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Foreword

In a time marked by macro-level threats 

such as wars, disasters, and crises, along 

with the severe rise of poverty, is it naive to 

bring ‘well-being’ in cities into the discussi-

on? On the other hand, what do the voices 

of ‘we will heal,’ raised by the survivors 

from Antakya after the devastating Febru-

ary 6 earthquakes, tell us as they collecti-

vely mourn the loss of their city? Contrary 

to the approach that individualizes healing 

and views well-being as a concept solely 

related to personal development, discon-

nected from community dynamics, as the 

Center for Spatial Justice-CSJ (Mekanda 

Adalet Derneği-MAD), we invite everyone to 

reflect on the impact of cities on the health 

and well-being of society, and to engage in 

discussions and advocacy on the politics of 

well-being.

This report, prepared as part of the “Ri-

ght to the City and Well-Being Policies for Fa-

irer Local Government” project supported 

by the Consulate/Embassy of the Kingdom 

of the Netherlands’ MATRA Fund, explores 

how urban policies in Turkey can be more 

restorative and supportive of well-being. 

We assess the health impacts of urban po-

licies through the concept of well-being and 

discuss how a public-health and well-being 

centered approach can be integrated into 

both the creation and implementation of 

urban policy.

In our 2021 report, Urban Transformation 

and Well-being in Istanbul, we took the first 

step in introducing the concept of “well-be-

ing” into urban studies. We examined the 

relationship between urban transformation 

processes and social well-being, providing 

local governments with policy recommen-

dations for prioritizing well-being in these 

processes. Drawing from those insights, this 

report broadens our focus, emphasizing the 

need for municipal services to be designed 

with a more integrated approach. Rather 

than quick fixes for everyday issues through 

populist policies, we stress the importance 

of embedding a well-being perspective ac-

ross all policies as part of a broader political 

vision and commitment.

We present this report as a guide for po-

litical parties and municipalities to reshape 

urban policies during and after the 2024 Lo-

cal Elections, and consider it a starting point 

for a discussion on the layered impacts of 

these policies on city residents. We hope the 

framework proposed here will be integrated 

not only into the programs of local govern-

ment leaders but also embraced by citizens 

and civil society organizations alike.

We extend our thanks to our project 

consultants, Assoc. Prof. Fatih Artvinli,1 Dr. 

İlker Kayı,2 Dr. Kumru Çılgın,3 and Prof. Sel-

ma Karabey,4 as well as to our researcher, 

Ayça Yüksel.5 We are also grateful to the ad-

vocates, experts, and researchers who par-

ticipated in the inquiry meetings and work-

shops, and to the volunteers and the entire 

MAD team for their dedicated support of the 

project.

On behalf of the Center for Spatial Justice,

Bahar Bayhan
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Executive Summary

In contemporary Turkey, cities have 

become spaces where complex, layered 

issues emerge, exacerbated by ineffective 

urbanization and governance processes. 

Social challenges—such as the destruction 

and losses in disasters, heightened social 

conflict driven by waves of migration, hate 

and political pressure targeting diverse 

identities, as well as deepening poverty 

and deprivation—are tied not only to large-

scale policies but also to approaches and 

policies at the local level. This convention-

al model of governance and urbanization, 

which disempowers residents and fails 

to develop comprehensive solutions for 

problems and needs, has an often-over-

looked yet significant impact: the deterio-

ration of public health. The loss of life and 

trauma resulting from disasters, anxiety 

stemming from inequality and injustice, 

increasing suicide rates due to financial 

hardship, and chronic illnesses linked to 

inadequate housing conditions are just a 

few examples illustrating the link between 

urban issues and public health. How our 

cities are managed and designed deter-

mines societal well-being.

Health is not merely a concept related 

to illness. The World Health Organization 

(WHO) defines health not merely as the 

lack of disease, but as a state of complete 

physical, mental, and social well-being. 

This perspective on well-being offers a 

comprehensive and holistic framework for 

understanding health, extending it beyond 

a medical or biological phenomenon. It 

recognizes health as a social construct, en-

compassing individuals’ and communities’ 

living conditions, opportunities, rights, 

and a perspective on justice. Well-being 

is inherently local and contextual, shaped 

by social, cultural, political, economic, 

ecological, and spatial factors. This social 

understanding reframes health issues, 

avoiding the notion that their roots lie in 

individual deficiencies, and emphasizes 

the importance of not only treating illness 

but also protecting health and taking pre-

ventive measures. In essence, the well-be-

ing approach highlights the need to trans-

form conditions that harm health and to 

develop mechanisms that support it.

Evaluating cities from a well-being 

perspective reveals the layered complexi-

ty of urban issues, exposing the need for 

a multidimensional approach in policies 

aimed at addressing these challenges and 

meeting community needs. This perspec-

tive also underscores that urban policies 

should not merely sustain survival condi-

tions but should fulfill the requirements 

for a dignified and fulfilling life. In this re-

gard, local governments—responsible for 

the management and design of cities—are 

pivotal actors whose urban policies can 

profoundly influence public health, either 

positively or negatively.

This study is not the first to address the 

impact of urbanization on public health. In 

Turkey, the number of municipalities join-

ing the Healthy Cities Association (HCA), 

established to promote the WHO’s “healthy 

cities” approach, is on the rise. While the 

healthy cities approach emphasizes reduc-

ing inequality and injustice in urban areas, 

it is implemented in Turkey through iso-

lated projects rather than being integrated 

across all municipal policies. As a result, 

the urban policies developed by munici-

palities to address urban issues and meet 

community needs can adversely affect var-

ious social groups, further deepening ex-

isting problems. For example, urban trans-

formation processes—often seen as key to 

earthquake-resistant cities—are, in reality, 

irreversibly damaging existing residential 

areas. In poorer neighborhoods, these pro-

cesses lead to the breakdown of social and 

economic solidarity, exacerbating poverty 

and deprivation. Ultimately, these disrup-

tions harm community mental health, in 

some cases with fatal consequences.

Urban policies need to be evaluated 

through a well-being perspective, and this 

approach should be integrated into the 

development of local policies. This per-

spective emphasizes that the process is 

just as important as the outcomes, urging 

municipalities not to limit their approach 

to health within the confines of health de-

partments or by simply expanding health 

services. Instead, it calls attention to the 

importance of intersectionality and a ho-

listic framework across all policies.

A well-being approach in urban poli-

cies raises the question, “Whose well-be-

ing?” especially in cities with diverse, 

multi-identity, and multicultural popula-

tions that also serve as habitats for non-hu-

man life. When city administrations view 

well-being solely as “individual well-be-
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ing,” there’s a risk that policies will reflect 

exclusionary, conflict-driven attitudes to-

ward social groups marginalized or unwel-

come by the majority. For this reason, the 

proposed framework is rooted in the pro-

tection of human rights and a rights-based 

approach. Additionally, it recognizes that 

urban society consists not only of humans 

and advocates for the right to life for all life 

forms within the city.

A key concept underlying the well-be-

ing approach in urban policies is the 

“right to the city.” While not a legal term, 

the right to the city is recognized in in-

ternational agreements and has found 

a place within the visions of central and 

local governments. For municipalities, 

acknowledging this right is a prerequisite 

for fostering community well-being. It cre-

ates space for residents to engage socially, 

assert their stake in their cities and their 

right to participate in decision-making, 

cultivate a sense of belonging, and collab-

oratively shape urban life around shared 

aspirations.

The Guiding Principles for Ensuring 

Well-being in Cities report outlines 15 prin-

ciples designed to help local governments 

connect their decision-making and policy 

development processes with public health 

and well-being and embed a well-being 

approach across all policies. These prin-

ciples, shaped by a literature review and 

findings from inquiry meetings and work-

shops, are not meant to serve as a ready-

made policy list. Instead, they highlight es-

sential considerations to prioritize during 

decision-making and policy formulation. 

1. Participation and 
Deliberation

Participation is a key factor in realizing 

well-being and the right to the city. Local 

governments are responsible for establish-

ing the active participation of citizens—

each with unique needs and perspectives—

in urban policy. Recognizing and enabling 

citizens’ say over urban spaces and includ-

ing them in decision-making processes 

not only strengthens individuals’ sense of 

responsibility but also fosters a sense of 

belonging, which directly impacts their 

mental, physical, and social well-being. 

For this reason, individuals, communities, 

and rights-based local organizations must 

be seen as central actors in urban gover-

nance, planning, budgeting, and design. 

Citizens should be viewed not only as sub-

jects who voice their needs and demands 

but also as agents who actively participate 

in decision-making and execution. One 

such tool is negotiation-based conflict 

resolution, which strengthens active par-

ticipation mechanisms, allows individuals 

to be acknowledged as legitimate political 

actors in the city, and positively supports 

social well-being. 

2. The Right to Use

Local governments should prioritize 

the public good in urban policies, ensur-

ing that all city residents have the right 

to access and use resources and spaces. 

Focusing on the value of use rather than 

commercial gain enhances community 

well-being. Distributing resources equita-

bly based on the right of use, rather than 

on commercial interests, supports income 

equality and contributes to overall well-be-

ing. Building fairer cities is possible by 

safeguarding the common good and the 

right of everyone to use and experience 

urban spaces.

3. Public Benefit

In line with a well-being perspective, 

local governments should aim to ensure 

the fair distribution, use, and protection of 

urban resources for the benefit of the pub-

lic. This concept of public benefit refers 

not to the interests of public institutions 

but to the collective good of all residents 

living together. 

4. Ecological Perspective

Today, neoliberal economic policies 

push the planet’s boundaries, intensify 

the multiple crises of our time—especial-

ly the climate crisis—and make clear the 

urgent need for cities to transform toward 

ecological and social resilience. The state 

of the climate, planet, biodiversity, and 

ecosystems is closely tied to the mental, 

physical, and social well-being of urban 
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residents. Therefore, local governments 

must ground urban policies in an ecolog-

ical perspective. For current and future 

well-being, urban policies should avoid 

damaging ecosystems, maintain a balance 

between conservation and use, and focus 

on ecological resilience and adaptation to 

potential climate impacts.

5. Gender Perspective

To promote well-being in cities, urban 

policies must account for the role of gen-

der inequality. Local governments should 

design their policies, services, and prac-

tices with gender sensitivity, creating saf-

er, more livable, and equitable cities for 

women and LGBTQ+ individuals. Given the 

unique vulnerabilities and diverse urban 

needs of women and LGBTQ+ communi-

ties, it is essential to avoid a one-size-fits-

all approach and instead develop tailored 

policies that address these specific experi-

ences.

6. Inclusivity and Pluralism

To ensure social well-being, local gov-

ernments must base all urban policies and 

services on inclusivity and pluralism. Ev-

ery individual—regardless of culture, be-

liefs, lifestyle, or intersecting identities—

should be recognized and given equal 

access to opportunities and resources. 

Policies designed solely around the needs 

of the general population or majority hin-

der true inclusivity. Therefore, to foster 

well-being, it is crucial for local govern-

ments to adopt a pluralistic approach that 

respects the representation and voices of 

minority and vulnerable groups.

7. Community and 
Solidarity-Based

Urban policies must support indi-

viduals’ ability to form and sustain com-

munities. People’s relationships and 

interactions with others and with their 

surroundings are key determinants of so-

cial well-being. Developing strong connec-

tions to one’s environment and fostering 

social relationships empower individuals 

and help them become more resilient to 

the challenges of urban life. Therefore, to 

enhance social well-being, urban policies 

should create conditions that encourage 

solidarity-based community skills and pro-

mote social integration.

8. Rights-Based

A fundamental principle for establish-

ing well-being in cities is a rights-based ap-

proach that respects the right to life for all 

residents, both human and non-human. 

Building urban policies around respect for 

human rights, and ensuring their realiza-

tion, moves beyond passive, charity-based 

approaches that foster dependency and 

instead promotes individuals’ and commu-

nities’ sense of social justice and self-em-

powerment. In addition to fundamental 

human rights, a rights-based approach 

includes recognizing the right to life for 

all living beings within the city and en-

compasses the right to the city itself. This 

approach is essential across all activities of 

local governments—from decision-mak-

ing and services to planning, projects, and 

participation processes.

9. Integrated

To establish well-being in cities, local 

governments must design urban policies 

in an integrated manner, linking various 

decisions, actions, and processes to en-

sure consistency. An integrated perspec-

tive acknowledges the multidimensional 

nature of urban challenges and recognizes 

the need for solutions and services that are 

intersectionally designed. Structuring pol-

icies in this integrated way allows for an 

understanding of the interconnected con-

ditions that either support or undermine 

urban well-being.

10. Accessibility

Local governments should consider so-

cial, physical, and economic accessibility 

in their decision-making methods, urban 

policies, and service delivery. Designing 

urban policies with accessibility as a core 

principle helps reduce social inequalities, 

supports vulnerable groups in establishing 

independent lives, and promotes social 

justice, thereby actively supporting the im-

provement of overall well-being.

11. Sustainability

Local governments should aim for ur-

ban policies and services that meet today’s 

needs and demands while preserving the 

social, economic, and environmental con-

ditions that sustain well-being into the fu-

ture. This sustainability approach involves 

building structures that ensure the longev-

ity of these conditions and implementing 

policies that have a long-term perspective 

and are designed to last. In this way, urban 

policies can support current well-being 

while securing it for future generations.

 

12. Transparency and 
Accountability

Ensuring transparency and account-

ability in the planning and implementation 

of urban policies allows local governments 

to foster a sense of trust in urban life. It 

provides residents with the opportunity to 

oversee municipal activities, and strength-

ens individuals’ and communities’ sense 
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of responsibility toward the city. Thereby, 

it helps guarantee the fair distribution of 

resources and services and prevents favor-

itism in city governance.

13. Equality and 
Coexistence

Embracing the values of equality 

and coexistence in urban policies lays 

the groundwork for establishing social 

well-being. By preventing divisive practic-

es that urban policies may unintentionally 

create, this approach reinforces a founda-

tion for a fairer and more inclusive urban 

life.

14. Restorative

To foster well-being, it is essential for 

local governments to recognize and ini-

tiate processes to address past mistakes, 

misconduct, and injustices. Adopting a 

restorative approach in urban policies re-

quires taking action toward collective care 

and the revitalization of urban life.

15. Resilient

Resilient urban policies are designed 

to prepare for, adapt to, and respond to 

challenges such as natural disasters, pan-

demics, and sudden influxes of migration. 

Designing policies with resilience in mind 

mitigates risks, hazards, and damage while 

ensuring a fair transition through chang-

ing conditions, ultimately supporting the 

community’s future well-being.

Centering these guiding principles in 

decision-making and policy development 

will help transform conditions that nega-

tively impact urban well-being and foster 

mechanisms, decisions, and policies that 

support it. Rather than serving as a ready-

made list of policies, these principles 

should be viewed as a guide to assessing 

the impact of policies on well-being. Rec-

ognizing that urban policies may need to 

be tailored to local differences and con-

texts, it is essential to consider the inter-

connections among these principles and 

to carefully plan their practical applica-

tion. This approach represents a crucial 

step toward putting the framework pro-

posed in this report into concrete action.

Photograph: Sena Nur Gölcük

1514



Cities can be seen as spaces where 

diverse social groups coexist, marked by 

historical and cultural layers and rich in 

shared resources essential to the revital-

ization of everyday life—such as transpor-

tation, healthcare, education, and hous-

ing. Although cities still hold the potential 

for liberation, self-realization, encounters 

with difference, and access to cultural, 

economic, political, and social opportuni-

ties for a better life, they also continue to 

be places where numerous complex issues 

persist.

