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By Neyran Turan

Speculating on the content, objectives and methods of the discipline of geography,
and in opposition to those who would see geography simply as a collection of descrip-
tive facts about the earth and its inhabitants, Lev Semenovich Berg, one of the most
prominent Russian geographers of the early twentieth century, emphasized the need
to focus on landscapes and study them from a geographic point of view. Berg wrote:

Many are of the opinion that the scope of geography should be limited by earth's surface.
This is not correct. Geography should consider all the earth’s crust to the depth affected by
those exterior forces that transform the surface...A simple listing of facts concerning the dis-
tribution of any phenomena or objects—in other words, chorography—does not bring much
to geography;, this is the material for geographic description... The purpose of geographic
research is to reveal links and regularities that exist between separate objects of interest to
the geographer, the main question being, “How do particular sets of objects and phenomena
affect each other, and what are the results of this spatially? ” In other words, the final goal is
the investigation and description of both natural and cultural landscapes...If we translate
the word geography as “land studies,” the meaning that should be assigned to it is not “the
study of the earth”; but “the study of lands” ...or even better, “the study of landscapes.”"

Two points could be extracted from Berg’s formulation for see-
ing geography as the “study of lands.” First point would be in
relation to the potential of a geographic framework in urbanism,
which would suggest an expansion for spatial thinking where
dichotomies—such as the city and the country, the natural and
the urban, as well as the national and the international—would
be transcended and the linkages among various scales are fur-
ther experimented. A second and perhaps a more important
point would be that, if geography is more than the mere de-
scription of the physical qualities of the earth and is instead a
spatial framing of relationships with respect to the disposition
of natural and cultural phenomena, this adds an important nu-
ance to the geographic framework’s potential for architecture
and urbanism. While in recent architectural discussions, the
idea of the geographic has provided an emphasis on infrastruc-
ture, landscape and territory, it in parallel evoked the pervasive
“data mapping” phenomenon and its descriptive visual informa-
tion fetish where the critical evaluation of the material is mostly

suspended. Berg’s formulation is helpful in terms of discerning
the actual potential of geography for architecture. Beyond the
visualization of physical features and phenomena, geographic
framework provides unprecedented spatial perspectives for our
built environment, which can the incorporated into our thinking
and practice in unconventional ways.

One such perspective is revealed through a focus on the Bos-
phorus Strait of Istanbul. Evoking the geographic dimension as
a new contextual ground for examining the urbanism of Istan-
bul, the essay will elaborate on the relationship between geogra-
phy and urbanism through the case of the Bosporus Strait.

The Bosphorus Strait

In March 1994, a dramatic accident occurred at the Bosphorus
Strait. At the northern exit of the Strait, Nassia, a 100,000 tons
tanker carrying crude oil from the Novorossiysk port in Rus-
sia, collided with a cargo ship, which exploded and ran ashore.
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Nassia immediately caught fire and released over 13,500 tons
of oil to the sea, and the spills continued for a week. Except
for the hundreds of smaller accidents that occur from time to
time at the Strait, the last major accident at the Bosphorus was
the Independenta oil tanker accident of 1979, which was even
wider in scale.” While the damages caused by the 1994-Nassia
accident was equally devastating—which costed over $1 billion
in damages and closed the international transit shipping at the
Bosphorus for a week—what made the accident of 1994 so im-
portant was its relation to wider geopolitical scales.

The 1994-tanker accident occurred at a delicate moment in the
history of the Bosphorus Strait. After the collapse of the So-
viet Union, and the opening up of oil and gas resources to the
world from new sovereign nations in the Caspian Sea during
early 1990s, the Bosphorus Strait gained importance as a vital
energy transport route that could help deliver those resources to
the world market. Although the legal disputes regarding own-
ership of the Caspian Sea oil and gas resources and the rights
to exploit them between Russia and her previous dependencies
(especially Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan, and Kazakhstan) had al-
ready created regional conflicts, equally pressing geopolitical
questions emerged regarding new transportation routes from
this landlocked sea.’ In addition to the new post-Soviet states,
the European Union, the United States, and multinational en-
ergy companies were all eagerly interested in the opportunities
offered by the Caspian Sea resources.

