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I. INTRODUCTION
In accordance with the Activity Plan of the International Secretariat for 2026, adopted at the TURKPA Plenary Session held in Astana, the capital of the Republic of Kazakhstan, the theme “The Role of Local Governments in Strengthening Regional Cooperation Among TURKPA Member States” has been designated as the main agenda item for the 13th Meeting of the TURKPA Commission on Legal Affairs and International Relations.  
As the international system has increasingly evolved into a multi-layered and multi-actor structure, local governments have moved beyond being merely administrative units providing services to become active actors in cross-border cooperation.
 Globalization, urbanization, and regional integration processes are encouraging municipalities to establish international partnerships in areas such as economic development, environmental sustainability, and social cohesion. In this context, local governments are assuming a complementary role in the international system by developing flexible and practical cooperation mechanisms that complement the foreign policy priorities of central governments.
This transformation is taking shape around concepts and agendas such as international municipal governance, sustainable development, resilient cities, and decentralized cooperation. While international municipal governance refers to the integration of local governments into global networks, the sustainable development approach necessitates a balanced consideration of economic, social, and environmental dimensions. The concept of resilient cities aims to enhance cities’ resilience against crises, while decentralized cooperation refers to international partnerships established directly among local actors.
This new sphere of interaction, referred to as local or city diplomacy, is manifested through municipalities establishing relationships with international organizations, signing sister city agreements, and developing various cooperation tools. Tools such as sister city relationships, cooperation protocols, memorandums of understanding, and letters of intent enable local governments to establish institutional ties on the international stage and systematize the exchange of experiences. These tools also play a significant role in building trust at the local level and fostering long-term partnerships.
The role of local governments in the international arena is also supported by various international documents. The 1953 European Charter of Municipalities is one of the early texts recognizing the right of local governments to engage in international cooperation. The 1985 European Charter of Local Self-Government safeguards the administrative and financial autonomy of local governments while also encouraging their participation in international cooperation. 
The 2023 Prague Declaration (Prague Declaration: More Trust in and Stronger Voice for Local and Regional Governments) emphasizes the need for local and regional governments to have stronger representation in decision-making processes and to assume a more effective role at the international level.
Cooperation among local governments is not limited to symbolic relationships but is also developing in concrete policy areas. In particular, the sharing of best practices, and institutional capacity-building activities form the core components of this cooperation. Within this framework, local governments are generating innovative solutions to enhance the quality of public services and are making a direct contribution to regional development.
In this context, the TURKPA Workshop on “Local Governments and Cross-Border Cooperation,” held in Istanbul on December 4, 2025, served as an important platform for addressing the role of local governments in regional cooperation. Organized by the TURKPA Commission on Legal Affairs and International Relations in cooperation with the Union of Municipalities of the Turkic World (TDBB), the workshop was attended by parliamentarians, mayors, union representatives, legislative experts, and academics from Azerbaijan, Kyrgyzstan, Türkiye, Uzbekistan, and the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus. The presentations and discussions held during the workshop focused on the objectives of strengthening the institutional capacities of local governments, encouraging the exchange of mutual experiences, and ultimately deepening regional integration and sustainable development.
The TURKPA Standing Commission Reports are analytical in nature and serve as documents that outline the current status of member parliaments. This report aims to assess the status of member parliaments in light of their legal and institutional frameworks, their positions regarding international cooperation, the horizontal and vertical integration capacities of local governments, and their contributions to regional policy harmonization efforts. In this regard, the report identifies the current situation and seeks to contribute to TURKPA’s normative and coordination capacities by developing policy recommendations for the future.
II. AZERBAIJAN
The local self-government system in the Republic of Azerbaijan was enshrined in the Constitution of the Republic of Azerbaijan of 1995 and given an institutional framework by the Law on the Status of Municipalities, adopted in 1999. Articles 142–146 of the Constitution clearly define the formation of municipalities, their powers, and the fundamental principles of local self-government. 
The legal framework of the municipal system is not limited to these two foundational texts but is supported by complementary regulations such as the Law on Approval and Entry into Force of the Election Code of the Republic of Azerbaijan, the Law on Municipal Services, and the Law on Bases of Finance of Municipalities. 
In Azerbaijan, the municipal system has developed within a structure open to reform processes since its inception. In particular, in recent years, policies have been implemented to consolidate municipalities with the aim of strengthening their administrative and financial capacities. These reforms aim to transform small, fragmented municipalities into larger administrative units capable of providing more effective services. The goal is to enhance both the resource utilization and service delivery capacities of local governments.
According to the Election Code of the Republic of Azerbaijan, citizens of foreign countries who have reached the age of 18 and have resided in the relevant municipality for at least 5 years may participate in municipal elections. 
