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Abstract 

 

The purpose of this study is to discuss the role of urban identity conservation 

and collective memory through the case of Yassiada’s planning approaches. 

Located within the borders of the city of Istanbul, Yassiada is among the islands 

of the Prince archipelago. Situated at a visible distance from the Marmara 

coasts of Istanbul, the island is not open to public as it is not zoned for residential 

use and it was used as a military zone in the past. With a quality which is 

reflecting the history, social and political dynamics of an era, the island is the 

spatial image of a community that acknowledged a common past, meaning and 

memory; that is a qualified whole of an urban identity and collective memory. It 

has now been zoned for construction with tourism and cultural facility functions 

as outlined in the 2013 plans. The Yassiada case demonstrates that plans with 

no strategies and policies in relation to identity and memory do not achieve their 

objectives. 

Keywords: Yassiada, Identity, Memory, Preservation, Planning 

 

1. Introduction 

 

This study will open for discussion the process of spatial planning and the importance of 

conservation of urban identity and collective memory. The concept of conservation, regarding 

natural, historical and cultural diversity can survive primarily by protecting urban identity and  
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memory; while every object, every structure within urban space, and tenants of the city play a 

significant role in revealing these phenomena. Yassiada, with a historical reflective quality, the 

social and the political dynamics of the era for Turkey and Istanbul, is the spatial image of a 

community that acknowledged a common past, meaning, and memory, that is a qualified whole of 

an urban identity and collective memory. This study was conducted in order to demonstrate the 

effects of the Conservation Development Plans for Yassiada, relating to the protection of urban 

identity and collective values. 

 

2.Method 

 

As one of the islands of the Prince Archipelago of Istanbul, Yassiada is selected as a case for this 

study. Aside from the conceptual study, the basic methods used included data collection, 

photography, and observation in the field. Furthermore, the 1/100.000 scale Istanbul Landscape 

Plan and report, 1/5000 scale Conservation Oriented Revision Master Zoning Plan prepared for 

Yassiada, and the 1/1000 Conservation Oriented Implementary Zoning Plan, plan notes, and plan 

reports are used as materials. 

 

3.Conceptual base of the study 

 

The geographic position, natural and historical fabric, and architectural structure of a city, 

economic and cultural lifestyle of the urbanites, and their unique traditions and customs constitute 

the identity of the city. It is this identity which emerges as a result of hundreds of years of 

accumulation and development, making a city distinct. 

 

The city is a living organism and just like all developed creatures, cities too have a brain and 

memory. The level of utilizing this memory deeply influences the form of city development. The 

brain of the city, that is the circles and decision makers who take care of and give direction to the 

city, at times interfere with the city’s memory. They attempt to organize reform and sort the 

information found there. Sometimes these interferences are carried out in such a radical and 

traumatic way that certain information is entirely erased from the memory. Examples of such 

interferences can easily be found in various cities in the world and in our country.  

 

One of the prerequisites for the creation of collective memory and therefore urban consciousness 

is the conservation of historic urban spaces that shed light to the city’s past and constitute a crucial 

portion of cultural richness (Banger, 2010) 

 

According to Laborde (1998), a city principally refers to a country or a nation. Coming into 

existence throughout the historical process, cities belong to the common memory of both 

inhabitants and outsiders. At the same time, cities represent historical and geographical data. The 
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identity of urban space is comprised of symbols, objects, and images that possess valuable 

meanings. 

 

Characterizing the commonality of urbanites, urban space can be defined as a stage from where 

the form of daily life emanates. Urban space is an area of life and identity. “Urban identity” can 

be described as the process of formation and organization of the body of designs in a city that was 

composed by different social groups, taking into consideration the past, the present and future of 

the city. Urban identity is connected with the history, the social dynamics, the policy, and the 

structured space of the society. Images that constitute identity may not always be homogenous. 

