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Price and prejudice: the politics of carbon market
establishment in Turkey
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aEnvironmental Humanities Lab, Division of History of Science, Technology and Environment,
KTH Royal Institute of Technology, Stockholm, Sweden; bIndependent Researcher, Turkey

ABSTRACT
Despite concerns on their effectiveness and legitimacy, carbon markets are
often presented as the main tool of climate policy. Developing countries are
particularly eager to establish and interlink their carbon markets to benefit
from global climate investment flows. Turkey is a belated but willing player in
this endeavor. In tracing the ambivalent politics of establishing a carbon
market in Turkey, we focus on the perceptions of different actors vis-à-vis
carbon marketization attempts. Using policy documents, 22 expert interviews,
and process tracing, we question the underlying assumptions on carbon
markets in a country with unambitious climate targets. Our findings suggest
that the making of carbon market in Turkey is not necessarily a rational,
national interest-driven process but instead one promoted by the
international organizations including World Bank and the EU. We conclude
that this preference for market-based instruments defer public interest, favor
more incremental policies, and ignore distributive justice concerns.
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Introduction

As the European Commission’s 2018 report underlines, Turkey has only
‘some level of preparation’ for harmonization with the European Union
(EU) in the area of environment with ‘no progress made’ from the previous
year on climate change.1 Three key requirements that are highlighted by
this report are to a) complete alignment with the directives on key sectors
(water, waste, industry), b) to ensure harmonization with cross-cutting legis-
lation including EU acquis on informed public participation, and last but not
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least c) to complete the country’s alignment with the EU climate targets by
ratifying Paris Agreement and implementing Turkey’s contribution to this
end. ‘[F]ull alignment with the Emissions Trading Directive is needed,’ con-
cludes the report in what otherwise reads like a pessimistic scorecard.2 We
argue that these points call for an informed, extensive, and participatory
public debate on climate change policies in Turkey after the entry into
force of the Paris Agreement and in light of the EU’s shifting climate leader-
ship.3 While Turkey’s greenhouse gas emissions increased by 135.4 percent
between 1990-2016 – thereby showing the highest rate of change among all
OECD members – the country long delayed action by emphasizing its
‘special circumstances.’4 The twelve-year lag between 1992, when the
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC)
was signed, and 2004, when Turkey ratified it, can be seen as a wasted oppor-
tunity for Turkish society to strengthen its institutional capacity as well as
knowledge base on climate change. It was only with the ratification of the
UNFCCC in 2004 and subsequent ratification of the Kyoto Protocol in
2009 that climate change started gaining policy attraction in Turkey. Today
however, in an era when concerted, global climate action is more necessary
than ever, Turkey’s climate policy and prospects for ratification of the 2015
Paris Agreement5 still are in limbo as the country’s GHG emissions are sky-
rocketing with no peak on the horizon (see Figure 1).

Mainstream economists often refer to climate change as ‘the greatest
market failure’ in history.6 Following this logic at the risk of sidelining numer-
ous policy tools to mitigate anthropogenic greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions,
market-based instruments seem to dominate the global debates today. Emis-
sions trading schemes7 (ETS), as the prime tool of market-based solutions, are
typically presented as one-stop-shop ‘cost-effective solutions’ to address the
planetary crisis.8 Although ETS appear in different types and varying levels
of coverage,9 the idea of emissions trading can simply be explained as a
GHG mitigation policy choice whereby an authority puts a maximum limit

Figure 1. Turkey’s cumulative GHG emissions and their sectorial breakdown (1990-2016)
(Data: TURKSTAT, Charts: the authors).
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(or cap) on the aggregate GHG emissions in or across defined territories and
distributes the emissions rights so that emissions are tradable between market
participants.10 Alternatively, market participants can voluntarily set self-
targets in the bottom-up model, a model we will come back later. In the
trading process, greenhouse gas mitigation actions are reduced to abstract
units that are supposedly quantifiable, verifiable, and commensurate.11 This
idea of fixing market failure via a market-based mechanism (trading abstract
mitigation units) was further engrained in the global climate negotiations and
favored over other policy options such as command-and-control.12 Article 17
of the now defunct Kyoto Protocol introduced the first comprehensive global
ETS, the Clean Development Mechanism.13 With the kick-off of this trading
scheme, global climate governance entered a new era where climate change
politics are effectively constricted within an uneven debate in which predomi-
nantly market-based alternatives are discussed.14

This article sets out to critically examine the making of the carbonmarket in
Turkey through an in-depth case study focusing on the role of international
actors (the EU and the World Bank) and the perceptions of the key stake-
holders who took part in the process. The findings suggest that Turkey’s
carbon market in the making is not necessarily driven by rational economic
motives or climate policy priorities. Rather, this process is heavily influenced
by the policy agenda of international actors, with policy learning happening
at the upper echelons of climate policy-making rather than through a compre-
hensive multi-stakeholder discussion on its potentials and pitfalls. The next
section provides a detailed overview of the background literature on emission
trading from a critical perspective. It is followed by a discussion of our
methods and data sources and then our empirical findings. We then turn to
diverging voices on the prospect of a national carbon market. The penultimate
section elaborates on the main findings of the study in relation to the risks and
opportunities of establishing a national carbon market. The article concludes
with new research directions for a critical study of carbon markets in Turkey.

