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Introduction
Eli Hadzhieva

Director of Dialogue for Europe and Coordinator of the EU-Turkey Civil Society Project on 
Dialogue for Migration and Security

Our Brussels-based think tank Dialogue for Europe (DfE) has implemented a 
project entitled ‘Strengthening Dialogue Between the EU and Turkey in the Area 
of Migration and Security’ together with the Ankara-based European Union and 
Global Research Association (ABKAD). The project, which was funded by the 
European Union, ran from April 2021 to April 2022.

During the first leg of our project, which focused on migration cooperation, we 
held conferences at the Press Club and the Vrije Universiteit Brussel (VUB) as well 
as meetings at European Commission’s Directorate-General for Neighbourhood 
and Enlargement Negotiations (DG NEAR) and Directorate-General for 
Migration and Home Affairs (DG HOME), the European External Action 
Service (EEAS) and the European Parliament while working with esteemed 
academics and civil society representatives in Turkey and the EU. These experts 
framed policy recommendations to update the EU-Turkey Migration Deal and to 
anticipate and prevent future humanitarian crises, such as the ones in Syria and 
Afghanistan. 

The second leg of our project was a field trip for our EU delegates in Istanbul 
and Ankara, where we had the opportunity to meet academics and civil society 
representatives and attended a conference at the TOBB University of Economics 
and Technology to strengthen migration cooperation and foreign and security 
policy coordination between the EU and Turkey.

During the third leg of our project, which focussed on foreign, security and 
defence cooperation between the EU and Turkey, we had meetings with experts 
from DG NEAR and the EEAS, as well as policymakers, academics, journalists 
and representatives from civil society. We held discussions with the European 
Parliament’s rapporteur for Turkey in and exchanged views with cabinet members 
and policy advisors in the EU institutions. We built on these discussions with the 
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aim of reaching the overall objective of our project, which is the ultimate alignment 
of the migration, foreign, security and defence policies of Turkey and the EU, as 
foreseen in the accession negotiations. We also held conferences at the Press Club 
Brussels and College of Europe, which were opportunities to discuss the policy 
recommendations put forward by academics and civil society representatives 
from both the EU and Turkey. The deliberations from these activities have been 
compiled in this booklet, which we believe could guide policymakers in both the 
EU and Turkey and may provide them with some glimmers of hope for future 
EU-Turkey relations.

When we started this project, given that Turkey and the EU had had major 
disagreements and given that there was little dialogue going on, our first question 
was: What are the most urgent topics to discuss and to agree on? We thought 
that migration and security are without doubt two areas on which to base a 
serious dialogue and not just another positive agenda. Everyone has been talking 
about a positive agenda for years now but we do not see much in terms of action. 
During our meetings with EU institutions, we talked about the revamping of 
the Customs Union. However, that is on hold and visa liberation is not going 
ahead. Furthermore, the EU accession negotiations are not making any headway. 
Despite these challenges, we would like to continue this dialogue because we 
think that civil society has an important role to play in advancing EU-Turkey 
relations. Regardless of the differences between the various political parties and 
between the various countries, we are there to support this dialogue because we 
believe that it is essential given that we share such a long history. Turkey-EU 
relations date back to the 1960s, even before the EU existed itself. 

Of course, migration has different dimensions. It has ramifications in areas such 
as security, radicalisation, populist discourse and the rise of extreme parties. Our 
conclusion is that we have to focus more on proper integration policies and on 
finding long term and sustainable solutions. There are many Syrian and Afghan 
refugees. These are refugees that will probably not be going back to their home 
countries in the near future. Therefore, instead of giving them temporary status, 
it would be better to consider alternative options, which can only be done by 
cooperating and by working together with all the regional actors, all the transit 
countries and all the host countries. We are therefore in this together and are faced 
with a serious humanitarian crisis. As a result, it is important to coordinate not 
only migration policies between the EU and Turkey but also in terms of defence 
and foreign policy. All these areas are very relevant for the refugees and their 
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living conditions. Sometimes, they are living in dire conditions, as we have heard 
from witnesses who have visited refugee camps and seen them on the ground. 

The EU and Turkey need to work together to face common challenges in their 
shared geographical area, which is a rather unstable one stretching from the Black 
Sea to the Caucasus through to the Middle East. This became obvious during the 
migration crisis of 2015, when a million refugees flocked to the EU, mainly via 
Turkey. Against all odds, the two sides agreed on a deal, which, despite some 
dysfunctionalities and burden sharing issues, has worked so far. But this is not the 
only area of cooperation that both sides can benefit from. The two long-standing 
partners could also benefit from strengthening dialogue in the area of foreign 
security and defence policy and boosting cooperation in these areas in order to 
avoid future humanitarian crises and to position themselves in a changing global 
order based on new regional dynamics. This might prove challenging due to the 
current differences and divergences on Syria, Libya, the eastern Mediterranean, 
Cyprus and Russia. As a NATO partner and a strategic ally, Turkey has contributed 
to European security since 1952, including in the Western European Union, and 
has contributed to nine EU-led missions, including in Kosovo, Ukraine, Bosnia 
Herzegovina and North Macedonia.

It is not an option for Turkey to turn its back on the EU and to make alliances with 
authoritarian states that have no respect for European values such as democracy, 
fundamental freedoms, human rights and the rule of law. The European security 
architecture created after the Cold War is currently being challenged given 
shifting US priorities and a more assertive Russia, not to mention a rising China. 
The ongoing war in Ukraine is threatening the stability of both the EU and 
Turkey. Russia has called on NATO forces to leave EU Member States such as 
Bulgaria and Romania while selling S-400 missile defence systems to Turkey. At 
this critical juncture, it is high time that both the EU and Turkey review their 
strategic priorities and find ways to strengthen cooperation in areas of mutual 
interest, including energy security, to which Turkey contributes via the Southern 
Gas Corridor. A foreign policy approach based on confrontation and hostility 
is not the way forward for the EU and Turkey. Their future relationship must be 
based on strong dialogue and mutual trust.
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Policy Recommendations:  
The integration of  

Syrian refugees in the EU
Dr. Koert Debeuf

Associate Researcher at the Vrije Universiteit Brussel (VUB)
September 2021 

Introduction
In the summer of 2015, tens of thousands of refugees started to cross the sea 
from Libya to Italy, but mainly from Turkey to Greece. In a matter of months, 
this number turned into hundreds of thousands, up to a total of one million. 
Half of the refugees came from Syria, where a civil war has been ravaging the 
country since 2011. We will discuss here why so many Syrians left their country 
for Europe in 2015, as well as the European reaction. We will also go deeper into 
the strategy of the Islamic State of Iraq and Sham or ISIS and why they started 
with terrorist attacks in Belgium, France, the UK and Germany. The fear that 
this generated  strengthened populist voices. Now, five years later, the dust has 
settled but challenges remain. What are the lessons to be learnt and how should 
we proceed? 

What were the causes of the 2015 refugee crisis?
Since the start of the brutal response of the Bashar al-Assad regime to the protests 
in Syria, millions of Syrians have fled the country. The countries of destination 
were mainly Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt and Turkey. In 2014, Lebanon, Jordan and 
Egypt changed their policy and started to stop Syrian refugees at the border. This 
made Turkey the only way out. In June 2014, the Islamic State and Caliphate was 
declared by the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) in Syria and Iraq. The cruelty 
with which ISIS ruled over its vast territory was, for many Syrians, the final straw 
that led them to flee their homes to go to Turkey. According to the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), by the end of 2020, a total of 6.8 
million Syrians fled their country, of which 3.5 million have settled in Turkey. 
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Syrian refugees make up 25 percent of the total global refugee population. On 
top of that, there are 6.7 million internally displaced persons (IDPs). When I 
visited the refugee camps in the Aleppo province in Syria in 2013, I noticed 
how dramatic the situation was. While it was snowing, there were no toilets, no 
heating, no medical care, no milk, and food for only one meal. Help from the 
International Committee of the Red Cross did not reach the northern refugee 
camps as they were situated in the rebel-controlled area. The Assad regime did 
not allow humanitarian aid to be given to refugees in areas controlled by the Free 
Syrian Army and other rebel groups. In short, the causes of the European Syrian 
refugee crisis were 1) a brutal civil war, 2) terrorist governance in parts of Syria by 
ISIS, 3) a lack of safety and human conditions in the refugee camps inside Syria 
and 4) a changed policy towards Syrian refugees by Lebanon, Jordan and Egypt.

Summer 2015
In the summer of 2015, first tens of thousands, then hundreds of thousands of 
people crossed the Turkish-Greek border and started walking towards western 
Europe. People and governments started to panic, closing down borders, sending 
police forces to try to stop people crossing borders and eventually building fences. 
One very different and remarkable reaction stood out: Germany’s Chancellor 
Angela Merkel claimed, on 31 August 2015, that taking in Syrian refugees was 
a moral duty and that this was manageable: “Wir schaffen das”. Football fans 
backed this up by showing large signs with the message ‘refugees welcome’ 
during major football games. Even more refugees felt that this was the moment 
to go to Europe. According to the International Migration Organisation, in 2015, 
1,011,700 people reached Europe by sea while 34,900 entered Europe by land. 
The majority of the refugees were Syrian, but other nationalities were also largely 
present, such as Afghans, Iraqis, Kosovans and Albanians. 