Urban identity is created through the dynamic relationship between the past, present, and the future 

(Galland, 1993). Urban identity is the sum of attributes that allow the city to be read with a 

separation from others or to become meaningful for people (Lynch, 2011). Urban identity also 

reflects the images of a community that accepts “reinterpreting a common past, memory, 

meaning”. A qualified urban identity emerges through the conservation of the urban heritage. The 

definition of “Memory: the power of consciously keeping in mind things encountered, subjects 

learned, and their relations to the past; intellect, memory, mind” (TLA dict.) This memory is based 

on selecting, understanding, and the reshaping of images and/or encounters from the past. (Stein, 

2003,p.74) 

 

Freud describes the formation process of memory not only as accumulation of perceptions, but 

also as perceptions coming together. Each new perception changes the existing structure. 

According to Halbwachs, there are two types of memory: individual memory, and collective 

(social) memory. The first one involves the personality framework, while the other one is related 

to the recollection of important memories in the mind of the society one belongs to. “Collective 

memory” is the distinguishing memory of a social group; in other words, it is the memory of this 

group that is not shared with other groups. This memory goes on without interruption, and 

maintains a continuous relation with the past. According to Halbwachs, collective memory is 

oriented within “space”. Images of urban space constitute a reference point to collective memory, 

which leads to reproduction of the past. The permanence/constancy of space is an unavoidable 

factor in the formation of memory and social identity. Space and memory constitute each other. 

  

As emphasized in the definitions, identity of each city is shaped by different values standing out 

depending on its current geographical conditions, culture and the region it is located in. It is not 

just the physical factors, but also the social and economic factors that may be influential in the 

formation of a city’s identity. Cultures and lifestyles of urbanites, the past, and the values of the 

city, the relationship the urbanites established with the city and the meanings they attribute to the 

urban spaces are all factors affecting a city’s identity.  
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Urban heritage, which is one of the elements of the formation and conservation of urban identity 

and collective memory, is a crucial source in preserving concepts like urban livability, social 

integration and efficiency. 

 

Conservation of urban identity and collective memory ensures the constitution of a sense of 

belonging, preservation of the cultural diversity and the urban image, as well as passing on of the 

urban heritage to upcoming generations.  Planning approaches are extremely important in the 

conservation of the urban identity and the memory. In this context, the conservation oriented 

zoning plans are application plans that contribute to special or unique structuring conditions and 

detailed design principles, and upper scale plan decisions, rather than just being application plans 

that receive data from upper scale plans that were considered for the entire city within the 

traditional planning stages (Zeren, 1990; Clark, 1999; Cecener, 2004; cited by Ozcan K).  

 

Especially in plans where unique structuring conditions and detailed design principles are 

determined, it is necessary to conduct processes of preparation, implementation, and supervision, 

starting with the decision-making process, with planning approaches that prioritize spatial, social, 

and cultural data. Otherwise it is impossible to conserve urban identity and collective identity in 

these plans. 

 

The goal of this study is to examine the developments regarding Yassiada that reflect the history, 

social and political dynamics of the period for Turkey and Istanbul, within the framework of 

Conservation Oriented Zoning Plans. It is also to discuss, as a result of these examinations, the 

effects of the plans in question in preserving the urban identity and collective memory.  

 

3.1. The geographic positioning of Yassiada in Istanbul and among the Prince’s Archipelago 

 

Comprising nine of the 25 islands in varying sizes in the Marmara Sea, Islands district is located 

within the borders of the city of Istanbul. The entire Islands have a total surface area of 1133 

hectares, 542 hectares of which is residential. Other sections are generally composed of 

woodlands, maquis shrubland, and rocky areas. Buyukada, Heybeliada, Kinaliada, Burgazada, and 

Sedefadai have residential areas, while Kasikadasi, Yassiada, Sivriada, and Tavsanadasi do not 

have any residential areas. 