For a fistful of credits: political ecology of carbon markets

Carbon trading is a politically contested, multi-actor, and multi-scalar econ-
omic policy to mitigate greenhouse gases that are causing climate change.15

Put simply, carbon is rendered into a fictitious commodity, and a commodity
market with scarcity is purposefully created for this commodity to function.16

As the theory suggests, any healthy market mechanism requires uniform,
quantifiable, and commensurate units of trade, whether material or
financial. However, in order for carbon trading to succeed, one must also
assume that the carbon goods and services to be cheaper in one end of the
trade. Machaquiero reminds us that what is being traded here in fact ‘is not
carbon per se but atmospheric space – theoretically empty – that can be
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filled up with polluting emissions.’17 After all, polluting rights are matters of
sovereignty as much as the questions on who owns the atmospheric space and
with which authority. Uniformity of the units of trade in carbon markets18,
then, ensures that emissions in one part of the world can be readily compen-
sated by and substituted for reductions elsewhere. This is what Beuret calls
‘the mathematics of counting carbon,’ a process in which carbon emissions
are first made ‘calculable,’ then made ‘legitimate,’ and eventually re-politicized
(or post-politicized, in other words) as a matter of public concern that can
only be dealt with through market mechanisms.19

Despite policymakers’ strong emphasis on the need for market mechanisms
as the cornerstone of efficient climate policy in developing countries, scientific
literature is more hesitant to agree that this is the case. This is precisely
because ‘the least costly approach to emissions reductions,’ as Carton main-
tains, ‘follows the path of least resistance’ based on the ‘seemingly neutral cat-
egory such as economic efficiency.’20 Therefore, a focus on carbon markets as
the silver bullet for the climate crisis is often a misplaced hope built on the
ignorance of ‘historically specific socio-ecological relations.’21 In response to
such ignorance, Lane argues that the efficiency argument for carbon
markets is simply wrong since the basis of such arguments is laid ‘behind
the scene, above our heads and before action.’22 This has made carbon
trading a bonanza for consultants, bureaucrats, businesses with corporate
social responsibility agendas, and carbon market traders rather than estab-
lishing goal-driven socio-ecological improvement. National and increasingly
subnational authorities have a key role in facilitating this relationship.

As a prime example of ‘nature as accumulation strategy’23, carbon markets
are influenced by the state’s uneven role over allocation of allowances, pat-
terns, and regulations across different actors.24 On the one hand, this
means that while states actively commodify carbon for market transactions,
on the other hand, they also consciously create ‘climate rent’25 that is only
up for grabs by a privileged few. Elaborating on this point, Andreucci et al.
argue that ‘the state plays a key facilitating and regulating role – not only
does it establish, modify or enforce property rights regimes and relations,
but [it also] acts as a de facto landlord or asset owner.’26 Eventually, situating
carbon markets at the core of any climate policy risks substituting ‘more mar-
ginal for more transformative climate action’ and creating uneven socio-
spatial organization since markets actively seek to substitute more profitable
forms of polluting.27 Moreover, such interventions also involve the extension
and domination of market values across all institutions and socio-ecological
relations.28 In essence, carbon markets produce profits over an assumption
of absence or non-occurrence. Therefore, the design of carbon markets essen-
tially involves political visions shaped by the traceability and tradability of this
absence.29 By forging new connections, identities, and responsibilities, this
absence leads to emergent ‘carbon economies’ normalizing enclosures, uneven
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socio-spatial ordering and production of new political subjectivities on how
the climate crisis ought to be solved.30 The insistence on carbon markets as
silver bullets should rather be understood in terms of legitimizing and stabi-
lizing particular regimes of accumulation instituted through ‘the ambivalent
role of state in creating, distributing and enforcing carbon rights.’31

Callon suggests that carbon markets are particularly interesting (or even
‘civilizing’) since they are experiments on what networked markets could
be, with EU ETS being a key example.32 European Union’s cornerstone
climate policy instrument, EU ETS was unveiled in 2005 coinciding with
the entry into force of the Kyoto Protocol. Yet, its history precedes this
date. Although being the proponent and strong supporter of imposing
economy-wide carbon taxes in early days of international climate nego-
tiations, the European Commission embraced the global leadership of
carbon markets after a long period of policy diffusion shaped by tough lobby-
ing efforts. From the late 1990s onwards, the EU was exposed to lobbying
from ‘predominantly oil and gas producers’ and electricity utilities, which
at first campaigned for a national emissions trading scheme in the UK.33

After U.S. declined to ratify the Kyoto Protocol, the EU embraced this neolib-
eral, U.S.-style environmental permit trading system, whose acceptance was a
result of ‘bureaucratic politics and policy entrepreneurship within the Euro-
pean Commission under domestic and international incentives.’34 Bailey
identifies three main factors driving this ultra-quick political pregnancy: i)
ongoing advanced debates on market mechanisms, ii) the European Commis-
sion’s entrepreneurship and focus on trading as an economic opportunity,
and iii) the idea to assume global leadership on carbon markets.35

Diffusion of carbon markets, like those spearheaded by the EU, are not
neutral, apolitical processes. Thanks to the critical literature that consolidated
over the past decade, we now have a better understanding of who benefits
from carbon trading schemes36 and who loses in return.37 Fungibility of
carbon, as Machaquiero suggests,38 produces a certain set of social relations
between traders, project developers, business, states, and other stakeholders.
This fungibility enables these stakeholders to hold the assumption that
‘atmospheric emptiness’ can be exchanged in terms of tons of CO2-equival-
ent.39 This emptiness gains more meaning when considering the uneven dis-
tributional impacts of carbon markets and their role in outsourcing pollution
across borders without any net positive impact in addressing climate change.
Thus, carbon markets, even those with stringent standards like EU ETS, help
to deflect the climate crisis spatially, materially and politically.40

Oscar Reyes refers to carbon markets as ‘zombies’ due to their perpetual
resuscitation subsequent to market collapses and failures.41 Advancing this
zombie analogy, Lane and Stephan suggest that carbon markets in fact
reveal the face of zombie neoliberalism, which is ‘empirically defunct yet
still [politically] dangerously powerful.’42 Machaquiero reminds us how this
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tautology became the norm: ‘[C]arbon markets exist, and if they exist, it is
because they work; because they work, they must continue to exist.’43

