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Since October 2013, when we first visited Tur-
key to research the extent and impact of the 

Syrian refugee crisis on the country, the scale of 
displacement has increased dramatically. At that 
time there were around 2 million refugees in Jor-
dan, Lebanon and Turkey. Today this figure has 
climbed to more than 4 million while estimates of 
the number of internally displaced persons (IDPs) 
have increased from around 4.2 million to 7.6 mil-
lion.1 More than half of the population of Syria is 
displaced and in dire need of humanitarian assis-
tance. Until recently, the overwhelming majori-
ty of those displaced were fleeing indiscriminate 
Syrian government attacks on and repression of 
civilians. Today there is additional displacement 
resulting from the brutal treatment of civilians 
by the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and 
by fighting between ISIS and other opposition 
groups. Furthermore, ISIS territorial gains in Iraq 
and its brutality against civilians, especially mi-
nority groups, unleashed additional large waves 
of IDPs into Kurdish-controlled areas in Iraq and 
refugees into Turkey. 

The Syrian conflict and resulting displacement 
have become protracted, and solutions to both the 
conflict and displacement seem further away than 
ever.  Bashar al-Assad and his regime continue to 

persist although there are increasing reports that 
the regime is weakening.2 Large swaths of Syria are 
under ISIS control and there is still no unified and 
credible opposition capable of replacing the Assad 
regime and bringing an end to the current chaos 
and violence. The sheer extent of the destruction 
in Syria, coupled with the complete absence of a 
peace process—or prospects for future stability 
—is increasingly driving Syrians to seek refuge 
beyond the immediate neighborhood. More and 
more desperate Syrians are risking their lives in an 
effort to make it to the European Union countries 
by crossing the Mediterranean and Aegean Seas in 
unsafe boats. Greece is especially hard hit. As of 
August 2015, almost 200,000 people, many of them 
Syrians, had made their way from Turkey across 
to Greek islands.3 That is a more than fivefold in-
crease in numbers over the figures for the whole of 
2014. The sudden upsurge in Syrian refugees and 
irregular migrants in general is not only deeply 
straining the resources of recession-stricken Italy 
and Greece but also creating tensions within the 
European Union over burden-sharing.4 Clearly, 
the impact of this displacement crisis is being felt 
increasingly beyond the immediate neighborhood 
of Syria, even though the bulk of the refugees re-
main in Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey. And it is 
conditions in those host countries, coupled with 
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despair over prospects for a return to Syria that is 
driving refugees to seek safety outside the region.  

This displacement is causing an enormous human-
itarian crisis with implications for host countries, 
international aid agencies, and, of course, for those 
whose lives have been forever changed. But the 
displacement is not just a humanitarian crisis. The 
widespread displacement and the sheer scale of 
human need inside Syria is also a sign of the break-
down of international humanitarian governance. 
The international community has failed to bring 
the fighting in Syria to an end while regional gov-
ernments have pursued policies that have further 
aggravated the situation. The UN Security Council 
has been paralyzed and has failed to find a politi-
cal resolution to the crisis. The U.S. administration 
has shied away from intervening in Syria to bring 
about regime change and instead has increasingly 
focused on “degrading and ultimately destroying” 
ISIS, so far with no major impact on the ground. 
Iran and Russia continue to prop up the Syrian re-
gime. In the meantime, the conflict that is driving 
the displacement crisis continues.

The persistence of the crisis and the accompany-
ing violence also lays bare the weaknesses of the 
international humanitarian assistance system. The 
most striking weakness is the failure of the inter-
national community to demonstrate solidarity in 
burden-sharing with the neighboring countries 
hosting the bulk of the Syrian refugees. After all, 
the international refugee system was set up on the 
shared understanding that refugees were an inter-
national responsibility, not just the responsibility of 
the country where they happened to arrive. Reset-
tlement of refugees to third countries is one wide-
ly recognized manifestation of burden-sharing. In 
spite of numerous appeals from the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), as of 

August 2015, there were a little over 100,000 places 
made available for resettlement, an amount corre-
sponding to less than three percent of the overall 
number of Syrian refugees.5 And yet less than 10 
percent of the pledged resettlement places have 
been used by the EU and the U.S.—a truly minus-
cule number.6  The picture as far as burden-sharing 
in the form of providing funding for humanitarian 
assistance has not been much better. The UN has 
struggled to find funding for its budgets to assist 
countries hosting refugees and to provide human-
itarian assistance into Syria. Less than two-thirds 
of the 2014 aid budget for support inside Syria was 
met, while in August 2015 the Regional Refugee 
and Resilience Plan (3RP) for 2015-16 still re-
mained more than 60 percent underfunded.7  

Turkey has been especially affected as the largest 
recipient of Syrian refugees in the region. Since 
October 2013, the number of Syrian refugees has 
increased more than threefold and now numbers 
almost two million registered refugees. According 
to UNHCR, when other refugees including those 
from Iraq are added, Turkey became the world’s 
largest recipient of refugees in 2014.8 There are 
expectations that if the current situation in Syr-
ia persists, this number may well increase to 2.5 
million.9 In spite of having the largest economy in 
the region and a strong state tradition, Turkey’s 
resources and public patience are wearing thin. 
Growing public resources are being channeled 
into efforts to meet the immediate needs of the 
refugees in the country, while the government 
and civil society are trying to address the increas-
ingly widely accepted reality that the refugees are 
unlikely to return to Syria. In the meantime, the 
economic, social and political impact of the refu-
gees is growing. Although Turkey has much more 
capacity to manage the situation than Jordan and 
Lebanon, it is difficult to see how Turkey will be 
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able to cope without greater burden-sharing with 
the international community. 

