forces drove the entry of Mamak-İmrahor dumping site onto 
that period’s municipal agenda. The first is the increasing accessibility of 
Mamak and the dumping site to the city center. In the second half of the 
1990s, a series of transport infrastructure projects were completed; among 
others, in 1996, a ring road surrounding the Ankara border, and in 1998, a 
viaduct project connecting Mamak to the urban core. The second is the 
middle-class urban social movement shaped around the demands to shut 
down the Mamak-İmrahor dumping site. Lastly, as stated by a representative 
of the Chamber of Environmental Engineers (Interview Number 42, 2014), 
over the years waste management has become a profitable business. Thus 
the third factor was the increasing economic potential in waste due to its 
changing composition and increasing volumes. 

7.1.1  Middle-Class Contestation: Demands for the Shutdown of the 
Municipal Open Dumping Site

In the 1990s, the municipalities were not the only actors showing interest 
in the transformation of Mamak and its infamous dumping site. In the 
second half of the 1990s, a middle-class social movement emerged that 
called upon the Metropolitan Municipality to take action regarding this 
site. Sökmensüer (2007, 2008a, 2008b, 2008c) wrote a series of articles in the 
daily local news supplement of one of the major newspapers on a campaign 
initiated by the same media entity. As told by the author, in 1998, the political 
party representatives54, citizens, chambers, and civil society organizations 

54 According to Sökmensüer (2008a), CHP (The Republican People’s Party), DSP (The Democratic 
Socialist Party), DYP (The True Path Party), and ANAP (The Motherland Party) representatives 
joined the cause.
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gathered at the dumping site every day for a week to demand its shutdown 
(Sökmensüer 2008a). The ambassadresses of some countries55 also joined 
the movement. Representatives of the movement also visited the President 
and Minister of Environment to communicate their cause (Sökmensüer 
2008a). Among the active supporters was the European Commissioner for 
Environmental Protection (Sökmensüer 2008b). Following these public 
rallies, in 199856 Mayor Gökçek declared that the Metropolitan Municipality 
was going to shut the dumping site down (Sökmensüer 2008c), but nothing 
changed. 

In 2000 and 2005, it was again announced that waste would no longer be 
dumped at the site (Sökmensüer 2008c). Sökmensüer (2008c) further reports 
that, on January 18, 2005, the Minister of Environment and Forestry Osman 
Pepe stated: “Mr. Gökçek promised me two weeks ago that his garbage 
will be removed in 2005.” The Minister also adds: “But, if no solution 
is developed, then we, all of the people of Ankara, will go to the Mamak 
Dumping Site and protest. I take the lead in the protest and we prevent 
the waste dumping in Mamak.” Following this statement, more protests 
indeed took place at the dumping site, but the Minister never participated. 
Afterwards, Gökçek renewed his promise for the shutdown of the site, but 
this time for 2006 (Sökmensüer 2008c). 

7.1.2 From Municipal Open Dumping to Integrated Waste Management

During this period of public contestation, in 2002 the Metropolitan 
Municipality subcontracted all the waste-related responsibilities regarding 
the site to the Swiss company Invest Trading Consulting (ITC). The dumping 
practices, the plan and the bidding process were subjected to Parliamentary 
Question by CHP (Republican People’s Party) MP Yilmaz Ateş in the same 
year (Ministry of Interior 2003). The response from the Ministry of Interior 

55 America, Spain, Greece, Denmark, Canada, Azerbaijan, Ukraine, Czech Republic, Malaysia are 
the countries, the author refers to (Sökmensüer 2008a).

56 Under these circumstances, alongside the municipal open dumping in Mamak-İmrahor site, in 
1998 municipal solid and medical waste dumping in the Sincan Çadırtepe area also began 
(Chamber of Environmental Engineers 2009). The construction activity started in Sincan 
Çadırtepe in 1995, and the area was left dormant for 3-4 years, so that the site had lost ground 
permeability in the absence of drainage for leachate and chimneys for methane release (Chamber 
of Environmental Engineers- ÇMO 2009). Therefore, this site was nowhere near being in better 
condition than the Mamak-İmrahor dumping site. The site was soon shut down, and did not 
operate for the following eight years (Köse et al. 2007b). 
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(2003) includes the details regarding the planning process of “Ankara Solid 
Waste Management Project 2002.” The project was based on comprehensive 
plans prepared in the 1990s, and included the shutdown, rehabilitation and 
redesign of the Mamak-İmrahor dumping site as open green space. In this 
respect, the site would serve only as a recycling and transfer station. The 
waste resulting from the recycling material reclamation process was to be 
transferred to a proposed new waste disposal and treatment facility in Sincan 
Çadırtepe, or to another designated site by the Municipality. In addition, 
plans were made to create electricity, bio-gas and compost production 
through utilization of existing waste and for waste to be dumped in the area 
during the tender period. 

Toward the aim of ending municipal open dumping practices in Mamak, 
the Metropolitan Municipality initiated a bidding process the same year. As 
a result, in 2002 all the waste-related responsibilities regarding the respective 
sites were subcontracted to ITC at no cost for a maximum of 49 years. The total 
investment amount was 260 million US dollars over a period of 18 months. 

Despite the successful contract signing, the Metropolitan Municipality could 
not achieve full transfer of the sites to the company until 2005 due to conflicts 
between the parties (Köse et al. 2007b). However, the company finished the 
construction of the recycling facility and received its license for its operation, 
and began constructing an energy production facility (ibid.). As reported by 
Hürriyet Daily News (2009), the World Bank also contributed 8 million USD to 
the rehabilitation of the landfill site and establishment of the recycling facility.

However, according to an urban planner from Mamak Municipality 
(Interview Number 27, 2014), the Swiss company could not commence 
operations and get the necessary permissions from the Metropolitan 
Municipality until 2005 – the year the directory board and shareholder 
structure changed. Large portions of shares were bought by Turkish 
investors with political proximities to the Metropolitan Municipality. The 
Swiss company has been operating the facilities and sites at Mamak (active 
since 2006) and Sincan since 2006 (active since 2009), processing 4,500 of 
6,000 tons57 of waste produced in central districts of Ankara (Ministry of 

57 The remainder is disposed in the controlled dumping site in Şereflikoçhisar and other municipal 
dumping sites in Nallıhan, Polatlı, Haymana and Beypazarı (Ankara Provincial Directorate of 
Environment and Urbanization 2016).
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Environment and Urbanization 2016). ITC Turkey today provides services 
of landfilling, energy production58 from biomethanation, refuse-derived 
fuel production, recycling of packaging and waste reclamation at its 
facilities (Yücel 2013). Additionally, ITC sells electricity to the grid and to 
the neighboring shopping center; it uses the excess heat for on-site urban 
farming activities. In short, both facilities accept waste, reclaim the recycling 
material, landfill the remainder, and produce energy from the landfill gas.

7.1.3 Controversies Surrounding the Socio-Technical Change

Today, the dumping practices in Mamak are ongoing. However as stated 
by an expert from the Bank of Provinces (Interview Number 7, 2014) and 
an environmental engineering professor (Interview Number 18, 2014), the 
transformation of waste management in Ankara is considered an example 
for other cities. Mayor Gökçek also announced on his personal webpage 
that the city had transformed the waste of Ankara into an energy source, 
and the “Mamak Dumping site” (as referred to on the website59 for the 
newly-established facility) had not only erased the bad image of the area 
but also constituted an example for all the municipalities in Turkey. The 
transformation of the site is considered so successful that, as reported 
by the Hürriyet Newspaper online news portal (2016), the President of 
Energy Market Regulatory claims that “this technology can also be easily 
exported to other countries in the region.” According to one of ITC Turkey 
representatives (Interview Number 48 2013), as of 2013, 14,000 people had 
visited the facility. Reflecting the increasing interest in the area, there has 
been extensive media coverage regarding the transformation since the late 
2000s. A headline in Radikal Newspaper (2009) states: “ITC recycles waste 
and produces electricity, briquettes and tomatoes.” In another newspaper, 
Cumhuriyet, the transformation was described thus: “Mamak has become 
the capital of recycling” (Baş 2012). Sabah (2012), a mainstream newspaper, 
claims that Mamak smells “like strawberries” (referring to the greenhouse 
urban farming activities). 

58 According to the project promotion file of the gasification and energy production project in 
Mamak, as of 2007, 36.5 MW of energy production was possible with an expectation of increase 
Dünya Ekoloji Mühendislik Organizasyon Ltd. Şti. 2007:5)

59 See http://www.melihgokcek.com/proje-detay/mamak-coplugu-8.html, retrieved on 14.06.2017.
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The urban farming activities, which have attracted perhaps the largest 
amount of attention from the media, was what the company representatives 
highlighted to me when I visited ITC in 2014. I was not allowed to 
document the dumping site; I was sent away with a brochure and general 
information about daily waste production in Ankara. When I applied at 
the Metropolitan Municipality officials for further information on waste 
management practices in Ankara, I was directed back to ITC with the 
argument that they hold the relevant information and detailed data. When 
I applied at the Ministry of Environment and Urbanization, an expert told 
me that they also had difficulties gathering data and information from the 
company (Interview Number 1, 2014). However, a company representative 
states that neither the Ministry nor the Metropolitan Municipality demand 
data from ITC (Interview Number 48, 2013). Under such circumstances, it 
was impossible for me to document the existing condition of the dumping 
activities personally. My interviews with a representative of the Chamber 
of Environmental Engineers (Interview Number 42, 2014) also documented 
similar experiences regarding not being allowed to access the landfill section 
of the facility during their site visits. What is the issue with the landfilling 
practices?

As stated in one of my interviews at the Ministry of Environment and 
Urbanization (Interview Number 1, 2014), the site is not licensed as a 
sanitary landfill; it is in the status of being a rehabilitation area60. Although 
the dumping practices were taken over by ITC since the mid-2000s, as 
mentioned previously, waste is still being accepted and landfilled in the site. 
This is not only mentioned in multiple interviews, but also clearly stated 
in the Environmental Situation Reports prepared by the Ankara Provincial 
Directorate of Environment and Urbanization (2014, 2015). One of the 
most important technical criteria for sanitary landfilling is the provision 
of impermeable ground; both my personal communications and an expert 
interview conducted by a local magazine indicate that this criterion is not 
met by the current landfilling practices in Mamak. 

Heval Sarıtaş (2012), another representative of the Chamber of Environmental 
Engineers, delivered her critique on the rehabilitation attempts in 2012, in 

60 This was a recurrent theme also in my interviews with an urban planner from Mamak 
Municipality (Interview Number 27 2014; Interview Number 28 2015) and a representative of 
Chamber of Environmental Engineers (Interview Number 42, 2014). 
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an interview with Solfasol, an alternative magazine published by activists in 
Ankara. She summarizes the positive and negative aspects as follows. Due to 
the rehabilitation attempts, 1,000,000 m2 of land was covered with soil, gas 
collection systems were activated, and 310.000 m2 of former open dumping 
site was prepared for energy production from the landfill gas project. 
Therefore, a possible explosion due to methane entrapment was successfully 
prevented61. In addition, although some of my interviewees referred to 
ongoing but intermittent malodor emanating from the site62, measures 
against the problem were taken. Nonetheless, the area has been subject to 
open dumping of municipal solid waste since the 1980s and medical waste 
since 1998, which caused a leachate problem. Sarıtaş states that no action 
has been taken against the leachate; this was also mentioned in an expert 
interview I conducted at the Ministry of Environment and Urbanization 
(Interview Number 1, 2014). Sarıtaş further explains that in the absence of 
measures preventing leachate from penetrating the soil, not only are the 
underground and surface waters polluted (as the site is located within the 
water basin of İmrahor Valley), but also the city’s water supply is impaired. 

Moreover, the facility has the capacity to reclaim 500 tons of recycling material 
from a daily amount of 4,500 tons of waste (Sarıtaş 2012). This means that 
the remaining amounts are disposed, or landfilled, without any treatment in 
the absence of waste of waste transfer stations. Sarıtaş adds that the ongoing 
dumping practices facilitate pests and animal reproduction (Sarıtaş 2012). 
While Sarıtaş (2012) refers to the unsanitary landfilling of waste at the site, 
another ITC representative claims that only amounts that can be processed 
within the capacity of the facility are accepted (Interview Number 50, 2014). 

In addition to the practices of unsanitary landfilling, my focus group 
interviews with recycling laborers (Focus Group Discussion 2, 2014), with an 
activist who was formerly engaged in organizing them (Interview Number 
69, 2014) and with the representative of the Recycling Laborers Association 
(Interview Number 68, 2015) bring up two other issues regarding waste 
management operations at the site: the existence of unauthorized recycling 
(through waste reclamation from the heaps of waste sitting in the site before 

61 The waste thickness at the site is up to 49 metres (Dilek 2006), which carries the danger of 
explosions through methane entrapment. 

62 My interview with an expert from the EU Delegation (Interview Number 8, 2014) refers to the 
intermittent but current malodor problem of the site. 
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landfilling), and illegal waste purchases from recycling laborers. While my 
interview with one of the ITC representatives (Interview Number 48, 2013) 
confirms the waste purchases, there exist controversial claims regarding 
unrecognized recycling at the site. The focus group interviewees expressed 
hesitance to further explain the issue, as the transmission of such information 
might affect the working conditions of the recycling laborers at the site. 
However, the activist indicated the existence of uninsured recycling laborers 
working at the site. On the other hand, another recycling laborer (Interview 
Number 64, 2016), denies the existence of these illegal practices and claims 
that all the recycling laborers engaged with the company are insured and 
working under healthy conditions: “We deal with waste [referring to the 
recycling practices] and ITC deals with garbage [referring to the disposal 
activities in the facility].” 63

How, then, can the unsanitary landfilling and relations with unrecognized 
forms of practice be addressed? A representative of the Chamber of 

63 Retrieved from http://melihgokcek.com/proje-detay/mamak-coplugu-8.html, on 21.06.2017.

Figure 16. Photo of the transformation from Mayor Gökçek’s personal website

Source: İ. Melih Gökçek’s Personal Website63 (2017).



7. Metamorphoses of Waste Disposal in Ankara

163 

Environmental Engineers claims that the Ministry of Environment and 
Urbanization has the authority to impose sanctions on the Metropolitan 
Municipality regarding improper applications; however, this authority has 
never been used (Interview Number 42, 2014). Moreover, an expert from 
Ministry of Environment and Urbanization states that the environmental 
inspections are political in nature; upon inspection, the officials have to impose 
sanctions when they detect an illegal and unauthorized practice (Interview 
Number 1, 2014). This would interfere with the “smooth-running” process. 
The expert also states that Mamak will eventually be shut down, and the 
Metropolitan Municipality already has plans to develop recreational facilities, 
including golf courses, following the completion of the rehabilitation process 
(also recorded by Municipal Decision No: 2147 dated 27.11.2013). However, 
this will not happen soon, as the lease of the company is for 49 years.

The Mamak-İmrahor site, despite being declared a waste dump rehabilitation 
area, was never shut down. It is still actively used and accepts waste from 
district municipalities located at the urban core. When considering the 
socio-technical changes at the site, this research indicates a number of 
contradictions between the interview statements and the statements of 
company representatives regarding unsanitary landfilling practices and 
unauthorized waste reclamation. These operations indicate the socio-
ecologically unjust nature of the transformation of waste management 
system in Ankara. They also reveal how the heterogeneity of socio-technical 
solutions and decision-making processes has transformed over the years. 
For instance, we observe positive aspects such as energy production, urban 
farming, prevention of a possible explosion due to methane entrapment, 
and establishment of a recycling unit. However, this research also revealed 
ongoing unsanitary landfilling, unrecognized forms of waste sorting, and 
recycling of the rest of the recycling material that cannot be processed due to 
limited capacity of the facility. Therefore, the transformation of heterogeneity 
in socio-technical systems unfolds through the articulation of historically 
dominant practices of open dumping, as well as unauthorized recycling 
practices along with new and formal practices.

7.1.4 From Trash Heap to Urban Sub-Center

Chapter 5 described the approach to waste management as a “spatial 
displacement of a problem” that began in the 1950s. The consecutive 
designation of lands that are considered economically valueless and located 
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far from the city for open dumping resulted in the establishment of a relation 
between waste and the Eastern corridor of Ankara. Mamak District, which 
gave the notorious dumping site its name, was identified with these open 
dumping practices, the malodour and heaps of waste. Therefore, it was 
no longer possible to consider the destiny of Mamak independently from 
the destiny of the dumping site, and socio-technical solutions developed 
accordingly regarding waste. Following the transformation of the Mamak-
İmrahor dumping site, the Mamak District – including the vicinities of all 
the former dumping sites – also has undergone a transformation process. 

What processes, other than the socio-technical solution proposals, underlie 
the transformation of the Mamak-İmrahor dumping site? What does this 
transformation mean for Mamak and the gecekondu areas it hosts? To 
understand the transformation of the dumping site and the drastic changes 
in its vicinity, an urban planner from Mamak Municipality (Interview 
Number 29, 2016) advised me to look at “who prepared the plans” and an 
ITC representative (Interview Number 49) advised me to consider “who 
purchased the lands” in the area. These suggestions prompted me to revisit 
the early 2000s, examining the planning process as well as the following 
investment dynamics. 

I previously mentioned that Gökçek had become a member of AKP in 2003, 
and also explained that starting from the early 2000s, AKP’s economic 
policy has been based on the construction sector and the production of the 
built environment (Balaban 2008). Local governments have become one 
of the major agents of construction-based urban policy. In particular, the 
Metropolitan Municipalities gained wide-reaching planning authority over 
an extensive jurisdiction area, which has also expanded over the years.64 The 

64 Under the AKP administration, the government enacted a series of laws seriously transforming 
and expanding the jurisdiction of both metropolitan and district municipalities. Metropolitan 
Municipality No: 5216 is radical in this regard. The Law assumes the existence of a circle with a 
50-km radius from the urban core of Metropolitan municipalities, the population size of which 
is more than 2 million people. Colloquially known as the “draftsman compass law,” the Law 
changed the legal status of many villages and towns in Ankara (belde in Turkish) within an area 
approximately of 7800 sq km (Özçağlar 2014: 184-187). With the inclusion of Çubuk, Akyurt, 
Kalecik, Kazan, Ayaş, Pursaklar, Bala and Elmadag, the number of district municipalities 
increased to 16 and the jurisdiction areas was increased by 4 times (Ankara Metropolitan 
Municipality Website, Jurisdictions). Also in 2012, with the Law on the Establishment of Fourteen 
Metropolitan Municipalities and Twenty-Seven Districts and Amendments at Certain Law and 
Decree Laws No: 6360, the metropolitan municipal borders in Ankara were extended to the 
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legal foundations of this process were the so-called Public Administration 
Reform acts in the first half of the 2000s (Law on Metropolitan Municipalities 
No: 5216 and Municipal Law 5393; both replacing the older versions of the 
respective laws). With these regulations, both metropolitan and district 
municipalities obtained the authority to directly invest in or to regulate 
large-scale urban transformation projects through making expropriations, 
developing projects with banks, and selling and renting the properties 
they developed (Türk and Korthals Altes, 2010). When we look at the 
consequences for Mamak, we observe how the reclamation plans65 of the 
1980s and 1990s, that aimed to transform gecekondu areas by combining 
parcels and developing apartment buildings, gave way to large-scale, profit-
seeking urban transformation projects that disregard socio-ecological justice 
concerns. In the remainder of this section, I describe how the transformation 
of the Mamak-İmrahor dumping site is achieved through such projects and 
later mediated the transformation of the entire Mamak district. 

As mentioned, Mamak became more accessible to the city center in the 
second half of the 1990s through a series of infrastructure investments. 
According to Somalı (2013), both the Metropolitan and Mamak (district) 
Municipalities considered the increasing accessibility as a means to attract 
capital investments and to achieve the transformation of gecekondu areas 
in the area. However, the existence of an infamous waste dumping site 
posed a major barrier against the potential investments required to achieve 
this transformation; it restricted the realization of “potential land rents” 
(Somalı 2013). Therefore, in the early 2000s, against a backdrop of increasing 
public protest regarding public health concerns and the site’s environmental 
impacts, an urban planner from Mamak Municipality (Interview Number 
29, 2016) stated that the Municipality of Mamak began negotiating with the 
Metropolitan Municipality to develop solutions regarding open dumping 
practices in Mamak. 

provincial borders. The areas remaining outside the jurisdiction of Metropolitan Municipalities 
but within provincial borders were defined as adjacent areas within the context of Land 
Development Law No: 3194; governorates had been responsible for service provision in these 
areas. The number of district municipalities increased to 25, and the boundaries of Ankara 
Metropolitan Municipality were expanded to an area of about 2 million 6 thousand hectares 
(Ankara Metropolitan Municipality Website, Jurisdictions). This means the change of status of 
a considerable amount of lands from agricultural/rural to urban status.

65 For a detailed account of the reclamation planning processes, see Sat 2007.
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When we look at the planning activities regarding waste and gecekondu in 
Mamak, we observe a concurrence. In 1993, plans for both the transformation 
of the Mamak-İmrahor dumping site and İmrahor Valley were simultaneously 
prepared. A similar process took place in 2002. The metropolitan municipality 
prepared plans for both sites, which still exist de facto. According to the urban 
planner from Mamak Municipality (Interview Number 29, 2016), under the 
social-democratic approach of the previous mayor, the idea was to increase 
the living standards and provide a healthy environment for the urban poor 
residing in Mamak along with solving the “waste problem” of Ankara. 
However, under Gökçek’s mayorship, there have been interventions regarding 
the transformation of waste management with a harsh departure from the 
previous sensitivity towards improving the conditions of the poor. İmrahor 
Valley plans were prepared by Mamak Municipality in 2002, and, following 
the changes brought about by the Public Administration reform, became an 
urban transformation project in 2005. An urban planner from a private firm 
engaged in the preparation processes for the area (Interview Number 38, 2014) 
states that the rumors66 concerning possible shutdown of the dumping site and 
opening this area for public use, when combined with increasing accessibility 
via a series of transport investments, drew interest from investors.

Unlike its predecessor in 1993, the İmrahor Valley Urban Transformation 
Project did not consider social housing production for gecekondu residents, 
and mainly supported luxury housing development covering a much 
larger area. According to the urban planner (Interview Number 38, 2014), 
the major motives were to foster urban development in Mamak, to ensure 
the rehabilitation of the open dumping site, to prevent and transform 
gecekondu, and to oversee management of construction activity that would 
be triggered by the increased accessibility. As stated by the urban planner 
from Mamak Municipality, the planned area was almost 10 times larger than 
the waste rehabilitation site (Interview Number 29, 2016). 

The project immediately drew public opposition, interposed by some 
chambers such as the Chambers of City Planners, Environmental Engineers 
and Architects. With the potential that it would lead to development 
pressure on the ecological corridor of İmrahor Valley, the plan was subject to 
numerous lawsuits. For instance, in 2006, Hasan Küçük, the president of the 

66 Somalı (2013), in her elaborate study on urban transformation typologies in Mamak, draws 
attention to the role of rumors in triggering development in the area. 
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Chamber of Chemical Engineers at the time, stated that it was unacceptable 
to build houses on a dumping site, and that such an approach would not suit 
a mayor (Zorcan 2006). Each time, the plan was revised and re-approved; it 
has not been a participatory, inclusive process involving related actors, but 
rather revisions complying with court decisions67. Despite the fact that the 
plan could not materialize due to the lawsuits, it has played an important 
role in realizing the necessary land readjustments and expropriations for the 
transformation of the former open dumping site. 

The urban planner (Interview Number 38, 2014) explains the context of the plan 
regarding the dumping site and its evolution. In the first plan, protection zones 
surrounding the dumping site were drafted in line with the directives from the 
former Ministry of Environment and Forestry. In the By-law on Solid Waste 
Management (1991), the Ministry defined zones of protection surrounding 
landfill sites as early as 1993: 300 meters of absolute protection zone, and 250 
and 450 meters of conditional protection zones; the minimum distance to the 
residential areas was set at 1000 meters. Thus, in the initial plan, the dumping 
site was considered a geological threshold. This position changed in 2007, when 

67 In 2016, Mamak and Metropolitan Municipalities approved the plan revision.

Figure 17. Land value changes and major investments following the waste dump 
transformation project

Source: Somalı (2013).
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the Ministry of Environment transferred its rights over the Mamak-İmrahor 
dumping site to the Metropolitan Municipality (Interview Number 38, 2014). 
In the meantime, the regulations regarding the protection zones with regards to 
the By-Law on Sanitary Landfilling were revised to allow developments closer 
than a kilometer to the sanitary landfill. This paved the way for increased 
possibilities of developing the lands near the former dumping site. 