Although the Bosphorus Strait has been an energy corridor for
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oil products exported from the Batumi port through the Suez
Canal and East Asia since 1892, what made current tanker trans-
portation crucial was its extreme density. Although the Strait
does not directly connect to the Caspian Sea, the only way out
for Caspian oil was via existing pipelines to the Black Sea ports
of Novorossiisk (in Russia) and Supsa (in Georgia), where the
oil was put on ships that sailed to the Mediterranean through the
Strait. Hence, with the opening of the Caspian oil reserves in the
1990s, the Strait became one of the six busiest and important oil-
shipping routes, i.e. “choke-points” of the world, along with the
Suez Canal, the Straits of Malacca, Bab el-Mandab, the Strait
of Hormuz and the Straits of Dover (figure 1, 2).* Estimated to
be three times busier than the Suez Canal and four times busier
than the Panama Canal, 5 per cent of the world’s total sea trade
in oil passed through the Bosphorus in 2002.°

Compared to the other choke-points, however, here have been
utterly problematic geographic aspects for the “liquid pipeline”
of the Bosphorus Strait. Since the Strait passes through the heart
of Istanbul, a city of 12 million citizens, the accelerating oil
tanker traffic meant an ever-increasing risk of tanker accidents
that could cause devastating consequences for its population.
What complicates the matter even further is the geographic
form of the Strait with its sharp and narrow turns, making it
of the most difficult channels of the world from a navigational
point of view and thus even more at risk for accidents.® The risk
associated the oil tanker accidents is a serious one. It was specu-
lated that an oil tanker explosion at the channel would act like
an “atomic bomb” for some or an 11.0 Richter scale earthquake
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Figure 1: The Bosporus Strait among the other “choke-points™ of the world. Diagram by the author
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for some others whose impact can also reach 50 kilometers in
diameter.’

Situated at the heart of the city as a twisting extraterritorial
spine, the Bosporus Strait was strictly unsettling for Turkey.
Positing the issue as a “total ecological nightmare,” and arguing
from an environmental standpoint, Turkey was clearly opposed
to the use of the Bosphorus as a transit route for Caspian oil.
Turkey’s Environment Minister declared during early 1990s:
“No country has the right to endanger the lives of 10 million
people just because it wants to sell oil. We will never allow our
sea lanes to be turned into oil pipelines.”

Although international straits, such as the Bosphorus, are gov-
erned by the 1982 United Nations Conference on the Law of the
Sea, this law does not apply to the Bosphorus because of the
terms of the Montreux Convention of 1930s, which guarantees
the free passage of vessels through the Straits. That is why Tur-
key could neither interfere with the transit of the tankers nor ban
the transport of hazardous materials according to the Law of the
Sea. However, the Law of the Sea also allows for safety mea-
sures (such as pollution control or fishing regulations) by states
bordering an international strait mediated by the consultancy
of the International Maritime Organization. Immediately after
the Nassia accident and with the support of the International
Maritime Organization, Turkey introduced further controls and
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regulations for shipping through the Bosphorus (evoking the ar-
gument that it had the right to assure the “environmental safety”
of the Strait for maritime traffic).”

How exactly do these geopolitical conditions affect the contem-
porary urbanism of Istanbul? In order to answer these questions,
one more layer needs to be considered regarding the changing
role of the Bosphorus Strait. That was Turkey’s ongoing interest
for the transport of the Caspian oil through the (1,760 km long)
Bakii-Tblis-Ceyhan (BTC) Pipeline, which would pass through
Azerbaijan and Georgia and link the oil to the Turkish Mediter-
ranean port of Ceyhan as an alternative to the Straits (figure 3).
As the longest oil-export pipeline in the world, the BTC is one
of the most important transnational infrastructure projects un-
dertaken by Turkey since the 1990s, as the country has aimed to
become an east-west energy corridor.'® In this context, because
of conflicting interests regarding the multiple pipeline projects
and routes from the Caspian Sea to the Mediterranean, the geo-
political significance of the Bosphorus once again affected the
positioning of the city in relation to its larger landscape.

