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Summary • A conflict and tension dominated 2020 in Greek-Turkish and EU-Turkish relations appears to be 
subsiding and the European Council statement of March 25 offers a possible framework for a return 
to dialogue and diplomacy.   
 

• This framework, primarily focused on the Eastern Mediterranean, also provides room for revisiting 
the EU-Turkey statement of March 2016, a statement that had many opponents and whose 
implementation faced multiple grievances and recriminations from both sides. 
 

• In the interim, however, the emerging positive climate offers the possibility to expand cooperation in 
a relatively successful but inadequately appreciated part of the EU-Turkey statement known as the 
Facility for Refugees in Turkey (FRIT). 
 

• Expanded cooperation must consider that, with no prospects of resettlement and significant return 
to Syria, the presence of 3.6 million Syrian refugees in Turkey has become a protracted one. This calls 
for FRIT to shift from a humanitarian assistance to a developmental focus and help create livelihood 
opportunities for refugees to improve their self-reliance and social inclusion into their host 
communities.  
 

• The external dimension of the European Commission’s “New Pact on Migration and Asylum” 
proposal falls short of offering constructive policy ideas able to transcend the EU’s long-standing 
policy of externalizing the cost and responsibility of managing its external borders to countries 
outside the EU.  
 

• The Global Compact on Refugees (GCR) adopted in December 2018 and endorsed by all EU members, 
except Hungary, advocates, inter alia, for the promotion of “economic opportunities, decent work, 
job creation and entrepreneurship programs for host community members and refugees” in 
countries hosting them. 
 

• A carefully crafted arrangement between the EU and Turkey granting concessions that would enable 
Turkey to expand its agricultural exports, not covered by the customs union, to the EU can help spur 
sustainable employment both for refugees and locals.  
 

• Other policy suggestions, ranging from revamped resettlement to exploring avenues of safe return to 
Syria for those interested, as well as funding for humanitarian assistance for the IDPs amassed on the 
Turkish border will need to be incorporated into an EU-Turkey package deal to help address the 
dilemma of relative gains and achieve a true partnership and a “win-win” outcome.  
 

• There is an important role for Greece to play, especially if Greece, as a frontline country in migration 
management, would like to play a role that is not limited to being just “Europe’s ‘shield’”: a role that 
has not been particularly benevolent for Greece’s image in terms of human and refugee rights.  
 

• Greece, as a country with an important stake in the EU’s migration policy, could pursue these policy 
ideas through the decision-making channels of the EU. 
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“…this report 
argues that the 
emerging positive 
climate offers the 
possibility to 
explore expanding 
cooperation in a 
relatively 
successful but 
inadequately 
appreciated part 
of the EU- Turkey 
statement of 2016 
known as the 
Facility for 
Refugees in Turkey 
(FRIT). Advancing 
cooperation in this 
area could 
contribute to 
mutual confidence 
building and have 
a positive spillover 
into the other 
more complicated 
issue areas in the 
migration 
domain.”  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Introduction  
 

Calling the year 2020 in Greek-Turkish relations an annus horribilis would not be an 
exaggeration. The Turkish president’s decision to realize his long-standing threat of 
“opening the borders” and precipitating a major humanitarian and political crisis on the 
Greek-Turkish land border set the tone for the rest of the year, a year which was marked 
by Turkey becoming a source of “poly-crises” engendering “security threats, risks and 
challenges in Greece’s immediate security environment.”1  
 
In contrast, 2021 started with prospects of possible improvements as an initial round of 
Greek-Turkish exploratory talks began in January. It was preceded by a video conference 
call between the Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and President of the European 
Commission Ursula von der Leyen.2 On the occasion Erdoğan, somewhat unexpectedly, 
remarked that “Turkey wanted to turn a new page in its relations with the EU in the new 
year” and that he saw “Turkey’s future in Europe.” He dispatched, right away, his 
Minister of Foreign Affairs Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu to Brussels to meet with Josep Borrell, the 
EU’s foreign policy chief, to get the so-called ball rolling.  
 
The March 2021 European Council call to “enhance cooperation” with Turkey “subject to 
the established conditionalities” builds on these initial positive developments.3 Beside 
the heavy focus on the Eastern Mediterranean, the customs union and migration 
management are identified as two areas for possible improvement. Cooperation in 
Turkish-EU relations had long been squeezed into these two issue areas in recent years, 
though both sides have had their long list of complaints and grievances. Nevertheless, 
there is general recognition that for all its problems the customs union has been 
beneficial to both sides and that it needs to be modernized.4 There is also a rich body of 
commentary that sees the modernization of the customs union as a tool that could help 
improve EU-Turkish relations, including with Greece.5 In the migration area the EU-
Turkey statement of March 2016, as it enters its fifth year, has become the reference 
point with respect to managing relations between both sides.6 It too has suffered from 
complaints from both sides and encountered challenges that have brought relations to a 
breaking point on several occasions. Addressing and overcoming these challenges will 
call for extensive diplomatic effort, good will and take considerable time.  
 
In the meantime, this report argues that the emerging positive climate offers the 
possibility to explore expanding cooperation in a relatively successful but inadequately 

                                                           
1
 Panayotis Tsakonas, “Greek Foreign and Security Policy in 2021,” in 2021 OUTLOOK: Special Edition, (Athens: ELIAMEP, December 31, 2020). 

2
“Videoconference with President of the European Commission Ursula von der Leyen,” Presidency of the Republic of Turkey, January 9, 2021, 

https://www.tccb.gov.tr/en/speeches-statements/558/123508/videoconference-with-president-of-the-european-commission-ursula-von-der-
leyen.  
3
 “Statement of the Members of the European Council,” March 25, 2021, Brussels, https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/48976/250321-vtc-

euco-statement-en.pdf.  
4
 “Evaluation of the EU-Turkey Customs Union,” Report No. 85830-TR, (Washington, DC: World Bank, March 2014), 

https://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/Worldbank/document/eca/turkey/tr-eu-customs-union-eng.pdf . 
5
 Sinan Ülgen, “Trade As Turkey’s EU Anchor,” Carnegie Europe Paper, December 13, 2017;  https://carnegieeurope.eu/2017/12/13/trade-as-

turkey-s-eu-anchor-pub-75002; Nathalie Tocci and Dimitar Bechev, “EU should keep Turkey close and Erdoğan even closer,” Politico, July 17, 
2018 ,  https://www.politico.eu/article/eu-should-keep-turkey-close-recep-tayyip-erdogan-even-closer/amp/; Doruk Aybay, “The 
Modernization of the European Union's Customs Union with Turkey,” SWP (CATS) Working Paper, No. 05,  September, 2020, https://www.swp-
berlin.org/fileadmin/contents/products/arbeitspapiere/CATS_Working_Paper_Nr_5_Doruk_Arbay.pdf and Panayotis Tsakonas and Athanasios 
Manis, “Modernising the EU-Turkey Customs Union: The Greek Factor,”  ELIAMEP Policy Paper, No. 35, December 2020, 
https://www.eliamep.gr/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Policy-paper-35-Tsakonas-Manis-06.07-final-1.pdf. 
6
 “EU-Turkey statement, 18 March 2016,” European Council, March 18, 2016, https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-

releases/2016/03/18/eu-turkey-statement/    

https://www.eliamep.gr/en/publication/%ce%bf%ce%b9-%cf%80%cf%81%ce%bf%ce%b2%ce%bb%ce%ad%cf%88%ce%b5%ce%b9%cf%82-%cf%84%ce%bf%cf%85-%ce%b5%ce%bb%ce%b9%ce%b1%ce%bc%ce%b5%cf%80-%ce%b3%ce%b9%ce%b1-%cf%84%ce%bf-2021/
https://www.tccb.gov.tr/en/speeches-statements/558/123508/videoconference-with-president-of-the-european-commission-ursula-von-der-leyen
https://www.tccb.gov.tr/en/speeches-statements/558/123508/videoconference-with-president-of-the-european-commission-ursula-von-der-leyen
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/48976/250321-vtc-euco-statement-en.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/48976/250321-vtc-euco-statement-en.pdf
https://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/Worldbank/document/eca/turkey/tr-eu-customs-union-eng.pdf
https://carnegieeurope.eu/2017/12/13/trade-as-turkey-s-eu-anchor-pub-75002
https://carnegieeurope.eu/2017/12/13/trade-as-turkey-s-eu-anchor-pub-75002
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https://www.swp-berlin.org/fileadmin/contents/products/arbeitspapiere/CATS_Working_Paper_Nr_5_Doruk_Arbay.pdf
https://www.swp-berlin.org/fileadmin/contents/products/arbeitspapiere/CATS_Working_Paper_Nr_5_Doruk_Arbay.pdf
https://www.eliamep.gr/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Policy-paper-35-Tsakonas-Manis-06.07-final-1.pdf
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“…the so-called 
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the “New Pact on 
Migration and 
Asylum” proposal 
does not offer 
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solution. It fails to 
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policy ideas that 
transcend the EU’s 
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policy of 
externalizing the 
cost and 
responsibility of 
managing its 
external borders.  
Instead, this report 
will explore policy 
ideas from the 
Global Compact on 
Refugees (GCR).” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