According to the Law of the Republic of Azerbaijan "On Grants", municipalities can both receive grants and provide grants to other legal entities and individuals, including other municipalities. 
Article 10-1 of the Law of the Republic of Azerbaijan “On the Status of a Municipality” contains provisions on international cooperation of municipalities. According to this article, municipalities and associations of municipalities may, in agreement with the relevant executive authority (Ministry of Foreign Affairs), conclude agreements on cooperation with local self-government bodies of foreign states and become members of specialized organizations of local self-government bodies. The relevant executive authority (Ministry of Justice) organizes exchange of experience with local self-government bodies of foreign states, their associations and specialized organizations in order to increase the professional level of municipal members and employees. 
Municipalities, based on their legal personality status, can establish direct contact with foreign local governments, sign cooperation protocols, and develop joint projects in areas such as local development, tourism, the environment, and culture. However, these activities must be consistent with the international agreements to which the Republic of Azerbaijan is a party and its foreign policy principles.
Azerbaijani municipalities also expand their activities through cooperation and membership with international organizations. In this context, participation in global local government networks such as United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG) is possible, and municipalities can also partner on projects with organizations like the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). At the national level, the National Union of Municipalities of Azerbaijan (ABMA) stands out as a key institutional actor that coordinates municipalities’ international relations and supports capacity-building activities.
Although the sister city program is not regulated by a separate law under Azerbaijani law, it is implemented within the framework of legal personality and authority provided by existing legislation. In order to establish a sister city relationship, the relevant municipal council must first adopt a resolution. Following this resolution, a protocol or letter of intent is signed between the two municipalities, outlining cooperation in areas such as culture, education, trade, or tourism. These documents form the legal basis of the relationship and define the obligations of the parties.
The membership of Azerbaijani municipalities and the National Union of Azerbaijani Municipalities in international organizations is currently being managed within a framework of specific focus and prioritization. The Asian Mayors Forum (AMF) and the Organization of Islamic Capitals and Cities (OICC) stand out in this regard. In this context, the cities of Baku and Ganja are members of the AMF, and Baku also holds active membership status in the OICC.
The protocol signed between the Turkish Municipalities Union of Cyprus and the National Union of Azerbaijani Municipalities, which envisions cooperation in various fields such as education, health, tourism, infrastructure, and the environment, serves as a concrete example of the institutionalization of inter-municipal relations. The protocol aims to facilitate the exchange of experiences, foster sister-city relationships, strengthen the administrative and technical capacities of local governments, and implement joint projects.
In Azerbaijan, the role of local governments in international cooperation is primarily shaped through project-based participation, sister city relationships, and technical cooperation mechanisms. Municipalities engage with the international community in areas such as capacity building, securing funding, and sharing best practices, particularly through programs supported by the European Union and the United Nations. 
As a result, the municipal system in Azerbaijan is based on a strong constitutional foundation and operates within an increasingly developed legal framework. Although explicit provisions regarding international cooperation are limited, existing general authorities provide municipalities with a broad scope of action. This situation enables local governments to open up to the outside world, particularly through sister city programs and relationships established with international organizations, thereby strengthening regional cooperation.


III. KAZAKHSTAN
The Law on Local Government and Self-Governance of Kazakhstan (Law No. 148-II of January 23, 2001) defines the structure, powers, and responsibilities of local governments. The Law on Local Government and Self-Governance regulates the maslihat (elected regional council) and akimat (local executive body) at the regional, provincial, and district levels. Maslihats are defined as bodies elected to reflect “the will of the people.” The akim (governor) serves as the head of the local executive, representing the President and the Government. 
The duties of maslihats include approving the development plans and budget of the relevant region, determining the administrative structure, appointing akims, and overseeing the activities of the executive. On the other hand, the Law on Local Self-Government and Self-Administration does not contain specific provisions regarding international cooperation. In current practice, Kazakh municipalities typically establish “sister city” relationships at the level of protocols or memorandums of understanding; these procedures often require approval from central authorities.
The provisions of the 2001 Law do not contain any direct provision regarding municipalities establishing cooperation with foreign counterpart organizations. The only provision in the Law related to international cooperation concerns the participation of foreign nationals in local government activities. Pursuant to Article 2-1, paragraph 2, “Foreigners with permanent residence have the right to participate in local government activities to the extent provided for by this Law or international agreements.” This provision indicates that foreigners may play a role in local self-government under certain conditions, but it does not grant direct authority regarding international sister city relationships.
The restrictions outlined in Article 4 of the Local Administration and Self-Governance Law, however, define the scope of action for local governments. According to these provisions, maslikhats and akimats may not make decisions that affect the national budget, finance, or labor markets; furthermore, their development plans must align with national development strategies. 
