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University-Cerrahpaşa, 34473 Istanbul, Türkiye; nilay.tulukcu@iuc.edu.tr

4 Department of Forest Engineering, Forest Policy and Administration Division, Faculty of Forestry, Istanbul
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Abstract

Türkiye’s forest governance exhibits a persistent policy–implementation gap rooted in a gov-
ernance paradox: while the Ecosystem-Based Functional Planning (EBFP) system promotes
ecological integrity and adaptive management, the foundational Forest Law No. 6831 (1956)
still legitimizes extractive uses under a broad “public interest” doctrine. This contradiction
has enabled 94,148 permits covering 654,833 ha of forest conversion, while marginalizing
nearly seven million forest-dependent villagers from decision-making. The study applies
a doctrinal and qualitative document-analysis approach, integrating legal, institutional,
and socio-economic dimensions. It employs a comparative design with five EU transition
countries—Poland, Romania, Bulgaria, Czechia, and Greece—selected for their shared post-
socialist administrative legacies and diverse pathways of forest-governance reform. The
analysis synthesizes legal norms, policy instruments, and institutional practices to identify
drivers of reform inertia and regulatory capture. Findings reveal three interlinked failures:
(1) institutional and ministerial conflicts that entrench centralized decision-making and
weaken environmental oversight—illustrated by the fact that only 0.97% of Environmental
Impact Assessments receive negative opinions; (2) economic and ecological losses, with
foregone ecosystem-service values exceeding EUR 200 million annually and limited access
to carbon markets; and (3) participatory deficits and social contestation, exemplified by
local forest conflicts such as the Akbelen case. A comparative SWOT analysis indicates that
Poland’s confrontational policy reforms triggered EU infringement penalties, Romania’s
fragmented legal restitution fostered illegal logging networks, and Greece’s recent modern-
ization offers lessons for gradual legal harmonization. Drawing on these insights, the paper
recommends comprehensive Forest Law reform that integrates ecosystem-service valuation,
climate adaptation, and transparent participatory mechanisms. Alignment with the EU
Nature Restoration Regulation (2024/1991) and Biodiversity Strategy 2030 is proposed
as a phased transition pathway for Türkiye’s candidate-country obligations. The study
concludes that partial reforms reproduce systemic contradictions: bridging the policy–law
divide requires confronting entrenched political-economy dynamics where state actors and
extractive-industry interests remain institutionally intertwined.
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1. Introduction
Türkiye possesses remarkable forest resources shaped by diverse biogeographical

and climatic zones, yet its forest governance has long been characterized by a structural
governance paradox. While contemporary instruments such as Sustainable Forest Manage-
ment (SFM) and Ecosystem-Based Functional Planning (EBFP)—introduced in 2008 and
later integrated into secondary regulations—embody internationally recognized ecological
principles, the country’s foundational Forest Law No. 6831 (1956) continues to reflect
a mid-twentieth-century resource-production paradigm. This law privileges extractive
use over ecological integrity and lacks explicit provisions for biodiversity conservation,
ecosystem resilience, or climate adaptation. Consequently, Türkiye’s Forest sector operates
within a persistent policy–implementation gap, where modern ecological aspirations are
constrained by an outdated legal and institutional framework [1–4].

The quantitative extent of this contradiction is striking. Between 1993 and 2022,
654,833 ha of state forests were irreversibly converted through 94,148 permits granted under
Articles 16–18 of the 1956 Law. Only 0.97% of 6926 Environmental Impact Assessments (EIA)
received negative decisions, reflecting systemic regulatory capture and the predominance of
economic priorities [5]. Meanwhile, Türkiye’s protected forest coverage (8.7%) remains far
below the EU average (>25%) and the EU Biodiversity Strategy 2030 target of 30% protected
areas [6,7]. These figures represent not only administrative inefficiencies but also foregone
carbon sequestration, lost ecosystem-service value, and social exclusion for over seven
million forest-dependent villagers [8].

Similar paradoxes can be observed across EU transition countries, where forest gover-
nance reforms have followed divergent yet instructive paths. Poland’s centralized control
and restrictions on civic forestry triggered the Białowieża Forest infringement case, result-
ing in EUR 100,000 daily penalties imposed by the Court of Justice of the European Union
(CJEU) [9,10]. Romania’s rapid restitution and fragmented institutional reforms fostered
informal timber networks and persistent illegal logging [11,12]. Bulgaria’s budgetary rigid-
ity and short planning cycles undermined sustainability despite 50% FSC certification [13],
while Greece’s 2024 Forest Law (No. 5106) now offers a gradual alignment with EU ecologi-
cal standards. These comparative experiences demonstrate that partial reforms produce
the most adverse outcomes—a critical warning for Türkiye as an EU candidate country
navigating similar legal-institutional tensions.

Although previous research has addressed Türkiye’s biodiversity [2], environmental
legislation [14], and SFM implementation [15], no study has systematically analyzed the
policy–law paradox from an integrated legal, institutional, and political-economy per-
spective. Key questions remain unanswered: How are contradictions between modern
ecological policies and production-oriented legislation managed in administrative and
judicial practice? What ministerial conflicts, lobbying pressures, and power asymmetries
sustain this governance inertia? What are the quantifiable costs in terms of foregone
ecosystem-service values, lost carbon-market opportunities, and rural livelihood degrada-
tion? How do societal actors—communities, NGOs, and media—contest and negotiate this
paradox? And, crucially, what lessons can Türkiye derive from Poland, Romania, Bulgaria,
Czechia, and Greece, which have already traversed comparable transitions?

To address these questions, this study adopts the Adaptive Governance frame-
work [16], which conceptualizes flexibility, learning, and cross-scale coordination as pre-
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requisites for resilience in social–ecological systems. This approach is complemented by
Policy Arrangement Theory (PAT) [17,18], emphasizing the interplay of actors, rules, and
discourses within power relations. Together, these perspectives illuminate how entrenched
legal norms (the 1956 Law), institutional rivalries (between the Ministries of Environ-
ment, Forestry, and Energy), and prevailing development-centered discourses interact
to reproduce a governance regime resistant to transformation—a pattern consistent with
institutional path dependency [19].

Within this framework, the study employs a multi-faceted qualitative methodology,
combining doctrinal legal analysis, document-based content analysis, and comparative
evaluation of five EU transition cases. The countries were selected based on three criteria:
(i) shared post-socialist or centralized administrative legacies; (ii) comparable experiences
with EU environmental policy alignment; and (iii) availability of detailed legal and pol-
icy documentation. This comparative lens allows the identification of reform drivers,
institutional innovations, and governance failures relevant to Türkiye’s Forest sector.

By integrating insights from law, political economy, economics, and sociology, the
paper provides an interdisciplinary critique of Türkiye’s Forest governance system and
advances evidence-based recommendations for closing the policy–law gap. Ultimately, it
argues that reconciling ecological policy with legal reality is indispensable for Türkiye’s
transition toward adaptive, transparent, and EU-aligned forest governance capable of
balancing conservation, development, and societal participation.