appreciated part of the statement known as the Facility for Refugees in Turkey (FRIT).7 
Advancing cooperation in this area could contribute to mutual confidence building and 
have a positive spillover into the other more complicated issue areas in the migration 
domain. There are five realities that makes the need for such a narrowly defined 
cooperation indispensable in terms of the interest of both sides, but also in terms of 
striving to live up to the global refugee protection standards. Firstly, the FRIT set up to 
implement the disbursement of funds promised in the statement has positively impacted 
the situation on the ground for the refugees, especially in terms of meeting their basic 
needs. Secondly, the implementation of FRIT has created a poorly acknowledged but 
impressively constructive public space of cooperation between European actors 
(member states, the Commission, European NGOs), Turkish stakeholders (government 
agencies, municipalities, and local civil society) and international organizations. Thirdly, 
the refugee numbers are fast approaching four million, and with each passing year their 
likelihood of returning to Syria is diminishing. Their presence in Turkey has become 
protracted.8 This calls for a new momentum and innovative avenues of cooperation to 
enhance their self-reliance. Fourthly, as the 70th anniversary of the adoption of the 1951 
Geneva Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees approaches, it must be 
remembered that the protection of refugees is an international responsibility calling for 
burden-sharing and not responsibility shifting. Finally, and beyond altruism, it is in the 
interest of both the EU and Turkey to cooperate, as challenging as it might be, and find, 
in the words of the Greek Prime Minister, Kyriakos Mitsotakis, a “win-win solution going 
forward” in addressing this enduring reality.9 
 
This report considers that the external dimension, the so-called “ground floor,” of the 
“New Pact on Migration and Asylum” proposal does not offer much guidance on how to 
arrive at such a “win-win” solution.10 It fails to offer convincing policy ideas that 
transcend the EU’s long-standing policy of externalizing the cost and responsibility of 
managing its external borders.  Instead, this report will explore policy ideas from the 
Global Compact on Refugees (GCR).11 Adopted in December 2018, the GCR recognizes 
that the traditional refugee protection system based on the 1951 Geneva Convention is 
“broken”,12 and that 85 percent of the refugees find themselves in developing countries, 
while 77 percent of these refugees are in a protracted situation.13  
 
Against this reality, the GCR calls on the international community to work together — in 
the spirit of burden- and responsibility-sharing — to improve the self-reliance of 
refugees and the resilience of their host communities, as well as help transform refugees 
from a humanitarian burden to a development and economic opportunity. To achieve 
this, it calls, inter alia, for the promotion of “economic opportunities, decent work, job 

                                                           
7
 “The EU Facility for Refugees in Turkey,” European Commission, https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-

enlargement/news_corner/migration_en  
8
 UNHCR defines a protracted situation as one when refugees have been displaced without a durable solution (such as voluntary return to their 

home countries following the resolution of conflicts, resettlement, or local integration) for more than five years, “Conclusion on Protracted 
Refugee Situations No. 109 (LXI) – 2009,” UNHCR Executive Committee 61

st
 session, Extraordinary Meeting, December 8, 2009, 

https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/excom/exconc/4b332bca9/conclusion-protracted-refugee-situations.html  
9
 For the remarks of the Greek PM see Helena Smith, “Greece hopes EU-Turkey talks will ease tension over refugee crisis,” The Guardian, March 

16, 2020, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/16/greece-hopes-eu-turkey-talks-will-ease-tension-over-refugee-crisis.  
10

 “Speech by Vice-President Schinas on the New Pact on Migration and Asylum,” European Commission, September 23, 2020, 
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/speech_20_1736. “Proposal for a Regulation of the European Parliament and of the 
Council on asylum and migration management and amending Council Directive (EC) 2003/109 and the proposed Regulation (EU) XXX/XXX 
[Asylum and Migration Fund],” European Commission, Brussels, 23.9.2020, COM(2020) 610 final, 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/proposal-regulation-asylum-migration_en-1.pdf. 
11

 The text of the GCR can be accessed from “Part II Global Compact on Refugees,” General Assembly Official Records Seventy-third Session 
Supplement No. 12, https://www.unhcr.org/gcr/GCR_English.pdf.  
12

 Alexander Betts and Paul Collier, Refuge: Transforming a Broken Refugee System, (London: Allen Lane, 2017), pp. 133-4. 
13

 “Global Trends: Forced Displacement in 2019”, (UNHCR, 2020), p. 23, https://www.unhcr.org/5ee200e37.pdf  

https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/news_corner/migration_en
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/news_corner/migration_en
https://www.unhcr.org/en-us/excom/exconc/4b332bca9/conclusion-protracted-refugee-situations.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/16/greece-hopes-eu-turkey-talks-will-ease-tension-over-refugee-crisis
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/speech_20_1736
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/proposal-regulation-asylum-migration_en-1.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/gcr/GCR_English.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/5ee200e37.pdf
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creation and entrepreneurship programs for host community members and refugees” in 
refugee hosting countries. One specific policy tool it advocates, to bring this about, is the 
extension of preferential trade arrangements “for goods and sectors with a high level of 
refugee participation in the labor force.” 14 All EU member countries, apart from 
Hungary, have endorsed the GCR. Though the GCR is not a legally binding document, 
self-interest, not to mention moral obligation, calls for its implementation if secondary 
movements of refugees as well as the human and political toll reminiscent of the 2015-
16 European migration crisis are to be averted.   
 
To explore how this policy tool can be transformed into a “win-win” outcome for the EU, 
Greece, and Turkey, but especially the refugees, this report is divided into four parts. The 
first section discusses the events and the domestic developments that led to the crisis on 
the Greek-Turkish border early in 2020. It is followed by an assessment of the 
shortcomings, successes, and lessons to be drawn from the implementation of the EU-
Turkey statement of 2016. The third section examines the current refugee situation in 
Turkey and discusses how the country’s capacity to absorb 3.6 million Syrian refugees, 
who are entering their tenth year of displacement, is under strain. The picture is further 
complicated by the presence of an additional close to 330,000 non-Syrian refugees and 
asylum seekers,15 not to mention an ever-increasing pool of irregular migrants stuck in 
the country. The final section offers a set of recommendations derived primarily but not 
solely from the GCR that could be incorporated into a revised EU-Turkey statement 
and/or negotiated as a standalone agreement. The paper concludes by suggesting ways 
in which Greece could help and play a role in the EU’s migration management that is not 
limited to being just “Europe’s ‘shield’.”16  

 
Section I: The border crisis and its lessons 
 
The sense that 2020 would be an annus horribilis was triggered when President Erdoğan 
announced late in February that his government would not hold back those refugees and 
migrants who wanted to leave the country and make their way to the EU. He had long 
been threatening to “open the borders” and expressing his discomfort with the quid pro 
quo embedded in the EU-Turkey statement of March 2016 (to be discussed in the next 
section). As early as in the fall of the same year, during his address to the United Nations 
General Assembly, he delivered a scathing criticism of the EU for closing its doors to 
refugees. He argued, showing a graph to the plenary, that “Turkey has successfully 
fulfilled its commitments within the framework of its agreement with the European 
Union. Nevertheless, we regret that the promises made by the European Union … has 
been nearly forgotten, and artificial excuses are raised all the time…We expect them to 
keep their promises.”17 These remarks set the tone for employing the refugee issue as 
leverage in Turkey’s ever worsening relations with the EU. Yet, it was the confluence of a 
specific set of domestic and external developments that would eventually culminate in 
Erdoğan putting his threats into effect.   
 