 

Within the Istanbul provincial borders and Prince’s archipelago, Yassiada is situated at a visible 

distance on the Anatolian side, and is directly inside the radius of the sphere of influence of city 

silhouette from the coasts of Kadikoy, Bostanci, Maltepe and also is situated so it can be seen from 

Istanbul Marmara Coasts. It is not inhabited, and it is not open to public transportation as it was 

once used as a Military Zone. 
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Figure 1: Aerial photo showing the Princes Archipelago and the location of Yassiad 

 

 

 
Figure 2: Aerial photo of Yassiada 

 

Yassiada has a sloping topography with flora comprising of maquis and redwood; it enjoys 

biological diversity and ecological values. 

 

3.2.  Yassiada with Regards to Urban Identity and Collective Memory 

 

Initial historical records on Yassiada date back to the 4th Century. In the year of 860, a church had 

been built by the name Forty Saints with cellars underneath; and these cellars were used to 

imprison convicts sent to the island. In 1412, the island was the place where Ottomans defeated 
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the Byzantine army. The British Ambassador Sir Henry Bulwer had bought the island from Sultan 

Abdulmecit in 1858, and ordered the construction of a castle on the foundation of the Byzantine 

church on the coast, resembling the chateaus of the Middle Ages. The island was sold to the 

Egyptian Khedive Ismail Pasha. However, after a while the island became a place where fishermen 

and treasure hunters dwelled in. In 1947, Turkish Naval Forces Command established a training 

center in Yassiada.  

 

Becoming a prison for political prisoners, Yassiada is a significant place in Turkey’s political 

history. It is imprinted on the memories as the island that witnessed a painful period of our political 

history. It is where the members of the Democrat Party were put on trial, the then Prime Minister 

Adnan Menderes and his friends served time, and were sentenced to death. 

 

The Ottoman era castle ruins on the coast and on the hill, as well as the Byzantine Cistern can be 

found in Yassiada. Furthermore, the Cell structures on the island are acknowledged as a cultural 

property in need of 1st degree protection, while the Gymnasium that has witnessed historic events 

of the period is considered a certified structure. 

 

 
Figure 3. Castle Structure on the Coast 
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Figure 4. Cell Structures 

 

  
Figure 5. Certified Gymnasium on Yassiada, and A View from the Inside taken in June 6, 2014 
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Figure 6. Other Structures on Yassiada 

 

3.3. Examination of Yassiada In Terms of Spatial Plans 

 

Having been allocated to the Ministry of Defense to be used for military services in 1947, Yassiada 

was closed to all kinds of unauthorized use and visits. In 1979, Immovable Ancient Arts and High 

Commission of Monuments announced all islands to be “Natural and Historical Sites in Need of 

Protection”. 

 

Owned by the Treasury, and identified as a Military Zone, Yassiada was allocated to the Ministry 

of Culture and Tourism General Directorate of Cultural Assets and Museums in 2011 in order “to 

be used as a museum”. According to the 2011, 1/5000 scale Conservation Oriented Master Zoning 

Plan, Yassiada has been functionalized as a 1st Degree Natural Protected Area, Historical Protected 

Area, and 3rd Degree Archeological Protected Area, as well as a “Military Zone” (I. K. Yearbook 

2015, p. 25, 26). 

 

In 2012, Yassiada’s 1st degree Natural Protected Area status was removed, and it was decided that 

the island is chosen to be a sustainable conservation and restricted use area. In the year of 2013, 

the 1/5000 scale Conservation Oriented Master Zoning Plan Amendment, and the 1/1000 scale 

Implementary Zoning Plan Amendment regarding Yassiada were approved. 

• Utilization Decisions made in Yassiada Master Zoning Plan and Implementary Zoning 

Plan: 

 

Shown as 1st Degree Natural Protected Area, Historical Protected Area, and 3rd Degree 

Archeological Protected Area, and a “Military Zone”, Yassiada was later included in the “3rd 

Degree Archeological Protected Area” in the 1/5000 scale Conservation Oriented Revision Master 

Zoning Plan of 2013. This plan also suggested temporary single-story structuring that shall not 

disturb the natural composition in the touristic areas, specifically in the area determined as the 
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“Tourism + Cultural Facility Area” where “Sustainable Conservation and Restricted Use Limit” 

had also been set. 