The Ankara Second Administrative Court Decision (2012/593) regarding a 
lawsuit brought against the plan in 2010 indicates that the protection zones 
failed to be drafted in the 1/5000-scale master development plans of the 
İmrahor Valley Project; this was also the case for the first two proposals. 
This shows the decreasing level of regard for protection zones. As of 2013, 
the Metropolitan Municipality (with Municipal Decision No: 2147 dated 
27.11.2013) allows developments as close as 300 meters from the dumping 
site and opens up the conditional protection zones for development. 
Subsequently, as stated by an urban planner from Mamak Municipality 
(Interview Number 27, 2014), low-rise, detached, luxury-housing parcels as 
close as 1 km are planned for the east corner of the site. What made these 
lands so valuable for the Metropolitan Municipality?

Figure 19. Views from Ege Neighborhood

Source: Personal Archive, 26.09.2014.
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An urban planner from Mamak Municipality (Interview Number 29, 2016) 
states that the İmrahor Valley Project also incorporated a parallel process 
regarding the entry of land speculators such as large-scale capital holders, 
or mafia, to Mamak to acquire the cheap lands that gained value due to the 
planning process. Interestingly, when I was writing my master’s thesis on 
the gecekondu (non-)transformation at Ankara’s periphery, a real-estate 
agent I interviewed mentioned that Mayor Gökçek’s son had bought large 
portions of land in Mamak, and that this area is ripe for more investments. 
The interviewees were correct in their prediction. 

Following the transformation of the Mamak dumping site in 2006, the 
metropolitan municipality also released the 2023 Ankara Master Plan a year 
later. Mamak, in contrast to its relatively scant role in the previous master 
plans, was targeted as a sub-center (Ankara Metropolitan Municipality 2023 
Master Plan Report 2006). In 2008, the Metro Gross Market opened; in 2011, 
NataVega Shopping Center and IKEA were opened within 1 km from the 
site (Somalı 2013). According to the urban planner working in a private firm 
(Interview Number 38, 2014), IKEA had been negotiating with the Ankara 
Metropolitan Municipality for proper site selection since the early 2000s. 
Another urban planner from Mamak Municipality (Interview Number 
29, 2016) claims that the initially selected site was in the Western corridor, 
on İstanbul Road; however, the metropolitan municipality directed the 
investment to Mamak. Regarding the development of the shopping center, 
the owner of NataVega, Namık Tanık, is known for his close relationship with 
Melih Gökçek. For instance, in 2009, the former Mayor of Ankara publicly 
asked Gökçek to explain his relations to Namık Tanık, indicating a series of 
large-scale bids by the Ankara Metropolitan Municipality in which Tanık’s 
company was involved (Hürriyet 2009). Therefore, it could be interpreted 
that the metropolitan municipality paid for efforts to bring investments that 
would increase land values and attract capital to Mamak. Today, the transfer 
of the Ankara intercity bus terminal to the area is also planned.

The call for further investments soon yielded results. Luxury residences 
were built right across the street from the former open dumping site. Today, 
according to information retrieved from an urban planner who once worked 
at Mamak Municipality (Interview Number 34, 2014), the value of these 
residences ranges between 500.000 to 1 million TRY, and the socio-economic 
profile has altered from low- to middle- and upper-middle class (Interview 
Number 34, 2014). “New spaces for the rich opened up in the area” says the 
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representative of the Recycling Laborers Association (Interview Number 
68, 2015), who has a personal interest in the the area due to his ties to the 
recycling laborers living in Mamak. The urban planner who was engaged 
in the İmrahor Valley planning informs me that the value increase in land is 
about 500-600% (Interview Number 34, 2014). 

This investment activity has also activated transformation in other 
neighborhoods of Mamak, including neighborhoods where the former 
dumping sites of Kartaltepe and Ege-Tuzluçayır are located. These areas 
were targeted in the pre-2000s reclamation planning processes of Mamak 
Municipality, but they could not be transformed due to the low level of interest 
from the private construction sector; investors feared low-value returns 
(Tuçaltan 2008). An urban planner from Mamak Municipality claims that the 
gecekondu transformation, especially in the Ege neighborhood, was triggered 
after the İmrahor Valley Transformation Project; the housing prices increased 
about 1.5 times. Today, almost all the gecekondu areas in these neighborhoods 
are transformed into apartment buildings due to urban development in 
Mamak in the 2000s. An urban planner from Mamak Municipality claims that 
the only gecekondu areas that remain non-transformed are the ones located 
directly on the former dumping areas, where continuing methane release is 
still a risk (Interview Number 29, 2016)68. These areas require exclusive action 
and investment from the municipality69. 

68 My interview with an urban planner formerly working at the Mamak Municipality (Interview 
Number 34, 2014) indicates that in the 2000s, and recently after 2010, the Municipality had 
attempted to develop recreational facilities on both former dumping sites of Ege-Tuzluçayır. In 
particular, for the Tuzluçayır-Ege site, the aim was to develop a theme park that would attract 
citizens from all over Ankara. In the early 2000s, Hacettepe University in collaboration with 
Mamak Municipality placed chimneys at the site to measure the levels of methane release 
(Personal Communication with Hacettepe University Professor, Interview Number 14, 2014). The 
results indicated ongoing methane release from the former dumping site. Recently, upon request 
from the Municipality, the university unofficially inspected the site. Officials found only one of 
the eight chimneys they had placed. Some had been stolen, and the remainders were buried under 
the heaps of construction waste dumped in the area by the Municipality to ensure a better image 
(Personal Communication with Elected Neighborhood Representative/Mukhtar, Interview 
Number 65, 2014). One chimney that could be reached was located in the garden of a gecekondu; 
when approached with a lighter, conflagration occurred (Personal Communication with Hacettepe 
University Professor, Interview Number 14, 2014). Interesting enough, the gecekondu household 
had benefitted from the gas for cooking purposes. Under such circumstances, even developing a 
recreational area has become impossible, let alone other development. 

69 Today, gecekondu residents are still clashing with Mamak Municipality. They are claiming their 
rights to remain in the areas despite attempts from the municipality to evict them without 
securing replacement housing for them. 
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7.2    Interpreting the Change: Intertwined Destinies of Waste and 
Land Revisited

As mentioned, a series of transport investments rendered the dumping 
site no longer physically and psychologically distant from the urban core 
of Ankara. The drastic change in the relative position of Mamak led to the 
emergence of a middle-class social movement in the late 1990s, demanding 
the shutdown of the site, which changed the scope and scale of Ankara’s 
waste problem. It also incorporated nation-state actors such as the Minister 
of Forestry and Environment. The increased accessibility also resulted in 
increasing awareness regarding the potential value embedded in the lands in 
the vicinity of, and even on, the dumping sites. Considering these processes, 
coupled with changes in the material composition of waste and increase in 
the volumes of valuable recycling materials within, it is possible to observe 
two parallel and strategic processes that underline the governance of the 
transformation:

• the development of the power bloc between the Ankara Metropolitan 
Municipality and ITC around waste and its management, and

• the coalition between the Ankara Metropolitan and Mamak Municipalities 
in the urban planning process. 

In this process, we observe how urban planning becomes an instrument 
to transform the Mamak-İmrahor dumping site, and how resultant socio-
technical change becomes a tool in the transformation of the district. 

While the research indicates a number of contradictions between the 
interview findings and the statements of company representatives regarding 
unsanitary landfilling practices and unauthorized waste reclamation at 
the site, it is clear that the Mamak-İmrahor dumping site was never shut 
down as promised or planned, and is still actively used as of 2017. It has 
transformed into an economic engine that poses, as shown by the evidence, 
considerable socio-ecological risks. Accepting waste at a rehabilitation site 
is a controversial practice. However, certain technological setups exist in 
the facility: energy recovery from landfill gas, and material reclamation 
from waste (despite the absence of the necessary transfer stations). A news 
report (Güven Stroppel 2012) on Hans von Meiss, a Swiss businessman 
collaborating with ITC’s current board members since the early 2000s, states 
that he gained a significant portion of his fortune from the recycling business 



7. Metamorphoses of Waste Disposal in Ankara

173 

of the Adana and Ankara Mamak dumps. These operations not only indicate 
the socio-ecologically unjust nature of waste management transformation 
in Ankara, but also illustrate how various socio-technical configurations 
interact. The transformation of the Mamak-İmrahor dumping site highlights 
how the former practices of open dumping and unrecognized recycling are 
linked to new and formal forms of practice. The articulation of authorized 
practices with unrecognized ones are facilitated by state reticence and tacit 
approval.

The Ankara Metropolitan and Mamak District Municipalities actively used 
urban planning as a tool to transform the Mamak-İmrahor dumping site, 
and the transformation of the site and the respective socio-technological 
change mediated the development of new spatial configurations in Mamak. 
Nevertheless, this strategic use of urban planning cannot be considered 
independent from the political and economic context, and the legal-
regulatory configurations of the period. Through a series of legislations, the 
municipalities, especially metropolitan ones, have become important actors 
in the construction sector-based economic policy of AKP, based on land 
speculation and production of the built environments. In this respect, we 
observe how the existing plans based on production of social housing for the 
urban poor gave way to urban development targeting middle- and upper-
middle classes. We also observe how the Ankara Metropolitan Municipality 
facilitated private-sector investments that not only resulted in increase in 
the land prices and development, but also the displacement of the urban 
poor through gentrification. Throughout this process, local governments, 
specifically the metropolitan municipality, played an integral role in socio-
technical change and urban development through establishing strategic 
partnerships with certain private-sector actors. Through their endeavors, 
the municipalities successfully commodified both waste and land – at the 
expense of displacing the urban poor and by opening ecologically significant 
lands for development. 

The metabolic urbanization of waste in Ankara, with regard to the 
transformation of disposal practices, unfolds as a complex interplay 
between public, private, non-governmental and so-called informal actors 
under changing political economic, material (waste, land, technology) and 
regulatory configurations. As such, this study highlights the central role 
and strategies of local governments in shaping these processes. This chapter 
reveals that local governments, especially the metropolitan municipality, 
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are integral players in the governance of waste and land management. In 
addition, the transformation of the Mamak-İmrahor dumping site shows 
how the historically dominant practices of open dumping and unauthorized 
recycling are articulated with newly emerging forms of official practices to 
form a hybrid unity. It also reveals how illegal practices by formal actors 
continue unchallenged due to the existence of a strong alliance between the 
metropolitan municipality and private-sector actors, facilitated by reticence 
of the ministry to intervene.
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8.  A Pitched Battle of Claims: Transformation of 
the Recycling Sector in Ankara

Starting in the mid-1990s, the heterogeneous structure of the recycling sector 
experienced a considerable change. The constant increase in the volume of 
waste and the amount of valuable recycling materials within it resulted in 
increasing interest from both recognized and unrecognized actors. While 
new groups and forms of unrecognized recycling emerged under the 
changing economic and political context of Turkey, a formal recycling sector 
also took shape in the early 2000s. The increase in the number of formal 
collection-sorting facilities, and increasing interest from the power-bloc of 
the metropolitan municipality and ITC, was followed by the introduction of 
new actor geometries under the changing regulatory and economic context 
as well as waste materiality. 

Among the changing relations between and within the actor groups, 
the most striking is the shift in the interactions between recognized and 
unrecognized forms of recycling. Therefore, the relationship between 
the urban poor and waste entered a new phase. Unrecognized recycling, 
once not a matter of concern, claimed its place within the changing actor 
geometries. The continuity between recognized and unrecognized practices 
have taken the shape of a strategic interaction between various socio-
technical configurations steered by means of power relations. All these 
developments were followed by the changes in power geometries under the 
regulatory changes driven by the EU process. 

This chapter chronicles the transformation of the recycling sector as 
it unfolded through the relations between and within authorized and 
unauthorized practices. It presents the heterogeneity in unrecognized 
recycling, as well as the increasing presence of and diversification in 
authorized socio-technical configurations under the valorization of waste 
and legal-regulatory restructuring. This chapter pays particular attention to 
the positionality of unrecognized recycling with respect to formal practices. 
It shows how unrecognized recycling evolves from being a disregarded 
matter to a practice that is articulated and operates within the formal forms 
of recycling. In this respect, my quest focuses on how waste governance and 
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management have taken shape with respect to the changing social relations 
of power between the respective actors. Finally, it focuses on the recycling 
material flows that underlie these relations and shows how these flows 
transcend the traditional boundaries of the city.

8.1  Heterogeneity of Unrecognized Recycling in Ankara70

I conducted a considerable number of interviews with state officials, local 
government representatives, and international institution and organization 
experts. Most of these interviews were quite elaborate in covering different 
aspects of waste governance. Nonetheless, some of the interviewees did not 
even feel the need to mention the recycling laborers, as their very existence is 
not “legal”. For instance, an expert from an international institution, working 
closely with central government authorities on waste policy development, 
clearly stated that unrecognized recycling laborers cannot participate in 
official meetings and decision-making processes, as they are not recognized 
by law (Interview Number 11, 2016). Another public official, with good 
intentions of helping me frame my research, suggested that I exclude the 
unauthorized recycling practices, as they are “irrelevant” for the topic of 
waste governance (Interview Number 7, 2014). 

70 This section of the book is based on a series of interviews with one of the representatives of the 
Recycling Laborers’ Association (Interview Number 67, 2014; Interview Number 68, 2015, 
Interview Number 74, 2016), my focus group interview with recycling laborers (Focus Group 
Discussion 2, 2014), my interview with an activist formerly engaged in organizing the recycling 
laborers (Interview Number 69, 2014) and two other individual interviews with recycling 
laborers. In addition, I benefited from an unpublished information sheet prepared by the 
Recycling Laborers’ Association for  Çankaya Municipality. The figures concerning the 
demographic features and income levels of the recycling laborers were retrieved through a series 
of interviews with a representative of the association (Interview Number 67, 2014; Interview 
Number 68 2015, Interview Number 74, 2016). These interviews enlightened me not only about 
the diverse background of recycling labor groups in Ankara, but also about the various forms 
and spaces of unrecognized recycling practices. However, my observations over the years clearly 
show that the recycling laborers in Ankara have been actively working in all the districts of the 
city; there are other groups and practices beyond the ones I or other researchers (Başkavak 
2013:77, Kılınç 2015, Dinler 2016) have documented. In this respect, the figures given in this 
section, and the maps presented concerning the spatial distribution and migration pathways, 
are based on my interviews; they are not exact figures, but estimations. In addition, the locations 
and migration routes I refer to indicate the “major” locations of the living and working spaces 
and migration routes of recycling laborers, and the “major” locations of the districts where the 
collection-sorting facilities cluster. I do not claim to present a comprehensive portrait of the 
overall unrecognized recycling sector in Ankara.
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Today, thousands of people, mostly Kurdish, are engaged in unrecognized 
recycling in Ankara. Paper, plastic and metal are their major foci; however, 
they also recycle electronic waste and reclaim whatever may be of use. Each 
recycling laborer collects about 500 kg of waste, 250 kg of which is sent 
for further operations after sorting. Waste is sold to scrap dealers and/or 
(authorized and unauthorized) collection-sorting facilities. This seemingly 
simple sell-purchase relation between the waste pickers and the waste 
buyers unfold through diverse processes and practices. In this respect, in 
Ankara there exist four major groups of recycling laborers that vary in terms 
of working principles and living conditions, as well as in the processes that 
led to their emergence. 

8.1.1 Group 1: Kurdish Political Migrants

In chapter 5, I explained how the systematic unrecognized recycling practices 
emerged, under the increasing volumes of recycling material in waste in the 
1990s, as a contingent outcome of the Turkish-Kurdish conflict in Eastern and 
Southeastern Turkey. Thousands migrated to larger cities following the forced 
evacuation of their villages by the Turkish state. Under such circumstances, a 
group of Kurdish political migrants, mainly from Hakkari but also from Van 
and Şırnak, arrived in Mamak. Their destination was Türközü neighborhood, 
where they currently reside. A representative of the Recycling Laborers 
Association (Interview Number 68, 2015) says that upon their arrival, “for 
these people, the chances of living in the developed areas of the city were 
zero. They were unskilled for urban jobs. Their languages, color, culture, their 
everything was different,” thus “waste-picking, which does not require skills, 
and waste, a zero-cost income provider” became a source of livelihood. 

Their living space, Türközü, is located close to the Mamak-İmrahor dumping 
site, where a group of Central Anatolian, and later Kurdish, migrants built 
warehouses. In addition to selling waste to those warehouses, the recycling 
laborers also built their own storage spaces in Türközü. Thus, in the early 
2000s, Türközü itself was already a giant warehouse. In addition, groups 
and/or individuals that could accumulate capital have opened storage 
facilities and become scrap dealers. In the early 2000s, due to the metropolitan 
municipality’s decisions to transform the Mamak-İmrahor dumping site and 
to develop the Mamak district, the warehouses in the dumping site were 
displaced and the storage spaces and gecekondu areas in Türközü were 
cleared. 
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The methods of displacement and clearance were violent. I explain the 
conflicts shaped around these processes in the following sections and 
discuss the emergence of organized resistance by recycling laborers. Because 
of urban transformation projects launched by the Mamak and Metropolitan 
Municipalities in the 2000s, almost all the gecekondu areas were cleared 
to make way for new apartment buildings. The majority of this group still 
resides in Türközü in these apartment buildings, while some cognates are 
dispersed in other neighborhoods of the Mamak and Çankaya districts. The 
number of waste pickers in this community has declined over the years as 
residents turn increasingly to more secure occupations with fewer health 
risks. Today, there are approximately 800 recycling laborers, mostly male; 
considering their families, around 2000-3000 people are living off waste 
recycling (Interview Number 68, 2015). The recycling laborers work up to 
16 hours per day and their income varies between 40-150 TRY (12-45 USD)71 
(Interview Number 68, 2015).

71 Exchange rate on November 17, 2016: USD/TRY 3.31. This rate is used for the currency 
conversions in this section. 

Figure 20. Recycling laborers in Ege Neighbourhood

Source: Personal Archive, 26.09.2014
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This group has had a “first mover advantage.” In other words, the laborers 
have been pursuing their practices in the urban core of Ankara, namely 
Kızılay, Maltepe Sıhhıye, Tunalı Hilmi, Hoşdere, Gaziosmanpaşa, Seyran 
Bağları, Esat, and Ayrancı neighborhoods, where a considerable number of 
businesses and relatively high-income households are located. Therefore, not 
only is the waste rich in recycling materials, but also the area has a locational 
advantage due to its centrality, which makes the transportation of waste and 
the related costs much more viable. 

To collect waste, the pickers use wheelbarrows and pushcarts. They do not 
own storage spaces to store the waste accumulated from the streets into their 
large sacks. One can often see the piles of sacks in Kızılay, the city center of 
Ankara. The waste is then loaded into pick-up vehicles and brought for sale 
to either collection-sorting facilities (when waste is not sorted by the pickers) 
and/or directly to the scrap dealers (when waste is sorted by the pickers). 
The major locations for these entities are Ostim, Mühye, Mamak and Siteler 
neighborhoods. In the 1990s, it was common practice for a small group of 
waste pickers (consisting of 3-4 individuals) to jointly purchase a vehicle 
to transport the waste. Today, waste pickers can usually afford purchase of 
individual vehicles, thanks to their improved economic conditions over the 
years.

8.1.2 Group 2: Kurdish Economic Migrants

The second group also mainly consists of Kurdish migrants, mainly from the 
city of Gaziantep. Smaller numbers of migrants hail from Adıyaman, Urfa, 
Adana, and Kahramanmaraş. The major cause of migration for these recycling 
laborers, who used to be peasants and livestock breeders in their hometowns, 
was the loss of these jobs. In chapter 6, I presented the transformation of 
the Turkish economy, politics, institutional settings and regulations starting 
from the mid-1990s in detail. I mentioned that the respective change had 
affected all sectors of economy and policy. The agriculture sector was no 
exception. The common ground for the respective policy schemes in the 
agricultural sector is the liberalization of markets based on privatization 
of state economic enterprises. It also included the elimination of existing 
regulatory mechanisms for agricultural land protection and pricing (Yörür 
2010:17). Neoliberal rural and agricultural policies were not compatible 
with the existing agricultural production patterns based on small-scale 
production, and thus were not sufficient to increase agricultural production 
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in rural areas (Yörür 2010). Instead, they resulted in the loss of jobs and 
subsequent migration for many small producers, peasants and livestock 
breeders (Özuğurlu 2013). 

The group’s migration dynamic, especially for those from Gaziantep 
and Adıyaman, was based on kinship and family relations. Hence, when 
referring to this group, we talk about a “family” of about 3000 households 

Figure 21. Recycling laborers in Öveçler

Source: Personal Archive, 30.09.2014
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(Focus Group Discussion 2, 2014). As also emphasized by the representative 
of the Recycling Laborers Association (Interview Number 68, 2015) and one 
of the two chiefs72 of the group (Focus Group Discussion 2, 2014), who is well 
respected by his constituents and mostly represent them in their relations 
with the municipalities, this corresponds to an approximate population 
of almost 10000 people engaged in unrecognized recycling. The majority 
of this group lives in Dikmen Deresi, Öveçler, Çiğdem and Yüzüncü Yıl 
neighborhoods, while some reside in other districts like Sincan and Keçiören.

The groups that are concentrated in Dikmen Deresi and Öveçler 
neighborhoods live in “former” gecekondu areas. These areas were targeted 
for urban transformation projects by municipalities, and their residents 
were evicted. However, the municipalities could not fulfill the projects due 
to legal controversies, and the gecekondu areas remained abandoned. For 
that matter, these spaces lack connection to basic infrastructure services such 
as water and electricity. Having found shelter in these abandoned spaces, 
the recycling workers have been fulfilling these basic needs by means of 
illegal connections to the power and water grids. Under these circumstances, 
they also live under the constant threat of losing their living spaces under 
the demolition attempts by Çankaya Municipality. For instance, in 2015, the 
municipality bulldozed some sections of their living spaces; however, the 
recycling laborers resisted the demolition and managed to remain in the 
area. In addition to their poor living conditions, the recycling laborers lack 
access to basic social services such as education, health insurance and social 
security.

The families in this group work collectively, so children and women also take 
part in recycling. Their living spaces also serve the purposes of waste-sorting 
and storage. Unlike the Kurdish political migrants, they do not work in the 
central areas; they collect waste in neighborhoods that are relatively distant 
from the urban core, such as Dikmen Deresi, Öveçler Mahallesi, Çiğdem 

72 The feudalistic, kinship-based relations have been reproduced not only with the migration 
patterns, but also manifest themselves with the group’s decision-making behavior. Two elder 
males are major decision-makers for this group, and, especially one of these individuals, 
represent it in relations with formal actors like municipalities, as well as press and researchers 
like myself. My talk with one of these two chiefs also reveals an interesting detail concerning 
this group (Focus Group Discussion 2, 2014). Being Kurdish, the group members identify, or 
strategically choose to depict, themselves as Turkish-Muslims, and question why they are treated 
unfairly and not acknowledged by the authorities despite their identity.
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Mahallesi, Yüzüncü Yıl, Çayyolu, Oran and Sincan. Therefore, motor vehicle 
ownership is a necessity for this group. The pickers use wheelbarrows and 
pushcarts. Then, the waste is loaded into pick-up vehicles and brought for 
sale either to the collection-sorting facilities or directly to the scrap dealers. 
They work up to 16 hours per day, and their income is about 50 TRY (15 
USD) (Interview Number 68, 2015).

8.1.3 Group 3: A Mix of Economic and Political Migration

The third group consists of migrants mainly from the cities of Şanlıurfa, 
Şırnak and Diyarbakır. Relatively smaller portions of this group are 
from the Central Anatolian city of Aksaray, and Eastern Anatolian city of 
Kahramanmaraş. The reasons for their migration to Ankara are a mix of the 
two previously explained forms: political and economic.

Figure 22. A young recycling laborer

Source: Dinçer Mendillioğlu, Personal Archive, 01.05.2013.