The immediate trigger was the urgency to avert public attention away from the news 
report of the killing of at least 33 Turkish soldiers in northern Idlib, Syria’s last rebel-held 

                                                           
14

 “Part II Global Compact on Refugees,” p. 14. 
15

 “Turkey Fact Sheet,” February 2021, UNHCR, Ankara, https://www.unhcr.org/tr/wp-content/uploads/sites/14/2021/03/Bi-Annual-Fact-Sheet-
2021-02-Turkeyf.pdf.  
16

 Jennifer Rankin, “Migration: EU praises Greece as 'shield' after Turkey opens border,” The Guardian, March 3, 2020, 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/03/migration-eu-praises-greece-as-shield-after-turkey-opens-border.  
17

 “President Erdoğan Addresses the UN General Assembly,” Presidency of the Republic of Turkey, September 20, 2019, 
https://www.tccb.gov.tr/en/news/542/52361/president-Erdoğan -addresses-the-un-general-assembly. 

https://www.unhcr.org/tr/wp-content/uploads/sites/14/2021/03/Bi-Annual-Fact-Sheet-2021-02-Turkeyf.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/tr/wp-content/uploads/sites/14/2021/03/Bi-Annual-Fact-Sheet-2021-02-Turkeyf.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/03/migration-eu-praises-greece-as-shield-after-turkey-opens-border
https://www.tccb.gov.tr/en/news/542/52361/president-Erdoğan%20-addresses-the-un-general-assembly
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bastion, by the Syrian army and its allies.18 The offensive in December 2019 had 
displaced an estimated one million people, the “biggest single displacement” since the 
start of the conflict in Syria, towards Turkey’s border, aggravating an already dire 
humanitarian situation.19 The urgency of the situation also led to the calculation that the 
opening of the border might compel the EU to support Turkey’s long-standing calls for 
the creation of a safe zone in northern Syria. Early in September Erdoğan had advocated 
the idea of a safe zone on the Syrian side of the border to where at least one million 
refugees could be returned and had threatened to open the borders if the EU would not 
support the plan.20 Then the following month he promised his Justice and Development 
Party (AKP) members of parliament that “We will open the gates and send 3.6 million 
refugees your way”.21 
 
Placating public opinion was another important factor. In the initial years of the arrival of 
Syrian refugees, Turkish society received them pretty much with open arms. Erdoğan’s 
narrative, known as “Ensar-ı Muhacir,” drawing parallels to the era when the Prophet 
Mohammad and his congregation had to flee Mecca for Medina and enjoy protection 
and hospitality from its residents, had helped mobilize considerable support, especially 
among his large electoral base at the time.22 However, the influence of this narrative 
weakened as years went by and even sporadic acts of violence against Syrian refugees 
began to occur. Additionally, in the early years of the Syrian crisis there existed the 
widely held belief, strongly propagated by the then minister of foreign affairs Ahmet 
Davutoğlu, that the Assad regime would not last long and would be replaced by a new 
government led by the opposition that Turkey supported. Hence the public expectation 
was that the refugees’ stay would be temporary.  
 
However, as the conflict in Syria dragged out and the number of Syrian refugees reached 
ever increasing numbers, the public mood changed dramatically. In sharp contrast to 
2014 when almost 58 percent of respondents objected to the statement “the Refugees 
should be sent back to their country,”23 a survey from July 2019 showed that more than 
83 percent of the respondents called for the return of all refugees and disagreed with 
the government’s policy of hosting them.24 This disagreement with the government is 
seen, including by a former AKP member of parliament, as a primary reason for 
Erdoğan’s party performing poorly in the local elections of March 2019, losing major 
metropolitan cities long held by the AKP to the opposition.25  
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 Berkay Mandıracı, “Sharing the Burden: Revisiting the EU-Turkey Migration Deal,” Commentary, Europe and Central Asia, International Crisis 
Group, March 13, 2020, https://www.crisisgroup.org/europe-central-asia/western-europemediterranean/turkey/sharing-burden-revisiting-eu-
turkey-migration-deal  
19

 “As north-west Syria violence reaches ‘horrifying’ new level, UN relief chief says ceasefire is only option,” UN News, February 17, 2020, 
https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/02/1057551 and “Humanitarian Update Syrian Arab Republic,” Issue 08, January 28, 2020, OCHA, 
https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/humanitarian-update-syrian-arab-republic-issue-08-28-january-2020-enar  
20

 “Ak Parti Genişletilmiş İl Başkanları Toplantısında Yaptıkları Konuşma,” Presidency of the Republic of Turkey, September 5, 2019, 
https://www.tccb.gov.tr/konusmalar/353/109531/ak-parti-genisletilmis-il-baskanlari-toplantisinda-yaptiklari-konusma  
21

 “Turkey's Erdoğan  threatens to send Syrian refugees to Europe,” Reuters, October 10, 2019, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-syria-
security-turkey-europe/turkeys-Erdoğan -threatens-to-send-syrian-refugees-to-europe-idUSKBN1WP1ED.  
22

 For a discussion of his narrative and link to domestic politics see Rabia Karakaya Polat, “Religious solidarity, historical mission and moral 
superiority: construction of external and internal ‘others’ in AKP’s discourses on Syrian refugees in Turkey,” Critical Discourse Studies, Vol. 15, 
issue 5, (2018) and Asli Selin Okyay, “Turkey's post-2011 approach to its Syrian border and its implications for domestic politics,” International 
Affairs, Vol. 93, No. 4, (July 2017). 
23

 M. Murat Erdoğan, Syrians in Turkey: Social Acceptance and Integration Research, (Ankara: Hacettepe University Migration Policy Research 
Center, December 2014), p. 66. 
24

 “PİAR anketi: AKP'lilerin yüzde 33'ü merkez sağda yeni bir parti istiyor,” T24, July 19, 2019, https://t24.com.tr/foto-haber/piar-dan-siyasi-
gundem-arastirmasi-akp-lilerin-yuzde-33-u-merkez-sagda-yeni-bir-parti-istiyor,8276/20. 
25

 Dogachan Dagi, “The EU–Turkey Migration Deal: Performance and Prospects,” European Foreign Affairs Review, 
Vol. 25, Issue 2 (2020), p. 212 and Suat Kınıklıoğlu, “Syrian Refugees in Turkey: Changing Attitudes and Fortunes,” SWP (CATS) Comment, No. 5, 
February 2020, https://www.swp-berlin.org/fileadmin/contents/products/comments/2020C05_Kiniklioglu.pdf . For a rich discussion of the 
impact of Syrian refugees on public attitudes and electoral behavior see M. Murat Erdoğan, “’Securitization from Society’ and ‘Social 
Acceptance’: Political Party-Based Approaches in Turkey to Syrian Refugees”, Uluslararası Ilişkiler, Vol. 17, No. 68, (2020).  
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Not surprisingly, shortly after the AKP candidate was defeated during the re-run local 
election in Istanbul in June, the government hastily announced a policy demanding that 
Syrian refugees residing outside their initial places of registration return to their assigned 
locations. This was accompanied by numerous returns to Syria that many criticized as 
amounting to refoulement, in violation of the 1951 Geneva Convention.26 In an effort to 
show to the public the government’s intention to change course, at the 74th General 
Assembly Erdoğan called for the international community to support his plan for a safe 
zone to resettle “one to two million refugees” and presented an elaborate construction 
project to house them.27 His repeated threats directed to the EU to “open the borders” 
need to be seen in this particular domestic political context. Very dramatically, in 
October 2019 he announced the launching of a military operation into northern Syria 
ostensibly to prevent terrorism as well as to create a safe zone to return millions of 
Syrian refugees.  
 