Today, around 58% of the global pop-

ulation lives in cities, a figure projected to 

rise to 68% by 2050.6 Cities are becoming 

spaces where populations concentrate, 

construction booms, consumer zones ex-

pand, and fast-paced lifestyles multiply—

ultimately making it increasingly difficult 

to maintain a good quality of life. In Tur-

key, urban areas are seeing a rise in pov-

erty, rapidly escalating housing and living 

costs, widespread job insecurity, and sig-

nificant gaps in urban infrastructure and 

services. Access to essential public ser-

vices is often inequitable, while opportu-

nities for a livable physical and social envi-

ronment are dwindling. Social and spatial 

conflicts and segregation have surged to 

unprecedented levels, alongside growing 

violence toward women, LGBTQ+ commu-

nities, animals, and ecosystems. Cities are 

also increasingly vulnerable to crises and 

disasters. Urban residents face intersect-

ing inequalities based on class, ethnicity, 

race, belief, gender, sexual orientation, 

body, age, and species. As these identities 

intersect, inequalities become more lay-

ered and severe.

Since the 2000s, cities have increas-

ingly experienced a layered process of 

ecological, social, and cultural urbicide 

(the deliberate destruction of urban life). 

In this neoliberal and patriarchal wave of 

dispossession, the construction industry 

has become the dominant force in shaping 

and governing cities, often at the expense 

of public welfare. This process has inflict-

ed wounds that go beyond physical trans-

formation. The bonds that people have 

with one another, with non-human life, 

and with their environment have weak-

ened; urban nature, culture, and memo-

ry are being erased; and city dwellers are 

being separated from the skills, practices, 

and relationships essential for a just and 

good life. Spaces for encounter, dialogue, 

and negotiation are diminishing. Despite 

this bleak picture, movements advocating 

for the right to the city—working to create 

opportunities for coexistence and make 

spaces more livable—are on the rise.

The most significant yet often 
invisible and unmeasurable 
impact of the complex, multi-
layered issues in cities is the 
deterioration of public health 
and overall well-being. 

Cities in 
Transformation, 
Well-being in Flux
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The most significant yet often invisi-

ble and unmeasurable impact of the com-

plex, multi-layered issues in cities is the 

deterioration of public health and overall 

well-being. According to the WHO, health 

is not simply the absence of illness but a 

state of complete mental, physical, and 

social well-being.7 When cities are evalu-

ated through a well-being lens, it becomes 

evident that the decline in public health 

is multi-layered and driven by complex 

dynamics. For instance, groups facing 

eviction are simultaneously deprived of 

their basic housing rights, separated from 

neighborhoods where they feel a sense of 

belonging, and forced into substandard, 

unsafe housing that is often misaligned 

with their socioeconomic conditions. This 

layered housing crisis creates anxiety and 

stress, leading to mental health issues 

that, in turn, affect physical health. Addi-

tionally, poor housing conditions (such as 

damp, flood-prone, or earthquake-vulner-

able homes) pose direct threats to physical 

health. In short, as dissatisfaction with 

urban living grows, there is an increasing 

need for a societal recovery process.

Macro-level issues that disrupt soci-

etal well-being, such as poverty, housing 

needs, and a lack of preparedness for di-

sasters and crises, are as much related to 

the decisions and policies of the central 

government as they are to the urban pol-

icies of local governments. When local 

administrations overlook dynamics of 

inequality in their services and approach 

social needs with a blanket perspective, 

well-being is undermined. Yet, munici-

palities are key actors at the local level, 

capable of initiating recovery and sup-

porting well-being. Traditional approach-

es—characterized by short-term, populist, 

project-based, and entrepreneurial poli-

cies—often appear to address urban issues 

but instead intensify them, impacting the 

well-being of different social groups in var-

ious ways. For instance, hobby gardening 

initiatives, intended to encourage urban 

agriculture, can lead to the irreversible 

displacement of traditional market gar-

deners. Similarly, gender-based transit 

card policies in public transportation may 

pose a risk for LGBTQ+ communities and 

expose them to potential discrimination. 

Therefore, local governments must adopt 

principled and integrated programs that 

prioritize well-being in their urban poli-

cies.

While “a participatory governance ap-

proach” is often reflected in the political 

rhetoric and strategy documents of local 

governments,8 its practical application 

in daily life is much harder to discern. 

Rights-based local solidarity networks, or-

ganizations, and collaborations with civil 

society—which are essential for fully im-

plementing participatory mechanisms—

are seldom seen. Yet, local governments 

should not ignore the demands emerging 

from movements advocating for the right 

to the city. Participation is not merely a 

symbolic process of gathering opinions 

through tools like surveys. On the contrary, 

participation signifies the responsibility of 

local governments to create spaces and 

develop conditions that enable residents 

not only to participate but also to become 

active agents and foster solidarity within 

local communities.

One of the major issues globally is that 

widely accepted principles and goals of 

urban governance often remain confined 

to strategic plans without translating into 

action. According to a report by the Public 

Expenditure Monitoring Platform in 2015, 

the primary reasons for this include lim-

ited budgets for local governments com-

pared to central administration, a lack 

of spending plans aligned with identified 

needs, goals, and principles, the outsourc-

ing of municipal services to companies 

prioritizing commercial interests, and in-

sufficient funding for social expenditures 

and urgent needs such as earthquake risk 

mitigation.9 

The Guiding Principles for Ensuring 

Well-Being in Cities report aims to highlight 

the relationship between individual and 

societal well-being and urban policies. It 

outlines key principles that local govern-

ments should consider in their policy de-

velopment and decision-making processes 

to protect and enhance well-being. The 

report emphasizes the importance of be-

ing process-oriented in addition to focus-

ing on needs, data, and outcomes/effects. 

It underscores that not only quantitative 

metrics but also the quality and manner in 

which processes are carried out play a de-

cisive role in public health and well-being. 

Photograph: Emirkan Cörüt
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For a fairer urban life that supports socie-

tal well-being, the report stresses the need 

for local governments to focus not only 

on delivering specific services but also on 

assessing the impact of these services in 

light of the identified guiding principles.

In the following pages of 
Guiding Principles for Ensuring 
Well-being in Cities, the key 
concepts of well-being and 
the right to the city—identified 
as central to the project—are 
explained, along with how 
these concepts relate to each 
other and to local government 
policies.

In the following pages of Guiding Prin-

ciples for Ensuring Well-being in Cities, the 

key concepts of well-being and the right 

to the city—identified as central to the 

project—are explained, along with how 

these concepts relate to each other and 

to local government policies. The section 

The Role of Local Governments in Support-

ing Well-being identifies issues within the 

current policy-making and decision-mak-

ing processes of local governments in 

Turkey and examines their impact and re-

sponsibility concerning public health and 

well-being. The Methodology and Findings 

section presents findings on urban policy 

practices that support community well-be-

ing, drawn from a review of national and 

international literature, two inquiry meet-

ings, and a workshop conducted as part of 

the project. The Guiding Principles section 

outlines 15 guiding principles developed 

based on literature review, inquiry meet-

ings, and workshop findings.

A Measure of Livable Cities: 
Well-being

The concept of well-being10 can be de-

fined as the result of individuals feeling 

good, satisfied, and adequate across phys-

ical, mental/emotional, and social dimen-

sions. In its broadest sense, well-being 

refers to people’s capacity to lead healthy, 

creative, and fulfilling lives.11 Well-being is 

both more than and distinct from happi-

ness and quality of life, as it encompasses 

not only being satisfied and happy with life 

but also personal growth, self-actualiza-

tion, and contributing to society through 

these processes.12

The WHO defines health not merely as 

the absence of illness and disability but as 

a state of complete physical, mental, and 

social well-being.13 Developed in 1948 in 

the aftermath of World War II, this defi-

nition, although debated in some aspects 

today,14 diverges from medical approaches 

that link diseases and health issues solely 

to individual physical attributes. Instead, it 

underscores the significance of social and 

environmental conditions as determinants 

of health.

Grounded in the outcomes of the 10th 

Global Conference on Health Promotion in 

2021, the legacy of the 1986 Ottawa Char-

ter, and previous global health promotion 

conferences, the WHO’s Geneva Charter for 

Well-being (2022) underscores the urgent 

need to create sustainable “well-being 

societies” focused on health equity for 

present and future generations—without 

exceeding ecological boundaries.15 Ac-

cording to the Charter, well-being societies 

must provide individuals with the founda-

tions necessary to live healthy and fulfill-

ing lives, regardless of where they reside. 

This calls for a health vision that integrates 

mental, physical, and social well-being. 

Well-being societies are defined as com-

munities that embody human rights, so-

cial and environmental justice, solidarity, 

gender and intergenerational equality, and 

principles of peace. This vision also imag-

ines an ecological way of life rooted in rec-

iprocity and respect between humans and 

non-human beings, as well as reconcilia-

tion with nature. As outlined in the Geneva 

Charter, well-being societies consider the 

well-being of not only humans but also the 

planet itself.

The Health in All Policies (HiAP) ap-

proach was developed to embed an in-

clusive perspective on public health into 

policies and decision-making processes. 

Informed by the principles of the Alma 

Ata Declaration, the Ottawa Charter, the 

final report of the Commission on Social 

Determinants of Health, and the Rio Po-

litical Declaration on Social Determinants 

of Health, this approach emphasizes that 

health protection and promotion extend 

beyond the provision of healthcare ser-

vices. It underscores that all government 

policies can impact health and may con-

tribute to health inequities. HiAP is a col-

laborative approach that aims to improve 

health by integrating a health perspective 

into decision-making processes across 

sectors and policy areas.16 In this respect, 

HiAP supports shaping urban policies to 

actively protect and promote health and 

well-being.

Prioritizing well-being is 
a political choice; when 
integrated into public 
planning, spending, budgeting, 
and management processes, 
indicators of community well-
being improve.

Prioritizing well-being is a political 

choice; when integrated into public plan-

ning, spending, budgeting, and manage-

ment processes, indicators of community 

well-being improve. Inclusivity, equality, 

and direct participation are fundamental 

conditions for promoting and enhancing 

well-being and public health on a holistic 

scale.

Today, two mainstream approaches 

to well-being are widely recognized. The 

first, objective well-being, emphasizes 
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quality-of-life indicators such as income 

and housing, along with fundamental con-

ditions like education, health, and social 

networks. The parameters of well-being 

outlined by the Organisation for Economic 

Co-operation and Development (OECD) ex-

emplify this approach.17 These parameters 

are divided into two categories: current 

and future well-being. For current well-be-

ing, the following dimensions are high-

lighted: (1) Income and Wealth, (2) Work 

and Job Quality, (3) Housing, (4) Health, 

(5) Knowledge and Skills, (6) Environmen-

tal Quality, (7) Subjective Well-being, (8) 

Safety, (9) Work-Life Balance, and (10) So-

cial Connections, (11) Civic Engagement. 

For future well-being, the focus shifts to: 

(1) Natural Capital, (2) Economic Capital, 

(3) Social Capital, and (4) Human Capital.

The second approach, subjective 

well-being, emphasizes the personal and 

emotional dynamics in individuals’ lives, 

focusing on the spiritual or psychological 

aspects of well-being. According to the 

WHO, social (objective) well-being is not 

simply the sum of individual well-being; 

rather, it is a holistic concept that evalu-

ates human development across physical, 

psychological, social, cultural, economic, 

and environmental dimensions. The WHO 

stresses that well-being and a quality life 

for individuals are achievable only within 

the context of a community.18

In Guiding Principles for Ensuring 

Well-being in Cities, the well-being frame-

work focuses on the interaction between 

personal and social well-being, especial-

ly in relation to policies shaping urban 

spaces and the right to the city. It uses 

Amartya Sen’s capability approach,19 which 

posits that a primary factor in well-being 

is whether individuals can be the main 

agents in their own lives. For individuals 

to fully assume agency, they must develop 

the skills, actions, abilities, potential, and 

opportunities necessary to pursue their 

valued goals.20 Essentially, this approach 

highlights the tension between individu-

als’ current circumstances and their aspi-

rations and goals for their own lives.

People always aspire to live in better 

conditions and develop desires toward 

this goal. According to Sen’s approach, 

achieving a better life requires first im-

proving individuals’ capabilities to realize 

the life they aspire to. What fundamentally 

determines individuals’ well-being is the 

enhancement of their existing personal 

resources and capabilities.

In short, an individual’s well-being is 

determined by the extent to which they 

can realize their potential. Achieving 

well-being depends on the conditions and 

opportunities available for individuals to 

fulfill that potential. This report argues 

that, for well-being to be fully established, 

it is not enough for individuals to have 

agency only in their personal lives; they 

must also be able to act as agents within 

urban life—participating in governance, 

decision-making, and production.

The Right to the City for a 
Shared and Just Life

The right to the city extends beyond 

access to urban services or basic human 

rights provided by local governments. It 

entails the right to collectively participate 

in transforming the city around shared de-

mands. First introduced by Henri Lefebvre 

in 1968 and later expanded by David Har-

vey, the concept of the right to the city em-

bodies the struggles of urban social move-

ments worldwide.21 It refers to residents 

reclaiming urban space for its use value, 

assuming responsibility for urban life, and 

reimagining and recreating the city collec-

tively. The right to the city envisions trans-

forming urban spaces through collective 

demands, pointing toward a new urban 

imagination. It encompasses the rights 

of all inhabitants to access, occupy, and 

reclaim their cities, liberating them from 
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market and political power dynamics, and 

shaping them into fairer, more inclusive, 

safe, and sustainable environments to be 

collectively governed and enjoyed by all.22

The right to the city offers a grassroots 

framework for rethinking cities and urban 

life based on principles of social justice, 

equality, democracy, and sustainability. 

By addressing urban issues that a basic 

human rights perspective may overlook, it 

has gained a place in international agree-

ments and in the visions of central and 

local governments. For instance, Goal 11 

of the United Nations’ 2030 Sustainable 

Development Goals is dedicated to “Sus-

tainable Cities and Communities.” Simi-

larly, the “New Urban Agenda” adopted at 

the United Nations Conference on Hous-

ing and Sustainable Urban Development 

(Habitat III) emphasizes building the right 

to the city and improving urban quality of 

life, particularly in the context of gender 

equality.23

According to Article 2 of the World 

Charter on the Right to the City, a document 

endorsed by institutions such as the Unit-

ed Nations, Habitat, and UNESCO, and 

discussed at the World Social Forum since 

2001 before reaching its final form in 2005, 

the right to the city is defined as “the eq-

uitable use of cities within the principles 

of sustainability, democracy, equity, and 

social justice.”24 This right, as outlined, is a 

collective one that legitimizes the struggle 

of urban residents—especially vulnerable 

and marginalized groups—for a livable 

and adequate standard of life, free use of 

urban spaces, and the right to self-gov-

ernance.2525 In line with the Charter, the 

right to the city encompasses the right to 

a healthy environment; access to, and pro-

tection of, natural resources; participation 

in urban planning and governance; and 

the preservation of historical and cultural 

heritage. The core principles of the right to 

the city, as outlined in the World Charter on 

the Right to the City, include the following: 

1. Full implementation of democratic cit-

izenship and urban governance;

2. Social and rights-based utilization of 

the city and urban property;

3. Equality, not discrimination;

4. Careful protection of vulnerable 

groups and individuals;

5. Commitment of the private sector to 

social objectives;

6. Development of solidarity economies 

and innovative taxation policies.26 

In the joint UNESCO-UN Habitat proj-

ect for the Fifth World Urban Forum, the 

right to the city is defined across five key 

pillars: 

1. Freedom, independence, and the privi-

leges of urban life; 

2. Transparency, equality, and meritocra-

cy in urban governance; 

3. Participation in and respect for local 

democratic decision-making process-

es; 

4. Recognition of diversity in economic, 

social, and cultural life;

5. Reduction of poverty, social exclusion, 

and urban violence.27

Evidently, the core philosophy of the 

right to the city is to ensure that all urban 

residents have equitable access to the op-

portunities urban life offers and to estab-

lish active citizen participation in shaping 

urban spaces to achieve this goal. There-

fore, the right to the city is a key concept 

for fostering well-being in urban life, to 

promote the demand for well-being as 

a shared social goal, and addressing in-

equalities in well-being observed across 

different groups.