Many in Germany and the EU did not share Merkel’s “Wir schaffen das” attitude. 
Bart De Wever, the President of the New Flemish Alliance (NVA), the largest 
party in Belgium, called it “a cheap trick” and said, one year later, that Merkel 
actually paved the way for Donald Trump, Geert Wilders and other far-right 
populists. Whether that is true or not, it is a fact that German movements like 
Patriotische Europäer Gegen die Islamisierung des Abendlandes (PEGIDA) and 
Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) gained fresh support in 2015. In the German 
national elections in 2017, AfD became the third largest party in Germany. In 
the French presidential elections in 2017, the extreme-right Front National 
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leader Marine Le Pen secured 33 percent of the votes. In the same year, in the 
Netherlands, the far-right, Islamophobic Partij voor de Vrijheid (PVV, Party for 
Freedom) of Geert Wilders came second in the general elections. It is also clear 
that migration played a substantial role in the outcome of the Brexit vote in 2016, 
where many people voted in favour of Brexit in order to stop migration coming 
from the European Union (EU). In the Italian national elections in 2018, the 
xenophobic Lega (League) party of Matteo Salvini secured 37 percent of the votes 
and became the biggest party in the country. In the regional elections in Belgium, 
the conservative NVA and the extreme-right Vlaams Belang (VB, Flemish 
Interest) together secured almost half of the votes. For months, the NVA deputy 
minister for asylum and migration was the most popular politician in Belgium 
due to his anti-migration stance. 

Syrian refugees in Belgium
In 2019, there were 16,604 Syrian refugees in Belgium, putting Belgium in 16th 
place in the list of countries hosting Syrian refugees. Turkey was the number one 
host country, with 3,576,370 refugees in the same year. 
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Source: Statista, 2021

As Belgium has a population of 11.46 million, this means that there is one Syrian 
refugee for every 690 people. The average population of Belgian municipalities is 
19,781, meaning that, on average, a Belgian municipality is hosting 28.6 Syrian 
refugees. If people were voting for far-right parties, the reason is not the numbers 
as such. The problem of a part of the population in Europe has to be found 
elsewhere: fear. And generating fear has been  very much the strategy pursued 
by ISIS.

ISIS believes in its mission to trigger the end of times. All its literature indicates 
a belief in the ultimate Apocalypse. They want to create a world war in which 
all Sunni Muslims worldwide have to choose sides. What started as a suicide 
campaign to end American occupation in Iraq has now become a mission of 
global jihad against Shia, against the West (what they call the Romans) and 
against all ‘Sunni traitors’. ISIS believes that the creation of the new Caliphate 
is only the first step. The second step is to take Baghdad and Damascus. Then 
they intend to take Mecca and Medina. Once this happens, their belief is that the 
Mahdi will come back and lead their fight against Iran (Persia). Once the Shia 
are defeated, ISIS plans to go for Istanbul, Al Andalus and finally Rome. That will 
lead to the Malhama Al Kobra or the Armageddon, with the final battle at Dabiq. 
Once the ‘Romans’ are defeated, it is believed that the end of times will come, take 
all good Sunni Muslims away and then destroy all the others. 

By attacking Paris, Brussels, and other European cities, ISIS hoped to create chaos 
and an anti-Muslim atmosphere. This was supposed to convince Muslims in the 
West that the only way to defend themselves is to take up arms and fight against 
the West. If the West were to react by bombing ISIS, the jihadist leadership 
would happily use this as justification to begin another crusade and to attract 
more fighters. This is precisely the dangerous trap which is set via ISIS attacks in 
Europe, in Tunisia, Egypt, Turkey and Libya. The harder governments react and 
the more crackdowns there are, the more fighters ISIS will attract and the more 
attacks will be committed. It is also a fact that every time the world thought that it 
had crushed a jihadist movement, another (more destructive) one has emerged. It 
is therefore necessary to rethink the current anti-terrorism strategy. One element 
of a new strategy might have appeared in September 2015. 

When Germany announced that it would welcome 800,000 refugees and football 
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supports held up signs saying ‘refugees welcome’, we saw panic on jihadist networks 
for the first time. ISIS published 12 video messages in which it tried to convince 
the Syrian refugees to come to the Islamic State instead of the ‘Islamophobic’ 
Europe. That failed and  was a devastating blow to ISIS’s strategy. And it was most 
probably the reason behind the Paris attacks and the false Syrian passport that 
was found where the attack took place. If Europe were to close its borders for 
refugees, ISIS and other Jihadist groups would achieve what they wanted. 

In other words, the attacks by ISIS were meant to create an anti-refugee and an 
anti-Muslim environment in Europe. On top of these attacks, ISIS, helped by 
Russia, started spreading disinformation in order to increase the fear of refugees. 
One example was a girl in Germany who claimed to have been kidnapped and 
raped by Syrian refugees. The message was spread by the Russian news agency 
Russia Today and generated considerable anger in Germany, primarily in 
Russian-speaking circles. The story appeared to be untrue, but the fear and anger 
that it stirred up remained present in the hearts and minds of many people. This 
anti-Muslim environment is clearly felt by Muslims in Europe. 

The conclusions of research carried out in 2017 by Valerie van Mulukom, Koert 
Debeuf and Harvey Whitehouse for the Anthropology department of Oxford 
University show that 82% of the respondents in Belgium say that they have 
suffered because they are Muslims. 68% of them say that they or their family 
have been physically or verbally attacked, publicly humiliated or have property 
that has been vandalised or stolen. 63.5% consider violence against Muslims in 
the world as personally significant. These events change the way people act. They 
avoid places and are more alert. 69% believe that these events will happen again. 
They also believe these events will happen to other Muslims. A majority feels 
discriminated against. A larger majority feels that they are not understood by 
non-Muslims. A very small percentage (2-5%) say that they would use violence 
or sacrifice themselves to protect Muslims. 

We can conclude that the attacks by ISIS and the disinformation campaigns 
by ISIS, Russia and others have not only increased the fear of refugees and of 
Muslims in Europe. They have also created hatred and violence against Muslims. 
As a result, Muslims in general, and refugees in particular, feel less safe, more 
discriminated against, less understood and thus less at home in Europe. This 
increases the resentment of a small but not insignificant minority which might 
radicalise and become violent as a response. This process, where society becomes 
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less integrated and where several groups become more tribal, is a process that I 
have called tribalisation. The question is now how, six years after the so-called 
refugee-crisis and the subsequent attacks and disinformation campaigns, we can 
reverse this tribalisation process.

Reversing the process of tribalisation is entering the terrain of politics. We have 
seen two political reactions towards the wave of tribalisation: calculation and  
swimming against the tide. Calculation is the most common reaction. When 
political parties and politicians notice the rapid rise of tribal discourse and of 
far-right parties in the polls, they tend to adapt their own discourse by adopting 
tribal elements to it. By doing this, they hope that people will choose ‘tribalisation 
light’ over ‘fully fledged tribalisation’. This is a strategy that often works, at least in 
elections. One example was Nicolas Sarkozy in France. His ideas often very much 
resembled those of the Front National. Now we see that Emmanuel Macron is 
using the same strategy. Another example of a calculated position was the one 
adopted by Jeremy Corbyn, the leader of the UK’s Labour Party. He did not take a 
stance in the Brexit referendum because he did not want to swim against the tide. 

These calculated positions proved to be a winning strategy, at least in the short 
term. However, they have not reversed tribalisation. On the contrary, they have 
strengthened the tribalising discourse by normalising it. In France’s case, it made 
the Front National only more popular in the longer term, gaining no less than 
34% of the vote in the presidential elections in 2017. Even more importantly, 
by adopting elements of the tribalisation discourse, mainstream parties and 
politicians make this discourse mainstream too. The result is that it has become 
respectable to be against European integration – the most important peace 
project in history – or to be Islamophobic and anti-migration. 

The other position is to swim against the tide. These parties or politicians refuse 
to give in on their historic pro-globalisation principles and refuse to adopt the 
tribalisation discourse. The most obvious examples are Justin Trudeau in Canada 
and Angela Merkel in Germany. Both politicians won the elections by opposing 
tribalisation instead of adapting to it. Trudeau defended an inclusive society, where 
everyone is welcome, no matter what their religion or background is. In the middle 
of his campaign he even went to eat with Salafists to show that they too are a part of 
Canada. By doing this publicly, Trudeau directly took the fight to the tribalisation 
discourse. We have discussed Angela Merkel’s “Wir schaffen das” attitude already, 
and the effect that it had on German society and on ISIS itself.
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Policy recommendations
We believe that there are three ways to change the discourse from ‘tribalisation 
light’ to ‘swimming against the tide’. The first one is economic: Europe needs 
migration in order to maintain its economic growth and in order to be able to 
pay the pensions of its ageing population. The second is the need for a European 
agency to fight disinformation and stop those untrue messages that divide the 
European citizens. Thirdly, the way to fight growing Islamophobia in Europe is 
to look back at history and show that Islam was not a threat to Europe but a 
constitutive and constructive part of its culture.

A new economic discourse based on facts and figures
A new book in Belgium, called Nieuw België (New Belgium), shows how migration 
(guest) workers from Italy, Morocco, Turkey, Ukraine and Greece in the 1950s 
and 1960s were fundamental for the country’s economic growth and prosperity. 
Unfortunately, there is no study available that calculates what the figures would 
have been without this migration. There is no doubt that the impact of immigrant 
workers was enormous as they mostly worked in the coal mines, which was the 
backbone of the Belgian economy at that time. The same is true for Germany 
and France. A study setting out the facts and figures of the positive impact of this 
migration in the short and long term would make people think fundamentally 
differently about the migration of the past.

The current economic and social situation of Europe, and more specifically in 
western Europe, is similar to that of the 1950s and 1960s. An ageing population 
is resulting in a shrinking workforce. The consequence is that vacancies are 
not being filled and economic growth has barely exceeded one percent of GDP. 
The lack of economic growth is problematic for State finances and thus for  
financing the pensions of the ageing population. Even though there is structural 
unemployment of seven percent, it appears that structural vacancies cannot be 
filled by these unemployed. The Belgian statistical agency showed, in its most 
recent report, that migration will be necessary in order to keep pensioners out 
of poverty. However, the study lacks concrete calculations and concrete numbers 
and recommendations. The fact that Europe is closing its borders ever more 
and is making it more difficult for non-Europeans to obtain a Schengen visa is 
creating a short and long-term problem on the labour market. The EU needs to 
draft a serious study about the need for migrant labour and a plan as to how to 
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make it happen. Germany succeeded in integrating hundreds of thousands of 
refugees into the labour market and could therefore serve as an example.