8. A Pitched Battle of Claims: Transformation of the Recycling Sector in Ankara

183 

They reside in a centrally-located former industrial district called İskitler73. 
Like the former gecekondu areas where the second group of recycling 
laborers resides, the İskitler Industrial District was also evacuated and partly 
bulldozed by the metropolitan municipality in the early 2000s in line with a 
central business district development project. Nevertheless, the metropolitan 
municipality never started the project. The remainder of the spaces designed 
for small-medium industrial activities have been occupied by the recycling 
laborers, thus become residential as well as waste-sorting and storing spaces.

This is the most disadvantaged group in terms of living conditions and 
income. Unlike the first two groups, this group consists of only male 
recyclers. There exists no family dynamic in the living space74. Between 5-20 
workers live in one barrack without proper infrastructure under extremely 
unsanitary circumstances, where they also sort the waste they collected. 
Not even illegally connected to the infrastructural grids, they develop on-
spot, temporary solutions to fulfill their needs for cooking, heating, and 
sanitation. There are more than 1000 storage spaces in the former industrial 
district, and the estimated number of recycling laborers residing in this area 
exceeds 1000-1500 (Interview Number 68, 2015).

For these migrants from Southeastern Anatolia, there is constant circulation, 
as they also work in other flexible forms of occupation such as seasonal 
agricultural work. There exists an internal mechanism for the provision 
of these flexible forms of work – what the representative of the Recycling 
Laborers Association (Interview Number 68, 2015) refers to as “the overseer 
system”. A fellow townsman, who migrated earlier and has a higher 
social status in the village, acts as an overseer75. The overseer organizes 
the migration of individuals and manages their labor. In the case of waste 
recycling in İskitler, the overseer is simply the manager of the waste storage 
units. He buys waste from the recycling laborers at cheaper prices and makes 

73 While I was preparing this book for publication, in October 2017, the Metropolitan Municipality 
of Ankara bulldozed the barracks of the recycling laborers in İskitler.

74 The representative of the Recycling Laborers Association (Interview Number 68, 2015) states that 
the recycling laborers work to provide income for their families, who pursue their lives in their 
hometowns and villages.

75 This can be interpreted as a replica of the feudal relations in the village, where the overseer 
worked mostly as a butler and had closer relations to the agricultural landowners, while the 
pickers were agricultural peasants. In this respect, based on kinship or fellow townsman-ship, 
the overseer is seen as a savior and provider of jobs. 
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a profit by reselling it. The recycling laborers in this group only use pushcarts 
and do not own any kind of motor vehicles. Therefore, they carry the waste 
they collect, mainly from central neighborhoods of Bahçelievler, Maltepe, 
Sögütözü, Kizilay, Emek, and Balgat, back to İskitler. This group is not only 
in conflict with the police, but also with other groups when they invade 
their working territories. The daily income of the recycling laborers in this 
group varies between 15-40 TRY (4.50-12 USD) (Interview Number 68, 2015). 
Despite their harsh living and working conditions, the political commitment 
from this group to organized resistance is low due to the unsteady and fluid 
nature of their labor. 

8.1.4 Group 4: Spatially Dispersed Groups 

Apart from the three groups mentioned above, it is possible to identify other 
factions. However, these factions are socio-spatially dispersed in the city, 
and relatively less systematic in their practices. The first faction consists of 
migrants from Central Anatolia. Dinler’s (2015:1837) ethnographic research 
on waste picking in Ankara found that a group mainly consisting of single, 
male recycling laborers from Central Anatolia, resided in the Hamamönü 
neighborhood, an area located within the historical urban area of Ankara. 
However, this area has been targeted for urban regeneration by Altındağ 
Municipality since 2006 and has been completely reconstructed (Shakouri 
and Uslu 2012). This caused displacement of the recycling laborers. According 
to one recycling laborer (Interview Number 60, 2014), the Central Anatolian 
migrants, now in relatively smaller groups, live and work in peripheral 
municipalities like Şereflikoçhisar and Gölbaşı; however, they also collect 
waste in the urban core of Ankara in a spatially dispersed manner. 

The second faction is composed of Syrian migrants who fled the recent civil 
war in their country and sought refuge in Turkey. Lacking the necessary 
language skills or work permits for other jobs, some Syrian migrant groups 
have turned to waste collection as a source of livelihood. For instance, Belli 
(2014) reports in Al Jazeera Türk on Ömer, a 13-year-old Syrian working 
in Dikmen Valley as a recycling laborer. Another group of Syrian migrants 
engaged in recycling resided in Aktaş, Altındağ, a gecekondu neighborhood 
located in the urban core of Ankara. The neighborhood was later bulldozed 
by Altındağ Municipality in 2013. According to the representative of the 
Recycling Laborers Association (Interview Number 67, 2014), small numbers 
of Syrian migrants (approximately 60-70 families, 200-250 individuals) are 



8. A Pitched Battle of Claims: Transformation of the Recycling Sector in Ankara

185 

Fi
gu

re
 2

3.
 M

ig
ra

tio
n 

la
nd

sc
ap

e 
of

 A
nk

ar
a’

s r
ec

yc
lin

g 
la

bo
re

rs
 (m

aj
or

 ro
ut

es
)

So
ur

ce
: F

ig
ur

e 
by

 a
ut

ho
r.



8. A Pitched Battle of Claims: Transformation of the Recycling Sector in Ankara

186 

integrated into severely exploitative forms of unrecognized recycling in 
Iskitler along with Kurdish economic migrants with whom they have kinship 
relations. The rest pursue their activities in a spatially dispersed manner in 
the city. However, my focus group interview with recyclers from Gaziantep 
(Focus Group Discussion 2, 2014) reveals that Syrian migrants had difficulties 
in integrating into the already-established configurations and relations of 
recycling that became methodical over the years. They have not established a 
strong presence within the unrecognized recycling networks. The last faction 
consists of recycling laborers dispersed in the neighborhoods of Keçiören, 
Saraycık, Ovacık, Demetevler, Şentepe, Balgat, Mamak, Çinçin, and Örnek. 
Pickers in the Eastern and Southern Anatolian cities of Mersin and Adana 
are living and working in the streets in a disorganized way – vandalizing 
the waste bins, and, according to the representative of the association, 
“presenting an unpleasant representation of the recycling laborers”.

Figure 24. Major living and working spaces of recycling laborers in Ankara

Source: Figure by author.
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8.2  Existing Research on Recycling Laborers in Ankara

There are three recent studies that concentrate on unrecognized recycling 
labor in Ankara. Tahsin Başkavak (2013) looks into the labor processes of 
migrant Kurdish waste pickers from Hakkari, Turkey in the urban core of 
Ankara with an historical materialist perspective. Başkavak focuses on 
the waste paper collection activity and paper recycling sector in Turkey. 
The author presents a relational analysis of informal labor processes, 
which he believes is the key to the relations and communications between 
the waste pickers, the city, citizens and formal government structures. 
His major concern is the production of urban poverty through processes 
of accumulation by dispossession by state, racialization of labor power, 
proletarianization, (class) identity formation, exclusion, and adaptation to 
urban life in the course of migration. 

Dinler (2016:1834) presents an ethnographic account on street recycling 
laborers in Ankara and describes their everyday lives. She also shows how the 
metropolitan municipality has used these regulations to force waste pickers 
to sell their waste to certain recycling companies at a price lower than market 
price, and describes the protests from the pickers against state and formal 
recycling companies. She discusses the respective processes by reference to the 
concepts of customary rights: the rights formed in line with everyday practices 
but not acknowledged by law. According to the author, the customary rights 
are self-organized in line with the dynamics between different groups of street 
recycling laborers and their territorial organization in the city. Dinler (2016) 
argues that, having been dispossessed by the state and forced to migrate, 
waste pickers could claim customary rights over waste and should be 
considered as wage-labor. In addition to these elaborate studies, Kılınç (2015), 
in his short article on an online news portal, displays the working conditions 
of street recycling laborers in Ankara, places unrecognized recycling within 
the broader frame of the informal sector, and briefly discusses the economic 
processes that gave way to the rise of this informal sector. 

The common denominator of these approaches is the vantage point of the 
recycling laborers. Both Başkavak (2013) and Dinler (2016) reveal the conflicts 
between the recycling laborers with the state and non-state actors. While 
Başkavak (2013) focuses on the impact of these waste collection practices by 
Kurdish political migrants, Dinler (2016) explains how the recent regulations 
regarding packaging waste shaped the relations between the recycling laborers, 
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municipalities and (one of) their authorized collection-sorting facilities between 
2006 and 2009. However, the authors do not explore how heterogeneity unfolds 
within the other segments of the recycling sector in Ankara, nor present the 
inner group conflicts within heterogeneous forms of recycling. Therefore, 
while focusing on how the metropolitan municipality exerted power on the 
recyclers, the authors fail to show how social relations of power unfold with 
respect to other actors in the field. They do not address the transformation 
of the recycling sector in Ankara as it unfolds through the relations between 
and within authorized and unauthorized practices through the coalitions and 
conflicts between the actors. In the following sections, I focus on this task. 

8.3   Ankara’s Recycling Sector: An Evolution Between Coalitions 
and Conflicts 

In the early 2000s, the increasing heterogeneity in unrecognized recycling 
was accompanied by an emergent authorized recycling sector in Ankara. 
The major motives behind this emergence was, firstly, new economic 
potentialities of the recycling sector. Secondly, the By-Law on Packaging 
and Packaging Waste was introduced as part of the harmonization to the EU 
process. First issued in 2004 (put in action in 2005), and amended in 2007 and 
2011, the By-law stimulated a series of changes for the recycling sector in 
Ankara. Third, the changes in the Environmental Law effectively reshaped 
the actor geometries within the sector. In the following section, I analyze the 
major actors in Ankara’s recycling sector.

8.3.1 The Collection-Sorting Facilities 

Starting in the 2000s, the number of authorized collection-sorting facilities 
increased. According to the representative of the Recycling Laborers 
Association (Interview Number 68, 2014), in 2008 there were approximately 
60 licensed and unlicensed facilities. Today, in Ankara, there exist a total of 
authorized 38 collection-sorting facilities (REC Turkey 2016)76. 

76 Some of these facilities are subcontractors of municipalities for collection and sorting of 
recyclables. The subcontracting to these facilities is achieved in line with the Waste Management 
Plans that the municipalities are responsible for preparing. The Ministry of Environment and 
Urbanization is the approver of these plans and the inspector (through its local administration) 
of the practices. The collection and sorting facilities are responsible for reporting to the Ministry 
as well as the municipalities they work with. 
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Turkish legislation forbids the collection-sorting facilities from engaging 
in any transaction with the recycling laborers, scrap dealers and/or 
warehouse owners77. The Governorate of Ankara, over the years, released 
circulars in 2005 (Başkavak 2013) and 2013 (Governorate of Ankara 2013)78, 
forbidding the unauthorized collection of waste79. A glance at the emergence 
of authorized collection and sorting demonstrates the linkages with 
unrecognized practices and collection-sorting facilities. The representative 
of the Recycling Laborers Association (Interview Number 68, 2015) claims 
that the Central Anatolian migrants, who built the early warehouses on 
the Mamak-İmrahor dumping site, were also among the first to establish a 
licensed collection-sorting facility; today, they have a say in the local and 
national decision-making processes.

Due to the increasing number of collection-sorting facilities and the former 
warehouse owners that were becoming licensed facilities, competition and 
conflict regarding the ownership of “valuable materials” developed. The 
power bloc of the Ankara Metropolitan Municipality and ITC Turkey that 
emerged at the time entered the scene with strong claims over waste.

8.3.2 The Power Bloc of the Metropolitan Municipality and its Subcontractor

In full support of ITC Turkey, in 2005 the metropolitan municipality decreed 
that the licensed collection-sorting and recycling facilities must contract 
with ITC for free-of-charge submission of collected packaging waste (Köse 
et al. 2007b: 57). A collection-sorting facility owner told me that following 
the decree, the metropolitan municipality also sealed all the companies and 
stopped possible competition to its subcontractor. The interviewee further 
explains that this led to the start of a massive legal struggle; firms filed over 
successful lawsuits against the municipality. Despite all that, the interviewee 

77 However, as explained in the previous section, in practice, collection-sorting facilities directly 
work with unrecognized actors. Moreover, the existence and increase in the number of these 
facilities have a direct impact on the local pricing mechanisms for recycling material. The 
recycling laborers generally choose to work with collection-sorting facilities, as they offer better 
prices for the recycling material when compared to scrap dealers. According to a recycling laborer 
(Interview Number 64, 2016), the major consequences of increasing numbers of collection-sorting 
facilities and scrap-dealers is the reduced sorting by recycling laborers. 

78 Circular dated 05.September 2013 with No: 39740365
79 These circulars were released with the name “The Procedures and Principles for the Collection 

of Paper in the Avenues and Streets in Ankara”, however they were framing principles and 
procedures regarding the collection of all respective packaging wastes. 
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indicated that the grounds for unfair competition between ITC and the 
collection-sorting facilities had already been established due to intense 
support from the Ankara Metropolitan Municipality to ITC. The interviewee 
outlines “the allocation of environmental funds as well as large portions of 
land to ITC through channels of the metropolitan municipality, coupled with 
getting already set-up equipment, which reduces investment costs,” as the 
bases for the unfair ground of competition. 

The metropolitan municipality did not stop with the use of legal-coercive 
power over collection-sorting facilities. In the early 2000s, the metropolitan 
municipality was actively and violently attacking the recycling laborers. In 
2004, storage spaces in Türközü were demolished and burned down, and 
approximately 5,000 pushcarts were seized by metropolitan municipality 
security forces in various sections of Ankara, especially in Çankaya (A 
Living Earned From Waste, 2009). A newspaper interview conducted with 
the recycling laborers (Öğünç 2012) shows that the interventions also had 
a racialized character; they were mainly directed at Kurdish workers while 
the storage spaces of Central Anatolian recycling laborers were not targeted. 
According to an activist formerly engaged in organizing the recycling 
laborers (Interview Number 69, 2014), the metropolitan municipality’s 
violent attacks were not so much aimed at ending unrecognized recycling 
practices as they were at forcing the recycling laborers to sell the materials 
for cheaper prices to certain companies: 

The pickers are identified as burglars. If this happens to be the case, the pickers 
should be ‘prevented’. It just seems like they are… Violence, confiscation of their 
pushcarts… These all are ostensible. There is a much easier way to prevent the 
buyers from purchasing. Instead of so much violence, why can’t the authorized 
firms be prevented from buying the materials they sell? That is the question. Why 
can’t this be done? It is because the waste picking is not desired to be stopped; 
instead the materials that the pickers collect are sought to be acquired with low 
costs. The way to do this is mobbing. 

The Ankara Metropolitan Municipality’s attempts at forced monopolization 
of recycling material was stopped by another legislation change in 2006. The 
legal grounds upon which the metropolitan municipality built its coercive 
actions were no longer in place. With the amendment to the Environmental 
Law in 2006 (with Law No: 5491), the responsibilities of metropolitan 
municipalities regarding recycling activities were transferred to the (district) 
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municipalities. ITC was no longer the only legal interlocutor (as defined by 
the circular released by the Ankara Metropolitan Municipality) in the field of 
recycling. Nevertheless, the company pursued its metropolitan municipality-
based claims over the recyclables in Ankara.

8.3.3 Çankaya Municipality

After the district municipalities gained the authority to manage recycling 
within their jurisdiction, Çankaya Municipality came onto the radar of 
the coalition between the metropolitan municipality and ITC. The reasons 
were various. First of all, Çankaya Municipality was governed by the 
opposition party, namely CHP, which automatically created tension with 
the metropolitan municipality governed by AKP. Secondly, Çankaya 
Municipality has historically had a specific condition with regards to 
waste, as central neighborhoods with major retail functions are located 
in this district. In addition, the district hosts relatively large numbers of 
middle- and upper-middle class populations. As a result of these factors, 
waste in Çankaya has always been richer in valuable recycling materials 
when compared to other districts. Thirdly, the municipality had chosen to 
subcontract its collection and sorting functions to companies other than ITC. 
Lastly, in 2006, Çankaya Municipality initiated a pilot project to integrate the 
recycling laborers within the formal recycling mechanisms80. 

In 2007, several news items regarding the conflict between Çankaya 
Municipality and the coalition appeared in the press. In September, an online 
news portal (HaberlerCom. 2007) reports on the “Trash Bin Controversy 
between the metropolitan municipality and Çankaya Municipality”. 
According to the news report, about 50 waste bins were placed at central 
entertainment and retail locations by Çankaya Municipality, but these bins 
were disassembled in a night-time operation by the Ankara Metropolitan 
Municipality. Çankaya Mayor Muzaffer Eryılmaz, who released a 
statement on the matter, interpreted the attempt as an exercise of power 
by the metropolitan municipality against the legal authority of Çankaya 

80 As reported by Hürriyet Newspaper (2007), the Mayor of Çankaya Municipality, Muzaffer 
Eryilmaz states that: “Çankaya Municipality has gathered 800 packaging waste collectors during 
the implementation phase of the project, have listened to their problems and distributed clothes, 
gloves and hats among them, provided health checks, forbidden children from laboring in these 
jobs, and helped the children of these people called waste pickers with their school needs. the 
municipality also named them Çankaya Environment Volunteers”. 
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Municipality and jurisdiction regarding sanitation services. According to 
Eryılmaz, the disruption of the respective services in the pedestrian-intensive 
areas had political consequences alongside the economic ones, meaning 
that the absence of these services in the publicly visible areas would affect 
voter behavior. Therefore, the collection-sorting facilities and the recycling 
laborers were not the only actors that were subjected to violence from 
the metropolitan municipality with regards to its attempts to control the 
recycling sector of Ankara. 

The oppression from the power bloc was not limited to physical interventions. 
It also revealed itself through political pressure, as seen in a news report 
“Çankaya is Involved in the Fight for Solid Waste” (Gürel 2007) which 
clearly sets out the terms of the “fight”. According to the report, Ali Kantur, 
the representative of ITC, accused Çankaya Municipality of causing duality 
by contracting with other firms, despite the fact that ITC had a 49-year lease 
with the metropolitan municipality, and of aggrieving the public because 
of its problems with the metropolitan municipality. In another interview 
(Hürriyet 2007), Kantur alludes to Çankaya Municipality and criticizes the 
attempts to integrate the recycling laborers into formal collection, which he 
interprets as supporting unhealthy collection practices that have no use in 
facilitating recycling activity (ibid.)

Interestingly, while Kantur was criticizing Çankaya Municipality for 
its attempts to integrate the recycling laborers into formal recycling, an 
interview (A Living Earned From Waste, Yüksekovahaber Online News 
Portal 2009) with one of the recycling laborers – whom I also interviewed 
in the course of my work (Interview Number 64, 2016) – shows that 
Çankaya Municipality also had an informal force of 50-60 young males 
who were constantly physically attacking the recycling laborers, despite the 
negotiations with the municipality’s contracted collection-sorting facility. 
According to the recycling laborer, the aim of these violent attacks was to 
purchase the materials collected by recycling laborers for half the price. It 
could be interpreted that Çankaya Municipality at the time had a two-sided 
attitude towards the recycling laborers.

In recent years, it is possible to identify a change in attitude towards 
unrecognized recycling under the changing administration of the municipality. 
Interviews with an expert from the municipality (Interview Number 23, 2016), 
as well as the representative of the Recycling Laborers Association, indicate the 
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emergence of a new alliance to integrate the recycling laborers within official 
recycling mechanisms. The interviews further indicate a conflict between the 
municipality and one of its current subcontracted firms that has an active role 
in national decision- and policy-making processes, and has a stance against the 
respective integration processes (see section 8.3.5). In addition to the controversy 
surrounding recycling labor and efforts to establish a collection-sorting system, 
the municipality was also the first to collaborate with representatives of the 
producer-supplier groups – namely, the statutory institutions. 

8.3.4 Statutory Institutions 

Let us briefly revisit the responsibilities of the statutory institutions presented 
in the previous chapter. Via municipalities, they collaborate with collection-
sorting facilities to fulfill producers-suppliers’ responsibilities regarding 
packaging-waste collection. The introduction of the statutory institutions 
within Ankara’s waste recycling arena took place through ÇEVKO81 via two 
separate channels of collaboration. The first is a pilot project initiated by 
Çankaya Municipality in 2006 to place bins in certain neighborhoods that 
would allow at-source separation. The second is the ongoing collaboration 
with ITC starting in the second half of the 2000s (Başkavak 2013) regarding 
at-source separation and collection in Yenimahalle, Mamak and Gölbaşı 
districts (Packaging Waste Management, ITC Website82).

According to information retrieved from an expert from Ministry of 
Environment and Urbanization (Interview Number 3, 2016), there are 
currently three statutory institutions83 – ÇEVKO (in collaboration with 
11 municipalities), PAGÇEV (in collaboration with 3 municipalities) and 
TÜKÇEV (in collaboration with 15 municipalities) – included in the waste 
management plans of municipalities in Ankara. In some municipalities, more 
than one organization is included in the respective plans. Therefore, similar 
pilot projects aiming at source separation have been pursued over the years in 
collaboration with the statutory institutions. Regarding these, my interview 
with a citizen residing in Çankaya (Interview Number 78, 2016) reveals the 

81 ÇEVKO (Foundation of Environment Protection and Packaging Waste Recycling)
82 Retrieved from http://www.itcturkiye.com/tr/ambalaj-atiklarinin-yonetimi/11929, on 

20.05.2017.
83 These institutions are ÇEVKO (Foundation of Environment Protection and Packaging Waste 

Recycling), TÜKÇEV (Consumer and Environment Education Foundation), and PAGÇEV 
(National Packaging Waste Recycling Enterprise)
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level of achievement. Upon individually accumulating the packaging waste, 
the interviewee calls one of the collection-sorting facilities, a subcontractor. 
The company comes and collects the waste. In the course of collection, it is 
not possible to claim that these attempts have led to a systematic at-source 
separation system. In the absence of such a system, as stated by an expert 
from Ministry of Environment and Urbanization (Interview Number 1, 
2016), statutory institutions undertake waste collection through collection-
sorting facilities with whom they collaborate – mostly in shopping malls or 
public institutions, where waste is accumulated in larger bulk amounts. 

An activist briefly summarized his views on the role of producers-suppliers 
and the statutory institutions (Interview Number 69, 2014). The producers-
suppliers refrain from playing an active role in waste collection and storage, 
as those are the two costly phases of recycling management. They are rather 
interested in the recycling and pricing phases that lie at the heart of the profit-
making. The collection-sorting facilities prefer to retrieve waste in bulk from 
public institutions and shopping malls, rather from street-by-street collection. 
As a result, the recycling laborers have been and will be there in the streets. 

8.3.5 Organized Resistance of the Recycling Laborers84

In the wake of various interventions against Kurdish workers in 2004, a new 
and significant actor emerged under the leadership of a dedicated activist, 
who was also a recycling laborer. The idea was to respond and resist to the 
ongoing mobbing and displacement by means of organization, resistance 
and contestation. Thus the Recycling Laborers Association was formed. 
Kurdish workers from Hakkari, who were already politically active due to 
being victims of forced migration, were the chief actors of the early attempts 
at organization. The early years of the organization was significant in terms 
of understanding the histories, stories, motives and lives of the recycling 
laborers, as well as making these visible to the public. The association was 
active in Ankara but also present in a number of other cities like İstanbul. It 
started a magazine called Katık (meaning “food” in Turkish, such as olives 

84 The story of the establishment and transformation of Recycling Laborers Association is based on 
my interviews with the activist, who engaged in organizing the recycling laborers in the early 
2000s (Interview Number 69), as well as with another one who has been actively engaged in 
organizing the recycling laborers since the beginning of the 2010s (Interview Number 68 2015, 
Interview Number 74). 
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or cheese, eaten with bread to keep one full), sharing not only news about 
but also articles written by the recycling laborers.