Initially, Turkey attempted to respond to the influx 
of refugees on its own. However, as the numbers 
increased and the prospects of return dimmed, it 
sought support for burden-sharing from the inter-
national community in the form of financial assis-
tance as well as help with the resettlement of es-
pecially vulnerable refugees. So far, it has received 
very little support on either front. Even though the 
crisis is now into its fifth year, so far very few Syrian 
refugees have been resettled from Turkey. Turkey’s 
resettlement needs at the beginning of 2015 have 
been determined by the UNHCR to be 214,000 
and the agency planned to submit 20,000 Syrian 
refugees for resettlement.10 But in 2014 there were 
less than 9,000 refugees resettled from Turkey—a 
figure which also includes non-Syrians.11 Sharing 
the cost of caring and protecting refugees has been 
disappointingly limited. The Turkish government 
as of August 2015 had spent more than $ 5.6 to 
6.0 billion for assistance and protection of the ref-
ugees.12 In return Turkey has received internation-
al assistance amounting to less than $ 400 million, 
a situation that has been called “unsustainable” by 
a government spokesman.13 Such a weak level of 
international solidarity has caused considerable 
resentment, although it must be acknowledged 
that the government itself was slow in developing 
effective cooperation with international non-gov-
ernmental organizations (INGOs) as well as inter-
national agencies. 

Refugees continue to come to Turkey and there 
is general consensus that they will remain in the 
country for the foreseeable future. This raises a 
host of questions for Turkey and for the broader 
international community. How has Turkey been 
impacted by the refugee crisis economically, so-
cially and politically? How does the situation today 
compare with the one in 2013? How is Turkey cop-
ing? How has the international response evolved? 
How can the emerging cooperation between Tur-
key and the international community in address-
ing the needs of refugees be improved? Are there 
lessons to be learned? Is there a viable strategy to 
address this humanitarian crisis given the reality 
that the chaos reigning in Iraq and Syria is likely to 
last for years if not decades?

The report seeks to address these questions and 
is divided into four sections. The following two 
sections will compare the way in which the refu-
gee situation in Turkey has evolved since October 
2013 and discuss Turkey’s institutional and societal 
efforts to manage this increasingly complex situa-
tion. The third section will discuss the impact that 
refugees have had on Turkish society, economy 
and politics together with the challenges that Tur-
key faces in integrating the refugees into Turkish 
society and in attracting support from the interna-
tional community. The report will conclude with 
some general observations and recommendations.      
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COMPARING TODAY WITH OCTOBER 
2013

In addition to the significant increase in numbers, 
there are three striking differences between the 

refugee situation today and that of October 2013. 
Firstly, the ethnic and religious background of the 
refugees has become much more diverse. Orig-
inally, the refugees were overwhelmingly Arab 
Sunni Syrians with a smaller number of Turco-
man and Alawites. Today they have been joined by 
Kurds from northern Syria as well as Yazidis and 
Christians from Iraq. Iraqi refugees fled to Tur-
key after ISIS captured Mosul and its environs in 
June 2014 before their onslaught could be stopped 
by the Peshmerghas from the Kurdish Region-
al Government (KRG) and US air strikes. There 
were roughly 40-50,000 Iraqis who entered Tur-
key on that occasion. However, by June 2015, the 
number of Iraqi refugees in Turkey had grown to 
240-250,000.14 The government and various mu-
nicipalities constructed camps to house some of 
the refugees while others settled into villages and 
towns inhabited by their co-religionists or eth-
nic brethren in southeastern Turkey. In addition, 
around 190,000 mostly Kurds crossed into Turkey, 
fleeing the fighting between Democratic Union 
Party (PYD) forces and ISIS in Kobane and its 
surroundings in October 2014. Some of these ref-
ugees have since returned, although the majority 
still live in a large government and smaller muni- 
cipality camps while others are dispersed across 
the region of Suruç across from Kobane. In June 
2015, clashes erupted between ISIS and PYD forc-
es as well as their Syrian Arab allies—this time for 
the control of the Syrian border town of Tel Abyad. 
This led to about 25,000 people—mostly Arabs, 
Kurds and Turcoman—to flee into Turkey under 
chaotic circumstances. Nevertheless, the bulk of 
the new arrivals since our last visit have continued 

to be Arab Sunni refugees mostly fleeing regime 
attacks on Aleppo and its environs.

Secondly, the politics of receiving Syrian refugees 
has also dramatically changed. The Turkish gov-
ernment received the initial waves of refugees in 
2011 with open arms. At the time their numbers 
were limited and the government believed that the 
regime in Damascus would not last long. They had 
very quickly instituted an “open door policy” and 
extended temporary protection to the refugees. 
They had hoped that the refugees would be able 
to return to Syria in a very short time and Turkey 
would in the meantime have earned a lot of good-
will—if not also influence—in a reformed Syria.15 
However, by the time we re-visited Turkey in Oc-
tober 2013, the wisdom of this approach was al-
ready being questioned and there were increasing 
calls for the international community to share the 
burden with Turkey. Nevertheless, the government 
continued its “open door” policy and, as will be 
seen in the next section, introduced measures to 
address problems resulting from an increasingly 
protracted refugee situation. 

At the same time there was a marked change in the 
government’s handling of the refugee influxes com-
ing from Kobane and Tel Abyad. In the former case, 
as the Kurdish inhabitants of Kobane turned up 
on the Turkish border in ever increasing numbers, 
the police and the military were brought in to hold 
back the refugees. Fortunately, the ensuing melee 
and humanitarian crisis lasted only a very short 
time and Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu, who 
was on a state visit in Baku, issued instructions to 
open the border and admit the refugees.16 A simi-
lar situation erupted in June 2015. As the fighting 
around Tel Abyad gathered intensity and the ci-
vilian population amassed on the Turkish border, 
the Deputy Prime Minister, Numan Kurtulmuş,  
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announced that Turkey would keep the border 
closed and instead extend humanitarian assistance 
across the border into Syria.17 However, local au-
thorities were simply overwhelmed by the refugees 
pushing against the barbed wire fences and even-
tually allowed them to come through.18 