In the context of international cooperation, these restrictions prevent local governments from unilaterally entering into foreign trade or investment agreements. Since the Law contains no explicit provisions regarding the conditions under which local governments may sign protocols or agreements with foreign entities, such collaborations in practice generally require central government oversight.
The sister city relationships established by the municipalities of Kazakhstan with Azerbaijan, Kyrgyzstan, and Türkiye have generally been formalized through bilateral protocols or memorandums of understanding. Although there are no specific regulations in official legislation, these relationships take concrete form during diplomatic visits by local government representatives or at business forums.
In the Republic of Kazakhstan, sister city programs stand out as one of the most important tools for local governments to develop their international relations. These programs aim to foster cultural exchange, economic cooperation, and the strengthening of social ties.
From a general perspective, Kazakhstan’s sister city programs have evolved into a mechanism that deepens international cooperation through concrete projects and regular events, rather than remaining merely at the protocol level. These relationships not only strengthen the integration of the Turkic world but also make significant contributions to regional economic and cultural development.

IV. KYRGYSZSTAN
The Law of the Kyrgyz Republic on Local State Administration and Local Self-Government (No. 123 of October 21, 2021) serves as the fundamental regulatory framework for the country’s local government system. This Law comprehensively regulates the organizational principles, duties, powers, and responsibilities of local state administrations and local self-government bodies, as well as the relationships between them. 
The Law on Local State Administration and Local Self-Government has a dual structure: on the one hand, local state administrations (akimliks) operating under the President and the Council of Ministers, and on the other hand, local self-government units operating through representative bodies (kenesh) and executive bodies (mayor’s offices and ayıl ökmöt) established by local communities to address their own issues.
The provisions of the Law on Local Public Administration and Local Self-Government that permit international cooperation are specifically set forth in Article 22. According to this article, local self-government bodies may establish associations and unions for the purpose of representing common interests and cooperating with international organizations. While the second paragraph of the same article states that these associations may engage in any form of cooperation regarding issues related to the development of local self-government, provided that such cooperation does not conflict with the law, the third paragraph explicitly grants local self-government bodies and their associations the right to join international local government associations and federations. This provision forms the fundamental legal basis for sister city programs. 
Furthermore, provisions such as Article 7, Paragraph 17, and Article 45, Paragraph 4, of the Law on Local State Administration and Local Self-Government grant local governments the authority to attract investments and grants and to enter into contracts for this purpose, thereby strengthening the financial and legal foundation for international cooperation.
Municipalities in Kyrgyzstan are actively developing sister city relationships with the Republic of Türkiye, the Republic of Kazakhstan, and the Republic of Azerbaijan. The legal basis for these collaborations is grounded in the provisions of the Law on Local State Administration and Local Self-Government, as outlined above.
Institutional ties exist between the Union of Turkish World Municipalities (TDBB), headquartered in İstanbul, and the Kyrgyz Association of Local Self-Governments. Regular meetings are held within the framework of cooperation between the two organizations. During these meetings, future directions for cooperation are discussed, and opportunities are explored to organize events aimed at sharing best practices from Turkish cities with rural administration heads and mayors in Kyrgyzstan. 
Another significant event in the realm of international cooperation was the International Urban Development Forum held in Bishkek, the capital of Kyrgyzstan, in 2023. The Union of Turkic World Municipalities provided informational and organizational support for this forum; representatives from Kyrgyzstan, Türkiye, Russia, Kazakhstan, Mongolia, France, Germany, the United States, and other countries participated in the forum. At the forum, mayors from numerous cities in Kyrgyzstan, along with international and local experts, gathered to discuss urbanization challenges and effective solutions for sustainable development.
In summary, municipalities in Kyrgyzstan possess a strong legal framework for developing international cooperation and actively utilize this opportunity, particularly in their relations with Turkic states.
V. TÜRKİYE
The primary legal basis for international cooperation activities by local governments in Türkiye is the Municipalities Law No. 5393 (July 3, 2005). Article 1 of the Law states that its purpose is “to regulate the establishment, organs, administration, duties, authorities, and responsibilities of municipalities, as well as their procedures and principles of operation.” Within this scope, the Law contains direct provisions granting municipalities the opportunity to engage in international cooperation.
In particular, Article 18 of Law No. 5393 explicitly grants the municipal council the authority, among its duties and powers, to “decide on establishing mutual cooperation with municipalities and local administrative unions abroad, with the permission of the Ministry of Environment and Urbanization and Climate Change; and on establishing sister city relationships.” This provision provides the legal basis for Turkish local governments to establish direct ties with cities in other TURKPA member states.
Article 14 of the same Municipalities Law stipulates that municipalities “may become members of international organizations of local governments,” while Article 15 regulates that “municipalities may carry out joint projects with foreign municipalities.” These articles not only cover bilateral relations but also facilitate the development of regional cooperation through multilateral platforms.