According to the representative of the Recycling Laborers Association 
(Interview Number 68, 2015), the identity politics (focus on the Kurdish 
political migrants) of the organization, although successful in making 
the recyclers visible to the public, did not adequately reflect the diversity 
of groups engaged in recycling nor the class-based nature of the relations 
under which the recycling laborers had been operating. This rendered the 
organization ineffective in responding to a number of conflicts within and 
outside its structure. First of all, some of the Kurdish waste pickers managed 
to accumulate capital and became scrap dealers, as well as authorized 
or unauthorized collection-sorting facility owners. In this regard, the 
association was not able to refer to a uniform group interest. Rather, internal 
conflict was limiting its capacity to resist the municipalities and private-
sector actors. Secondly, the number of Kurdish political migrants engaged in 
recycling was decreasing as they acquired more secure jobs; there were other 
groups increasing in number, such as the recycling laborers from Gaziantep. 
Therefore, in the wake of increasing heterogeneity, an organizational 
structure based mainly on the migrants from Hakkari was no longer 
representative of the group’s overarching interests. Thirdly, starting in the 
second half of the 2000s, the number of collection-sorting facilities increased 
to a large degree, which had a direct impact on the pricing mechanisms to the 
disadvantage of recycling laborers. In addition, the municipalities, especially 
Çankaya Municipality, were directing the recycling laborers to its contracted 
facilities, which were working at even lower prices when compared to the 
scrap dealers. 

Under the respective internal and external pressures, the negotiation 
capacity of the Association abated to a degree that it was almost inactive 
by the beginning of 2010s, and the need to review and change its internal 
organization emerged. The activist who had taken an important role in the 
establishment and development of the organization left his position, and 
some years of stagnation followed. 

In June 2013, the Association was reorganized and re-established with the 
efforts of another activist. The aim was to claim laborers’ rights to waste and 
to acknowledge their role and place within the existing systems of recycling. 
This time, however, the organization was mainly shaped around class-based 
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concerns such as labor identity and livelihood aspects of unrecognized 
practices. Groups other than the Kurdish political migrants were engaged in 
the organization, although, considering the population dynamics, Kurdish 
economic migrants still played an essential role in the organization. 

At the local level, the greatest achievement was the increasing recognition 
and support from Çankaya Municipality. In 2013, the Association of 
Recycling Labor held meetings with Altındağ, Yenimahalle and Çankaya 
(district) Municipalities. As a consequence, the recycling laborers started 
a series of negotiations with Çankaya Municipality for a pilot project that 
could integrate a number of workers into the existing systems of waste 
management. Despite resistance from one of the collection-sorting companies 
authorized by the municipality, the municipality sustains contact with the 
recycling laborers for the realization of the project to this day.

Regarding representation at the national level, through the racialized nature 
of resistance, the Kurdish political parties have built direct relations with 
the Kurdish recycling laborers in Ankara. For instance, in September 2013, 
the Governorate of Ankara issued a circular, “Procedures and Principles 
for the Collection of Paper on the streets and avenues of Ankara Province,” 
regarding the ban on unauthorized forms of paper collection. This circular 
was followed by a parliamentary question on the working and living 
conditions of the pickers, and the impact of the circular on pickers by the 
Kurdish political party BDP (Peace and Democracy Party)85. 

In January 2016, the Ministry of Environment and Urbanization imposed 
fines on 27 companies in Ankara for waste purchases from the recycling 
laborers, on the basis of the By-law on Packaging and Packaging Waste 
enacted in 2011 (Arslan 2016). Following the penalty fine of 140,000 TL 
(39.595 USD)86, the companies stopped purchasing waste from the recycling 
laborers (Arslan 2016). This development received intense attention in 
the media and was interpreted as an attack on the source of livelihood of 
the recyclers. Subsequently, the representative of the Recycling Laborers 
Association contacted Ministry of Environment and Urbanization officials 
(Arslan 2016) and MPs from the opposition parties HDP and CHP, which also 

85 The parliamentary question was later pursued by HDP (People’s Democratic Party) MPs as BDP 
members joined the HDP in 2014. 

86 Exchange rate TRY/USD: 0.28 on 21.06.2017.
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led to a parliamentary question presented by HDP MP Filiz Kerestecioglu. 
An online news portal (ZETE 2016) reports that the question sought 
answers to a series of inquiries regarding the recycling laborers’ work, 
waste management and governance, and the market-friendly practices of 
the Ministry of Environment and Urbanization. In addition, attention was 
paid to the lobbying activity of two of the contracted collection-sorting 
facilities of Çankaya Municipality (considered to be related to the penalty 
imposed on the companies) regarding applications that would result in the 
disenfranchisement of the recycling labor (ZETE 2016). The lobbying from 
the respective companies could be interpreted as the decreasing need for 
working with recycling laborers, as they could attain the necessary socio-
technical and economic capacities to achieve the required collection levels. 
However, this does not reflect the conditions within the whole sector.

Despite its level of success in achieving a certain degree of representation 
at the local and national scales, the organization of the association was still 
not conflict-free. There remained factions within the organization. One of the 
factions recently evolved into another actively operating association in 2016: 
the Street Waste Pickers’ Association, which, according to the representative 
of the Recycling Laborers Association, has closer relations with not only the 
Ministry and capital-holders, but also AKP representatives. One of the social 
media accounts of this new association87 also reveals these relations. 

Yet another faction was in communication with HDP MPs. Concurrently, the 
activist engaged in organizing the recycling laborers developed connections 
with CHP, and became a consultant to Çankaya Municipality. Therefore, 
the organization, over the years, has built a close connection with national 
parties. 

8.3.6 Recycling Facilities and Material Flows

Reviewing the major actors involved in recycling governance and 
management processes through a series of coalitions and conflicts brings 
us to the question regarding the material flows as drivers and outcomes of 
these inter- and intra-actor relations. To express it in simple terms: Where do 
the collected and sorted recycling materials go?

87 See https://www.facebook.com/pg/sokakatiktoplayicilaridernegi/photos/?ref=page_internal, 
retrieved on 12 December 2016. 
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Following the process of collection on behalf of the municipality or statutory 
organizations, either by self-collection or by means of purchasing from 
directly recycling laborers and/or scrap dealers, the collection-sorting 
facilities prepare and press the material for sale to recycling facilities and/or 
industrial producers. Some large-scale collection-sorting facilities also have 
recycling facilities. There are about 3,000 companies producing packaging 
materials in Turkey, and the majority of these firms are medium- and small-
scale (Ministry of Economy 2016). Companies in the packaging sector are 
concentrated in İstanbul, Izmir, Bursa, Ankara, Konya, Kocaeli, Gaziantep, 
Adana, Kayseri and Manisa (Ministry of Economy 2016). In lay language, 
they are called “the factories”, and they are located not only within but also 
outside the domestic borders88.

Today, there are 28 recycling facilities in Ankara (REC Turkey 2016). A 
collection-sorting facility owner (Interview Number 54, 2016) claims that 
these are relatively smaller in scale, and mostly specialized in recycling of 
plastic for production of nylon bags and plastic slippers. He adds that paper 
recycling in particular is very limited. The representative of the Recycling 
Laborers Association states that there exist metal recycling facilities; however, 
the rest of the materials are, in his words, “out-migrating”. 

88 The following data on the import-export rates is retrieved from the Packaging Sector Report 
prepared by the Ministry of Economy (2016). Turkish packaging industry products are exported 
to more than 200 countries, mainly to the EU countries, the Commonwealth of Independent 
States, Eastern Europe and the Middle East; however, the main destinations of export in 2015 
happen to be Germany, England, Iraq, France, Iran, Italy, Israel, Holland, Egypt and Azerbaijan. 
Exports of Turkish packaging industry products were $3.74 billion in 2015, excluding large 
quantities exported illegally. Exports have increased by an annual average of 10% in the last five 
years. Due to the global economic crisis, exports of packaging products decreased by 15% in 
2009; however, the exports increased approximately 50% between 2010 and 2015 and increased 
from 2.47 billion dollars to 3.74 billion dollars. In 2015, plastic packaging products take first place 
with a share of 68% in packaging industry exports. Exports of plastic packaging decreased by 
6.5 percent compared to the previous year and reached $ 2.556 million in 2015. Another major 
group of export is paper and cardboard with a 21% export share. In 2015, exports of paper and 
cardboard packaging were $790 million. Glass and wooden packaging products are also exported, 
but have a relatively low share when compared to plastic, paper and metal groups. Glass 
packaging exports in 2015 amounted to about 32 million dollars, while wooden packaging 
exports amounted to 31 million dollars. When it comes to imports, Turkey’s import of packaging 
materials decreased by 12% in 2015 as compared to 2014, and was approximately $ 3.2 billion. 
Plastic accounts for 55% of imports, while paper, cardboard and corrugated cardboard account 
for 35%. Major countries in the import of packaging materials are Germany, China, Italy, USA, 
South Korea, and other European Union countries.
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Due to the limited capacities of recycling, and in the absence of large-scale 
recycling facilities, Ankara’s collected and sorted recycling materials flow 
within and across domestic borders89. In the absence of statistical data 
concerning respective import-export patterns, Ankara’s waste flow data is 
based on my interview with a collection-sorting facility owner (Interview 
Number 54, 2016). The major groups of materials that are subject to trade 
are paper, plastic, and metal. As I previously explained, these are the 
materials that the recycling laborers are also most interested in collecting. 
Major destinations of sale for the paper group are Çorlu, İstanbul, and 
Kahramanmaraş; for the plastic group İstanbul, Adana, and Gaziantep, and 
for the metal group İskenderun, Sivas, Kocaeli, and İstanbul. Regarding 
glass, although it does not appear to be a primary concern for street 
collection, the sorted glass is sold to three major glass companies, with 
factories located mainly in the Marmara Region. All the material groups are 
exported to foreign countries, specifically to Syria, Iran, Iraq, and Greece 
(Interview Number 54, 2016), especially when the recycling sector in Turkey 
is in stagnation (Interview Number 68, 2015). 

The recycling practices in Ankara are dependent not only on the socio-
technical capacities of the recycling sector but also broader political, 
economic and geopolitical changes. The collection-sorting facility owner 
(Interview Number 54, 2016) outlines the terms of this dependency. First 
and foremost, the sector is consumption-based. Therefore, when there is 
economic stagnation, the purchasing power of consumers – varying from 
ordinary citizens to recycling companies – decline. This begins a chain of 
effects starting from the production of the respective consumption goods, 
to waste as well as collection and recycling. Thus, when consumption levels 
decrease, this automatically impacts the volumes of transactions within the 
sector. Secondly, in the specific case of plastic materials – the most desired 
and recycled materials in the market – the prices and supply-demand 
relations are based on the international market. The temporal price slides 
in petroleum in 2015 and early 2016 gave way to cheaper production of raw 
materials needed in plastic production, and this directly and negatively 
affected the rates of plastic recycling. 

89 Since 2011, under the decision by the Ministry of Economy, packaging waste/recyclables, the 
collection-sorting facilities are no longer entitled for import and/or export scrap paper, and they 
could only achieve import on behalf of recycling companies. 
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Thirdly, the repercussions of civic unrest (such as the Kurdish-Turkish 
armed conflict in Eastern and Southeastern Turkey in the aftermath of the 
2015 elections) within and outside the country have a direct impact on the 
recycling sector. Iran, Iraq and Syria are the chief customers for the Turkish 
recycling sector, and repercussions of the Syrian war and Turkey’s political 
conflict with the other two major buyers have had a negative impact. For 
instance, when I conducted the interview, there was a stoppage of purchase by 
recycling facilities in the Central Anatolian city of Sivas, due to the economic 
stagnation/recession in Turkey; the recycling sector was in a bottleneck. 
In short, from authorized and unauthorized collection to recycling, all the 
phases of recycling in Ankara and in other Turkish cities are directly related 
with adverse effects of broader political, economic and geopolitical changes. 
Delineating the reasons with the collection-sorting facility representative 
brought the discussion to a deeper level concerning the nature and recent 
regression of recycling in Turkey. The interviewee tersely summed up the 
major drawback of the sector: “Waste is intermittent”. 

8.4  Hodgepodge Recycling

The metabolic urbanization of waste with respect to recycling clearly shows 
how waste governance is a multi-faceted process unfolding in different 
sites, scales, and geographies through the circulation of labor, materials, 
capital and ideas. The heterogeneity of unrecognized recycling in Ankara 
is contingent upon the mass migration waves: from Central Anatolia in the 
1950s, Kurdish political migration in the early 1990s and Kurdish economic 
migration in the second half of the 1990s. In the 2010 decade, Syrians also 
sought refuge in Turkey. The working principles and territories, the living 
spaces and conditions, income levels and relations with authorized forms of 
recycling differ according to each group. Small-scale capital holders emerged 
from within the unrecognized recycling practices, namely scrap dealers, 
warehouse owners, and licensed and unlicensed collection-sorting facilities. 
Therefore, it is not possible to talk about either a monolithic or a static group 
or form of practice. 

The changes in the By-law on packaging and packaging waste in the first 
half of the 2000s, as adapted from EU waste policy frameworks, show how 
an uncritical adaptation of ideas, without considering the context-dependent 
forms of practice, could result in place-specific and hybrid forms of action. 
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For instance, a strong presence of industrial producers and suppliers or waste 
producers did not exist in Ankara. They were represented through statuary 
institutions that are engaged in waste management plans for municipalities. 
Having no connection to existing unrecognized recycling practices and 
thus existing socio-technical configurations, the regulations redefined the 
responsibilities and jurisdictions of certain actors within the system, as 
discussed in chapter 6. For Ankara, this meant the emergence of a formal 
recycling sector along with increasing influence from district municipalities, 
collection-sorting facilities, and statutory institutions within the waste 
governance and management mechanisms. These mechanisms operated 
under a mutual disregard between recycling laborers and the power bloc of 
the Ankara Metropolitan Municipality and its subcontractor ITC. 

Following the regulatory changes, the immediate response from the power 
bloc was the use of legal-coercive power to monopolize the rights to waste 
(i.e., the circular that banned collection-sorting facilities other than ITC, the 
subcontractor). The use of power took the form of physical violence. The 
findings show that the use of violence also has a racialized character; the 
attacks by the forces of the metropolitan municipality targeted Kurdish 
recycling laborers. It could very well be interpreted that the intention of the 
respective attacks was not to end unrecognized recycling, but to manage it. 

The Environmental Law in 2006 changed the balance of power within the 
recycling sector by redefining the responsibilities of municipalities. After 
that, the metropolitan municipality could no longer use legal-coercive 
power over other actors. As a result, press releases or vandalism (i.e., the 
dismantling of trash bins placed by Çankaya Municipality) became forms 
of power used by the Metropolitan Municipality. These aimed at politically 
discrediting Çankaya Municipality. Çankaya Municipality was on the 
radar of not only the power bloc, but also the collection-sorting facilities 
and recycling laborers due to the waste composition within its jurisdiction. 
Being rich in recycling materials, both recognized and unrecognized actors 
were interested in collecting the waste within the borders of this district. 
Subsequently, Çankaya Municipality also formed coalitions and got into 
conflicts with other actors. For instance, the municipality was the first 
to collaborate with one of the statutory institutions for developing a pilot 
project regarding at-source separation. In addition, Çankaya Municipality 
initiated a pilot project in 2006 to engage the recycling laborers within formal 
collection networks. However, the municipality was also harassing recycling 
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laborers by means of physical violence through informal channels, in order 
to reduce the waste purchase prices for its subcontractors. 

In the course of violence and disenfranchisement, the Association of Recycling 
Laborers was established. The association over the years achieved increased 
public visibility of recycling laborers, as well as a level of representation 
and recognition at the local and national levels. The development and 
evolution of this organized movement reveal a number of characteristics. 
Firstly, despite its internal conflicts, the organization achieved a certain 
level of representational power against the ongoing harassment at the local 
and national levels, and created platforms to claim laborer rights regarding 
waste. Identity politics especially played a role at the national level, while 
individual relations (i.e., the representative of the movement joining CHP) 
played a role in local politics of representation. These linkages to party 
politics recalls O’Callaghan (2012: 1935) who, drawing on Said (1994: 254), 
states that “resistance thus is not located outside of the discourses of power 
and hegemony, but rather can be mobilized only in a relational dialogue with 
the dominating culture”. In short, recycling laborers already work in tandem 
with authorized companies and firms. Their demands are shaped around 
the acknowledgment of this fact and regulation of the respective relations by 
public authorities in a just way. 
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9.  Socio-Technical Heterogeneity and  
Governance of Urban Waste

This book presented an analysis of the dynamics underlying the emergence 
and transformation of diverse socio-technical configurations around 
waste in Ankara. The aim was to explore how various recognized and 
unrecognized socio-material practices and the related social relations of 
power co-evolve in relation to changing materialities and technologies 
of waste, and to understand their implications for the urban governance 
of waste. This project also aspired to present a case from an understudied 
context that cannot easily be placed under either of the “classifications” of 
Global North and South. Thus, Ankara constituted an effective lens to study 
how the emergence and sustained coexistence of diverse socio-technical 
configurations unfolds under the historically dominant presence of the 
public sector, alongside the increasing presence of the private sector and the 
changing role and increasing political strength of unrecognized actors. 

In this final chapter of the book, I revisit and summarize the theoretical and 
methodological foundations of this research, as well as the major findings. 
Subsequently, I present the conclusions from the inquiry, in light of my 
initial assumptions. What has Ankara told us about heterogeneity of socio-
technical configurations in relation to metabolic urbanization of waste? How 
have heterogeneous and grounded socio-technical responses emerged and 
transformed in Ankara? What are the implications for the urban governance 
of waste? What are the major material, technological, political, economic and 
social forces that have shaped and reshaped these practices? How and in 
what ways did these forces operate? Then, I present a self-critical evaluation 
of the research, and outline the contributions and limitations with respect 
to the pathways for further research. I conclude the book with my thoughts 
on possible entry points for a more inclusive and socio-ecologically just 
governance of waste.
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9.1  A Look Back at the Conceptual and Methodological Insights

My quest to understand the transformation of socio-technical constellations 
in Ankara began as a study of waste governance. Reviewing the respective 
body of literature significantly contributed to my understanding of the 
drivers of waste governance processes. Important ideas underlying my 
analysis, such as the increasing impact of EU policy frameworks on waste 
governance (Davoudi 2009), its context-dependent mixed outcomes in 
practice (Scheinberg and Mol 2010), the multiple modes and forms of 
governing waste (Bulkeley et. al. 2007), or the undeniable role of geography 
(Davies 2008) were derived from this literature. Nonetheless, the role of 
materiality in shaping the urban politics and governance of socio-technical 
configurations, in forms of technologies and material flows, (Monstadt 2009, 
see also McFarlane and Rutherford 2008) were not acknowledged as a key 
analytical concern in the waste governance literature. In addition, the role of 
situated social relations of power and socio-material practices in determining 
urban governance of waste was not addressed. Under these major theoretical 
and analytical limitations, my inquiry evolved into an urban political ecology 
of waste research. 

Through its attentiveness to the materiality of urban processes (Monstadt 
2009: 1932), UPE opened up new analytical channels for my conception of 
waste governance. The considerations regarding the simultaneous socio-
material, political-economic, institutional, and symbolic construction 
of socio-nature (Kaika 2004; Keil 2003, 2014; Swyngedouw 1996, 2004; 
Swyngedouw and Kaika 2014) allowed for situating waste governance 
within these broader set of relations. My inquiry into the literature on the 
UPEs of waste clearly shows that, despite recent and increasing interest 
in the subject, waste and its governance still remains understudied. Thus, 
the limited number of studies that constitute this body of literature are the 
pioneers. Whether putting a strong emphasis on the materiality of waste 
(Demaria and Schindler 2016) or acknowledging its role but focusing on the 
social relations of power (i.e., Njeru 2006, Bjerkli 2015, Cornea et. al. 2016), 
the majority of the existing research on UPEs of waste addressed the situated 
nature of social relations of power shaped around its materialities and/or 
technologies. 

Critical review of this body of literature indicated two major leverage points 
that require further attention. Firstly, the cases selected to study the situated 
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power relations in relation to materiality and/or technologies of waste are 
from the so-called Global South (i.e., Addis Ababa, Delhi, Medinipur), where 
the sustained coexistence of recognized and unrecognized forms of practice 
is a dominant feature of socio-technical delivery configurations (Jaglin 2014). 
Nevertheless, the mechanisms behind the production, transformation and 
terms of this sustained coexistence of diverse socio-technical constellations, 
with respect to their ramifications for waste governance, were not addressed 
in the UPEs of waste literature. Secondly, while adopting a situated 
approach, these studies have not sufficiently considered the nature of the 
contextual dynamics and their role in shaping situated power relations and 
socio-material practices. I argued that this insufficient consideration of the 
contextual dynamics is due to the short-sighted understanding of the terms 
“urban” and “situatedness”. Therefore, the processual and relational nature 
of urban(ization) that transcends the understanding of the city as a bounded 
entity (Keil 2011, Brenner and Schmid 2011, Angelo and Wachsmuth 2015) 
and the circulatory aspects (i.e., materials, labor, capital, ideas) attached to 
the (re)production of socio-technical configurations were not acknowledged. 

I have devised the concept of metabolic urbanization of waste to explain 
the dynamic interplay between the context (political economy, material 
transformations, institutional change) and situated heterogeneous socio-
technical configurations (between and within recognized and unrecognized 
forms of practice and power relations) that unfolds in multiple scales, 
sites and geographies. This concept provided the basis for my analysis on 
the (re)production of heterogeneity in relation to the grounded as well as 
circulatory relations through which waste is metabolized. It allowed me to 
pursue my inquiry on the evolution of heterogeneity in Ankara and discuss 
its ramifications for urban governance of waste. 

In my quest to analyze waste governance, I revealed the “networked 
and hierarchical” interactions and interrelations between the oftentimes 
antagonistic actors (Keil 2009, Keil et. al. 2016) that form a collectivity 
(Coaffee and Healey 2003) around the “intentions” of the actors to enable or 
prevent socio-technical change (Borrás and Edler 2014). Such a conception 
diverges from existing studies that define waste governance by reference to 
the manifestation of power relations and all possible interactions between 
actors. Instead, this study emphasized the political capacities of actors to 
enable or prevent socio-technical change and direct material flows as a co-
constitutive element of metabolic urbanization of waste. 
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This ambitious theoretical and conceptual agenda is reflected in the choice 
of qualitative methodology. I utilized in-depth interviews and focus groups 
discussions, supported by secondary sources. I aimed to investigate the 
situated socio-material practices, local politics and social constructions of 
waste in relation to broader contextual mechanisms. Moreover, I aspired 
to present the key moments of and processes underlying change, thus a 
historical account of their transformation. Therefore, my approach was 
critical-realist. Also, unlike the traditional perspectives on critical realism 
that operate on the nature-society divide (i.e. Sayer 2000), my approach was 
informed by a relational ontology (see Castree 2003). My choice to pursue a 
single case study sprang from the objective to elucidate the complex nature of 
the relations underlying the transformation of waste governance. My critical 
case study on Ankara, and the use of qualitative methods accompanied by 
secondary sources, allowed me to fulfill these aims.

9.2   Co-Evolution of Socio-Technical Heterogeneity and Modes of 
Waste Governance: Revisiting the Findings

The findings of this research demonstrated the two major periods of metabolic 
urbanization of waste by highlighting the key moments and processes 
underlying the emergence and systematization (from the 1930s to the mid-
1990s) and transformation of heterogeneous socio-technical configurations 
(from the 1990s onwards) in Ankara. In this section, I summarize and discuss 
the major findings of this research (see tables 4 and 5) through the lens of the 
co-evolution of heterogeneity of socio-technical configurations and modes of 
waste governance. 

9.2.1 Recessive Heterogeneities and (Non)Government of Waste

Ankara’s history of waste management took shape under the restricted socio-
technical capacities of the municipalities 1930s and the 1980s. The impact 
of broader political economic decisions and their material consequences, 
and institutional dynamics, is evident in the construction of the respective 
limitations. During these periods, the state prioritized industrial policy. 
Although this policy changed over the years (e.g., the shift from state-led 
industrialization to import substitution in the 1940s), this prioritization 
strictly restricted the budgets allocated to municipalities, and thus to urban 
infrastructure services. Nonetheless, the legal regulations defining the scope 
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and organizational terms of urban infrastructure services were extant. The 
official discourse portrayed waste as an object/issue of municipal/public 
service, a matter of (urban) sanitation and cleanliness. The municipalities 
were the only authorized actors regarding local governance and management 
of waste. These limitations manifested themselves with the emergence of 
municipal open dumping practices as the major social-technical response 
towards waste. These practices took a path-dependent form and gave way to 
future practices and decision-making processes.