 

However, it is observed that multi-story touristic facility and cultural facility constructions have 

started on Yassiada, and in that context, decisions towards structure layouts that are balanced and 

would not disturb the natural texture as stated in the 1/5000 scale plans have not been implemented. 

 

According to the Conservation Oriented Implementary Zoning Plan, the floor area ratio indicated 

for the “Tourism + Cultural Facility Area” is 0.30. The fact that this ratio will be calculated over 

the current land title area, and that the 1st basement will be excluded from this ratio, a further 

increase in the floor heights is in question. This situation will spoil the city silhouette that is 

influential on identity and memory, and have a negative effect on Yassiada’s silhouette. 

 

• According to the Code of Protection of Cultural and Natural Assets No. 2863,  

Conservation Oriented Zoning is: “plans that are prepared in the protected areas, situation of which 

is determined by the Conservation Oriented Zoning Code of Protection of Cultural and Natural 

Assets, constituting the structuring restrictions prepared according to the existing maps, 

conservation principles and terms of use, improvement, renewal areas and projects, application 

stages, open area system, densities, parcel designs, local ownership, participant area management 

models, while bearing in mind the area’s interaction transition zone; and with a scale that is 

required by master and implementary zoning plans that constitute a whole with planning decisions, 

plan notes and description reports.” With this statement, the importance of participation in these 

plans is highlighted. 

 

The interaction transition zones indicated in the conservation oriented zoning plans are 

ecologically important areas that directly influence the natural assets and protected areas. These 

areas that remain between the sections that would affect the protected regions or strict nature 

reserves, or outside of the protected area, must be taken into consideration during the preparation 

process of plans. In this regard, the Environmental Planning Report points out that the archipelago 

within the Istanbul ecosystem is a whole, and since these islands were analyzed within the forest 

areas in the Marmara Sea along with the northern forests in the entirety of city of Istanbul, they 

present an authentic structure with regards to Istanbul’s natural assets and ecology.  

 

Furthermore, it is asserted in this report that Yassiada enjoys a crucial position in terms of 

Istanbul’s unique city silhouette. It is observed that in the 1/5000 and 1/1000 scale Conservation 

Oriented Zoning Plan prepared for Yassiada, which is included in the Princes Archipelago that is 

acknowledged as a historical and cultural location with natural assets due to their natural and 

unnatural data, the “interaction transition zones” were not taken into consideration, and that their 

association with the settlement they are in is not established.  
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Another matter is the fact that the “participant area management models” indicated in the 

definition of Conservation Oriented Zoning were not set in the Yassiada plans, and that the relevant 

professional chambers, non-governmental organizations, and the related departments of 

universities are not included in the “plan preparation process”. 

 

• The status of zoning plans in terms of coast use and public interest: 

It appears that the 1/1000 scale Conservation Oriented Revision Implementary Zoning Plan of 

Yassiada does not include functions regarding piers for coastal use, natural beach areas, and natural 

rocky areas. The Coastal Law, however indicates that public interest shall be observed on coast 

lines, with their natural and cultural characteristics open to preservation and benefit of society. It 

is foreseen that the coast use laid out in the Yassiada Zoning Plans are arranged as areas that are 

open private use to a greater extent (such as hotels, cafes and restaurants), rather than to purposes 

that look out for commonwealth.  