2. Materials and Methods
This study adopts a multi-faceted qualitative research design to examine the complex

ecology–law nexus shaping Türkiye’s Forest governance. The methodology integrates
doctrinal legal analysis, document-based qualitative content analysis, and comparative
institutional evaluation. It aims not only to describe but to critically assess how law, policy,
and political economy interact to produce governance paradoxes in the forestry sector.

2.1. Doctrinal and Policy Analysis

A doctrinal legal analysis was conducted of Türkiye’s principal legislative framework,
encompassing the Constitution of the Republic of Türkiye (1982), the Forest Law No. 6831
(1956), the Environmental Law No. 2872 (1983), and the National Parks Law No. 2873 (1983).
The analysis traced amendments, secondary regulations, and administrative circulars to
identify areas of normative conflict, hierarchical inconsistency, and policy misalignment.
This legal mapping was complemented by an evaluation of relevant Constitutional Court
rulings and Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) procedures.

2.2. Qualitative Content Analysis and Triangulation

The qualitative phase followed established approaches to document analysis [20] and
thematic analysis [21]. It involved a four-step analytical sequence:

1. Data Collection: Compilation of primary laws, ministerial regulations, strategic plans,
and judicial decisions between 1990–2024.

2. Thematic Coding: Identification of recurring patterns concerning legal contradictions,
ministerial mandates, and participatory mechanisms.

3. Comparative Synthesis: Integration of institutional, economic, and social dimensions
into a cohesive analytical framework.

4. Validation and Triangulation: Cross-checking of findings with secondary academic
literature, official statistics, and policy reports.

This methodological design was deemed most appropriate given the absence of di-
rect stakeholder interviews, which were constrained by administrative access limitations.
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Instead, the study relies on publicly available legal and policy documentation, ensuring
transparency and reproducibility of results. The overall sequence of analytical phases is
summarized in Figure 1, which illustrates the integration of legal, economic, and societal
dimensions in the methodological design.

 

Figure 1. Methodological workflow diagram.

2.3. Political Economy and Economic Valuation Dimensions

To address the political economy dimension, inter-ministerial dynamics, lobbying
activities, and institutional path dependencies were examined using policy reports, parlia-
mentary records, and budget data [22,23]. The economic valuation component synthesized
findings from existing ecosystem-service valuation studies [24–28], allowing for compar-
ison between short-term fiscal gains and long-term ecological losses. The analysis also
assessed barriers to carbon-market participation and monetized opportunity costs of fore-
gone ecosystem services [29–31].

2.4. Societal and Participatory Dimensions

The societal component explored conflict and participation dynamics through case-
based evidence, including the Akbelen Forest and Mount Ida disputes [5,32,33]. It further
analyzed NGO advocacy strategies [34], public participation mechanisms within forest
planning [8,35,36], and media framing of environmental controversies [37,38]. These cases
illustrate how civic engagement and institutional asymmetries interact within Türkiye’s
forestry governance landscape.

2.5. Comparative Institutional Analysis

To contextualize the national findings, a comparative institutional analysis was
undertaken across five EU member states—Poland, Romania, Bulgaria, Czechia, and
Greece—that have undergone major forest-governance transitions. The selection was
guided by three criteria:
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(i) Shared post-socialist or centralized administrative legacies;
(ii) Relevance to EU environmental policy alignment and acquis transposition; and
(iii) Availability of comprehensive legal and policy data.

The comparison focused on legal reforms, institutional restructuring, implementation
gaps, and outcomes of adaptive governance reforms. A SWOT-based comparative synthesis
was developed to identify transferable lessons for Türkiye’s ongoing policy and legislative
modernization [9–13,39–45].

2.6. Scope and Relevance

The geographical scope encompasses Türkiye’s entire 23 million hectares of forest land,
justified by the centralized administrative structure of Turkish forestry and the nationwide
implications of the policy–law gap [2]. The analysis holds particular relevance to Türkiye’s
EU candidate status, where alignment with the environmental acquis communitarian re-
mains a persistent policy and governance challenge [46,47]. The methodological integration
of doctrinal, economic, and social perspectives provides a comprehensive understanding
of how institutional rigidity, political incentives, and socio-ecological constraints jointly
shape the dynamics of forest governance and reform in Türkiye.

3. Results
3.1. Fundamentals of Forest Ecology and Ecosystem Services

Understanding the complex structure and functioning of forest ecosystems is fun-
damental for evaluating the effectiveness of legal regulations aimed at protecting and
managing these ecosystems [33,48]. Forests are complex ecosystems where living (biotic)
components such as plants, animals, fungi, and microorganisms interact with non-living
(abiotic) environmental factors like soil, water, air, light, and temperature [49–53]. These
interactions determine ecological roles (niche), geographical areas where communities
settle (biotope), and resilience to environmental factors [54–59].

Türkiye’s forests provide invaluable ecosystem services classified into four cate-
gories [60–62]: Provisioning Services include timber, firewood, non-timber forest prod-
ucts (fruits, nuts, mushrooms), medicinal plants, genetic resources, and clean drinking
water [63,64]. The General Directorate of Forestry (GDF) manages the production and
distribution of these services. Regulating Services encompass climate regulation through
carbon sequestration—Turkish forests store 64–100 tC/ha on average [24]—air and wa-
ter quality improvement, erosion control, flood risk reduction, and pollination [65–75].
These services are often unquantified in management decisions despite their enormous
economic value.

Cultural Services provide recreation, tourism, aesthetic beauty, spiritual satisfaction,
education, and scientific research opportunities [76–78]. GDF manages recreational sites and
urban forests directly related to these services. Supporting Services include fundamental
ecological processes like nutrient cycling, soil formation, primary production, and habitat
provision [79–82]. Without these services, other ecosystem functions cannot be sustained.

The establishment of an Ecosystem Services Department within the GDF and its focus
on payment systems and carbon markets [83,84] indicates growing institutional recogni-
tion. However, this structuring focuses primarily on services generating market value
(carbon) [85], raising questions about whether the full value of all regulating and cultural
services is understood and integrated into routine forest management decisions [86,87] and
the general legal framework [88,89].

This imbalance between the mapped multifunctionality of forests and their selective
economic valuation exemplifies the governance paradox: ecological complexity is acknowl-
edged at the policy level but remains legally and economically invisible in decision-making.
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3.2. The Turkish Legal Framework: A Dualistic Structure

Türkiye’s environmental and forest governance is characterized by a dualistic legal
structure, with modern overarching laws coexisting uneasily with a sector-specific, anti-
quated primary law. The Environmental Law (No. 2872) establishes the “polluter pays”
principle, mandates Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs) for major projects, and sets
general goals for biodiversity and ecosystem protection [90,91]. The National Parks Law
(No. 2873) and associated regulations establish a sophisticated classification system with
strict protection regimes for sensitive areas [92,93]. Secondary regulations adopting the
Ecosystem-Based Functional Planning (EBFP) approach and national Sustainable Forest
Management (SFM) Criteria and Indicators reflect contemporary ecological thinking [94].
These policies mandate consideration of forests’ multiple ecological and social functions
beyond timber.