Establishing Well-being 
and the Right to the City

The close relationship between urban 

environments and individuals’ mental, 

emotional, and behavioral states has been 

recognized for a long time.28 Many issu-

es arising in modern urban life—such as 

inequality, segregation, crises, and trans-

formation processes—deeply impact the 

well-being of both individuals and society. 

Given that over half of the global populati-

on currently resides in cities, it is inevitab-

le that one of the primary factors influen-

cing well-being is the urban policies that 

govern city life. Thus, societal well-being 

cannot be established without considering 

urban dynamics and challenges. In fact, 

there is a direct connection between pub-

lic well-being and urban policies. Nearly 

all aspects of urban life—from physical 

conditions to its social, economic, cultu-

ral, and psychological dimensions—are 

linked to well-being. Cities that prioritize 

well-being create an urban life in which 

residents are satisfied to live and share, 

open to encounters and dialogue, respon-

sive to needs and aspirations, and able to 

feel a sense of belonging, to claim spaces 

beyond mere ownership, and to participa-

te in shaping the city through democratic 

processes.

When considering urban well-being, it 

is essential to emphasize the built environ-

ment’s comprehensive influence on public 

health and overall well-being.29 However, 

well-being in urban spaces extends beyond 

the built environment; it includes multiple 

social, cultural, economic, ecological, and 

psychological layers. Research has shown 

that every aspect of urban life plays a sig-

nificant role in the mental, physical, and 

social well-being of individuals and com-

munities, from collective participation in 

decision-making (for all ages, including 

children) and the presence of parks and 

green spaces in residential areas to affor-

dable or free access to essential services—

such as healthcare, clean water, air, food, 
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safe housing, transportation, education, 

sports, and cultural resources.30 Consequ-

ently, who manages urban spaces, under 

which policies, and how, are all critical 

factors. For instance, housing policies and 

their implementation have been found to 

directly impact the well-being of urban 

communities.31

Considering the right to the city and 

well-being perspectives together enables 

a deeper understanding that goes beyond 

superficial approaches. This combined 

perspective reveals, for instance, that 

viewing housing merely as a physical 

shelter is insufficient. It underscores the 

importance of recognizing housing as a 

right while also focusing on the quality of 

available housing. Housing options that in-

dividuals are forced into due to low cost yet 

fail to meet basic human living standards 

can be seen as a violation of the right to the 

city. The issue is not simply access to hou-

sing, but access to healthy, affordable, and 

livable housing. In this context, well-being 

can be promoted through access to affor-

dable, community-oriented housing that 

fosters social ties, a sense of belonging, 

and connection to nature. Prioritizing 

well-being and the right to the city within 

housing policies and urban transformati-

on projects is therefore crucial. In short, 

Photograph: Emirkan Cörüt

local governments should aim not only to 

increase housing stock but also to ensure 

the quality of housing and to promote fair 

conditions in access to housing as a means 

of supporting community well-being.

Research on the determinants of ur-

ban well-being identifies four key dynami-

cs: individual, social, psychological, and 

spatial factors.32 In measuring well-being, 

environmental factors from external sour-

ces—such as population density, income 

levels, crime rates, distribution of green 

spaces, noise sources, and air pollution 

levels—are significant. Subjective indica-

tors of urban health and well-being, on the 

other hand, are based on the mental, phy-

sical, and social aspects of individuals’ he-

alth and emotional states.33 In this context, 

urban environments with high population 

density, increased insecurity and anxiety 

due to crime, and elevated levels of noise 

and pollution can be said to negatively im-

pact well-being.

In this context, urban 
environments with high 
population density, increased 
insecurity and anxiety due to 
crime, and elevated levels of 
noise and pollution can be said 
to negatively impact well-
being.

In addition to patterns affecting indivi-

duals’ psychological states, there are also 

determinants that impact physical health 

in urban settings. For example, studies 

have found a link between noise from ur-

ban traffic congestion and hypertension; 

similarly, air pollution has been shown to 

correlate with cardiovascular and respira-

tory diseases.34 For these reasons, local go-

vernments in major cities worldwide have 

prioritized pedestrianization projects to 

reduce traffic density.

Air pollution, caused primarily by ex-

haust emissions, gases from waste inci-

neration facilities, and various industrial 

pollutants, leads to long-term health prob-

lems for urban communities. According 

to the Right to Clean Air Platform’s re-

port, air pollution contributes to illnesses 

such as cancer, cardiovascular diseases, 

and COPD, while also negatively impac-

ting mental health and sleep patterns.35 

The mortality rate for diseases linked to 

air pollution is alarmingly high. As noted 

in the report, in 2021 alone, 4,848 people 

in Istanbul, 2,853 in Ankara, and at least 

42,000 across Turkey lost their lives due to 

air pollution-related illnesses.36

Research highlights the importance 

of public spaces—especially green areas 

and parks—as key determinants of urban 

well-being.37 Green spaces offer individu-

als more opportunities for social interac-

tion with nature compared to other envi-

ronments, providing much-needed respite 

within the oppressive, concrete-domina-
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ted urban landscape. However, highly ur-

banized metropolises often lack sufficient 

public green spaces. For instance, Istanbul 

ranks last among world cities, with only 

2.2% of green space per capita.38 This is-

sue warrants attention not only in terms of 

quantity but also in terms of quality. The 

accessibility of green spaces for all mem-

bers of society is as critical as the amount 

of green space available per person.

Cities in Turkey often fall short in 

providing high-quality, accessible green 

spaces that are designed to accommodate 

non-human life and address inequalities 

related to gender, sexual identity, body, 

and age. Many green spaces and parks are 

artificially created with non-ecological 

materials, resulting in standardized and 

overly artificial designs. Instead of simply 

multiplying identical “park” spaces, it is 

essential to consider the needs and prin-

ciples guiding their design and creation. 

The goal is not just to increase green spa-

ces, but to expand quality green spaces. 

For instance, parks with concrete surfaces 

and landscapes that exclude non-human 

life and hinder interaction may appear 

suitable for human use but, in practice, 

contribute to the urban heat island effect, 

ultimately harming public well-being in 

the medium to long term.

Despite the many challenges and issu-

es they present, cities also hold the poten-

tial to positively impact well-being, even 

if temporarily or partially. For example, 

urban features such as coastlines, beac-

hes, islands, rivers, lakes, groves, forests, 

parks, historic cinemas, train stations, 

agricultural lands, public squares, and 

iconic accessible transportation options 

like ferries, trams, and trains continue to 

benefit community well-being. Additio-

nally, the coexistence with companion 

species39—such as cats, dogs, birds, and 

plants—creates natural, public, and cultu-

ral spaces and connections that enhance 

urban life. For this reason, it is essential 

to protect these spaces, relationships, and 

resources together with their users and re-

sidents.

Another factor that enhances quality 

of life and promotes mental, physical, and 

social well-being in cities is the capacity 

of urban spaces to support mobility and 

walkability. Studies have shown that indi-

viduals living in cities with high mobility 

options, walkability, cycling infrastructu-

re, and abundant green spaces experience 

greater personal well-being.40 Cities that 

offer ample opportunities for movement 

encourage healthy and active lifestyles.

Another factor that enhances well-be-

ing in urban environments is the sense of 

belonging. Policies should be developed to 

strengthen residents’ connection, attach-

ment, and memory associated with their 

neighborhoods and cities. One of the keys 

to a fulfilling urban life is fostering a sense 

of belonging to a place. The loss of spaces 

we feel connected to negatively impacts 

our mental, physical, and social well-be-

ing, as social bonds are intertwined with 

spatial relationships. A sense of belonging 

strengthens the feeling of safety and secu-

rity in a city. To cultivate this attachment, 

people need a sense of security, sufficient 

leisure time, the freedom to move, and ac-

cess to public spaces where they can build 

connections and engage. To truly know 

and form an attachment to a place, indi-

viduals must first have the opportunity to 

go there and use those spaces. However, 

barriers like physical infrastructure, eco-

nomic constraints, and patriarchal, restri-

ctive social relations can limit access. For 

this reason, ensuring that transportation 

options are affordable and accessible to all 

segments of society is among the factors 

that significantly impact well-being.

To cultivate this attachment, 
people need a sense of 
security, sufficient leisure time, 
the freedom to move, and 
access to public spaces where 
they can build connections and 
engage.

Belonging to a city is shaped not only 

by the freedom to move within it but also 

by the ability to use it in meaningful ways. 

For a strong sense of urban belonging, ci-

ties must be designed and planned based 

on their use value41 and public interest. 

When urban spaces are developed with a 

focus on use value, they become accessible 

to a broad range of people. Public spaces 

planned in this way support encounters 

and the transmission of collective memory 

and knowledge, thereby fostering urban 

attachment and ultimately enhancing 

well-being. Conversely, shaping urban spa-

ces primarily around consumption and ex-

change value—excluding grassroots actors 

from transformation processes, standardi-

zing spaces, or erasing sites of collective 

memory—undermines urban well-being 

and prevents individuals from forming 

a sense of belonging to the city. Drastic 

changes to a place can have profound, of-

ten underestimated effects on individuals’ 

mental and social worlds.

... altering the city’s 
appearance or function 
without regard for community 
needs can profoundly disrupt 
public well-being.

Compared to many political events, 

city residents are often far more sensitive 

to the loss of a street, square, or buildin-

g;42 altering the city’s appearance or func-

tion without regard for community needs 

can profoundly disrupt public well-being. 

Residents form close bonds with places 

they use daily, such as a familiar train sta-

tion, a favorite cinema, an old tea garden, 

well-trodden streets, squares, parks, or 

even a simple bench with a view of the sea. 
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These places represent personal and col-

lective memories, experiences, and urban 

identity. For individuals and communities 

to maintain well-being, they need the con-

tinuity of spaces that evoke attachment 

and belonging. When these places are eli-

minated or transformed through top-down 

decisions, it disrupts not only the physical 

space but also the personal and collective 

memories associated with it.

This is precisely why urban move-

ments in Turkey have been on the rise over 

the past 20 years. In this period, the right 

of individuals and communities to act as 

political agents in the city’s transformation 

has been taken from them. Consequently, 

the destruction of public spaces linked to 

collective memory has inflicted harm on 

physical, mental, and social well-being. 

Local governments play a fundamental 

role here; they must restore the right of 

individuals and communities to have a say 

in their living spaces. Article 13 of the Mu-

nicipal Law defines “citizenship rights” as 

follows: “Everyone residing in a district is 

a citizen of that district. Citizens have the 

right to participate in municipal decisions 

and services (...) and to be informed about 

municipal activities.”43 Although residents’ 

rights to participate in decision-making 

are enshrined in law, they are not adequa-

tely implemented in practice.

In contrast, following the rise of ur-

ban movements—especially since the 

first World Social Forum in Porto Alegre 

in 2001—cities worldwide have introdu-

ced various participatory mechanisms in 

urban governance. These mechanisms go 

beyond merely expressing opinions; they 

aim to directly involve residents in deci-

sion-making, project development, plan-

ning, budgeting, and design processes. 

Moreover, it is expected that socially-o-

riented municipalities establish cooperati-

on and dialogue with rights-based grassro-

ots urban movements.

Just as the factors determining each 

individual’s well-being are unique, the dy-

namics that shape the well-being of each 

neighborhood and city differ as well. The-

refore, understanding urban well-being 

requires a strong focus on locality. Gene-

ralizing specific needs and demands often 

leads to unintended negative outcomes. 

What constitutes injustice and inequality 

should be identified within the specific 

context of each city through public reaso-

ning and discussion. In other words, de-

termining which valuable capabilities or 

urban privileges people lack—and discus-

sing the most suitable actions to address 

these injustices—should be a collective 

responsibility of social actors. Considering 

the right to the city alongside the capabi-

lity approach underscores the importance 

of cultivating a public reasoning process 

where different perspectives are actively 

listened to, contributing to a fairer urban 

life.44 Thus, rather than a one-size-fits-all 

solution, we need an adaptable perspecti-

ve that respects varying notions of well-be-

ing across different locales. It is essential 

to remember that well-being varies by fa-

ctors such as age, gender, education, inco-

me, ethnicity, and belief, and it can be as 

collective as it is individual, with distinct 

local dimensions.

Thus, rather than a one-size-
fits-all solution, we need an 
adaptable perspective that 
respects varying notions of 
well-being across different 
locales.
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Putting the idea of a fairer urban life 

into practice can begin with an assessment 

of the current state of well-being among 

city residents. What kind of life do urban 

residents lead? Do they have sufficient op-

portunities to access a range of valuable 

resources, capabilities, spaces, and activi-

ties? Achieving this requires fostering in-

dividuals’ agency, supporting their ability 

to act, and ensuring that diverse voices are 

more widely heard.

For a fairer urban life, two core con-

cepts within the frameworks of well-being 

and the right to the city can serve as guides 

for local governments: (1) creating condi-

tions that enable individuals to become 

political agents, and (2) developing spaces 

for dialogue and exchange.45 To countera-

ct urban fragmentation, destruction, and 

segregation, and to foster more equitable 

urban policies, it is essential to bring resi-

dents together, encourage the sharing and 

listening of diverse perspectives, and crea-

te opportunities to collaboratively address 

shared challenges.46

In this regard, local urban policies 

should prioritize the well-being of city re-

sidents over financial and individual inte-

rests. Building fairer urban policies requi-

res decision-making processes that center 

not on economic, political, or individual 

stakeholders, but on those groups deprived 

of various capabilities and opportunities 

in urban life, making them the primary 

actors in planning and decision-making 

mechanisms.

Local governments have the potential 

to play a major role in reshaping urban re-

lationships, facilitating dialogue among all 

residents, and providing alternative spaces 

that empower vulnerable groups to act as 

agents.47 At this point, a focus on both the 

“healthy cities” approach and the concept 

of “healthy urban planning” becomes rele-

vant. According to Jason Corburn’s recount 

of Trevor Hancock and Len Duhl’s 1986 de-

finition, healthy urban planning involves 

“… the development of social resources 

and the continuous creation and improve-

ment of physical and social environments 

that enable people to fulfill their life func-

tions and support each other in reaching 

their full potential.”48 However, even with 

healthy cities, inequalities can persist. 

