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Abstract 

In the early ages, medical tourism was considered to have started with the travels to the cities where 

medical schools resided. In these cities is where the physicians with proven medical competence and 

natural therapeutic resources treated diseases, in which human beings did not have the opportunity to 

be treated in their environment.  Health tourism up until the 1980’s was dominated by wealthy people 

of underdeveloped countries; providing high quality and standardized health care services to 

developed countries. Countries such as Thailand, Singapore, India and Dubai, have rapidly become 

health bases by establishing health facilities with international standards and accreditation documents. 

In contrast, treatment in the underdeveloped countries is essentially completed for much cheaper rate. 

Pamukkale (Hierapolis) has the potential to become a valuable treatment center for health tourists who 

will spend the rest their time receiving natural treatment. Only a small portion of visiting tourists to 

Pamukkale will benefit from these services due to the lack of a well-organized medical service in the 

region. The contribution of health tourism in the region will be great if the country will create a way to 

benefit from the brand value of Pamukkale, with the construction of health facilities that will produce 

Elderly and Disabled Touristic, Spa-Wellness Touristic and Medical (tourism) tourism services by 

establishing "Health Free Zone" in the region. 
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Introduction 

The share of health tourism in the gross national product, which is the monetary expression of 

a country's total production of industrial, agricultural, mining, service, education, finance, 

health, tourism and all other sectors within one year, is increasing day by day. 

 The Turkish Language Institution (TDK) dictionary, defines tourism as; "Relaxation, 

enjoyment, sight, recognition, etc. a trip made for the purpose of economic, cultural, technical 

measures taken to attract tourists to a country or a region." (Türk Dil Kurumu, 2005) The 

previous definition essentially ties into describing Health Tourism; which can be defined as 

tourism activities intended to buy health services. Essentially Health Tourism is divided into 

three main categories: “Old and Disabled Tourism, Spa-Wellness Tourism and Medical 

Tourism”. 

While many countries in the world have achieved billions of dollars of income from health 

tourism, Turkey which holds greater health personnel, standards-compliant tourism and health 

facilities and much more natural resources than other comparing countries, has not reached 

the level required for health tourism. 

1.1. Health Tourism Law 

It is essential that patients travelling to another country outside their own country trying to 

receive health services should not have any legal problems in the transfer, diagnosis, 

treatment and accommodation processes, but it is possible that legal situations might occur in 

these processes. Health tourism law, which is a new branch of law, has started to be applied to 

solve the problems experienced in various stages of health tourism. 

Health tourism law is a branch of law that is affected by the constitution, criminal, 

administrative, civil, trade, social security and other parties of law. Disputes between 

physicians, health tourists, hospital operators and government institutions are trying to be 

resolved with health tourism law. 

1.2. International Legal Arrangements 

The European Parliament and Council Directive 2011/24/EU on March 9 2011 implemented a 

new legislation. However, the European Union countries originally initiated legislation 

regulation in 2008 in order to facilitate the acquisition of a limitation of the health service 

within the boundaries of the Union. The process was completed in 2011, which ensured that 

patient rights are in the cross-border health services. 

http://dergipark.gov.tr/ijhmt


International Journal Health Management and Tourism                                       http://dergipark.gov.tr/ijhmt 

  

SEDEF 135 

 

In the field of health tourism, the bilateral agreements signed by many countries between 

them come into the mix as legal arrangements made in the field of health tourism law. 

Directive 2011/24/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council on March 9 2011 set out 

the rules for facilitating access to safe and high quality cross-border health services in full 

compliance with national authorities, to regulate and present health services, and ways and 

means of co-operation between member states on health services. (Tontuş, 2018). 

1.3. National Legal Arrangements 

With Article 9 of Decree Law no. 663, the Ministry of Health has been assigned “to make 

arrangements for the development of Health Tourism practices and to coordinate with the 

relevant institutions”. The Ministry of Health performs these duties within the department of 

health tourism. 

For health tourism in Turkey to develop the ministries of Culture and Tourism, Economy, 

Foreign Affairs and all public and private sector organizations need to work in cooperation. 