Subsequently, a short-lived heated and inconclu-
sive debate occurred in Turkey when the govern-
ment contemplated the idea of a military inter-
vention to create a safe zone for refugees.19 Many 
commentators argued that the idea of a safe zone 
had more to do with the Turkish government 
wanting to prevent Kurds from gaining control of 
further territory in Syria along the Turkish bor-
der and domestic politics than with the welfare of 
refugees.20 At the same time there were also accu-
sations that PYD was pursuing ethnic cleansing 
against Arabs and Turcoman in the region.21 The 
idea of a safe zone or a safe haven has long been on 
the agenda of the Turkish government which had 
brought up the idea on a number of occasions.22 
The idea appears to have been first raised in July 
2012 after the government announced that Tur-
key’s “red-line” in terms of number of refugees was 
100,000 and that, if this figure was exceeded the 
possibility of a “buffer zone” would be sought.23 
Similarly, drawing on the experience of the safe 
haven created in northern Iraq in the aftermath of 
the Kurdish refugee crisis of March-April 1991, in 
October 2014 the government advocated the idea 
of creating pockets of safe havens near the Turkish 
border around population centers for humanitari-
an reasons.24 The idea resurfaced again in the form 
of a rectangular area north of Aleppo stretching 
about 60 miles along the Syrian-Turkish border, 
when Turkey and the U.S. signed an agreement in 
July 2015 to coordinate their military effort against 
ISIS.25 The Turkish side argued that the area could 
be used both for military action against ISIS as 

well as for enabling some of the refugees in Turkey 
to return to Syria.26 However, in the meantime, it 
has become quite evident that the U.S. and Turkey 
have very different understandings of what such an 
area would entail. The U.S. emphasis is increasing-
ly on an “ISIS free zone” rather than a “safe zone” 
or a “no fly zone” that might provide protection for 
refugees and IDPs.27

Thirdly, the worsening refugee crisis has deepened 
the social, economic and political problems that 
were already visible in October 2013. The massive 
increase in the number of refugees outside camps 
and the lack of adequate assistance policies toward 
them has aggravated a range of social problems. 
Refugees experience problems of adaptation in 
urban settings and the language barrier serious-
ly complicates their ability to integrate into the 
communities where they live. There is growing 
concern about underage Syrian girls being forced 
into marriage as well as fears that a recent con-
stitutional court ruling decriminalizing religious 
weddings without civil marriage will lead to a 
spread of polygamy involving Syrian women and 
girls.28 The sight of Syrians begging in the streets is 
causing particular resentment among local people, 
especially in cities in western Turkey. There have 
also been reports of occasional violence between 
refugees and the local population.29 In turn this 
reinforces a growing public perception that Syrian 
refugees are associated with criminality. A public 
opinion poll held in October 2014 revealed that 
more than 62 percent of those surveyed support-
ed the idea that Syrian refugees were involved in 
criminal behavior.30 These attitudes contrast with 
local authorities’ and security officials’ observa-
tions that in reality, criminality is surprisingly low 
and that Syrian community leaders are very effec-
tive in preventing crime and defusing tensions be-
tween refugees and locals.31 
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The presence of large numbers of refugees espe-
cially in cities along the Syrian border has mixed 
economic consequences. The government spends 
large sums for the upkeep of the refugee camps as 
well as for health and other services for both camp 
and urban refugees.32 This fuels resentment among 
locals who feel that this undermines their own 
access to especially health services (that are fund-
ed by their taxes) while health personnel feel in-
creasingly overwhelmed by increasing demand.33 
The presence of an ever-growing number of urban 
refugees has inevitably pushed prices up in gen-
eral and especially for housing, causing additional 
complaints among locals. Furthermore, many ref-
ugees are employed in the informal economy and 
work for lower wages than Turkish citizens; they 
do not pay taxes or make contributions to social 
security. This not only makes the Syrian refugees 
vulnerable to exploitation, but also generates re-
sentment especially from Turks employed in the 
informal economy.34 

However, at the same time, the refugee crisis has 
also led to an increase in formal employment 
among Turkish citizens as the result of the growth 
in the number of organizations aiding Syrian ref-
ugees located in the region.35 This is clearly visible 
in cities such as Gaziantep, Kilis, and Şanlıurfa that 
host the offices and centers of an increasing num-
ber of international INGOs, non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), and international agencies 
that provide these services.36 The presence of Syri-
an refugees has also been seen as a pool of cheap la-
bor for positions that locals have become reluctant 
to take up. Yet, the need to support Syrian refugees 
in Turkey, coupled with the fact that most of the 
humanitarian assistance sent into Syria is actually 
purchased in Turkey, has benefitted the local econ-
omy considerably. Additionally, there has also been 
greater economic activity spurred by small as well 

as bigger businesses, often in the form restaurants 
but also factories set up by Syrians who were able 
to bring over their capital to Turkey.37 Lastly, these 
very provinces have also seen their exports to Syria 
rise by more than 200 percent from 2011 to 2014 
while the overall increase in Turkey’s exports to Syr-
ia stood at only 11 percent.38 The growing number 
of firms set up by Syrian business people especially 
in Mersin with connections in Syria is also seen as a 
factor that has helped increase exports.39 