The public discontent with refugees was also enhanced by the slowdown in Turkey’s 
economic growth coupled with growing unemployment. The economy had contracted 
from an 11.2 percent growth rate in 2011 when refugees first began to arrive, to 0.9 
percent in 2019.28 Unemployment reached its highest level since 2015 increasing from 
9.7 to 13.9 percent in July 2019 before barely falling to 13.7 percent, with a total of 4.4 
million people out of work.29 Against such an economic picture, Erdoğan’s frequent 
practice of referring to the USD 40 billion spent on refugees and complaints that the EU 
was slow in delivering the funds promised to Turkey aggravated matters. His statement 
at the Global Forum on Refugees in Geneva in December 2019 is likely to have 
engendered the pressure to act on his promises of opening the borders as the public’s 
skepticism about the wisdom of the EU-Turkey deal intensified.30  
 
The decision to open the borders precipitated a scramble among refugees and migrants 
to the Greek-Turkish border. The situation quickly evolved into a major humanitarian 
crisis, once Greece suspended asylum procedures and forcefully prevented migrants 
from crossing into Greece.31 Recriminations flew in both directions. EU member states 
denounced “Turkey’s use of migratory pressure for political purposes.” Turkish officials 
accused the EU of “hypocrisy” for violating the same fundamental rights it continuously 
criticized Ankara for disrespecting.32  
 
The crisis came to an end as precipitously as it had flared up. Shortly after the first 
COVID-19 case was reported in Turkey, on March 18 the government announced the 
closure of its land borders with both Greece and Bulgaria, as a precaution against the 
spread of the virus, and began to move refugees and migrants away from the border. In 
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the end few migrants made it across. It is difficult to establish the actual number but one 
Turkish refugee advocacy group put the number at much less than 3,000, citing the 
UNHCR, significantly less than the 150,000 claimed by the Turkish government.33 
Furthermore, most of those who tried to cross the border were not Syrian refugees but 
nationals of Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Congo, Egypt, Ethiopia, Iraq, Iran, Morocco, 
Pakistan and Somalia, as well as Turkish citizens.34  
 
Ultimately, Erdoğan failed to achieve his objective of “sending 3.6 million refugees” the 
EU’s way. The crisis further aggravated already poor EU-Turkish relations. However, the 
EU’s image did not come out unscathed either. The emphasis put on border security over 
human rights did not help with the EU’s already withering reputation as a normative 
power.35 The only positive outcome, as challenging as the realization might be, was the 
prospect of finding “a common understanding of what is missing and what is already in 
place” in the EU-Turkey 2016 statement and “then to implement the missing elements” 
noted by Ursula von der Leyen, the president of the European Commission, after her 
meeting with Erdoğan.36 Her remark that “Migrants need support, Greece needs support 
but also Turkey needs support, and this involves finding a path forward with Turkey” is 
promising. The next section assesses the EU-Turkey statement to identify these “missing 
elements.”     

 
Section II: Assessing the EU-Turkey Statement 
 
The EU-Turkey statement emerged because of more than a million refugees of Syrian 
and other origins pouring into the EU via Turkey and other routes. It provoked a 
humanitarian catastrophe and tragedies of epic proportions, leading one writer to 
resemble it to a “New Odyssey.”37  
 
This massive secondary movement triggered “panic” that it would threaten the very 
pillars of the EU and weaken it “permanently and radically”.38 This engendered a need to 
urgently find an arrangement with Turkey to stop or slow down the flow of migrants, to 
mitigate the adverse effect on the institutions of the EU. This panic coincided with a 
moment when the government in Turkey also began to recognize that the developments 
in Syria were not promising in terms of prospects of return for refugees and that the 
“burden” of hosting refugees was becoming politically and economically difficult to 
sustain.  
 
The then minister of foreign affairs, Ahmet Davutoğlu, had in 2013 noted that for Turkey 
the psychological limit was 100,000 refugees and that beyond it Turkey would need 
international support.39 The numbers by the end of 2015 had reached over 2.5 million 
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and close to $8 billion was spent on their upkeep, with limited international support.40 
There was also growing public discomfort with the cost of the refugees on the economy 
and their taxes being spent on them.41 Independently from the refugee issue, on the 
Turkish side, for domestic political reasons, there was also an urge to revive the sagging 
accession process and resolve the long-standing visa liberalization issue.  
 
It is against this picture that both sides’ interests converged, and they were compelled to 
negotiate first the EU-Turkey Joint Action Plan in October 201542 and then the EU-Turkey 
statement in March 2016. The primary objective was to curb the sudden surge of 
irregular crossings into Greece in 2015 and 2016. Turkey increased border security and 
Greece was promised the possibility to return “all new irregular migrants” to Turkey. In 
return, Turkey would receive two tranches of 3 billion euros in grants to support the 
refugees and enhance its border security. Additionally, to encourage regularized paths to 
asylum, the deal envisaged the resettlement of one registered asylum seeker from 
Turkey for each irregular migrant returned from Greece. Finally, Turkey’s EU accession 
process was also to be re-energized through a visa liberalization program, and a new 
chapter in the membership negotiation process was to be opened. 
 
The statement met with some sharp criticism ranging from those calling it a “dirty deal” 
to those who saw it as product of raw cynicism that resembled “horse trading” at the 
price of “the rights and dignity of some of the world’s most vulnerable people.”43 Human 
rights organizations objected on the grounds that Turkey was not a safe third country for 
returning refugees.44 There were also question marks raised on the actual legality of the 
statement in terms of EU rules governing the making of international agreements.45 
Others argued that the arrangement risked undermining the 1951 Convention and was a 
manifestation of growing externalization of migration controls that contradicts 
international refugee law at large.46   
 
Subsequently, there were also grievances from both sides with respect to the 
implementation of its terms. On the EU side the greatest complaint was about the 
periodic threats coming from Erdoğan to “open the borders” and let refugees stream 
towards Europe. There have also been reciprocal complaints concerning the one-to-one 
scheme, the European side expressing displeasure about the low numbers of irregular 
migrants being accepted by Turkey while the Turkish side complained that resettlement 
of refugees from Turkey remained low. In Turkey, the greatest criticism came from 
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government officials who found the funds sorely inadequate. Additionally, the 
government complained about the slow disbursement of the funds and the EU’s 
preference to allocate the funds to U.N. agencies and nongovernmental organizations, 
rather than directly transferring them to the government. Lastly, absence of progress, 
resulting from constant democratic backsliding, towards visa liberalization and the re-
energizing of Turkey’s accession process were raised by the Turkish government as a 
failure of the EU to keep its promise.  
 
Nevertheless, the implementation of the statement was effective both in terms of 
improving the EU’s border security concerns and sharing some of Turkey’s burden in 
meeting the needs of the refugees. The number of illegal crossings across the Aegean 
Sea dropped dramatically, from about 855,000 in 2015, to just under 30,000 in 
2017.47 Funding made available to Turkey went into providing cash assistance to the 
refugees, as well as to enhanced educational facilities and capacity, access to healthcare, 
and opportunities for improving livelihoods through numerous language and vocational 
training programs. As of December 2020, all the 6 billion Euro funds under the two 
tranches of FRIT have been “committed and contracted and €4.1 billion disbursed.”48 
Implementation of the projects is monitored closely by the EU and the UN’s 3RP-Turkey 
reports.49 
 
What did the parties get out of this arrangement?  
 
With respect to migration management, Turkey had long been engaged by the EU, 
initially as an accession country and more recently as a third country.50 This engagement 
was primarily driven by the EU’s practice of externalizing its migration policies. This 
traditionally met with considerable resistance from the Turkish side.51 Yet, with the 
statement, as one prominent professor of international refugee law argued, the EU quite 
successfully acquired for itself an “asylum space.”52 As of the end of 2020, Turkey hosts 
over 3.6 million refugees (with an additional more than 320,000 non-Syrian refugees and 
asylum seekers asylum applications) compared to the 2.9 million in all of Europe.53 In 
other words, Turkey became a “good fence” and hence a “good neighbor,” though not a 
foolproof one, in ensuring a solid and “steady reduction in flows” of irregular migrants 
towards Greece.54 
 
Another related and very significant achievement of the statement from the perspective 
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of the EU, little discussed or acknowledged, is that Syrian refugees since 2016 have 
become to a large extent settled, if not integrated, into Turkish society. This is 
recognized by the government too.55 The fact that only a few of them attempted to 
benefit from the “opening of the border” in February 2020 speaks for itself. The Syrians 
Barometer 2019, a survey of Turkish and Syrian respondents, supported by the UNHCR, 
shows that almost 89 percent of Syrians feel that they are “completely/almost 
completely” and “partially” integrated with their host communities.56  
 
With respect to the Turkish side, a lot has been said and written about how the quid pro 
quo embedded in the statement has equipped Turkey with a “strong hand” and 
“leverage” over the EU.57 However, the record is a mixed one. The conspicuous reality is 
that the Turkish side failed to achieve its most important goals: revitalizing the accession 
process, realization of the modernization of the customs union and visa liberalization, 
not to mention getting the EU to support a safe zone in northern Syria. However, 
Erdoğan did skillfully employ this newfound leverage with respect to getting the EU to 
tone down its criticism on Turkey’s democratic backsliding and de-Europeanization.58 The 
limited attention and the mild language on democracy and human rights that the 
European Council statement of March 2021 has opted for is very revealing of this 
leverage. Previously, the EU had found itself deterred from imposing sanctions for 
Turkey’s policies in the Eastern Mediterranean and then adopting limited ones only at 
the end of 2020.59 Internally, the arrangement did give an opportunity for Erdoğan to sell 
the statement to the public as a “reputational boost” and evidence of a changed 
strategic balance with the EU, demonstrating Turkey’s increased relative power.60 
However, this did not help diffuse the mounting public resentment against the 
government’s policies on refugees.   
 