The Forest Law (No. 6831), enacted in 1956, remains the primary legal instrument
governing forest management. Its core philosophy is rooted in definition, protection
against direct threats (illegal logging, fire), and state-controlled exploitation of timber re-
sources [95–97]. The law’s main structure does not explicitly incorporate modern concepts
like biodiversity conservation, ecosystem health, resilience, or climate change adapta-
tion [98,99]. Most critically, Articles 16, 17, and 18 contain provisions allowing non-forestry
activities like mining, energy production, and tourism development within state forests
through permits and servitudes [100,101].

Quantifying the Impact: Between 1993 and 2022, the permit system resulted in
94,148 total permits granted under the “public interest” doctrine [5], 654,833 hectares
of state forests irreversibly lost [5], only 67 of 6926 Annex-1 EIA reports (0.97%) receiv-
ing negative decisions [5], and 1303 of 73,210 Annex-2 projects (1.8%) requiring full EIA [5].
Non-forestry uses reached 3.5% of all forest areas, dominated by energy and mining sectors [5].

This dualism creates the central problem: progressive principles embedded in mod-
ern policies and framework laws are systematically overridden by the permissions and
priorities enshrined in the foundational—and legally more powerful—Forest Law This
institutional rigidity represents an entrenched path dependency, where outdated legal
norms override adaptive ecological frameworks, preventing transformation consistent with
Adaptive Governance principles of flexibility and cross-sectoral coordination.

3.3. The Planning–Permitting Paradox: EBFP vs. Articles 16/17

A core finding is the operational conflict between planning and permitting. The
Ecosystem-Based Functional Planning (EBFP) approach, legally adopted by GDF, requires
management plans to identify and map multiple forest functions, including biodiversity
conservation, soil and water protection, recreation, and timber production. Plans are
designed to manage forests holistically based on these designated functions [94].

However, Articles 16, 17, and 18 of the Forest Law operate as a powerful parallel track
that can override the logic of EBFP. These articles grant the administration authority to
issue permits for high-impact activities like mining, energy plants, and large-scale tourism
facilities in any forest area, regardless of its designated function in the EBFP plan, as long
as a “public interest” argument is made [100,101].

The 2020 Akbelen Forest case illustrates this conflict: despite its ecological function
designation, a coal mining expansion permit was issued to YK Energy (Limak Group/IC
Ictas). Following widespread local protests, courts ruled in favor of the project, prioritizing
economic interest over ecological integrity [32].

This institutional paradox reveals how the planning framework is progressive in
theory but regressive in practice. The coexistence of EBFP and the 1956 permitting regime
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demonstrates a clear governance paradox—a modern planning tool rendered ineffective by
the legal supremacy of an outdated statute.

3.4. Political Economy of the Policy–Law Gap

The persistence of the policy–law gap in Turkish forestry is deeply rooted in polit-
ical economy dynamics, where entrenched bureaucratic interests, power asymmetries,
and institutional inertia systematically favor extractive sectors over ecological and social
goals [101]. Türkiye’s forest governance system, although administratively centralized, is
politically fragmented across competing ministries with overlapping and often contradic-
tory mandates. The Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry retains exclusive control over state
forests, while the Ministry of Environment, Urbanization, and Climate Change oversees
environmental impact assessments, biodiversity protection, and climate policy [102]. This
structural dualism produces ministerial conflict and weak horizontal coordination.

Since the early 2000s, forest policy has been increasingly influenced by a growth-
oriented development paradigm embedded in successive national plans that position
natural resources as economic inputs rather than ecological assets. This approach manifests
in regulatory capture, where forestry and energy policies are designed to accommodate
private-sector demands rather than ecological thresholds. Political pressures to sustain
macroeconomic growth through infrastructure, mining, and energy expansion have driven
continuous legal amendments to Forest Law No. 6831, systematically broadening “public
interest” exceptions under Articles 16–18.

Between 2002 and 2023, more than twenty amendments to the Forest Law, together
with Presidential Decree 6990, progressively weakened environmental safeguards and
shortened permitting procedures [103]. This process bypassed parliamentary scrutiny,
concentrating discretionary authority within the executive branch. Such centralization
reflects a path-dependent governance model where policy continuity favors administra-
tive convenience over adaptive reform. Rather than re-evaluating the 1956 framework,
successive governments have adapted it through incremental exceptions, producing what
scholars describe as modernization without transformation.

These political dynamics are reinforced by asymmetrical information flows and limited
transparency. Forest inventory data, environmental impact assessment (EIA) decisions, and
concession details are rarely disclosed publicly, enabling bureaucratic discretion that bene-
fits established industrial actors [104–106]. State–industry collusion is particularly visible
in the mining and energy sectors, where many concession holders maintain close political
ties. The near-universal approval rate of EIA applications—0.97% negative decisions across
6926 cases [5]—illustrates the functional erosion of environmental checks.

The result is a governance regime that prioritizes short-term fiscal gains and political
legitimacy over long-term ecological stability. In the language of Adaptive Governance, the
system exhibits low adaptive capacity and high rigidity traps: decision-making remains cen-
tralized, feedback from civil society is suppressed, and cross-sectoral learning mechanisms
are absent [107,108]. This rigidity persists through institutional capture, fiscal dependence
on concession revenues, and the delegitimization of civil society—over 1500 environmental
and community organizations have been closed since 2016 [34], curtailing advocacy capac-
ity and reinforcing state monopoly over forest discourse.

These dynamics mirror broader patterns observed in post-socialist EU transition states
before accession, where economic ministries dominated environmental agencies until
binding EU oversight imposed external discipline.

To contextualize Türkiye’s experience, a comparative institutional assessment was con-
ducted across five EU transition countries—Poland, Romania, Bulgaria, Czechia, and
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Greece—each facing distinct political economy constraints during forest governance
reform (Table 1).

Table 1. Comparative analysis of forest governance transitions in EU countries.

Country Pre-Accession
Challenge

Legal Reform
Undertaken

Implementation
Gap Current Status Lesson for Türkiye

Poland
Centralized state
forestry; limited

civic participation

Forest Act reforms
(2017–2023)

Top-down
management led to

illegal logging in
Białowieża, violating

EU Directives

CJEU rulings (2018,
2023) imposed

EUR 100,000/day
penalties;

enforcement
achieved

Command-and-
control compliance
only works when

backed by
enforceable EU

penalties

Romania

Post-1989
ownership chaos;
unclear property

rights

Three Restitution
Laws (1991, 2000,

2005)

Fragmented
ownership (51%
non-state); weak

management
support

Illegal logging
persists; EU

Infringement Case
INFR(2020)2033

Restitution without
governance support

breeds illegal
logging networks

and policy instability

Bulgaria

Budget
dependency

incompatible with
forest cycles

National Forestry
Board reforms

Annual budget
surplus rule
contradicts

long-term planning

~50% FSC
certification but

weak enforcement

Fiscal rules must
match ecological
rotation cycles to
enable adaptive

management

Czech Republic
Fragmented
restitution
ownership

Forest Act reform
(1995; amended

2015)

145,000 new owners;
90% hold <2 ha →

unviable
management

Bark-beetle
calamity

(2015–2020)
revealed

inadequate climate
adaptation

Fragmented
holdings require
state support and

climate-smart
planning

Greece
Limited state

capacity; <50%
forests under plans

Hybrid
public-private

model (Law
5106/2024)

Early
implementation

stage

Transitioning
toward mixed
management

model

Hybrid models can
work when

transparency and
accountability are

ensured

Source: Authors’ synthesis based on national forest legislation, EU Commission reports, and academic literature
[9–13,39–45].