The continued influx of large numbers of refugees 
has also had political consequences. Although the 
public at large was initially welcoming and gen-
erous towards refugees, this has changed as their 
presence persisted.40 There are growing calls for 
their return and an end to new arrivals.41 However, 
these calls are not uniform. Ethnic and religious 
affinities deeply shape reactions. Religiously con-
servative Turks and Turkish citizens of Arab de-
scent, usually voting for the governing Justice and 
Development Party (AKP), have by and large been 
more open to receiving the bulk of refugees who 
are Sunni Arabs.42 Others such as secular Turks, 
Alevis and Kurds have feared the potential of 
large numbers of Sunni Arab refugees changing 
the demographics of local society and politics.43 
Interestingly, this fear became very visible during 
the run up to the local elections in March 2014 as 
rumors spread that the government was going to 
allow refugees to vote.44 Refugees from different 
ethnic and religious backgrounds such as Syrian 
Alawites, Christians and Kurds have preferred to 
stay with their brethren and co-religionists or in 
localities administered by opposition parties such 
as the Republican’s People Party (CHP) and Peo-
ples’ Democratic Party (HDP). As much as Ahmet 
Davutoğlu (both as former Minister of Foreign 
Affairs and as Prime Minister) has repeatedly ar-
gued that Turkey welcomes any refugee in need of 
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protection independently of their ethnic and reli-
gious background, these identity-driven political 
perceptions and distrust have persisted.45

One conspicuous example of how politics fuels 
mistrust and aggravates the challenge of caring 
for refugees is that of Kurdish refugees from Ko-
bane. For a long time, they remained reluctant and 
were also discouraged by HDP local authorities to 
move into the well-equipped and specially-pre-
pared government camp in Suruç. Instead, they 
preferred to stay in municipality camps while local 
authorities complained that the government was 
not providing material assistance for their camps. 
The mistrust is inevitably linked to the complicat-
ed politics that surround the Kurdish question in 
Turkey. The AKP government had been negotiat-
ing with the leader of the PKK, Abdullah Öcalan 
since 2012 to find a political solution, and a cease-
fire had been in place since 2013. However, the ISIS 
siege of Kobane and the reluctance of the Turkish 
government to intervene to stop the destruction 
of the town has deeply aggravated the problem 
of mistrust and adversely affected these negoti-
ations.46 Even after the mistrust was somewhat 
overcome and some Kurdish refugees did move 
into the camp, the camp could not be used to full 
capacity. Similarly, as most of the refugees that fled 
Tel Abyad were Arabs and Turcoman, none could 
be placed in the Suruç camp for fear of provoking 
inter-ethnic tensions.  

The extent and depth of this mistrust erupted into 
full scale conflict and violence soon after Turkey 

and the U.S. reached their deal to cooperate more 
closely against ISIS in Syria. This deal coincided 
with an ISIS attack on a group of young activ-
ists gathered in Suruç to bring humanitarian and 
reconstruction assistance to the inhabitants of 
Kobane. This was very quickly accompanied by  
attacks launched by the PKK on two police offi-
cers.47 This has precipitated a cycle of violence be-
tween the PKK and Turkish security forces that 
has already claimed the lives of many people and 
pushed the country into instability. This sudden 
violent escalation of the Kurdish problem in Tur-
key is a conspicuous manifestation of the complex 
manner in which the Syrian refugee crisis has im-
pacted politics in Turkey. Many commentators 
have argued that pro-Kurdish HDP performed 
well during the Turkish general elections in June 
2015 (winning 80 seats in the parliament) pri-
marily because conservative Kurds that tradition-
ally voted for the governing AKP switched their 
votes after Kobane.48 This outcome contributed 
to AKP’s failure to obtain the majority in the par-
liament needed to form a government on its own. 
The failure to form a coalition government and the 
political jockeying that has already started for the 
re-run elections to be held in November 2015 is 
clearly aggravating the violence.49 

Clearly, the presence of now more than two mil-
lion refugees is deeply affecting Turkey economi-
cally, socially and politically. This is inevitably also 
adversely affecting the country’s ability to provide 
protection and assistance to the refugees.
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MANAGING THE REFUGEE INFLUX 

Soon after the first batch of refugees began to arrive 
in the spring of 2011, Turkey adopted an open door 
policy, permitting refugees fleeing the violence 
and regime repression in Syria to enter Turkey 
easily.50 In the initial stages of the crisis, refugees 
were mostly housed in schools, sports halls, unused 
warehouses and factories. However, as the numbers 
continued to increase, the Disaster and Emergency 
Management Agency (AFAD) of Turkey was giv-
en the task of constructing purpose-built camps 
for refugees. These camps received considerable 
international praise and recognition for their 
quality, both in terms of the housing and services 
provided. However, by October 2013 there were 
already twenty-one camps housing about 200,000 
refugees. It had become evident that AFAD could 
not go on constructing camps as more and more 
refugees preferred to live in urban settings. At the 
time, their numbers were estimated to be around 

400,000. The government put into place provision-
al arrangements to ensure access to health services, 
while in April 2014 it oversaw the establishment 
of the Directorate General for Migration Manage-
ment (DGMM) to implement the newly-adopted 
Law on Foreigners and International Protection 
(Law no. 6458, April 11, 2013). The Law had been 
in the making for some time quite independently 
of the Syrian displacement crisis, but did include 
general provisions for the management of the mass 
influx of refugees.  

Subsequently, the DGMM issued in October 2014 
secondary legislation in the form of a Circular to 
define temporary protection (TP Circular), insti-
tuted registration of the refugees and established 
coordination between different agencies to provide 
services for urban refugees.51 AFAD remained re-
sponsible for establishing and running the refugee 
camps as well as ensuring emergency assistance for 
new arrivals. As of August 2015 there were over 1.9 
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million registered refugees with more than a quar-
ter of a million of them living now in 25 refugee 
camps (See Graph I).52 Four of these camps were 
set up to house Christians and Yazidis escaping 
the ISIS onslaught in Iraq.53 Additionally, there are 
ten refugee camps for Kurds from Kobane as well 
as Arabs, Christians, Kurds and Yazidis set up and 
run by HDP-led municipalities close to Iraq and 
Syria.54 In addition to the registered Syrian refu-
gees and those cared for by HDP, there are another 
200 to 250,000 refugees who have failed to register 
for a variety of reasons. These range from a fear 
that registration may complicate their return to 
Syria if Assad’s regime clings to power, to rumors 
that if they are registered they risk being sent to a 
camp and may not be able to move on to Europe.55  
DGMM at the same time is also responsible for 
processing individual asylum seekers coming from 
other third countries.56 