The one substantive benefit flowing from the statement, little acknowledged by Erdoğan 
and the upper echelons of his government but frequently mentioned by officials from 
public agencies and municipalities as well as by civil society representatives, is FRIT. FRIT, 
with other EU contributions, has provided close to 80 percent of the international 
funding for a multitude of projects to support refugees and their host communities.61 
Foremost among them are the Emergency Social Safety Net (ESSN) and the Conditional 
Cash Transfer for Education (CCTE) that provide socio-economic support in the form cash 
assistance to the neediest households.62 The ESSN and CCTE were designed in 
conjunction with the Turkish government. ESSN currently reaches out to 1.8 million 
beneficiaries. The program is recognized as the single largest humanitarian program in 
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the world and is evaluated to have earned “good performance marks”.63 CCTE provides 
cash assistance to families whose children attend classes regularly and is achieving 
positive results considering than more than half of the Syrian refugee population is 
children.64 FRIT funds have also helped support government agencies with their provision 
of education, health and social assistance services to the refugees.65 
 
As much as the financial resources supporting FRIT may be dwarfed by the Turkish 
government’s expenditures, it still constitutes the most successful aspect of the EU-
Turkey statement that offers a win-win outcome for all, without which all, but especially 
refugees, would be in a much more vulnerable state then they are today. However, the 
current situation, the focus of the next section, is very different than what it was in 2016 
when the statement was signed.  

 
Section III: Current situation  
 
According to the UNHCR, since 2014 Turkey has been hosting the largest number of 
refugees in the world.66 Beyond Syrian refugees, between 2011, when Syrians first began 
to arrive, and the end of 2020 Turkey received close to 560,000 asylum applications.67 As 
of early 2021, the top three countries of origin were Iraq, Afghanistan and Iran with 
173,000, 116,000 and 27,000 asylum seekers under protection respectively.68 This 
picture is further complicated by the pool of irregular migrants whose size is by its very 
nature difficult to estimate. Based on the number of apprehended irregular migrants and 
interviews with government officials, one expert estimated, in February 2020, the 
number of irregular migrants in Turkey to be “no less than one million.”69 He cautiously 
notes that the government may have been able to send back to their countries of origin 
only, at best, 20 percent of them.  
 
As much as there may be good reasons for the resentment and blame Greece and the EU 
put on Ankara, managing this many refugees and asylum seekers, not to mention 
irregular migrants, naturally is not an easy task. The primary piece of legislation 
governing the management of refugees, asylum seekers and irregular migrants is the 
Law on Foreigners and International Protection (LFIP).70 It is no less than miraculous that 
the law was adopted in 2013 just as a mass influx of refugees was gathering. The law had 
been in the making since 2008 and was part of a UNHCR supported reform process going 
back to the mid-1990s and gathering pace with Turkey’s EU harmonization efforts. The 
law reformed, reorganized, and modernized Turkey’s otherwise archaic and disjointed 
migration management legislation.  
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However, the law retained the “geographical limitation” mentioned in Article 1 of the 
1951 Geneva Convention granting “full” refugee status only to asylum seekers who flee 
“events occurring in Europe.”71 Other asylum seekers whose applications are accepted 
are granted “conditional refugee” status giving them the right to remain in Turkey only 
until their resettlement into a third country can be arranged. The law also created a 
brand-new agency to implement the terms of this new law, the Directorate General of 
Migration Management (DGMM). Without the law and DGMM today the management 
of the refugee situation, not to mention the implementation of the EU-Turkey 
statement, would have been much more difficult, if not impossible.  
 
The government was quick to adopt an “open door” policy for Syrian refugees in 2011 
and its policy evolved in a piecemeal fashion as their numbers increased and their 
prospects of return diminished. Based on the LFIP, in October 2014 the government 
formally extended “temporary protection” to the refugees, granting formal protection as 
well as access to basic public services on the condition that they are registered.72 This 
was also a time when the practice of hosting refugees in more and more camps reached 
its limits and refugees increasingly found themselves initially in urban centers along the 
Syrian border, then practically in all corners of Turkey. This brought new challenges in 
terms of access to housing, as well as livelihood and education for the children. Just as 
the European migration crisis was unfolding, calls for the need to recognize that refugees 
would be here for the long term and that the focus should be increasingly on their 
integration into Turkish society, were emerging.73  
 
Beyond ESSN/CCTE, discussed earlier, FRIT in parallel with the UN’s 3RP framework, 
initially supported protection, and basic needs-oriented assistance. However, in due 
course these programs expanded more and more into education, health, access to 
livelihood and social cohesion, as well as support for municipal services. The programs 
are shaped by strategic objectives negotiated between the Turkish government, the 
European Commission and UN agencies and laid out in the EU’s Updated Strategic 
Concept Note and 3RP for 2021-2022.74 Both FRIT and 3RP have digital platforms from 
where it is possible to access information on projects across Turkey funded through 
these two programs.75  
 
These programs are critical to supporting the refugees and are an important 
manifestation of burden-sharing with Turkey that has benefitted refugees. It is the view 
of the author of this report that without the funds provided by the EU and other 
international donors, the situation of Syrian refugees would have been much worse. This 
would also have been accompanied by greater tensions with the host community and a 
greater likelihood of them resorting to secondary movements. However, what is more 
pertinent in terms of the future is that the presence of Syrian refugees in Turkey has 
become protracted and adjustments need to be made to the framework of support that 
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Turkey receives.  
 
The prospects of return for Syrian refugees remain dim in the short, medium, and long 
term, given the destruction and ongoing instability in their home country, as well as the 
unlikely resolution of what has become a “frozen conflict.”76 According to the Syrians 
Barometer 2019 the response, among Syrians in Turkey, to the statement “I don’t plan to 
return to Syria under any circumstances” has shot up from just under 17 percent in 2017 
to 52 percent in 2019, while those who supported the statement “I would return if the 
war in Syria ends and if an administration we want is formed” dropped by half from 
almost 60 to 30.3 percent during the same period.77 The issue of repatriation to Syria and 
the relevant data is opaque. Repatriation has occurred to three pockets in northern Syria 
controlled by the Turkish military and its local allies. According to the Turkish Ministry of 
Defense, as of the end of 2019 more than half a million Syrians have gone back to these 
three areas.78 The Ministry of Interior puts the figure at close to 420,000 as of early 
December 2020, whereas the UNHCR puts this number at just over 101,000 for the end 
of 2020.79  
 
Global resettlement prospects in general are equally unpromising because of the anti-
refugee and anti-immigrant political climate in most traditional resettlement countries, 
such as the United States and leading European Union member countries. Only minute 
numbers of resettlements are occurring from Turkey compared to the size of the 
numbers of forced migrants in need of resettlement. The UNHCR has projected that 
there will be 423,600 places of resettlement needed for Turkey in 2021.80 As of the end 
of November 2020 the UNHCR reported there were only 3,867 departures from Turkey 
out of 6,000 submissions.81 This number is even lower than the 10,286 resettlement 
departures the previous November in 2019.82 The statement had referred to the 
prospect of 72,000 refugees being resettled from Turkey of which, as of March 2020, 
only 27,000 had been realized,83 “a figure comparable to the number of Syrian refugees 
that nearly any given district in Istanbul hosts.”84 
 
Local integration in the form of granting Syrian refugees a path for eventual citizenship in 
Turkey has not happened either. The granting of citizenship to the refugees is a very 
sensitive, politicized, and procedurally difficult issue.85 Obtaining statistics on the topic is 
notoriously difficult. The only publicly available figure stands at 110,000 and dates from 
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the end of 2019.86 Erdoğan had advocated the idea several times but had to retract it in 
the face of strong push back from the opposition and his own party in favor of Syrians’ 
return. This is not surprising considering that 87 percent of the Turkish public believe 
Syrians “should not be given any political rights” and 76.5 percent are against the 
granting of citizenship, with very strong majorities from supporters of Erdoğan’s 
governing coalition.87 
 
In the absence of durable solutions, Syrian refugees are by default becoming increasingly 
self-integrated. The process is multifaceted, complex, and mostly driven through the 
acquisition of Turkish language skills, interaction with local community members, 
sending their children to Turkish schools, inter-marriages, and employment. The latter is 
especially critical. Employment and the possibility of becoming self-reliant is recognized 
as the most important driver of integration.88 This is also the case with Syrian refugees in 
Turkey and is highlighted by FRIT’s updated strategic concept note that calls for 
programs “with a focus on providing sustainable socio-economic support and livelihood 
opportunities within Turkey.” This is a diplomatic and discreet way of saying 
employment, given sensitivities in Turkey. 
 