On the other hand, the coordination of local governments’ international activities with the central government is subject to the authorization and coordination of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, in accordance with Article 1/6 of Law No. 1173 on the Conduct and Coordination of International Relations. This regulation provides municipalities with the flexibility to utilize concrete cooperation tools such as sister city agreements, joint service projects, and capacity-building programs.
Cooperation among local governments has increasingly taken on a more structured nature within the framework of bilateral protocols and institutional mechanisms. In this process, the Union of Turkish World Municipalities (TDBB) and the Union of Municipalities of Türkiye (TBB) have emerged as key actors contributing to the development of inter-municipal relations in line with their respective mandates and institutional capacities.
As an international platform promoting cooperation among municipalities in the Turkic world, the TDBB carries out activities aimed at increasing the exchange of knowledge and experience, spreading a culture of joint projects, and strengthening solidarity among local governments. The TBB, as the umbrella organization for municipalities in Türkiye, conducts work in areas such as developing the institutional capacity of local governments, carrying out educational activities, and supporting opportunities for international cooperation.
Municipalities of the Republic of Türkiye play an active role at the regional and global levels through their active participation in international cooperation networks. In this context, one of the key organizations to which Turkish municipalities belong is the United Cities and Local Governments Middle East and West Asia Regional Organization (UCLG-MEWA). Operating with a mission to strengthen regional cooperation, UCLG-MEWA includes local governments from many countries, including Türkiye, and the membership process is carried out through a written application and a decision by the relevant governing board.
On the other hand, the International Association of Agricultural Cities (AGRICITIES), another important organization focused on agriculture and rural development, is also a platform that attracts significant interest from Turkish municipalities. Headquartered in Konya, this association continues its activities with the founding membership of many Turkish metropolitan municipalities, primarily Konya, Istanbul, and Gaziantep, and facilitates cooperation on sustainable agriculture and food security.
Additionally, among the other international organizations to which Turkish municipalities belong, the World Association of Major Metropolises (METROPOLIS) stands out. In this organization, where the Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality is represented on the board of directors, seven major cities from Türkiye (Istanbul, Diyarbakır, Gaziantep, Kocaeli, Konya, Antalya, and Muğla) hold direct full membership status, while the Union of Turkish Municipalities (TBB) also participates in this network as an associate member. 
In addition, some municipalities from Türkiye are members of Europe-focused platforms such as the Council of European Municipalities and Regions (CEMR) and the European Cities Network (EUROCITIES). Among the municipalities affiliated with the Union of Turkish Municipalities (TBB) that are members of CEMR are the municipalities of Istanbul, Diyarbakır, Eskişehir, Karabük, Üsküdar, Oğuzeli, Terme, and Akyurt. 
As Associate Members of EUROCITIES, Istanbul, Izmir, Bursa, and Sanliurfa are listed; while Bakirkoy, Pendik, Osmangazi, and Yalova are listed as Partner Participants. In addition, the Asian Mayors Forum (AMF), the Organization of Islamic Capitals and Cities (OICC), and the Balkan Cities Network (B40) are among the key structures where cooperation based on cultural and geographical proximity is being developed.
In summary, Türkiye’s legislation on municipalities provides a legal framework that positions local governments as active actors in strengthening regional cooperation among TURKPA member states. Current regulations enable municipalities to play a direct role in areas such as cross-border cooperation, sister city programs, and joint project development, in harmony with the central authorization mechanism.

VI. COOPERATION AMONG LOCAL GOVERNMENTS OF MEMBER STATES: SISTER CITIES
Sister city relationships constitute one of the most concrete tools for cooperation established at the local level among TURKPA member states. This model supports cultural rapprochement, the sharing of technical knowledge and experience, the development of joint projects, and the localization of economic relations; it also positions municipalities as a complementary element of public diplomacy.
Sister city initiatives among TURKPA member states serve as a practical mechanism that highlights the role of local governments in regional cooperation. This mechanism fosters mutually beneficial partnerships in the fields of education, culture, tourism, the environment, youth, urban planning, and economic development; platforms such as the Union of Turkic World Municipalities also contribute to ensuring the continuity of these relationships.

A. Sister Cities Between Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan
The sister city relationships established between the Republic of Azerbaijan and the Republic of Kazakhstan at the local government level stand out as one of the key tools contributing to the institutionalization of the strategic partnership between the two countries at the local level. These relationships serve to deepen economic, logistical, cultural, and social cooperation, particularly within the Caspian Basin.