Waste’s entry onto municipal agendas occurred between the 1950s and 1980s 
under the changing dynamics of urbanization and urban development. First 
of all, migration inflows, an unintended consequence of mechanization in 
the agriculture sector, resulted in demographic growth and an associated 
increase in the volumes of waste produced. The first formal responses from 
the municipality included formal open dumping practices at a designated 
site, far from the city and on unvalued, state-owned lands. Secondly, mass 
gecekondu development occurred near and on these municipal open 
dumping sites. Therefore, major socio-technical decisions regarding waste 
focused on spatial displacement of the open dumping sites. 

As compared to disposal, recycling was not a major concern for the 
municipalities in this period. Nonetheless, the findings displayed how the 
establishment of a state-owned paper mill (in Izmit) paved the way for 
central government attempts to initiate a recycling network to regulate 
paper flows. A parallel process concerning recycling unfolded due to the 
unmethodical, unsystematic waste collection by the urban poor, mostly 
consisting of migrants. Waste was collected not only from the municipal 
open dumping sites, but also from all accessible waste bins. These early 
forms of citizen recycling can be interpreted as the origins of the emergence 
of self-governing networks of unrecognized recycling in the 1990s. Material 
reclamation from waste sites and bins was mostly in forms of reuse, and 
unrecognized waste recycling as a form of livelihood was a rather limited 
albeit existing practice. It could be argued that the composition of waste and 
the size of attached industries that utilize recyclables (such as raw materials) 
did not constitute the necessary grounds for waste picking to become a 
systematic source of livelihood. The presence of these practices shows that 
waste remained a problem, an externality for municipalities. However, for 
the poor, it had become a resource. 
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Towards the end of this sub-period, the accelerating impact of international 
influences over Turkish policy regimes and a series of related regulatory 
changes are evident. These regulatory changes were mainly related to the 
paradigm shift in the official discourses on waste, namely from a matter 
of sanitation to an environmental concern. However, the changes in policy 
regimes brought about no clear financial or regulatory tools that could 
reshape the situated socio-technical configurations.

In light of the findings, it is not possible to refer to dominantly heterogeneous 
socio-technical configurations in Ankara in shaping waste governance 
for the period between the 1930s and the 1980s. Instead, government of 
waste, specifically disposal, came in the form of a municipal response 
regarding the “given duty” of securing urban sanitation, and unfolded 
through ecologically-deteriorating open dumping practices. Additionally, 
the newly emerging forms of unrecognized recycling were unmethodical 
and unsystematic. Therefore, interactions between various socio-technical 
responses towards waste were weak, and did not determine waste-related 
decision-making processes. 

Despite the recessive character of heterogeneity in shaping decision-making 
processes, an understanding of the dynamics shaped around the materiality 
and technologies of waste in these years is of great significance to grasp the 
nature of subsequent consolidation and transformation of heterogeneity 
along with its governance implications. First of all, the early municipal open 
dumping practices on economically unvalued lands – including gecekondu 
development on or near the open dumping sites – linked the socio-technical 
responses towards waste to urban development in these areas. Secondly, the 
increase in the amount of waste along with valuable materials (i.e., plastic, 
paper, coal) in waste resulted in the establishment of connections between 
the urban poor and waste through the emergence of unauthorized collection 
and reuse. Therefore, immanent relations between 1) the materialities and 
technologies of waste and land, and 2) the materialities and technologies of 
waste and the urban poor, were established in this period. 

9.2.2  Unfettered Heterogeneity and the Emergence of Self-Governing 
Recycling Networks

Between the 1980s and the mid-1990s, socio-technical heterogeneity 
became a dominant feature in Ankara’s waste sector. The findings revealed 
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how three major reconfigurations redefined the nature of these relations 
revolving around the materiality and technologies of waste and land, and 
the urban poor. First of all, the context through which the situated socio-
technical configurations developed underwent a significant transformation. 
The political and economic change underlying the consolidation and 
systematization of heterogeneity was the shift from import substitution to 
export-oriented industrialization. In the absence of statistical data from the 
period, the evidence from this research shows that this transformation in 
production patterns spurred the changing material composition of waste, 
and increase in the volumes of recycling material within (i.e., rubber, textile 
remains, glass, metals, different kinds of plastic, cardboard, paper, composite 
waste and bulky waste such as furniture and electric electronic waste). 

Secondly, institutional changes reformulated the grounds upon which 
situated decision-making and implementation mechanisms operate. A 
two-tier municipal system was introduced for the metropolitan areas. 
Ankara became a metropolitan municipality with a number of district 
municipalities. Waste related responsibilities were re-distributed among 
the metropolitan (given the responsibilities of treatment and disposal) and 
district municipalities (given the responsibility of collection). Furthermore, 
the municipalities were given the power to privatize (public-private 
partnerships, subcontracting) their waste-related responsibilities. My 
findings display the impact of this new ability to privatize. The attempts (by 
two consecutive mayors) to enable socio-technological change entered the 
agenda only after this institutional reconfiguration. Although ineffective, 
the attempts at technology transfer in collaboration with foreign consultants 
in the 1980s (e.g., construction of a facility that was not compatible with 
material characteristics of Ankara’s waste) and waste planning in the 
1990s (in collaboration with the private sector) demonstrate the change in 
the understanding of waste by the municipal actors: from an undesired 
externality to a resource.

The planning efforts that followed the enactment of the first regulation 
directly targeting waste in the 1990s (By-Law on Solid Waste in 1991 based 
on the EU Waste Framework Directive from 1975) require further attention. 
My research suggests that waste was located within a socio-ecological 
justice paradigm in the 1990s, under the social-democratic inclinations of 
the mayor at the time. Waste planning was accompanied by urban planning 
processes to provide better living conditions for the populations living on or 
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adjacent to open dumping sites. This was followed by a series of transport 
planning efforts and investments that increased the accessibility of these 
disadvantaged spaces to the urban core. These investments reshaped the 
relation between the materiality and technologies of waste and land by 
enabling the creation of potential land value in the area.

Lastly, and most importantly in terms of the discussion on heterogeneity, 
forced migration of Kurdish populations due to the Kurdish-Turkish 
armed conflict in the eastern and southeastern cities of Turkey caused labor 
inflows to Ankara. That constituted the major force in the consolidation of 
heterogeneity. Accompanied by the valorization of waste, this political form 
of migration paved the way for the emergence of systematized, unrecognized 
recycling as a source of livelihood for these migrants. The relation between 
the materiality and technologies of waste and the new urban poor gained 
not only a methodical but also a racialized character.

The increasing socio-technical heterogeneity resulted in a nuanced and 
dualistic perception of waste by the actors, especially the recycling laborers. 
While the materials that carry economic value in line with the socio-technical 
capacities of the waste sector were considered as the “recyclables”, the 
“disposables” were understood as any material that could not be recycled 
within the current capacities, and sent to open dumping. In the following 
years, this nuanced understanding played a role in the distinct pathways 
through which metabolic urbanization of waste took place. My findings 
display that the transformation of the disposal sector was based on the 
changing relations between the materialities and technologies of waste 
and land. The transformations in the recycling sector were informed by the 
changing relations between the materiality and technologies of waste and 
the recycling laborers.

Between the 1980s and the mid-1990s, socio-technical heterogeneity was 
a determining factor in waste governance in Ankara. In this period, the 
changing nature of heterogeneity was manifested through the emergence of 
self-governing networks of unrecognized recycling, the failed attempts by 
the municipality to enable socio-technical change by means of public-private 
partnerships and the continued open dumping practices. Nonetheless, due 
to mutual disregard, there emerged multiple modes of governing waste that 
unfolded independently of each other.
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Table 4. Metabolic urbanization of waste: emergence and consolidation of heterogeneity 
(1930 to mid-1990s)

Urban  
heterogeneity

Contextual  
dynamics

Birth of Heterogeneity -  
Recessive Form
(from the 1930 to 1980)

Systematization of Heterogeneity - 
Unfettered Form 
(from the 1980 to the mid-1990s)

Waste Materiality  * Rich in organic material and low in 
volume

 * Food waste, bones, paper, glass, 
tinplate, coal, soda and liquor caps, 
wood and leather residuals, plastic 
(increasing volumes)

Official discourse 
on waste

 * Matter of (urban) hygiene and 
sanitation

 * Environmental and economic 
concern

Political Economic 
Change

 * State-led industrialization to 
import-substitute 

 * Export-oriented industrialization
 * Increasing levels of imports and 
exports

Unintended 
Consequences of  
Political Economic 
Changes

 * Migration inflows from the Central 
Anatolia under the mechanization 
of agriculture, and the emergence of 
early forms of citizen recycling

 * (Political) Migration of Kurdish 
populations under the armed 
conflict in East and Southeast 
Turkey and the emergence of 
systematized forms of recycling

Major Actors 
and Social 
Constructions of 
Waste

 * Municipality (the only authorized 
actor for urban governance and 
management of waste)

 * Waste as an externality, an official 
duty

 * Introduction of two-tier municipal 
system in local governance:
 - Metropolitan municipality 
(treatment and disposal of waste)

 - District municipalities (collection 
of waste)

 * Municipalities gained rights to 
privatize waste services

 * Waste as a resource for the urban 
poor 

 * Establishment of the relation 
between land-technology and waste

 * Waste as a source of livelihood for 
recycling laborers 

 * Dualistic perception of waste: the 
“disposables “and the “recyclables”

Dominant 
Technologies

 * Open dumping and spatial 
displacement of waste by the 
municipality

 * Emergence of early forms of citizen 
recycling and reuse

 * Early forms of official paper 
recycling by the central government

 * Open dumping of waste by 
municipality

 * Emergence of systematized and 
methodical unrecognized recycling

Land  * Use of economically unvalued 
lands for municipal open dumping 
practices (devalorization of land)

 * Establishment of the relation 
between land-technology and waste 

 * Emergence of potential land rents 
in the areas neighboring open 
dumping sites through a series of 
transport investments

Mode of Waste 
Governance

 * Government of waste by 
municipality

 * Emergence of self-governing 
networks of recycling

 * Government of waste by 
municipality

 * (Attempts for) Governance through 
public-private partnerships to 
introduce socio-technical change) 

Source: Table by author



9. Socio-Technical Heterogeneity and Governance of Urban Waste

212 

9.2.3  Controlled Heterogeneity and Waste Governance as a Mechanism to 
Direct Waste Flows

Starting in the mid-1990s and gaining momentum in the 2000s, the ways 
heterogonous socio-technical configurations interact were significantly 
altered. Unregulated open dumping practices took on a controlled form 
with the establishment of two integrated waste management facilities. 
Energy production from landfill gas, recycling and composting technologies 
was introduced. In addition, the diversity of actors and the attached socio-
technical heterogeneity within the recycling sector considerably increased 
in both authorized and unauthorized recycling. In this period, the earlier 
forms of heterogeneity, which were based on independent practices of 
actors, changed; they became contingent upon the multiple ways various 
socio-technical configurations interact and articulate with each other. Waste 
governance unfolded both as a manifestation of social relations of power 
between actors, and a mechanism to direct waste flows by organizing the 
terms of the respective articulations. 

Underlying this transformation were the actors’ motives for governing the 
waste flows in Ankara. My findings point to two major channels of interest 
from the actors. The first was the interest from the metropolitan municipality 
in not only governing waste flows but also capitalizing on the potential 
land rents embedded in open dumping sites and their vicinities, together 
with Mamak Municipality. The findings also reveal a middle-class social 
movement demanding the shutdown of the municipal open dumping site 
due to environmental concerns. Through engaging central government 
actors, the movement created a certain level of pressure on the metropolitan 
municipality in terms of enabling socio-technical change. Nonetheless, as 
indicated by the findings, there occurred no actual socio-technical change 
until the metropolitan municipality created the necessary foundations for 
the commodification of waste and land. For instance, the site was never shut 
down as promised by the municipal authorities. 

The second channel was the increasing interest from unrecognized and the 
newly-emerging authorized waste collection-sorting sector. The evidence 
suggests that the emergence of these early formal collection-sorting facilities 
is based on the capital accumulation by certain recycling laborers, and 
points to the internal mobilities and already-emergent hierarchies within 
unrecognized recycling.
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This research revealed the contextual dynamics under which these 
two channels of interest evolved. First, with new regulations under the 
institutional restructuring processes starting from the mid-1990s (i.e., 
increasing presence of international institutions in policy-making, and the 
regulatory changes following Turkey’s EU candidacy), official discourse 
revealed the understanding of waste as a resource, and the diversity of 
technological possibilities as well as actors to realize the economic potential 
embedded in this resource. In addition, new funding mechanisms emerged 
and more flexible terms of public-private partnerships were introduced. 
Therefore, the institutional reconfigurations had a significant impact 
on the (re)organization of the heterogeneity of situated socio-technical 
configurations. For instance, in Ankara, the subcontractor of the metropolitan 
municipality has a lease for 49 years, and benefited from WB funds for the 
establishment of its recycling facility in the rehabilitation site. 

Second, national political economic decisions (i.e., the agricultural policy 
and related loss of agricultural jobs) as well as structural geopolitical 
changes (i.e., the Syrian civil war) created new waves of labor flows. 
Economic migration of Kurdish peasants and forced political migration from 
Syria constituted the bases for the increasing heterogeneity and changing 
spatial organization of unrecognized recycling in the city. Lastly, the 
changes in political economy were manifested by a nation-state strategy to 
support investments in the production of the built environment, facilitating 
the rise of the construction sector as a means for enhanced economic 
growth (Balaban 2008, see also Penpecioğlu 2011). Local governments, 
specifically metropolitan municipalities, became significant agents for this 
growth strategy and were given extensive urban planning tools. Fourthly, 
and most significantly, the number of recycling facilities and factories 
interested in materials significantly increased. The findings suggest that the 
unrecognized socio-technical configurations (recycling, scrap dealing) were 
the major respondents for this change at the time, and this signaled an open 
opportunity of investment/profit-making for other actors. 

Under these contextual changes, the early 2000s were marked by the 
metropolitan municipality’s strategic and selective partnership with 
its subcontractor (directing national and international institution funds 
for enabling socio-technical change) for the transformation of the open 
dumping site (Mamak-İmrahor). Waste governance and the asymmetric 
nature of the social relations of power were manifested by the metropolitan 
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municipality’s legal attempts to ban all collection-sorting facilities except for 
its own subcontractor. Moreover, the metropolitan municipality introduced 
urban planning schemes and brought in investors to enable not only socio-
technical transformation but also land rent creation. Therefore, for this period 
it is possible to refer to an analogous planning for waste as in the case of 
the early 1990s. However, unlike that period and under the neo-conservative 
approach of the metropolitan municipality, these planning processes were 
not based on socio-ecological justice, but on simultaneous commodification 
of waste and land. Urban development proposals on ecologically significant 
lands at the expense of displacing the urban poor, and ongoing waste 
dumping at the rehabilitation site, are examples that support this argument. 
These also indicate the definitive role of political inclinations of decision-
makers in shaping the metabolic urbanization of waste. 

In addition to the changing nature of the relations between waste, technology 
and land, technological change also redefined the governance relations 
shaped around waste, recycling labor and emerging forms of authorized 
recycling. The metropolitan municipality had attempted to control the labor 
of unrecognized recyclers by means of (legal or illegal forms of) physical force 
or through racialized interventions (clearance of waste collection, sorting, 
storage areas and living spaces of mostly Kurdish recycling laborers). It also 
attempted to control their pricing mechanisms and channel the waste to its 
own subcontractor (Başkavak 2013, Dinler 2016). Therefore, in this period, 
waste governance mainly took shape around the monopolization and 
control attempts by the powerful coalition of the metropolitan municipality 
and its subcontractor – and the responses from various actors against the 
disenfranchisement. The most evident examples are the collective lawsuits 
by collection-sorting facilities, and the formation of an organized social 
movement by the unrecognized recycling laborers. 

The findings point to the role of regulatory changes in redefining situated 
relations of power. The dominant position of the metropolitan municipality 
in waste governance was challenged, and grew relatively weaker under the 
changing regulatory frameworks (i.e., the amendments to the Environmental 
Law in 2006) that limited the legal abilities of the metropolitan municipality 
regarding disposal practices. Following the regulatory changes, the 
metropolitan municipality and its subcontractor were mainly associated 
with the governance of “disposables”. With these changes in the balance of 
power, new partnerships and new conflicts arose regarding the governance 
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Table 5. Metabolic urbanization of waste: Transformation of heterogeneity (from the mid-
1990 onwards)

Urban hetero-
geneity

Contextual 
dynamics

Controlled heterogeneity 
(from the mid-1990s to mid-2000s)

Controlled heterogeneity 
(mid-2000s onwards)

Waste materiality  * Metal, plastic, card board, paper, packaging waste, glass, bulky waste such 
as furniture, electric electronic waste, organic waste (increasing volumes)

Dominant official 
discourse on waste

 * Environmental and economic 
concern (impact of the international 
institutions in plans and programs)

 * Waste as a resource 
(institutional restructuring 
following EU candidacy)

Political economic 
change

 * Economic crisis  * Production of built environment as 
an economic growth model

Unintended 
consequences of 
contextual changes

 * Continued political and economic 
migration of Kurdish populations 
following the dissolution of 
agricultural sector

 * Continued political and economic 
migration of Kurdish populations, 
migration inflows from Syria

Major Actors 
and social 
constructions of 
waste

 * Waste as a problem for local 
authorities:
 - Metropolitan municipality 
(treatment and disposal of waste)

 - District municipalities (collection 
of waste)

 * Waste as a resource for local 
authorities and private sector:
 - Metropolitan municipality 
(disposal of waste)

 - District municipalities (collection 
and recycling of waste)

 * Waste as a source of livelihood for recycling laborers 
 * Dualistic perception of waste: the “disposables “and the “recyclables”

Dominant 
technologies

 * Open dumping of waste by 
municipality

 * Systematized and methodical 
unrecognized recycling 

 * Early forms of authorized recycling 
through establishment of collection-
sorting facilities

 * Controlled open dumping
 * Sanitary landfilling, energy 
production from landfill gas, 
composting,

 * Unrecognized and recognized 
recycling

Land  * Urban planning as an instrument to 
transform the open dumping site, 
and the respective transformation 
and the attached socio-technical 
change becomes a tool in the 
transformation of the district 

 * Urban planning as an instrument to 
transform the open dumping site, 
and the respective transformation 
and the attached socio-technical 
change becomes a tool in the 
transformation of the district 

 * Failed attempts for and realized urban 
transformation projects redefining 
the spatial distribution of unrecog-
nized recycling labor in the city

Mode of waste 
governance

 * Governance as a means to 
control waste flows and urban 
heterogeneity

 * Distinct feature:
 - Dominant position of the 
coalition/ power bloc between 
the metropolitan municipality and 
ISWM company

 - Alliances between collection-
sorting facilities to resist against 
the power bloc

 - Street level resistance from the 
recycling laborers against the 
power bloc

 * Governance as a means to 
control waste flows and urban 
heterogeneity

 * Distinct features:
 - Weakened position of the 
coalition/ power bloc between 
the metropolitan municipality and 
ISWM company 

 - Increasing heterogeneities in the 
recycling sector

 - Introduction of new coalitions and 
conflicts

 - Emergence of the organized 
movement of recycling laborers

Source: Table by author
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of recyclables, i.e., partnerships between municipalities and statutory 
organizations for recycling; Çankaya Municipality’s attempts to integrate 
and/or manage recycling laborers through coercion; and its recent conflict 
with subcontractors that opposed the integration of the recycling laborers. 

This research also revealed the increasing political capacities of the organized 
movement of recycling laborers in shaping waste governance processes. To 
recall, the central government authorities imposed sanctions on some firms 
that were purchasing waste from recycling laborers in early 2016. This action 
was initiated through lobbying efforts by certain collection-sorting facilities. 
The recycling laborers effectively influenced the issue by achieving media 
coverage based on the argument that the fines imposed by the Ministry of 
Environment and Urbanization would lead to their disenfranchisement. 
That led to ministry-level communications and parliamentary connections 
(e.g., the parliamentary questions). This political power is, and probably will 
continue to be, the key to the fate of recycling labor in Ankara. 

In short, starting in the mid-1990s, a series of contextual changes and 
(changing) responses from the actors in line with their claims over and 
vested interests in waste shaped the waste governance of Ankara. Waste 
governance became a force field between the legal, economic, material 
changes (especially the valorization of waste) alongside the constant 
inflows of recycling laborers and power-laden relations of social relations 
between the actors. These relations were mainly shaped by attempts to 
control and direct the material flows within the city. This research pointed 
to multiple examples of disenfranchisement of the recycling laborers by local 
governments aiming to control the flows of collected waste and directing 
them to desired authorized actors. Today, the major social movement against 
this disenfranchisement is led by the Recycling Laborers Association. This 
movement currently demands only integration and acknowledgment of the 
laborers’ role within the recycling sector. 

However, the terms of this integration are slippery, as shown in the course 
of this analysis. The evolution of disposal and recycling sectors in Ankara 
includes increasing investments by and multiplication of private-sector 
actors. In line with this development, certain collection-sorting facilities 
are lobbying the central government authorities to take action against 
unrecognized recycling, indicating for certain actors’ decreasing need for the 
services provided by recycling laborers. In the case of Ankara, the increasing 
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socio-technical capacities of recognized actors could potentially eliminate 
the need for recycling laborers in the long run. Considering this possible 
mass disenfranchisement, the political organization of the recyclers becomes 
more important than ever in shaping waste governance processes.

9.3  Revisiting Initial Assumptions and Deriving Conclusions

At the beginning of this book, I made a number of initial assumptions to 
guide my inquiry on Ankara. First, I argued that the metabolic urbanization 
of waste unfolds among multiple sites, scales and geographies through the 
circulation of materials, (recycling) labor, capital, and policies/ideas, and that 
grounded heterogeneous socio-technical configurations are not independent 
from these circulatory aspects. I asserted that an insightful study of the 
grounded urban socio-technical heterogeneity and the ramifications of waste 
governance require consideration of the dynamic and processual relations 
under which they are shaped, and synchronously give shape to. Secondly, 
I argued that heterogeneity is an inherent character of waste governance 
and management practices. It unfolds not only between but also within 
recognized and unrecognized practices. I further noted that governance 
of waste unfolds through the complex ways in which unrecognized and 
recognized actors interact with respect to social relations of power, and 
influences the organization of heterogeneous socio-technical configurations 
that interact and shape material flows. In addition, I claimed that local 
governments, particularly the metropolitan municipality, are integral agents 
in shaping the ways these practices interact. I also underlined the need for 
revisiting the contextual dynamics underlying the metabolic urbanization 
of waste, and specifically emphasized the undermined role of land and 
technology in determining waste governance processes. What does the case 
study on Ankara reveal regarding these initial assumptions?

9.3.1 Notes on the Nature of Socio-Technical Heterogeneity

My findings regarding Ankara’s recycling sector demonstrate how grounded 
heterogeneities cannot be considered independent from the broader political, 
economic, geopolitical changes that unfold throughout multiple sites, scales 
and geographies. Changes in the international political economy (i.e., 
decrease in the levels of plastic recycling in relation to decrease in petroleum 
prices), national economy (i.e., economic recessions resulting in lower 
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levels of consumption), international relations (i.e., the relations between 
Turkey and waste-export destination countries) and geopolitics (i.e., the 
Kurdish-Turkish struggle) affect the amounts of materials recycled and thus 
the amounts ending up in landfills. It also shows how Ankara’s recycling 
material migrates and transcends not only the borders of Ankara but also 
Turkey, due to lack of internal socio-technical capacities of recycling the 
collected material.

The emergence and increasing heterogeneity of unrecognized recycling 
practices and their articulation with recognized practices also constitute 
a vigorous entry point for understanding the validity of the assumption 
concerning the context and circulatory aspects of urbanization. As a 
grounded form of socio-material practice, systematic unrecognized recycling 
emerged as an unintended consequence of broader political economic and/
or geopolitical changes. However, if the volumes and composition and thus 
the materiality of waste had not transformed (under changing industrial 
production patterns), neither this practice nor the related socio-relations of 
power would be there in the first place. Changes in the contextual elements 
together with the various motives, capacities, needs, claims, vested interests 
of actors and related socio-material practices resulted in the consolidation 
and transformation of heterogeneity. 