Another problem with carbon markets is their focus on the cheapest option
as this curtails long-term structural measures that are crucial for a transform-
ation in the economy towards deep decarbonization.44 The assumption is that
under a well-functioning cap, high costs associated with emitting greenhouse
gases will serve as an incentive for businesses to seek low- or zero-carbon
modes of production.45 However, more often than not the politically nego-
tiated, weak (or even non-existent) cap itself is a result of contestation and
bargaining among those who seek economic efficiency. On this, Ervine
warns against ‘concluding that if only the price was higher, emissions
trading would solve our climate woes.’46

Being a politically negotiated carbon market ridden with multiple risks
(such as abundant allowance surpluses due to economic recession, price vola-
tility, sub-prime carbon risks, and even fraud susceptibility),47 the EU ETS by
and large failed to meet its high promises on creating investment for decarbo-
nization of power generation and only tangentially contributed to EU’s
climate policy targets.48 But then, why are developing countries like Turkey
eager to embrace a failed policy instrument ridden with such risks? This is
the central question we delve into in the following sections.

Research design

This study focuses on the making of the carbon market in Turkey by drawing
on an in-depth analysis of the policy documents, secondary literature, and
semi-structured interviews conducted with 22 key experts from public,
private, academic, and civil society institutions (details of which are given
in Table 1) to triangulate the data. The interviews lasted between 36
minutes to 77 minutes and were conducted individually.49 Although attempts
were made to contact state officials from diverse institutions, only one respon-
dent in a key state institution participated in the interviews. However, given
the respondent’s pivotal position vis-à-vis Turkish climate policy, we

Table 1. Institutional distribution of respondents (n = 22).
Academia Scholars working on climate change and development in Turkey (n = 4)
Business and Industry Business and industry interest group representatives, private company

representatives who have interests in climate change policies and carbon
trading (n = 6)

NGOs NGO representatives who work in the climate change/environment domain
(n = 10)

Government
Institutions

Key state official working on climate change policies (n = 1)

International
Organizations

International organization representative working directly with state agencies
on climate policy (n = 1)
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believe that the responses provided by this person are broadly representative
of the national climate policy trajectory.

By also drawing on process tracing understood as the exploration of a tem-
poral sequence of events or phenomena, we engage with the political and
social construction of carbon market in Turkey and attempt to describe its
journey systematically. Following a political ecology-based critique of
carbon markets, this study eventually aims to answer the following research
questions:

a) What are the drivers, assumptions, arguments, and motivations regard-
ing the preferential treatment of carbon markets as a climate policy in
Turkey?

b) Which actors have been influential and/or more powerful relative to
other actors in this policy preference? Whose ideas count and why?

Making the carbon market in Turkey: a brief history

Despite shortcomings, interlinked emission trading schemes continue to
expand globally. Turkey is one of the pilot countries of this ongoing expan-
sion. As an EU accession country with no access to the EU ETS and an
Annex I country with no net GHG mitigation commitments, Turkey is a late-
comer to the game.50 Although Turkey’s official communications to the
UNFCCC repeatedly argue being the country with ‘the lowest per capita
primary energy consumption and the lowest per capita GHG emissions,
among Annex I Parties,’51 the country’s per capita emissions demonstrated
an almost 1.5-fold increase, from 3.88 ton/capita to 6.3 ton/capita, between
1990-2016. Simultaneously, Turkey’s climate politics are increasingly drawn
into market-based climate policies particularly in light of the new global
climate agreement signed in Paris in 2015. As Ciplet and Roberts reiterate,
Paris Agreement effectively reduced the international climate governance to
‘cheerleading for private and voluntary national action’ driven by libertarian
ideals of justice, marketization, voluntarism and exclusive decision-making.52

Consequently, with additional pressure from international financing insti-
tutions and the private sector, Turkey accelerated its efforts to lay down leg-
islative groundwork in pursuit of establishing an emission trading system that
can be linked to international carbon markets.

While Turkey could not benefit from the market-based mechanisms of the
Kyoto Protocol due to its positioning within the developed country bloc,
Annex I, Turkish companies has long championed voluntary carbon
markets – the under-regulated ‘Wild West’ of carbon markets – with a total
of 218 registered projects starting as early as 2005.53 The country ranked as
high as the world’s 6th largest carbon offset supplier in 2016.54 Unable to
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cater to the formal compliance markets under the UNFCCC, Turkish compa-
nies initially embarked on voluntary carbon market projects across a number
of sectors (see Table 2). In doing so, these companies mainly focused on a
limited number of mitigation options in the absence of a national cap on
GHG emissions. Adoption of the monitoring, reporting, and verification
(MRV) regulation through a ministerial communiqué (see Table 3 for a time-
line of key legislation) eventually signaled that the country is preparing to put
emissions trading at the very heart of its climate policies. This move – pro-
moted by both the EU and the World Bank and complemented by the
efforts of bilateral aid agencies from Europe like German GIZ – helped
realize Turkey’s intention to link up with the existing carbon markets. This
was, in essence, the result of a World Bank-driven policy learning and
diffusion process that Turkey embarked on in 2013, titled Partnership for
Market Readiness (PMR).55 Similarly, as a concrete output of the bilateral
cooperation with German GIZ,56 a CarbonManagement Training Center spe-
cializing in carbon market trainings was established in 2016 together with the
Turkey Environmental Protection Foundation (TUCEV), an offshoot of the
Ministry of Environment and Urbanization. Despite the dwindling mutual
interest in the country’s accession to EU, Turkey still envisages the full trans-
position of the EU ETS Directive as of 2019 and is currently moving towards
harmonization despite some setbacks. Therefore, Turkey continues to be
subject to criticism by the European Commission due to limited progress in
its (non-)alignment with the EU’s climate and energy policies.57

Turkey’s determination to effectively monitor its GHG emissions first and
then establish its own national emission trading system is striking. Propo-
nents yield support to this vision by suggesting that the expansion of ETS-
based climate policy instruments through linked markets would ease the
potential economic impacts of undertaking emission reduction efforts.58

