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B 

y opening its borders to 
almost 2 million refugees 
from Syria and hundreds 
of thousands more from 
Iraq and Afghanistan, 

Turkey has won praise from around 
the world. But the country is failing 
to provide refugees with incentives 
to make them want to stay, driving 
many of them to risk a dangerous 
passage to Europe, experts say.

As Syrians fill flimsy boats in the 
Aegean on their way to Greece night 
after night, some Turks wonder 
what has gone wrong. “Why aren’t 
these people happy here?” Mirgun 
Cabas, a prominent anchorman of 
the CNN-Turk news channel asked 
on September 3rd. “What is lack-
ing in Turkey, which has opened its 
arms to thousands of refugees, that 
makes our guests risk their lives 
trying to get to Europe?”

The tragic story of Aylan Kurdi, 
the 3-year-old boy who drowned 
when a boat taking him and his 
family to the Greek island of Kos 
capsized on September 2nd and 
who was photographed lying dead 
on a Turkish beach in an image that 
shocked the world, could provide 
some answers.

Aylan’s father Abdullah, 40, told 
Turkish media he fled from the 
northern Syrian city of Kobane to 
Istanbul in 2012 and went back to 
get his family in 2014 when the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) attacked Kobane. 
Although he had a job in the con-
struction industry that employs 
many Syrians illegally, Kurdi said 
he found it hard to make ends meet.

When a bid for asylum in Canada 
failed and one of his brothers, who 
lives in Switzerland, suggested he 
join him there, Abdullah decided to 
risk the journey. But his sons Aylan 
and Galip as well as his wife Rihana 
died when the boat sank. Abdullah 
Kurdi has returned to Kobane.

Turkish officials say one reason 
so many Syrians try to get to Eu-
rope from Turkey is that wealthy 
EU countries attract refugees with 
promises of an automatic right of 
asylum, high living standards and 
material benefits.

“Sweden and the Netherlands 
give broad rights to all Syrian refu-
gees who set foot in their coun-
tries,” the Hurriyet newspaper 
quoted a high-ranking Foreign Min-
istry official in Ankara as saying. 
“Syrians try everything and even 
risk death to get to these countries.”

But experts say the main problem 
is not the European welfare state. 
They say Turkey’s basic approach 
has not made the transition from 
treating refugees as temporary 
guests to seeing them as a new part 
of the country’s population that 
needs jobs, schooling, health care, 
language skills and more.

While welcoming Syrian refugees 
fleeing the war that started as an 
uprising against President Bashar 
Assad in 2011, Turkey has done lit-
tle to integrate refugees into soci-
ety. “In Turkey, we still act as if As-
sad will be toppled tomorrow and 
people will go home again,” Murat 
Erdogan, director of the Center for 
Migration and Policy Studies at An-
kara’s Hacettepe University, told 
CNN-Turk.

The Economic Development 
Foundation, a non-governmental 
research institution, said in a report 
that Turkey had become a “country 
of immigration” and suggested the 
country should treat Syrian refu-
gees not as temporary guests but as 
“future citizens”.

Turkey does not send refugees 
back to Syria against their will and 
offers temporary protection but 

does not give them full rights. Al-
though Turkey signed the 1951 
UN Convention on the Status of 
Refugees, it retains a so-called geo-
graphical limitation, giving official 
asylum status only to those fleeing 
from Europe. This means that vir-
tually no refugee in Turkey can get 
asylum status.

Refugees arriving in Turkey can 
register with the UN High Com-
missioner for Refugees (UNHCR) to 
be sent to a third country but pro-
cedures are slow and the chances 
to get to a Western country slim. 
UNHCR was able to resettle fewer 
than 9,000 refugees from Turkey 
in 2014, according to figures on the 
organisation’s website.

Syrians living in one of the more 
than 20 Turkish refugee camps are 
registered with Turkish authorities. 
But with fewer than 300,000 of the 
1.9 million Syrians in Turkey living 
in camps, many Syrians are unreg-
istered. 

Under a new law, Syrians can re-
ceive identification cards and resi-
dence permits but still have no offi-
cial asylum status.

The fact that many Syrians are 
not allowed to work legally in Tur-

key is sending many onto the illegal 
labour market while others try their 
luck in Europe, Turkish research 
organisations Orsam and Tesev 
warned in a report. 

As doctors, lawyers, teachers, 
academics and engineers among 
the refugees were unable to work 
in their professions in Turkey, they 
left for Europe, the report said. 

With the “Syrian quality work-
force moving on to the West, Tur-
key is stuck with an unqualified and 
poorly educated workforce”.

Erdogan said the refugee issue 
was not going to go away. “Five 
million people in Syria are waiting 
to flee their country,” he said. “We 
thought it was not going to be a 
big problem because most of them 
are Sunni Muslims but it’s not that 
easy.”

In some Turkish cities, tensions 
between Turks and Syrians com-
peting for jobs and housing have 
turned violent. Politicians in An-

kara, however, find it difficult to 
talk openly about the challenges 
that came with integrating so many 
people into society, Erdogan said.

He also pointed to structural 
deficiencies. Turkey lacks an effi-
cient registration system, language 
courses, social, economic and edu-
cational data of newcomers as well 
as basic services for refugees. An 
estimated 600,000-700,000 Syrian 
children in Turkey did not attend 
school, he said.