 

Furthermore, the 1/5000 scale Revision MZP and the 1/1000 scale Conservation Oriented Revision 

Implementary Zoning Plan indicate that the provisions of Coastal Law are regarded as invalid. On 

the other hand, it is understood that this situation will remove the sustainability of public use areas 

and therefore become against the public interest. Moreover, in spite of the fact that the Ottoman 

era castle ruins on the coast and on the hill and the Byzantine cistern and cell structures were 

registered as 1st degree cultural assets to be protected, while the gymnasium was certified as a 2nd 

degree cultural asset that requires protection due to the fact that it has witnessed historic events of 

the period, it is observed that the functions to be attributed to these particular structures are not 

indicated in the Conservation Oriented Zoning Zoning Plans, and they are not associated to the 

other functions brought in by the plan. 

 

 

As a result of examinations, it can be seen that the Yassiada plans are investor-oriented with 

projects unfolding on a singular scale, rather than having public interest as the primary objective. 

In other words, they are not holistic.  Urban identity and memory are not protected due to project-

based approaches that are oriented towards privatization and rent creation, instead of the concept 

of planning-based approaches that are based on principles of city planning and fundamentals of 

public interest. In fact, sustainable conservation and development of such areas requires protection 

of local values such as identity and memory, and shall act as instruments that contribute to spatial, 

social and economic values, rather than having “touristic or cultural functions” as objectives.  
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Figure 7. Natural view of Yassiada, its project and its status under construction  

 

4. Concluding Remarks 

 

Natural, historical, cultural and urban heritage are source-like values that constitute collective 

memory awareness by establishing a bond between the past and the future, and developing the 

feeling of belonging to a place and a culture. Reflecting the history, social and political dynamics 

of an era, Yassiada is the spatial image of a community that acknowledged a common past, 

meaning and memory. 

 

As in the example of the selected case study, objectives and goals were unable to be identified 

towards the formation and preservation of identity and memory in areas with national and 
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international scale urban values. In fact, the “Sustainable Conservation and Restricted Use Limit” 

function that was determined for Yassiada is supposed to generate a planning model, and 

contribute to the preservation and development of urban heritage. 

 

It is observed that the plans made for Yassiada, which is discussed within the context of cultural 

heritage in terms of urban recollection and collective memory, focus on urban tourism or cultural 

tourism, while the sustainable conservation oriented zoning strategies were ignored in the process 

of construction. 

 

While emphasizing the importance of conservation plans on urban identity and collective memory 

in this case study it is observed that; 

 

• Being a significant place in terms of Turkey’s political history, this island was zoned for 

construction under the name of Island of Democracy and Freedom, and transformed into 

an island of hotels, 

• The island was zoned for construction with Tourism and cultural facility functions via the 

Yassiada Conservation Oriented Revision Master Zoning Plan and Revision 

Implementation Zoning Plan, and it was not preserved in terms of urban identity and 

collective memory; that the natural, historical and cultural assets nestled in the island were 

not protected due to the structuring that was brought upon, that this way it will be removed 

from the idea of urban identity and collective memory, leading to a failure in reflecting the 

traces of the past, 

• The fact that these plans deemed the provisions of “Coastal Law” invalid, and excluded 

the region from the Coastal Law will eliminate the sustainability of the public-use areas, 

and that this situation is against the benefit of public, 

• The “participant area management models” as stated in the Conservation Law were not 

generated, 

• The sustainable conservation and development of Yassiada is not possible with a planning 

approach that positions the Tourism and Cultural facility function as the goal, 

• The floor area ratio decisions determined for the “Tourism + Cultural Facility Area” 

disturbs the city silhouette and creates a negative impact on Yassiada, 

• While Yassiada is on the brink of losing its current values due to pressure of structuring 

and privatization on the coastline being reflected on the plans, and to tourism and rant-

oriented arrangements, the conservation plans and conservation decisions prepared for and 

implemented on it are not sufficient means in preserving a local, regional, national memory 

and identity, and in transferring the urban heritage to the next generations. 

 

It is crucial to develop strategies for achieving conservation balance, urban growth and quality 

in life for the sake of the future of societies. It is impossible for conservation plans to succeed 
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if they lack the spatial planning approaches, strategies and policies in relation to identity and 

memory.    
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