Corburn notes that despite interventions 

aimed at improving the fundamental de-

terminants of health, certain spatial and 

racial inequalities remain. He thus points 

out the limitations of addressing urban is-

sues and inequalities as though repairing 

a broken machine, as urban life cannot be 

predicted or managed with mechanical 

precision. On the contrary, urban life is fil-

led with unpredictabilities and uncertain-

ties, making it difficult to generalize phe-

nomena or approach issues from a single 

perspective. From this viewpoint, Corburn 

emphasizes the necessity of viewing cities 

as complex networks of relationships.49

As Corburn notes, “no place is entirely 

bad, no matter how challenging the condi-

tions; people are incredibly creative in the-

ir survival strategies and can persevere in 

unexpected ways”—a resilience often over-

looked by decision-makers and experts.50 

For this reason, it’s essential to connect 

the creative power of local, grassroots, or 

neighborhood-based social movements 

with the decision-making authorities.51 

For cities that support well-being, local 

governments must be aware of established 

concepts, yet remain attentive to the needs 

of local communities, creating space for 

grassroots creative practices and taking 

responsibility for establishing the conditi-

ons necessary for meaningful change.
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The Role of 
Local Governments in 
Supporting Well-being

Local governments, as the administ-

rative bodies closest to communities and 

individuals, are responsible for providing 

services directly impacting public he-

alth and well-being, including housing, 

transportation, infrastructure, social care, 

planning, and sociocultural activities. 

In this regard, they play a crucial role in 

supporting the well-being of all city resi-

dents.52 Legally, Article 38 of the Municipal 

Law No. 5393 mandates that local authori-

ties and affiliated bodies “take necessary 

measures to ensure peace, well-being, he-

alth, and happiness” for the community. 

Additionally, Article 9 of the same law lists 

among their core responsibilities impro-

ving neighborhood quality of life, foste-

ring collaboration among local instituti-

ons, and identifying common needs with 

the voluntary participation of neighbor-

hood residents.53 Within this framework, 

local governments, through their services 

and urban development approaches, act as 

key influencers—either positively or nega-

tively—on the well-being of city residents.

The Ottawa Charter for Health Promo-

tion (1986), which emphasized the impor-

tance of social determinants in health and 

focused on reducing health inequalities 

through these factors, marked a signifi-

cant transformation and paradigm shift 

in public health. Following this, the WHO 

stressed the need to improve the conditi-

ons of shared spaces where people live, 

study, and work to promote health and 

well-being. The Healthy Cities Network pro-

ject, launched in 1988 as the first example 

of this approach, outlined the following 

goals: (1) Creating environments in whi-

ch all citizens would be happy to live by 

sharing experiences on building healthy, 

clean, and safe urban spaces; (2) Develo-

ping joint projects in areas such as health, 

transportation, and environment to provi-

de an equal and high-quality living envi-

ronment, based on equality and without 

discrimination based on religion, langua-

ge, race, culture, class, or beliefs.54

In Turkey, the inclusion of public he-

alth in local government programs dates 

back to the 1990s. In 1992, the WHO desig-

nated Bursa, İzmir, and Çankaya in Ankara 

as pilot municipalities for the Healthy Ci-

ties Network project, and efforts to estab-

lish the Turkish Healthy Cities Association 

(SKB) began in 2003. Today, a total of 139 

city and district municipalities in Turkey 

are members of the SKB. Despite this high 

membership, it remains uncertain whet-

her the Healthy Cities Movement has effec-

tively supported public health and well-be-

ing in Turkish cities. This is because the 

current application of the healthy cities 

approach is based on a one-dimensional 

view of health, falling short of developing 

comprehensive solutions for cities’ comp-

lex and multi-layered health impacts. For 

instance, while increasing green space is 

promoted as a beneficial, health-orien-

ted public policy, there is little discussion 
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about where this green space is created, 

what it replaces, or who actually benefits 

from it. This outcome-focused approach 

often overlooks potential harm in the pro-

cess. Therefore, local governments should 

adopt a well-being perspective to approach 

health in a holistic manner. Furthermore, 

local administrations sometimes view he-

alth promotion narrowly, as solely the pro-

vision of healthcare services. In contrast, 

a well-being perspective considers the in-

terplay of social, cultural, economic, eco-

logical, spatial, political, and individual 

factors that affect health.

Cities must undoubtedly support a qu-

ality, accessible healthcare system. Howe-

ver, the focus here is not so much on “how 

the healthcare system functions” as on the 

impact of the physical environment and 

social relations on public health.55 The 

design of urban spaces plays a significant 

role in shaping people’s well-being and 

related behaviors.56 For example, the free-

dom to move within a city is often benefi-

cial to individuals and a healthy activity in 

itself. However, without “the construction 

of accessible, enjoyable, and safe paths” 

for walking or other forms of movement, 

this positive behavior cannot be widely 

adopted.57 The responsibility for creating 

the necessary conditions in urban life to 

promote well-being thus falls within the 

domain of local governments.

Local governments must optimally uti-

lize the tools at their disposal to address 

the “persistent inequalities that have beco-

me endemic in urban life,” advance spatial 

justice, and promote well-being.58 Howe-

ver, their role in supporting well-being 

extends beyond urban design alone. Every 

stage—from planning, decision-making, 

and participatory mechanisms to proje-

ct development and budgeting—must be 

addressed individually and integratively, 

with careful attention to the complexities 

of urban life.

In establishing an approach to well-be-

ing in urban areas, it is also useful to 

consider the concept of social municipal 

governance. This approach opens urban 

life—starting at the smallest units, like ne-

ighborhoods and streets—to public invol-

vement in governance and decision-ma-

king. In this model, municipal activities 

are organized around the shared interests 

of residents, prioritizing grassroots social 

needs over profit and competition.59 The 

main features of social municipal gover-

nance include: public management of es-

sential urban services like water, energy, 

transportation, healthcare, and sanitation; 

municipal responsibility for social housing 

and public health initiatives; recognition 

of cultural, social, and sports activities as 

fundamental rights essential to well-being, 

with accessible and inclusive provision by 

the municipality; and addressing issues 

such as daycare, preschools, educational 

support for low-income groups, vocational 

training, and shelters and care for those in 

need, along with support for employment 

and unemployment.60 In summary, social 

municipal governance is “an integrative, 

socially just approach to urbanism that 

avoids any form of discrimination, promo-

tes equality, rationality, and avoids exacer-

bating poverty and deprivation.”61 Unlike 

a model that focuses on isolated projects 

addressing immediate issues and promo-

tes mayoral candidates as political figures 

with personal performance-based promi-

ses each election cycle, a structural, com-

prehensive, and integrated program will 

clearly contribute to supporting well-being 

in urban areas.

... a structural, comprehensive, and integrated program will clearly 
contribute to supporting well-being in urban areas.
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Methodology and 
Findings

To establish the study’s foundational 

framework, regular meetings were held 

with project leaders and advisors from va-

rious fields, such as public health and ur-

ban sociology, to explore and connect the 

concepts of well-being and the right to the 

city. Simultaneously, a critical literature 

review was conducted on these concepts, 

examining both theoretical literature and 

reports prepared by national and interna-

tional organizations. To identify elements 

that characterize well-being-oriented ci-

ties, two inquiry meetings were held with 

representatives from civil society organi-

zations and field experts. Finally, a work-

shop was conducted with representatives 

from rights-based civil society organizati-

ons and advocates of the right to the city 

to discuss the barriers and potentials affe-

cting well-being in urban environments.

In this study, the concept of well-being 

was examined not only through the OECD’s 

well-being parameters and the WHO’s de-

finition but also in relation to Amartya 

Sen’s capability approach and the idea of 

the right to the city. Accordingly, fostering 

individuals’ agency in urban life by equi-

tably supporting their economic, political, 

cultural, and environmental capabilities 

at both local and personal levels is seen as 

essential to enhancing foundational aspe-

cts of well-being—including housing and 

working conditions, productivity, work-li-

fe balance, civic participation, social and 

cultural life, safety, and health—in a holis-

tic way.

The concept of the right to the city was 

approached as a struggle for individuals 

and communities to reclaim their say over 

their lives and urban spaces, rebuilding 

the city based on its use value. In this study, 

the right to the city was considered a vital 

component of well-being, highlighting the 

need to protect this right to support the 

well-being of individuals and communities 

within urban settings.

The literature review revealed a direct 

relationship between urban phenomena, 

with their complex layers, and well-being. 

Numerous aspects—ranging from the built 

environment and social, cultural, and eco-

nomic life to the quality of urban services 

and the approaches to managing, desig-

ning, and executing city functions—have 

been found to impact residents’ well-being 

positively or negatively. In this study, the 

approaches to well-being and the right to 

the city were connected to measures such 

as individual agency (both in personal life 

and within the city), a sense of belonging, 

access to livable and fair conditions, and 

resources that enable desired capabilities.

As a result of the inquiry meetings 

and workshop, the goal was to develop a 

local understanding of well-being that in-

herently includes the right to the city. In 
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this context, well-being was found to be 

closely linked not only to equitable access 

to livable housing, safe, eco-friendly, and 

affordable transportation, free and qua-

lity healthcare, clean air, food and water, 

a fulfilling educational experience, and 

socio-cultural life but also to aspects such 

as inclusive public spaces, the ecological 

character of the city, active participation 

in city governance and production, a sen-

se of belonging, freedom of movement, 

the city’s use value, and opportunities for 

collective action. The project highlighted 

the connection between well-being and 

how the city is experienced, managed, and 

created. Well-being, it was concluded, is 

shaped not merely by quantitative mea-

sures but by the quality of opportunities 

in urban life, individual and community 

agency, lived experiences, and the value of 

these elements.

Based on findings from the inquiry 

meetings and workshop, guiding princip-

les were developed for local governments 

to consider in order to ensure urban po-

licies promote well-being and uphold the 

right to the city.

Findings from 
Inquiry Meetings

To develop a local, project-specific fra-

mework aimed at enhancing well-being in 

Turkish cities, we held two inquiry meetin-

gs on June 22 and July 26, 2023, with par-

ticipants including representatives from 

civil society organizations, experts, and 

independent researchers.

In the first inquiry meeting, partici-

pants were asked about the issues and 

opportunities they identified in urban 

life, how they related these to health and 

well-being, and what role urban poli-

cies could play in overcoming barriers 

to well-being. Participation was highligh-

ted as the most critical factor influencing 

well-being. Participants also noted that 

factors such as ownership, belonging, inc-

lusivity, freedom, use value, cooperation, 

and a sense of cohesion significantly sha-

pe well-being.

Among the negative factors affecting 

urban well-being, participants pointed 

to the rural-urban divide and migration 

toward rural areas, the fast pace of ur-

ban life, top-down and rushed project 

approaches by municipalities, feelings of 

insecurity linked to gender inequality, cha-

otic and overcrowded transportation, lack 

of walkability in many areas, insufficient 

inclusivity, limited grassroots involvement 

in participation processes, loss of belong-

ing and sense of ownership due to urban 

transformation projects, the disappear-

ance of public spaces that encourage en-

counters, processes of alienation from ur-

ban spaces, layered dispossession, neglect 

of cultural and historical preservation, 

and the inadequate planning of open and 

accessible spaces that could be embraced 

by human and non-human residents alike. 

Among the positive factors influenc-

ing residents’ well-being, participants 

highlighted several factors including 

better economic opportunities and high-

er-quality educational, cultural, health, 

and social resources in cities; greater po-

tential for collective participation and or-

ganization; the freedom to walk in places 

such as parks, waterfronts, and coastlines; 

and the possibility of engaging in the cre-

ation and production of the urban environ-

ment.

Among the recommendations for 

creating cities that prioritize well-being 

were the following: undertaking activ-

ities that enhance individuals’ sense of 

belonging to their surroundings to foster 

well-being in daily life; carefully planning 

urban transformation projects to mini-

mize potential adverse effects before and 

after their implementation; increasing 

spaces for encounters, dialogue, and col-

laboration; ensuring urban life is safe for 

everyone; enhancing opportunities for 

freely walking in the city; preserving indi-

viduals’ practices and experiences in shap-

ing, creating, and producing urban spaces; 

designing public spaces based on their use 

value, open to the good life, unique inter-

ventions, and creative practices of both hu-

man and non-human urban inhabitants; 

developing new and high-quality partic-

ipation tools that go beyond simple idea 

collection; establishing platforms for dia-

logue, negotiation, and consensus that em-

power city dwellers as active agents rather 

than passive participants; protecting the 

cultural, public, and historical life of cit-

ies, as well as intra-urban agricultural pro-

duction; creating collaborative models for 

decision-making, design, and production; 

implementing participatory budgeting 

practices; ensuring participation process-

es are inclusive and diverse, conducted in 

a non-discriminatory manner, rooted in 

human rights, and prioritizing vulnerable 

groups, starting from the neighborhood 

and street level; fostering approaches that 

provide space for rights-based advocates 

to act as decision-makers; developing pol-

icies to strengthen connections between 

cities, spaces, humans, and non-humans; 

supporting existing community dynamics 

within urban life and facilitating the for-

mation of new ones; providing training 

on participation; undertaking efforts to 

enhance individuals’ urban capabilities, 

sense of wholeness, and skills; and estab-

lishing citizens’ assemblies.

In the second inquiry meeting, par-

ticipants discussed visions of cities that 

prioritize well-being, the obstacles to ac-

hieving cities that contribute to well-be-

ing, potential opportunities, and proposed 

solutions.
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Participants described cities that pri-

oritize well-being as those that provide 

services and spaces free from the political 

pressure and divisions caused by Turkey’s 

political climate; feature bureaucracies 

and services that are non-ideological, im-

partial, and not personalized; offer spatial 

and social environments as well as organi-

zational capacities that enable gathering 

and interaction; ensure everyone has ac-

cess to the physical resources of the city; 

are not governed with a uniform or one-si-

ze-fits-all approach; make the needs of all 

city residents visible; include diverse iden-

tities in decision-making mechanisms; gu-

arantee access to clean and safe water and 

air for everyone; keep water and coastal 

areas open to all; promote a sense of fulfil-

lment in life; actively combat the climate 

crisis and build resilience; protect non-hu-

man life, biodiversity, and wildlife; offer 

sufficient, high-quality, and accessible 

spaces for rest and relaxation; foster social 

harmony; enable people to connect with 

one another, their environment, and the 

unique history and culture of the place; re-

mind residents of their interdependence; 

facilitate encounters among individuals 

and with other living beings; multiply op-

portunities for free gatherings; promote a 

perspective of shared coexistence among 

all living beings and differences; create or 

support commons-based spaces; provide 

free cultural and artistic events and venues 

that bring people together; offer safe and 

vibrant streets that everyone can share; 

establish a fair and free life for all living 

beings and people; and emphasize collec-

tive well-being.

Factors negatively impacting well-be-

ing in urban life were identified as the 

hierarchical structure and “strongman” 

mentality within local governments; the 

patriarchal, sexist, racist, and conserva-

tive perspectives in urban policies; institu-

tional corruption; ghettoization in urban 

life; the lack of sustainability of good prac-

tices in urban policies; unjust, inequitable 

urban planning driven by corporate inter-

ests; gentrification and displacement pro-

cesses; the lack and superficiality of par-

ticipatory mechanisms in decision-making 

processes; and the invisibility and lack of 

representation of diverse perspectives and 

identities.

To overcome obstacles to well-be-

ing and incorporating the right to the 

city into urban policies, “participatory 

processes” was emphasized as a key ap-

proach. While often rendered an empty 

signifier due to overuse, participation 

was highlighted as needing to go beyond 

access to services and decision-making 

mechanisms, encompassing involvement 

in the processes of making and creating 

the city. Participants stressed the necessi-

ty of viewing city residents not merely as 

consumers or participants but as active 

agents of execution. It was noted that in-

dividuals collectively engaged in the pro-

duction of space could thereby strengthen 

their connection to the city and enhance 

their skills in urban practices. It was also 

emphasized that rights-based actors and 

ideas must be central in participatory pro-

cesses, such as city councils, and that non-

rights-based actors or perspectives should 

not be included. Participants pointed out 

that merely creating spaces for interac-

tion is insufficient; these spaces must be 

festive, inclusive, and commons-oriented. 