In what way did these geopolitical considerations change the
relationship between Istanbul’s urbanism, geography and ter-
rain? Although the BTC pipeline itself does not past near Istan-
bul, its indirect repercussions illustrate a delicate relationship
among geopolitics, territory and ecology, or the “Greening of
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Geopolitics™'' —to borrow Thomas Friedman’s recently coined

term for the politics of sustainability within our contemporary
geopolitical environment. More specifically, if the pipeline is
as an invisible infrastructural layer (in BTC’s case it is literally
invisible because of contested politics of the region: it is buried)
physically disconnected from Istanbul, its intricate relationship
to the oil tanker risk factor as well as urban ecology opens up
a much broader conceptualization of the risk at the Bosphorus
where wider geographic domains are automatically brought into
the picture. That is, despite the seriousness of the risk, Turkey’s
push to reduce traffic passing through the Straits under the ban-
ner of “environmental safety”” was conspicuously related to the
government’s promotion of the desired BTC pipeline project
as opposed to the Straits.'> Recalling sociologist Ulrick Beck’s
claim that “even the most restrained and moderate objectivist
account of risk implications involves a hidden politics, ethics
and morality,” the risk associated with the Bosphorus Strait and
its ecological significance was intricately linked to its wider
geographic context. Regarding risk, Beck writes:

Risk is not reducible to the product of probability of occur-
rence multiplied with the intensity and scope of potential harm.
Rather, it is a socially constructed phenomenon in which some
people have a greater capacity to define risks than others."

Spatial implications of risk at the Bosphorus would illustrate
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Figure 3: The BTC pipeline as an alternative route to the Bosphorus Strait. Diagram by the author
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Beck’s point even more clearly.'* In parallel to government ne-
gotiations about the exact routing of the pipeline (whether or
not it will pass through Turkish territory) and recognition of the
potential risk of accidents at the Bosphorus Strait, conferences
regarding the ecological value of the Bosphorus and the need to
protect this environment and its biological diversity would ac-
celerate immensely.'® An interesting example of a paradoxical
political connotation of environmental risk at the Bosphorus is
an essay presented by a marine scientist and scholar at a sym-
posium in Istanbul about navigation through the international
straits. Emphasizing the biological diversity of the Straits water
corridor, and focusing on the oil spills that had occurred within
the last year, the author would write:

In conclusion, when the oil transport with tankers increases,
the risk of pollution will rise. The oil pollution level found in
Turkish Straits was higher than any other straits of the world.
Our investigation on the oil pollution measurements...proved
that the better export route for Kazakh and Azeri oil is definitely
through the Bakii-Ceyhan pipeline.'®

This under-conceptualized relationship between the geopolitical
and the territorial dimension of the Bosphorus actually recalls an
earlier moment in the 1930s Istanbul when important changes
were taking place regarding the international sovereignty rela-
tions over the sea route after World War I and the remilitarized
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territory after the Montreux Convention. The geopolitical shifts
of the 1930s not only triggered a territorial re-conceptualization
of the city but also imparted a specific sensibility regarding the
landscape and topography of the Bosphorus where the city was
flattened to be understood as a landscape and territory.” In the
1990s however, in the context of shifting geopolitics, the Bos-
phorus’ renewed significance as an energy corridor triggered
discussions about ecological preservation. Compared to the
1930s, when the internationality of the sea route and the mili-
tary/territorial connotations of the Bosphorus made it a “healthy
environment” promoted to be settled and developed, by the late
1990s, the same international route would turn into an “environ-
mental risk zone,” this time, highlighting its fragile ecology.

As the number of international vehicles passing through the city
has increased tenfold compared to the beginning of the 1930s,
the appreciation of their unsettling scale against the narrow
Strait has been virtually hidden from the city, where the inter-
national vehicles are almost flattened to be part of the Bophorus
picturesque (figure 4). The only moments that have briefly shat-
tered this complacency have been the occasional errors, that is,
the accidents occurring in the vicinity in the form of a collision,
grounding, fire or even a ship striking one of the waterfront
mansions by the sea. These accidents have been the only mo-
ments when the visual screen is lifted; and by these accidents,
the Bosphorus terrain transforms into a zone of insecurity and
risk, situated in the very heart of a dense city (figure 5).

Portraying the Bosphorus Strait within its wider framework
demonstrates an alternative archeology for the relationship be-
tween geography and urbanism in Istanbul. This framework is
important, not only to be able to write unconventional histories
but also to be able to project alternative futures for the contem-

porary city.
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Figure 4: Colossal flattened. Spatial proximity of the cargo ship passing through the Bosphorus. Photos by the author.
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Figure 5: International shipping route passing through the Bosphorus. Drawing by the author. (Research Assistant: Sam Biroscak)
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