The comparative insights drawn from Table 1 highlight that successful governance
transitions in EU states were achieved not merely through legal harmonization but
by restructuring incentive systems and accountability mechanisms. In Türkiye’s case,
the absence of supranational enforcement perpetuates the governance paradox: the
same state that enacts progressive ecological policies simultaneously enables their vio-
lation through legal and institutional loopholes. Adaptive Governance emerged where
transparency, cross-sectoral participation, and enforceable ecological standards became
institutionalized—conditions that Türkiye has yet to establish.

3.5. Economic Dimensions of the Policy–Law Gap

The policy–law gap imposes substantial and systematically overlooked economic costs
by prioritizing short-term extractive revenues over long-term ecological and social benefits.
Valuation studies specific to Türkiye reveal the immense economic worth of forest ecosys-
tem services—such as carbon storage, water regulation, and soil conservation—which
can amount to hundreds of millions of dollars annually [24–27]. Yet, conventional cost–
benefit analyses employed in project evaluation frameworks exclude non-market environ-
mental goods, presenting a distorted picture that converts genuine economic gains into
perceived losses [28].
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This mispricing of nature generates substantial opportunity costs. For instance, the
654,833 hectares of forest allocated to mining, energy, and infrastructure permits repre-
sent an estimated annual loss of approximately EUR 130 million in ecosystem services,
accumulating to EUR 3.9 billion over a typical 30-year concession period. These figures
exclude the foregone carbon sequestration potential, which alone accounts for additional
unquantified climate costs. The fiscal burden of this loss disproportionately affects rural
and forest-dependent communities that rely on ecological functions for water, soil sta-
bility, and local livelihoods, while corporate actors and central authorities capture most
financial benefits [32,109,110].

At the same time, the absence of long-term legal permanence in land-use rights
precludes Türkiye’s participation in international carbon markets, now valued at over
$850 billion globally. The core principle of these markets—permanence—requires guar-
anteed carbon retention for at least 100 years, a condition incompatible with Türkiye’s
permitting regime under Articles 16–18, which allows any forest area to be converted to
non-forestry use. Consequently, Türkiye forfeits an estimated $1.35 billion in potential
annual carbon credit revenue [29–31]. This exclusion also prevents access to EU Green
Deal funding mechanisms and voluntary carbon certification programs (such as VERRA
and Gold Standard), which demand transparent legal frameworks for carbon ownership,
monitoring, and benefit-sharing.

The economic paradox is thus twofold: forests are legally treated as productive assets
for timber and concession revenues, yet their most valuable functions—climate regulation,
water retention, and biodiversity maintenance—remain invisible in fiscal accounting [111].
This invisibility perpetuates a governance cycle in which extractive rents are recognized,
but ecosystem dividends are ignored. Moreover, by centralizing fiscal benefits within the
state budget, the current system excludes local stakeholders from co-benefit mechanisms
such as payments for ecosystem services (PES) or community forest enterprises, which are
increasingly adopted in EU and Latin American countries as instruments of adaptive and
inclusive forest governance [112,113].

Comparative evidence underscores that countries integrating ecosystem accounting
into fiscal planning—such as France, Finland, and Costa Rica—achieved improved policy
coherence between environmental protection and economic growth. Türkiye’s continued
reliance on concession-based revenue, by contrast, reinforces a fiscal trap: state institutions
become financially dependent on the very permits that erode the natural capital they are
mandated to protect [114,115]. This fiscal dependency not only undermines adaptive
governance but also deters sustainable investment.

The global pool of environmental, social, and governance (ESG)-linked assets, pro-
jected to exceed $53 trillion by 2025, systematically avoids jurisdictions characterized by
policy instability, tenure uncertainty, and opaque concession processes—all of which apply
to Türkiye [5,11,116–118]. The frequent, politically motivated amendments to the Forest
Law further discourage private-sector participation in sustainable forest management,
certification (FSC, PEFC), and nature-based carbon projects.

Ultimately, the economic dimension of the governance paradox reveals that unsus-
tainable fiscal logic—prioritizing immediate extractive income over long-term ecological
capital—locks Türkiye into a cycle of environmental degradation and financial underper-
formance. Integrating natural capital accounting and ecosystem-service valuation into the
legal and budgetary framework would represent a transformative step toward adaptive
governance. Such integration would not only reduce opportunity costs but also enable
Türkiye to access green finance instruments, align with EU climate objectives, and position
its forestry sector within the rapidly growing global market for sustainable investment.
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3.6. Societal Dimensions

The policy–law gap in Turkish forestry generates profound societal repercussions,
most visibly through a participation paradox, where formal rights to public involvement
coexist with a deeply entrenched top-down management tradition [8,35,119]. This paradox
undermines both the legitimacy and effectiveness of forest governance by excluding the
very actors most affected by forest policy outcomes. Although public participation mecha-
nisms are formally included under Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) procedures
and national forestry plans, these mechanisms often operate as symbolic consultations
rather than genuine decision-making platforms [120]. The European Commission has
repeatedly noted that Türkiye fails to meet EU standards for inclusive and deliberative
public consultation [46,121].

High-profile conflicts such as those in Akbelen Forest and Mount Ida (Kazdağları)
reveal how this participation deficit translates into open social contestation. In both cases,
administrative permits justified under the vague and elastic “public interest” doctrine [122]
were used to override constitutional provisions protecting forests as “national assets” [115].
Local protests were met with suppression, while environmental defenders faced stigma-
tization and criminalization. At Akbelen, long-term community sit-ins were dispersed
with excessive force in 2023 [32], while in Kazdağları, legal challenges were dismissed de-
spite evident ecological harm [33]. These events illustrate how environmental governance
failures spill over into the societal domain, eroding trust in institutions and deepening
social polarization.

Despite this hostile context, Environmental Non-Governmental Organizations (EN-
GOs) such as TEMA Foundation, WWF-Türkiye, Doğa Derneği, and Ekoloji Birliği have
developed adaptive advocacy strategies. These include forging alliances with local commu-
nities, pursuing strategic litigation, mobilizing media visibility, and engaging with interna-
tional environmental networks [34,123]. Such approaches embody elements of adaptive
governance, emphasizing learning, collaboration, and multi-level engagement. However,
their effectiveness remains limited by restrictive legal frameworks and a polarized media
environment. Pro-government media typically frame extractive projects as symbols of
national progress, while environmental opposition is portrayed as “anti-development” or
politically motivated [37,108,124]. Opposition media, conversely, emphasize deforestation
and corruption but often lack the institutional reach to influence policy outcomes [125].
This discursive polarization prevents evidence-based dialogue and reinforces the power
asymmetries that sustain the policy–law gap.