In the meantime, a very large proportion of the approximately one million Syrian 
refugees of working age (almost 92 percent), as estimated by the ILO, are employed in 
the informal sector.89 This picture not only leaves Syrians in very precarious work and 
social conditions, but also exacerbates public resentment driven by falling wages and 
rising unemployment among unskilled local labor. A survey conducted late in 2017 found 
that more than 71 percent of respondents believed that Syrians were taking jobs away 
from people in Turkey.90 According to the Syrians Barometer 2019 this figure was 65 
percent.91 This is despite numerous econometric studies that demonstrate the minimal 
adverse impact that Syrians’ entry into the Turkish labor market has had on employment 
and wages.92 More general studies, including one by the IOM, show how the 
employment of migrants leads to little to no significant displacement of locals from the 
labor market.93 
 
Nevertheless, there have also been efforts to draw Syrians into the formal sector. In 
January 2016, the government introduced legislation opening the Turkish labor market 
to Syrian refugees and enabled them to apply for work permits. For a range of reasons 
success has been limited and the number of Syrians employed formally with work 
permits was reported to stand at a little over 132,000 at the end of 2019.94 There have 
also been concerted efforts during recent years by the government and international 
community, as well as local stakeholders, to draw Syrians into the formal economy, such 
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as programs and projects focusing on improving life skills, the provision of language and 
vocational training for forced migrants with a view to enhancing their employability in 
the labor market. These have been accompanied by numerous projects to encourage 
self-employment and the creation of small businesses.  
 
However, this focus on the supply and small business side of the employment equation 
has not generated significant sustainable employment for refugees. According to the 
most recent 3RP Monitoring Report, over 11,000 Syrian and host community members 
gained access to economic opportunities and jobs in 2019.95 Though the Report 
highlights that “this is double the achievement of 2018,” it also recognizes that this is 
only “a small contribution to responding to the overall needs, considering that the 
estimated active Syrian population in need of livelihoods support is at least 487,000”.96 
Engaging the Turkish private sector to employ more Syrians in innovative ways has also 
been advocated as a method to close this large gap in achieving sustainable livelihood 
for refugees.97 However, it is important to remember that “firms are not charities” and 
that it is unrealistic to expect them to act based on purely philanthropic motivations.98 
They will need to be economically incentivized to employ refugees and this will need to 
make commercial sense. 
 
The Turkish economy is nowhere near what it was when Syrian refugees first began to 
arrive in Turkey in large numbers. According to the World Bank, Turkish GDP per capita 
dropped from its peak in 2013 at 12,614 to 9,126 USD in the latest available year, 
reflecting growing economic structural problems.99 These problems, and especially 
persistent unemployment, have now been further aggravated by the COVID pandemic.100 
These developments, in addition to the pandemic, are impacting the lives of refugees in 
diverse and profound ways, including their access to income and their prospects of 
livelihood opportunities. According to a report by the Turkish Red Crescent (TRC) and the 
International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent (IFRC) 69 percent of refugees 
surveyed have lost their jobs during the pandemic.101 Another report by 3RP notes many 
Syrian-run business closures as well as a significant loss of income and increase in 
household debt, accompanied by food insecurity.102  
 
The pandemic is also setting back gains made against endemic negative coping strategies 
involving child labor, thanks to the FRIT-supported CCTE program.103 The pandemic is 
also fueling fears that after a long period of gains made in reducing poverty, growing 
sections of the Turkish population together with refugees, of which almost half were 
already living under the poverty line, will be slipping back into poverty.104 Lastly, to these 
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economic challenges one also needs to add the fact that job opportunities for 640,000 
Syrian children coming through the Turkish national education system need to be 
considered.105  
 
The next section will discuss a two-pronged approach to addressing the challenges 
resulting from the current refugee situation in Turkey, to mitigate the prospects of 
secondary movements. The first leg of the approach is based on the premises that 
“integration is key to ensuring onward migration reduces” and that employment is one 
of the best avenues to ensure such an outcome.106 The second leg will explore other 
“missing elements” from the EU-Turkey statement of March 2016 in the form of 
revamping resettlement but also supporting greater humanitarian assistance to north-
western Syria where many displaced people live in make-shift camps.  

 
Section IV: A new model of cooperation 
 
As the European Commission launched the proposal “New Pact on Migration and 
Asylum,” Vice President Margaritis Schinas likened the pact to a building with three 
floors, comprised of: an external dimension (“centered around strengthened 
partnerships with countries of origin and transit”), “robust management” of external 
borders, and “firm but fair internal rules.” On the ground floor, protecting Europe’s 
borders remained primarily centered around “more of the same” practice of 
externalizing the cost and responsibility of managing its external borders to third 
countries.107 The proposal continues to tie policy issues such as development assistance, 
trade concessions, security, education, agriculture, and visa facilitation for third-country 
nationals to those countries’ willingness to cooperate on migration management.  
 
Such an approach is unlikely to be adequate for improving the EU’s management of its 
external borders. There is a foundational basement missing in the proposal, which 
recognizes the reality that most of the world’s refugees are hosted in the developing 
world and find themselves in protracted situations in the absence of durable solutions. 
This reality calls for policies inspired by the GCR — in the spirit of burden- and 
responsibility-sharing but also self-interest — for transforming victims of forced 
displacement from being a burden on a host country to becoming agents or contributors 
to development.   
 
The benefits of mainstreaming migration to development have long been advocated in 
academic and policy-oriented literature.108 Migrants are recognized as a resource 
capable of contributing to the prosperity of their host communities if conducive social, 
cultural, political, and economic policies are adopted towards their inclusion. It is seen as 
an approach considered to be in line with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of 
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Agenda 2030 and the commitment “to leave no one behind.” Most of this literature, 
however, is focused more on regular economic migration and on the question of how to 
help the development of countries of origin and assist them in better connecting with 
traditional countries of immigration.  
 
Yet, with the European migration crisis of 2015-2016, the notion of harnessing the 
potential contribution of refugees to the development of their host communities 
gathered more attention.109 A growing body of research shows that proper employment 
prospects for refugees and a welcoming environment for their entrepreneurs contribute 
to economic growth in the host country.110 This research also demonstrates that the 
faster obstacles to formal employment are resolved, the faster refugees integrate as 
productive members of their host society. Furthermore, this kind of positive integration 
enhances refugees’ likelihood of return to their country of origin and their ability to help 
with reconstruction.  
 
However, so far, the Turkish case suggests that there is, nevertheless, a qualitative 
difference between how forced displacement connects to development compared to 
regular migration. Most importantly, in contrast to voluntary migration, the mass influx 
of forced migration occurs suddenly, in an unwarranted manner and in very large 
numbers. This raises quite different challenges compared to regular migration. One of 
these challenges is how to deal with the expectation that the situation will be temporary 
and that the victims of forced migration will eventually be able to return to their homes. 
This becomes complicated as the growing presence of refugees becomes intensely 
intertwined, in a complicated manner, with domestic politics, economics, and issues of 
identity, adversely impacting local public attitudes towards their presence in the country. 
Hence, it is not surprising that Turkish public attitudes towards migrants are among the 
most negative when compared to many other countries according to a poll conducted in 
2019.111  
 
This complicates the government’s ability to develop and implement a coherent 
integration-focused long-term strategy to guide policy. It finds itself in a dilemma, 
recognizing that such policies would undermine the notion that refugees are here 
temporarily and encourage them to remain. This dilemma in turn leads to policies that 
continue to look more like “pragmatic muddling through”112 and fail to deal with a 
growing reality that an estimated 80 percent will stay in Turkey.113 Nevertheless, the 
Turkish government has been edging towards a transition from a humanitarian 
assistance focus to a developmental one. Opening the Turkish labor market to refugees 
has already been mentioned. More importantly, in 2018 the government adopted the 
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“Exit Strategy from the ESSN” that recognizes that “the SuTP is more settled in Turkey,” 
and shows a willingness to “implement more development-oriented assistance programs 
rather than humanitarian assistance. For this reason, a graduation strategy is considered 
vital for enhancing the skills and competences of the SuTP and making them less 
dependent on the social assistance.” The strategic purpose of this “graduation” process 
is identified as “to increase the social cohesion of the SuTP by supporting their 
adaptation to the labour market” in Turkey. 114 