This study showed that none of the actors, be it the central and local 
governments, private sector or the recycling laborers, are monolithic and 
homogenous in nature. The diversity between and within the actor groups 
is manifested in the socio-technical heterogeneity and in grounded everyday 
practices, i.e., the variety of unrecognized socio-technical organizations; 
spatially-diverse disposal practices by the metropolitan municipality 
and ISWM facility alliance; and diverse waste collection and practices of 
the partnerships between collection-sorting facilities, municipalities and 
statuary organizations. Therefore, the understanding of socio-technical 
heterogeneity needs to transcend formal-informal, authorized-unauthorized 
binaries and acknowledge the variety within recognized and unrecognized 
socio-technical configurations. Nonetheless, heterogeneity, with respect to 
the emergence of unrecognized recycling, became a defining character of 
socio-technical configurations in Ankara during the mid-1990s, whereas the 
multiplication and diversification of private-sector actors took place in the 
2000s. 
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The findings of this research also showed that such diversification of 
recognized forms of recycling and disposal unfolds with respect to, first, the 
valorization of waste (increasing amounts of recycling material that carries 
economic value, and increase in the size of attached industries); and second, 
changing institutional configurations along with increasing socio-technical 
capacities of certain actors (i.e., increasing number of authorized collection-
sorting and recycling facilities) that introduced new private-sector actors 
and redefined the role of public actors. Recalling the initial assumption that 
heterogeneity unfolds within and between unrecognized and recognized 
socio-technical configurations, this study indicates the need for a careful 
consideration of the temporal and dynamic nature of heterogeneity, and how 
it is defined and redefined within and through contextual changes. 

9.3.2  Notes on the Integral Role of Local Governments within Waste 
Governance

The findings demonstrated that the urban governance of waste unfolds 
in a multiplicity of ways through which heterogeneous socio-technical 
configurations interact, and how the terms of interaction transformed over 
the years (from unfettered heterogeneity to controlled forms). In Ankara, 
this interaction took place under the strong influence of local governments, 
specifically the metropolitan municipality. Especially after the valorization 
of waste and the lands upon which it has been dumped, the metropolitan 
municipality, with a number of hegemonic interventions, took an active 
role in waste governance and effectively shaped the transformation of the 
disposal and recycling sectors. Although the metropolitan municipality’s 
power in governing waste flows was challenged in the mid-2000s with 
changing legal regulations, the findings revealed many examples of how the 
metropolitan municipality used that power over other actors. One example 
is when it removed the waste bins of Çankaya Municipality to discourage 
the officials to contract with companies other than its subcontractor. 
Nevertheless, with the increasing number of public and private actors 
in the waste sector, the power of the metropolitan municipality (and its 
subcontractor) was limited to disposal practices. Therefore, the temporal and 
dynamic nature of heterogeneity is also evident in the findings regarding the 
transformation of social relations of power and waste governance processes, 
as well as the dominance of the metropolitan municipality in shaping those 
processes. 
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9.3.3  Notes on the Context: Opening up the Questions of Land and 
Technology

My third initial assumption was regarding contextual dynamics. I had 
raised the assumption that, alongside local political economy and waste 
materialities (Demaria and Schindler 2016), institutional reconfigurations, 
broader political-economic changes and other materialities such as land 
and technology play an important role in the constitution of the context for 
metabolic urbanization of waste. In addition, I had underlined the role of 
unintended consequences of political-economic, institutional and material 
change as a determining element in the contextual dynamics behind 
grounded socio-technical configurations. Findings from my research clearly 
illustrated the role of local and broader political economic change, waste 
materialities, and institutional configurations in shaping situated practices. 
Here, I would like to further address the role of land and technology. 

Evidence from Ankara confirmed the role of the materiality of land and the 
related role of urban planning and development regarding waste governance. 
The relational nature of waste, land and technology is evident in the detailed 
account of the transformation of a notorious dumping site of Ankara. 
Accompanied by the introduction of a large-scale urban project that not only 
incorporated the necessary land readjustments for the site but also offered 
a district-level transformation, the open dumping site was subcontracted 
to an international company and transformed into an integrated waste 
management facility under a public-private partnership. Considered one of 
the best practices of waste management in Turkey, the transformation of the 
site and the district has received extensive media coverage and is presented 
as an outstanding example of transforming an environmental eyesore into 
an energy production and recycling hub. The metropolitan and district 
municipalities utilized this prestige project to attract capital investments in 
luxury housing and large-scale retail project development. 

These developments changed public perception of the site as a poor, 
disadvantaged area known for open waste dumping practices to a sub-
center of Ankara. In this respect, the shift from the understanding of 
waste as a negative externality to a resource under technological change is 
accompanied by a shift in the understanding of waste management as an 
“out-of-sight practice” to a prestige project. Therefore, the findings point at 
how urban planning serves as a tool to transform an open dumping site, and 
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how this transformation via socio-technical change becomes an instrument 
for the realization of potential land rent.

To further understand the contextual role of technology in the metabolic 
urbanization and governance of waste, the nature of socio-technical delivery 
configurations in Ankara requires further elaboration. In the case of Ankara, 
the municipalities historically provided waste collection and disposal 
services, even though the disposal service manifested as open dumping of 
waste. In addition, for Ankara, it is not possible to refer to an unrecognized 
service delivery mechanism through which unrecognized forms of waste 
management are in direct contact (i.e., buying recycling material from them 
and/or taking their waste to the disposal sites) with households. Waste 
collected and sorted by recycling laborers is sold to unrecognized (i.e., scrap 
dealers) or recognized actors (i.e., private collection-sorting or recycling 
facilities). Their role in the service delivery mechanisms is limited to their 
relations to the respective actors. Therefore, changes in socio-technical 
capacities of these actors directly affect the ways heterogeneous socio-
configurations articulate with each other.

Evidence suggests that technological change in both the disposal sector 
(introduction of energy production from landfill gas, recycling and compost 
technologies) and the recycling sector will not lead to a direct departure from 
the existing forms of socio-technical configurations. Instead, technological 
change has created rather hybrid forms of practice, wherein new authorized 
forms of practices articulate with the formerly dominant forms of practice: 
open dumping practices at a waste dump rehabilitation site, recycling 
laborers reclaiming waste from that dumpsite, and direct waste purchases 
from unrecognized recycling laborers by authorized actors. 

In this respect, the enduring existence of recycling laborers is due to the 
street-by-street collection of recycling materials. The findings of this research 
showed that authorized actors usually do not prefer to take part in that type 
of collection and storage, as it is costly. Thus purchasing already-collected 
and sometimes pre-sorted materials offers significant economic benefits. 
This economic behavior by authorized actors is the major force underlying 
the interactions between the variety of socio-technical configurations, and 
the sustained existence of unrecognized forms of recycling. 
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9.3.4 In a Nutshell

This study revealed that place-specific socio-technical configurations and 
decision-making processes, despite playing a major role in waste governance 
and management, are not the only determining forces. While these relations 
are spatially condensed in the city (Monstadt 2009: 1933), they are meaningful 
with respect to the circulations of materials, labor, capital, and ideas, thus 
urbanization processes (Keil 2011: 716, Brenner 2013, Angelo and Wachsmuth 
2015). In this respect, “the production of urban natures must be evaluated in 
relation to larger urban restructuring processes” (Keil and Graham 1998:99) 
that are multi-scaled and multidimensional (Keil 2003: 725), but at the same 
time “realized through place-specific, path-dependent processes of multi-
scalar interaction” (Keil 2011:716). 

Viewing Ankara through such a lens, the case shows us that heterogeneity 
is not a pre-given condition of contexts. Instead, it is constructed through 
complex political, economic, socio-material and institutional processes, as 
well as their unintended consequences. The findings also exhibited that 
the ways heterogeneity is experienced (recessive, unfettered or controlled) 
have direct consequences for waste governance. The case of Ankara shows 
that waste governance is a web of relations that not only takes shape under 
contextual and grounded relations constituting the metabolic urbanization of 
waste, but serves as a force that effectively shapes it. The multiple forms and 
modes of governance play an active role in the organization of the material 
flows within and across the boundaries of the city, and the technologies 
of waste. Social relations of power are central to waste governance, and 
they are manifested through the hierarchical and/or networked forms of 
interaction. Waste governance, through centralized and decentralized forms 
of power, actively shapes the ways these heterogeneous forms of practice 
articulate with each other. Therefore, despite being portrayed as separate 
from recognized practices, the existence of unrecognized processes cannot 
considered independently. That is, like the interrelations between contextual 
dynamics and heterogeneous and grounded socio-technical configurations, 
the social relations of power that are manifested within and through waste 
governance are also dynamic in nature. 

Waste governance is more than an issue of institutional organization and 
spatial distribution of environmental “bads” at the local scale. Rather, 
waste governance unfolds throughout multiple scales, sites, territories 
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and geographies and is embedded within the processes of urbanization 
as well as the production of the built environment. In order to understand 
the dynamics behind waste governance and management, we need to look 
beyond organizational landscapes, grounded everyday practices. 

9.4  Contributions, Limits and Pathways for Further Research

In this study, I have presented an elaborate analysis of the co-evolution of 
heterogeneous and grounded socio-technical configurations and modes 
of waste governance. In this section, I first discuss the contributions of the 
study to the literature on waste governance and UPEs of waste. I then reflect 
on how the analysis can inform decision-making processes. Subsequently, I 
will present the limitations of the analysis. Throughout the section, I suggest 
pathways for further research. 

9.4.1 Contributions to the Literature

The contribution of this research to the literature is two-fold. First of all, 
adopting a UPE perspective, I confronted and deconstructed the reductionist 
approach of the existing waste governance literature that limits the 
understanding of waste-urbanization relation to the increasing volumes 
of waste due to population increase. I revealed how the materiality (in its 
composition, flows and technologies) and social constructions (various 
understandings of and claims by various actors) of waste shape and are 
shaped by urbanization processes. Secondly, through the conceptualization 
of metabolic urbanization of waste, I expand the theoretical considerations 
of the situated UPE perspective. I demonstrated how the situated urban 
political ecologies of waste are conditioned by the contextual dynamics 
and the circulations of labor, materials, and ideas that are not necessarily 
place-specific. The most striking example is the recycling laborer influx as 
a result of geopolitical conflicts. The role of changing modes of production, 
institutional reconfigurations, technology and political economy of land 
in shaping the situated socio-technical responses have been described 
throughout this book. 

In addition to contextualizing the situated urban political ecologies, I also 
enriched the understanding of the governance and power relations shaped 
around the materiality and technologies of waste. Devising the concept of 
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heterogeneity, I addressed not only the presence but also the terms of the 
coexistence of a multiplicity of socio-technical configurations (actors, their 
organizational arrangements, technologies, means and spaces for practices). 
I showed how this coexistence informs and is informed by urban governance 
of waste. For instance, in Ankara, the relation between socio-technical 
heterogeneity and waste governance is most evident following the increasing 
presence of recognized actors in the 2000s. Governance of waste unfolds 
not only through a series of networked (i.e., public-private partnerships for 
waste collection and sorting) and hierarchical relations (i.e., monopolization 
attempts by the metropolitan municipality) between the recognized actors 
but also their (violent and non-violent) attempts to manage unrecognized 
recycling labor. 

This research also showed that conflicts and coalitions arose between 
various unrecognized socio-technical configurations, thus self-governing 
networks of recycling. The recent establishment of a more market-friendly 
association of recyclers that is not tied to the Recycling Laborers Association 
exemplifies the diverse modes within these self-governing networks. 
Therefore, my analysis of the co-evolution of socio-technical heterogeneity 
and waste governance highlights two under-addressed issues by the UPEs 
of waste. The first is the processes through which heterogeneous socio-
technical configurations emerge and transform, and the second is the terms 
of coexistence and how they relate to waste governance.

In light of the above-presented contributions of this research, individual 
and/or comparative studies elucidating the respective relations concerning 
metabolic urbanization of waste, socio-technical heterogeneity and waste 
governance in other cases constitute a significant path for further research. In 
particular, studies focusing on contexts that cannot easily be categorized with 
respect to the dominant (and sometimes totalizing) debates shaped around 
the political, ideological and geographical categories of the Global North 
and South could provide grounds for further discussion and theorization.

9.4.2  Linking the Analysis to Decision-Making 

Alongside the contributions to the literature, my analysis also informs 
decision-making processes by demonstrating how socio-technical 
heterogeneity actively shapes and is simultaneously shaped by waste 
governance. The findings not only outlined the existing hierarchies, 
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differences, conflicts, alliances and power relations embedded within and 
between unrecognized and recognized socio-technical configurations, but 
also how they interact with each other. By not acknowledging the existing 
diversity and relations, the regulatory mechanisms fail to develop authentic 
solutions that could either realistically address or monitor situated practices. 
For instance, self-governing networks of unrecognized recycling have 
gradually become subject to control by the alliances of local governments 
and private-sector actors. The findings revealed that these forms of control 
may not only be considered within the scope of stopping an “illegal” 
practice, but also serve the purpose of regulating the material flows managed 
by these self-governing networks. Therefore, realistic policy solutions can 
only be developed when/if the policy-makers acknowledge the existence 
of heterogeneous socio-technical configurations (within and between 
recognized and unrecognized forms) and, as also stated by Jaglin (2014), pay 
attention regarding why and how diverse actors and practices interact with 
each other and inform the governance of urban waste.

Embracing socio-technical heterogeneity, despite facilitating socially just 
outcomes, is not a precondition for environmentally-sound practices. In this 
research, I have shown that in the absence of a systematic at-source separation 
system, the amount of materials recycled and disposed depends on the 
interactions between various heterogeneous socio-technical configurations. 

Underlying these interactions is market dynamics. In other words, situated 
collection practices are shaped by demand from industrial producers for 
recycled materials (or products from waste), and relies upon the dynamics 
of the international market (i.e., decrease in the levels of plastic recycling 
in relation to the decrease in petroleum prices), national economy (i.e., 
economic recessions resulting in lower levels of consumption), and 
international relations (i.e., relations with the export destinations). Therefore, 
waste policymakers need to establish a system of material reclamation that 
is not contingent upon the dynamics of the (secondary) raw material market. 
This can only be done by means of a far-reaching policy framework that not 
only regulates waste at the local level via reduction and reuse, systematic 
collection, sorting and recycling policies, but also targets waste reduction at 
the level of industrial production. As stated by Liboiron (2013: 9), “municipal 
solid waste – that which you and I throw away – is considered within its 
material, economic and historical context, it too can be categorized as 
industrial solid waste”. 
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In sum, as underlined throughout this book, the metabolic urbanization 
of waste unfolds through the complex interplay between the context and 
situated heterogeneity of socio-technical configurations. An insightful policy 
framework needs to reflect and develop solutions in accordance with this 
complexity, and simultaneously address situated practices and the context 
conditioning them. 

9.4.3. Limits to the Analysis

There existed methodological and empirical limits to my analysis. First of 
all, a significant portion of my findings were based on interviews and focus 
group discussions – self-reported data that have not allowed triangulation. I 
was able to validate some of my findings on the recycling sector, especially 
in terms of the social relations of power between the recycling laborers and 
the metropolitan municipality in the early 2000s, with respect to a number 
of previously conducted qualitative studies (Başkavak 2013, Dinler 2016). 
Triangulation that is based on a “fixed point, or superior explanation, 
against which other interpretations can be measured” (Barbour 2001: 1117) 
was not a major concern for this research. On the contrary, I did not portray 
the contradictions and/or exceptions as a threat to the consistency of my 
findings (Barbour 2001: 1117, see also Mays and Pope 2000). Rather, the 
concern was to reveal the multiplicity of perspectives, claims and interests 
over waste that has shaped waste governance. Nevertheless, the politics of 
waste in Ankara is changing very rapidly, and new actors and perspectives 
are introduced within the waste scene very frequently. For instance, while I 
was preparing this book for publication, the Metropolitan Municipality of 
Ankara bulldozed the barracks of recycling laborers in İskitler (see section 
8.1.3). Moreover, after I finalized my fieldwork, another association (that 
I briefly discuss in chapter 8) was established by a more market-friendly 
faction of recycling labor. The impact of this new association and its claims 
within the waste governance processes was not discussed in detail as part of 
this research. In addition, collecting information from the private sector, i.e., 
the statuary institutions as representatives of industrial producer-suppliers, 
the ISWM facility in Ankara, and the metropolitan municipality, was rather 
difficult. Some of these actors tended to black-box information and data 
to protect their economic profit and/or political status. While collecting 
and analyzing the data, I paid attention to possible biases such as selective 
memory and exaggeration. Despite careful consideration, qualitative data is 
always inherently open to such biases.
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Secondly, this study would have benefitted from further use of quantitative 
data sources, especially with respect to portraying waste flows. Qualitative 
methods, despite providing significant insights concerning the nature 
of material flows, remain limited in demonstrating the actual volumes, 
composition, and other physical characteristics (i.e., humidity levels) as well 
as destinations (within and outside Ankara) of waste. However, the poor 
statistical data collection practices in Turkey, and the absence of quantitative 
studies focusing on Ankara, limited a discussion as such. The available 
official data mainly focused on the collected amounts of waste by registered 
companies of disposal and/or treatment; there existed no accessible data on 
the amounts collected or disposed through unrecognized forms of practice. In 
addition, there was no systematic data collection prior to the 1990s; after the 
1990s, it is possible to refer to only one nationwide waste composition study 
from 2006. Therefore, in most of the cases, I deliberately refrained from using 
the official statistical data; I referred to the quantitative data sources only 
on the occasions where the data could reflect the magnitude of a significant 
shift in the waste sector (i.e., the increase in the number of authorized 
collection-sorting and recycling facilities in the 2000s, as presented in chapter 
6). This aspect that limited my research can inform future studies. Studies 
focusing on elucidating the individual or multiple flows of municipal waste 
in terms of their production and treatment carry significant potential. These 
studies could shed further light on the industrial and/or households waste 
production patterns, and flows of materials.

Third, there are a number of issues that require further examination. As I 
studied the central districts of Ankara, an engaging discussion on the 
ongoing uncontrolled dumping processes in peripheral districts remains 
a missed opportunity for further discussing the heterogeneity in open 
dumping. In addition, my treatment of authorized waste collection workers 
is rather conservative, and is limited to my consideration of collection-
sorting facilities. Authorized waste collection as an occupation, and the 
role of these workers within heterogeneous socio-technical configurations 
constitute a significant agenda for further research. Moreover, by focusing on 
urban heterogeneity and its governance aspects, this study was not designed 
to study the nature of waste collection services. Therefore, the socio-spatial 
differentiation and the possibly uneven nature of waste collection services 
are not addressed in this study, and constitute yet another path for further 
research. 
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Lastly, this research, like most of the studies in the field of UPE, does not 
fully reflect the political aspirations underlying the perspective. Presenting 
a thorough analysis via a series of how-and-why questions, the engagement 
of that understanding remains at the conceptual level. In this respect, I 
argue that UPE could highly benefit from an action research methodology. 
Researchers as active agents for change poses a significant and unexplored 
opportunity for not only academia but also for socio-ecologically just 
practices.

9.5  Final Thoughts: From Understanding to Change?

The ambitious analysis of the emergence and transformation of heterogeneous 
socio-technical configurations clearly showed that unrecognized recycling 
practices are neither irrelevant nor independent from formal practices. 
Instead, they operate with the authorized forms of practice, and eventually 
gain the political capacities to influence decision-making mechanisms. 
Recycling laborers, with no social security or health care, work up to 15 
hours a day under not only physically but also psychologically deteriorating 
conditions. They live under the threat of being attacked by city police. The 
children working as recycling laborers do not receive formal education. In 
most cases, the living conditions for recycling laborers are substandard. 
Through the consideration of the contextual dynamics, this book presented 
the structurally unjust conditions underlying the existence of these practices, 
namely migration due to armed conflicts, war and loss of jobs. That is, the 
very existence of unrecognized recycling is not a choice but a condition 
produced under structural injustice. Despite these circumstances, this 
research has also documented the reluctance of authorities to take concrete 
action regarding unrecognized recycling, except for measures that targets 
the disenfranchisement of recycling laborers. The municipal attempts 
(from Çankaya Municipality) to integrate recycling laborers into the formal 
collection systems could only include limited number of recycling laborers, 
and stand as an exception. A similar example of official disregard was the 
case of ongoing practices at the waste dump rehabilitation site in the Eastern 
corridor of Ankara. Due to reticence from the Ministry and in collaboration 
with the metropolitan municipality, a significant amount of waste is still 
accepted at the rehabilitation site in the absence of a sanitary landfill and a 
leachate control system. 
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The question then becomes: How can we provide governance solutions 
for more inclusive and environmentally sound waste management within 
the context where decision makers disregard the undeniable existence 
of unrecognized recycling and are, themselves, silent towards the socio-
ecologically unjust practices? Under such circumstances, a shift towards a 
socio-ecologically just and inclusive waste governance and management 
seems possible either through a radical change in the attitudes of the decision-
makers, which is rather unlikely, or by means of creating the necessary 
societal pressure mechanisms that can enable such a change. Hence, the 
answer to this question lies in the definition of governance that welcomes the 
political power of civil society actors in shaping decision-making processes, 
and that is not limited to the formal mechanisms of decision-making and 
intervention. 

In this study, I do not aspire to “prescribe” solutions for waste governance. 
Meaningful policy and planning responses can only be developed in 
collaboration and coordination with the related societal actors by means of 
inclusive and participatory platforms. The analysis reveals a low probability 
that local and/or central government actors will develop the necessary 
transformative and inclusive mechanisms that can embrace socio-technical 
heterogeneity and socio-ecological injustice. Therefore, civic engagement 
and action in initiating and coordinating transformation is urgent. As the 
major organization representing recycling laborers, the Recycling Laborers 
Association neither seeks such a radical change informed by socio-ecological 
justice concerns, nor has the objective to engage a broader range of societal 
actors to enlarge the base of the movement. Thus, it is realistic to assume that 
the chances of a radical shift is minimal under the existing circumstances. 
Nonetheless, a possible change in the association’s stance and the existence of 
a diverse range of actors (professional chambers, various non-governmental 
organizations and collectives) with socio-ecological justice concerns would 
provide significant potentialities for transformation.

At the beginning of this book, I declared my aspiration to contribute to a 
transformative politics of waste governance that is specifically shaped 
around the politics of recognition for the recycling laborers. The UPE-
informed analysis, addressing the nature of governance and power relations 
and outlining the multiplicity of motives, vested interests, and claims shaped 
around waste, can play a significant role in informing strategic actions for, 
and tactics of enabling recognition from, the decision-makers. Facilitating 
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recognition is a precondition for the development of inclusive policy and 
planning processes that could improve the working and living conditions of 
recycling laborers. In the remainder of this concluding section, I present my 
thoughts on a number of strategic actions that could guide a possible social 
movement seeking recognition of socio-technical heterogeneity and socio-
ecological justice.

Addressing power: Who governs?

A movement to facilitate recognition for socio-technical heterogeneity and 
socio-ecological justice needs to be based on a realistic understanding of the 
policy and planning problem. This necessitates transcending the dualistic 
conceptions of the sector, based on a formal-informal binary, in addressing 
who governs waste. Flows of waste have been previously governed through 
municipal attempts to manage recycling labor by means of physical violence 
or collection sorting facilities through legal-coercive means, with a lack of 
acknowledgement of ecological degradation or unrecognized waste picking 
at a landfill site. A powerful scrap dealer or an overseer (see section 8.1.3) 
who has an active role in organizing groups of recycling laborers could play a 
determining role in directing material flows. Therefore, developing genuine 
solutions requires adopting a grounded approach that acknowledges existing 
practices and forms of hierarchical and networked modes of governance. 
Detailing the nature of the respective governance and power relations as 
they unfold within and through socio-technical heterogeneity and outlining 
the existing (socio-ecologically unjust) practices would not only serve as 
the basis for possible solutions, but also could help in building discursive 
foundations of action to facilitate recognition from the decision-makers and 
public. 

Building a Counter Discourse: Confronting the Dominant Understandings

The dominant discourse adopted by the powerful actors (i.e., the metropolitan 
municipality and its subcontractor) portrays recycling laborers as illegal and 
unsanitary appropriators of waste and a barrier against economic benefit. 
Therefore, an initiative with the objective of change needs to challenge this 
dominant discourse. The circumstances that paved the way for the emergence 
of unrecognized recyclers and their substandard working conditions need to 
be made visible to the public. This has been achieved to some extent thanks to 
early attempts by the Recycling Laborers Association (see section 8.3.5) through 
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effective engagement of media, particularly alternative media. Nonetheless, 
the organic relations between recycling laborers and formal actors, and the 
enduring existence of unrecognized socio-technical configurations, needs to be 
addressed and made visible to the public. Increasing visibility of these issues 
could result in increasing pressure on the formal actors to acknowledge and act 
upon these practices. Social and print media, as well as guerilla campaigning, 
could serve as effective tools for this purpose. 