Fighting disinformation on an EU level
It is clear how disinformation has fractured European society. There were 
conspiracy theories on Covid-19 that created not only a health risk for the entire 
population but also led to growing  distrust in governments and European 
institutions. Connecting refugees with terrorism and crime had an equally 
fracturing effect on the European population. Both cases show that stopping 
misinformation, whether it comes from abroad (Russia or ISIS) or  from inside 
(mostly far-right), is an urgent task. We therefore recommend setting up a 
European agency to fight disinformation.

Islam and Europe have a common history and future
Islamophobia is becoming an increasing problem in Europe. There is no doubt 
that 9/11, as well as the terrorist attacks in Paris, Brussels, have created a fear of 
Islam and Muslims all over Europe. This has resulted in a discourse on the right 
that ‘we’ have to defend Christian Europe against Islam, just like ‘we’ did in the 
battle of Poitiers in 732 and the sieges of Vienna in 1529 and 1683. Appointing 
a European commissioner to defend ‘the European way of life’ is an example of 
‘tribalisation light’ and how a far-right discourse has been integrated into the 
thinking of the European Commission. This toxic discourse of ‘us versus them’ 
is historically debatable, to say the least. Islamic science, medicine, trade and 
philosophy have had a very important role in the rise of Europe, starting from 
the late Middle Ages. We therefore recommend that the European Commission 
or other institutions invest in historical research into the constitutive role of 
Muslims in European history.
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Introduction
Despite years of difficult relations, the European Union (EU) and Turkey continue 
to cooperate in a range of areas, including migration management. Since the 
launch of the EU Facility for Refugees in Turkey (FRiT) as a component of the 18 
March 2016 EU-Turkey Statement, the EU has been offering substantial funding 
to Turkey in support of refugees and host communities, which amounted to 6 
billion euro at the end of 2020.1 A recently approved 149.6 million euro package 
of funding under the EU’s multiannual financial framework is testament to the 
complex and financially significant cooperation between the EU and Turkey 
concerning migration management.2 This additional funding will be used to 
extend the Emergency Social Safety Net (ESSN), the biggest humanitarian 
programme in the EU’s history, which provides multi-purpose cash assistance to 
1.8 million refugees in Turkey. The policy and funding of migration management 
is provided primarily out of practical and urgent necessity, a perspective which 
is shared by most EU Member State capitals, including Brussels and Ankara. 

1 European Commission (2020) EU signs contracts of the Facility for Refugees in Turkey, Press 
Release, 17 December. 

2 Council of the European Union (2021) Humanitarian support to refugees in Turkey: approval for a 
2021 EU budget amendment, Press Release 29 September.
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The cause: a large population of forcefully displaced Syrians, Afghans and Iraqis, 
many of whom currently reside in Turkey and across the EU. 

As the largest refugee-hosting country worldwide, nearly four million refugees 
and asylum seekers are registered in Turkey, of whom 3.7 million are Syrians 
under temporary protection.3 The second largest group by nationality are 
Afghans, with an estimated population of 182,000.4 The substantial increase in 
Turkey’s refugee population over the last decade has exerted significant pressure 
on national budget resources, public services as well as on the host communities. 
More than 80 humanitarian projects funded under the EU’s FRiT, such as the 
ESSN and the Conditional Cash Transfers for Education (CCTE), complement 
existing national social assistance schemes for supporting registered refugees 
in Turkey to meet their basic needs, to facilitate access to education, health, 
protection and livelihoods.5 

EU-Turkey cooperation and funding also continues to exist because the levels 
of forced migration have not halted. According to the UN Refugee Agency 
(UNHCR), 82.4 million people were forcibly displaced at the end of 2020, a four 
percent increase from the 2019 total of 79.5 million.6 Despite border closures and 
mobility restrictions imposed due to the Covid-19 pandemic, an estimated 11.2 
million people became newly displaced (or displaced repeatedly) during 2020, 
due to conflict, economic hardship, climate change, poor governance and low 
levels of human rights. Continued and new forced migration flows call for further 
coordination between the EU and Turkey in order to administratively and legally 
handle the complexity of solving first entry asylum-applications and returnees. 
This is done while making sure that procedures are upheld in accordance with 
international and domestic refugee law, including the 1951 Refugee Convention, 
the Global Compact on Refugees, the Turkish Law on Foreigners and International 
Protection, and EU legislation on migration governance. 

This paper focuses on the EU-Turkey relationship from the migration perspective, 
while looking at ‘migration’ as a policy consequence, instead of as a root policy 
cause. We look at how the EU and Turkey are forced into an uneasy marriage of 
3 DGMM (2021) Migration Statistics: Temporary Protection , Turkey Ministry of Interior, Directorate 

General of Migration Management.
4 Hürriyet Daily News (2021) Turkey extends security wall along Iran border: Interior Minister, 15 

September. 
5 European Comission (2021) Turkey Factsheet, European Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid 

Operations, 24 September.
6 UNHCR (2020) Global Trends in Forced Displacement - 2020, p.6
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migration policy, primarily due to the demographic reality of forced migration, 
but also due to continuous conflicts across the Eurasian region, ranging from 
instability and radicalisation in Afghanistan to the socio-economic impact of 
the Covid-19 pandemic in Central Asia. The paper examines the most recent 
figures available for forced migration trends in Afghanistan, Central Asia, Iran and 
Pakistan, while also incorporating findings from empirical research conducted by the 
authors throughout 2020 and 2021. These include informal policy dialogues with 
domestic and international development workers, entrepreneurs and diplomats 
from the EU and  Central Asia, as well as in-depth interviews conducted with 
recently arrived Afghan refugees in Turkey. The concluding parts of the paper 
draw on these figures and studies in order to signal the need for the EU and Turkey 
to consider ‘migration’ not only as a policy in itself, but equally as a consequence 
of the EU and Turkey’s ineffectiveness with regard to harmonising their foreign, 
security, development and defence policies, and with regard to having an impact 
in Eurasia (notably in Afghanistan) to deter the consequences of violent conflict 
(e.g. forced migration, radicalisation and humanitarian disaster).

Moving forward in the EU-Turkey relationship will inevitably need both partners 
to start tackling the root cause (e.g. conflict mediation), which implies the need 
for the EU and Turkey to work towards greater foreign policy, development policy 
and security policy harmonisation. The current method of dealing with migration 
is not sustainable and does not fix the root causes of the problem, meaning the 
well-being, safety and stability of countries of origins and their citizens. This is 
what the EU and Turkey are destined to face for many more years due to their 
inherently intertwined geographies, economies, supply routes and populations.

Regional humanitarian disaster: consequences of a 
shared geography
Despite the EU and Turkey managing to build elaborate legal structures and 
funding schemes to coordinate migration management, the reality is that such 
efforts do not tackle the root causes of forced migration. At the core of the 
problem lies regional instability, a shortage of economic opportunity and forced 
displacements due to conflict, most notably in the cases of Afghanistan, Iraq and 
Syria. Increased regional displacement of people (both internally and regionally) 
and prolonged conflicts have come at a period in which the United States (US) has 
reduced defence budgets, development funding and troops on the ground across 
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most of the Middle East/Eurasia.7 A growing US-focus on Asia-Pacific policies 
and its natural competition with China has limited its budget expenditure in the 
Middle Eastern/Eurasian region, thereby counting on regional allies in Europe 
and strategic partners to ‘carry the mantle’ against issues like, for example, 
radicalisation, instability and freedom of navigation/trade practices. 

Today, the EU continues to be the primary provider of development aid in 
Afghanistan. However, it can no longer guarantee transparent and consistent/
uninterrupted distribution of aid, due to a shortage of human power on the 
ground, notably due to the American withdrawal of troops in September 2021. 
For European development workers to operate safely in Afghanistan, a security 
component is necessary. This is largely needed considering the fact that relatively 
little is known about the sustainability of the current Taliban government, its own 
fragile hierarchical structure and the high risk of continued unstable changes of 
regional, and/or national, governments and conflict.8 Realistically, any possible 
international or EU mission to Afghanistan would necessitate both coordinated 
European security efforts and funding. It would need technical assistance from 
key EU Member States such as France and Germany (e.g. to support essential 
air-to-air refuelling, intelligence, surveillance, reconnaissance, logistics) and 
– most importantly – political and electoral will across European electorates. 
According to opinion polls measured throughout the period of the International 
Security Assistance Force (ISAF) between 2001-2014, it is overwhelmingly clear 
that European electorates considered engagement in Afghanistan under NATO 
as widely unpopular. However, as of 2018, the Eurobarometer opinion polls 
indicate a change in perception about security responsibilities and European 
defence, which leaves the question of EU security engagement abroad more 
open. For example, in the 2018 Eurobarometer, a majority of Europeans were 
“in favour of creating a European army”, while “68% of Europeans would like the 
EU to do more on defence”. A whopping 75% were reported as being “in favour 
of a common EU defence and security policy”, while the primary ‘concern’ for 

7 Cordesman, A. (2020) Judging the Impact of U.S. Force Reductions in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria, 
Centre for Strategic and International Studies.