One of the early examples of cooperation at the municipal level between the two countries is the sister city relationship developed around 2013 between Sumqayit, one of Azerbaijan’s major industrial centers, and Aktau, a port city on the Caspian coast of Kazakhstan. This cooperation has encouraged the exchange of mutual expertise in areas such as the petrochemical industry, port operations, maritime transport, and environmental sustainability. It has also played a complementary role in facilitating trade across the Caspian Sea and developing port infrastructure.
The contacts initiated after 2021 between Shusha—declared the cultural capital of Azerbaijan following the Second Karabakh War in 2020—and Turkistan, one of Kazakhstan’s historical and spiritual centers, have strengthened the cultural diplomacy dimension of their sister city relations. During this process, the preservation of shared cultural heritage, the reinforcement of Turkic identity, cultural and artistic events, and academic collaborations have taken center stage. In particular, coordination between municipalities has increased within the framework of initiatives such as the Turkic World Cultural Capital.
As a current example of cooperation between local governments, a sister city relationship was established in 2025 between the city of Qazax in Azerbaijan and the city of Taraz in Kazakhstan. This agreement, shaped on the basis of historical Silk Road connections and a shared cultural heritage, aims to develop concrete cooperation mechanisms in areas such as education, tourism, youth policies, and local development projects.
Sister city initiatives between Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan have created a multifaceted framework for cooperation that has yielded tangible results, particularly in the fields of energy, logistics, and trade. These relationships, established among cities in the Caspian Basin, hold strategic importance in terms of integrating port infrastructure, enhancing the effectiveness of the Middle Corridor, and expanding regional trade volumes.

B. Sister Cities Between Kyrgyzstan and Azerbaijan 
Although cooperation at the local government level between the Kyrgyz Republic and the Republic of Azerbaijan is more limited compared to some other TURKPA member states, it has been gradually developing, particularly in recent years, driven by increasing institutional interactions within the Turkic world. This cooperation has largely taken shape through cultural affinity, shared historical ties, and contacts facilitated by multilateral platforms.
The foundations of inter-municipal relations between the two countries were laid primarily through contacts established at the capital city level. Increasing mutual visits and contacts between the municipalities of Bishkek and Baku since the 2000s have created an important foundation for the development of sister-city relations. During this process, the exchange of experiences—particularly in the areas of urban planning, urban infrastructure management, and the organization of cultural events—has taken center stage; these interactions have contributed to the establishment of more concrete cooperation mechanisms in subsequent periods.
Since the 2010s, more concrete steps have been taken in local government relations between the two countries. A significant milestone in this process was the sister city relationship established through the Memorandum of Understanding signed between Bishkek and Baku in 2022. Within the framework of this relationship, knowledge and experience regarding urban planning and municipal practices are being shared, and social interaction is being enhanced through cultural events and festivals.
In order to further strengthen cooperation between local administrations, greater emphasis may be placed on the systematic exchange of municipal experience through the regular organization of joint forums, conferences and professional training programmes for representatives of local authorities. Particular attention could be devoted to such areas as municipal governance, digitalization, urban infrastructure development, environmental protection, tourism development and investment promotion. 
At the same time, sister-city partnerships could serve as an important platform for expanding economic cooperation among the countries. In this regard, local administrations may facilitate the development of small and medium-sized enterprises, support the organization of investment forums and business missions, and promote industrial, commercial and tourism-related linkages between partner municipalities. 
The strengthening of cultural and humanitarian ties should remain an integral component of interregional cooperation. To this end, municipalities may encourage the regular organization of joint festivals, school and student exchange programmes, cultural events dedicated to the Turkic World, and sporting competitions aimed at fostering mutual understanding and people-to-people contacts, particularly among younger generations. 
Furthermore, the sustainability and effectiveness of sister-city cooperation could be enhanced through the preparation of medium- and long-term cooperation roadmaps containing specific objectives, activities and implementation mechanisms. The designation of responsible coordinators within partner municipalities would contribute to ensuring continuity, monitoring progress and facilitating regular communication between the parties. 
Special consideration may also be given to cooperation between municipalities located in mountainous and remote regions of the Kyrgyz Republic and relevant local administrations in TURKPA member states. Drawing on the successful experiences of TURKPA member states, joint initiatives may be developed in such areas as the green economy, water resources management, ecotourism and climate resilience, thereby contributing to balanced regional development and improving the socio-economic conditions of local communities. 
In general, while the number of sister city relationships between Kyrgyzstan and Azerbaijan is limited, they play an important role in terms of cultural diplomacy and the development of cooperation at the local level. The sister-city institution represents an effective mechanism for strengthening regional cooperation between the two countries, deepening friendship and mutual understanding among their peoples, and promoting sustainable local development in line with the broader objectives of cooperation among TURKPA Member States. 