However, critics suggest that without concrete emission reduction targets,
Turkey most likely risks its own interests and the effectiveness of its climate
policies as well as positioning itself at a very disadvantageous position in inter-
national climate negotiations.59 Furthermore, there is no substantial evidence
for the claim that stringent regulation and fair distributions of emissions
allowances will be at the heart of Turkey’s ETS in the making.60

Table 2. Voluntary carbon projects in Turkey as of 2017.
Project Type Total Number Emissions Reduction (tCO2/year)

Hydroelectric Power Plant 142 8,440,707
Wind Energy Plant 129 9,972,858
Biogas/Waste Energy Plant 32 4,043,066
Energy Efficiency 3 73,364
Geothermal 10 1,845,731
Total 323 24,525,000

Source: Özdemir, ‘Türkiye’de gönüllü karbon piyasaları.’
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Table 3. Regulations in place relevant to the establishment of Turkish national carbon
market.
Document/Regulation/Projects Details Date

İstanbul International Finance Centre
Strategy and Action Plan

Action 33: Establishment of the carbon
market in Turkey (2012-2015)

October 2009

Communiqué on GHG Emission
Reduction Projects Registry

Article 1: This communiqué regulates the
procedures and principles regarding
registration of the projects, which are
developed to limit, reduce GHGs and to
increase carbon sink areas to combat
climate change.

August 2010,
October 2011
(revised)

National Climate Change Action Plan Action Y4.1: Effective negotiations for
Turkey’s favorable participation in the
existing regional and global carbon
markets until 2013.

Action Y4.2: Necessary measures
regarding establishment of Turkish
carbon market shall be taken until 2015.

August 2011, 2012
(revised)

National Climate Change Adaptation
Strategy and Action Plan

Purpose 1: ‘It has been planned through
these activities to determine the
economic values of protective and
environmental services […] to evaluate
more rationally the economic value of
carbon captured by the forests through
its offer to the markets.’

November 2011,
August 2012
(revised)

Energy Efficiency 2012-2023 Strategy
Document

SA-07/SH-05: To create additional
sustainable finance (of public resources)
for energy efficiency and renewable
energy projects, capacity building for
developing infrastructure of the carbon
market. Carbon stock exchange in
Turkey will be completed within 18
months of the date of issue of this
document.

February 2012

Regulation on Monitoring, Reporting
and Verification (MRV) of GHG
Emissions

Article 1: This regulation embodies the
procedures and principles regarding
monitoring, reporting, and verification
of GHG emissions that are born from the
actions defined in annex 1 of the
regulation. The regulation covers the
following GHGs: CO2, CH4, N2O, HFCs,
PFCs, SF6.

April 2012, May
2014 (revised)

Communiqué on Voluntary Carbon
Market Project Registry

Article 1: This communiqué regulates the
procedures and principles regarding
registration of the projects, which are
developed to reduce GHGs and obtain
carbon certificates.

October 2013

Communiqué on Monitoring,
Reporting and Verification (MRV) of
GHG Emissions

Article 1: This communiqué further
defines the details of implementation
procedures of the Regulation on
Monitoring, Reporting and Verification
(MRV) of GHG Emissions

July 2014

Communiqué on Verification of GHG
Emission Reports and Authorization
of Verifying Institutions

Article 1: This communiqué defines
features of the verifying institutions that
audit GHG emission reports in the
framework of the Regulation on
Monitoring, Reporting and Verification
(MRV) of GHG Emissions.

December 2017
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Estimates suggest that Turkey has 1,071 million tons CO2-equivalent emis-
sions reduction potential in renewable energy, waste management, and energy
efficiency areas between 2013-2020, which would provide up to 33.4 million
USD in revenue from trading activities within voluntary carbon markets.61

In 2015, Turkey catered for approximately 50 percent of all voluntary trans-
actions in Europe, amounting to 3.1 million tons of CO2 equivalent.62

Although the country attracted the lion’s share of Europe’s voluntary trans-
actions, it only produced revenues around 2 million USD due to the very
low prices (1.1 USD/ton) of its carbon credits, which stalled at 1.9 million
tons of CO2 equivalent.

63 According to Sever and Bağdadioğlu,64 this experi-
ence suggests that the ‘need for a strictly regulated official carbon market does
not seem vital at this stage in Turkey.’ Nevertheless, Turkey still emerged as
the largest single source of voluntary carbon credits in Europe with trans-
actions totaling 35 million tons of CO2 equivalent between 2007-2015.65

With a growing GHG emissions baseline and a ‘critically insufficient’66

climate policy, Turkey is one of the 14 countries developing national emission
trading systems. The country became a participant in the World Bank’s PMR
project as of 2011 and presented its first Market Readiness Proposal in 2013.67

Turkey’s intention here was announced as evaluating its various mitigation
options through mapping relevant policy landscape; developing technical,
institutional, and regulatory capacity; planning an appropriate national
market-based instrument; and enhancing organizational engagement. Conse-
quently, Turkey received international funding (3 million USD) for the first
phase (2014–2017) to achieve legislative enforcement, including a pilot
phase for measuring, reporting and verification (MRV) of emission reductions
in cement, refinery, and electricity sectors.68 With the first phase of PMR
project about to end now, features of the future Turkish carbon market are
becoming clearer (see Table 4).