Underlying these tensions is a structural asymmetry in property and participation.
Approximately 99.9% of Türkiye’s forests remain state-owned [126], managed under a
centralized bureaucratic model. In contrast, about seven million forest villagers depend
directly on these ecosystems for fuelwood, grazing, and non-timber forest products [127].
Their customary resource-use practices constitute a form of informal governance plural-
ism [128], yet these systems lack formal legal recognition or co-management rights [113,127].
Instead, forest villagers are typically engaged as seasonal laborers or concession benefi-
ciaries under short-term, state-controlled arrangements, reinforcing dependency rather
than empowerment.

This persistent participation paradox violates the principles of polycentricity and
knowledge sharing central to Adaptive Governance theory. Rather than fostering mu-
tual learning and distributed decision-making, the current model sustains hierarchical
control and limited transparency. The absence of institutionalized platforms for com-
munity input, knowledge integration, and conflict resolution not only undermines so-
cial equity but also weakens ecological outcomes. In the absence of participatory legiti-
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macy, even well-intentioned conservation measures face local resistance, reducing their
long-term sustainability.

Empirical evidence from EU member states underscores that participatory governance
reforms—such as community forestry in Portugal and Spain or co-management councils
in Finland—improve both ecological resilience and social trust. For Türkiye, embracing
these models would mean institutionalizing participation not as a procedural formality
but as a structural necessity for adaptive governance. Recognizing and formalizing com-
munity rights, enhancing transparency in permitting, and integrating citizen science and
local knowledge into forest planning processes are key steps toward bridging the societal
dimension of the policy–law gap.

3.7. Legal Gaps and Economic Interests

Beyond the planning-permitting paradox, the 1956 Forest Law contains no specific
provisions addressing modern ecological challenges, creating legal vacuums in critical
areas. The law lacks any mention of climate adaptation strategies, temperature-resilient
species selection, or disaster risk reduction—despite Mediterranean forests facing severe
climate impacts. Research projects that 51.2% of Mediterranean tree species currently
vulnerable could rise to 85.2% by 2100 [129]. Turkish forests experienced 2862 forest fires in
2021 (worst year on record) [130], yet legal frameworks for climate-smart forestry remain
embryonic. The EU Forest Strategy 2030 makes climate adaptation a central pillar, requiring
member states to integrate climate resilience into forest management [131]. The proposed
Forest Monitoring Law (2023) would establish binding monitoring frameworks for forest
resilience [132]. Türkiye’s legal framework lacks equivalent provisions, leaving climate
adaptation to discretionary policies easily overridden by permit decisions.

The Forest Law contains no comprehensive framework for Invasive Alien Species
(IAS) prevention or management—a critical gap as globalization increases invasion risks.
The EU Regulation (EU) No 1143/2014 establishes listing, early detection, rapid eradication,
and management requirements for IAS [133]. Research emphasizes that “legal frameworks
for invasive species management” must include clear prevention, detection, control, and
enforcement provisions [134]. Türkiye’s absence of such frameworks leaves management
to ad hoc responses.

No explicit definition or penalties exist for forest soil contamination in the 1956 Forest
Law [135,136]. While the Environmental Law (No. 2872) addresses general pollution,
the lack of forest-specific provisions creates enforcement gaps—particularly relevant for
mining permits that can cause heavy metal contamination, acid drainage, and long-term
soil degradation.

The establishment of GDF’s Ecosystem Services Department [83,84] represents policy-
level recognition, but lacks a binding legal foundation in primary law. Without Forest Law
provisions establishing legal frameworks for carbon crediting, monitoring, verification,
and benefit-sharing, participation in compliance and voluntary carbon markets remains
problematic due to regulatory uncertainty documented in economic analysis [29–31].

When forestry and environmental law conflicts in Türkiye reach the courts, legal
gaps are further deepened by judicial ambiguity. It is observed that the judiciary does not
follow a consistent path in balancing competing legal principles and generally defers to
the administration’s broad interpretation of “public interest,” which prioritizes economic
development [137–139]. In cases such as Akbelen and Kazdağları (Mount Ida), it has been
documented that court decisions have favored mining activities or have been insufficient
in halting the projects [32,33]. This situation stands in sharp contrast to the approach
of the European Union’s Court of Justice in the Białowieża Forest case, which clearly
established the legal supremacy of ecological protection and enforced it with heavy financial
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penalties [9,10,39]. The absence of such a clear legal hierarchy and enforcement power in
Türkiye renders legal challenges “formalistic” and prevents the courts from serving as a
reliable accountability mechanism for ecological protection.

3.8. Comparative Insights for Türkiye

The comparative assessment (Table 1) underscores that successful forest governance
transitions in EU member states hinged on three interrelated enabling factors:

Legal alignment that enforces ecological supremacy and judicial accountability (Poland,
Greece);
Fiscal mechanisms that support multi-decadal forest cycles and reduce dependency on
short-term revenues (Bulgaria, Czechia);
Participatory decentralization ensuring ownership clarity and community involvement
(Romania).

Poland’s Białowieża Forest case illustrates enforceable ecological supremacy through
direct financial sanctions imposed by the Court of Justice of the European Union, demon-
strating that binding legal instruments are crucial for compliance [9,10,39]. Romania’s
fragmented restitution experience highlights the risks of incomplete reforms and unclear
ownership, where decentralization without capacity building produced illegal logging and
governance instability [11,12,40]. Bulgaria’s budgetary rigidity demonstrates that fiscal
structures must be compatible with forest rotation cycles to ensure long-term planning and
resilience [13,41]. Greece’s 2024 hybrid model, combining state and private management,
exemplifies a gradual modernization pathway within limited institutional capacity [44,45].
From an Adaptive Governance perspective, these enabling factors represent three dimen-
sions of institutional adaptability:

Rule enforcement and reflexivity (legal alignment);
Learning and feedback loops (fiscal adaptability);
Polycentric participation and knowledge sharing (decentralization).

Türkiye diverges from these pathways due to its persistent centralized authority, legal
rigidity, and weak adaptive capacity. Bridging this divide requires comprehensive reform of
the Forest Law (No. 6831) that integrates ecosystem-service valuation, climate adaptation,
and participatory governance. Embedding Adaptive Governance principles—flexibility,
transparency, and institutional learning—would transform Türkiye’s static legal architec-
ture into a dynamic, EU-aligned system capable of reconciling conservation, economic
development, and social equity.