The Ankara government sees so-
lutions elsewhere. It says the esca-
lation in the refugee crisis shows 
the need for the international com-
munity to create a safe zone inside 
Syria so refugees can return. 

Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet 
Davutoglu said in a speech Septem-
ber 4th that Ankara had been call-
ing for the creation of such a zone 
for years. “But nobody has heard 
our voice.”

A safe zone in northern Syria that 
Ankara says has been agreed be-
tween Turkey and the United States 
has yet to materialise.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Istanbul.

Amid refugee 
crisis, Turkey 
wonders what it 
does wrong
Thomas Seibert

The country is 
failing to provide 
refugees with 
incentives to make 
them want to stay Erdogan said the 

refugee issue was 
not going to go away

A problem of integration. A Syrian refugee family in the Aegean port city of Izmir, western Turkey, 
August 10, 2015.

News & Analysis Turkey

Differing US and Turkish agendas over ISIS

S 

ince 2003, when the 
United States invaded 
Iraq to topple Saddam 
Hussein on the discred-
ited premise of Tehran 
possessing weapons of 

mass destruction, the policies of 
NATO allies Turkey and the 
United States have diverged. Then 
the government of prime minister 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan declined to 
participate in the operation or 
allow the United States to use its 
Incirlik airbase, complicating 
Washington’s efforts to force 
regime change on Iraq.

Since the summer of 2014 the 
Islamic State (ISIS) has captured 
large regions of Syria and Iraq.  
The group’s sudden rise, resultant 
chaos in Iraq and ISIS’s subse-
quent movement into Syria 
presented Washington and 
Ankara with another political 

problem where policies diverge, 

with the Obama administration 
frustrated by Erdogan’s reluctance 
to seal the border against the flow 
of jihadis into the war zone.  After 
nearly ten months of negotiations, 
Turkey and the United States have 
agreed to joint operations against 
ISIS.

Will it prove too little, too late?
The rise of ISIS is the result of 

not only misguided US Middle 
East policy after 2003 but also 
stems from action taken by the 
Turkish government 91 years ago, 
when Kamal Ataturk abolished 
the caliphate. ISIS claims to have 
re-established it under Caliph 
Ibrahim. Binding Turkish and US 
regional foreign policy is a 
common desire to overthrow 
embattled Syrian President Bashar 
Assad, but beyond that US  and 
Turkish aims diverge. Erdogan, 
now president, mixed in an 
additional element — operations 
against Kurdish forces in Syria and 
Iraq. The muddled outcome of 
this broadened agenda remains to 
be seen but the portents are 
ominous.

Five elements have been 
battling ISIS — the Syrian Army, 
Syrian opposition militias, the less 
effective Iraqi Army, the Iraqi Shia 
militia and the Kurds. Erdogan has 
little love for the latter two groups 

and this has undoubtedly col-
oured his attitude about the 
Turkish-Syrian border where a de 
facto truce had been in place with 
ISIS refraining from mounting 
operations against Turkey itself. 
Washington has complained about 
this laissez-faire policy and it was 
only recently that the Erdogan 
administration took steps to close 
the frontier, which has been the 
primary conduit for the estimated 
20,000 foreign jihadis now 
fighting in the ranks of ISIS.

Erdogan’s determination to use 
the crisis to settle old scores with 
the Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK) is a reversal of his adminis-
tration’s earlier conciliatory 
outreach towards Kurds. In 2013 it 
signed a ceasefire with the PKK. 
Erdogan’s new strategy conflicts 
with US policy, which has been 
sending assistance to Kurdistan 
Regional Government head 
Masoud Barzani.

Another factor intensifying 
Erdogan’s ire towards the Kurds 
was the unexpected electoral 
success of the pro-Kurdish 
Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP), 
when in June elections it unex-
pectedly won 13.1% of the vote 
and enought parliamentary seats 
to end Erdogan’s Justice and 
Development Party’s (AKP) 13 

years of one-party rule. By 
preventing Erdogan’s electoral 
victory, the HDP denied the AKP 
the majority it needed to govern. 
Erdogan subsequently effectively 
ended his government’s ceasefire 
with the PKK and Turkey 
launched air strikes against 
Kurdish targets on July 24th.

On August 5th, US warplanes 
began strikes on ISIS targets in 
Syria and Iraq from Incirlik. US  
aircraft are also using Turkish air 
bases in Batman, Diyarbakir and 
Malatya. Sorties from Incirlik to 
Syria take 15 minutes, compared 
with three hours from the Persian 
Gulf. Only on August 28th did the 
first Turkish Air Force jets from 
Incirlik strike ISIS targets in Syria.

In the wake of differing agendas 
in Washington and Ankara, will air 
strikes alone prove successful in 
blunting ISIS and its theology? If 
history is a guide, the future is 
indeed uncertain. When divergent 
agendas between Washington and 
Ankara are mixed in, the question 
is whether the new US-Turkish 
alliance can outlast the caliphate’s 
apparent seductive appeal to 
many Muslims.

John C.K. Daly is a Washington-
based specialist on Russian, 
Turkish and post- Soviet affairs.
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