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T 

he deal between the Eu-
ropean Union and Turkey 
designed to stem the flow 
of refugees into Europe 
is being questioned even 

before the process to return people 
from Greece to Turkey has begun.

Under the agreement thrashed 
out March 18th in Brussels, Turkey 
will take back refugees who make 
the illegal journey from its territory 
to Greece after March 20th. The Eu-
ropean Union will take in one Syr-
ian from a Turkish camp for every 
refugee returned from Greece.

That way the total number of ref-
ugees in Turkey — about 2.7 million 
Syrians and 300,000 Iraqis — will 
not rise, Turkish Prime Minister 
Ahmet Davutoglu has said. Turkey 
is to receive up to $6.75 billion in 
EU aid by 2018 and rewarded with 
progress in its bid to join the Euro-
pean Union and visa-free travel for 
its citizens in Europe.

The deal is designed to stop a 
wave of illegal migration that saw 
1 million refugees flee to Europe in 
2015 and strengthen legal ways for 
refugees to get to Europe. Turkish 
Minister for EU Affairs Volkan Boz-
kir said those who reach Greece il-
legally after March 20th would be 
excluded from the resettlement 
programme.

Speaking to the Turkish Anadolu 
news agency, Bozkir described the 
deal’s desired effect on refugees as 
psychological. The European Un-

ion and Turkey wanted refugees to 
conclude that it would be better to 
“wait my turn”, he said, speaking 
from the perspective of a refugee. 
“‘I will not risk my life at sea, be-
cause even if I get there, I will not 
have the chance to go again legally 
and I will be sent back anyway.’”

Early signs were that the agree-
ment was failing to deter refugees 
from making the hazardous jour-
ney from Turkey to a Greek island. 
“My aim is to go to Europe to find 
work,” Arafhani Kawaj, a 28-year-
old Afghan, told the private Turk-
ish DHA news agency on Turkey’s 
Aegean coast a day after the agree-
ment between Turkey and the Eu-
ropean Union.

“They say today is the last day 
but there is no end as far as we are 
concerned. Our search for a job and 
a good life will continue,” he said.

Kawaj said he failed twice to 
get to Greece from Turkey but he 
would try again. Turkish news 
reports said security forces had 
stepped up patrols along the Aege-
an coast and had prevented almost 
4,500 people from crossing over to 
Greece since March 1st.

Figures provided by the UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UN-
HCR) suggested that many refugees 
tried to get to Greece before the 
March 20th deadline. The UNHCR 
said 1,431 refugees from Turkey ar-
rived in Greece on the day the deal 
was struck, after 263 on the day 
before. On March 19th, the last day 
before the deadline, there were 926 
arrivals. A total of 146,500 refugees 
were registered in Greece between 
January 1st and March 19th.

While refugees were still arriv-
ing in Greece despite the threat of 
deportation, human rights activists 
criticised what they see as an illegal 
agreement between Brussels and 
Ankara.

The deal showed “the European 
Union’s dogged determination to 
turn its back on a global refugee 
crisis and wilfully ignore its inter-
national obligations”, John Dalhu-
isen, Amnesty International’s di-

rector for Europe and Central Asia, 
said in a statement. “Turkey is not 
a safe country for refugees and 
migrants and any return process 
predicated on its being so will be 
flawed, illegal and immoral.”

Turkish activists and opposition 
politicians also rejected the deal. 
“Turkey will be turned into an 
open-air prison for refugees,” said 
the Peoples’ Bridge, a charity based 
in the western Turkish city of Izmir, 
a hub for migrants looking to reach 
Greece. Umit Ozdag, an MP for the 
right-wing Nationalist Movement 
Party (MHP), accused the govern-
ment of turning Turkey into “the 
EU’s migrant rubbish dump”.

Despite the criticism, the Turkish 

government insists that the agree-
ment with the European Union is 
legal and practical. “Today we re-
alised that Turkey and EU have the 
same destiny, the same challenges 
and the same future,” Davutoglu 
said in Brussels.

Turkish news reports say Turk-
ish migration officials will go to 
Greece as the return of refugees 
on April 4th approaches. Refugees 
would be taken to Turkey by ferry. 
It is unclear what will happen to 

the returnees once they are back 
in Turkey. The government says 
they will be put into camps but 
the country’s existing 26 camps 
are full and there is no sign of new 
ones being built. Government offi-
cials did not respond to questions 
about the issue.

Turkey warned Europe to keep 
its side of the bargain and start ac-
cepting Syrian refugees from Tur-
key as of April 4th and ensure its 
promise of financial aid. “We are 
not bound by complaints by indi-
vidual countries,” Turkish Foreign 
Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu said.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Istanbul.
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A refugee takes part in a demonstration March 19th calling for opening the borders, at the makeshift 
camp at the Greek Macedonian borders near the village of Idomeni.
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F 

ive years ago, when Filip-
po Grandi visited Syria as 
head of the UN Palestini-
an refugee agency, he said 
he’d never imagined that 

the uprising in the southern city of 
Deraa would lead to civil war. Now, 
as the UN high commissioner for 
refugees (UNHCR), he reflected on 
the consequent humanitarian and 
political catastrophe.