8 The conclusion that Afghanistan is likely to sustain further conflict and instability is based on 
informal discussions with domestic and international development workers and diplomats from the 
EU and Central Asia. Most respondents note that there is a lack of information about the Taliban’s 
domestic governance structures on a regional and localised basis. They also point to the fact that 
the domestic governance structure appears very federalised and loose, and hence may fall victim 
to external influence and internal rivalries, including from other organised criminal and terroristic 
networks operating locally.
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a majority of Europeans (34%) continues to be migration, followed by climate 
change (24%).9

The severity of the humanitarian disaster in Afghanistan directly impacts Turkey, 
as well as the EU, due to the basic socio-economic and geographic factor of 
proximity. Due to the land route - which connects the EU to Turkey, the Middle 
East and Central Asia – it is highly likely that the EU and Turkey will have to 
continue cooperating on migration management in the decades ahead. Such 
conclusions are based on the risk of continued conflict in the region, as well as 
basic factors of change over the past two decades, including the reduction in 
internet costs and the exponential rise in broadband and GPS, including mobile 
internet access, to 60% of the world’s population. Additional to the sheer access to 
information is also the rise of international smuggling and criminal organisations, 
which have grown substantially in size since the 2000s, while exploiting the 
vulnerability of displaced and crisis-driven populations in conflict-areas.10 It is 
therefore highly likely that forced population displacement will continue, moving 
millions of people towards transitory and final destinations such as Jordan, 
Lebanon, Turkey and the EU in the years to come. Such dire humanitarian crises 
and population displacements carry enormous human security risks, educational 
challenges and employment issues, in part due to the millions of newly arrived 
peoples in need of access to mainstream services while also experiencing high 
levels of posttraumatic stress due to conflict related violence. Considering the 
demographic migratory make-up of countries such as Jordan, Lebanon, and 
Turkey, it is highly likely that increased migratory pressure will both lead to 
rising forms of xenophobic populism as well as socio-economic tension due to 
employment issues and shortages of funds for education, health and well-being.

Afghanistan and Central Asia: Worst-case scenarios 
In Afghanistan alone, the estimated number of internally displaced people (IDP) 
has risen dramatically over the past decade. The figure of IDPs were estimated to 
be three million by the end of 2020, while over half a million Afghans became 
newly displaced between January and July 2021.11  

9 Schulmeister, P. and Defourny, E. (2018), Delivering on Europe: Citizens’ View on Current and 
Future EU Action, Eurobarometer Survey 89.2 ; European Commission (2019) Eurobarometer: 
immigration and climate remain main concerns, Press Release, 20 December. 

10 UNODC (2021) Smuggling of migrants: the harsh search for a better life, United Nations Office on 
Drugs and Crime.  

11 UNHCR (2021) Operational Data Portal Refugee Situations: Afghanistan situation
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Before the 2021 Taliban takeover of Afghanistan, the humanitarian situation 
was already challenging for many Afghans due to conflict, natural disaster, 
unemployment and - most recently - the repercussions of the Covid-19 pandemic. 
Approximately 18.5 million people, or half of Afghanistan’s population, were 
deemed to be in need of humanitarian protection and assistance by mid-year 
2021.12 Protection and safety risks are especially high for women, children, and 
people with disabilities. On top of rising insecurity, problems concerning access 
to healthcare and food insecurity have reached emergency levels. While previous 
emergency levels were more localised across the country, the ongoing drought 
is reportedly affecting almost one third of the country.13 This natural disaster, 
coupled with regional instability and the US-pull-out of troops, has led to further 
rising estimations of IDP in Afghanistan and likely levels of irregular migration 
movement towards Iran, Turkey and the EU, as well as northwards into Central 
Asia and along southern routes to Pakistan. 

The displacement crisis remains within Afghanistan for the moment.14 
Nonetheless, as expressed by Afghan refugees in Turkey during in-depth 
interviews, the majority experience multiple forced displacements before fleeing 
their country, 15 which tells us about the pattern of international migratory 
trends, usually originating with internal displacements inside  Afghanistan or 
other precarious countries in conflict. 

12 UN OCHA (2021) Flash Appeal: Afghanistan: Immediate Humanitarian Response Gaps (September 
- December 2021), p.5

13 Ibid. 
14 UNHCR (2021) Afghanistan situation: Emergency preparedness and response in Iran, 20 September.
15 The author has conducted fieldwork in different Turkish cities with Afghan refugees and migrants in 

2020 and 2021 as part of research carried out for various projects focusing on Afghan migration in 
Turkey. For a detailed assessment of the situation of Afghans in Turkey, see Mixed Migration Centre 
(2020) Destination Unknown – Afghans on the move in Turkey.

 



25

STRENGTHENING DIALOGUE BETWEEN THE EU AND TURKEY
IN THE AREA OF MIGRATION AND SECURITY

Figure 1- Conflict-induced displacements in Afghanistan (source: UN OCHA)16

In the immediate proximity of Afghanistan – meaning Iran, Pakistan and Tajikistan 
– the situation may also deteriorate, as a direct consequence of continued conflict, 
displaced people and instability inside Afghanistan (See, Figure 1). At the end of 
2020, there were nearly 2.2 million registered Afghan refugees in Pakistan (1.4 
million) Iran (780,00), Tajikistan (10,700), Uzbekistan (<50) and Turkmenistan 
(<50).17 These figures do not include non-registered migrants, who may or may 
not seek protection and refugee status in the future, but who nonetheless have 
been displaced due to violence and other humanitarian needs. According to the 
UNHCR data, there has not been a new mass influx yet but the UNHCR’s ‘worse-
case contingency planning figure’ estimates nearly half a million new Afghans 
displaced across borders over six months.18 Iran also announced its own national 
contingency plan, which foresees the arrival of 500,000 Afghans in the next six 
months.19

16 For detailed information on UN OCHA infographics and operations in Afghanistan, see: https://
www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/operations/afghanistan

17 UNHCR (2021) Afghanistan Situation Regional Refugee Preparedness and Response Plan (RRPRP), 
p.2.

18 Ibid, p.1-2. 
19 UNHCR (2021) Afghanistan situation: Emergency preparedness and response in Iran, p.3.
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As the two countries hosting close to 90 % of the total Afghan refugee population, 
a new influx is likely to affect Iran and Pakistan the most.20 According to 
secondary sources, the leaders of both countries are discussing contingency plans 
if the security situation in Afghanistan worsens. And, instead of opening borders, 
they are keen to pursue the so-called ‘Iranian model’, establishing settlements/
camps along the border, providing access to basic services with the assistance 
of humanitarian agencies but prohibiting the entry of new refugees into the 
mainland.21

Although humanitarian actors are calling for borders to be kept open for those 
seeking safety and for forced returns of Afghan nationals to be stopped in the 
current circumstances, most land border crossing points remain closed with 
Afghanistan and its neighbouring countries. While movements of Afghans to 
the border with Pakistan remain at normal levels, there are reportedly increased 
irregular crossings through Pakistan into Iran (Sistan and Baluchistan provinces), 
according to the UNHCR.22 This was also verified by recent arrivals of Afghans 
in Turkey (e.g., some had travelled to Turkey via Pakistan then Iran), suggesting 
that migrant smugglers have already adjusted to the new border dynamics. As 
a matter of fact, many Afghans resort to using migrant smugglers due to harsh 
physical conditions, border checks and safety concerns during the long and 
exhausting journeys. An Afghan refugee explained the difficulties that he had to 
endure during a border crossing due to a lack of safe and regular routes: 

“Between Pakistan and Iran two smugglers held us hostage before a third smuggler 
took over. The two smugglers eventually reached a deal and told the third guy to 
take 50 USD from each of us. I have already paid 550 USD. They would have either 
tortured or killed me if I didn’t pay. I had no other option than to pay to save my life 
and continue the journey” (Male, 30). 

The current migration situation was also addressed by businesspeople and 
officials from Pakistan during informal meetings with the author. In the words 
of a respondent: 

“Afghanistan and Pakistan share a long history, as well as sharing similar people 
who often speak and share the same language. Inflow and outflow of people over 

20 Cookman, L. (2021) The Afghan refugee crisis brewing on Turkey’s eastern border, The New 
Humanitarian, 3 August. 

21 Ali, K. (2021) Pakistan may emulate Iran over refugee influx, Dawn, 6 July. 
22 UNHCR (2021) Afghanistan situation: Emergency preparedness and response in Iran, p.2.
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the past many decades has been a regular occurrence, especially among Pashtun 
people. It is nevertheless not feasible for Pakistan, in the longer run, to provide 
humanitarian assistance, employment nor other social support to these increasingly 
large communities of Afghans who reside inside of Pakistan due to the conflict in 
Afghanistan. We wait for improved business opportunities to unleash the immense 
potential which lay between Central Asia, Afghanistan and Pakistan, as well as 
the – until now – ‘taboo subject’ of improving Pakistani-Indian relations to increase 
business. The need and economic necessity are there, but political and geo-political 
willingness is often missing.” (Businessperson, 34, Pakistan)

Similarly, even more alarming views were also expressed during discussions with 
Central Asian officials. In the words of a respondent:

“Make no mistake: the impact of a radicalised and further destabilised Afghanistan 
will be felt across the entire region, from North to South, and East to West. In 
Central Asia, we estimate in the middle to long future that this could have seriously 
radicalising impacts. Don’t forget that nearly one third of Afghanistan is Tajik and 
a sizeable minority are Uzbeks. In the 1990s, the Taliban were directly involved in 
Tajikistan’s civil war, and the informal and formal connections between countries 
remain significant in terms of contacts, language, communication platforms, 
movement of people, associations, and business. In the immediate future, the biggest 
impact on Central Asia can be felt in terms of the major displacement of people, 
additional pressure being put on borders and the development of real humanitarian 
crisis situations, which is inevitable once war-affected people are forced to leave 
their countries.” (Government official) 

Approximately 10,000 refugees and asylum seekers from Afghanistan currently 
reside in Tajikistan. The case of Tajikistan is of particular relevance due to the 
country’s shared border with Afghanistan and due to the fact that a sizable 
percentage of Afghans declare themselves to be Tajik native speakers. This regional 
context is relevant with regard to the risk of radicalisation spill-over since the 
Tajikistan opposition was supported in large part by the Taliban in Afghanistan 
and its drug nexus networks across the region during its civil war between 1992 
and 1997. Today, the government of Tajikistan have taken a clear position against 
the Taliban as a result of their past history and the sentiment of regional threat 
which is associated with the new Taliban government.