The importance of approaching urban life 

and relationships with care, repair, and 

strengthening in mind was underscored. 

The need to counter broken connections 

with networks of relationships and new 

forms of collaboration was highlighted. 

The discussion stressed the necessity of 

a data-driven policy and planning ap-

proach at the neighborhood or even street 

scale. It was noted that urban life, public 

spaces, and urban services—particularly 

during nighttime—require more meticu-

lous planning. Ensuring the visibility of 

invisible groups and amplifying unheard 

voices in urban policies was deemed es-

sential. Participants also expressed that 

practices considered “best examples” in 

certain contexts might not necessarily be 

beneficial for everyone and need to be 

reconfigured based on local circumstanc-

es. The importance of creating spaces 

for encounters that focus on local needs 

while bringing together similarities and 

differences was highlighted. Municipal-

ities were urged not to overlook conflicts 

while working to foster public solidarity. 

The need to revive and promote skills such 

as negotiation, democratic conflict resolu-

tion, connection-building, mutual recog-

nition, empathy, taking responsibility for 

shared spaces, re-establishing peace, and 

collaboratively remaking the city was em-

phasized. Accordingly, local governments 

were called to take responsibility for estab-

lishing structures for collaborative urban 

construction, supporting local and rights-

based solidarity initiatives, developing 

commons-oriented practices, facilitating 

the formation of communities, and fos-

tering democratic conflict resolution and 

negotiation skills.

In summary, the idea emerged from 

the inquiry meetings with experts and ad-

vocates that demanding cities that support 

well-being is, in itself, a struggle for the 

right to the city. In Turkey, it was conclud-

ed that well-being is shaped by elements 

such as participation in processes that re-

build and co-create the city; diverse forms 

of belonging and ownership; the use value 

of the city; inclusivity; collectivity; spaces 

of encounter that bring together differ-

ences and similarities; opportunities for 

care, repair, and collaboration; pluralism; 

accessibility; and democratic conflict and 

reconciliation.
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Findings from 
Workshops

On September 26, 2023, a workshop 

was held at Postane, bringing together 26 

participants, including representatives 

from rights-based civil society organizati-

ons and advocates of the right to the city. 

During the workshop, participants discus-

sed the barriers, potentials, and policy re-

commendations for supporting well-being 

in urban spaces.

In the first session of the workshop, 

a roundtable discussion focused on the 

question, “What should cities that priori-

tize well-being look like?” During the se-

cond session, participants were divided 

into groups to explore two key questions: 

“What are the barriers and potentials in 

achieving cities that contribute to well-be-

ing?” and “What urban policies could be 

developed to overcome these barriers or 

transform potentials into opportunities?” 

The third session concluded with presen-

tations and reflections from all partici-

pants.

In the inquiry meetings, several key 

characteristics were identified as deter-

minants of cities that promote well-being: 

participation in the collaborative resha-

ping of the city, diverse forms of belon-

ging and ownership, use value, inclusivity, 

collectivity, spaces for encounters that 

bring together differences and similari-

ties, opportunities for care, maintenance, 

and cooperation, pluralism, accessibility, 

and democratic conflict and reconciliati-

on. Workshop participants added further 

elements, emphasizing urban capabilities 

and opportunities for self-actualization, 

freedom of expression, agency and sub-

jectivity, direct democracy, nonviolence 

and safety, coexistence, freedom, equality, 

physical and mental health, social em-

powerment, and solidarity. 

In the second session of the workshop, 

the “obstacles” to achieving cities that 

contribute to well-being were outlined as 

follows: repressive government policies; 

conflicts between central government 

and local authorities; issues of meritocra-

cy within governance; local governments’ 

inability to move beyond a hierarchy of 

urgencies; decision-makers prioritizing 

personal interests; hierarchical structures, 

lack of coordination, and poor planning in 

local governance; failure to plan cities that 

cater to diverse needs; cities focused solely 

on growth and construction, neglecting 

mental, physical, and social well-being; 

housing issues; limited active participati-

on in decision-making processes and lack 

of dialogue platforms; the ineffectiveness 

and dysfunction of city councils; failure to 

address animal rights as a political issue, 

with hate and violence directed at urban 

animals; policies and practices focused 

solely on assigned gender; solutions for 

accessibility62 issues not grounded in a ri-

ghts-based approach; physical barriers in 

the city; poor quality of urban spaces; ho-

mogenization of urban residents, disregar-

ding diversity; residents’ alienation from 

their cities; lack of localization; growing 

class segregation and related tensions; 

poor quality of working conditions; lack 

of intersectionality in urban policies; re-

sistance to change in urban life; top-down 

rather than grassroots urban policies; loss 

of neighborhood culture; limited freedom 

of movement in urban life; and the inabi-

lity to exist freely in terms of both physical 

presence and identity.

The existing potentials to support 

well-being in cities were identified as 

follows: the persistence of informal 

networks, urban practices, and ways of 

being; the wealth of resources and tools 

available to local governments to improve 

urban life; the existence of city councils, 

even if rendered ineffective in practice; a 

culture of solidarity, generosity, and volun-

teerism within society, especially in times 

of crisis; the experience and collective po-

tential of environmental justice, feminist, 

and LGBTQ+ movements; the benefits of 

technology, such as social media, in buil-

ding urban opposition; and the availability 

of petitions, complaints, and monitoring 

tools to participate in decision-making 

processes.

Participants offered the following re-

commendations for urban policies that 

promote well-being and the right to the 

city:

1. Develop policies and active citizenship 

mechanisms that integrate commu-

nity voices in participation processes, 

ensuring representation from all seg-

ments of society.

2. Establish a legal basis to implement 

city council decisions, replace limited 

representation systems to ensure all 

groups in society are represented, and 

make city councils functional and in-

dependent institutions.

3. Reconfigure municipal councils to ser-

ve as mechanisms for active participa-

tion in urban governance.

4. Local government actors should avoid 

polarizing language and practices that 

lead to racism, sexism, discrimination, 

or speciesism.

5. Urban policies should be developed ba-

sed on the right to the city.

6. Bridge the gap between urban policies 

and practical implementation.

7. Create spaces for grassroots organiza-

tion and expand dialogue platforms at 

the neighborhood and street levels.

8. Independent units and local actors 

should vote on municipal budgets.
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9. In service and policy implementation 

processes, include the individuals and 

communities affected by decisions in 

the decision-making process.

10. Allow residents to have a voice in orga-

nizing and transforming urban space, 

seeing them not just as participants but 

as active agents who demand, object, 

decide, and execute.

11. In planning, designing, and preserving 

urban and public spaces, focus on use 

value, public benefit, and residents’ 

needs, demands, and objections.

12. Urban planning and policy should go 

beyond a human-centered approach, 

considering the lives of all living bein-

gs in the city.

13. Avoid an “able-bodied” focus in urban 

planning and implement accessible 

city policies.

14. Implement gender-sensitive urban 

planning, budgeting, and policies.

15. Prevent environmental degradation 

and gentrification in urban transfor-

mation processes.

16. Local governments should monitor 

the impact and process of projects 

post-implementation.

17. Plan essential units such as health cen-

ters, mobile toilets, and nursing booths 

in public spaces for emergency needs.

18. Ensure project partnerships are based 

on merit rather than political allian-

ces, treating all institutions equitably 

without political instrumentalization.

19. Following the 2021 amendment to Ar-

ticle 4 of the Animal Protection Law 

No. 5199, local governments must es-

tablish shelters or animal hospitals to 

ensure the well-being of animals in the 

city.

20. Shift social support services (e.g., 

in-home care for the elderly and di-

sabled, financial aid) from charity-ba-

sed to rights-based practices, framing 

them as “budgets allocated for partici-

patory urban policies.”

21. Increase spaces for interaction and en-

counter between various community 

members and other living beings, cre-

ating spaces to foster mutual support 

and solidarity.

22. Transform underutilized cultural and 

industrial areas, if functionally obso-

lete, through participatory processes 

and in collaboration with rights-based 

local solidarity groups, prioritizing use 

value, as seen in the example of Müze 

Gazhane.

23. Resolve issues where citizens lack po-

ints of contact for asserting their righ-

ts, expanding communication mecha-

nisms. Adapt communication methods 

to accommodate different languages 

and needs, considering accessibility.

24. Activate Local Equality Action Plans.

25. Develop policies to restructure the re-

lationship between city governance, 

citizens, and civil society, establishing 

communication bridges. Transform 

established centers into hubs of infor-

mational resources.

26. Strengthen coordination among mu-

nicipal departments to enable comp-

rehensive urban policies, ensuring de-

partments work collaboratively.

27. Address the housing problem by de-

veloping policies that encompass its 

physical, economic, and social dimen-

sions.

28. Expand opportunities for cultural pre-

sence and visibility in urban housing.

29. Integrate environmentally sustainable 

spatial planning approaches into new 

planning processes, focusing on socio-

ecological resilience to address climate 

change and disasters like earthquakes.

30. Strengthen individuals’ access to rights 

mechanisms.

31. Shift the approach to public health in 

local governments from solely treat-

ment-focused to include preventive he-

althcare services.

32. Expand free services in food, transpor-

tation, healthcare, culture, arts, and 

education to reduce economic poverty 

and promote well-being.

33. Develop policies to strengthen resi-

dents’ connection, sense of belonging, 

and memory of their neighborhoods 

and the city.

34. Implement projects to improve the qu-

ality of working life.

35. Increase residents’ mobility.

36. Prevent homogenization in urban life 

and public spaces, which can lead to 

residents’ alienation from their envi-

ronments.

37. Ensure the protection of the city’s cul-

tural, tangible, and intangible heritage, 

along with urban memory, in collabo-

ration with its users.
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Guiding
Principles

Based on research conducted within 

the project, the following guiding princip-

les were established to help local gover-

nments consider community well-being 

when shaping urban policies. Rather than 

providing a ready-made list of policies, 

these principles emphasize key conside-

rations for decision-making and policy 

development processes. Recognizing that 

urban policies may vary based on local 

contexts and unique characteristics, these 

guiding principles should be viewed as a 

framework for policy development. They 

should be understood as an interconne-

cted whole, with each principle relating 

to the others to achieve meaningful and 

concrete outcomes.

Each principle begins with a summary 

paragraph defining the concept, followed 

by a “How?” section that explains its con-

nection to urban policies and community 

well-being. The examples of good practi-

ces from international municipalities inc-

luded in some sections do not represent a 

comprehensive well-being approach but 

serve as illustrations of specific applicati-

ons that embrace each principle.

1. Participation and 
Deliberation

Participation is a key factor in achiev-

ing both well-being and the right to the 

city. Local governments are responsible 

for enabling active participation in urban 

policy-making for citizens from all back-

grounds. Recognizing and establishing 

the right to have a voice in urban spaces, 

along with being part of decision-mak-

ing, strengthens individuals’ sense of re-

sponsibility and reinforces their connec-

tion to the city, positively impacting their 

mental, physical, and social well-being. 

Therefore, individuals, communities, and 

rights-based local organizations should be 

regarded as primary actors in urban man-

agement, planning, budgeting, and design 

processes. Residents and communities 

should not merely express their needs 

and demands but be seen as agents who 

make and execute decisions. Municipali-

ties must create democratic mechanisms, 

tools, and conditions for inclusive par-

ticipation. Negotiation-based processes, 

such as conflict resolution, can strengthen 

these participation mechanisms and allow 

individuals to become recognized political 

agents in the city, thereby positively con-

tributing to social well-being. 

How?

The capacity of individuals to be active 

agents in their own lives and in urban life 
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is a primary factor in determining well-be-

ing. Community participation is a key fac-

tor in the OECD’s well-being parameters, 

while Amartya Sen’s capability approach 

also highlights the importance of individ-

uals’ agency for establishing well-being. 

In this regard, active citizen participation 

in urban governance fosters stronger con-

nections to space, a sense of belonging, 

and a feeling of responsibility—all essen-

tial to building well-being.

According to the “citizenship rights” 

outlined in the Municipal Law, all urban 

residents are considered citizens of the 

place where they live. These citizens have 

the right to participate in municipal deci-

sion-making processes, access services, 

stay informed about municipal affairs, and 

benefit from the administration’s resourc-

es and services. While local governments 

in Turkey increasingly prioritize partici-

patory processes, there remains a need to 

enhance the ways these are implemented.

To build a fairer urban life, local gov-

ernments must design participatory 

processes that are fully democratic and 

inclusive, preventing the emergence of 

new inequalities, conflicts, or divisions. 

It is essential that the voices of margin-

alized individuals and social groups are 

safeguarded in these processes, ensuring 

that larger groups do not dominate. Who 

is included, who has an equal voice, and 

which ideas are represented are all criti-

cal. Mechanisms and ideas that perpetu-

ate discrimination, ableism, speciesism, 

violence, sexism, or hate speech should 

have no place in participatory processes. 

Instead, local governments should create 

space for grassroots individual and com-

munity-based demands rooted in demo-

cratic and just approaches. Participation 

should be structured horizontally, pro-

tecting diversity while fostering common 

ground, considering not only humans but 

non-human life as well, and grounded in 

principles of gender equality and shared 

coexistence. Local governments have a 

primary responsibility to foster inclusiv-

ity in participation by embracing a delib-

erative approach, establishing a basis for 

partnership, dialogue, consensus, and 

agreement across different groups.

Utilizing city councils more effective-

ly could serve as a strategic tool in build-

ing participatory processes. However, for 

this to be successful, decisions made in 

city councils need to have legal standing 

with the municipality. Additionally, city 

councils require a broader representation 

of society’s diverse groups, and their eco-

nomic and political independence must be 

ensured.

Municipal administrations should 

broaden their view of participatory pro-

cesses beyond merely “gathering opin-

ions.” More functional mechanisms and 

collaboration-based tools are necessary to 

incorporate local demands into the design 

and implementation stages of urban poli-

cy.

Being part of urban governance is not a 

right exclusive to individuals. Rights-based 

local communities, solidarity groups, 

grassroots organizations, and civil soci-

ety organizations also have a voice in city 

management and participation processes. 

Local governments should adopt a deliber-

ative approach toward grassroots expecta-

tions and demands when designing urban 

policies. Instead of a top-down, authoritar-

ian approach to policy-making, dialogue, 

negotiation, and conflict resolution should 

be prioritized.

In local government policies and prac-

tices, varying interests and expectations 

can lead to conflicts. Ignoring these con-

flicts may silence the most vulnerable 

groups, suggesting a hierarchy in which 

some needs are prioritized over others. 

For example, local authorities’ efforts 

to transform Yedikule Gardens—an area 

that embodies a thousand years of Istan-

bul’s history—into a park met with strong 

opposition from both the gardeners, who 

sustain a unique local culture and profes-

sion, and city activists. Similarly, plans 

to convert the historic Haydarpaşa Train 

Station into a hotel, shopping mall, muse-

um, or commercial space were opposed by 

residents, who value its place in the city’s 

collective memory. In such cases, local 

governments must use negotiation tools 

and remain open to dialogue with grass-

roots voices. Otherwise, the connections 

and sense of belonging that residents have 

with urban spaces risk being damaged, 

curtailing opportunities for residents and 

communities to act as active agents in city 

governance and undermining overall so-

cial well-being.

Urban policies should be designed 

through negotiation-based processes that 

start locally. This approach means estab-

lishing participatory and deliberative tools 

in the early stages, rather than only after 

policies are implemented. Developing ne-

gotiation-based relationships and spaces 

is essential to fostering democratic and 

active participation. A deliberative ap-

proach involves listening to grassroots ob-

jections, demands, and critiques regarding 

the decisions, implementation, impacts, 

and outcomes of current urban policies. It 

also means creating open forums and dia-

logue-based bridges that welcome diverse 

perspectives and provide inclusive spaces 

for discussion.

