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T 

he tentative deal reached 
by the European Union 
and Ankara to stem the 
flow of migrants to Europe 
is turning Turkey into a gi-

ant “hotel” and will not solve the 
problem but also ignores a serious 
clampdown on basic rights in the 
country, experts and the opposition 
in Turkey say.

EU leaders and Turkish Prime 
Minister Ahmet Davutoglu on 
March 7th agreed on a plan outline, 
which is to be finalised on March 
17th, in which Turkey would take 
back all migrants who travel to 
Greece via Turkish territory and Eu-
rope would agree to take in Syrian 
refugees from Turkey directly.

For every Syrian who returns to 
Turkey, the European Union would 
accept one Syrian legally, with the 
goal of ending illegal migration into 
Europe.

The agreement includes in-
creased financial aid for Turkey 
on top of the $3.3 billion already 
pledged, more intensive talks about 
Turkey’s EU membership bid and 
the end of visa requirements for 
Turks visiting the European Schen-
gen area by June.

While leaders spoke of a possible 

breakthrough to solve the refugee 
crisis, which saw 1 million migrants 
reach Europe in 2015, observers in 
Turkey were sceptical.

“The EU may succeed in sending 
70,000 people back to Turkey but, 
down the road, it will receive an-
other 700,000,” said Eren Erdem, 
a senior member of the Republican 
People’s Party (CHP), the biggest 
opposition force in Turkey’s parlia-
ment.

He said the root of the problem, 
instability and chaos in the Mid-
dle East, was not addressed. “You 
haven’t seen refugees from Jordan 
or Yemen but you might,” he added, 
referring to Europe.

Instead of tackling core issues, 
the EU was trying to put the burden 
on Turkey, Erdem said. “They are 
turning Turkey into a hotel state,” 
he said.

Murat Erdogan, a migration ex-
pert at Ankara’s Hacettepe Univer-
sity, said the deal hammered out 
was “unrealistic”. Pointing to a part 
of the agreement that says all refu-
gees, including non-Syrians, would 
be returned to Turkey, he said those 
migrants would wait years before 
being accepted in a third country. 
“So they will all stay in Turkey,” he 
said.

Erdogan also voiced scepticism 
regarding Turkey’s pledge to send 
refugees to their home countries. 
The European Union could return 
people to their countries directly if 
it was so easy, Erdogan said, adding: 
“If the EU can’t do it, Turkey won’t 
be able to do it.”

Ahmet Icduygu of Istanbul’s 
Koc University, another migration 
specialist, told the BirGun news-
paper that Europe was in a “seri-
ous panic” because of the refugees 
and that trying to end the sea route 

from Turkey to Greece by returning 
migrants to Turkey would not work.

Icduygu compared the situation 
in Syria to that in Afghanistan, a 
country that has sent hundreds of 
thousands of refugees to neighbour-
ing countries over past decades.

Iverna McGowan, head of Amnes-
ty International’s European Institu-
tions Office, accused EU and Turk-

ish leaders of “horse trading away 
the rights and dignity of some of the 
world’s most vulnerable people”.

Critics attacked what they see as 
an EU decision to ignore growing 
repressive tendencies by Ankara to 
get Turkey to cooperate in the mi-
grant crisis.

Three days before the EU-Turkey 
meeting, Turkish authorities seized 

Zaman, the country’s biggest news-
paper, which had been critical of 
the government. Under its new, 
state-imposed management, the 
daily has turned into a pro-govern-
ment outlet.

As European leaders were ne-
gotiating with Davutoglu in Brus-
sels, a court in Istanbul ordered the 
takeover of the private Cihan news 
agency.

Both Zaman and Cihan have been 
close to the movement of Fethul-
lah Gulen, an Islamic preacher who 
once supported Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan but fell out 
with him in 2013. Erdogan says 
Gulen is plotting to overthrow the 
elected government, a charge the 
Gulen movement denies.

Yalcin Dogan, a columnist writ-
ing for the T24 online news plat-
form, accused Europe of ignoring 
the clampdown on critics in Tur-
key. “As long as the refugees stay 
with you, you can do whatever you 
want domestically,” Dogan wrote, 
describing the European Union’s 
approach, adding that Europe 
should be ashamed.

Turkey’s hope to lift Schengen 
visa requirements for its citizens by 
June might also be mistaken, said 
Cengiz Aktar, a political scientist 
specialising in European affairs.

Turkey had to fulfil 72 condi-
tions, including production of new 
passports, Aktar said according 
to the Haberdar online news plat-
form. He predicted new delays, 
saying: “As it is impossible to ful-
fil these conditions in such a short 
time period, come June the EU will 
find ways to postpone [visa] liber-
alisation.”