Both Covid-19 and levels of radicalisation and conflict throughout the South 
East Asian and Central Asian regions have further contributed towards these 
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trends and fears of regional spill-overs. These sentiments are largely associated 
with migratory movement, communication channels, language and family ties 
across the region and trade routes. For example, according to the European 
Neighbourhood Council’s (ENC) 2020 large-scale quantitative surveying across 
all of Central Asia, the result of Covid-19 on vulnerable communities, such as 
labour migrants, refugees and stateless peoples, has been one of severe economic 
insecurity and unemployment. In the ENC study, Socio-economic Impact of 
Covid-19 and Media Consumption among Vulnerable Communities in Central 
Asia,23 the economic impact of Covid-19 across the region has had detrimental 
impacts on labour stability and employment, with a particular emphasis on the 
most vulnerable communities, notably labour migrants, women and stateless/
refugee peoples. In Tajikistan alone, only 25% of female labour migrant reported 
being employed, thereby showing a severe drop in labour and income security 
due to the pandemic. The economic impact of Covid-19 was most acutely felt 
by labour migrants (unemployment and border closure), followed by ethnic 
minorities who face extremely high levels of labour uncertainty. The socio-
economic roots of the protests in Kyrgyzstan were clearly identified in the ENC 
data, as reports from labour migrants and ethnic minorities indicate the highest 
levels of labour uncertainty across the region. Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan and 
Tajikistan also report high figures, which is likely to lead to further unrest, crime, 
vulnerability and fundamental socio-economic change or exclusion. Refugees 
and stateless persons remain the poorest, least educated and most vulnerable, 
as 63% report having low income and only 1% report undergoing university 
education. 

Leaving the immediate neighbours aside, a war going on for decades and violence 
in Afghanistan have also led to sporadic migration flows towards Turkey and 
Europe. The number of Afghan arrivals in the EU via Turkey decreased 
considerably after the implementation of the EU-Turkey Statement, but they 
also doubled in 2019 compared to the previous year.24 The new arrivals declined 
but never fully stopped despite the Covid-19 movement restrictions. Although 
the recent political developments have not yet triggered a mass displacement 
as discussed above, a likely displacement during a still-raging pandemic may 

23 Doveri Vesterbye, S., Dzhuraev, S., Marazis, A. (2020) Socio-economic Impact of COVID-19 and 
Media Consumption among Vulnerable Communities in Central Asia, European Neighbourhood 
Council (ENC). 

24 UNHCR (2019) Refugee Migrant Arrivals to Europe Jan-Sep 2019, the UN Refugee Agency. 
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have severe human security ramifications for Afghans and beyond.25 It should 
also be considered that Afghans face worsened economic hardship and rising 
unemployment in addition to fragile education and health care systems.26 Due 
to the unpredictable situation in Afghanistan and its likely impact on regional 
instability and migration numbers, the EU and Turkey need to think ahead about 
preparedness and response plans, which would necessitate a more proactive 
dialogue and coordination between EU Member States and Turkey, as will be 
elaborated below.27 

Eurasian migration, the EU and Turkey
Between January and June 2021, the number of irregular arrivals to the EU from 
Afghanistan decreased by 25% compared to the previous year. However, figures 
over the past decade reported by the United Nations Office for the Coordination 
of Humanitarian Affairs (UN OCHA) (see Figure 2) confirm that internal 
displacement figures of Afghanistan experienced an extraordinary increase 
during May, June and July 2021. As can be seen in Figure 2, such a substantial 
increase has only taken place once before throughout the past decade of data 
compilation, namely in October 2016. When taking such data and comparing 
it with the context of Afghanistan during the summer period of 2021, it is clear 
that, firstly, it could signify an increase, and, secondly, further spill over into the 
region. 

Figure 2: Monthly Trends 2012-2021 (Source: UN OCHA)

25 For a detailed discussion, see Kirişçi, K. And Memişoğlu, F. (2021) Biden’s Decision to Pull Troops 
from Afghanistan risks a major refugee crisis, Just Security, 26 April. 

26 OCHA (2020) Afghanistan, Snapshot of Population Movements
27 Kirişçi, K. And Memişoğlu, F. (2021) Biden’s Decision to Pull Troops from Afghanistan risks a major 

refugee crisis, Just Security, 26 April.
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In recent years, Europe has been a crucial destination for Afghans, with Germany 
becoming a top hosting EU country with a population of 133,370 registered 
Afghan refugees and 42,487 Afghan asylum seekers, as of March 2021.28 In the 
most recent 2015-2016 refugee influx to Europe, Afghans constituted the second 
largest group of arrivals after Syrians and they have  regularly been among 
the top three nations since 2014. In July 2021, the EU received around 50,000 
international protection applications, approaching pre-pandemic levels.29 There 
were nearly 7,000 Afghan applicants (this is still nearly half when compared 
to 2016 figures). But only 40% of Afghans are granted some protection status, 
whereas recognition rates remain close to 90% for Syrians.30 

Meanwhile, Turkey is both a transit hub and a destination country for Afghans. 
Since the implementation of the EU-Turkey agreement, the irregular migration 
figures fell significantly  in the EU but increased for Turkey. Only in 2019, around 
200,000 Afghans arrived irregularly, doubling the figures from the previous year.31 
Of the total 122,000 irregular arrivals during 2020, Afghans still constituted 
the largest group (50,000). The recent escalation of conflict in Afghanistan has 
not led to a substantial increase in arrival figures yet (45,908 new arrivals as of 
September 2021),32 which may be related to new measures implemented to curb 
irregular crossings via the eastern border, including the building of a wall and 
increased border patrolling.33 As repeatedly stated by Turkish officials, Turkey 
is not willing to pursue an open border policy towards Afghans as the country 
has reached its refugee-hosting limits with over 3.6 million Syrians. Meanwhile, 
there are also ongoing talks with officials from Iran and Pakistan, as well as the 
EU, on how to respond to a new refugee influx from Afghanistan. In the words 
of Turkey’s Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavuşoğlu at a joint news conference with 
his German counterpart Heiko Mass: “As Turkey, we have sufficiently carried out 
our moral and humanitarian responsibilities regarding migration… it is out of the 
question for us to take an additional refugee burden.”34 Such political statements 

28 UNHCR (2021) Germany Fact Sheet, the UN Refugee Agency. 
29 EASO (2021) EASO Asylum Report 2021: Annual Report on the Situation of Asylum in the 

European Union, European Asylum Support Office. 
30  Ibid. 
31 DGMM (2021) Migration Statistics: Irregular Migration, Turkey Ministry of Interior, Directorate 

General of Migration Management.
32 Ibid.
33 Hürriyet Daily News (2021) Turkey extends security wall along Iran border: Interior Minister, 15 

September.
34 Al Jazeera (2021) Turkey cannot take new refugee ‘burden’ from Afghanistan, says FM, 29 August. 
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also reflect the growing public resentment toward refugees coupled with a widely 
agreed public perception that Turkey has become the EU’s buffer state in refugee 
inflows.35  

What causes forced migration? All data points to conflict
The underlying causes of migration vary greatly, depending on geographical 
circumstances, time periods and socio-economic demographic groups. The 
findings of a research project conducted with over 300 Afghan research 
participants living in Turkey indicated that violence and war, economic reasons, 
personal and family reasons were the key drivers of migration (See, Figure 3).36 
These are often intertwined push factors together with challenges in access to 
basic services, such as education and healthcare. 

For female research participants, domestic violence, sexual abuse, verbal and 
physical threats, early and forced marriages are additional push factors that lead 
Afghan women to flee their country sometimes on their own or with their children. 
In most cases, there is a ‘gender-blind’ tendency to portray Afghan migration in 
media and public discourse solely based on the experiences of male migrants. 
And yet, this does not entirely reflect the situation on the ground and, even if they 
are less visible, female Afghans also exert agency in migration decisions. And 
what is yet to come under the new regime may lead them to decide to migrate 
with the assistance of migrant smuggling networks. 

Figure 3: Key drivers of migration from Afghanistan37

35 The Economist (2021) The fiction that Turkey is a candidate to join the EU is unravelling, 28 August.
36  Mixed Migration Centre (2020) Destination Unknown – Afghans on the move in Turkey.
37  Mixed Migration Centre (2020) Destination Unknown – Afghans on the move in Turkey.
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In terms of pull factors for Turkey, respondents mainly addressed Turkey being 
a safe place and being an easy transit hub to other countries (mainly Europe) 
with better job opportunities. Had they known in advance about the risks that 
they would face on migration journeys, such as death, physical violence, robbery, 
detention, a majority reported that they would have still started their journey. 
To put it differently, Afghans on the move are seeking safety, access to rights and 
a permanent place to settle where they have access to rights and employment. 
If those preconditions are not in place and no long-term solution is in sight, 
Afghans’ final destinations remain unknown and they will continue to migrate 
and measures such as forced return would not deter Afghans from migrating 
again. 

The misleading ‘refugee crisis’ rhetoric and the public fear that it generates does 
not help refugees who are already facing multiple integration and inclusion 
challenges in their new home countries. This by no means suggests that a massive 
displacement is unlikely, but there are more plausible measures to prevent further 
deepening of the humanitarian problems – and to deal with the root causes of 
displacement.

Options for EU-Turkey relations?
Based on increasing forced displacement figures in Afghanistan and beyond, it 
is clear that migration management will continue to stay high on Ankara’s and 
Brussels’s priority list for enhanced and continued cooperation. However, based on 
the data presented in this paper, ‘migration management’ should not be considered 
the only policy remedy to a far wider problem. As the previous section noted, 
migration is rooted in violence and war, economic insecurity, personal or family 
reasons and limited rights and freedoms. Most of these exact ‘push factors’ are found 
across unstable and conflict-ridden Eurasian countries, including Afghanistan, 
Iraq and Syria. Notably, these areas show little to no signs of improving stability, 
governance, human rights records, employment levels and/or other forms of de-
escalatory levels, measured for example through domestic IDP levels. 

In layman’s terms: the EU and Turkish migration management is dealing with 
forced migration without properly dealing with the root cause: conflict and 
instability in Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria. An analogy could be that migration 
management tries to fund, support and help a group of migrants on board a 
ship which has a hole in the bottom (e.g. conflict and instability in Afghanistan, 
Iraq and Syria). Providing a comprehensive protection framework for refugees 
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and strengthening responsibility sharing mechanisms are fundamental for the 
advancement of human rights obligations, but they should also be complemented 
with mechanisms to address the root causes of forced displacement. In other 
words, in order for EU-Turkey relations to capitalise on the current cooperation 
on migration management (and in order to avoid an end to this five-year policy) 
it is of the utmost importance that the EU and Turkey increase higher-level 
dialogue meetings between the EU and Turkey, which include defence, foreign 
and trade ministers from EU Member States and Turkey. 