Another way of confronting the dominant discourse is to present the 
decision-makers and public with actual practices that could redefine the 
understanding of unrecognized recycling. The power of pilot projects in 
demonstrating how ideals could turn into practice is indisputable. Successful 
implementation of these projects can play a significant role in altering the 
perceptions and attitudes of central and local government actors as well as 
the general public. In the case of Ankara, Çankaya Municipality initiated 
pilot projects to integrate recycling laborers into the formal collection 
systems as early as the mid-2000s. However, there has yet to be any success 
in implementation. 

The attempts are continuing. The most recent one was initiated based on 
successful negotiations and in collaboration with the Recycling Laborers 
Association during my research. However, the terms of the “formalization” is 
based on the socio-technical capacities of the municipality, the collection and 
sorting facilities it works with, and includes only a limited group of recycling 
laborers. In addition, the findings of this research revealed that the process is 
not conflict-free; certain subcontractors are antagonizing the integration (see 
section 8.3.5). These developments point to an alternative perspective on the 
pilot projects. A number of self-organizing cooperatives reflecting the socio-
technical heterogeneity of unrecognized recycling in Ankara could form 
the response (examples can be found in countries such as Brazil, Colombia 
and Indonesia, see also Gutberlet 2008; Gutberlet 2012; Medina 2007, 2011; 
Nunn and Gutberlet 2013, website for the Global Alliance of Waste Pickers). 
The cooperatives could facilitate better work conditions (i.e., purchase of 
equipment for collective use, such as means for sanitary collection, vehicles 
and machinery for compressing the waste), collective bargaining power 
for waste prices and/or terms of integration into recognized practices. Not 
only could the working conditions of recycling laborers could be improved, 
but also they could gain more power of negotiation with formal actors by 
increasing and regulating their socio-technical capacities. 
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However, initiating such a pilot project involves raising funds (i.e., from 
international and national organizations), which requires skilled workers 
who can actively contribute to this task. In this respect, broadening the 
laborers’ social base and increasing the number of engaged actors is 
necessary.

Securing Future: Adopting a Rights Perspective and Demanding Change

This study pointed to the increasing socio-technical capacities of formal 
actors within the waste sector, which in the long run could pose potential 
risk regarding further exploitation and disenfranchisement of the recycling 
labor. The absence of necessary schemes to provide legal and/or social 
protection for recycling laborers are vulnerable to these processes. This 
vulnerability points to two channels of action. The first, as supported by the 
Recycling Laborers Association, is the advancement of negotiations with 
local governments for the integration of recycling laborers into the formal 
waste collection systems. Such integration could be mutually beneficial. 
The recycling laborers could contribute to the formal systems through their 
extensive (and even street-by-street) expertise regarding Ankara’s waste. In 
return, not only could their precarious working conditions be improved, but 
also they could gain access to health care and social security. Nonetheless, it 
is clear that such an integration will only be the case for a limited number of 
recycling laborers. Therefore, a second channel of action that transcends the 
demands shaped around the right to work and underlines how unrecognized 
recycling is situated at the interface of waste and social policy is required. 

This book has effectively shown that unrecognized recycling is not a choice 
but an outcome of structurally unjust political and economic processes. It is 
a practice located at the intersection of disenfranchisement from a number 
of basic human rights, such as the right to a healthy environment, shelter, 
education, and the right to live a life free of discrimination. In this respect, 
redefining the scope of unrecognized recycling from solely being an issue 
of right to work or waste collection and acknowledging the broader human 
rights issues at play could enable the engagement of a broader range 
of societal actors. These actors could contribute to the development of 
necessary pressure mechanisms to change the attitudes of the formal actors. 
In addition, the rights perspective could facilitate further consideration of 
policy and planning solutions. For instance, an employment policy could 
simultaneously include the integration of some groups into formal recycling 
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networks and the gradual shift of others to different sectors and jobs by 
means of vocational training programs. In addition, policies regarding 
housing, healthcare, and education (especially for children) are required. 
These, as a matter of course, require intense research along with negotiations, 
collaboration and coordination between actors, and funding. Despite its 
challenging nature, adopting a broader human rights perspective could 
empower the recycling laborers and provide alternative livelihoods within 
and outside recycling for the generations to come.

Considering the current political circumstances of Turkey, and the increasing 
presence of authoritarian forms of government, the room for social 
movements is rather narrow. However, while illuminating the theoretical 
and conceptual insights of metabolic urbanization of waste, the terms of 
socio-technical heterogeneity and their ramifications for waste governance, 
this research had also shown the considerable impact of organized resistance 
in shaping waste governance decisions. The Recycling Laborers Association’s 
relative success in stopping certain implementation processes that were 
threatening laborers’ welfare showed us that social movements still carry 
significant capacities for socio-ecologically just urban governance and 
management of waste, even under increasingly authoritarian and repressive 
regimes. In Asef Bayat’s (2000: 29) words, “imagining policy changes and 
improvement in people’s lives without their pressure or direct action seems 
no more than an illusion”.
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11.  List of Interviews and Focus Group 
Discussions

INTERVIEWS

Interview 
Number

Interviewee Location Date Interview Type

1 Ministry of Envi-
ronment and Urba-
nization – Expert 1

Ankara 27.08.2014 Face-to-face

2 Ministry of Envi-
ronment and Urba-
nization – Expert 2

Ankara 27.08.2014 Face-to-face

3 Ministry of Envi-
ronment and Urba-
nization – Expert 3

Ankara 13.12.2016 E-mail 

4 Ministry of Euro-
pean Union Affairs 
– Expert 1

Ankara 27.08.2014 Face-to-face

5 Ministry of Euro-
pean Union Affairs 
– Expert 2

Ankara 27.08.2014 Face-to-face

6 Ministry of Deve-
lopment – Expert

Ankara 03.09.2014 Face-to-face

7 Bank of Provinces – 
Expert

Ankara 08.09.2014 Face-to-face

8 Delegation of the 
European Union to 
Turkey – Expert

Ankara 08.09.2014 Face-to-face

9 Regional Envi-
ronmental Center 
Turkey – Expert 1

Ankara 21.08.2014 Face-to-face

10 Regional Envi-
ronmental Center 
Turkey – Expert 1

Ankara 29.06.2015 Face-to-face

11 Regional Envi-
ronmental Center 
Turkey – Expert 1

Ankara 16.03.2016 Skype 
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INTERVIEWS

12 Ankara Provin-
cial Directorate of 
Environment and 
Urbanization

Ankara 10. 09.2014 Telephone

13 Investment Sup-
port and Promotion 
Agency of Turkey 
– Expert

Ankara 26.08.2014 Face-to-face

14 Hacettepe Univer-
sity Department 
of Environmental 
Engineering - Prof. 

Ankara 25.09.2014 Face-to-face

15 Middle East Tech-
nical University 
Department of City 
and Regional Plan-
ning - Prof. 1

Ankara 19.07.2013 Face-to-face

16 Middle East Tech-
nical University 
Department of City 
and Regional Plan-
ning - Prof. 2

Ankara 09.09.2014 Face-to-face

17 Middle East Tech-
nical University 
Department of City 
and Regional Plan-
ning - Assoc. Prof. 

Ankara 09.09.2014 Face-to-face

18 Middle East 
Technical Univer-
sity Department 
of Environmental 
Engineering - Prof. 

Ankara 02.09.2014 Face-to-face

19 Middle East Tech-
nical University 
Department of Geo-
logical Engineering 
– Prof. 

Ankara 02.09.2014 Face-to-face

20 Union Of Munici-
palities Of Turkey 
– Expert 1

Ankara 28.08.2014 Face-to-face
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INTERVIEWS

21 Union Of Munici-
palities Of Turkey 
–  Expert 2

Ankara 28.08.2014 Face-to-face

22 Union Of Munici-
palities Of Turkey 
–  Expert 3

Ankara 28.08.2014
Face-to-face

23 Çankaya 
Municipality 
-  Department of 
Environmental Pro-
tection and Control 
– Expert 1

Ankara 04.09.2014 Face-to-face

24 Çankaya 
Municipality 
-  Department of 
Environmental Pro-
tection and Control 
– Expert 2

Ankara 03.09.2014 Face-to-face

25 Çankaya 
Municipality 
-  Department of 
Environmental Pro-
tection and Control 
–  Expert 3

Ankara 16.11. 2016 E-mail 

26 Mamak Municipa-
lity –  Urban Plan-
ner 1

Ankara 13.05.2013 Face-to-face

27 Mamak Municipa-
lity –  Urban Plan-
ner 1

Ankara 08.09.2014 Face-to-face

28 Mamak Municipa-
lity – Urban Plan-
ner 1

Ankara 11.06. 2015 Face-to-face

29 Mamak Municipa-
lity – Urban Plan-
ner 1

Ankara 19.12.2016 Telephone

30 Mamak Municipa-
lity – Urban Plan-
ner 2

Ankara 08.09.2014 Face-to-face
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INTERVIEWS

31 Mamak Municipa-
lity – Urban Plan-
ner 3

Ankara 08.09.2014 Face-to-face

32 Mamak Municipa-
lity – Urban Plan-
ner 4

Ankara 08.09.2014 Face-to-face

33 Pursaklar Munici-
pality Sanitation 
Services Depart-
ment – Expert 1

Ankara 04.09.2014 Face-to-face

34 Gölbaşı Municipa-
lity Urban Planner 
– Former Mamak 
Municipality Wor-
ker

Ankara 09.09.2014 Face-to-face

35 Ankara Metropoli-
tan Municipality – 
Urban Planner 1

Ankara 09.09.2014 Face-to-face

36 Ankara Metropoli-
tan Municipality – 
Urban Planner 2

Ankara 09.09.2014 Face-to-face

37 Private Urban 
Planning Bureau - 
Expert - A former 
employee of the 
Municipal Con-
struction Affairs 
Department of An-
kara Metropolitan 
Municipality  

Ankara 24.09.2014 Face-to-face

38 Private Urban Plan-
ning Office – Urban 
Planner 

Ankara 05.09.2014 Face-to-face

39 Free Lance Environ-
mental – Consultant

Ankara 24.09.2014 Face-to-face

40 Statuary Institution 
( ÇEVKO) –  Expert

Ankara 11.09.2014 Face-to-face

41 Statuary Institu-
tion2 (PAGÇEV) – 
Expert

Ankara 06.12.2016 Telephone
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INTERVIEWS

42 Chamber of Envi-
ronmental Engi-
neers Representa-
tive

Ankara 28.08.2014 Face-to-face

43 İstaç Inc. (Waste 
Management Com-
pany) –  Represen-
tative 1

Istanbul 25.08.2014 Telephone

44 İstaç Inc. – Repre-
sentative/Expert 1

Istanbul 22.09.2014 Face-to-face

45 İstaç Inc. – Expert 2 Istanbul 22.09.2014 Face-to-face
46 İstaç Inc. – Expert 3 Istanbul 22.09.2014 Face-to-face
47 İstaç Inc. – Expert 4 Ankara 22.09.2014 Face-to-face
48 ITC Invest Consult 

– Representative 1 – 
Mamak

Ankara 13.05.2013 Face-to-face

49 ITC Invest Consult 
– Representative 2 
–  Mamak 

Ankara 13.05.2013 Face-to-face

50 ITC Invest Consult 
– Representative 2 
–  Mamak 

Ankara 29.09.2014 Face-to-face

51 ITC Invest Consult 
– Representative 3 – 
Sincan

Ankara 29.09.2014
Face-to-face

52 ITC Invest Consult 
– Representative/ 
Expert 4 –  Sincan

Ankara 29.09.2014 Face-to-face

53 Collection-Sorting 
and Recycling 
Facility1 – Waste 
Manager 1

Ankara 23.02.2016 Telephone

54 Collection-Sorting 
and Recycling 
Facility1 – Waste 
Manager 1

Ankara 17.03.2016 Telephone
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INTERVIEWS

55 Collection-Sorting 
and Recycling 
Facility1 – Waste 
Manager 1

Ankara 20.06.2017 Telephone

56 Collection-Sorting 
and Recycling Faci-
lity2 - Waste Worker 

Ankara 04. 09.2014 Face-to-face

57 Warehouse/Scrap 
Dealer 1

Ankara 26.09.2014 Face-to-face

58 Warehouse/Scrap 
Dealer 2

Ankara 25.09.2014 Face-to-face

59 Recycling Laborer 1 Ankara 18.07.2013 Face-to-face
60 Recycling Laborer 2 Ankara 26.09.2014 Face-to-face

61 Recycling Laborer 3 Ankara 26.09.2014 Face-to-face
62 Recycling Laborer 4 Ankara 30.09.2014 Face-to-face
63 Recycling Laborer 5 Ankara 30.09.2014 Face to face
64 Recycling Laborer 6 Ankara 21.02.2016 Instant messaging
65 Mukhtar 1 – Ma-

mak District 
Ankara 26.09.2014 Face-to-face

66 Mukhtar 2 – Ma-
mak District

Ankara 26.09.2014 Face-to-face

67 Recycling Laborers’ 
Association –  Acti-
vist 1 

Ankara 30.09.2014 Face-to-face

68 Recycling Laborers’ 
Association –  Acti-
vist 1

Ankara 24.01.2015 Face-to-face

69 Formerly enga-
ged in organizing 
recycling laborers, 
active role in the 
establishment of the  
Recycling Laborers 
Association –  Acti-
vist 2

Istanbul 18.09.2014 Face-to-face

70 Greenpeace – Acti-
vist 3  

Ankara 11.09.2014 Telephone
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INTERVIEWS

71 Mamak Municipal 
Council Member 
and formerly enga-
ged in Halkevleri 
(People’s Houses, 
a civic Initiative) – 
Activist 4

Ankara 26.09.2014 Face-to-face

72 Former Employee 
of the Ankara Me-
tropolitan Munici-
pality Department 
of Press Affairs – 
Activist 5

Ankara 26.09.2014 Face-to-face

73 Halkevleri –  Acti-
vist 6

Ankara 24.09.2014 Face-to-face

74 Recycling Laborers’ 
Association –  Acti-
vist 1

Ankara 26.09.2016 Telephone

75 Household 1 – Ma-
mak  district

Ankara 17.03.2015 Face-to-face

76 Household 2 – 
Çankaya district

Ankara 17.03.2015 Face-to-face

77 Household 3 – 
Çankaya district

Ankara 17.03.2015 Face-to-face

78 Household 3 – 
Çankaya district

Ankara 14.05.2017 Email 

FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSIONS

1 Ege Neighborhood 
Residents 

Ankara 26.09.2014 Face-to-face

2 Recycling Laborers 
–  Group 2 (see 
section 8.1.2)

Ankara 30.09.2014 Face-to-face





265 

Summary 

This research is informed by the complex relations underlying the 
production, transformation and sustained coexistence of heterogeneous 
socio-technical configurations and their ramifications for urban governance 
of waste. How and why do diverse (recognized and unrecognized) socio-
technical configurations around waste emerge and transform? How does 
this transformation inform and is also informed by the urban governance of 
waste? 

In its theoretical considerations, this project is critical to the analytical 
limitations of the newly emerging waste governance literature (see chapter 
2), and is informed by the Urban Political Ecology (UPE) approach. At 
the same time, the study aims to challenge the theoretical and empirical 
positions of UPE of waste studies and develop a more insightful framework 
for understanding the nature of waste governance and management (see 
chapter 3). Critical review of this body of literature indicated to two major 
leverage points that requires further attention. 

Firstly, the cases selected to study the respective situated power relations 
in relation to materiality and/or technologies of waste are from the so-
called Global South where the sustained coexistence of recognized and 
unrecognized forms of practice is a dominant feature of socio-technical 
delivery configurations. Nevertheless, the mechanisms behind the 
production, transformation and the terms of this sustained coexistence of the 
diverse socio-technical constellations, with respect to their ramifications for 
waste governance, were not addressed with the UPEs of waste literature. 

Secondly, while adopting the situated approach, these studies have not 
sufficiently considered the nature of the contextual dynamics and their 
constitutive role in shaping the situated power relations and socio-material 
practices. I argue that this insufficient consideration of the contextual 
dynamics is due to the ‘short-sighted’ understanding of terms ‘urban’ and 
‘situatedness’. Therefore, the circulatory aspects (i.e. circulation of materials, 
labor, capital, ideas) that are co-constituent of but transcending the place-
specific relations are not sufficiently considered. For instance, waste disposal 
and treatment and the related decision-making processes in a city could be 
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informed by a technological change, affecting industrial and the attached 
waste production patterns (i.e. the introduction of plastic products as 
packaging material in the 1970s in the USA). These practices could as well be 
(re)shaped by inflows of unskilled labor (i.e., increasing waste production, 
changing level of demand for services and/or emergence of informal waste 
collection) due to economic (i.e., loss of jobs) and/or geopolitical changes 
(i.e., war). An institutional reconfiguration could redefine the existing actor 
geometries (i.e., introduction of new responsibilities for the authorized 
actors) and reshape the socio-technical layout, or the socio-technical 
responses could play a determining role in the urban development patterns 
(i.e., devalorization of urban land by means of waste dumping).

In addressing the respective gaps, I have devised the concept of metabolic 
urbanization of waste to explain the dynamic interplay between the context 
(political economy, material transformations, institutional change) and 
situated heterogeneous socio-technical configurations (the co-existence 
of diverse socio-material relations incorporating the related actors, 
organizational schemes, technologies, means and spaces for recognized 
and unrecognized practices). Within this frame, waste governance (through 
hierarchical and networked interactions between the actors) is understood as 
a co-constitutive element of metabolic urbanization of waste, and is based on 
the political capacities of actors to enable or prevent socio-technical change 
and direct material flows. 

In its empirical considerations, this project has the aspiration to present a 
case from an understudied context that cannot easily be placed under either 
of the “classifications” of Global North and South. Thus, Ankara, Turkey 
constituted an effective lens to study how the emergence and sustained 
coexistence of diverse socio-technical configurations unfolds under the 
historically dominant presence of the public sector, alongside the increasing 
presence of the private sector and the changing role and increasing political 
strength of unrecognized actors.

In light of the above-presented theoretical and empirical insights, this project 
aims to: 1) explore the mechanisms underlying the construction of urban 
policy and planning responses towards waste within the context of rapid 
urbanization in Ankara; 2) understand how various socio-technical responses 
towards waste is historically produced and transformed; and 3) produce a 
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more insightful theoretical frame to understand such environmentally, socio-
spatially, economically and politically important issue.

This ambitious theoretical and conceptual agenda is reflected in the choice 
of qualitative methodology (see chapter 4). I utilized in-depth interviews 
and focus groups discussions, as supported by secondary sources. 
While doing that, the aim was to investigate the co-evolution of socio-
technical heterogeneity and waste governance, in relation to the contextual 
mechanisms, and to present the key moments of and processes underlying 
change. My choice to pursue a single case study was substantiated in the 
objective to elucidate the complex nature of the relations underlying the 
transformation of waste governance. My critical case study on Ankara 
allowed me to fulfill the respective aims. 

For analyzing the interviews and the secondary data, I employed qualitative 
content analysis. While seeking for themes driven from literature review and 
theory, I also reviewed the material for possible emergent themes, especially 
formed around grounded experiences and practices of actors. I focused on 
the key moments and processes underlying the changes in waste governance 
and management of Ankara and their consequences, and paid special 
attention to the various settings (scales, sites and geographies, and temporal 
dimensions) of these moments and processes. 

My analysis (covering a time span from the 1930s to the present) revealed 
distinct development paths for the relations shaped around the materials 
that carry economic value in line with the socio-technical capacities of the 
waste sector (considered as the “recyclables” by most of the interviewees) 
and the remaining material that could not be recycled within the current 
capacities, and sent to disposal (considered the “disposables” by most of 
the interviewees). These distinct development paths have also shaped the 
presentation of the findings. Firstly, the emergence and transformation of the 
diverse municipal open dumping practices – specifically, the transformation 
of the notorious Mamak-İmrahor dumping site into a rehabilitation site 
and an ISWM facility and secondly, the emergence and transformation of 
the recycling sector, with specific attention to the changing role of recycling 
labor – have appeared as the major changes informing the co-evolution of 
socio-technical configurations and urban governance of waste.



Summary

268 

The analysis has also indicated two major periods with respect to emergence 
and transformation of waste governance practices, namely the pre and post 
mid-1990s. For each period, I presented the findings regarding the metabolic 
urbanization of waste in Ankara with respect to the transformation of the 
relation between the situated practices and the contextual dynamics. The 
volume of information I hold on each period and the respective magnitude 
of change have determined the presentation. I presented the findings 
regarding the period before the mid-1990s, which is based on the emergence 
and consolidation  of socio-technical heterogeneity in Ankara (chapter 5). 
Then I introduced the period after the mid-1990s, which unfolds in relation 
to the complex inter and intra-actor relations following the systematization 
of heterogeneity in waste related socio-technical configurations, with three 
individual chapters. These chapters focus on explaining the transformations 
in the contextual dynamics (chapter 6), and the disposal (chapter 7) and 
recycling (chapter 8) sectors. After presenting a thorough account of the 
metabolic urbanization of waste throughout the respective chapters, I 
summarize the major findings and discuss them with the lens of the co-
evolution of diverse socio-technical configurations and urban governance of 
waste, and present my conclusions (chapter 9).

The findings of this research displays that socio-technical heterogeneity, in 
terms of the co-existence of recognized and unrecognized forms, is not a 
pre-given condition of contexts. Instead, it is constructed through complex 
political, economic, socio-material and institutional processes, as well as 
their unintended consequences. For instance, systematic engagement of 
unrecognized recycling practices within waste management is an unintended 
consequence of Kurdish political (and later economic) migration from the 
Eastern and Southeastern Turkey. In this respect, waste picking is a source of 
livelihood for various groups of Kurdish citizens since the 1990s (chapter 8). 

This study also shows that, none of the actors, be it the central and local 
governments, private sector or the recycling laborers, are monolithic, 
and homogenous in nature. The diversity between and within the actor 
groups are manifested in the socio-technical heterogeneity and are explicit 
in grounded everyday practices, i.e. the variety in unrecognized socio-
technical constellations (see chapter 8); spatially diverse disposal practices 
by the municipalities and their authorized subcontractors; diverse the 
waste collection and practices by the partnerships between the collection-
sorting facilities, municipalities and statuary organizations. Therefore, 
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the understanding of socio-technical heterogeneity needs to transcend the 
formal-informal, authorized-unauthorized binaries and be attentive to the 
variety within recognized and unrecognized socio-technical configurations.

While the above-presented relations and practices are spatially sunk in 
the city, they are meaningful with respect to the circulations of materials, 
labor, capital, and ideas, thus urbanization processes. The place-specific 
socio-technical configurations and decision-making processes, despite 
having a major role in waste governance and management, are not the only 
determining forces in the urban governance of waste. Political economy, 
materiality and social constructions of waste, institutional reconfigurations, 
labor flows, technological change and political economy of land are also 
determining forces in the metabolic urbanization of waste. Thus, a number of 
forces unfolding at a multiplicity of sites, scales and geographies give shape 
to waste governance. Therefore, the understanding of waste governance 
cannot be confined to either the institutional-organizational sphere or the 
grounded everyday practices. 

The analysis of the emergence and transformation of heterogeneous socio-
technical configurations shaped around materiality and technologies of 
waste clearly showed that unrecognized recycling practices are neither 
irrelevant nor independent from formal practices. Instead, they operate 
with the authorized forms of practice, and eventually gained the political 
capacities to influence decision-making mechanisms. Therefore, realistic 
policy solutions can only be developed when/if the policy-makers 
acknowledge the existence of heterogeneous socio-technical configurations 
(within and between recognized and unrecognized forms). 