Ministry of Health on July 23, 2013 and 25541 "Directive on Health Services provided under 

the Scope of Health Tourism and Tourist Health”, "Compulsory Financial Liability Insurance 

for Medical Malpractice” which entered into force on 30.07.2010 July 30, 2010. Furthermore, 

the ministry of health published in an official newspaper dated March, 27, 2002. Another 

example is No. 24708 “Private Hospitals Regulation”, on June 18, 2010, and No. 27615 

“Regulation on Dialysis Centers”, General Directorate of Health Services of Ministry of 

Health” published in a newspaper on September 26, 2013. The health facilities will be 

established in Accommodation Facilities" revolving on topics of income and corporation tax 

deduction in health tourism brought by Law No. 6322. The possibility of deducting 50% of 

the revenues from foreigners introduced by Article 89 of Income Tax Law No. 193 from tax 

base (etc.) constitutes national legislation on health tourism. (Aslanova, 2013; Tontuş, 2018). 

1.4 Pamukkale (Hierapolis) 

Denizli is a city with a potential for development in the fields of tourism and health, which is 

among the important industrial, agriculture and mining exporters of Turkey. Pamukkale 

(Pamukkale-Karahayit - Akköy-Yenicekent-Sarayköy), which has 14.000 beds with six five-

star hotels and various accommodation places, is located in the Denizli Province. 

Furthermore, Denizli has nearly 600 health institutions and organizations, and Pamukkale 
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which holds one of the worlds and Turkey’s most important natural beauties in thermal water 

resources is not able to share its resources through health tourism. (Korkmaz, 2013) 

Pamukkale has the potential to be an attractive treatment center for health tourists who will be 

staying in Pamukkale for the rest of their life after the treatment they will receive. Differently, 

during the Roman period people from all across the world would come to Pamukkale and be 

treated with the thermal water resources. (Denizli İl Kültür ve Turizm Müdürlüğü, 2018) In 

order to make use of the full potential of health tourism in Pamukkale there needs to be a 

well-organized health services that will provide the necessary services of Elderly and 

Disabled Tourism and SPA-Wellness Tourism in the region, Medical Tourism. It is important 

to note that these services are not offered in the benefit by medical tourism services. 

Pamukkale, was awarded both a cultural and natural heritage site by UNESCO World 

Heritage in 1988, and is one of the most important brands for Turkey all over the world. 

(Kültür ve Turizm Bakanlığı, 2018). With the construction of health facilities which will 

produce Elderly and Disabled Tourism, Spa-Wellness Tourism and Medical Tourism services 

by establishing “Health Free Zone” in the region. Turkey will benefit immensely from 

Pamukkale's reputation and brand value; otherwise its contribution to health tourism will be 

limited. 

The aim of this study is to determine the types of health tourism in Pamukkale’s region such 

as the treatment groups to determine patient satisfaction levels, and to analyze the 

developmental aspects and suggestions on the deficiencies that exist.  

2. Literature Review 

From the first periods health tourism practiced through people who were looking for treatment 

for their illnesses which they could not receive in their region and set out to travel and attain 

these services elsewhere. Patients would travel to treatment facilities to be serviced by 

physicians. Even though the concept and practice of health tourism had existed for an extend 

time it’s only since 1980’s that it has been functioning as an institutional sector. More 

importantly one of the first academic studies on health tourism was conducted by (Bishop and 

Litch, 2000; Ross, 2001; Busse, Wismar, and Berman (Eds.), 2002). 

Furthermore, there are many more studies conducted on the topic of health tourism and health 

free zones in specific to the case study of Turkey. The sources are as follows; (Aydın, 2015; 

Tengilimoglu (Ed.), 2017; Karagülle, Karagülle, and Doğan, 2011; Ministry of Health, 2017; 
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Legislation and Incentives in Health Tourism; Sayın, Yeğinboy, and Yüksel, 2017; Temizkan, 

2015; Koyuncu, 2003). Furthermore there are many more academic journals that have focused 

on this study, and along with dozens of books. 

In addition, scientific and commercial meetings that are held in Turkey on the topic of health 

tourism and health free zones are very frequent. The topic of focus of these meetings is often 

trying to find ways of increasing health tourism income of Turkey. 