The concept of harmonising EU and Turkish security and foreign policy remains 
difficult, but existing legal frameworks currently exist in the Turkish accession 
process, namely in  chapter 31 (Foreign, Security and Defence Policy) and chapter 
30 (External Relations). It is not a necessity that the chapters are unblocked 
(although it may prove helpful), but, as a bare minimum, the substance, institutions 
and requirements can be used by both sides as a starting point to develop a more 
legal and policy-oriented approach towards the foreign and defence policies of 
the EU and Turkey in, for example, Afghanistan. Considering the difficulty of, 
for example, policy harmonisation in Syria, it is of the utmost importance that 
bilateral defence consultations are also initiated between EU Member States such 
as France, Germany, Poland, Italy and Turkey in order to fully consider security 
and defence cooperation, red lines and possible avenues for cooperation. Such 
considerations should be supported in the EU Council by EU Member States that 
are concerned about migratory and security policies, notably Visegrad countries as 
well as countries facing substantial migratory pressures, such as Greece and Italy. 
A second and important administrative consideration comes at the institutional 
level, namely at the level of EU Member States’ Macro Financial Assistance, 
European Commission’s Directorate-General for International Partnerships (DG 
INTPA), national development agencies/ministries and the Turkish Cooperation 
and Coordination Agency (TIKA), since stronger coordination between all such 
partners may yield cost-cutting and more effective security guarantees, especially 
with regard to supporting humanitarian corridors in Afghanistan, where the EU 
and Turkish missions stand to benefit from closer cooperation and development 
aid alignment. Strengthening the migration-development nexus within the 
existing EU-Turkey migration management framework could result in a win-win 
for both sides.

Within the specific context of Afghanistan, it is of paramount importance 
that the EU and Turkey aim towards bringing back humanitarian aid workers 
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to the country, in safe and secure working conditions, as this continues to be 
a prerequisite for the accountable, transparent and sustainable distribution 
and sharing of development aid, material, equipment, training and support 
for the most vulnerable communities, including women and children, inside 
Afghanistan. 

Recommendations
Support international humanitarian missions inside Afghanistan to distribute 
and coordinate aid efforts with stronger coordination between development 
agencies in the EU and Turkey;

Inform regional countries, partners and Afghanistan about the need for 
international humanitarian support and stabilisation;

Focus on business opportunities and conflict mediation, including India-Pakistan, 
East-West and North-South corridor initiatives while seeking cooperation with 
Central Asian partners;

Set up safer pathways for Afghans in need of protection and establishing 
resettlement programmes in Iran, Pakistan and Turkey;

Communicate the realities of foreign policy engagement and Eurasian spill-over 
to EU citizens, with a particular focus on the importance of taking responsibility 
for threats and policies in the European and Eurasian neighbourhoods;

Work towards the harmonisation of foreign, security, defence and development 
policy between the EU and Turkey. Focus on how the Customs Union reform 
will impact trading relations with Eurasian trade routes (e.g. Central Asia) 
and support ‘a bigger EU-Turkey architecture’, which also includes EU/Turkish 
development and security or defence dialogue and coordination on Afghanistan 
and Central Asia. It is important to put the emphasis on EU Member States that 
have an interest in these fields (e.g. migration, Central Asia, Afghanistan), such as 
Finland, Austria, Poland, Hungary, Greece, Belgium, the Czech Republic, France 
and Germany;

Support stronger EU-Turkish cooperation in the EU’s Central Asia policies, 
notably at INTPA, EEAS and DG NEAR levels. Supporting more cooperation on 
security, migration, anti-radicalisation and border management could be useful.
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Introduction
The number of people worldwide who are forcibly displaced internally and 
internationally due to persecution, conflict, violence, human rights violations or 
events leading to the serious public order disturbances reached 82.4 million at the 
end of 2020.1 For the past ten years, Syrians make up the largest population among 
these millions of displaced people. When the armed conflict in Syria started in 
2011 and an initial group of 252 civilians came to the Turkish border gate in 
Hatay on 29 April 2011 to seek refuge, no one could have foreseen that this was 
only the beginning of one of the biggest humanitarian crises that the world would 
have faced in its recent history. Today the number alone of the internationally 
displaced Syrians comes to 6.8 million, the majority of whom are living in Turkey. 
According to data from the Directorate General of Migration Management, as of 
26 August 2021, 3,705,109 Syrians live in Turkey under temporary protection,2 
alongside some 100,000 Syrians who have legal residence and another 93,000 
who have been granted citizenship.3 

1 UNHCR Global Trends Report on Forced Displacement in 2020. https://www.unhcr.org/60b638e37/
unhcr-global-trends-2020. (accessed on 25 June 2021). The ensuing statistics are also retrieved from 
this report.

2 See https://www.goc.gov.tr/gecici-koruma5638 (accessed on 29 August 2021).
3 European Commission Turkey 2020 Report, p. 17. Other than the Syrians, Turkey hosts many 



38

STRENGTHENING DIALOGUE BETWEEN THE EU AND TURKEY
IN THE AREA OF MIGRATION AND SECURITY

Even though the mass displacement of Syrians has affected Turkey in particular, 
this has in fact been an international problem that called for international 
cooperation from the very beginning, not only because of the scale of the issue but 
also because of the international nature of the framework that targets refugees. 
In the last decade, the European Union (EU) has been one of Turkey’s leading 
partners in facing the challenges posed by the mass displacement of Syrians. 
The issue has in fact turned into the main topic of the dialogue between Turkey 
and the EU and influenced the course of the dialogue on migration, which is 
itself a significant subject matter of Turkey’s negotiations with the EU to accede 
to the EU. For the past ten years, the management of migration in Turkey as 
well as between Turkey and the EU has been shaped by the Syrian crisis. This 
article looks at this process from Turkey’s perspective. For this purpose, it will 
first provide background information on how Turkey’s migration regime was 
shaped until the 2000s. It will then discuss how Turkey’s candidacy status and the 
accession negotiations with the EU has affected the management of migration in 
Turkey, with a specific focus on developments after the Syrian crisis. It will then 
take a quick glance at the partnerships between Turkey and the EU in the past 
ten years, especially in the education sector, to show some concrete outcomes of 
the ongoing collaboration in migration management. In concluding remarks, it 
will provide a general evaluation of the current situation and put forward some 
suggestions to improve the dialogue between Turkey and the EU. The article does 
not aim to be comprehensive in terms of elaborating on each topic at length, but 
rather aims at depicting the situation in general.

The history of Turkey’s migration regime up until the 
2000s
The history of Turkey’s efforts to become an official member of the European 
community as well as the dialogue on migration between Europe and Turkey 
goes back more than 50 years. Two years after the Treaty of Rome established the 
European Economic Community in 1957 to bring about economic integration, 
Turkey applied for membership on 31 July 1959. Four years later, the ‘Agreement 
establishing an association between the European Economic Community 
and Turkey’, which is also known as the ‘Ankara Agreement’, was signed on 12 
September 1963 and entered into force on 1 December 1964. The Agreement 

asylum seekers from other countries, as well, such as Iraq, Afghanistan and Somalia. The number of 
other asylum seekers is recorded as being 368,230 in the Turkey 2020 Report.
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not only represented an interim step towards accession but can also be taken as 
symbolising the official beginning of the dialogue on migration between Europe 
and Turkey. Back then, the dialogue was limited to labour emigration alone; 
Article 12 of the Agreement mentioned the “purpose of progressively securing 
freedom of movement for workers” and referred to Articles 48, 49 and 50 of the 
Treaty of Rome as the guiding principles for the effectuation of this purpose.4 
Nevertheless, the Agreement was not taken into consideration during the influx 
of the Turkish workers to European countries in the 1960s to meet their need for 
labour. Instead, Turkey signed bilateral labour recruitment agreements with each 
destination country.5

Both the Ankara Agreement and the ensuing bilateral labour recruitment 
agreements concerned emigration from Turkey. Turkey’s own migration policies, 
on the other hand, started to take shape even before the establishment of the 
Republic itself. The ‘Convention concerning the Exchange of Greek and Turkish 
Populations and Protocol’, which was signed on 30 January 1923, and the 
Ministry of Population Exchange, Construction and Settlement, established on 
13 October 1923, guided the population exchange between Greece and Turkey.6 
Following the establishment of the Turkish Republic, the 1924 Constitution and 
the Turkish Citizenship Law of 1928 included clauses that dealt with migrants. 
The main legal arrangement that outlined Turkish migration policies, on the 
other hand, was the Settlement Law of 1934. The law designated the policies 
regarding migrants, refugees, nomads in Turkey and a fourth group described as 
the “transferred”, which covered the local population who were resettled by the 
State due to the poor conditions of their original residential area.7 The category of 
migrant encompassed the individuals and groups of Turkic origin or belonging 
to Turkish culture who wished to come to Turkey to settle down. The category 
of refugee, on the other hand, covered people who did not intend to settle down, 
but who faced the temporary obligation to seek asylum in Turkey. The law stated 

4 For the English version of the Agreement, see https://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.
html?uri=cellar:f8e2f9f4-75c8-4f62-ae3f-b86ca5842eee.0008.02/DOC_2&format=PDF (accessed 
on 1 July 2021)

5 See Ahmet İçduygu, “50 Years After the Labour Recruitment Agreement with Germany: The 
Consequences of Emigration for Turkey,” Perceptions, Summer 2012, Vol. XVII, No. 2, pp. 11-36.