Managing the presence of two million refugees has 
not been an easy task—even for a country with 
significant administrative and economic capacity. 
This was also complicated by an initial reluctance 
by the government to seek international assis-
tance. Turkey chose not to be included in the first 
Syrian Regional Response Plan (SRRP) of the UN 
and preferred not to cooperate with the UNHCR 
beyond ensuring supplies of tents for camps and 
overseeing voluntary return.  However, compared 
to October 2013, there is now a visible improve-
ment in coordination between the Turkish gov-
ernment and international agencies such as IOM, 
UNHCR, UNICEF, WFP and WHO as well as 
OCHA when it comes to cross-border assistance 
issues.57 In sharp contrast to the SRRP of March 
2012 when Turkey was first included, the new-
ly-instituted UN Regional Refugee and Resilience 
Plan (3RP) 2015-16 is very extensive and provides 
a growing list of areas of cooperation and projects 

focusing on refugees, as well as on host commu-
nities.58 However, the government complains that 
they have spent over $5.6 to $ 6 billion on the ref-
ugees so far and received very little international 
financial support.59 The 3RP for Turkey has been 
budgeted for $624 million, however less than a 
third of this promised funding has been received 
to date.60 The amount of international support that 
Turkey has received so far is equivalent to less than 
ten percent of the Turkish government’s expendi-
ture on Syrian refugees.

Turkish non-governmental organizations too have 
become much more involved in supporting refu-
gees in comparison with October 2013. Previous-
ly, together with the Turkish Red Crescent, most 
of the Turkish NGOs such as Humanitarian Re-
lief Foundation (IHH), Kimse Yok Mu?,  Helsin-
ki Citizens Assembly-Turkey, Support to Life and 
International Blue Crescent were focused on the 
provision of emergency assistance to urban refu-
gees in the form of clothing, food, health services 
and some shelter support. More recently, together 
with some of the above NGOs, others such as the 
Association of Solidarity with Asylum Seekers and 
Migrants (ASAM), Anadolu Kültür, Human Re-
sources Development Foundation (HRDF), IMPR 
Humanitarian, Association for Human Rights and 
Solidarity for the Oppressed (MazlumDer) etc… 
have also embarked on projects to improve the 
adaptation of the refugees to their new environ-
ments and the quality of their protection in Tur-
key.61 These projects range from teaching language 
courses, including Turkish, to running courses to 
help women acquire vocational skills as well as 
psycho-social support programs. There are also a 
growing number of child-friendly spaces that are 
created by these and other NGOs as well as legal 
counseling with respect to their rights under the 
terms of temporary protection.  
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A range of INGOs have also established themselves 
in Turkey. While many actually are primarily en-
gaged in cross-border assistance into Syria, some 
are making important contributions to addressing 
refugees’ needs. Some have partnered with Turk-
ish NGOs and work closely with UN agencies. The 
distrust with which the Turkish authorities have 
traditionally viewed INGOs has been overcome to 
at least some extent as recognition has grown that 
they are needed to address the situation facing ur-
ban refugees. In contrast to October 2013, when 
the registration and legalization of the status of 
INGOs was still difficult and contentious, recent-
ly the government has issued a growing number 
of registration permits for INGOs. This naturally 
greatly facilitates their operations in Turkey, in-
cluding securing residence permits for long-term 
international staff and making it possible for them 
to carry out such mundane tasks as opening bank 
accounts. Local authorities such as the governorate 
and municipalities of Gaziantep and Şanlıurfa have 
instituted regular coordination meetings with IN-
GOs as well as with Turkish NGOs. There are also 
a growing number of Syrian NGOs operating espe-
cially in the education sector beside those engaged 
in cross-border assistance. However, there are 
also continued complaints from representatives of 
Turkish and Syrian NGOs about INGOs that have 
persisted since October 2013. These complaints are 
centered on the reluctance of INGOs to include 
them in coordination meetings and the hierarchical 
nature of the relationship as most local and Syrian 
NGOs are engaged as just “implementing partners.” 
Furthermore, these NGOs also resent that they are 
often unable to apply directly for EU and other in-
ternational agencies for funding and observe that a  

significant part of funds coming from donors to 
INGOs actually fail to reach target populations as 
they are absorbed by administrative costs.62   

As much as Turkey’s hosting of Syrian refugees 
has received wide-ranging praise (including from 
us) not surprisingly, Turkey’s management of the 
presence of Syrian refugees is not without prob-
lems. The greatest and possibly the toughest prob-
lem has to do with the long run. The issue of their 
integration into Turkish society will be discussed 
in the next section. Beyond that the more imme-
diate problems have to do with access to the ser-
vices promised under the TP Circular. Amnesty 
International and others have reported that Syr-
ian refugees have on occasion been denied entry 
into Turkey, especially in the case of Palestinian 
refugees from Syria. There have also been allega-
tions of violation of non-refoulement, one of the 
central pillars of the TP Circular.63 There have also 
been reports of forced relocation of urban refugees 
into refugee camps.64 Furthermore, some INGOs 
complain that they still encounter difficulties in 
getting themselves registered and find the process 
of registration to be very vague and ambiguous. 
Simultaneously, there have also been complaints 
both from NGO personnel as well as local govern-
ment officials that there is a flood of small NGOs 
often with no more than an office and a door bell 
seeking to benefit from the situation for personal 
gain and fame. Difficulties of coordination and es-
pecially duplication of tasks are also raised as chal-
lenges that require attention to better manage the 
needs of urban refugees, especially those who are 
most vulnerable.  
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THE LONG RUN AND BURDEN-
SHARING

