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Syrian refugees try crossing from Turkish coast
Istanbul

A 

record number of refu-
gees from Syria, Iraq, 
Afghanistan and other 
countries are massing on 
Turkey’s Aegean coast 

hoping to gain access to the Euro-
pean Union via nearby EU member 
Greece.

Thousands of people have been 
living in parks and squares in Turk-
ish coastal cities such as Izmir and 
Bodrum in the south-west, authori-
ties and aid groups say. Parts of 
Bodrum had “turned into a refugee 
camp”, the Milliyet newspaper re-
ported.

The refugees are apparently hop-
ing to reach one of the Greek islands 
just a few kilometres off the Turk-
ish mainland. “The trip is safer in 
summer than it is in winter,” Piril 
Erçoban of the refugee aid group 
Mülteci-Der in Izmir told The Arab 
Weekly. “They are staying for one 
and two days, then they are gone,” 
she said of the refugees.

Turkey has long been a transit 

hub for refugees from the Middle 
East, Africa and Asia trying to get 
to Europe. But the war in Syria and 
the perils of illicit transit routes via 
North African countries, such as 
Libya, have pushed refugee figures 
on the Aegean coast to a new dimen-
sion.

The Turkish Coast Guard says it 
apprehended nearly 7,000 refugees 
trying to reach Greece in Aegean 
waters in 2013. That figure rose to 
about 13,000 in 2014 but this year 
has seen an even steeper rise: Some 
26,000 people were picked up by 
Turkish Coast Guard ships in the Ae-
gean from January 1st to August 3rd.

Big groups of refugees are be-
ing stopped by Turkish authorities 
almost every day. Boats carrying a 
total of 257 refugees, mainly Syrians 
but some from as far away as Eritrea 
and Myanmar, heading towards the 
island of Lesbos were stopped by 
Coast Guard ships on August 8th, 
Turkish media reported. Another 
200 refugees were nabbed by police 
on land while preparing for their 
trip. Refugees told Turkish news-
papers the price for a crossing was 
$1,100 per person. “We were caught 
by the Greek Navy on our first try,” 
one refugee in Izmir told the Hurri-
yet daily. “But we will try until we 
get through.”

In some cases, the refugees’ plight 
is being played out in sight of holi-
day-makers on the coast. A Turk-
ish tourist told the CNNTurk news 
channel she saw rubber boats with 

refugees in the Aegean when she 
was on a ferry crossing on a day trip 
to Greece. Milliyet reported Turkish 
tourism managers were concerned 
that the sight of the refugees would 
scare off visitors.

The UN High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR) says about 
124,000 migrants had arrived in 
Greece by sea to date in 2015, a 750% 
increase from the same period of 
2014. Vincent Cochetel, UNHCR di-
rector for Europe, called on Greece 
to take control of the “total chaos” 
on Mediterranean islands.

Greek Prime Minister Alexis 
Tsipras asked Europe to help with 
the refugees, saying his cash-
strapped country could not deal 
with them alone. The influx has 
piled pressure on Greece’s infra-
structure at a time when its own 
citizens are struggling with harsh 
cuts and its government is negoti-
ating with international lenders for 
fresh loans to stave off economic 
collapse. But the wave of new refu-
gees willing to make the crossing 
from Turkey to Greece is unlikely 
to abate soon. Erçoban said a grow-

ing number of people in Syria, Iraq 
and Afghanistan were convinced 
that things in their countries would 
not get any better in their lifetimes. 
“People are losing hope,” she said.

Earlier in 2015, the southern Turk-
ish port city of Mersin made interna-
tional headlines as a starting point 
of freighters filled with hundreds 
of refugees. The vessels are called 
ghost ships because in some cases 
their crews put the vessels on auto-
pilot and abandon ship during the 
voyage from Turkey to parts of Eu-
rope.

The growing number of refugees 
gathering at Turkey’s Aegean coast 
indicates that people smugglers 
may have changed tactics in favour 
of smaller boats and shorter trips.

Only about 15% of Syrians say they 
want to travel on to the West while 
the rest prefer to stay in Turkey to be 
able to return to Syria when the situ-
ation allows it. 

But the growing number of refu-
gees in Turkey means that condi-
tions for Syrians and others are de-
teriorating, Erçoban said.

Turkey says it has spent about $6 
billion to care for Syrian refugees 
since the start of the unrest in the 
neighbouring country in 2011. AFAD, 
the Turkish disaster relief agency, 
said last month it was building an 
additional refugee camp for 55,000 
people near the Syrian border. A to-
tal of 25 camps house 280,000 peo-
ple, but most Syrians in Turkey live 
outside the camps.

As Turkey does not grant official 
refugee status to people from Syria, 
Iraq or Afghanistan, refugees are 
forced to spend whatever money 
they have or work illegally. Chances 
for refugees to be accepted by Euro-
pean countries or the United States 
are slim. Many see the illegal route 
towards Europe as their only hope, 
Erçoban said.

Desperate to reach Europe, some 
refugees take great risks with cross-
ing in overcrowded dinghies. Two 
Syrians drowned August 5th when 
their inflatable boat capsized while 
en route from Turkey to Greece, 
Turkish media reported. The Turk-
ish Coast Guard rescued 13 other 
people on the boat. 

The clandestine journey to the 
shore from the Syrian border or 
gathering points in Turkish cities 
can be deadly as well. Eleven Syr-
ians died when the overcrowded 
minibus taking them from Istanbul 
to Ayvalik on the northern Aegean 
coast crashed on August 8th. Forty 
Syrians were crammed into the min-
ibus that had an official capacity of 
18, media reports said.