The grass is (not) always greener on the other side: diverging
voices

While the establishment of a national carbon market appears as the only tan-
gible climate policy of Turkey in decades, not everyone agrees. There are frag-
mented drivers, motivations, and assumptions behind Turkey’s intention
about setting up a national ETS, as confirmed by some of our interviewees
who took part in the process. Since carbon markets provide an effective
way to remove climate policy from the sphere of the political and legitimize
this depoliticization with the requirements of the international policy
agenda69, they also serve to keep the basic social structures of carbon-intensive
development intact. For instance, one of our respondents suggested UNFCCC
process being the single most important driver and argued that alleged com-
petitiveness and efficiency of the carbon markets provide the typical argument
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for the proponents of ETS in Turkey (Academic, August 2015). Therefore,
establishment of the Turkish ETS appears to be the main policy avenue
through which Turkey would catch up with the rest of the world on the
Paris Agreement. A less articulated matter, however, is the critical role of
international financing and development institutions in supporting carbon
marketization in Turkey. In essence, as another respondent noted, ‘Turkey
pays attention to this topic mainly to strengthen its bargaining power in the
UNFCCC rather than aiming for any immediate economic gain’ (Business
representative, August 2015). Following this line of thinking, international
organizations seem to be riding on this wave and thereby facilitating
Turkey’s integration with carbon markets even though the feasibility, effec-
tiveness and desirability of this move is questionable.

Let us consider World Bank first. The forementioned PMR project can be
understood as the preparatory stage for the eventual establishment of a
national ETS in Turkey. Promoting market readiness is the driving motive
for the World Bank to tap into new carbon markets in developing countries
with none-to-little self-identified mitigation commitments, like Turkey.
However, even the PMR project’s own reports indicate potential pitfalls for
market-based instruments in the country such as the major uncertainty on
cost effectiveness, stakeholder acceptance, and environmental outcomes due
to the behaviors of potential market actors vis-à-vis the state.70 Despite
acknowledgement of such risks, there still seems to be a major push by the
international organizations. Table 5 summarizes the crucial gatekeeper role
played by these organizations towards the establishment of a national
carbon market in Turkey.

On top of the push by international organizations, many of our respon-
dents also agreed that Turkey’s relatively relaxed experience with voluntary

Table 4. Features of the emerging Turkish carbon market.
Features Details

Characteristics The scope of coverage of GHGs and emissions has not been identified yet, but the EU ETS
is the model. Turkish MRV legislation foresees an installation-level MRV system that
covers all major sources of GHG emissions from the energy and industry sectors. The
MRV regulation is expected to make approximately 1,000 entities liable.

Timeliness Compliance, trading periods have not been identified yet. There is no information on
allocations.

Options Type of flexibility options (such as banking and borrowing) and provisions for price
management have not been identified yet.

Compliance Turkish MRV regulation adopted in 2012 (revised in 2014) make approximately 1,000
entities liable to monitor, report, and verify their CO2 emissions annually. Sector
coverage includes the entities in the energy sector and industry sectors. Verifiers will
be accredited by the Turkish Accreditation Organization after 2017. Failing to comply
with the Turkish MRV regulation will be subject to the generic data reporting
requirements and related sanctions under the Turkish Environmental Law No. 2872.

Integration Determination to link Turkish ETS with the regional and global ETS systems and carbon
markets has been mentioned at the National Climate Change Action Plan 2011-2023.

Source: ICAP, Emissions Trading Worldwide ICAP Status Report.
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Table 5. International organizations’ major interventions in developing the Turkish
carbon market.
Inception
date Project/Intervention Main donor/Partner/Driver Explanation

2007 IPA Technical Assistance for
Climate Action in Turkey

EU The Instrument for Pre-Accession
Assistance (IPA) climate action
support to Turkey spans a long
period (2007-2020) and is being
implemented for the
establishment of institutional
capacity towards Turkey’s
alignment with the EU acquis (i.e.
Establishment of the Turkish MRV
regulation in line with the EU
GHG Monitoring Mechanism
Decision 280/2004/EC).

2009 Capacity Building for
Climate Change
Management in Turkey

UNDP Development of Turkey’s capacity
in international climate change
negotiations and flexible
mechanisms of the Kyoto
Protocol; capacity building for
Turkey’s active participation in
voluntary carbon markets. The
project built capacity in voluntary
carbon markets, contributing to
the establishment of the national
carbon register.

2009 Opportunities in Carbon
Trading

UNDP & World Bank Awareness raising and capacity
building on emissions trading.
The project raised public
servants’ awareness of the latest
state of carbon trading in the
world and opportunities for
Turkey.

2009 Developing Turkey’s
National Climate Change
Action Plan

UNDP & Foreign and
Commonwealth Office

Development of Turkey’s National
Climate Change Action Plan. The
project built capacity and
delivered Turkey’s first national
climate change action plan,
which prioritizes (Action 4.1 &
4.2) Turkey’s effective
participation in global and
regional carbon markets and the
establishment of a carbon market
in Turkey. The establishment of
an ETS in Turkey is also prioritized
in the Energy Efficiency Strategy
Document (Action SA-07/SH-05)
and Istanbul International
Finance Centre Strategy
Document (Action 33).

2011 Mid-size Sustainable Energy
Financing Facility

EBRD Support to Mid-size Sustainable
Energy Financing Facility
(MidSEFF) financed the
implementers of the project so
that they could benefit from
additional revenues generated
through the sale of carbon credits

(Continued )
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carbon markets are highly instrumental in attracting private sector buy-in
towards a national ETS. When Turkish companies started the first carbon
transactions back in 2005, state institutions were initially at best cautious, if

Table 5. Continued.
Inception
date

Project/Intervention Main donor/Partner/Driver Explanation

and supported the activities and
services included within the
framework of the MidSEFF. EBRD
actively contributes to the
development of the Turkish
carbon market via its renewable
energy and resource efficiency
finance schemes.

2013 Support for the Preparation
of Turkey’s National
Communications and
Biennial Reports to
UNFCCC

UNDP & GEF Assisting the Government of Turkey
in the preparation and
submission of its National
Communication and Biennial
Reports to the UNFCCC for the
fulfilment of its obligations under
the Convention as an Annex I
Party. This long-lasting support
(2013-2021) has been critical in
strengthening Turkey’s
institutional capacity, a building
block for Turkey’s national carbon
trading system.