6 Elif Yıldızer Özkan and Hayat Zengin Çelik, “The Settlement of the Emigrants in İzmir Beyween 
1923-1930 According to the Treaty of Lausanne and Liquidation Requisitions,” Journal of Modern 
Turkish History Studies, Autumn 2020, Vol. XX, No. 41, p. 581. The Ministry was abolished in 
December 1923 and became a Directorate within the Ministry of Interior.

7 “İskan Kanunu,” Law No: 2510, Official Gazette, No: 2733, 21 June 1934.
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that, in case refugees later decided to settle down, then they would be treated as 
migrants. The law also described ways to facilitate the migration and integration 
of people of Turkish origin and culture.8 The migration policies put forward 
with this law were clearly a reflection of the concerns of nation state building 
processes. Even though it is significant, for example, that the obligation to seek 
asylum is mentioned in the case of refugees, the categories of migrant and refugee 
were defined in the last instance with respect to the presence or absence of the 
intention to settle down in Turkey. 

Turkey’s integration with the global migration regime, on the other hand, 
took shape through three international frameworks that came into existence 
in the aftermath of the Second World War: namely, the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights, the Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and the 
Protocol Relation to the Status of Refugees. The Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (UDHR), which was accepted by the United Nations General Assembly 
in 1948, is a foundational text in the history of human rights. Turkey was one 
of 48 member States out of 58, which voted in favour of the Declaration at that 
time. The 30 articles of the Declaration define the basic rights and fundamental 
freedoms of individuals as a “common standard of achievement for all peoples 
and all nations” and emphasise their universal character. These rights include the 
right to seek asylum as well. Article 14 of the UDHR states that “everyone has 
the right to seek and to enjoy in other countries asylum from persecution”9. The 
Declaration, although not legally binding, can thus be taken as the first step of 
Turkey’s integration with the global migration regime.

Article 14 of the UDHR later served as the ground on which the 1951 Convention 
Relating to the Status of Refugees was built. The Convention was prepared to 
find a solution to the refugee problem following the Second World War. The first 
article of the Convention defined a refugee as follows:

As a result of events occurring before 1 January 1951 and owing to well-founded 
fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of 
a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his 
nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the 
protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and being outside the 

8 Ahmet İçduygu ve Damla B. Aksel, “Turkish Migration Policies: A Critical Historical Retrospective,” 
Perceptions, Autumn 2013, Vol. 18, No. 3, p. 171.

9 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-
human-rights (accessed on 25 June 2021).
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country of his former habitual residence as a result of such events, is unable or, 
owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it.10

The Convention had both a geographical and time limitation in the determination 
of the refugee status. Accordingly, the status applied only to those people whose 
circumstances had come about “as a result of events occurring before 1 January 
1951”. Furthermore, the Convention gave the contracting states the option of 
interpreting this as “events occurring in Europe” or as “events occurring in Europe 
or elsewhere” and required them to specify at the time of signature, ratification or 
accession which of these meanings they applied.11 However, the proliferation of 
refugee movements in other parts of the world, especially in the 1960s, brought 
about the need to extend the scope of the refugee status. This led to the 1967 
Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees, which removed the geographical and 
time limitations of the 1951 Convention.

Turkey was one of the first countries to sign the 1951 Convention and is party to 
the 1967 Protocol. Nevertheless, it retains the geographical limitation envisaged 
in the Convention, which means that only people who flee from “events occurring 
in Europe” are given refugee status. The preferred solution for the people who 
come to Turkey due to events that occurred outside Europe, on the other hand, 
is resettlement to a third country. Nevertheless, even though Turkey retains the 
geographical limitation, it abides by the non-refoulement principle of the Refugee 
Convention, according to which people may not be returned to a country in 
which they may face persecution. The geographical limitation continues to be 
one of the main pillars of Turkey’s migration policy and has been one of the main 
subjects of discussion throughout the accession negotiations with the EU, as we 
will see shortly.

The final initiative to shape Turkish migration policy until the 2000s emerged 
in 1994. The new waves of migration from Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran and eastern 
Europe that Turkey faced in the 1980s and 1990s created the need to regulate 
asylum through a legal arrangement. The 1994 Regulation was thus a significant 
step in the definition of the conditions for applying for asylum in Turkey.12 Still 

10 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees (accessed on 25 June 2021).
 https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/documents/atrocity-crimes/Doc.23_convention%20

refugees.pdf  
11 Ibid.
12 The full name of the regulation is Regulation No. 6169/1994 on the Procedures and Principles 

related to Possible Population Movements and Aliens Arriving in Turkey either as Individuals or 
in Groups Wishing to Seek Asylum either from Turkey or Requesting Permission in order to Seek 
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retaining the geographical limitation of the 1951 Convention, the Regulation 
recognised the right for temporary asylum for people coming to Turkey outside 
Europe and adjudicated their settlement to third countries.13

Impact of Turkey’s EU candidacy and of Syrian mass 
displacement on Turkey’s migration regime
The approval of Turkey’s EU candidacy in the Helsinki Summit in 1999 has been 
the main driving force behind the reconfiguration of the Turkish migration 
regime in the next two decades. The EU Accession Partnership Document that 
was prepared in 2001 set forth the pre-accession requirements that Turkey had to 
fulfil in order become a member State. These requirements included a framework 
for the formulation of Turkish migration policies in line with the EU acquis. The 
framework in question was influential in the institutionalisation of the Turkish 
migration regime, which lacked a systematic approach until then.14

The dialogue on migration between Turkey and the EU depends upon the 
adaptation of Turkish policies to the common rules applied to all EU member 
States in the areas of border control, visa, regular and irregular migration, and 
refugee movements. The country reports prepared annually by the European 
Commission keep track of the progress Turkey has made in each area. As the 
dialogue on migration in its entirety is a very extensive topic, in the remainder 
of the article I will focus only upon the dialogue concerning refugees. Due to the 
elaborate nature of this latter dialogue, which encompasses diverse regulations, 
arrangements, and partnerships over the years, I will limit myself mainly to the 
main developments following the mass displacements of the Syrians.

Following the EU Accession Partnership Document, a special task force was 
constituted in 2002 in Turkey with the participation of different State units in 
charge of border control, migration and asylum. The task force was responsible 
for working on the adaptation of  Turkish legislation to the EU acquis and came 
up with three strategy documents in 2003 on the protection of Turkish borders, on 
asylum and on migration.15 The fundamental principles, priorities and strategies set 

Aslyum from Another Country. 
13 Bekir Parlak and Ali Utku Şahin, “Türkiye İltica ve Göç Mevzuatının Coğrafi Kısıtlama Uygulaması 

Yönünden Analizi,” TESAM Akademi Dergisi, July 2015, Vol 2, No. 2, p. 71.
14 Cansu Güleç, “Avrupa Birliği Göç Politikaları ve Türkiye’ye Yansımaları,” Tesam Akademi Dergisi, 

No. 2, 2015, p. 93. 
15 İltica ve Göç Mevzuatı, Directorate General of Migration Management, 2005, pp. 6-7.



43

STRENGTHENING DIALOGUE BETWEEN THE EU AND TURKEY
IN THE AREA OF MIGRATION AND SECURITY

forth in these documents took their final shape with the enforcement of the Action 
Plan on Asylum and Migration in 2005. The Action Plan established the roadmap, 
the timetable and the measures to be taken for the legal arrangements and the 
administrative and infrastructural reconfigurations necessary for the adaptation of 
Turkish legislation to the EU acquis.16 Furthermore, the Plan established the lifting 
of the geographical limitation as one of the tasks of the roadmap. Nevertheless, no 
concrete steps were taken by the Turkish State on this matter over the years and the 
issue remained as one of the topics of discussion between Turkey and the EU.

A modification in the statuses accorded to the asylum seekers came along with 
the Law on Foreigners and International Protection, which entered into force 
on 11 April 2013. The law took effect after the mass displacement of the Syrians, 
but, in reality, the preparations for the law began much earlier and reflected 
the materialisation of various issues targeted by the Action Plan in 2005. The 
law, which was Turkey’s first asylum law and its first comprehensive legislation 
on migration management, established the main pillars of the Turkish asylum 
system. One of these pillars was the founding of the Directorate General of 
Migration Management (DGMM) under the Ministry of the Interior as the 
main institution in charge of the issue. Even though the law still retained the 
geographical limitation, it differentiated between different types of international 
protection and introduced some new terms related to the statuses of asylum 
seekers. Accordingly, the “refugee” status continued to be applied to people who 
fled from events occurring in Europe. People who fled events occurring outside 
Europe, on the other hand, could now receive the “conditional refugee” status, if 
their applications were accepted. Conditional refugee status limited the stay of the 
asylum seekers in Turkey until they were resettled to a third country. Furthermore, 
the applicants who could not receive this status but who nevertheless needed 
international protection were accorded the “subsidiary protection” status. 

Even though the preparations for the law were in place long before the Syrian crisis 
began, the emerging developments inevitably had an impact upon the reconfiguration 
of the new international protection system. Accordingly, another status was defined 
for the Syrian asylum-seekers, namely “temporary protection”. On 22 October 2014, 
Turkey adopted a further regulation, called the Temporary Protection Regulation, to 
establish the rules and procedures for registering temporarily protected persons as 
well as for clarifying their rights, entitlements and obligations.

16 Cemil Güner, “İltica Konusunda Türkiye’nin Yol Haritası: Ulusal Eylem Planı,” Ankara Üniversitesi 
Hukuk Fakültesi Dergisi, Vol. 56, No. 4, 2007, pp. 87.
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The mass displacement of the Syrians did not only affect Turkish laws, but 
also turned into the main topic of the dialogue between Turkey and the EU. 
This qualitative turn became manifested in the agreements reached between 
the two parties in the ensuing years, the most important example of which is 
the Readmission Agreement signed on 16 December 2013. The Agreement 
set forth the procedures for the readmission of the persons who entered into 
EU territories from Turkey illegally and vice versa.17 In parallel with the 
Agreement, the European Commission also initiated the EU Visa Liberalisation 
Dialogue with Turkey. The Dialogue established the roadmap for the legislative 
and administrative reforms that Turkey had to undertake for the purposes of 
producing the secure environment needed for visa-free travel of Turkish citizens 
to EU member States.18 The roadmap encompassed laws and measures in five 
areas, namely document security, migration and border management, public 
order and security, fundamental rights, and readmission of irregular migrants.