One of the most striking aspects of the situa-
tion today in comparison with October 2013 

is the broad consensus that exists in Turkey among 
academics, officials and civil society activists that 
the refugees are here to stay and that measures 
are urgently needed to help with their integration. 
As a report prepared by two Turkish think-tanks 
ORSAM-TESEV notes, integration in an informal 
manner has already started.65 The report notes that 
since the beginning of the conflict over 35,000 peo-
ple of Syrian origin have been born in Turkey,66 
there have been many marriages between Turks 
and Syrians and more and more Syrians are learn-
ing to speak Turkish. Compared to October 2013 
there is a much clearer acceptance and recogni-
tion on the part of both refugees and officials that 
learning Turkish is critical and needs to be ensured. 
Nevertheless, what is still lacking is a comprehen-
sive governmental policy towards integration, al-
though there are signs of a piecemeal one emerging 
with respect to education and employment.67 

The need to provide education was recognized at 
a relatively early stage. Initially, however a rather 
fragmented and poorly coordinated policy on ed-
ucation emerged. Refugee children in camps ac-
quired early access to schooling based on a modi-
fied Syrian curriculum accompanied by classes in 
Turkish. In urban settings, the government permit-
ted children, whose parents had residence permits, 
to access Turkish schools while Syrian-run schools 
with little overall supervision began to emerge.68 
Concerns increased about the content and quality 
of the substance of education, especially with re-
spect to religious teaching. These concerns final-
ly led the Ministry of Education to implement a 
much-needed policy to bring all informal Syrian 

schools under its supervision. At the same time, 
the Ministry is preparing its own schools in the 
border areas to accommodate Syrian children in 
the form of second shifts.69 Furthermore, parents 
who are registered under the TP Circular will also 
have the option of sending their children to Turk-
ish schools. 

However, there still remain a number of chal-
lenges. At the moment, only 130,000 out of some 
600,000 school-age Syrian refugee children are in 
school. As a Turkish education official acknowl-
edged: “whether the refugees stay or return to 
Syria, we simply cannot afford to allow for a lost 
generation.”70 In this regard there is closer cooper-
ation between Turkey and UNICEF to develop and 
fund a program to reach a larger number of Syri-
an refugees. Additionally, given the fact that most 
Syrian children inside Syria are not in school, the 
country’s future may well depend on the education 
received by Syrian children outside the country. 
But education is not only an important issue for 
Syria’s future, it is also a security issue now. As the 
Turkish education official pointed out: “without 
a chance of education, they risk falling victim to 
radical and terrorist groups.” Education and some 
fluency in Turkish are also regarded as a must to 
ensure integration and avoid social exclusion.71

Employment is seen as another important ave-
nue to informal integration. As more and more 
Syrian refugees have seen their savings disappear, 
they have been forced, as mentioned earlier, to 
find employment—often illegally—in various sec-
tors of the economy ranging from agriculture to 
construction and textiles industry. Many Syrian 
entrepreneurs have brought their businesses over 
to Turkey and are providing employment to refu-
gees as well as locals. However, it is being able to 
work legally in the country that will be critical for 
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the integration of Syrian refugees in Turkey. As 
one Syrian refugee starkly captured it, like educa-
tion employment also has a security dimension. 
He noted how “refugees who are left jobless and 
without means of survival can become the devil: 
They can turn into [pro-Assad militants] or join 
the likes of Jabhat al-Nusra and IS. Providing them 
with employment allows them to reintegrate into 
society and gives them hope for a better life.”72

The TP Circular in principle gives the right for reg-
istered refugees to seek legal employment. Prior to 
the general elections in June the government had 
prepared legislation (now pending in the Turkish 
parliament) to open parts of the national econo-
my to formal employment for Syrian refugees.73 

This would be a huge step forward for Syrian refu-
gees, and the government needs to be encouraged 
to implement the necessary regulations to enable 
Syrian refugees to work in the formal sector. With-
out legal employment, as one Turkish academic 
in Gaziantep noted, especially the educated and 
middle class Syrian refugees are reduced to cheap 
labor. Among the refugees are orthodontists and 
engineers, teachers and nurses, who have much to 
contribute to the Turkish economy. Some of them, 
the academic warned, are trying to make their way 
to the EU because of the frustrating situation they 
find themselves in.74 

In the long run, ensuring the integration of the ref-
ugees would be a “win-win” for all involved: Syria, 
Turkey and the international community. However, 
it would be unfair to expect miracles from Turkey. 
Protection of refugees is considered to be an inter-
national responsibility and demands burden-shar-
ing. As discussed in the introduction of this report, 
so far burden-sharing in the form of refugee re-
settlement from Turkey and funding to meet the 
needs of refugees has been disappointing. The UN 

in its 3RP 2015-16 has recognized that local com-
munities hosting refugees deserve assistance too, 
and budgeted for projects to increase the resilience 
of these communities. This is a very positive step; 
however it is disappointing that the budget re-
mains seriously underfunded. It is paramount that 
the international community finds better ways to 
share the cost of projects with Turkey, and also to 
contribute its expertise in addressing the challeng-
es of providing education and employment oppor-
tunities for Syrian refugees. 

Burden-sharing is also critical in terms of legiti-
mizing the expenses of the government in the eyes 
of the Turkish public by showing that caring for 
the refugees is an international responsibility. Re-
ceiving such support can demonstrate that Turkish 
officials and civil society are not alone in their ef-
forts. In turn, the Turkish government when high-
lighting the expenditure that it has made for the 
Syrian refugees would earn goodwill and trust if 
it acknowledged that there are funds coming into 
Turkey (even if they are not at the desired level.) 
These funds do help to meet at least some of the 
needs of the refugees and also provide jobs for 
Turkish nationals, especially in places like Ga-
ziantep and Şanlıurfa. They also contribute to the 
local economy as international agencies and IN-
GOs often spend these funds on Turkish products, 
and pay local taxes on these products and on local 
wages. Furthermore, greater transparency on the 
Turkish government side on where the $ 5.6 to 6 
billion is actually spent would earn considerable 
goodwill in the eyes of both donors and the do-
mestic public. In the long run, such transparency 
would surely help with managing this complex 
and difficult displacement crisis.