“The human cost is quickly be-
coming incalculable,” Grandi said. 
“It’s not just the suffering, the 
death of 250,000 to 300,000 peo-
ple. It’s also the destruction of an 
entire country — the infrastructure, 
economy, society — which, in spite 
of all the shortcomings in govern-
ance, was very vibrant, diverse and 
multicultural and ancient culture 
with its visible signs.”

Grandi said local, regional and 
global parties have failed abys-
mally to resolve the conflict, which 
has drained resources from other 
humanitarian disasters and result-
ed in a refugee crisis unparalleled 
since World War II.

Grandi’s UNHCR and smaller 
relief organisations are overbur-
dened. Between 11 million and 
12 million Syrians have fled their 
homes. About 4.5 million have left 
Syria, most settling in neighbour-
ing countries.

Turkey shelters more refugees 
than any other country. The popu-
lations of Jordan and Lebanon have 
swelled with desperate Syrians. 
Others trying to feel the war are 
internally displaced, served by Syr-
ian and expat relief workers Grandi 

called heroic.
Since 2013, inadequate support 

and loss of hope for a political so-
lution have generated what the 
UNHCR calls a “secondary move-
ment of people” to Europe, often 
through human smuggling opera-
tions.

Iraqis and Afghans fleeing their 
own conflicts have followed the 
Syrians. About million refugees 
have entered Europe through 
Greece.

When they arrived, there was 
not enough solidarity among EU 
countries. That resulted in disorder 
at the borders. Austria, Germany 
and Sweden took in most of those 
fleeing. Then, national, not EU, 

borders became the focus, culmi-
nating in the closure of the Balkans 
route and leaving economically be-
leaguered Greece with 50,000 mi-
grants unable to travel elsewhere.

Since Grandi spoke March 15th at 
the Brookings Institution in Wash-
ington, Turkey has agreed to read-
mit many refugees in exchange for 
more resources and freer move-
ment to Europe for its citizens.

To solve the crisis, governments 
and humanitarian and internation-
al development organisations must 
work together, he said.

“These situations are not just 
humanitarian,” Grandi said at the 
Brookings Institution. “They also 
have important developmental 

dimensions. It’s a very old dis-
cussion. I remember more than 
20 years ago when the UNHCR 
launched with the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) 
the Brookings Initiative, right here 
in this institute, on precisely this 
theme. I was part of that. I’m very 
glad to see that under pressure of a 
crisis it is bearing some fruit.”

He voiced hope that the ceasefire 
and Geneva peace talks would al-
low the UNHCR, other relief organ-
isations and developmental actors 
to put resources in place.

So far though, “assistance to 
refugees, which the UNHCR coor-
dinates, has been forthcoming but 
insufficient”, Grandi said.

Every year, donors contribute 
only 50% of the amount relief or-
ganisations collectively request. 
Most of the money realised nec-
essarily goes to cover the urgent 
needs of refugees, not to education 
or livelihood and local community 
development. To date, the interna-
tional community outside of the 
Middle East region has donated $2 
billion to aid Syrian refugees.

In contrast, Turkey estimates it 
has invested more than $8 billion 
in helping all refugees in the coun-
try and has liberalised its labour 
laws to accommodate 2.7 million 
Syrian refugees. Cash-strapped 
Jordan and Lebanon cannot afford 
to spend billions on the refugees’ 
futures.

Still, Grandi said he was hopeful 
that donors would pay all of the $11 
billion they pledged in February in 
London, mostly to assist internally 
displaced Syrians and fund refu-
gees’ long-term needs.

At least until there is a durable 
peace and Syrians can voluntarily 
return, governments must consid-
er legal pathways to resettlement, 
he said.

“On March 30th,” Grandi an-
nounced, “I’m chairing a meeting 
in Geneva proposing to all states in 
the world to take in Syrian refugees 
to relieve some of the responsibil-
ity carried mostly by Jordan, Leba-
non and Turkey and share it more 
widely. We hope that the United 
States, as a lead country in resettle-
ment in general, will also become 
a lead country in resettling Syrian 
refugees.”

Countries, not only in the indus-
trialised north but also in the less 
developed south should offer jobs, 
scholarships, family reunifica-
tion and humanitarian visas to get 
refugees out of countries of first 
asylum, Grandi said, adding that 
refugees could then contribute to 
the workforce and eventually help 
rebuild Syria.

“It’s a global phenomenon, so the 
response must be global,” he said.

“Finally, may I say here at Brook-
ings in Washington that it is very 
important, perhaps most impor-
tant, that the United States contin-
ues to stay the course. That in itself 
is an act of leadership, even when 
there will be difficulties, shortcom-
ings, setbacks and violations. It is 
important because the price that 
has been paid is already too high.”

Mary Sebold is a contributor to 
The Arab Weekly in Washington.
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Turkey is to receive 
up to $6.75 billion in 
EU aid by 2018.
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same future.”
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“It’s a global 
phenomenon, so 
the response must 
be global.”

Filippo Grandi


