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What is life like for people in a city: Istanbul, Turkey?
The second city we are going to explore is in Turkey, and developed at the 
point where Europe meets Asia, sitting partly in both continents. Istanbul is 
quite a different city from Leeds, being much larger, but sharing some of the 
same challenges and opportunities, and has been influenced by migration and 
external decisions over the years. 

Istanbul is the largest city in Turkey, but it is not the capital city. It is a huge, 
sprawling city of mosques, churches and markets, cafes and museums – with a 
frantic pace of life. A long historical legacy exists alongside high-tech industry 
and many universities carrying out cutting-edge research. The phrase ‘melting 
pot’ is often used for cities like Istanbul.

‘If the Earth were a single state, Istanbul would be its capital.’
Napoleon Bonaparte 
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 Figure 24: Location map for Istanbul, Turkey

A city in an emerging and developing country 
Case study
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What is the city’s location and importance?

Figure 25: Key facts about the city of Istanbul

The district of Fatih in Istanbul’s historic centre has 
several areas with UNESCO World Heritage Status. 
These include the Topkapi Palace, Hagia Sophia and 
the Walls of Constantinople. The Grand Bazaar is a 
huge covered market with over 4000 shops. 

Around one fifth of Turkey’s population lives in the 
city of Istanbul. Many people move there in search 
of work in the thriving industrial districts. Istanbul is 
home to the largest proportion of immigrants into 
the country, many of whom look to travel to Europe 
as soon as they can.

Istanbul is built on either side of the Bosphorus 
Strait, which separates Europe and Asia, accessed 
via a stretch of water called the Golden Horn. This 
makes the city a gateway between east and west, 
north and south, and one of the largest ports for 
trade between North Africa, Asia and Europe.

Istanbul is both a megacity and a world city: a 
global metropolis which has undergone huge 
expansion and transformation. It has rapidly 
grown from a population of just 1 million in 1950 
to 15 million today, making it the most populous 
city in Europe as well as the fastest growing city in 
Europe.Istanbul has a long and varied history, evolving from Lygos (660 

bce) to Byzantium for more than 900 years, growing in size and 
importance. In 330 ce it was renamed Constantinople after the 
Roman Emperor Constantine. In 1299, indigenous Ottoman 
Turks forced the Greeks and Romans out, and Istanbul became 
their caliphate’s capital during the reign of Suleiman the 
Magnificent.

Historically, Istanbul has been the capital of three major 
empires: the Eastern Roman Empire, the Byzantine Empire 
and the Ottoman Empire. It has previously been called 
Byzantium and Constantinople (until 1930) but is no 
longer the capital of Turkey. Ankara became the capital 
city after the First World War for strategic and political 
reasons.

Istanbul is the largest city in Turkey by area, 
sprawling over 5000 km2 and with a population 
density of over 2000 people per km2.
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How did Istanbul develop?

Istanbul has a unique location, where Europe meets 
Asia, split by the Bosphorus Strait: the only shipping link 
between the Black and Mediterranean Seas. 

Turkey was on the losing side in the Second World War 
Istanbul was occupied by the Allies, and the caliphate 
ended. The city gained independence in 1923 and the 
Turkish Republic came into being, with Ankara as its capital. 
The name change to Istanbul became official in March 1930.

Istanbul was a historic stopping off point on the Silk 
Road, a network of land and sea routes connecting East 
with West. The government wants to revive this historic 
connection: joining its Middle Corridor (MC) project with 
China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) intended to connect 
China with Europe. 

The present-day city is built on layers of history: Roman 
ruins co-exist with modern buildings. Churches like Hagia 
Sophia became mosques and are now museums. The 
Galata Bridge spans the Bosphorus and trams were added 
in the twentieth century. It has numerous distinct districts 
with their own character, some wealthier than others. 

Patterns of national and international migration

Turkey has one of the largest immigrant populations of 
any country. Over 400,000 people arrived in 2017 alone. 
Turkey shares a border with Syria, which has endured a 
civil war raging for many years, claiming the lives of over 
500,000 people, forcing over 5 million to leave the country 
and millions more to be internally displaced.

Istanbul has an estimated population of 15 million in 2019, 
making it a significant destination for migrants looking for 
work or as a market for products they are selling. Migration 
is predicted to drive growth to 20 million by 2030.

The 1970s saw high levels of migration into the city from 
Anatolia. Most migration, until the last decade, had been 

rural–urban migration (from other parts of Turkey). 
Migrants hope for formal work, but often do informal 
work (such as street vendors or waste recyclers).

More varied migration since 2000 has caused Istanbul to 
become more multicultural: less than 30 per cent of the 
city’s population were born in Istanbul. It is home to a 
large Kurdish population, plus sizeable Greek, Armenian 
and Jewish communities.

Migration has caused massive urban sprawl along the coast. 
The city can’t expand inland due to the ground on which 
it sits (like Rome, it’s said to be built on seven hills). Istanbul 
has a linear shape, stretching 100 km from west to east. As it 
grows, much of the population has shifted from the centre 
towards the suburbs (suburbanisation). Associated jobs and 
services also moved to the suburbs, to areas such as the 
business district of Levent, on the European side of the city. 
Many people live in East Istanbul but work in West Istanbul. 

While Turkey has attracted migrants, Turks have also left 
for other countries. From the late 1950s thousands of 
Turks were invited to Germany under the Gastarbeiter 
(‘guest worker’) programme. It’s now thought around 
3 million Turks live and work in Germany, including 
second and third generation migrants.

Turkey tends to be a transit destination for migrants, who 
aspire to pursue ‘better’ lives elsewhere in Europe. They 
stay for a while before moving on in a process called step 
migration. The port city of Istanbul offers opportunities for 
temporary employment before migrants find routes into 
Europe, often through the Greek or Bulgarian borders.

People smugglers use the Iran–Turkey trail to bring 
Pakistanis illegally into the city, paying around $2,000 to 
be brought to what they believe to be Europe, but ending 
up in Istanbul because of border closures with the EU. 
Over 10,000 Pakistanis have been deported in recent years, 
following discovery or through choice.

 Figure 26: The Galata Tower, and Galata Bridge across the 
Bosphorus. The current bridge is the fifth bridge in the same 
location

 Figure 27: The Grand Bazaar, a commercial centre, and 
meeting place for the city’s residents

477537_10_OCR_B_Geo_150-170.indd   164 28/02/20   1:19 PM

SAMPLE


	OCR GCSE (9-1) Geography B Second Edition
	OCR_GCSE (9-1) Geography_B_sample