4. Discussion
4.1. The Multi-Dimensional Policy–Law Gap

Türkiye’s forest governance paradox operates as a multi-dimensional policy–law gap
encompassing four interrelated domains—legal, institutional, economic, and societal—each
reinforcing rigidity and undermining adaptability. At its core lies the enduring conflict
between the 1956 Forest Law’s production-oriented logic and the ecosystem-based phi-
losophy of modern Ecosystem-Based Functional Planning (EBFP). This tension manifests
in what can be termed the planning–permitting paradox: while EBFP plans designate
ecological protection zones, Articles 16–18 of the Forest Law legally authorize extractive
industry permits that can override these ecological designations. Thus, the policy–law gap
constitutes the overarching structural condition, and the planning–permitting paradox its
operational expression.

This dualism persists due to legal path dependency and the state’s reluctance to
reform the 1956 framework despite multiple amendments since 2002. Each reform cy-
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cle has reinforced rather than replaced the outdated paradigm, producing a governance
regime resistant to ecological learning. Adaptive Governance theory identifies such rigidity
as a failure of reflexivity—the inability of institutions to revise their foundational rules
in response to environmental feedback. In Türkiye’s case, reflexivity is blocked by the
dominance of legal continuity over ecological adaptation.

At the institutional level, ministerial conflicts privilege economic development over
environmental protection, while regulatory capture ensures that decision-making remains
skewed toward extractive industries. The Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) process
functions largely as a procedural formality, with 99% approval rates indicating near-total
administrative compliance rather than environmental scrutiny [5]. These patterns reveal
a system structurally aligned with power asymmetry, where policy actors representing
forestry, energy, and mining interests dominate decision-making arenas. The result is a
governance architecture that performs stability but delivers ecological erosion.

The economic dimension of this gap reflects the absence of ecological accounting.
Forest conversion decisions ignore the value of ecosystem services such as water regulation
(EUR 201 million annually [27]) and carbon sequestration (potentially exceeding $1 billion
per year [29–31]). By maximizing short-term extractive revenue, the state foregoes long-
term ecological and social capital, effectively transferring wealth from rural communities
to corporate actors. This distributional inequity exemplifies a maladaptive feedback loop:
economic policies designed for immediate fiscal gain generate ecological degradation,
which in turn erodes the very natural capital that sustains economic productivity.

At the societal level, the exclusion of forest-dependent communities from governance
perpetuates legitimacy crises. Approximately seven million forest villagers remain outside
formal decision-making mechanisms [8], while civil society organizations face institutional
constraints—over 1500 environmental NGOs have been closed since 2016 [34]. The result-
ing participation deficit breeds social conflict, exemplified by the Akbelen protests [32],
and amplifies polarization through politicized media framing [37,108,124]. These con-
ditions violate the polycentric participation and social learning principles essential to
adaptive governance.

Taken together, these four domains—legal rigidity, institutional capture, economic
undervaluation, and societal exclusion—interact in a negative feedback loop that sustains
the policy–law gap. The system reproduces its own inefficiencies: political economy
dynamics (lobbying, capture) yield economic outcomes favoring extractive sectors; these,
in turn, trigger societal conflicts that justify further administrative control, deepening
rigidity. In adaptive governance terms, Türkiye’s forest governance exhibits a maladaptive
equilibrium—stable in form, but unsustainable in function—where institutional learning is
systematically suppressed.

4.2. Comparative Insights: Learning from EU Transition Country Failures

To contextualize Türkiye’s policy–law gap within a broader European trajectory, a
comparative analysis was undertaken across five EU transition countries—Poland, Roma-
nia, Bulgaria, Czechia, and Greece—that faced parallel challenges of reconciling legacy
forest regimes with new ecological and governance standards. These cases reveal three
recurrent failure patterns common to transitional systems: (1) incomplete legal reform,
(2) fiscal misalignment, and (3) weak participatory decentralization. Together, they illus-
trate how structural rigidity and fragmented reform undermine adaptive capacity even
under EU supervision.

Romania provides the clearest example of incomplete reform. Three successive restitu-
tion laws (1991, 2000, 2005) sought to decentralize ownership without establishing coherent
governance frameworks. The result was a fragmented property structure—51% non-state
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ownership—and the emergence of powerful informal networks and persistent illegal log-
ging [11,12,40]. Implication for Türkiye: piecemeal reform of Articles 16–18 without an
integrated legal restructuring risks creating similar incoherence, where administrative
exceptions proliferate faster than oversight capacity.

Bulgaria demonstrates fiscal misalignment. The country’s rigid budget mechanism—
requiring annual surplus returns—proved incompatible with the multi-decadal nature of
forest cycles, forcing short-term financial closure in long-term ecological systems [13,41].
Although nearly 50% of forests achieved FSC certification, enforcement remained weak
due to budgetary contradictions. Implication for Türkiye: forest financing mechanisms
must align with ecological time horizons; current reliance on permit revenues replicates
Bulgaria’s short-termism, undermining sustainability despite formal policy improvements.

Czechia illustrates the limits of fragmented restitution. After reforms, 145,000 new
forest owners emerged, 90% of whom possessed parcels smaller than 2 hectares—too small
for viable management [42,43]. When the bark beetle outbreak (2015–2020) hit, fragmented
governance and poor coordination magnified the crisis, exposing the absence of adaptive
learning structures. Implication for Türkiye: while its 99.9% state ownership avoids
fragmentation, over-centralization produces the opposite problem—low responsiveness
and lack of community co-management. Introducing participatory forestry councils could
provide a “polycentric middle path” between state monopoly and atomized ownership.

Poland’s case highlights enforceable ecological supremacy. The Białowieża Forest con-
flict culminated in the Court of Justice of the European Union (CJEU) imposing EUR 100,000
daily penalties for violations of the Birds and Habitats Directives [9,10,39]. This direct legal
enforcement forced policy realignment and reaffirmed ecological primacy. Implication
for Türkiye: as an EU candidate, Türkiye will ultimately face external accountability un-
der accession conditions; proactive legal alignment is strategically preferable to reactive
compliance through penalty.

Greece, the most recent reformer, represents incremental modernization under con-
strained capacity. The 2024 hybrid public–private management model (Law 5106/2024)
aims to address limited state capacity by enabling private-sector and community participa-
tion in forest operations [44,45]. While implementation is still nascent, early results indicate
greater financial sustainability and innovation in restoration. Implication for Türkiye:
hybrid governance models—combining state oversight with localized management—could
enhance flexibility and innovation within Türkiye’s state-dominant system.

Across these cases, a common thread emerges: partial reforms consistently pro-
duce maladaptive outcomes. Legal amendments without institutional reform, or fis-
cal modernization without participatory frameworks, fail to deliver resilience. For
Türkiye, this comparative evidence underscores the necessity of comprehensive, sequenced
reform—simultaneously addressing legal, institutional, economic, and participatory di-
mensions. Adaptive governance can only emerge when these elements evolve together,
creating reflexive feedback between law, policy, and society.