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Istanbul.
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Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu is welcomed by 
European Commission  President Jean-Claude Juncker (L) and 
European Council President Donald Tusk (R) during an EU-Turkey 
summit in Brussels, on March 7th.
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Refugee crisis likely to worsen, UN official says

New York

E 
U leaders had an 
emergency 
meeting with 
Turkish officials to 
discuss the 
Europe’s worst 
refugee crisis since 
World War II, just 

days after a UN official warned 
that the migrant influx from Syria 
was likely to spiral.

“It’s not going to go away. It’s 
going to get worse,” said Peter 
Sutherland, referring to the flood 
of migrants into Europe. Suther-
land, the UN secretary-general’s 
special representative for interna-
tional migration, was speaking in 
New York to a group that included 
UN representatives from Europe.

Sutherland added that “if history 
is anything to go by, we can’t take 
for granted that this problem in 
any way is going to significantly 
abate in the immediate future”.

The push by Sutherland — a 
former attorney general of Ireland 
who also served as EU commis-
sioner for competition policy — and 
other international migration offi-
cials to speed up aid for refugees is 
aimed at pressuring the European 
Union to take unified action. This 
effort follows months of tensions 
among the EU’s 28 members and 
escalating go-it-alone policies.

Sutherland also criticised the 
United States for taking in too few 
asylum-seekers and indicated that 
the rise of a radical right-wing 
figure, such as Republican presi-
dential candidate Donald Trump, 
could trigger stronger anti-migrant 
sentiment.

EU officials have tried to get 
Turkey to crack down on migrant 
movements from Turkey to Greece 
and were expected to declare that 
the main Balkan migration route 
from Greece to northern Europe 

was closed, news reports said.
Almost 3 million refugees from 

Syria have been given shelter in 
Turkey. Thousands travel by sea 
from Turkey to Greece in hopes of 
being granted asylum in northern 
Europe. Many refugees have been 
stranded in Greece since nine Bal-
kan states and Austria in February 
toughened border policies to stem 
the flow of refugees from Greece.

“With every hour that passes 
that the countries of Europe fail 
to coordinate concerted action 
to address this problem, it only 
worsens,” Christopher Boian, a 
Washington-based public infor-
mation officer for the UN Refugee 
Agency, said in an interview. “The 
numbers of people flowing into Eu-
rope continue unabated and may 
be growing as the weather gets bet-
ter in the spring and sea crossings 

become less dangerous.”
The warnings of a rising influx 

from Syria come ahead of a March 
30th conference in Geneva by 
the UN Refugee Agency to gather 
pledges to resettle Syrians dis-
placed by the war. “That 30th of 
March conference is important,” 
Sutherland said. “We will see the 
whites of the eyes of those who 
attend, because they will be asked 
to pledge places for resettlement or 
relocation.”

Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan and 
Greece should not be forced to take 
in all the displaced Syrians just 
because they are geographically 
closer to the Syrian war, Suther-
land said.

“If you’re unlucky enough to 
live in Lebanon or in Jordan or in 
Turkey, you take far more refugees 
than anyone else per capita. In the 

European Union, the Greeks take 
by far the most,” he added. Greece 
is rapidly transforming into a “vast 
internment camp for refugees”, he 
said.

Sutherland said the flow of refu-
gees from Syria and other conflicts 
is driving xenophobia among Euro-
peans and Americans.

“All over Europe, people are say-
ing, ‘We’ve had enough,’” Suther-
land said. “People like Trump are 
making similar arguments about 
migrants more generally in the 
United States. ‘This is our land’ is 
the refrain,” he added.

“For Europe, resettling refugees 
within EU countries is unlikely 
to create an economic burden,” 
Sutherland claimed.

“We have 540 million people in 
the richest part of the world,” he 
said. “We’re talking about a million 
people a year. You can work out 
the percentages yourselves that 
this would require.”

He added that migrants typi-
cally add to economic growth and 
have lower jobless rates all over the 
world.

Sutherland pointedly criticised 
the United States for taking in too 
few refugees from Syria and other 
countries. He added that, “look-
ing at the number of refugees per 
capita taken in the United States, 
I think it’s pathetic… Why should 
the United States be less responsi-
ble for the migrants and refugees 
than Greece?”

He said that between January 
and November 2015, the United 
States took in 379 refugees. During 
the same period, Sweden took in 
14,328; the United Kingdom took in 
531 and Ireland took 637.”

“This is a pretty horrific indict-
ment and an expression of the 
differences between different 
countries and their responses to 
this,” Sutherland added.

Vita Bekker is a New York 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.
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“For Europe, 
resettling 
refugees within 
EU countries is 
unlikely to create 
an economic 
burden.”

Peter Sutherland, the UN secretary-general’s special representative for international migration.