2013 Capacity Development for
the Implementation of
Monitoring, Reporting
and Verification (MRV)
System for Greenhouse
Gas Emissions

German Federal Ministry
for the Environment,
Nature Conservation,
Building and Nuclear
Safety & GIZ

Provision of the prerequisites for
MRV of greenhouse gas
emissions in Turkey based on
international standards. Project
delivered robust data
infrastructure, which will be used
as a base for a national ETS.

2013 Partnership for Market
Readiness (PMR) program
in Turkey

World Bank Exploration of potential use of
market-based instruments in
Turkey and consideration of
establishment and operation of
an ETS for Turkey. The project
built capacity and produced
technical analysis and a roadmap
on national ETS in Turkey.

2015 Roadmap for the
consideration of
Establishment and
Operation of a ETS in
Turkey

World Bank Development of an analytical
report on the suitability of and
implementation roadmap for ETS
in Turkey (as a part of PMR Turkey
project).

2016 Establishment of KAREM –
Carbon Management
Training Centre of Turkey

German Federal Ministry
for the Environment,
Nature Conservation,
Building and Nuclear
Safety & GIZ

Developing expert capacity in
Turkey on MRV regulations as
well as on an ETS concept (as a
part of the project ‘Capacity
Development for the
Implementation of MRV System
for GHG Emissions’). KAREM has
been instrumental in training
MRV experts who will be vital for
effective implementation of a
national ETS in Turkey.
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not reactionary. But, once the dreams of economic gains were realized
through the influx of funding for speculative projects such as small hydro-
power71, the attitude of state institutions in charge of climate policy shifted
rapidly. Reenacting their authority in instituting, distributing and regulating
greenhouse gas mitigation, these institutions turned their face towards for-
mally registering voluntary projects in the country. At first, a set of regulations
regarding a clearinghouse mechanism to keep track of the voluntary carbon
trade activity was issued. However, due to the voluntary nature of such trans-
actions and the state’s reluctance to reinforce oversight, none of our respon-
dents seemed to be convinced of the utility of the voluntary carbon project
registry. In the past few years, with the increase in supply-side negative
pressure on the price of carbon, the profit margins have decreased further
for companies who try to sell their carbon offset credits. Such a landscape
leaves little incentive for measuring, reporting and verifying whether the
GHG reduction even happened in the first place.

Another topic raised by our respondents was the indifference of the private
sector towards climate policy, with the exception of some large, well-estab-
lished business conglomerates. The primary motivation for this indifference
appears to be the presumably shallow prospects of immediate economic
gains and disbelief in potential regulatory measures by the state. Our respon-
dents also indicated that a Turkish ETS would not be very useful in the
absence of a properly functioning MRV system and be vulnerable to fraud
and/or windfall profits for some with targeted exceptions. This is not very sur-
prising since Turkey itself consistently avoided undertaking any binding miti-
gation commitments since the beginning of the climate regime.72 Our
respondents therefore underlined the prioritization of the industrial perspec-
tive concerning carbon trade as it is mainly seen as an additional financing
opportunity rather than a climate policy tool. While the aforementioned
PMR project’s outputs assumed a bottom-up approach (i.e. no national
overall limit to emissions) to cap-setting given the Turkish government’s
high expectations for short-term economic growth, the real results are
likely to remain ‘highly uncertain.’73 Needless to say, Turkey’s economy
with mounting debt and currency crises – part of which is stemming from
debt-fuelled, imported fossil fuel-driven energy sector – today is not in the
best position to meet those high expectations.74

Some of respondents from business and state institutions indicated that
their knowledge on the functioning of emissions trading was relatively
limited, and therefore, they perceived the PMR project as a capacity building
opportunity. Notwithstanding the need for capacity building, many of these
respondents also posed the same question: ‘Why don’t we also discuss alterna-
tive policy options?’ Addressing this rhetorical question, some have even
shown preferences towards regulatory policy interventions instead of
market-based instruments. For instance, ‘If only we can have a correct
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baseline,’ suggested one of our respondents, ‘[…] then we can suggest that a
particular policy option is a sound one. Today, energy and climate policies
are shaped by existing economic priorities more than anything else’ (Business
representative, August 2015).

When it comes to power relations between different actors, almost all the
representatives from non-state actors (that is business, academia and NGOs
combined) criticized state institutions because of their exclusive approach
to climate policy-making. Experts from businesses argued that even though
they are invited to some of the meetings, their suggestions are never taken
into consideration. This is despite the fact that private sector is way closer
to decision-making processes in comparison with NGOs or academia as
clearly shown by the composition of the inter-ministerial Coordination
Board on Climate Change and Air Management Control. However, the
power dynamics inside the coordination board appear highly asymmetric,
both within the government institutions and across umbrella groups repre-
senting business interests. For instance, the final say of the Ministry of
Energy and Natural Resources is perceived to be much stronger than that
of the Ministry of Environment and Urbanization – both being institutions
whose mandates became further vague with the country’s new presidential
rearrangement. Given the fact that Turkey’s environmental policies were his-
torically superseded by ambitious energy infrastructure policies implemented
by state institutions with slightly clearer mandates and some degree of atten-
tion to ‘public interest’ (kamu yararı), the future seems even bleaker now.75

A number of NGO representatives among our respondents also raised
further concerns about the accountability of a potential ETS in Turkey, an
issue directly related with recognition and participation.76 These respondents
suggested that NGO involvement in the MRV system would be critical for the
effectiveness and fairness of the market transactions. They also argued that a
lock-in to market-based instruments would still shut the doors to other ambi-
tious mitigation policies particularly in the absence of an absolute emissions
cap, which the Turkish government clearly rejects. For example, one of our
respondent posed the following question: ‘How can the authorities be sure
that the Turkish ETS will not be susceptible to corruption or fraudulent activity
even when the EU ETS has been shaken by scandals and illegal activities?’
(NGO representative, August 2015). Indeed, carbon trade in Turkey is
found ‘likely to be exposed to fraud, which was one of the major problems
in the EU ETS,’ not least due to problems over double counting77 and
taxation.78