In summary, there is a need to expand 

the understanding that urban spaces are 

shaped not only by decision-makers, man-

agers, planners, or architects, but also by 

the experiences, everyday practices, and 

social relationships of local actors. Local 

governments should adopt this view and 

design their urban policies accordingly. 
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Recognizing that active, horizontal par-

ticipation practices play a critical role in 

determining social well-being is essen-

tial. From a right-to-the-city perspective, 

local governments should aim to create 

more equitable participation and deliber-

ation mechanisms for the stages of urban 

reshaping—such as planning, budgeting, 

decision-making, project development, 

and design. These mechanisms should be 

based on clear principles, sustained and 

reciprocal, and developed in collaboration 

with rights-based urban movements at the 

local level.

Participatory Budgeting
Porto Alegre, Brazil

Participatory budgeting, initiated in 1989 by Bra-
zil’s Workers’ Party (Partido dos Trabalhadores 
- PT) in Porto Alegre, is a local governance ap-
proach where the municipality allocates a portion 
of its budget for direct citizen decision-making. 
This approach established a participation plan 
that included low-income residents, non-citizens, 
and youth, allowing city residents to actively en-
gage in deciding how the city’s budget would be 
spent, thus better addressing their needs and pri-
orities.

In the participatory budgeting process, residents 
attend neighborhood and district meetings where 
they propose projects tailored to their local needs. 
Proposed projects are reviewed by the local gov-
ernment or a participatory budgeting council, 
which assesses factors such as budget, feasibil-
ity, and community benefit. A budget forum is 
then formed to vote on the projects, with repre-
sentatives selected from those who attended the 
neighborhood meetings. The projects that receive 
the most votes are allocated funding. To increase 
resident involvement, neighborhoods with higher 

meeting attendance are allowed more representa-
tives in the budget forum.

In Turkey, participatory budgeting was first in-
troduced in 2007 as a pilot program in Çanakkale 
under the Local Government Reform Support 
Project. Today, this method has spread to various 
municipalities, although there remains a need to 
develop new tools to ensure the process is more 
pluralistic, inclusive, and accessible.

2. Right to Use

Local governments should prioritize 

the public interest in urban policies, ensu-

ring that all city residents have the right to 

access and use resources and spaces. Emp-

hasizing the value of usage in experiencing 

the city contributes to the community’s 

overall well-being. Distributing resources 

fairly based on usage rights—rather than 

on commercial interests—helps address 

income inequality and supports the advan-

cement of social well-being. Fairer cities 

can be built by upholding the common 

good and guaranteeing everyone’s right to 

use urban spaces equitably.

How?

Use value refers to the benefits provi-

ded by urban spaces and living opportu-

nities based on experience, focusing on 

common needs and benefits accessible 

to all, rather than on consumption or ex-

change value. This approach emphasizes a 

form of collective ownership grounded in 

the right to use, distinct from traditional 

ownership models. For urban well-being 

to be established, urban development, 

services, and public spaces must prioriti-

ze use value over consumption and profit. 

Use rights are frequently compromised 

during profit-driven urban transformati-

on and renewal projects, which can evolve 

into gentrification, limiting access to spa-

ces or neighborhoods to only the privile-

ged. Such transformation initiatives fail to 

prioritize equal access for local residents 

and citizens.

A foundational condition for urban 

well-being is the collective and democra-

tic use of the city, infrastructure, cultural 

and social resources, and other ameni-

ties—and, critically, sharing these spaces 

inclusively. The principle of contributing 

to the common good through the fair dist-

ribution, sharing, and equitable access to 

public spaces, services, and opportunities 

emphasizes use value. Safeguarding the ri-

ght to use and contribute to the common 

good should be integral to urban policies 

focused on establishing urban well-being.

Social Housing Program
Vienna, Austria

The Vienna Municipality’s social housing pro-
grams are among Europe’s most comprehensive, 
ensuring affordable and quality housing for city 
residents. This program is a key factor in Vienna’s 
reputation as one of the “most livable cities in the 

world,” with nearly 20% of the population living in 
social housing. The main goals of Vienna’s social 
housing initiatives are to provide affordable hous-
ing for low-income households, reduce poverty 
and social inequality, encourage urban renewal, 
and foster a sustainable and livable city. Social 
housing units in Vienna are built and managed 
independently of the private sector by the mu-
nicipality, and rent is set according to tenants’ 
income levels. Access to social housing is deter-
mined by specific criteria, including income lim-
its, length of residence in Vienna, and family size. 
Residents in social housing benefit from a range 
of social services, such as childcare, elder care, 
and counseling. Vienna’s social housing programs 
encompass various types to meet different needs: 
municipal housing built and managed by the mu-
nicipality, financed by rental income; social hous-
ing associations that are non-profit organizations 
funded through state subsidies; and private rental 
units constructed by the private sector but sup-
ported by government incentives. Together, these 
components create Vienna’s robust social housing 
landscape.

Paris Breathes: Reclaiming Public Spaces
Paris, France

Since 2016, the “Paris Breathes” initiative by the 
Paris Municipality has set out to reclaim public 
spaces by closing selected streets to vehicular traf-
fic on specific days and times, allowing citizens to 
actively use these areas. On these car-free streets, 
bicycles, skateboards, and rollerblades are per-
mitted, aiming to create active and safe spaces for 
pedestrians while also reducing air pollution. In 
Turkey, a similar approach was adopted through 
the “One Day a Month, Streets for Us” events or-
ganized by the Streets Belong to Us Association in 
collaboration with local municipalities from 2007 
to 2019. However, this effort has yet to become a 
permanent municipal practice.
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3. Public Benefit

Local governments should aim to en-

sure the equitable distribution, use, and 

preservation of urban resources with a fo-

cus on public benefit and the well-being of 

the community. Public benefit, in this con-

text, is not about advancing the interests of 

public institutions themselves but rather 

safeguarding and promoting the shared 

welfare of all residents.

How?

Public benefit must be constructed 

with a focus on the common good of both 

the community and the ecosystem. Legal-

ly, one of the primary objectives in local 

governments’ policies and planning activi-

ties is to achieve public benefit. However, 

the term “public benefit” often carries a 

degree of ambiguity, which can, in some 

cases—especially in large-scale, capi-

tal-driven projects—be leveraged to justify 

practices that may, in reality, undermine 

the welfare of both the community and the 

environment. This makes it critical to as-

sess how public benefit is enacted, whose 

interests it serves, and the impacts it pro-

duces.

It is misguided to assume that every 

initiative contributing to the urban eco-

nomy inherently serves the public good. 

Policies structured to prioritize the ex-

change value of urban land in a way that 

monopolizes urban profit fundamentally 

disrupt public well-being and violate the 

right to the city. Moreover, the concept of 

public benefit should not be limited to hu-

man access and usage alone. For instance, 

forests, wetlands, farmland, mountains, 

groves, and coastlines should be preserved 

even if they are not directly accessible to 

people. Protecting the existence of these 

areas, even if not for human use, upholds 

the public good by supporting the ecosys-

tem as a whole and thus contributes to col-

lective well-being.

4. Ecological Perspective63

Today, as neoliberal economic poli-

cies push planetary boundaries, the com-

pounded crises of our era—particularly 

the climate crisis—highlight the urgency 

for transforming cities to be ecologically 

and socially resilient. The conditions of 

our climate, planet, ecosystems, and all 

living beings directly impact the physical, 

mental, and social well-being of urban 

populations. Consequently, local govern-

ments must center ecological perspecti-

ves in urban policy. Building policies that 

avoid ecosystem harm, maintain a balan-

ce between preservation and use, and are 

aligned with climate adaptation and eco-

logical resilience is critical to sustaining 

well-being now and in the future.

How?

Whether directly accessible to people 

or not, all urban ecosystems (such as seas, 

coasts, forests, meadows, and agricultu-

ral lands) are integral to the well-being 

of cities. Prioritizing the health of urban 

ecosystems is essential for cultivating 

well-being in urban life. Urban policies 

need not be defined solely through hu-

man-centered or economic benefit. Local 

governments should consider whether 

their actions align with the benefit of the 

ecosystem, recognizing that supporting 

ecosystem health is, in itself, a form of 

public good.

As stated explicitly in Article 56 of 

the Constitution of the Republic of Tur-

key, “everyone has the right to live in a 

healthy and balanced environment.” The 

well-being of people and non-human life 

in urban areas is directly connected to 

ecological and climate-related dynamics. 

Access to essentials like clean water, food, 

clothing, energy, and safe shelter are core 

factors shaping individual and community 

well-being. The ability to engage with na-

tural resources and the quality of these 

resources impact mental, physical, and so-

cial well-being. Additionally, urbanization, 

urban policies, municipal management 

practices, and the environmental costs 

of these projects have layered effects on 

well-being. While access to nature influen-

ces immediate well-being, the utilization 

of natural resources and the distribution 

of environmental impacts shape future 

well-being. For these reasons, local go-

vernments are responsible for embedding 

ecological sensitivity and approaches in 

urban policy-making.

The realities of climate change, disas-

ters, food crises, and pandemics—core as-

pects of the ecological crisis—underscore 

the need to move beyond human-centered 

definitions, thinking, and construction 

of cities. To this end, local governments 

should design urban policies that prevent 

ecological degradation, protect the city’s 

ecosystems, and simultaneously strengt-

hen the community’s connection to natu-

re. For instance, incorporating ecological 

infrastructure into the design of transpor-

tation, housing, and infrastructure pro-

jects, as well as public spaces and green 

areas, can offer numerous ecological be-

nefits, such as reducing urban heat island 

effects and preserving biodiversity.

Neighborhood plans should promote 

ecological living by enabling free move-

ment, walking, and cycling, while integ-

rating urban gardens, high-quality and ex-

tensive green spaces that support life for 

all beings, and units for waste, food scrap 

recycling, composting, and water treat-

ment. Given that urban culture in Turkey 

is closely intertwined with companion ani-

mals like cats, dogs, and birds, urban po-

licies should account for their well-being 
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as well. Plans should include feeding and 

care units in every neighborhood to ensu-

re safe and adequate living conditions for 

animals in the city. Local governments are 

thus responsible not only for the welfare of 

human residents but also for the well-be-

ing—and dignified treatment—of animals 

living within urban environments.

Urbanization, industrialization, and 

the reliance on fossil fuels have led to ri-

sing air pollution, distancing cities from 

ecological sustainability and negatively 

impacting well-being. In Turkey’s three 

largest cities, air quality is not consistently 

monitored, and sufficient data on this is-

sue is lacking.64 According to a Greenpeace 

Mediterranean report from 2023 analyzing 

PM10 (Particulate Matter 10) data from air 

quality monitoring stations, Iskenderun in 

Hatay—one of the areas hardest hit by the 

February 6 earthquakes—was identified as 

having the highest levels of air pollution 

in Turkey.65 Following closely was the Göz-

tepe district in Kadıköy, where pollution 

linked to urban transformation activities 

appeared nearly as severe as that from 

post-earthquake debris. The Turkish Medi-

cal Association (TTB) also highlighted the 

irreversible health impact in earthquake 

zones, noting that asbestos released du-

ring debris removal and deposited in natu-

ral areas has degraded air and soil quality, 

posing a serious health risk to those com-

pelled to remain in these areas.66

Pollution in urban life extends beyond 

air contamination. The contamination of 

soil and water by industrial and household 

waste represents another facet of ecologi-

cal degradation. The mucilage problem 

in the Marmara Sea exemplifies this phe-

nomenon. The inadequacy of ecological 

treatment facilities in cities, combined 

with the often unregulated discharge of 

gaseous, liquid, or solid waste, transforms 

life into an ecological disaster. Proactive 

efforts by local governments, particularly 

in implementing advanced biological tre-

atment facilities, would significantly en-

hance the well-being of all living beings.

An ecological perspective in urban po-

licies is not sufficient on its own; this ap-

proach must be applied across all layers 

of urban life. Local governments should 

implement informational and educational 

initiatives to raise ecological awareness 

within communities. Starting at the neigh-

borhood level, urban life needs to be rest-

ructured based on principles that respect 

ecological living, prioritize biodiversity, 

promote practices of care and repair, and 

envision a model of coexistence.

Local governments should contribute 

to building cities that, rather than deple-

ting their surroundings and all forms of 

life, are self-sufficient in water, food, ener-

gy, health, and housing resources. These 

cities should strengthen local characteris-

tics and interspecies cooperation, address 

socio-ecological injustices, and avoid cau-

sing harm to ecosystems.

Rotterdam Climate Adaptation Strategy
Rotterdam, Netherlands

As Europe’s largest port city, Rotterdam has taken 
a proactive stance on addressing climate change 
risks. The city’s Climate Adaptation Strategy, ad-
opted in 2008 and revised in 2013, forms the back-
bone of its adaptation planning. The strategy’s 
core objectives include establishing a robust de-
fense against flooding, stormwater accumulation, 
and sea-level rise, while making urban spaces re-
silient to climate change. Key goals also include 
enhancing urban resilience through integrated 
planning, boosting the economy, improving qual-
ity of life, and fostering innovation to increase 
biodiversity. Rotterdam’s success in climate adap-
tation is driven by strong partnerships between 
local government and stakeholders, a commit-
ment to long-term planning and implementation, 
and substantial financial investment in adaptation 
measures.

5. Gender Perspective

To enhance well-being in urban set-

tings, gender inequalities must be taken 

into account when formulating city pol-

icies. Local governments should design 

policies, services, and initiatives that are 

sensitive to gender dynamics, making cit-

ies safer, more inclusive, and fairer for 

women and LGBTQ+ individuals. Since 

these groups face unique vulnerabilities 

and have distinct urban needs, it is essen-

tial that policies do not attempt to homog-

enize identities; instead, dedicated and tai-

lored approaches are necessary to address 

these diverse requirements effectively.

How?

Current macro and micro policies that 

overlook gender-based differences, injus-

tices, and inequalities tend to exacerbate 

the vulnerability of women and LGBTQ+ 

individuals in nearly every aspect of urban 

life, reinforcing discrimination. Today, 

a significant portion of the inequalities, 

rights violations, discrimination, and vio-

lence in urban settings stems from gender 

inequality, often related to sexual orienta-

tion and gender identity.

Fundamental human conditions such 

as living without violence, access to clean 

water, nutritious food, adequate housing, 

freedom of expression, visibility, freedom 

of movement, sufficient time for rest and 

leisure, political participation, employ-

ment opportunities in public and private 

sectors, self-actualization, and access to 

mental, physical, and social health servi-

ces all reveal deep inequalities tied to gen-

der and sexual orientation. Overlooking 

these inequalities and the intersections 

between them, especially in policy-ma-

king processes, intensifies stressors like 

anxiety and worry for women and LGBTQ+ 

individuals, limits their safe access to es-

sential services, and undermines their 

mental, physical, and social well-being.
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Local governments play a crucial role 

in preventing gender-based discrimina-

tion and promoting equality in urban 

settings. They should develop policies 

that enable everyone to live openly and 

safely, realize their potential, establish 

self-confidence, and achieve social har-

mony. However, achieving well-being on 

an urban scale may require different ap-

proaches for diverse gender identities. 