4.3. Theoretical Contributions: Advancing the Adaptive Governance Framework

This study advances adaptive governance theory by demonstrating how policy–law
gaps undermine ecosystem resilience in transitional and semi-authoritarian contexts. While
most research on adaptive governance emphasizes flexibility, learning, and stakeholder
participation as drivers of institutional resilience [16,140,141], these assumptions often
rest on the presence of pluralism, legal certainty, and the rule of law. Türkiye’s forest
governance, characterized by legal rigidity and ministerial dominance, challenges these
assumptions and reveals that the barriers to adaptation are not procedural but structural.
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The findings thus extend adaptive governance theory to political systems where legal
frameworks and power asymmetries fundamentally limit institutional learning.

The first contribution lies in identifying legal path dependency as a structural con-
straint that precedes and prevents adaptive change. Existing studies focus on how institu-
tions evolve through feedback and learning, yet Türkiye’s case shows that when a primary
law—such as the 1956 Forest Law—embeds an outdated production-oriented paradigm,
adaptation becomes legally impossible without dismantling that framework. Despite
twelve amendments since 2002, the law’s core logic remains unchanged, reproducing rather
than reforming its extractive orientation. Adaptive governance in such contexts requires
not only improved processes but also the deliberate unblocking of rigid legal architectures
that suppress change.

The second contribution relates to the role of power asymmetry as a determining
factor in governance outcomes. Although adaptive governance theory acknowledges the
influence of power, it rarely addresses how entrenched interests capture decision-making
structures. In Türkiye, the dominance of state ministries and extractive industries produces
regulatory capture that neutralizes participatory mechanisms. The 99% Environmental
Impact Assessment approval rate and centralized ministerial control exemplify how pro-
cedural reforms become symbolic when power is monopolized. Adaptive governance,
therefore, cannot rely solely on pluralistic ideals but must explicitly confront and redis-
tribute institutional power.

The third contribution involves recognizing that economic valuation, while essential
for informed decision-making, is insufficient for adaptation unless embedded in enforce-
able legal frameworks. The quantified economic value of Türkiye’s forest ecosystem
services—estimated at over EUR 200 million annually [24–27]—has not translated into pol-
icy change because valuation remains non-binding. The case demonstrates that ecological
knowledge without institutional accountability perpetuates the very inefficiencies adap-
tive governance seeks to resolve. Effective adaptation requires mechanisms that ensure
ecosystem valuation informs and constrains administrative discretion.

Finally, the study underscores the significance of societal legitimacy as a precondition
for adaptive governance. Even the most sophisticated legal or economic reforms fail if they
lack public trust and social inclusion. Türkiye’s forest conflicts in Akbelen and Mount Ida
reveal how exclusionary governance erodes legitimacy and provokes resistance. When civil
society is constrained and communities are marginalized, adaptive learning loops collapse.
Legitimacy thus functions as the social foundation upon which adaptive governance must
rest, linking institutional flexibility with public consent and long-term resilience.

By integrating these dimensions—legal rigidity, power asymmetry, economic ac-
countability, and societal legitimacy—this study expands adaptive governance theory
beyond its Western institutional assumptions. It demonstrates that in transitional and
semi-authoritarian contexts, adaptation requires structural transformation rather than pro-
cedural adjustment. Adaptive governance, therefore, should be conceived not merely as
an environmental management framework but as a political reform paradigm capable of
reconciling ecological sustainability with democratic accountability.

4.4. Policy Implications

Türkiye’s EU candidacy creates both external pressure and a unique opportunity
for comprehensive forest governance reform. The evolving EU environmental acquis
now establishes binding ecological standards that Türkiye will ultimately be required
to meet during the accession process. These include the EU Biodiversity Strategy 2030,
which mandates that 30% of terrestrial and marine areas be protected and 10% strictly
conserved [6,7,47,142]; the EU Nature Restoration Regulation (2024/1991), which legally
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obliges member states to restore at least 30% of degraded habitats by 2030 and to ensure that
forest ecosystems contribute to climate adaptation, biodiversity, and carbon neutrality [143];
and the EU Forest Strategy 2030, which redefines forest policy around multifunctionality,
adaptive management, and social participation [131]. Collectively, these frameworks
make clear that biodiversity protection, ecosystem-service valuation, and participatory
governance are not optional—they are prerequisites for alignment with the European
Green Deal.

In contrast, Türkiye’s Forest Law (No. 6831) continues to reflect a mid-20th-century
resource-extraction paradigm. Its silence on biodiversity, ecosystem services, climate adap-
tation, and invasive alien species demonstrates the deep misalignment between national
forestry law and EU norms. The Environmental Law (No. 2872) and National Parks Law
(No. 2873) provide partial alignment with EU environmental principles, but they lack
legal supremacy over the Forest Law, allowing extractive permits under Articles 16–18 to
override ecological designations. This legal hierarchy must be reversed: ecological integrity
should have precedence over sectoral exploitation. Without this, Türkiye cannot credibly
claim progress toward EU compliance.

The EU Invasive Alien Species Regulation (1143/2014) offers a strong example of
the type of comprehensive framework Türkiye currently lacks. It mandates listing, early
detection, rapid eradication, and management mechanisms for IAS [133], while Türkiye’s
existing framework has no preventive structure or enforcement tools. Similarly, the FAO
Forest Law Guidelines emphasize that forest legislation should secure good governance,
improve law compliance, address illegal logging, and recognize customary rights [144,145].
Türkiye’s current institutional architecture fails in these dimensions due to ministerial
fragmentation, limited inter-agency coordination, and the near-total absence of community
co-management provisions.

Policy reform, therefore, must proceed on four parallel tracks. First, legal reform is
essential: a complete revision of the 1956 Forest Law should incorporate climate-adaptive
principles, explicit references to ecosystem services, restoration obligations, and transpar-
ent permitting criteria. Second, institutional restructuring must strengthen coordination
between the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry and the Ministry of Environment, Urban-
ization, and Climate Change, ensuring that environmental authority is not subordinated to
extractive economic objectives. Third, economic mechanisms should internalize ecosystem
values through national Payment for Ecosystem Services (PES) schemes, carbon credit-
ing frameworks, and incentives for certified sustainable forest management (FSC/PEFC).
Fourth, participatory reforms must formally recognize community and NGO roles in forest
governance, protect the operational freedom of environmental organizations, and establish
local advisory councils consistent with the Aarhus Convention’s principles of access to
information, participation, and justice.

Implementing these four dimensions together would align Türkiye with EU en-
vironmental standards while addressing domestic governance failures. Partial or iso-
lated reforms—such as amending only Articles 16 and 17—would reproduce the same
contradictions observed in Romania’s fragmented restitution and Bulgaria’s budgetary
rigidity [11–13,40–42]. The evidence from comparative cases is unambiguous: fragmented,
incremental reforms fail; comprehensive, sequenced reforms succeed. The long-term policy
lesson is that ecological modernization cannot occur without legal modernization. Türkiye’s
path toward adaptive and sustainable forest governance, therefore, depends on its will-
ingness to reconceptualize forests not as extractive resources but as living infrastructure
essential to national climate resilience, economic diversification, and social equity.
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4.5. Limitations and Future Research Directions

This study, while providing a comprehensive interdisciplinary assessment of Türkiye’s
forest governance paradox, inevitably faces several methodological and empirical limita-
tions. The research design primarily relied on qualitative and doctrinal analysis, which
enabled an in-depth examination of legal texts, institutional frameworks, and comparative
governance structures but limited the extent to which empirical verification could be per-
formed. Future studies should complement this approach with systematic field-based data
collection, including semi-structured interviews with policymakers, forestry officials, and
community representatives. Such empirical depth would allow for triangulation between
legal interpretation, administrative practice, and local experience, thereby strengthening
the validity of conclusions about the policy–law gap’s real-world effects.