In relation to this, our respondents referred to elusive Environmental
Impact Assessment (EIA) practices in Turkey as an analogy for future
carbon transaction monitoring activities. There are numerous cases of malfea-
sance in EIA processes, as these are commissioned and paid by the investors
themselves with the state acting as the interlocutor of its preferred investment.
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For instance, Can’s recent research on the voluntary carbon transactions in
Turkey provides evidence for structural tokenism for projects, even when
they are externally certified.79 Thus, our respondents also underlined the
uneven socio-spatial role that ETS might play and shared concerns that
such a system may further entrench existing social, economic, and environ-
mental injustices. Attesting to such concerns, Kuş et al. recently found that
‘it does not seem economically and technically feasible to apply for carbon
certification’80 in the forestry sector, also in part due to potential distributional
injustices such as landgrabs and enclosures these carbon offset projects may
trigger.81

The final argument emerging from our interviews was the concern that
Turkey may eventually become the European Union’s carbon offset back-
yard.82 Since Turkey is the largest provider of carbon credits to Europe
even within the framework of under-regulated voluntary markets, integration
within the EU ETS can further lead to uneasy outcomes regarding socio-
spatial impacts with emergent accumulation opportunities for big players
and deleterious environmental impacts for locals.83 ‘You know the rest of
the story,’ concluded one of our respondents, referring to the failed Clean
Development Mechanism projects that contributed to an overall increase in
global GHG emissions (NGO representative, August 2015). In a similar
vein, a recent econometric study84 estimates that Turkey will face economic
welfare-decreasing impacts of joining the EU ETS in the likely case that EU
raises its 20-20-20 target85 and pledges a 30-percent reduction from the
business-as-usual. However, in the unlikely case that Turkey raises its ambi-
tion and itself pledges a 20-percent reduction from business-as-usual, the rest
of the EU ETS participants may even start selling carbon credits to Turkey to
meet the latter’s targets through offsets.86 All in all, we argue that these
findings reveal the generally held yet ungrounded belief in the efficacy of
carbon pricing and demonstrate a substantial prejudice against transformative
non-market regulatory action such as enforcement of ambitious economy-
wide emissions caps and bold just transition initiatives.87

Discussion

Once presented as the ‘Turkish Delight’ from the Middle East,88 Turkey’s
potential for carbon markets is still raising eyebrows – although it lost its
early appeal due to the existing contraction in global carbon markets. As of
today, European emission allowance prices hardly make any sense even if
you accept the market-logic, given the rapid deep decarbonization required
to avoid further disturbance to the Earth’s climate system. However, this
fact only becomes grimmer when we consider that voluntary carbon allowan-
ces originating in Turkey were sold for 1.1 USD/ton on average in inter-
national markets in 2016.89 Equally striking is that the increasing volumes
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of global carbon trade are not even enough to sustain the market value of
carbon for rapid decarbonization, thus refuting its own economic argu-
ments.90 Despite this backdrop, Turkey’s formal attempts to establish a
national carbon market are crystallized in three strategy documents, none
of which have yet materialized. While the National Climate Change Action
Plan put forth a target ‘to conduct studies towards establishment of a
carbon market in Turkey until 2015’ back in 2011 (Targets Y4.1 and Y4.2),
the Istanbul International Finance Center Strategy and Action Plan also
reiterated a commitment to establish a national carbon market between
2011-2015 (Action 33). In a similar fashion, the national Energy Efficiency
Strategy Document from 2012 set a target ‘establishing carbon trading and
carbon market infrastructure in Turkey over 18 months’ (SA-07), a long-
overdue target.

Our findings here show that whereas the UNFCCC process appears to be
the most important justification for the push for carbon markets; the experts
working in this domain frequently question the basis of arguments for estab-
lishing a national ETS in Turkey. Most often, unwieldy state bureaucracies’
inefficiency and inability to deal with new challenges such as climate
change are presented as cues to justify market-led approaches. However, as
Adaman andMadra remind us, neoliberalism is not only a drive towards mar-
ketization, but rather it is the economization of our social relations with one
another and with nature.91 In a time when Turkey’s authoritarian neoliberal-
ism is taking a bold turn not only to marginalize dissent including environ-
mental movements in the name of progress but also to protect ‘the circuits
of capital accumulation’ by cordoning off decision-making from ‘popular
pressures, public input and non-partisan auditing mechanisms,’ carbon
markets seem an even more toxic approach to climate policy.92 In short,
the expansion of market logic to climate policy and the ‘constitutive role of
state in co-producing and maintaining’93 carbon markets does not amount
to a rollback of the state but rather a newly defined power for the state to
control ‘its subjects through an interface of economic incentives,’ together
with coercion where necessary.94 Yet, this comes with a caveat: ‘the market-
able permits system […] requires a priori setting of a cap.’95 Needless to
say, Turkey’s reluctance to set an absolute cap or set a peak year is an inherent
contradiction with its ambitions to push for an effective carbon market. This
is why, despite the big push from various sides, a national carbon market in
Turkey has not yet materialized. Moreover, without undertaking a net emis-
sion reduction target, Turkey’s ambitions to be one of the global carbon
market players in compliance markets do not seem to have a realistic
horizon. This observation reaffirms the initial point of our research: the
Turkish state’s push for carbon markets as the key tenet of its climate
policy is indicative of its lust for new circuits of accumulation and distribution
of ‘climate rent’ among cronies.
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Our findings also align with an understanding of the Turkish state and its
international interlocutors not as homogeneous entities but rather as multiple
forms of social relations between various political and economic interests
seeking further power through state-sanctioned carbon markets. This is the
epitome of neoliberal climate policy, in which the states play a central role
as part of the global wave of neoliberalization of environmental policies.96