Health Free Zones 

2.1 Generally Free Zones 

In regards to general free zones legal and administrative arrangements for commercial, 

financial and economic areas applicable in Turkey are often not implemented or partially 

applied. The broader incentives for industrial and commercial activities are recognized and 

physically separated from other parts of Turkey. (URL 2) 

2.1.1 General Advantages of Free Zones 

- It provides foreign capital and technology transfer to Turkey; 

- Increases exports, investment and production; 

- Increases Employment; 

- Provides low-cost goods and service production with the incentives and advantages 

provided; 

- It provides cheap and high quality raw materials and materials imported from abroad easily 

to Turkey; 

- It allows easy foreign credit availability and easy financing and foreign currency entry into 

Turkey; and 

- It prevents trained manpower from escaping abroad and ensures qualified personnel from 

abroad. (URL, 1) 

 

2.1.2 Free Zones in Turkey and Abroad 

The first free zone for export-oriented production was established in Shannon (Ireland) in the 

mid-1950s, and the first free zone production in the Far East Asia was launched in Taiwan in 
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1966. Currently there are around 4000 free zones in various countries of the world and 21 free 

zones in Turkey. (URL, 2) 

2.2.1 Health Free Zones 

One of the possible ways of increasing the income of health tourism is by establishing "Health 

Free Zones". Free zones can be defined as zones outside the customs area that are exempt 

from commercial and financial laws of the country. 

Entrepreneurs investing in this region are provided with exemptions from taxation, social 

security, exports and imports, and bureaucratic transactions. One of the important features of 

free zones is that foreign investors are not held to the same rules and laws as domestic 

investors. They have their own set of rules and laws and often are treated far better and make 

more profits then local investors. 

With the establishment of Health Free Zones, the aim is to bring foreign investors and patients 

into Turkey. Besides the health sector the increase of investors and patients will bring vitality 

to all other sectors, especially in transportation and tourism. The Dubai health free zone is the 

first example of health free zones all over the world. 

In Turkey; the legal basis for the establishment of Health Free Zones constitutes article 49 of 

the Decree Law No. 663 on the organization and duties of the Ministry of Health and 

Affiliated Organizations. (663. s KHK, No. 49). The general framework for the establishment, 

purpose and functioning of health free zones with the Decree of Law No. 663 has been drawn 

up and the authority to issue secondary legislation on the principles and procedures for the 

establishment and management of Health Free Zones has been left to the Council of 

Ministers. 

Secondary legislation studies are continuous. Significant health investments and the future of 

tourism is accepted by all authorities due to advantages such as geopolitical position, low 

price, cultural similarities, advanced technology, natural resources and alternative treatment 

varieties if legal infrastructure is completed and health free zones are opened to various 

regions of Turkey. 

2.2.2 Benefits of Health Free Zones for Countries 

- In health free zones, foreign investors invest in new health, and easily transfer new 

technology and know-how to the country;  
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- Increasing number of Employment are provided because new labor force gaps will be born 

in health free zones; 

- Quality healthcare personnel from all over the world work in health free zones; 

- Exports of the country and foreign exchange inflows will increase;  

- The country's reputation increases due to the high therapeutic success that will be achieved 

in health free zones; 

- Health free zones contribute to the promotion of the country; 

- The country's production and employment will be increased indirectly due to the raw 

material use of the health free zones will be met from within the country; 

- Health organizations are provided with international quality certificates. (Bağrıaçık, 1999) 

2.2.3 Benefits of Health Free Zones for Social Security and Insurance Organizations 

- Health free zone provides the social security institutions an opportunity to treat their patients 

inexpensively along with a higher quality of method; 

- They can offer better quality treatment facilities to their members; 

- While offering treatment services to their members, they may also offer touristic activities 

during their travel to the Health Free Zones in other countries; 

- Employees can provide treatments that are not required by local laws in the country to be in 

the Health Free Zones of other countries. (Bağrıaçık, 1999) 

2.2.4 Benefits of Health Free Zones for Investors 

- Investors can set up a lower cost of health care in free-trade zones than countries with high 

quality facilities; 

- They can find new patients (customers) in Health Free Zones easier than their own 

countries; 

- They have the opportunity to pay lower taxes in their Health Free Zones than in their own 

countries; 

- They can find better quality personnel in Health Free Zones; 

- They will be freed from the formalities due to legal regulations in Health Free Zones; 
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- They will make more profitable investments in Health Free Zones than they would in their 

country. (Ertuğruloğlu, 2014) 