One issue that is likely to continue to come up re-
peatedly is the idea of an internationally-protected 
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safe haven or zone for refugees. As discussed ear-
lier, this is an idea that Turkey has pushed forward 
on numerous occasions since 2012. For a range 
of reasons, it has not been possible to put it into 
place. Actually, until the arrival of ISIS along the 
Turkish border there was a kind of an informal safe 
zone where there were numerous makeshift camps 
housing large numbers of IDPs. These camps re-
ceived assistance from Turkey, with AFAD helping 
to provide some container housing too. There was 
an implicit understanding that these camps were 
under the protection of Turkey. Turkish aircraft 
was authorized to deter any Syrian jet or helicopter 
that approached the area. However, the number of 
camps diminished in time as some of these areas 
came under ISIS control and the inhabitants were 
forced to flee. The remaining ones are partly in a 
geographical area where the US and Turkey had 
announced the prospects of creating some kind 
of a safe zone. However, it is not yet clear what 
form this safe zone may take—let alone whether 
it would actually happen. Furthermore, there is 
considerable skepticism as to whether safe zones 
are the best forms of providing protection and as-
sistance to IDPs.75 There is also the added concern 
that such zones may be used as an excuse to pre-
vent refugees from crossing into Turkish territory 
or to compel refugees to return.

Ultimately, it is a political solution to the conflict 
in Syria that would create the circumstances for 
the return of the refugees. In contrast to October 
2013 when the Geneva process still seemed to have 
some vague prospects of success, at the time of the 
writing of this report when and how such a solu-
tion would emerge still remains unclear. Even more 
worrying is the question of whether Syria will ac-
tually survive as a nation state. What is clear is that 
Syria has gone through unimaginable destruction, 
and its economy is reported to have contracted by 
more than 50 per cent in real terms since the con-
flict began in 2011.76 Hence, even if the political 
circumstances permitted and refugees wanted to 
return, they simply may not be able to do so any 
time soon. Hence, it is inevitable that a large num-
ber of the refugees will most likely remain in Tur-
key and that the government and the international 
community need to brace themselves for this real-
ity for a long time to come. In the meantime, there 
also remains the challenge of assisting those Syri-
ans who are either IDPs or stuck in very difficult 
circumstances. This will continue to make Turkey 
an important conduit for cross-border assistance.
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CONCLUSION

As we conclude this report, the Western media is 
filled with reports on the “migrant crisis” that the 
EU faces, as an ever-growing number of mostly 
Syrian refugees try to make it to the EU. The Wash-
ington Post reports that as of the end of July the 
number of illegal border crossings have reached 
to more than 325,000 already—many more than 
the almost 265,000 for the full year in 2014.77 This 
is still a fraction of the more than 4 million ref-
ugees that are mostly being cared for by Jordan, 
Lebanon and Turkey. The sudden surge should be 
a wake-up call for the international community 
to recognize its failure to share the burden with 
these three countries, and that the current hu-
manitarian system is in some disorder. Repeated 
calls for burden-sharing have gone unheeded. In 
April 2015, UN High Commissioner for Refugees 
António Guterres and UNHCR Special Envoy and 
Hollywood celebrity Angelina Jolie Pitt appealed 
to the United Nations Security Council for assis-
tance to neighboring countries and highlighted 
the protracted nature of the crisis.78 In the mean-
time, it is not surprising that many who fled the 
war in Syria and struggled for years in neighbor-
ing countries are giving up on returning home and 
“self-resettling” themselves to EU.79 There, the Syr-
ian refugees hope to find some semblance of order 
and hope for the future. The High Commissioner 
even went as far as suggesting that the EU should 
adopt the policies of Turkey.80 Angela Merkel, the 
Chancellor of Germany, in the midst of “Europe’s 
refugee crisis” seemed to take up the call when she 
urged European countries to mirror Turkey’s ap-
proach towards Syrian refugees.81

As we have tried to show in this report, Turkey has 
been deeply impacted by the Syrian displacement 
crisis economically, politically and socially. So far 

it has managed reasonably well. Turkey’s response 
has received wide recognition as well as praise. 
Guterres has paid numerous visits to Turkey to 
highlight UNHCR’s appreciation, as well as to try 
to draw attention for the need to support Turkey. 
However, the strains of hosting and taking care 
of more than two million refugees are becoming 
increasingly visible. While a long standing expert 
of migration studies and the Director of COMPAS 
at Oxford University, Franck Duvell, expressed his 
amazement for the generosity with which refugees 
have been received in Turkey and the absence of a 
societal panic compared to Europe, public opin-
ion is fast changing.82 The economic and political 
costs of caring for Syrian refugees together with 
Iraqi ones are rising, while there is growing recog-
nition that refugees are in Turkey for the long run 
and that there is an urgent need for a comprehen-
sive integration policy. This is occurring at a time 
when the Turkish economy is significantly slow-
ing down. The growth rate for the Turkish econ-
omy when Syrian refugees first began to arrive in 
2011 was almost 9 percent, among the highest in 
the world. In 2014 it had fallen below 3 per cent.83 
This will make financing the needs of the refugees 
increasingly challenging and their integration into 
the local labor market more difficult. Politically, 
Turkey is also entering a difficult period as the 
country has to prepare for another round of gen-
eral elections in November while violence between 
the PKK and security forces has started again after 
a long period of calm. Under these circumstances, 
how long can Turkey cope with the ongoing influx 
of Syrian refugees without greater support and en-
gagement from the international community and 
especially the EU?  