C. Sister Cities Between Azerbaijan and Türkiye 
Sister city relationships, one of the most institutionalized tools for local government cooperation among member states, began between the Republic of Azerbaijan and the Republic of Türkiye particularly in the mid-1990s and expanded across a wide geographical area, accelerating significantly in the 2000s. These relationships have evolved into multifaceted and practical cooperation mechanisms in areas such as culture, education, tourism, municipal services, and technical capacity building.
Available data indicates that early examples date back to the 1990s. Indeed, sister city relationships were established between the İzmir Metropolitan Municipality and Ganja in 1995, and between İzmir Konak and Baku in 1996. From the early 2000s onward, these relationships gained momentum; notable collaborations were established in 2001 between Kars and Ganja and Şeki, and in 2002 between Trabzon and Sumgait and Iğdır and Nakhchivan. The relationships established during this period focused primarily on cultural exchange, the evaluation of tourism potential, and the sharing of local governance experiences.
Since the mid-2000s, the network of sister cities has become increasingly diverse. In particular, numerous agreements have been signed between major cities such as Ankara, Istanbul, Bursa, Konya, and Gaziantep, and cities in Azerbaijan including Baku, Ganja, Sumgait, Mingachevir, Sheki, and others. For example, the sister city relationship established between the Ankara Metropolitan Municipality and Baku in 2016 serves as an important example of institutional cooperation at the capital city level. Similarly, the relationships established by various district municipalities of Istanbul with different districts of Baku (Yasamal, Nizami, Nerimanov, etc.) demonstrate that cooperation has reached a multi-layered structure.
It is evident that relations deepened both in scope and substance during the 2010s. During this period, the relationships established between industrial and energy hubs such as Sumgait, Ganja, and Mingachevir and municipalities in Türkiye shifted toward more specific areas such as infrastructure management, urban services, and the exchange of technical expertise. For example, the Ceyhan–Sumgait, Samsun–Sumgait, and Kahramanmaraş–Mingachevir pairings highlight this dimension of technical cooperation.
In recent years, however, a new era in sister city relations has begun, particularly with the re-establishment of local governance structures in the Karabakh region. The relationships established in 2021 between the municipalities of Bursa Osmangazi and Kayseri Metropolitan and Shusha stand out in this context; these collaborations are laying the groundwork for concrete projects in the areas of reconstruction, the preservation of cultural heritage, and tourism. Similarly, the new relationships established with Fuzuli, Tovuz, and other cities also demonstrate that this expansion is continuing.
Overall, it is observed that the sister city relationships established between Türkiye and Azerbaijan at the municipal level have expanded across a wide geographical area, encompassing a large number of local governments at various levels (metropolitan cities, districts, and towns), and are increasingly taking on a more technical and project-oriented character. 
 
D. Sister Cities Between Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan 
Cooperation at the local government level between the Republic of Kazakhstan and the Kyrgyz Republic has developed from early on, based on the historical, cultural, and geographical proximity between the two countries. In particular, following the dissolution of the Soviet Union, both states, having gained their independence, took steps to institutionalize cross-border local cooperation; within this framework, sister city programs have emerged as an important tool.
Starting in the late 1990s, sister city relationships established between the two countries’ largest cities paved the way for multifaceted cooperation at the local level. With the 2000s, sister city relationships diversified further, and new partnerships were established between cities located in border regions. In this context, the sister city relationship established between Taraz in Kazakhstan and Osh in Kyrgyzstan is particularly significant in terms of cross-border economic cooperation. The cooperation mechanisms developed along the Taraz–Osh corridor have materialized through initiatives aimed at facilitating border trade, supporting local producers, and creating common markets. In this process, trade fairs and business forums organized by local governments have become important platforms contributing to regional economic integration.
To date, a total of 15 agreements and cooperation documents establishing sister-city and sister-region relations have been concluded between the cities and regions of Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. Currently, sister-city relations have been established between Bishkek and Almaty, Bishkek and Astana, and Osh and Taraz. Sister-region partnerships have also been established between Issyk-Kul Region and Almaty Region, Talas Region and Zhambyl Region, and Osh Region and Turkistan Region. 
In 2022, cooperation between the two countries’ regions was further expanded through the signing of Memorandum of Understanding between Talas Region and Zhambyl Region, Osh Region and Turkistan Region, Issyk-Kul Region and Almaty Region, Chui Region and Karaganda Region, Batken Region and Aktobe Region, as well as Jalal-Abad Region and Atyrau Region. These agreements created an institutional framework for the development of economic, cultural, humanitarian, and administrative cooperation at the regional level. 
An important milestone in strengthening interregional cooperation was the First Kyrgyz-Kazakh Interregional Forum, held in Taraz in 2023 with the participation of the Heads of Government of both countries. Within the framework of the Forum, commercial agreements worth approximately USD 65 million were signed, covering the supply of poultry meat, medical and confectionery products, and complex microfertilizers, as well as cooperation initiatives in the light industry and banking sectors. The Forum demonstrated the growing role of local and regional authorities in promoting trade, investment, and economic connectivity between the two countries. 