 
The 11th Development Plan of Turkey, covering the period up to 2023, calls for 
strengthening the institutional base for better integrating foreign nationals into the 
economy, the adoption of the pending National Migration Strategy document and more 
effective cooperation with the international community.115 Time will tell if this strategy 
document will include the recommendations from the report of the Special Migration 
Commission emphasizing the importance of incorporating migrants, including refugees, 
into Turkey’s broader developmental plans.116 In the meantime, public agencies in 
cooperation with a range of international and local stakeholders support programs to 
facilitate access to livelihoods, with a growing emphasis on vocational training, programs 
fostering entrepreneurship and tax subsidies, to create sustainable employment. These 
programs have been reported extensively as well as discussed in numerous public events 
and conferences.117 However, as mentioned earlier, as much as they may have increased 
the “employability” of their beneficiaries, these programs have not, in fact, translated 
themselves into actual jobs and job creation in any significant manner.  
 
One way of overcoming this dilemma is to create demand for refugee labor. As noted in 
the introduction of this report, the GCR suggests exploring “preferential trade 
arrangements … especially for goods and sectors with high refugee participation” to spur 
employment both for refugees and locals to help social cohesion.118 This policy 
suggestion is fully in line with the notion that trade liberalization through the reduction 
of tariffs, the expansion or even full elimination of quotas, and the resolution of 
regulatory obstacles, is a key driver of economic growth and employment.119 Such 
economic growth would also help create demand for the skills and labor of refugees and 
compliment efforts focused on increasing their employability. 
 
As much as the New Pact does not bring this up, the German Presidency progress report 
on key elements of a European Migration and Asylum policy does state that “action on 
promoting and advancing tailor-made partnerships with key third countries needs to be 
taken without further delay and with the aim to show tangible results.”120 In the specific 
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case of Turkey, the European Commission had indeed flagged gaining access to “export 
markets… and providing preferential export and trading status to specific products” as a 
“priority action” for improving Syrian refugees’ self-reliance in Turkey.121  
 
One specific way to put such a policy idea into action would be for the EU to grant 
concessions that would enable Turkey to expand its agricultural exports to the EU. Such 
concessions would be tied to the formal employment of Syrian refugees in a manner that 
meets ILO and EU labor standards. A certification and monitoring mechanism could be 
envisaged to ensure compliance with the implementation terms that would be agreed 
upon by both sides. Currently, exports of fresh fruits and vegetables, together with the 
agricultural portion of industrially processed agricultural goods, are excluded from the 
EU-Turkey customs union. Hence, they are taxed and face regulatory restrictions, such as 
quotas, leading to a loss of welfare.122 Both the agricultural sector and industrial sector 
processing agricultural goods suffer from persistent labor supply shortages.123 This 
shortage is often filled by Syrians and other migrants who are reported to have 
constituted “approximately 20 percent of 552,000 agricultural workers” in 2019.124 The 
shortage, especially of seasonal agricultural workers, appears to have persisted during 
the pandemic, though under even more adverse and precarious conditions than usual.125  
 
Another policy idea in support of trade facilitation could be to explore the establishment 
of a Qualified Industrial Zone (QIZ) near the Syrian border, where nearly a million and a 
half registered Syrian refugees live. The region (the provinces of Hatay, Gaziantep, Kilis, 
and Sanliurfa) is known for its diverse industrial and agricultural production. Kilis, only a 
few miles from the Syrian border, would be an ideal location. Such a zone would also 
have an added long-term advantage of spurring economic development and 
reconstruction across the border in Syria after the end of the conflict. Previous examples 
of such zones include the U.S.-backed QIZs put into place in 1996 in Jordan and Egypt to 
generate employment and support for the Arab-Israeli peace process.126 Furthermore, 
such a QIZ could also attract foreign direct investment interested in benefiting from 
concessional access to EU markets. In the spirit of burden-sharing underlined in the GCR, 
developed countries beyond the EU, such as Australia, Canada, Japan and South Korea, 
could also be invited to support this QIZ, especially if the product range is expanded.  
 
Ultimately, cooperation between the EU and Turkey to improve refugees’ self-reliance by 
enabling them to access decent, formal work in the agricultural sector is in the interest 
of all parties. For Turkey, implementing these policy recommendations would help 
refugees stand on their own feet, become productive members of Turkish society, 
diffuse public resentment, and reduce the likelihood of crime, while at the same time 
helping the economy grow. For the EU, this plan would reduce the likelihood of 
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secondary movements of refugees and the need to keep raising funds for humanitarian 
assistance as refugees become more independent. The latter is especially important, as 
sustaining the mobilization of funds to support FRIT is going to be a growing challenge, 
even if in July the European Parliament authorized an additional almost half a billion 
euros and the March 2021 European Council invited “the Commission to present a 
proposal to the Council for the continuation of financing for Syrian refugees in 
Turkey.”127 What is more likely to happen is growing resistance from member states to 
contribute financially to FRIT, as predicted by a diplomat reflecting on the meeting that 
Erdoğan held with EU leaders to bring the border crisis to an end.128  
 
This GCR-inspired approach, however, will need to be accompanied by a concerted effort 
to also focus on traditional “durable solutions”, constituting the second leg of the two-
pronged approach. Resettlement of refugees has long been an established practice of 
burden-sharing. The COVID pandemic adversely affected resettlement that was globally 
at a low level in the first place. They will need to be revived. Indeed, the New Pact on 
Migration and Asylum advocates for “providing protection to those in need through 
resettlement” and includes support for resettlements in migration management 
partnerships with third countries.129 The EU could also explore avenues to coordinate 
with the U.S. on resettlement programs. The new U.S. president Joe Biden has taken 
executive action to revive resettlement by boosting quota to 125,000 from the 
historically low 15,000 set by the Trump administration. Biden sees increasing these 
quotas in support of refugee protection as “central to a values-based foreign policy that 
demonstrates American moral leadership on the world stage”.130 
 
The EU could be inspired by this perspective and develop a strong resettlement program 
which would surely benefit the EU’s image as a normative power but also help entice 
cooperation for mutually beneficial migration management partnership from third 
countries including Turkey. In Turkey’s case it is also refugees other than Syrians who 
need resettlement, especially Afghans whose “destination remains unknown.”131 The 
destination problem is particularly acute for the many undocumented Afghans leading 
hidden lives in Turkey’s big cities, struggling to earn enough to support themselves and 
their families with constant threat of deportations.132 The precarity of Afghanistan is 
likely to exacerbate the problem of Afghan refugees and irregular migrants.  
 
In this regard the EU, in the spirit of introducing a “foundational level” to the New Pact, 
could also work with the new U.S administration to explore prospects of developing a 
“comprehensive plan of action” similar to the one in 1989 that resolved the protracted 
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state of the “boat people” who had fled Vietnam after the end of the war.133 Such a plan 
would focus on the resettlement of refugees from Syria’s neighboring countries and, as 
difficult as it might be, could  be tied to  a deal that calls for some local integration.134 
Such a global scheme should also be extended to Afghans. In the interim, a more modest 
arrangement like the Voluntary Humanitarian Admissions Scheme that had been 
envisaged in the EU-Turkey statement could be reached between the EU and Turkey to 
provide for the pool of Afghan refugees in Turkey with safe and legal alternatives to 
irregular migration. This could also help overcome the disillusionment on the Turkish 
side resulting from the EU’s failure to activate the Scheme for Syrian refugees.135  
 
Voluntary return of refugees to their country of origin is considered as the preferred 
durable solution that under ideal circumstances should occur in line with the UNHCR’s 
principles governing such returns.136 However, in practice these “principles of 
voluntariness, safety and dignity” are not always easy to ensure.137 The EU and Turkey 
could develop a dialogue to put into place a mechanism that ensures that these returns 
are indeed voluntary, in the sense that they do not violate the precept of “non-
refoulement,” returnees do enjoy some assistance to rebuild their lives and that returns 
do not cause further internal displacements. However, ensuring their safety from 
military attacks will remain the greatest challenge. 
 