Both women and LGBTQ+ individuals have 

distinct conditions that contribute to their 

well-being, and these can vary within each 

group. Gender identity and sexual orienta-

tion-based inequalities, when compoun-

ded with other forms of inequality, lead 

to deeper issues. Being a migrant woman 

or an unemployed LGBTQ+ individual, for 

example, creates new and unique challen-

ges due to intersecting identities such as 

ethnicity and socioeconomic class. There-

fore, it is essential to recognize the specific 

vulnerabilities within each group and avo-

id conflating the distinct circumstances of 

various experiences among women and 

LGBTQ+ individuals.

Urban planning, design, and the pro-

duction of spaces should be seen as tools 

for promoting gender equality. Muni-

cipal administrations must implement 

gender-sensitive urban planning and 

budgeting in collaboration with local 

stakeholders and rights advocates. Gen-

der-responsive urban planning encom-

passes many dimensions. Women and 

LGBTQ+ individuals are among those most 

impacted by global economic forces that 

erode rights through low-cost and unpaid 

labor, poverty, the dynamics of the eco-

logical crisis, and the unequal distribution 

of urban services and resources. Urban 

policies should be developed with an awa-

reness of these disparities, paying parti-

cular attention to who uses urban servi-

ces, who is included or excluded by them. 

Ensuring equal representation and estab-

lishing open communication networks 

throughout all urban governance proces-

ses—such as the design, budgeting, imple-

mentation of policies, and creation of new 

service units—is critical.

Gender- and sexual orientation-ba-

sed inequalities persist not only in public 

spaces but also in the workplace and pri-

vate spheres. Municipal administrations 

should ensure gender equality in employ-

ment across all levels. Local governments 

can play a role in preventing the privatiza-

tion of care work that, due to gender nor-

ms, often falls to women as unpaid labor. 

They can do this by creating, expanding, 

and publicizing local care services. In glo-

bal cities, this approach is exemplified by 

the increased availability of free or affor-

dable, quality and reliable childcare cen-

ters, and care facilities for the elderly and 

disabled at the neighborhood level.

Economic, ecological, and political 

crises are felt most acutely by vulnerable 

groups, particularly women. Mechanisms 

must be developed to prevent public servi-

ces from being cut during economic crises 

and to avoid shifting essential public servi-

ces to unpaid household labor.

An additional layer of gender inequa-

lity in urban settings involves housing is-

sues. According to Article 14 of Municipal 

Law No. 5393, “Metropolitan municipali-

ties and municipalities with populations 

over 100,000 are required to establish shel-

ters for women and children.” Yet, many 

municipalities do not fulfill this responsi-

bility. Expanding violence-free and secure 

shelters for women and LGBTQ+ indivi-

duals under threat of violence is a critical 

issue that municipalities must prioritize. 

Meeting housing needs for local govern-

ments extends beyond merely providing 

shelters. It includes ensuring livable, ac-

cessible, and safe housing infrastructure, 

planning housing accessibility with a gen-

der-sensitive approach, and addressing 

the needs of those deprived of housing 

rights due to gender or sexual orientation 

discrimination.

For local governments to create gen-

der-sensitive urban policies, they must 

produce gender-focused data and identify 

issues, demands, and needs arising from 

different localities at the grassroots level. 

Drawing from the Charter for Women’s Right 

to the City prepared in 2004, tools should be 

developed to ensure the equal and direct 

participation of women and LGBTQ+ indi-

viduals in city governance, planning, in-

vestment decisions, and budget oversight. 

Urban policy-making should allow for the 

active involvement of women and LGBTQ+ 

communities in shaping the city’s policies.

One of the key factors shaping well-be-

ing from a gender perspective is mobility 

within the city. Women and LGBTQ+ indi-

viduals often face constraints in moving 

freely due to safety concerns, poverty, la-

bor exploitation, and time demands. Lo-

cal governments are expected to develop 

projects that enhance mobility options 

and accessibility within the city. Ensuring 

access to public transportation in every 

neighborhood, along with safer and more 

convenient urban transit, especially at ni-

ght, is essential. Examples of supportive 

measures include accessible and secure 

transportation options for women and LG-

BTQ+ individuals, the expansion of neigh-

borhood childcare centers, collective kitc-

hens, and similar practices that share the 

burden of care work. Additionally, making 

self-fulfillment spaces—such as public and 

well-equipped sports facilities, cultural 

centers, vocational or artistic courses, and 

nature interaction spaces—both accessib-

le and responsive to community needs is 

vital.

Local governments have extensive 

means to make cities safer by addressing 

gender-based violence through public and 

private educational initiatives. Training 

60 61



and awareness-raising programs should 

be provided both for municipal employees 

and for residents.

Gender-Inclusive Urban Planning
Vienna, Austria

In Vienna, discussions on gender-sensitive urban 
planning began in 1991 with the photo exhibition 
“Whose Public Space? Women’s Everyday Life in 
the City.” That same year, the city established the 
Coordination Office for Women’s Issues and Equal 
Opportunities (MA 57), followed by the launch of 
the Frauentelefon (Women’s Helpline) in 1994 and a 
24-hour emergency line (Frauennotruf) in 1996. In 
1998, Vienna founded the Planning and Building 
Coordination Office for Women’s Daily Needs and 
Special Requirements, and by 2008, it had sup-
ported around fifty pilot projects focused on gen-
der-equitable urban planning. In 2005, the Gender 
Mainstreaming Project Office was launched to fur-
ther support this initiative. Throughout the 2000s, 
gender equality became a city-wide strategy in 
Vienna, particularly focusing on spatial develop-
ment. During this period, Vienna took significant 
steps toward addressing gender inequality by im-
plementing around sixty pilot projects guided by 
gender planning specialists and fostering collabo-
ration across administrative levels.

6. Inclusivity and Pluralism

To foster societal well-being, local 

governments must base all urban policies 

and services on inclusivity and pluralism. 

Every individual, representing diverse cul-

tures, beliefs, lifestyles, and intersecting 

identities, must be recognized and ensured 

equal access to opportunities and resourc-

es. Urban policies designed solely with the 

general public or majority in mind hinder 

the achievement of true inclusivity. There-

fore, local governments should adopt a 

pluralistic approach that prioritizes the 

representation and voice of minority and 

highly vulnerable groups, playing a critical 

role in establishing well-being for all.

How?

Cities are not made up of homogenous 

populations. Rather, they are spaces where 

diverse and intersecting identities coexist, 

shaped by individuals and communities 

with varying backgrounds. Therefore, a 

city is not only a place of consensus and 

harmony but also of divergence and conf-

lict. Urban life offers opportunities for en-

counters that may lead to either dialog or 

discord. Divisions in cities are not limited 

to gender, socioeconomic status, or ethni-

city; individuals and groups often embody 

multiple identities simultaneously. Howe-

ver, local governments often lean toward 

policies and services designed with gene-

ralized assumptions, focusing primarily 

on the needs of the majority. This appro-

ach risks excluding vulnerable minority 

groups, leaving them adversely affected by 

majority-centric policies and implemen-

tations. From this perspective, well-being 

cannot be defined solely according to the 

general population. Urban policies must 

be inclusive and pluralistic to account for 

the well-being of all residents, ensuring 

that diverse needs and differences are ack-

nowledged and addressed.

In line with the concept of inclusivity, 

it is not individuals or communities that 

should adapt to the structure of the city 

or its local governments, but rather local 

governments that should align with the 

diverse residents who inhabit the city. Ci-

ties should be designed to embrace this di-

versity. The well-being of individuals and 

communities who feel excluded or discon-

nected from the city cannot be cultivated if 

these groups feel at odds with local autho-

rities. In healthy cities, people should feel 

visible, heard, and a true sense of belon-

ging to their surroundings.

To promote social well-being, local 

governments should implement the prin-

ciple of inclusivity by particularly highli-

ghting the presence of invisible and vul-

nerable social groups. City policies should 

recognize diversity without enforcing uni-

formity, acknowledging that needs and de-

mands may vary. It is essential to consider 

the layered vulnerabilities faced by indi-

viduals with intersecting identities—such 

as disabled children, refugee women, or 

Black LGBTQ+ individuals. Local govern-

ment policies should embrace social diver-

sity across intersections of class, ethnicity, 

race, religion, gender, sexual orientation, 

body type, and age, and work to foster ac-

ceptance and recognition of these diffe-

rences.

In implementing inclusivity, local go-

vernments should go beyond merely ack-

nowledging diversity; they should actively 

work to foster coexistence among various 

communities, cultures, and perspectives. 

This involves enhancing the ability to col-

laborate across differences and conflicts, 

promoting a collective capacity for coope-

ration.

7. Community and 
Solidarity-Based

Local governments should design ur-

ban policies that support individuals’ abil-

ity to build community. The relationships 

people form with each other and their sur-

roundings are crucial in shaping societal 

well-being. Cultivating strong bonds and 

social networks within one’s environment 

not only enhances individuals’ lives but 

also helps them build resilience against 

the adverse conditions of urban living. 

Therefore, to foster societal well-being, 

urban policies must establish conditions 

that promote solidarity-driven community 

skills and enable meaningful social inter-

actions among residents.
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How?

Urban life presents a range of econom-

ic, cultural, and psychological challeng-

es, and one of the primary dynamics that 

sustains individuals through these diffi-

culties is the formation of social connec-

tions. Feeling part of a community with 

strong, solidarity-based and supportive so-

cial networks deeply impacts individuals’ 

well-being. Belonging to various commu-

nities and engaging in supportive social 

networks provide individuals with op-

portunities for self-actualization and skill 

development, enhancing self-confidence, 

emotional resilience, and their sense of 

agency. Therefore, urban policies must 

be community-oriented and designed to 

protect solidarity-driven communities. 

However, communities consist not only of 

people but also include non-human beings 

like plants and animals, which are integral 

to the community fabric. Urban policies 

should be crafted with this broader, inclu-

sive perspective.

A community-centered approach by 

local governments positively influences 

participation processes as well. Individ-

uals who cultivate a sense of community 

awareness and capability are generally 

more inclined to engage in urban gover-

nance. Thus, community-based urban 

policies encourage local communities, sol-

idarity networks, and rights-based organi-

zations to have a voice and active role in 

urban life. It is essential to recognize that 

rights-oriented, community-minded, and 

action-ready groups exist in many areas, 

feeling a responsibility toward their cities 

and engaging in processes. These groups 

often bring forth specific local demands 

that are otherwise challenging to identify 

through conventional fieldwork or sur-

veys.

Local governments, when designing 

urban policies, should aim to reinforce 

rather than disrupt grassroots solidarity 

networks, strengthening the communities 

that bring people together. At its core, for 

the well-being of both human and non-hu-

man communities, local governments 

must foster environments in cities where 

collaboration and solidarity can naturally 

flourish.

Community-Led Initiatives
Berlin, Germany

Community-Led Initiatives (CLI) in Berlin con-
sist of various groups formed by neighborhood 
residents to make positive impacts within their 
communities. These groups actively address local 
challenges and implement improvement projects. 
The origins of CLI in Berlin trace back to the resis-
tance against urban renewal projects of the 1960s. 
Today, these initiatives continue to grow, offering 
creative solutions to local issues and enhancing 
the city’s livability. Among the most common CLIs 
are neighborhood associations (formed to gather 
and address community needs), temporary-use 
initiatives (repurposing public spaces and unused 
buildings), social enterprises, and urban gardens 
(promoting food production and community gath-
ering spaces). Examples of CLIs in Berlin include 

Prinzessinnengärten, a temporary use initiative 
that transformed an abandoned area in Kreuz-
berg into a garden where residents can grow food 
and socialize; Stadtkantine, a social enterprise in 
Neukölln offering affordable meals made from 
surplus food; and Görlitzer Park, a large park in 
Kreuzberg where residents can relax and social-
ize, with spaces managed by various CLI groups.

8. Rights-Based

Establishing well-being in urban set-

tings requires prioritizing a rights-based 

approach that respects the right to life for 

both human and non-human residents. 

Building urban policies grounded in hu-

man rights, fostering an environment 

where rights are actualized, and moving 

beyond a passive, need-based model 

toward one that nurtures individuals’ and 

communities’ sense of social justice and 

self-empowerment can significantly en-

hance well-being. This approach not only 

upholds basic human rights but also en-

compasses the protection of all living bein-

gs’ right to life, embodying the essence of 

the “right to the city.” A rights-based pers-

pective is essential across all aspects of 

local governance—from decision-making 

and service provision to planning, proje-

cts, and participatory processes—ensuring 

that every element reflects this commit-

ment to inclusivity and justice.

How?

Urban life can create layered inequali-

ties, leaving vulnerable groups facing vari-

ous forms of poverty and deprivation. Lo-

cal governments must improve conditions 

that disrupt overall community well-being 

by providing social assistance. However, 

policies and services should go beyond 

a purely need-based approach that risks 

trapping people in disempowering condi-

tions, aiming instead to uphold a dignified 

right to life and a rights-based structure. 

Urban policies should strive for sustainab-

le, lasting improvements to conditions. 

The political instrumentalization of social 

assistance by local governments is one of 

the most significant barriers to establis-

hing a genuinely rights-based approach in 

policy.

Based on the right to the city approach, 

individuals sharing a common urban spa-

ce must have equal rights. Access to clean 

water, food, clothing, energy, preserved 

green spaces, quality education, accessib-

le cultural life, social engagement, free-

dom of movement, free healthcare, livable 

housing, participation in urban life, and 

a voice in decision-making—all of which 

mean being part of the city’s management, 

design, and production—are rights that 

belong to everyone living in the city. The-

refore, rights-based approaches should be 

regarded as foundational to local govern-

ments’ urban policies.
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9. Integrated

To establish well-being in urban areas, 

local governments need to design urban 

policies in an integrated manner, creating 

connections across decisions, actions, and 

processes to ensure coherence. Addres-

sing policies with an integrated perspec-

tive recognizes the multidimensional na-

ture of urban challenges, emphasizing the 

need for solutions and services that take 

an intersectional approach. Developing 

policies in an interconnected way allows 

the recognition of conditions that either 

harm or support urban well-being as parts 

of a continuous chain.

How?

An integrated perspective highlights 

the importance of coordination betwe-

en departments and services within local 

governments. Instead of isolated, one-si-

ze-fits-all policies, it emphasizes the need 

for interconnected approaches that brid-

ge individual policies to create a cohesive 

whole. This approach does not imply a 

centralized management model; rather, it 

calls for enabling different departments to 

better identify local needs and demands, 

ensuring these are addressed through co-

ordinated policies.

According to an integrated approach, 

the city is viewed as a complex whole, ac-

commodating diverse groups and multiple 

layers of needs. Rather than addressing 

interconnected urban issues from a single 

perspective, an integrated approach can 

be the key to generating effective soluti-

ons. Embracing this approach in urban 

governance contributes to well-being by 

ensuring that multifaceted policies are 

sustainable and responsive to the comp-

lexities of urban life.

Local governments can utilize the He-

alth in All Policies (HiAP) approach as a 

tool to incorporate the impact on health 

and well-being across all policies. This 

approach advocates for long-term, syste-

matic planning in which all sectors—both 

health-related and non-health—work in 

coordination to shape the factors influen-

cing health. While many major cities wor-

ldwide have implemented this approach, 

there are currently no examples of its app-

lication in Turkey.

10. Accessibility

Local governments must consider so-

cial, physical, and economic accessibility 

in decision-making processes, urban poli-

cies, and service delivery. Designing urban 

policies with an emphasis on accessibility 

is essential for reducing social inequalities, 

supporting vulnerable groups in building 

independent lives, and establishing social 

justice—thereby fostering the well-being 

of all residents.

How?