Currently, the sister city relationships between Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan play a significant role in the development of inter-municipal cooperation within the Turkic world. According to official information, active economic, cultural, and humanitarian ties are maintained between Bishkek and Astana through exchanges of experience in the fields of digitalization and municipal services; between Osh and Taraz through participation in cultural events; between Issyk-Kul Region and Almaty Region through experience-sharing initiatives and the promotion of economic and cultural cooperation; between Talas Region and Zhambyl Region through participation in trade fairs and exhibitions; and between Osh Region and Turkistan Region through cultural exchanges and joint events. 
These relationships not only strengthen bilateral ties between the two countries but also contribute to processes of economic integration, social cohesion, and cultural rapprochement at the regional level. These cooperation mechanisms, which directly impact the daily lives of populations living in border regions, concretely demonstrate the role of local governments in regional development.

E. Sister Cities Between Türkiye and Kazakhstan
The sister city relationships established between the Republic of Türkiye and the Republic of Kazakhstan at the local government level have gained momentum, particularly since the 1990s, as a reflection of the historical, cultural, and linguistic ties between the two countries in institutional cooperation mechanisms. Data indicates that this process initially took shape through metropolitan municipalities and central districts, but over time expanded to a broader network of local governments.
The first sister city agreements, which began in the mid-1990s, were primarily established between metropolitan cities. In this context, the relationships established between the Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality and Almaty (1996), the Izmir Metropolitan Municipality and Akmola (1996), Denizli and Pavlodar (1996), and Mersin (Toroslar) and Satbayev (1996) constitute the fundamental examples of early-stage cooperation. Cooperation during this period focused primarily on technical areas such as the exchange of knowledge and experience in municipal services, infrastructure management, and institutional capacity building.
Since the 2000s, both the geographical scope and institutional diversity of sister city relationships have increased. The relationships developed by the Antalya Metropolitan Municipality with Taldıkorgan (2003) and Almaty (2005); by the Eskişehir Metropolitan Municipality with Oral; by Bursa, both at the metropolitan level with East Kazakhstan Province and through the Osmangazi district with Kapchikay; and by the Konya Metropolitan Municipality with Shymkent, are concrete indicators of this expansion. During the same period, the connections established through Uşak-Astana (2003) and various district municipalities of Istanbul (Bağcılar, Zeytinburnu, etc.) demonstrate that the local diplomacy network has become multi-layered. At this stage, areas of cooperation have diversified to include culture, education, tourism, and trade.
From the 2010s onward, it is evident that sister city relationships have taken on a more institutional, widespread, and sustainable character. Ankara (Keçiören) with Jambıl (2016), Bolu with Kyzylorda (2015), Manisa and Uralsk (2015), Samsun and Aktau (2014), and the relationships established between Istanbul districts (Ataşehir–Aktöbe, Küçükçekmece–Astana, Esenyurt–Sarıarka, etc.) are prominent examples of this period. It is evident that these relationships were supported by concrete activities during this phase, with cultural events, reciprocal delegation visits, training programs for municipal staff, and projects focused on local development taking center stage.
When viewed broadly, the sister city relationships between Türkiye and Kazakhstan initially emerged as a limited, technically oriented model of cooperation between major cities; over time, they have evolved into a multi-sectoral and multi-stakeholder structure that also encompasses district municipalities. Today, these relationships serve as a vital tool for strengthening diplomatic engagement at the local level, fostering people-to-people contacts, and supporting economic and cultural cooperation. In this regard, this network stands as a strong and evolving example that concretely demonstrates the contribution of local governments to regional cooperation among TURKPA member states.

F. Sister Cities Between Kyrgyzstan and Türkiye
The sister city relationships established between Kyrgyzstan and Türkiye at the local government level constitute a key pillar of the multifaceted cooperation between the two countries. These relationships are yielding tangible results in areas such as the development of local government capacity, the enhancement of cultural exchange, and the strengthening of technical cooperation.
Available data indicates that sister city relationships began to develop particularly from the 1990s onward. Prominent examples from this early period include the relationships established between Istanbul and Osh in 1997, between Izmir and Jalal-Abad in 1996, and between Eskişehir and Jalal-Abad in 1995. These protocols are regarded as the first and pioneering examples of institutional cooperation at the local level between the two countries.
Over time, it has become evident that these relationships were not limited to metropolitan municipalities but have expanded to include district and central municipalities as well. While the sister city relationship established between the Ankara Metropolitan Municipality and Bishkek in 2015 constitutes an important phase of this process, the fact that different districts within the same province have established direct relationships with various cities in Kyrgyzstan demonstrates that cooperation has diversified and become more localized. The relationships established by Beypazarı with Karakul, Etimesgut with Narin, and Kalecik with Özgen serve as examples of this trend.