However, such an approach downplays concerns on fairness, erodes legiti-
macy of public policy to address climate change equitably, and reduces pro-
cedural justice to techno-managerial governance of socio-environmental
issues. The push by international organizations in the form of grants and pro-
jects also risk creating path dependencies in the wrong direction for Turkey
since ‘carbon markets are political constructs constituted by the constellation
of social actors, which dominate them.’97 Given the current authoritarian neo-
liberal moment and the state of crony capitalism in the country, it would also
be useful to keep in mind that the history of carbon markets is ridden with
politically motivated exceptions and exemptions.98 Therefore, these mechan-
isms also run the risk of simply being new excuses for economic re-distri-
bution to those who are already powerful. That carbon markets are highly
prone to capture by influential market players, that they oversimplify the
complexity of climate change, and that they promote private gains at the
expense of public welfare are all serious arguments to this end.99 After all,
focusing on ‘a bubble of compliance in a whirlpool of speculation’100 with
the intermediacy of international organizations does not amount to a
robust climate policy.

Besides these, there are also multiple problems117 with the political fixation
with carbon markets as the prime climate policy superseding all other alterna-
tives. Carbon markets, Swyngedouw101 argues, are part and parcel of a post-
political shift that narrows the alternative pathways of decarbonization. Leo-
nardi102 calls this fixation the carbon trading dogma: the belief that market
failure can only be viably solved by further marketization. Not only does
such a fixation reduce climate policy to a matter of expert knowledge and
market players’ moves, but also it hollows the politics of market value cre-
ation, which are all about reach, force, and priority of particular values.103

States and private companies extend the abstraction of carbon as a commodity
within ETS so to be able to drift away from their central responsibility towards
avoiding catastrophic climate change. Major actors such as the World Bank
and the EU facilitate this shift by marketizing climate policy in the developing
world ‘while disadvantaging policy alternatives outside the market para-
digm.’104 A similar push can be seen in the words of an EBRD (European
Bank for Reconstruction and Development) official who recently ‘emphasized
that the developments in the country bring up the need for establishment of an
emissions trading scheme.’105 Yet, carbon markets only ‘form one among a
plurality of sites where issues of techno-science, economics, politics and
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ethics are currently being entangled in new, contentious patterns.’106 This
brings us back to our initial research question of ‘why are policymakers so
reliant on carbon markets when empirical evidence suggests that they do
not work?’107

We suggest a number of answers to this question. First, the technopolitics
of carbon markets oscillating between the World Bank, the EU, and finance
flow-hungry developing countries like Turkey can only be understood
within the process of marketization rendered as a topic pervasively depen-
dent on expert knowledge and top-down political practice. Turkey, with
its technocratic developmentalist political legacy, is a perfect fit for such
interventions.108 Second, carbon marketization can be better explored
within the territorial logic of uneven development processes that require
‘backyards’ to dump their waste. The EU’s push to include Turkey into
EU ETS and Turkey’s push to prioritize carbon markets in key sectors
such as cement, steel, and electricity shall be considered in this light.
Third, the territorial logic of carbon marketization intersecting with the
‘incorporeal networks of commodity and capital markets’109 is essential
for neoliberal global climate governance. Thus, the push for linking existing
carbon markets and midwifing the birth of new ones are presented as a silver
bullet to solve the global climate conundrum although they are rather
‘castles in the air’ with the uncertainty of their life after the Paris
Agreement.110

Favoring the establishment and linkage of carbon markets in countries like
Turkey will neither lead to a strong global carbon price nor make these emer-
ging markets less vulnerable to fraud. Moreover, we believe the stakes are
much higher with the ‘fatal attractions of win-win solutions,’ or having
one’s cake (e.g. no absolute emissions reduction targets) and eating it too
(e.g. making windfall profits through carbon trading).111 After all, carbon
markets persistently fail across all four criteria (additionality, equality, com-
plexity blinding, and enclosing commons) for a pluralist approach to valua-
tion of nature, even if we disregard all the problems with the valuation of
nature.112 Rather, as Green113 suggests, the worst possible outcome of such
moves could be the pretentious linkage of carbon markets while the net
GHG emissions continue to go up without stringent caps and careful econ-
omic management. Turkey, with its laggard climate policy legacy and insti-
tutional capacity problems, is not immune to such shortcomings. Yet to
conclude on a hopeful note, we suggest that there are alternatives: For
example, alternative radical proposals such as instituting carbon forum
model instead of a carbon market model114 or moving away from taxing
work to taxing resource use and environmental damage is but one way to
go against the grain of mainstream climate policies and Turkey’s political-
economic dynamics.115
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Conclusion

This study critically engaged with the emergence of the Turkish ETS and
examined this subject through the lens of political ecology. Based on inter-
views with key experts and analysis of policy documents and processes, our
findings challenge the inevitability of establishing carbon markets in Turkey
as the ultimate climate policy facilitated by international organizations.
These findings sit comfortably with the argument that carbon markets, in
essence, contribute to the production of new subjectivities in the form of
‘techno-economic citizenship’ and reinforce the process of carbon marketiza-
tion116 rather than being the single most rational policy choice. Further
research is needed on emerging political subjectivities to reveal why regulatory
non-market policies with careful distributional aspects are not publicly
debated in countries like Turkey, although this option was considered in
the World Bank-funded PMR reports. This may take the shape of in-depth
case studies on specific carbon market transactions as well as a deeper look
into the international political economy of carbon marketization. Additional
critical assessment of alternative climate policy options, we argue, will
improve both Turkey’s political position in the UNFCCC and contribute to
protect its unique socio-ecological systems from the ills of climate change.
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