2.2.5 Benefits of Health Free Zones for Patients 

- In the health free zone patients are not paid by insurance institutions, therefore they can pay 

their own health expenses much cheaper than they would in other countries; 

- They can easily get health services that they cannot get in their own countries from legal free 

requirements, and technological inadequacies; 

- Due to the quality services in the health free zone, the treatment times are shortened and the 

recovery rates are increased; 

- In order to receive health services from the Health Free Regions of other countries, they 

have the opportunity to participate in tourist activities as well as health services; 

- They can be treated with alternative treatment methods in health free zones. (Bağrıaçık, 

1999) 

3. Research Methodology 

From July-August 2017 there are Six(6) five-star hotels in Pamukkale/DENİZLİ (Pamukkale-

Karahayit-Akköy-Yenicekent-Sarayköy) district and various accommodation beneficiaries in 

the region. 

By applying questionnaires to 238 people selected people on the basis of random sampling 

and volunteerism, it was determined which groups are involved in health tourism? What 

health problems they are receiving, whether they are satisfied with health services, whether 

they have been determined, whether they will prefer this region again in regards to its health 

services, and suggestions for the betterment of development of health tourism in the region. 

4. Results of the Study 

From the participating health tourists it was resulted that with 32% (76 persons) of them 

benefited from the Elderly and Disabled Tourism, and 68% (162 persons) stated that they 

benefited from Thermal and Spa-Wellness Tourism. None of the participants stated that they 

benefit from medical tourism. In addition 70% (167 people) reported that treatment sessions 

resulted in end-of-life improvement and 30% (71 people) had improved treatment sessions. 

Refer to (Table.1) 
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Table 1. Results of the Survey on the Services Provided in the Scope of Health Tourism in    

              Pamukkale Region in July-August 2017 

 

84% (199 people) participating in the study declared that they would prefer to be rehabilitated 

from the health tourism facilities in Pamukkale region and 16% (39 people) stated that they 

would not opt for health tourism in Pamukkale again. (Table.2) 
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Advanced age tourist (sightseeing tours, 

occupation therapies) 

5 3 8 

76 (32%) 

Elderly care services (care or rehabilitation 

services) 

4 3 7 

Rehabilitation services in clinical hotel 1

2 

1

9 

31 

Special care and sightseeing tours for the 

handicapped 

1
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1
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30 
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 Spa treatments and physiotherapies 2

0 

1

9 

39 

162  ( 68%) 

Talossoterapi on 0 0 0 

Hydrotherapy and exercises 3

5 

3

3 

68 

Balneotherapy and Peloidotherapy 2

0 

1

7 

37 

Climatotherapy 1

0 

8 18 
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Advanced treatments (Cardiovascular 

surgery, Radiotherapy, etc.) 

0 0 0 

0 (0%) 
Transplantation 0 0 0 

Infertility (In vitro fertilization) 0 0 0 

Plastic surgery 0 0 0 

Eye, teeth, dialysis treatments, etc. 0 0 0 
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Table 2. Survey Results of Diseases Treated Within the Scope of Health Tourism in 

Pamukkale  Region in July-August 2017 

The results were (t: 6,4 and t: 13,9) alpha: 0,05 and the likelihood of error and n-1 (p<0.005) 

were tested with the "significance test of universe ratio" to see if the recovery rates and 

satisfaction levels of the patients differed from the universe (t: 1.97) at the level of the (238-1) 

level, the calculated values are higher than the table value, so that the improvement rate and 

the level of satisfaction are better than the universe.  

Although the average satisfaction of the tourists benefited from the facilities of health tourism 

in Pamukkale region which corresponded to 84% of the health tourists, there is still room for 

improvements and these are just a few of them: 

- There needs to be higher number of trained health personnel employed in facilities in 

the region; 

 