Syrian refugees onboard an overcrowded dinghy approach a beach on the Greek island of Kos, after crossing a part of the Aegean sea from Turkey, on August 9, 2015.
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Erdogan turns a crisis into an opportunity

I n August 2014, a US-led 
coalition launched air 
strikes against the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in Iraq and Syria. 
Even though Turkey’s 
parliament authorised the 

country’s military to join the fight 
against ISIS in October, little 
changed in Ankara’s permissive 
policy towards jihadists using Tur-
key as a point of passage to join 
radical groups such as al-Qaeda 
affiliate al-Nusra Front and ISIS.

The groups were viewed by 
Turkey as a useful tool against the 
Syrian regime and the Syrian Kurd-
ish People’s Protection Units (YPG), 
considered an offshoot of the 
outlawed Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK), which has battled since 1984 
to secure autonomy for Turkey’s 
mainly Kurdish south-east.

But four days after a July 20th 
suicide bombing killed 32 people 
in Suruç near the Syrian border, 
Turkish military planes struck ISIS 
strongholds inside Syria as well as 
PKK positions in Iraq. Turkey also 
agreed to allow US-led coalition 
planes to use a Turkish air base for 
strikes against ISIS in Syria.

The Suruç bombing seems to 
have triggered a major policy 
change in Turkey towards ISIS. The 
bombing, which was followed by 
the assassination of several Turkish 
police officers by the PKK and its 
sympathizers, allowed Turkish 

President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 

to turn a crisis into an opportu-
nity, though one not without risky 
repercussions for Turkey’s internal 
stability.

Erdogan did not simply accede 
to US pressure to fight ISIS; he ad-
vanced his own strategic interests. 
The United States was allowed the 
use of the key air base at Incirlik in 
southern Turkey, and Turkish offi-
cials said a 90-kilometre safe zone 
would be set up between the Syrian 
towns of Marea and Jarabulus to 
the east.

The Turks are hoping to settle 
Syrian refugees in the area, which 
could fall under the control of the 
Free Syrian Army, Beirut-based 
Turkish analyst Timur Goksel told 
The Arab Weekly. If confirmed, this 
would be a victory for Erdogan, 
who has made this demand several 
times since the Syrian civil war 
erupted in 2011 and more particu-
larly after Syrian Kurds seized the 
border town of Tal Abyad in Syria 
in June.

“Turkey worries over the increas-
ing legitimacy the YPG/PKK is 
getting in the eyes of the West as a 
counter-ISIS force on the ground,” 
said Wladimir van Wilgenburg, 
a Kurdish affairs expert with the 
Jamestown Foundation, a Washing-
ton think-tank. Turkey has fought a 
long war against the PKK’s separa-
tist ambitions. For Goksel, Erdog-
an’s deal with the United States has 
allowed him to put the YPG and the 
PKK in the same terror basket.

The Suruç bombing, followed by 
PKK strikes inside Turkey, allowed 
Erdogan to kill two birds with one 
stone. In a crackdown on ISIS, more 
than 1,000 people have been de-
tained, but rights groups say most 
of them were Turkish Kurds and 
leftists who were not suspected of 
being part of the jihadist organisa-
tion.

Erdogan may thus seek to use 
rising security threats to increase 
Turkey’s political standing region-
ally and internationally and over-
come accusations of authoritarian 
excesses and violations of human 
rights and press freedom. His party, 
the ruling Justice and Development 
Party (AKP), has come under heavy 
criticism for its tolerant policy 
towards extremist groups fighting 
to topple the Syrian regime of Presi-
dent Bashar Assad.

That contributed to the AKP 
suffering a massive setback in 
June elections when it was denied 
a parliamentary majority for the 
first time since 2002. Erdogan had 
sought a strong majority that would 
have allowed him to transform 
Turkey’s political system from par-
liamentary to presidential, giving 
him wide executive powers.

The elections also secured 
the Kurdish minority’s largest 
party — the Peoples’ Democratic 
Party (HDP) — 80 seats in the 
550-member parliament, a 
major gain for the Kurds.

Local developments thus 
raised the potential for a shift 
in Turkish foreign policy, whether 
towards Erdogan’s nemesis Assad 
or Syrian Kurds, more particularly 
if a coalition government was to be 
formed, a possibility not favoured 
by Erdogan, said van Wilgenburg, 
who predicted the president would 
opt for early elections in case an 
agreement was not concluded be-
tween Turkish political factions. 

The expanded Turkish participa-
tion in the anti-ISIS coalition will 
likely rally most Turks around the 
presidency.

Goksel observed that “if early 
elections are called, this could im-
prove the AKP’s electoral position”.

However, Erdogan’s new-found 
policy might be a double-edged 

sword in a country divided along 
ethnic lines and where there are 
about 15 million Kurds. Protests fol-
lowing the Suruç bombing under-
lined the perception among many 
Kurds that the attack was the result 
of Turkey’s lenient policy towards 
ISIS. “Local Iraqi Kurds are very 
angry about the air strikes as they 
see targeting the PKK as unfair,” 
said van Wilgenburg.

On the ISIS front, it will certainly 
increase the possibility of further 
attacks by the terror group against 
Turkish interests. While attacks on 
ISIS are a much welcomed policy, 
the possible resumption of hostili-
ties in the Kurdish-majority prov-
inces of south-eastern Turkey after 
a fragile peace process is a different 
matter entirely.

Mona Alami is a French-Lebanese 
analyst and a fellow at the Rafik 
Hariri Center for the Middle East 
of the Atlantic Council. She lives in 
Beirut.
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