A second limitation concerns the scope of the comparative analysis. The study
concentrated on five EU transition countries—Poland, Romania, Bulgaria, Czechia, and
Greece—that represent relevant but not exhaustive examples of governance transition.
Expanding future research to include additional Mediterranean and non-EU contexts (such
as Croatia, North Macedonia, or Morocco) could provide broader insights into how varying
political regimes, legal cultures, and EU alignment pressures shape forest governance
trajectories [146–148]. Comparative regional datasets could also enable cluster analysis to
identify structural similarities and reform typologies across governance models.

A third limitation lies in the reliance on secondary ecosystem valuation data. Although
valuation studies provided a robust foundation for estimating the magnitude of economic
losses from forest conversion [24–28], future research should generate primary economic
data through spatially explicit valuation of key ecosystem services—particularly carbon
sequestration, hydrological regulation, and cultural services—in high-conflict areas such as
Akbelen, Mount Ida, and the Western Black Sea region. Incorporating geospatial modeling,
carbon accounting, and remote sensing data could reveal how localized permit decisions
aggregate into national-scale ecological and economic outcomes.

Furthermore, the socio-legal dimensions of governance legitimacy warrant more
granular investigation. Future studies should employ stakeholder mapping, participatory
observation, and discourse analysis to understand how narratives of “public interest,”
“national development,” and “environmental security” are constructed and contested
among state, corporate, and civil actors. Such work would help clarify the mechanisms
of power reproduction within Türkiye’s forestry institutions and provide empirically
grounded pathways for democratizing forest governance.

Finally, future research should aim to develop a comprehensive Forest Governance
Observatory—a national database systematically recording legal amendments, administra-
tive decisions, Environmental Impact Assessments, and judicial rulings relevant to forestry
and conservation. This database could facilitate longitudinal studies of how law, policy, and
practice evolve, enabling the application of quantitative techniques such as policy diffusion
modeling and institutional network analysis. It would also serve as a tool for evidence-
based policymaking, providing the transparency and accountability necessary to align
Türkiye’s forest sector with both EU accession requirements and the broader principles of
adaptive governance.

In sum, while this study provides an important conceptual and analytical foundation,
advancing understanding of Türkiye’s policy–law gap will require future interdisciplinary
research that integrates doctrinal precision with empirical fieldwork, comparative breadth,
and data-driven analysis. Bridging these gaps will be essential not only for academic rigor
but also for informing the next generation of forest policy reforms that balance ecological
integrity, economic development, and social justice.
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5. Conclusions
This study demonstrates that Türkiye’s forest governance system faces a fundamental

and multi-dimensional policy–implementation gap rooted in the persistence of an out-
dated 1956 Forest Law that remains structurally misaligned with contemporary principles
of ecosystem-based and adaptive management. The resulting dualism—between mod-
ern ecological policy and antiquated legal design—has produced systemic governance
failures: 654,833 hectares of state forest have been irreversibly converted through per-
mitting mechanisms [5]; administrative and judicial interpretations consistently privilege
short-term extractive interests [22,137]; and the legal framework remains unprepared for
climate change, biodiversity loss, and social equity challenges [129]. These are not isolated
technical shortcomings but reflections of deeper political economy dynamics—regulatory
capture by extractive industries [22,23,107], economic models that externalize ecological
costs [24–28], and participatory deficits that exclude forest-dependent communities from
decision-making [8]. Collectively, these dynamics perpetuate a governance regime that is
both ecologically unsustainable and institutionally rigid.

The comparative findings further confirm that incremental or piecemeal reforms—similar
to Romania’s fragmented restitution, Bulgaria’s budget rigidity, or Poland’s delayed com-
pliance with EU ecological law [9–13]—fail to address the systemic nature of governance
dysfunction. Meaningful reform, therefore, requires a comprehensive and simultaneous
transformation across legal, institutional, economic, and participatory dimensions. Legally,
Türkiye must move beyond minor amendments and undertake a full revision of the 1956
Forest Law to embed biodiversity conservation, ecosystem-service valuation, and climate
adaptation as binding principles. This reform should establish an explicit hierarchy of
norms whereby ecological designations and ecosystem functions hold legal precedence over
extractive authorizations. The ambiguous “public interest” clause in Articles 16–18 must
be narrowly redefined and subject to transparent, science-based criteria, while new legal
mechanisms should be introduced for emerging issues such as invasive alien species, soil
contamination, and carbon crediting [131,133,143].

Institutionally, reform must strengthen coordination between the Ministry of Agricul-
ture and Forestry and the Ministry of Environment, Urbanization, and Climate Change,
mandating joint decision-making for high-impact land-use permits. The Environmental
Impact Assessment (EIA) process must be depoliticized and made subject to independent
review to ensure accountability. Protected area coverage should be expanded toward the
EU Biodiversity Strategy 2030 target of 30% [6,7,142], and community participation must
be legally recognized through mechanisms that guarantee local representation and the
protection of customary rights [113,121].

Economically, the integration of ecosystem-service valuation into all forest-related
permitting and investment decisions is essential for making the true cost of resource extrac-
tion visible. Establishing a national payment for ecosystem services (PES) framework and
enabling participation in carbon markets could convert ecological stewardship into a viable
economic pathway. Socially, shifting toward inclusive and transparent governance—where
forest villagers, NGOs, and scientific actors share decision-making power—will enhance
legitimacy, equity, and resilience.

In the long term, Türkiye’s transition must embrace the principles of adaptive
governance: flexibility, transparency, multi-level coordination, and institutional learn-
ing. Moving from a centralized, state-dominant regime toward polycentric, regional-
ized forest governance structures would align Türkiye with EU and global best prac-
tices. Achieving this transformation requires political will to confront entrenched interests
and a clear recognition that ecological modernization and democratic accountability are
mutually reinforcing.
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Türkiye now stands at a critical juncture. The current governance crisis—though
severe—offers a rare opportunity to realign forest policy with the country’s ecological,
social, and economic realities. International experience from countries such as Costa
Rica, Finland, and Germany shows that comprehensive forest reform grounded in science,
participation, and justice can yield durable ecological recovery and economic prosper-
ity [149–151]. Bridging Türkiye’s policy–law gap through courageous, evidence-based,
and multi-dimensional reform is not merely a legal necessity but a societal imperative
for safeguarding its globally significant forest heritage, empowering its seven million
forest-dependent citizens, and ensuring a resilient and sustainable future.
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