Making urban life and municipal ser-

vices accessible and usable for everyone 

plays a vital role in fostering well-being. 

Increasing levels of accessibility across so-

cial, cultural, physical/spatial, economic, 

political, and ecological dimensions crea-

tes positive indicators for the well-being of 

vulnerable communities.

Accessibility is often defined in terms 

of removing physical/spatial barriers wit-

hin cities, primarily focusing on accessibi-

lity for individuals with disabilities. While 

this is a crucial aspect, it represents only 

one dimension of accessibility. Ensuring 

accessibility in urban policies requires, 

in the broadest sense, questioning who is 

unable to benefit from the city’s opportu-

nities and why.

The design of streets, housing, parks, 

cinemas, and other public and private spa-

ces in cities is typically based on norms su-

ited to a standard, able-bodied form, whi-

ch restricts the basic right to move freely 

and safely in urban spaces for individuals 

with differing needs, such as people with 

disabilities, children, and the elderly. As 

a result, cities not only fail to meet con-

ditions conducive to well-being but also 

further marginalize vulnerable groups. 

For this reason, urban design must take 

into account the diverse capabilities of dif-

ferent bodies. Moreover, it is not only the 

physical layout of urban spaces that should 

be accessible but also the provision of ur-

ban services and the structure of urban po-

licies. For example, individuals—whether 

young, elderly, or women, regardless of 

socioeconomic background—should have 

the opportunity to engage in essential cul-

tural, artistic, and athletic activities or to 

participate in the workforce, with ease of 

access for everyone.

To establish well-being in cities, essen-

tial urban rights—such as access to clean 

water, food, and air; adequate housing; 

transportation; health; social and cultural 

environments; and education—must be ac-

cessible to all individuals and groups. Ur-

ban policies that embrace and implement 

the principle of accessibility empower 

vulnerable groups, including those affec-

ted by class, ethnicity, race, belief, gender, 

physical ability, or age, to engage more ful-

ly in social life. Ensuring access in urban 

policies fosters social justice and a sense 

of cohesion, enabling diverse communi-

ties to participate in social, cultural, eco-

nomic, and political life. This strengthens 

marginalized communities, offers a foun-

dation for fostering belonging, enhances 

satisfaction with urban life, and builds op-

portunities for social solidarity.
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11. Sustainability

Local governments should design 

urban policies and services that meet 

current needs while also preserving and 

enhancing the social, economic, and 

environmental conditions that support 

well-being. This involves creating endu-

ring structures that promote the common 

good and ensuring that effective policies 

are sustainable over the long term. To ac-

hieve this, policies must be planned with a 

long-term perspective and supported with 

continuity, thereby safeguarding well-be-

ing for both today and the future.

How?

Adopting the principle of sustainability 

in urban policies can significantly enhan-

ce mental, physical, and social well-being. 

Sustainability can be seen as ensuring 

the continuity of the planet, of all living 

species, and of equitable interspecies co-

existence. This approach is embedded in 

both macro and micro policies. A common 

critique of sustainability is that without 

fundamental changes in the capitalist sys-

tem’s core mechanisms, true sustainability 

cannot be fully achieved. However, there 

are actionable steps that can support sus-

tainable well-being.

Local governments have the capacity 

to shift from a model of urban develop-

ment that depletes ecosystems and life to 

one that fosters interspecies well-being. 

By emphasizing policies that prioritize the 

common good and ecological sustainabi-

lity, local governments can make sustai-

nable improvements in mental, physical, 

and social well-being. Beyond ecological 

and environmental sustainability, efforts 

should focus on sustaining and embedding 

well-being as a fundamental aspect of ur-

ban life.

Transforming urban life into a re-

silient form that minimally impacts its 

environment and natural resources, and 

largely supports self-sufficiency, benefits 

both present and future well-being of so-

ciety and the planet. However, the appro-

ach to sustainability extends beyond en-

vironmental preservation alone. To truly 

support well-being, urban policies must 

foster sustainable practices by incorpora-

ting gender-sensitive and ecological urban 

planning, inclusive and rights-based ap-

proaches, active participation mechanis-

ms, eco-friendly infrastructure and energy 

systems, and spaces that promote intera-

ction. Additionally, it is essential to prote-

ct and enhance public spaces embedded 

in urban memory, cultural heritage (both 

tangible and intangible), fundamental ur-

ban rights and services, as well as local 

urban practices, ensuring their sustainabi-

lity for the long term.

12. Transparency and 
Accountability

For local governments to build trust in 

urban life, they must ensure transparency 

and accountability in planning and imp-

lementing urban policies. By providing 

spaces for residents to oversee and evalu-

ate municipal actions, local governments 

help foster a sense of responsibility toward 

the city among individuals and communi-

ties. Transparency and accountability also 

work to guarantee fair distribution of re-

sources and services while preventing fa-

voritism within urban governance.

How?

One of the essential factors for achiev-

ing well-being through urban policies is 

the transparency and accountability of lo-

cal governments in their decisions and ac-

tions. Every piece of information, activity, 

and decision related to urban governance 

should be openly and clearly communi-

cated to the public. Transparency and ac-

countability are prerequisites for ensuring 

democratic participation in city policies. 

When residents are informed about deci-

sions that affect urban life, it strengthens 

their sense of responsibility toward the 

city and enhances their capacity to hold 

local authorities accountable.

Transparency alone is insufficient; 

local governments must also prioritize 

building residents’ capacity to demand ac-

countability. Residents should be seen not 

only as voters during election periods but 

as active stakeholders in daily urban gov-

ernance. Local governments are respon-

sible for guaranteeing transparency in all 

aspects of urban life, while residents can 

uphold accountability by monitoring mu-

nicipal activities, participating actively in 

engagement mechanisms, and engaging 

in advocacy. This collaborative approach 

between local governance and community 

oversight contributes to a stronger sense 

of civic duty and fosters shared responsi-

bility.

13.Equality and Coexistence

Adopting the values of equality and co-

existence in urban policies lays the groun-

dwork for establishing social well-being. 

This approach serves as a fundamental 

pillar, preventing divisive practices that 

urban policies might cause and strengthe-

ning the vision of a more just urban life.

How?

Local governments should embrace 

the principle that all residents are equal 

within their city, as stipulated in “citizen-

ship rights,” which define everyone as a 

“citizen of their place of residence.” This 
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approach can be reinforced in urban pol-

icies to ensure that equality and coexis-

tence are embedded in urban governance. 

Local governments hold the capacity to 

foster or hinder equality and co-living 

through the policies they enact. Thus, cul-

tivating a culture of equality and coexis-

tence is essential for establishing well-be-

ing within the city.

While past policies may have inadver-

tently eroded these values, leaning toward 

conflict, division, or polarization, the cul-

ture of coexistence is not foreign to Tur-

key. Local governments can revitalize this 

tradition by strengthening social coopera-

tion through urban policies that embrace 

and reinforce collaborative practices. Ini-

tiatives that engage diverse groups, respect 

cultural differences, and encourage mutu-

al understanding can effectively support a 

co-living culture, enabling a more resilient 

and inclusive urban community. By em-

bedding equality into local governance, 

cities can cultivate an environment where 

all residents feel a shared responsibility 

and benefit from a collective sense of be-

longing.

The principle of equality and coexis-

tence is essential in preventing all forms 

of discrimination. This perspective en-

ables municipalities to envision and apply 

a model of interspecies coexistence that 

is not solely human-centered. If local gov-

ernments actively promote these princi-

ples, society can recognize once more that 

city life is not only about living alongside 

those who are similar but also about coex-

isting with diverse beings. Such a frame-

work encourages inclusivity for groups 

often marginalized under the label of 

“minorities,” such as migrants, people of 

various ethnic backgrounds and genders, 

individuals with disabilities, and animals, 

enabling them to be recognized as integral 

parts of urban society. By embedding the 

principles of equality and coexistence in 

urban life, municipalities can support re-

lationships of “public friendship,”67 foster-

ing a shared culture of well-being where 

diverse groups come together to create 

a common, thriving environment. This 

culture contributes profoundly to social 

well-being and the shared pursuit of a 

good life, irrespective of differences.

Golden Valley Equity Plan
Golden Valley, Minnesota, United States

In 2016, the Golden Valley city administration 
joined the Government Alliance on Race and Eq-
uity (GARE) program to address and mitigate the 
inequalities and barriers faced by communities 
such as Black, Indigenous, and People of Col-
or (BIPOC). As an outcome, the Equity Plan was 
launched in 2018, with primary goals to ensure 
economic well-being for all residents, promote 
active participation in urban decision-making, 
guarantee equal distribution of resources and 
services, and foster diversity and equality within 
the city. To support the plan’s implementation, the 
City Council established multiple working groups 
in 2019. The main components of the Equity Plan 
include: developing solutions to involve historical-
ly marginalized and economically disadvantaged 

communities in the city’s procurement and hiring 
processes; providing equal economic opportu-
nities to all residents, regardless of historical or 
socioeconomic background; offering equitable 
access to city services and resources to everyone, 
irrespective of social identity; taking concrete 
steps to support communities that have been de-
prived of essential needs like education, housing, 
and employment. The action plan outlines specif-
ic roles and responsibilities for transitioning to 
fairer policies, mandates training for city staff on 
cultural competency and unconscious bias, and 
includes regular data analysis to identify inequi-
ties. Additionally, to gather public feedback and 
promote equality, the city plans to hold neighbor-
hood forums and community meetings regularly.

14. Restorative

For the well-being of urban life, it is 

crucial for local governments to initiate 

processes that recognize and address past 

injustices, missteps, and inequities. Adop-

ting a restorative approach in urban poli-

cies requires collective efforts toward the 

care and regeneration of urban life, foste-

ring a sense of shared responsibility and 

renewal across the community.

How?

Embracing well-being as an outcome 

of urban policies encourages a holistic 

integration of inclusivity, dialogue, acces-

sibility, sustainability, active participati-

on, a culture of coexistence, and a sense 

of belonging. It supports principles such 

as rights- and community-based approac-

hes, the right to use and benefit from ur-

ban spaces, public interest, transparency, 

accountability, and ecological and gender 

equity perspectives. When well-being be-

comes an integral part of urban policy, 

it redefines city policies beyond merely 

providing infrastructure. Given the exis-

ting destructive processes and harmful 

policies, urban life requires active care 

and restoration efforts. Addressing urban 

issues is no longer sufficient; it is essential 

to restore and heal the impacted aspects of 

urban life. Correcting ongoing and histori-

cal missteps in urban decision-making and 

mitigating their adverse effects are neces-

sary steps toward building fairer cities.

The restorative approach also encom-

passes collective care relationships, and 

local governments bear responsibility for 

fostering these connections. Although pra-

ctices of caregiving have been rendered 

invisible within capitalist and patriarchal 

social structures, they must be brought 

back into focus. Local governments should 

center questions such as, “How can we 

better care for ourselves, for life, for our 

cities, and for non-human beings?” Add-

ressing this requires moving beyond a fra-

mework that separates humans from na-

ture or views non-human beings as mere 

resources. Cities’ relationships with their 

environments must be reevaluated in this 

light. For instance, as cities increasingly 

become unsustainable and deteriorate 
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well-being, the trend of migration from ur-

ban to rural areas has intensified, leading 

to development pressures on rural spaces.

Instead of an urban model that explo-

its rural life, cities should be reimagined 

with consideration for non-human beings, 

agricultural production relations, and the 

well-being of rural areas. It’s essential to 

recognize the interdependence of all en-

tities in life and the ecosystem, extending 

an ethic of care and restoration beyond the 

human world. City policies that prioritize 

well-being need to adopt an approach of 

“looking after and repairing the Earth.”68

15. Resilient

In urban policies, resilience refers to 

the capacity to prepare for, adapt to, and 

respond to situations and changes such as 

disasters, pandemics, and rapid or sudden 

migration. Designing resilient urban po-

licies involves reducing risk, danger, and 

damage factors, and facilitating a fair tran-

sition in response to changing conditions, 

ultimately promoting the well-being of 

communities in the future.

How?

Today, not only cities but the entire pla-

net and all connected life are subject to the 

shifting impacts and damage of crises and 

disasters. Cities are both impacted by the-

se crises and, due to rapid, unplanned, and 

unequal urbanization dynamics, are often 

contributors to these crises. Under these 

conditions, building resilience within ur-

ban life—and, by extension, urban gover-

nance—has become essential. A resilient 

urban system is “one that can transform 

itself to continue providing essential ser-

vices as conditions change.” This entails 

an adaptive approach in urban policy that 

supports sustainable development and en-

sures continuity in the face of both gradual 

and sudden changes.69 

In Turkey, cities and the urban policies 

shaping city life are highly vulnerable to 

crises and disasters arising from events 

such as pandemics, wars, climate-induced 

extreme weather events, and earthqua-

kes. This vulnerability stems not from the 

unpredictability or extraordinariness of 

these events but rather from the inability 

of urban policies to adequately respond to 

them. The loss of life from disasters and 

crises, the trauma endured by survivors, 

the struggles faced in maintaining day-to-

day life, and the dynamics of marginaliza-

tion and division that foster social conflict 

are all examples of how these events im-

pact community well-being. Resilient poli-

cies developed by local governments at the 

community level can mitigate the negative 

effects that disasters and crises have on 

well-being.

Local governments must implement 

preparation, planning, and reinforcement 

measures “before” climate-related and 

seismic disasters occur. Building an eco-

logically and socially resilient urban life 

requires not only scaling down or slowing 

urban growth but also implementing initi-

atives aimed at “reversing the impacts of 

disaster-driven inequalities and socio-eco-

logical injustices.”70 According to this ap-

proach, resilience involves acknowledging 

that the future may not be ideal or certain, 

but committing to reducing existing inequ-

alities to make the world a more livable 

place.71 Enhancing resilience in urban life 

supports well-being. Including the com-

munity in preparedness efforts, and ensu-

ring they understand and embrace preven-

tative measures, builds public trust in local 

governance. It also fosters a sense of be-

longing, empowerment in influencing the 

city’s future, and collective responsibility.
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Conclusion

The Guiding Principles for Ensuring 

Well-being in Cities report aims to invite 

local governments to focus on well-being 

and the right to the city in shaping urban 

policies, while encouraging city residents 

and civil society actors to evaluate their 

cities through a lens of health and well-be-

ing.

This report sets forth guiding princip-

les for local governments to integrate the 

health and well-being of the public into 

urban policy. By embedding well-being as 

a core value across all policies, these prin-

ciples serve as a framework for assessing 

the impact of local government actions. 

Rather than offering a ready-made policy 

list, these guidelines are intended as a tool 

for measuring policy effectiveness and im-

pact.

The report is grounded in the idea that 

health issues cannot be addressed solely 

through healthcare services, emphasizing 

the need for a well-being approach wit-

hin urban policies. Rather than focusing 

on what municipalities should do, it aims 

to define a framework for discussing how 

actions should be taken. For instance, whi-

le increasing green spaces in a city may 

seem beneficial for health and well-being, 

questions like “How will this affect existing 

social life and ecosystems?” and “How can 

everyone’s access rights to these spaces be 

ensured?” reveal the underlying layers that 

impact well-being. The report underscores 

that the process of policy and implementa-

tion design itself plays a role in influencing 

public well-being. It suggests that incorpo-

rating the proposed guiding principles into 

decision-making and policy development 

can help modify urban processes that ne-

gatively impact well-being and promote 

mechanisms, decisions, and policies that 

support it. Additionally, the report aspires 

to inspire civil society organizations to in-

vestigate and monitor the effects of local 

government policies on public health and 

well-being.
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