TREATED IN PAMUKKALE THERMAL 

REGION DISABILITY GROUPS 

Declaration of 

healing at the 

end of treatment   

Declaring 

That Therapy 

Is Not Useful 

Total Whoever declares that 

Pamukkale will be 

preferred again 

    Yes No 

Soft tissue rheumatism (fibromyalgia, joint pain) 19 8 27 20 7 

Rheumatic diseases, rheumatoid arthritis, etc. 13 7 20 17 3 

Osteorthosis (lime) 28 5 33 25 8 

Skin diseases like psoriasis 7 3 10 10 0 

Ankylosing spondylitis 8 4 12 12 0 

Neurological diseases (neuralgia, paralysis, etc.) 8 4 12 9 3 

Disc diseases such as waist and neck hernias, 16 10 26 23 3 

CP Rehabilitation 8 5 13 12 1 

Biliary cirrhosis, kidney and urinary tract disorders 8 4 12 7 5 

Mechanical waist and neck pain 21 8 29 24 5 

Hardness in joints after various orthopedic 

surgeries 

6 2 8 8 0 

Stomach and intestinal diseases (digestive system 

disorders) 

5 2 7 7 0 

Some long-lasting inflammatory diseases 2 1 3 3 0 

Muscular diseases 3 2 5 4 1 

Elimination of inherent weaknesses 4 2 6 5 1 

Circulatory System Diseases 7 2 9 7 2 

Respiratory System Diseases 4 2 6 6 0 

Total 167 

 (% 70) 

71 

(%30) 

238 199 

(%84) 

39 

(%16) 
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- Increasing the transportation and medical tourism opportunities of the region; 

- Maintaining price stability in the region; 

- Diversification and reduction of prices; 

- Supervision of health tourism services produced in facilities and establishments by 

public or professional organizations; 

- Ensuring standardization and obtaining all of the facilities international quality certificates; 

- The payment of treatment costs from foreign health insurance institutions by making 

agreements with health insurance companies in their own countries; and 

- The university, state and private sector hospitals in Denizli city center expressed their 

opinions that the rate of satisfaction will be higher if medical treatment services were 

provided to health tourists staying in Pamukkale region. 

5 Results and Recommendations 

According to the statistics, 37, 6 million tourists visited Turkey in 2017 (World Tourism 

Organization, 2018. p. 8) and Pamukkale hosted 1.5 million tourists during the same year 

(URL, 3; URL,4). Pamukkale which hosts approximately 5% of the tourists who come to 

Turkey, has an important potential in health tourism with its biggest attraction of thermal 

resources, historical texture and recognition in thermal health tourism dating back many 

historical periods. 

Thermal and Spa-Wellness Touristic, Elderly and Disabled Touristic services are offered from 

Pamukkale Health Tourism Varieties, but medical tourism services are not offered. Therefore, 

it is fair to say that Pamukkale's health potential has not been used sufficiently. The number of 

health tourism types, health tourists and health personnel provided in the region are not 

sufficient. The absence of a full-fledged hospital in the region, health services, hot springs, 

hotels, motels and hostels is a major loss of profit and attraction for the region. 

The Council of Ministers with Decree No. 663, under article 49 indicated that there are 3218 

of free zones laws within the framework of the establishment of a free zone in the Pamukkale 

region (Pamukkale-Karahayit - Akköy-Yenicekent-Sarayköy). With the development of 

health tourism the existing deficiencies in the region will be eliminated rapidly. 

Health tourism will pave the way for new hospitals, hotel motel, hostel and spa establishments 

which will all pass under Pamukkale’s Health Free Zone. In addition to all new 
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establishments all the existing facilities should also be included in Pamukkale’s Health Free 

Zone in order to eliminating any existing deficiencies.  

Pamukkale’s health free zone should not be confined to a geographical area such as other free 

zones, the boundary of the health free zone should be determined as the boundaries of the 

facilities included in the region. Enterprises seeking involvement in the health care free zone, 

will be evaluated to be accepted or rejected on the conditions whether they meet the necessary 

criteria in its regard to their management methods. While all facilities related to free zones are 

provided only for foreign tourists, exceptions and facilities should be given to those who 

provide services to both foreign and domestic patients. In order to make patient transfers 

easily, transportation and infrastructure facilities in the region should look to be further 

developed. This essentially ties into the point that an international airport should eventually be 

opened to provide a more comfortable transportation for tourist and patients to Pamukkale. 

With a "Health Free Zone" being established in the Pamukkale region of Denizli which is one 

of the major economic city in Turkey, the region will soon become a health tourism region as 

it was in the old periods and its contribution to the nation’s economy will increase immensely. 
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