Similarly, it is evident that numerous municipalities from various cities in Türkiye have been paired with different regions of Kyrgyzstan. The districts of İznik and Yıldırım in Bursa have been paired with Talas and Özgen, respectively; the central district, Taşköprü, and Tosya districts of Kastamonu with Narin, Talas, and Tokmok; the Adalar and Pendik districts of Istanbul with the areas around Çolpan-Ata and Issyk-Kul; the Şahinbey district of Gaziantep with Tokmok; Malatya’s central district with Batken; Mersin’s Toroslar district with Özgen; Samsun’s İlkadım district with Lenin; and Şanlıurfa Metropolitan Municipality with Nookat. This diversity demonstrates that cooperation spans a broad geographical area across both Türkiye and Kyrgyzstan.
It is particularly noteworthy that there was a significant increase in sister city relationships after 2010 and around 2019. The fact that municipalities affiliated with provinces such as Ankara, Kastamonu, and Karabük signed multiple protocols during the same period indicates that international cooperation activities at the local level gained momentum during these years.
It is also evident that certain Kyrgyz cities stand out in sister city partnerships. Cities such as Osh, Talas, Jalal-Abad, Naryn, Tokmok, and Özgen are at the center of this cooperation network, having established relationships with multiple municipalities in Türkiye. This situation demonstrates both the regional significance of these cities and their openness to international cooperation.
From a general perspective, it is evident that sister city relations between Kyrgyzstan and Türkiye have increased in number over time and diversified in terms of administrative levels. This structure, which has expanded from metropolitan municipalities to district and central municipalities, strengthens the exchange of knowledge and experience among local governments; at the same time, it contributes to the deepening of cultural, social, and economic ties between the two countries.
[bookmark: _GoBack]
VII. CONCLUSION	   
Local governments are playing an increasingly strategic role in deepening regional cooperation among TURKPA member states. While member states differ in terms of the legal status, institutional capacity, and level of participation in international cooperation of their local governments, a common trend suggests that local actors are becoming more visible in cross-border interactions. In particular, sister city relationships, project-based collaborations, and membership in international local government networks stand out as the most concrete tools of this process. 
However, the fact that cooperation is largely practice-based and often conducted in accordance with the general provisions of legislation brings certain limitations in terms of institutionalization and sustainability. In this context, strengthening a clear and systematic legal framework regarding international cooperation for local governments in TURKPA member states is of great importance. 
The limited existence of direct legal regulations regarding international cooperation can increase dependence on central government in practice. Therefore, legislative provisions that clearly define local governments’ processes for establishing international partnerships, developing projects, and participating in international networks should be encouraged. Such regulations will both enhance legal certainty and expand the scope of action for local actors.
Strengthening the institutional and technical capacities of local governments is also a critical factor for the effectiveness of regional cooperation. Training programs, technical support mechanisms, and knowledge-sharing platforms should be expanded to enhance municipalities’ capabilities in preparing international projects, accessing funding sources, and implementing initiatives. In this context, the Union of Turkic World Municipalities and similar organizations can play a more active coordinating role to ensure the systematic sharing of best practices.
It is also important to transform sister city relationships into a more strategic and results-oriented framework. Existing sister city relationships must be linked to concrete projects, joint investment initiatives, and sustainable development goals. In this regard, linking sister city agreements to performance criteria, establishing regular monitoring and evaluation mechanisms, and creating thematic cooperation networks in specific sectors (such as the environment, digitalization, tourism, and logistics) could be considered.
The development of multilateral cooperation platforms among local governments is also a key policy area for strengthening regional integration. By moving beyond bilateral relations, the establishment of multilateral local government networks under the umbrella of the Organization of Turkic States (OTS) or through relevant municipal associations will enhance the capacity for joint policy development. Such platforms can strengthen coordination on common issues, particularly cross-border infrastructure projects, environmental challenges, and regional development strategies.
Finally, digitalization and data sharing present significant opportunities for the future of inter-local government cooperation. The development of joint projects in the areas of smart city applications, digital municipal governance, and data-driven governance will both improve service quality and add an innovative dimension to regional cooperation. It is recommended that common standards be developed and pilot projects implemented in these areas among TURKPA member states.
General assessment shows that local governments are increasingly becoming a visible and effective complementary actor in strengthening regional cooperation among TURKPA member states. To effectively capitalize on this potential, it is necessary to strengthen the legal framework, enhance institutional capacity, and restructure cooperation mechanisms within a more strategic framework. Steps taken in this direction will directly contribute to the goals of sustainable development, regional integration, and social cohesion in the Turkic world.
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