Supporting a safe zone in northern Syria that Erdoğan has long sought from the EU is 
fraught with political challenges and is widely considered to be a controversial idea.138 
Actual Turkish presence in pockets of northern Syria, resulting from a series of military 
interventions since August 2016, raises question marks about Turkey’s commitment to 
the territorial integrity of Syria but is also accompanied by the risk of the “Gazafication” 
of such a zone that would be “perennially poverty-stricken and unstable.”139 At the same 
time this presence has also provided a modicum of stability and protection for its 
inhabitants, averting additional mass displacements, so far.140 The northwestern part of 
Syria’s Idlib region bordering Turkey remains vulnerable to such displacements. For the 
time being a precarious equilibrium appears to hold but is highly dependent on whether 
the Syrian regime and its allies decide to mount future military offensives to capture the 
area from the opposition.   
 
There are 2.7 million displaced people living in this region and, according to the United 
Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), 1.6 million of them 
are leading precarious lives in 1,374 active IDP sites.141 It was the prospect of a mass 
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influx of refugees into Turkey that was one of the important factors triggering the border 
crisis of February 2020. Enabling the flow of adequate humanitarian assistance into this 
fragile area will be critical to mitigating the risk of mass displacement into Turkey. 
Exploring the possibility of making EU funds available for such humanitarian assistance in 
cooperation with Turkey would help ease the dire conditions there but also strengthen 
the sense of protection against a potential military attack from regime forces that, in the 
words of a local council official, “would double the refugees in Europe” if it were to 
occur.142 Furthermore, incorporating funds for such assistance would not only be in line 
with the oft-overlooked Article 9 of the EU-Turkey statement that promised “to improve 
humanitarian conditions inside Syria” in cooperation with Turkey143, but also help to 
meet the shortfall in funding for the Syria Humanitarian Response Plan (HRP) that OCHA 
depends on for its humanitarian mission. The modalities would have to be arrived at in a 
manner that ensures that “the EU could (to a certain extent) stay away from legitimising” 
Turkish presence there.144 All this effort would have to be dependent on the continued 
extension of UNSC Resolution 2533 permitting cross-border aid into northern Syria 
expiring in July 2021. 
 
One other area in which cooperation between the EU and Turkey could be expanded is 
local government. Overwhelmingly, refugees, whether Syrian or from other 
backgrounds, live in urban settings. Municipalities have been at the forefront of 
managing the presence of Syrian and other refugees. They constitute the front line in 
managing migration and supporting the integration of forced migrants into their 
respective communities.145 It is especially during the COVID pandemic that some of the 
municipalities with large refugee populations have distinguished themselves by 
extending their social assistance services to them too.146 Beyond the pandemic, the role 
of municipalities in assisting the integration of refugees as central to the transition from 
humanitarian to developmental assistance is appropriately recognized at the 
“International Forum on Local Solutions to Migration and Displacement” that adopted 
the Gaziantep Declaration.147 Their centrality is also amply recognized in the GCR, as well 
as acknowledged by the EU in its updated strategic concept note for FRIT. 
 
However, municipalities do face many shortcomings and challenges. Reports from the 
Union of Municipalities in Turkey (2019), from the UNDP in Turkey (2018) and from the 
Marmara Municipalities Union (2017) document in considerable detail the challenges 
they face in performing their services.148 It is not the purpose of this report to dwell on 
them but to suggest that one novel way, beyond the provision of funds, is to develop 
city-twinning partnerships. This has already been suggested with respect to forced 
displacement and COVID-19 but could be expanded to the exchange of experiences and 
knowhow across European cities and Turkish ones with respect to the many faces of 
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managing the presence of migrants in urban environments.149 This would also give civil 
society an opportunity to participate more actively then is currently the case. In the case 
of Greek and Turkish municipalities it would create forums of dialogue and channels of 
cooperation on meeting common challenges at a time when state to state relations are 
tense and difficult. Additionally, these forums might also provide an environment for 
testing some of the above recommendations and discussing ways of pursuing them. 
 
The final but possibly trickiest area of cooperation concerns going beyond the current 
focus on border control that defines the managing of irregular migration. Crossings into 
Greece via the Aegean Sea are once again down compared to early last year.150 Ironically, 
it is reports of pushbacks of migrants and refugees in the opposite direction that is now 
attracting growing attention and criticism.151 Success in preventing movements of 
irregular migrants from Turkey into Greece and Bulgaria is transforming Turkey from a 
transit to a destination country. As their numbers increase and Turkey is unable to send 
them back to their countries of origin, the pressure to cross into the EU mounts. The EU-
Turkey statement did not specifically address this issue and continued construction of 
removal centers can hardly help resolve the problem in the long run. Moving forward, 
expanding current limited cooperation between Turkey and the EU in assisting migrants 
with voluntary and safe returns to their country of origin would be an effective step 
towards relieving pressure on Turkey.152 It would also contribute to a more constructive 
migration management that goes beyond the EU-Turkey statement.  

 
Conclusion 
 
Many may rightly think that these policy suggestions are of a tall order and even 
unrealistic. Yet, apart from propping up resettlement, the other ideas were not covered 
in the EU-Turkey Statement of 2016 and could possibly be considered as the “missing 
elements” referred to by von der Leyen, the President of the European Commission. 
Naturally, translating these ideas into policy would require a big and uphill effort. There 
is an important role for Greece to play, especially if Greece, as a frontline country in 
migration management, would like, in the words of a migration expert, to play a role that 
is not limited to being just “Europe’s ‘shield’.” A role that has not been particularly 
benevolent for Greece’s image in terms of human and refugee rights.  
Greece, as a member of the European Union and a country with an important stake in 
the EU’s migration policy, could pursue these ideas through the policy making channels 
of the EU. This would be very much in line with the Greek Prime Minister’s wish to 
achieve a “win-win situation.” However, to get there a process of discussing and distilling 
these ideas for policy makers would be needed. The Greek think-tank world, and 
especially ELIAMEP, would be ideally placed to offer and lead forums for intra-EU 
discussions but also across the Aegean Sea, reminiscent of the TII efforts it led in late 
1990s and early 2000s.  
 
Among the policy suggestions the one that would be most impactful in terms of arriving 
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at a “win-win situation” that best benefits the refugees and the host communities into 
which they are becoming integrated, would be seeing through the implementation of the 
“trade facilitation” idea borrowed from the GCR. However, for this to happen it will be 
important not to see this idea as a thinly disguised way of circumventing the standstill 
over the modernization of the EU-Turkey customs union. The idea may also risk being 
resisted by government circles in Turkey as a sign of a weakening commitment to 
updating the customs union and prospects of revitalizing the accession process. Instead, 
“trade facilitation” should be considered as an “out of the box” idea that deserves 
exploring in the spirit of co-managing an exceptionally challenging refugee reality in 
Turkey that, after all, also reflects the broader global refugee situation. Hence, exploring 
and eventually finding a way of implementing this idea in a manner that ensures the 
protection of refugee rights could constitute a reference for addressing the broader 
global refugee picture too. It would also help add to the policy toolbox of the “New 
Pact”, an idea that can soften some of the criticisms directed at the externalization logic 
characterizing the “ground level” of the Pact.  
 
While “trade facilitation” would be a great tool helping the “inclusion and ultimately 
settlement of Syrians in Turkey”153 to avert crises like the ones from 2015-16 and early in 
2020, it is important to recognize that the Turkish government will worry about the 
public’s reaction. It will be important to articulate well the benefits of mainstreaming the 
presence of refugees in Turkey into development. The economic gains to the host 
community as well as the benefits to social cohesion resulting from inclusion, compared 
to the problems that would emerge from persistent exclusion of refugees, will need an 
effective communication strategy. This is where the other policy suggestions, ranging 
from revamped resettlement to exploring avenues of safe return for those interested, as 
well as funding for humanitarian assistance for the IDPs amassed on the Turkish border, 
become important. Incorporating these policies into a package deal would help resolve 
the dilemma of relative gains when seeking a “win-win” outcome, and it could help the 
government in developing a constructive and positive narrative.  
 
Considering that the Syrian displacement is entering its tenth year with no prospects of 
the conflict in Syria being resolved, such a package deal would be more than timely. 
Indeed, if this package could be arrived at through genuine cooperation for the benefit 
of refugees, it would also crown the 70th anniversary of the adoption of the 1951 Geneva 
Convention. Most importantly, such a deal could also be an important step to help 
convert last year into an annus mirabilis. 
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