The enduring existence of recycling laborers is due to the street-by-street 
collection of recycling materials. The findings of this research also showed 
that authorized actors usually do not prefer to take part in that type of 
collection and storage, as it is costly. Thus purchasing already-collected 
and sometimes pre-sorted materials offers significant economic benefits. 
This economic behavior by authorized actors is the major force underlying 
the interactions between the variety of socio-technical configurations, 
and the sustained existence of unrecognized forms of recycling. In the 
case of Ankara, local governments, particularly the Ankara Metropolitan 
Municipality, have been important players (through use of legal coercive 
and/or physical  power over the recycling laborers) in determining the 
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material flows via determining the ways recognized and unrecognized 
socio-technical configurations articulate with and relate to each other. The 
consequences are oftentimes socio-ecologically unsound and characterized 
by the disenfranchisement of the recycling laborers. 

Despite these circumstances, this research points at the reluctance of 
authorities to take concrete action regarding unrecognized recycling, except 
for measures that targets the disenfranchisement of the recycling laborers. 
A similar example of official disregard is the case regarding the ecologically 
unsound waste disposal practices in the waste dump rehabilitation site of 
Ankara. Due to reticence from the Ministry and in collaboration with the 
metropolitan municipality, a significant amount of waste is still accepted 
at the waste dump rehabilitation site in the absence of a sanitary landfill 
system. The question then becomes: How can we provide governance 
solutions for more inclusive and environmentally sound waste management 
within the context where decision makers disregard the undeniable existence 
of unrecognized recycling and are, themselves, silent towards the socio-
ecologically unjust practices? Under such circumstances, a shift towards a 
socio-ecologically just and inclusive waste governance and management 
seems to be possible either through a radical change in the attitudes of 
the decision-makers, which is rather unlikely, or by means of creating the 
necessary societal pressure mechanisms that could enable such a change. 
Hence, the answer to this question lies in the definition of governance that 
welcomes the political power of the civil society actors in shaping decision-
making processes, and that is not limited to the formal mechanisms of 
decision-making and intervention. Therefore, civic engagement and action 
in initiating and coordinating transformation towards a more inclusive and 
ecologically sound waste governance and management in Ankara is urgent.
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Samenvatting

De bezorgdheid rondom gemeentelijk afval in vaste vorm (hierna aangeduid 
als afvalstoffen) richtte zich tot voor kort op de verwijdering op veilige 
wijze en de volksgezondheid van de omwonende gemeenschappen. Afval is 
vandaag de dag meer dan alleen een grondstof voor verschillende industrieën 
en productieprocessen, het is ook een bron van de productie van energie. 
Dankzij technologische vooruitgang zijn vroegere beleidsoplossingen voor 
de afvalproblematiek, waaronder het storten, begraven en verwijderen van 
afval, vervangen door beleid met betrekking tot preventie, minimalisatie 
en het hergebruik van afvalstoffen. Volgens het verslag van de Wereldbank 
getiteld ‘What a waste’ uit 2012,  wordt verwacht dat er rond het jaar 2025 
op wereldschaal 2,2 miljard ton afval per jaar wordt geproduceerd. Dit is 
bijna een miljard ton meer dan er op dit moment jaarlijks geproduceerd 
wordt. Een dergelijke drastische toename is een duidelijk signaal voor de 
onvermijdelijke uitdaging waar steden in de 21e eeuw – in Noord, Zuid, 
Oost of West- mee te maken hebben en krijgen; de noodzakelijke overgang 
naar een nieuwe logica op het gebied van afvalbeheer en de begeleiding van 
deze transitie. Om zo’n economisch, maatschappelijk, politiek en ecologisch 
significante overgang te kunnen realiseren, is het van groot belang om de 
aard van zowel het huidige beleid als de praktijk rondom afvalbeheer te 
begrijpen en zo veranderingen en transformaties mogelijk te maken. Dit 
onderzoeksproject is daarom gericht op het verkennen en inzichtelijk maken 
van deze huidige situatie. Vragen die hierbij centraal staan, zijn (onder 
andere): hoe en waarom ontstaan en veranderen uiteenlopende (erkende 
en niet-erkende) sociaal-technische configuraties rondom afvalstoffen? Hoe 
wordt de transitie in afvalstofbeheer beïnvloed door stedelijk afvalbeleid en 
hoe beïnvloedt de transitie op haar beurt dit beleid? 

Dit proefschrift heeft als doel om te onderzoeken hoe verschillende erkende en 
niet-erkende socio-technische configuraties en de daarmee samenhangende 
maatschappelijke machtsrelaties co-evolueren met de veranderende 
kenmerken (volume, compositie, etc.) en technologieën rondom 
afvalverwerking. Daarnaast wordt onderzocht wat de implicaties van deze 
co-evolutie zijn voor stedelijk beheer rondom afval. Het onderscheid tussen 
erkende en niet-erkende socio-technische configuraties richt zich vooral op 
de definitie van personen werkzaam in de afvalverwerking (afvalplukkers 
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in het bijzonder). Er is hier bewust voor de term ‘niet-erkend’ gekozen in 
plaats van de term ‘informeel’. De praktijken waarmee de arbeiders in de 
afvalwerking zich bezig houden zijn weliswaar vaak onwettig en informeel, 
maar dit is als gevolg van het ontbreken van erkenning van deze activiteiten 
door de publieke en private sectoren, alsmede het maatschappelijk 
middenveld. Daarnaast wordt er in dit proefschrift gesproken over ‘recyclers’ 
als afvalplukkers worden aangeduid, vanwege de niet-erkende status van 
hun activiteiten en op verzoek van enkele van deze arbeiders die ik in het 
kader van dit onderzoeksproject heb mogen ontmoeten. 

De theoretische invalshoek van dit onderzoek kijkt kritisch naar de 
analytische beperkingen van de recent opgekomen literatuurstroom rondom 
afval beheer (waste governance) (zie hoofdstuk 2). Daarnaast wordt gebruik 
gemaakt van de Urban Political Ecology (UPE) benadering. Tegelijkertijd 
worden in dit onderzoek vraagtekens gezet bij de theoretische en empirische 
standpunten van UPE in studies naar afval, met als doel het verkrijgen van 
meer inzicht in afvalbeheer en -management (zie hoofdstuk 3). Op basis 
van een kritische reflectie op deze literatuurstroom komen twee belangrijke 
aandachtspunten naar voren.  

In de eerste plaats zijn de cases die zijn geselecteerd om de machtsrelaties 
met betrekking tot materiaal kenmerken (volume, compositie, etc.) en/
of afvaltechnologieën te bestuderen afkomstig uit het zogenaamde 
Zuiden (Global South). Daar bestaan formele en informele vormen van 
afvalverwerking naast elkaar , wat gezien kan worden als een belangrijk 
kenmerk van de lokale afval-infrastructuur. Echter, in de UPE-literatuur 
rondom afvalstoffen wordt geen aandacht besteed aan de mechanismen 
achter de productie, transformatie en betekenis van deze verschillende socio-
technische constellaties en de gevolgen hiervan voor afval beheer (governance). 

Als tweede aandachtspunt uit de literatuurstudie komt naar voren dat de 
onderzochte studies onvoldoende rekening houden met de aard van de 
contextuele dynamiek en de rol die deze dynamiek speelt in het vormen 
van machtsrelaties en social-materiële praktijken. In dit proefschrift 
beargumenteer ik dat deze tekortkoming een gevolg is van een te kortzichtig 
begrip van de termen ‘stedelijk’ (urban) en ‘positionering’ (situatedness). 
Hierdoor worden de bewegingen van verschillende stromen (o.a. van 
materialen, arbeid, kapitaal en ideeën), die grenzen overschrijden en 
op meerdere schaalniveaus aanwezig zijn, onvoldoende onderkend. 
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Afvalverwerking en de daarmee samenhangende besluitvormingsprocessen 
in een stad kunnen door technologische veranderingen beïnvloed worden, 
met gevolgen voor de industrie en bijbehorende systemen van afvalproductie 
(zoals de introductie van plastic als verpakkingsmateriaal in de jaren ‘70 
in de VS). Maar, afvalverwerking en het beleid daaromtrent kunnen ook 
gevormd worden door de opkomst van vormen van ongeschoolde arbeid 
(onder andere een toename in de afvalproductie, een veranderende vraag 
naar diensten en/of  de opkomst van informele afvalinzameling);  door 
economische veranderingen (zoals het verlies van banen); of door geopolitieke 
veranderingen (waaronder oorlogen). Veranderingen in institutionele 
configuraties kunnen leiden tot nieuwe machtsverhoudingen (zoals het 
invoeren van nieuwe verantwoordelijkheden voor de machthebbende 
partijen) en een bepalende rol spelen in patronen van stedelijke ontwikkeling.

Als aanvulling op bovengenoemde tekortkomingen in de literatuur, heb ik 
het concept van ‘metabolische verstedelijking van afval’ uitgewerkt. Met 
dit concept wordt uitleg gegeven aan de dynamische wisselwerking tussen 
enerzijds de context (de politieke economie, materiële transformaties en 
institutionele veranderingen) en anderzijds de heterogene sociaal-technische 
configuraties (diverse sociaal- materiële relaties bestaande uit actoren, 
organisatiestructuren, technologieën, middelen en plaatsen voor erkende 
en niet-erkende praktijken) die zichtbaar zijn op meerdere geografische 
schaalniveaus en binnen verschillende gebieden. In dit kader wordt afvalbeheer 
(door middel van hiërarchische en netwerkinteracties tussen actoren) gezien   
als een constituerend (constituent) element van ‘metabolische verstedelijking 
van afvalstoffen’, gebaseerd op de politieke capaciteiten van actoren om 
sociaal-technische veranderingen mogelijk te maken of te voorkomen.

Tevens wordt met de empirische invalshoek van dit onderzoek aandacht 
gegeven aan een case uit een context die veelal gemist wordt in onderzoek en 
die zich niet makkelijk laat plaatsen onder de classificaties van Global North 
of Global South, namelijk: Ankara in Turkije. Deze stad vormt een interessante 
lens om te bestuderen hoe verschillende sociaal-technische configuraties 
ontstaan en co-evolueren onder een van oudsher dominante publieke sector, 
in combinatie met toenemende bemoeienis van private partijen en een 
veranderende rol en toenemende politieke macht van nieuwe, en nog niet-
erkende, actoren.  Turkije vormt een intrigerende case vanwege de bestaande 
sterke traditie van wet- en regelgeving, welke maar moeizaam in de praktijk 
geïmplementeerd lijkt te kunnen worden.
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Sinds de jaren dertig heeft Turkije verschillend beleid en verschillende 
wetgeving gekend op het gebied van afvalbeheer en afval governance. Het is 
echter pas sinds het begin van de 21e eeuw dat concrete interventies rondom 
het ‘moderniseren’ van het afvalbeheersysteem in de stedelijke agenda 
zijn doorgedrongen. In het eerste decennium van de 21e eeuw is de Turkse 
regering begonnen met grootschalige legislatieve processen in het kader van 
haar EU kandidatuur en heeft het land de EU-wetgeving op het gebied van 
afvalbeheer aangenomen. De ontwikkelingen in Ankara vertonen belangrijke 
parallellen met Turkije als geheel. Voor de eeuwwisseling bestonden in 
de stad geen netwerken voor de recycling van afval en het verwerken 
van sanitair afval. Er bestond geen scheiding van waardevolle materialen 
in huishoudelijk afval bij de bron. Daarnaast zagen de arbeiders in de 
afvalverwerking veel eerder het belang en het economisch potentieel van 
afval dan de formele actoren aan de beleidskant en deze arbeiders hebben 
door de tijd zelfregulerende netwerken van afvalverwerking opgezet. 
Hierdoor vormen zij een belangrijke groep in het afvalbeheer. Bovendien 
wordt, vanwege het ontbreken van afvalscheiding aan de bron, afval in bulk 
verzameld. Afval bestaat hierdoor uit een verscheidenheid aan materialen, 
variërend van voedsel, recyclebare materialen zoals plastic, papier, glas, 
metalen, tot medisch afval, elektronische artikelen en meubels. Dit maakt dat 
recyclebare materialen een belangrijk deel van de gemeentelijke afvalstromen 
vormen. Sinds de jaren ’90 is er dan ook een toename zichtbaar in het aantal 
mensen dat werkzaam is in het ophalen en recyclen van afvalstoffen (afval in 
vaste vorm) in Ankara. Dit zijn veel mensen met een Koerdische achtergrond. 

In de jaren 2000 zijn er aanzienlijke transformaties doorgevoerd in de 
afvalverwijderings- en recycling sector in Ankara, met name met betrekking 
tot gecontroleerde afval- en energieproductiesystemen, de transformatie van 
de beruchte open stortplaats (Mamak-İmrahor) en de toename van het aantal 
actoren dat betrokken is bij geautoriseerde recycling en afvalverwerking. Als 
het gaat om het beheer en de governance van deze afvalstromen, dan is er een 
hoge mate van diversiteit in de aanwezige sociaal-technische configuraties 
waarneembaar, waaronder het bestaan   van een aantal officieel erkende en 
niet-erkende actoren. 

De ambitieuze theoretische en conceptuele invalshoek van dit onderzoek vindt 
zijn weerslag in de keuze voor een kwalitatieve methodologie (zie hoofdstuk 
4). Er is gebruik gemaakt van een combinatie van diepte-interviews met 
focusgroep discussies, ondersteund door secundair datamateriaal. Hiermee 
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had ik als doel om de lokale sociaal-materiële praktijken, lokale politiek en 
sociale constructies op het gebied van afval te onderzoeken en te relateren aan 
mechanismen binnen een bredere context. Daarnaast  is het mijn bedoeling 
geweest om een aantal sleutelmomenten en -processen rondom eerder 
genoemde veranderingen te presenteren door middel van een historisch 
verslag van de belangrijkste transformaties die hebben plaatsgevonden 
binnen de afvalverwerkingssector. De keuze om een enkele case studie uit 
te werken is terug te voeren op het doel om het complexe karakter van de 
relaties rondom de transformatie van afvalbeheer te verduidelijken. Mijn 
doelen heb ik aan de hand van de kritische case studie van de stad Ankara 
en het gebruik van kwalitatieve onderzoeksmethoden in combinatie met 
secundaire bronnen weten te realiseren. Voor het analyseren van de interviews 
en de secundaire data heb ik kwalitatieve inhoudsanalyses toegepast. Als 
leidraad heb ik hiervoor gebruik gemaakt van thema’s gebaseerd op mijn 
literatuuroverzicht en de theorie. Daarnaast heb ik ook gekeken naar thema’s 
die uit de data, bestaande uit de ervaringen en acties van verschillende actoren, 
naar boven kwamen. De focus lag hierbij op sleutelmomenten en –processen 
in de veranderingen in het afvalbeheer van Ankara en de bijhorende gevolgen. 
Daarnaast heb ik in het bijzonder gekeken naar de verschillende settings, 
waaronder ruimtelijke schaalniveaus, specifieke plaatsen en de temporale 
dimensies van deze sleutelmomenten en –processen.  

Mijn analyse (die een tijdsperiode van de jaren dertig tot het heden bestrijkt) 
wijst op de opkomst en transformatie van verschillende ontwikkelingspaden 
voor materialen die een bepaalde mate van economische waarde in zich 
dragen, welke gerelateerd zijn aan de sociaal-technische capaciteiten van 
de afvalsector (dit worden ook wel de “recyclables” genoemd door veel 
van de participanten aan het onderzoek) en het overblijvende materiaal 
dat niet binnen de huidige mogelijkheden kan worden gerecycled en naar 
de verwijdering gestuurd (beschouwd als de “disposables” door de meeste 
ondervraagden). Deze duidelijke ontwikkelingspaden die uit de analyses 
naar voren zijn gekomen, hebben vervolgens ook de presentatie van de 
bevindingen gevormd. In de eerste plaats is er de opkomst en transformatie 
van diverse gemeentelijke open dumping praktijken, met een nadruk op de 
beruchte stortplaats in de oostelijke corridor van de stad die is omgezet naar 
een geïntegreerde afvalbeheer faciliteit. Ten tweede is er aandacht voor de 
opkomst en transformatie van de recyclingsector, met bijzondere aandacht 
voor de veranderende rol van de recycling-arbeider (‘recycling laborer’). 
Het is gebleken dat dit de belangrijkste ontwikkelingen zijn geweest in de 
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co-evolutie van de sociaal-technische configuraties en het stedelijk beheer 
van afval.

Uit de analyses zijn ook twee belangrijke perioden naar voren gekomen 
met betrekking tot de opkomst en transformatie van praktijken rondom 
afvalbeheer, namelijk de perioden voor en na het midden van de jaren 
negentig. Voor elke periode presenteer ik de bevindingen met betrekking 
tot de metabolische verstedelijking van afvalstoffen (metabolic urbanization 
of waste) in Ankara. Daarbij kijk ik specifiek naar de transformatie van de 
relatie tussen de gevestigde praktijken en de contextuele dynamiek. De 
omvang van de data die ik beschikbaar heb voor elke periode en de grootte 
van de transformatie hebben de weergave van mijn uitkomsten in dit 
proefschrift bepaald. Ik presenteer mijn bevindingen over de periode voor 
het midden van de jaren negentig, die gekenmerkt wordt door de opkomst 
en consolidatie van sociaal-technische heterogeniteit in Ankara, in één 
hoofdstuk (hoofdstuk 5). De periode na het midden van de jaren negentig, 
waarin de complexe inter- en intra-actorrelaties in de afval gerelateerde 
sociaal-technische configuraties centraal staan,  wordt vervolgens in 
drie afzonderlijke hoofdstukken besproken. Deze hoofdstukken richten 
zich achtereenvolgens op het uitleggen van de transformaties in de 
contextuele dynamiek (hoofdstuk 6), de verwijderingssector (hoofdstuk 7) 
en de recyclingsector (hoofdstuk 8). Na een grondige uiteenzetting van de 
metabolische verstedelijking van afval in deze hoofdstukken, worden de 
belangrijkste bevindingen samengevat en besproken, en presenteer ik mijn 
conclusies (hoofdstuk 9).

Uit dit onderzoek blijkt dat heterogeniteit in sociaal-technische configuraties, 
in termen van het gelijktijdig bestaan   van erkende en niet-erkende vormen, 
niet vanzelfsprekend bestaat in elke context. In plaats daarvan ontstaat 
deze heterogeniteit door complexe politieke, economische, sociaal-materiële 
en institutionele processen, evenals hun (onbedoelde) gevolgen. Zo is 
het bestaan van niet-erkende recyclingpraktijken binnen afvalbeheer een 
onbedoeld gevolg van Koerdische migratiestromen als gevolg van het Turks-
Koerdische conflict in Oost- en Zuidoost-Turkije. Onbevoegde Recycling 
(waste picking) is sinds de jaren negentig een bron van levensonderhoud voor 
een groot aantal Koerdische burgers. Daarom zijn de plaats specifieke socio-
technische configuraties en besluitvormingsprocessen, ondanks het feit dat 
zij een belangrijke rol spelen in afvalbeheer, niet de enige bepalende factoren 
in het stedelijk beheer van afval. Terwijl deze relaties ruimtelijk in de stad 
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verankerd zijn, zijn ze zinvol met betrekking tot de circulatie van materialen, 
arbeid, kapitaal, ideeën en daarmee dus verstedelijkingsprocessen.  

De bevindingen hebben ook aangetoond dat de manieren waarop de 
socio-technische heterogeniteit wordt ervaren (zie hoofdstuk 9 voor een 
gedetailleerd overzicht van de verschillende vormen) en afvalstoffen 
worden gemetaboliseerd, niet alleen geconditioneerd zijn door het politieke 
en economische belang van afval. Daarnaast spelen ook institutionele, 
technologische en politiek-economische veranderingen een rol. 

Bovendien blijkt uit deze studie dat geen van de actoren, hetzij de 
centrale of lokale overheden, hetzij de particuliere sector of de recycling-
arbeiders, monolithisch en homogeen zijn. De diversiteit tussen en binnen 
de actorgroepen wordt zichtbaar in de socio-technische heterogeniteit 
en is expliciet in dagelijkse praktijken, zoals: in de verscheidenheid 
van niet-erkende sociaal-technische constellaties (zie hoofdstuk 8); in 
ruimtelijk uiteenlopende afvalverwijderingspraktijken door de gemeenten 
en hun geautoriseerde onderaannemers; in verschillende vormen 
van afvalinzameling en -praktijken door consortia van gemeenten en 
afvalinzamelings- en afvalsorteringsorganisaties. Daarom moet de uitleg 
en definitie van sociaal-technische heterogeniteit verder reiken dan de 
tegenstellingen formeel-informeel of geautoriseerde-ongeautoriseerde en 
ruimte bieden aan de verscheidenheid tussen erkende en niet-erkende 
sociaal-technische configuraties.

De analyse van de opkomst en de transformatie van heterogene sociaal-
technische configuraties rondom de materialen en technologieën van 
afvalstoffen, heeft duidelijk aangetoond dat niet-erkende recyclingpraktijken 
even relevant zijn als formele praktijken en dat beide praktijken van elkaar 
afhankelijk zijn. Er vindt zelfs samenwerking plaats tussen de niet-erkende 
en formele praktijken. En inmiddels hebben actoren binnen de niet-erkende 
praktijken voldoende politieke capaciteiten opgebouwd waardoor ze 
invloed kunnen uitoefenen op de besluitvorming rondom afvalverwerking. 

Het blijvende bestaan   van recycling arbeiders (recyclers) is te wijten aan 
manier van afvalinzameling; dit gebeurt per straat. De bevindingen uit 
dit onderzoek laten zien dat geautoriseerde afvalinzamelaars liever niet 
deelnemen aan deze manier van inzameling en opslag omdat dit kostbaar 
is. Het inkopen van reeds verzamelende en al gesorteerde afvalstoffen 



Samenvatting

278 

levert daarom aanzienlijk economisch voordeel op. Dit gedrag van de 
geautoriseerde afvalverwerkers vormt een belangrijke verklaring voor het 
voortdurende bestaan van de grote verscheidenheid aan sociaal-technische 
configuraties binnen de afvalverwerking en de niet-erkende vormen 
van recycling. In het geval van Ankara zijn lokale overheden, en dan met 
name het metropolitane stadsbestuur, belangrijke spelers die bepalen 
welke vormen van afvalwerking wel of niet erkend worden en hierdoor 
dus invloed uitoefenen op de materiaalstromen in de stad. De uitkomsten 
hiervan zijn vaak ondeugdelijk op sociaal-ecologisch vlak en worden 
gekenmerkt door het wegnemen van rechten en inspraak van de arbeiders 
in de recyclingsector. 

Ondanks deze omstandigheden laat dit onderzoek zien dat de autoriteiten 
vaak niet bereid zijn om concrete maatregelen te nemen met betrekking tot 
niet-erkende vormen recycling, met uitzondering van maatregelen die gericht 
zijn op het beteugelen en inperken van recyclingarbeiders. Een soortgelijk 
voorbeeld van nalatigheid door de formele instanties is de situatie met 
betrekking tot de ecologisch ondeugdelijke afvalverwijderingspraktijken op 
de afvalverwerkingsplaats van Ankara. Door nalatigheid van het ministerie 
in samenwerking met de metropolitaanse gemeente en door de afwezigheid 
van een sanitaire stortplaats worden er nog altijd aanzienlijke hoeveelheden 
afval op de revalidatieplaats geaccepteerd. De volgende vraagt rijst dan: 
Hoe kunnen we governance oplossingen bieden die een meer inclusief en 
milieuvriendelijk afvalbeheer mogelijk maken, binnen een context waarin de 
machthebbende partijen het bestaan van niet-erkende vormen van recycling 
negeren en zich niet uitspreken tegen sociaal-ecologisch onrechtvaardige 
praktijken? Onder deze omstandigheden lijkt een verschuiving richting 
sociaal-ecologisch rechtvaardig en inclusief beheer van afvalstoffen enkel 
mogelijk door een radicale (en zeer onwaarschijnlijke) verandering in de 
houding van de besluitvormers of door het ontstaan van de noodzakelijke 
maatschappelijke druk die een dergelijke verandering zou kunnen realiseren. 
Vandaar dat het antwoord op deze vraag ligt in een definitie van governance 
waarbij ruimte is voor politieke zeggenschap in besluitvormingsprocessen 
van actoren uit het maatschappelijk middenveld, en dat niet beperkt blijft 
tot de formele mechanismen van besluitvorming en interventie. Daarom 
is er dringende vraag naar burgerparticipatie en burgerinitiatieven in het 
initiëren en coördineren van de transformatie naar een meer inclusief en 
ecologisch verantwoord afvalbeheer in Ankara.
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