There is clearly an urgent need to revisit the issue 
of burden-sharing. Enhanced levels of funding 
are going to be necessary and a greater effort will 
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need to be made to meet the funding targets of 
the UN’s 3RP 2015-2016 budget. Greater support 
is needed to help Turkey integrate refugees, espe-
cially with respect to their education, access to the 
labor market and health needs. The EU ought to 
have a special interest in supporting Turkey given 
that a large portion of the Syrian refugees who are 
attempting to make their way into the EU are actu-
ally coming from Turkey. The German Minister of 
Development Gerd Müller’s has called for support-
ing countries hosting Syrian refugees in the order 
of billions of Euros and raises the question of how 
can “the EU prove that it is a community of val-
ues.” He warns that “If we don’t solve the problems 
there, the problems will come to us.”84 Resettlement 
of refugees, especially the most vulnerable, as a 
traditional burden-sharing method will need to be 
taken more seriously. As discussed in the introduc-
tion of this report, the current level of resettlement 
is simply inadequate.  It is difficult not to wonder 
if today’s “EU refugee crisis” would have reached 
such levels if there had been a serious and credible 
resettlement program currently in place. Lastly, the 
Syrian displacement crisis reveals the weaknesses 
and problems associated with the current interna-
tional humanitarian system. The system requires 
an overhaul to achieve greater cost-effectiveness 
and efficiency in terms of meeting the needs of vic-
tims of displacement. The fact that the next World 
Humanitarian Summit will be held in Turkey in 
May 2016 may present a good occasion to address 
these challenges based on lessons from the Syrian 
displacement crisis.

There is also a lot that Turkey can do. The Turkish 
decision to adopt an “open door policy” to Syrian as 
well as Iraqi refugees is commendable, as are the re-
forms that were adopted to modernize Turkey’s im-
migration policies in general right in the midst of a 
refugee crisis. The bureaucratic and organizational 

challenges of registering 1.9 million refugees while 
also ensuring their protection and access to basic 
services such as health are not to be taken lightly. 
However, their presence in Turkey has now entered 
its fifth year and there is now widespread recogni-
tion that most Syrian refugees are in Turkey for the 
long run. This is accompanied by studies showing 
that in many ways, at least some of the Syrians have 
begun to integrate. What is still lacking is indeed a 
comprehensive policy to guide this integration pro-
cess and also mobilize public support for it. Such a 
policy inevitably will have to go beyond the letter 
and spirit of the Temporary Protection Circular 
and focus on how to make Syrians a permanent 
part of Turkey. Clearly, this is not an easy task but 
it is a task that is urgently needed in the light of the 
growingly protracted nature of the crisis in Syria. 

The Turkish government has come a long way in 
cooperating and coordinating with internation-
al agencies and INGOs, but there is always more 
room for improvement and trust building. This 
relationship is going to have to be further deep-
ened and expanded if the long term integration of 
the refugees is going to be addressed in an effective 
manner. At the same time, the Turkish government 
(especially AFAD) and Turkish civil society have 
accumulated considerable experience with re-
spect to humanitarian crisis management. INGOs 
could be more forthcoming in acknowledging and 
learning from these experiences especially when 
addressing the challenges of cost-effectiveness and 
efficiency. Also, in the context of strengthening 
cooperation between Turkey and the international 
community, it will be important for Turkey to be-
come more transparent. The Turkish government, 
rightly, highlights the billions of USD that it has 
spent for the protection and upkeep of the refu-
gees, while complaining about the meager inter-
national financial support it has received. Howev-
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er, making the details of the expenditures public 
will be important in terms of winning the trust of 
major donors. This would go a long way to allay 
their concerns with respect to accountability and 
transparency. In this regard, recognizing that the 
international assistance that does come to Turkey 
makes an important contribution to the Turkish 
economy is also important. Such transparency 
would also help to gain greater support from the 
Turkish public. 

Lastly, there is the Turkish government’s fascina-
tion with the idea of no-fly, buffer or safe zones in 
northern Syria. Turkey’s leaders on numerous oc-
casions called for such zones and at least on one 
occasion in June 2015 came close to attempting 
to create one unilaterally. This is to some degree 
understandable as it is seen as a means that could 
alleviate the refugee pressure on Turkey. However, 
there are a number of serious complications asso-
ciated with such zones especially if they are set up 
unilaterally or without the authorization of the UN 
Security Council and credible enforcement. First-
ly, as discussed earlier it is not clear whether safe 
zones actually do ensure protection for refugees. 
The sad experience of Srebrenica ten years ago 
clearly speaks for itself. Secondly, the creation of 
such a zone to encourage return to Syria without 
a proper resolution to the conflict is extremely 
risky and may be very difficult to reconcile with 
the principle of non-refoulement. Thirdly—and 
probably much more worrisome—would be if 
the zone is at the same time envisaged as an area 

from which the opposition would be encouraged 
to mount attacks on the regime in Damascus or 
ISIS. This would risk using refugees as some form 
of a shield or tool for a larger and riskier political 
objective. Turkey would be well advised to stay 
away from the idea of safe zones. Instead its focus 
should be to continue to seek international support 
while ensuring the current open door policy is 
maintained and greater effort is made to integrate 
Syrian refugees into mainstream life in Turkey. 

Ultimately, the solution to the Syrian displacement 
crisis is a political one demanding the settlement 
of the violent conflict in the country. Unfortunate-
ly, for reasons that are beyond the scope of this 
report, the international community is far from 
arriving at such a settlement. In this regard, the 
best that Turkey can do is to refrain from policies 
that aggravate the displacement crisis in Syria and 
instead contribute to efforts to find a negotiated 
settlement. It is truly sad that in the international 
community there is an image of Turkey support-
ing radical and extremely violent Islamist groups 
in Syria that are becoming as much of a source of 
destruction and displacement as the regime in Da-
mascus. This creates a very paradoxical situation 
where Turkey is caring for an ever-growing num-
ber of refugees from Syria while inadvertently con-
tributing to the violence provoking their displace-
ment. Just breaking out of this vicious cycle would 
make a major contribution towards improving the 
management of the Syrian refugee crisis in Turkey.
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