The years 2014 and 2015 saw a massive influx of Syrian refugees to Europe, with 
the number of Syrians who crossed the European borders adding up to one 
million in 2015 alone. This situation became influential in the reconfiguration of 
the EU’S approach to the issue. Accordingly, from then on, the EU opted to deal 
with the crisis that the refugees posited by keeping them in third countries in 
exchange for financial cooperation. In line with this, the EU-Turkey summit on 
29 November 2015 activated the Joint Action Plan, which aimed at strengthening 
the cooperation to support the Syrians under temporary protection and 
Turkey’s efforts related with migration management and preventing irregular 
migratory flows to the EU. The Action Plan established the commitments of the 
EU as mobilising new funds to support Turkey in its efforts to cope with the 
challenge represented by the presence of Syrians under temporary protection; 
providing humanitarian assistance; supporting Turkey to strengthen its capacity 
to combat migrant smuggling; supporting existing resettlement schemes and 
programmes; supporting cooperation in organising joint return operations of 
irregular migrants towards countries of origin. Commitments of Turkey, on the 
other hand, were established as ensuring the registration of migrants; facilitating 
the access of Syrians under temporary protection to public services such as 
education, health and employment; strengthening the interception capacity of 

17 For an evaluation of the Agreement, see Sezgin Mercan, “Geri Kabul Anlaşması ve Mülteci Krizi 
Ekseninde Türkiye-AB İlişkileri,” Euro Politika, Vol. 2, No. 12, 2016, pp. 12-19.

18 For the roadmap, see https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-is-new/news/news/2013/20131216_ 
01_en (accessed on 21 July 2021).
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the Turkish Coast Guard; strengthening cooperation with Bulgarian and Greek 
authorities to prevent irregular migration flows; reinforcing cooperation to 
readmit irregular migrants who went to EU from Turkey.19 The Action Plan also 
contained an increase in the financial assistance provided to Turkey in meeting 
the requirements of the Visa Liberalisation Dialogue.

Following the activation of the Action Plan, a further agreement was established 
between the EU and Turkey on 18 March 2016, known as the EU-Turkey 
Statement, to control irregular migration and to put an end to migrant smuggling.20 
According to the statement, from 20 March 2016 onwards, all new irregular 
migrants crossing from Turkey to the Greek islands would be returned to Turkey. 
For every Syrian returned to Turkey, on the other hand, another Syrian would be 
resettled from Turkey to the EU. The statement also promised the disbursement 
of 3 + 3 billion euros to be spent on projects for the Syrians in Turkey. Finally, the 
statement emphasised the acceleration of the fulfilment of the visa liberalisation 
roadmap in case Turkey would meet all the benchmarks by the end of June 2016. 
However, the three-month period was not enough for Turkey to conclude all the 
remaining requirements. As of December 2018, the benchmarks to be met by 
Turkey felt to six, but the process has still not been concluded.

A quick glance at the partnership between Turkey and 
the EU and the Way Forward
The collaboration between Turkey and the EU following the mass displacements 
of the Syrians did not only remain limited to the preparation of regulations and 
laws. The EU has also been one of Turkey’s leading partners in the management of 
Syrians under temporary protection, a recent example of which was the adoption 
of the Cooperation Roadmap 2019-2021 between the Directorate General of 
Migration Management (DGMM) and the European Asylum Support Office. 
The roadmap aimed to support DGMM in areas relating to country-of-origin 
information, the training system, decision centres and mobile units, information 
management and analysis, people with special needs and contingency plans.21 

19 For the Action Plan, see https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/MEMO_15_5860 
(accessed on 15 July 2021).

20 For the Statement, see (accessed on 15 July 2021). https://www.ab.gov.tr/files/AB_Iliskileri/Tur_En_
Realitons/18_march_2016_turkey_eu_statement.pdf 

21 Turkey 2020 Report, p. 50.
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Partnerships have been also built on issues related to the accommodation, health, 
education and employment of Syrians. The EU has been one of the leading 
donors supporting Turkey in its endeavours to deal with these issues and a total 
of 10.9 billion euros have been spent assisting Turkey since 2011.22 The amount of 
financial assistance has grown, especially following the EU-Turkey Statement. The 
Facility for Refugees in Turkey, which entered into force in March 2016, aimed 
at meeting the needs of the refugees and host communities in a comprehensive 
and coordinated manner in six priority areas, consisting of humanitarian 
assistance, education, health, municipal infrastructure, socio-economic support 
and migration management. In this section of the article, I will take a very quick 
glance at what has been done for the education of Syrian children in Turkey as 
well as partnerships with the EU in this area in order to display the concrete 
outcomes of the dialogue on migration between Turkey and the EU in terms of 
assisting the Syrians themselves and to show what needs to be done to improve 
the partnership in this realm. As the scope of the subject is very extensive, I will 
restrict myself only to the education of Syrian children at the primary school 
level.

According to the Convention on the Rights of the Child and the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, Turkey is obliged to provide all children in Turkey 
with free and compulsory primary education and with access to secondary 
education, which applies to Syrian children as well. But the initial expectation 
that the Syrians would remain in Turkey only for a temporary period resulted in 
the management of the education of Syrian children through private schools run 
by Syrian charities.23 At the beginning, these schools were outside the regulatory 
framework of Turkey’s Ministry of National Education. A circular from the 
Ministry on 23 September 2014 on ‘Education Services for Foreign Nationals’, 
on the other hand, reconfigured these schools as Temporary Education Centres 
and provided the legal framework for their supervision and monitoring.24 These 
centres provided education in Arabic, with additional Turkish language courses, 
and followed a revised Syrian curriculum. The main aim of these centres was thus 
to provide Syrian children with the ability to resume their education in Syria once 
they went back there.

22 https://www.avrupa.info.tr/en/eu-response-refugee-crisis-turkey-710 (accessed on 9 August 2021).
23 https://asylumineurope.org/reports/country/turkey/content-temporary-protection/employment-

and-education/access-education/ (accessed on 29 June 2021).
24 For the legislation in Turkish, see http://mevzuat.meb.gov.tr/dosyalar/1715.pdf (accessed on 18 June 

2021).
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In the meantime, Turkey also lifted certain legal barriers to Syrian children’s access 
to formal education, such as cancelling the requirement for a Turkish residency 
permit to enrol in public schools and admitting, instead, applications with 
government-issued IDs. But a comprehensive effort to integrate these children 
into the Turkish education system emerged  in 2016, when it became evident 
that it would not be possible for the Syrians under temporary protection to go 
back to their countries any time soon. The integration decision was accompanied, 
from 2017 onwards, with the decision to decrease the number of Temporary 
Education Centres. Turkey has since taken many significant steps to ensure that a 
lost generation of Syrians does not emerge. As of 2021, there are over one million 
school-aged Syrian children living in Turkey, more than 350,000 of whom are at 
the primary school level. At the start of the 2020-21 school year, the enrolment 
rate of these children in primary schools was 79.75%.25 

Turkey has worked in close cooperation with the United Nations International 
Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF), the UNHCR and various local, national 
and international civil society organisations to deal with the management of the 
education of the Syrian children. The EU has also been a leading partner from 
the very beginning and funded various projects in the educational sector. The 
funds provided by the EU have so far been used for supporting the access of 
500,000 Syrian children to education, the establishment of 70 schools for Syrian 
children and the training of 2,081 teachers and educational staff.26 The Project 
on Promoting Integration of Syrian Kids into the Turkish Education System 
(PIKTES), funded by a direct EU grant for the years from 2016 to 2021, has also 
been very effective in assisting Turkey in its efforts to make Syrian children part 
of the public education system.

Over the years, many researchers from Turkey as well as various civil society 
organisations have carried out investigations to analyse the outcomes of the 
policies concerning the education of Syrian children. These studies put forward 
the achievements obtained from dynamic  ongoing efforts. But they also display 
the enduring problems. One problem that comes up most regularly across 
25 https://hbogm.meb.gov.tr/meb_iys_dosyalar/2021_07/09200139_Haziran_2021_internet_

bulteni_.pdf 
 (accessed on 19 Jul 2021). Although the number reveals the progress maintained over the years, it is 

nevertheless lower than the previous year, mainly due to the financial problems faced by the families 
in the face of the Covid-19 pandemic. See 3RP Turkey Country Chapter 2021-2022, p. 11.

26 Özge Bozkaya and Ali Kıncal, “Türkiye-Avrupa Birliği İlişkileri ve Suriyeli Yerinden Edilmiş Kişiler 
Bağlamında Türkiye’nin Göç Politikasındaki Gelişimin Değerlendirilmesi,” Göç Araştırmaları 
Dergisi, Vol. 4, No. 2, July-December 2018, pp. 118.
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various studies concerns capacity-related issues, such as the lack of teachers 
trained to answer the needs of traumatised Syrian children and to provide their 
integration with their classmates and the overcrowding of classrooms, especially 
following the closing of Temporary Education Centres. Language continues to 
be a barrier, as well, albeit to a much lesser degree compared to previous years, 
for the integration of the Syrian children into public education. The reason why 
language is not a significant barrier any longer is not only that many Syrian 
children who now enrol in primary schools were born in Turkey and thus had 
had the opportunity to learn Turkish through social interactions, but also that 
many children for whom language posited a challenge already chose to drop out 
of school. The absence of a system that would keep track of such drop-outs and 
would then find a way to reintegrate these children into the education system 
is also mentioned in many studies. Another factor which had an impact on 
decisions to drop out has been problems concerning social integration. Many 
studies reveal that incidences of bullying of Syrian children in schools have been 
influential in their decisions to leave, while preventing other Syrian families, who 
hear about such cases, from enrolling their children in school. The children who 
leave school generally start to work in underpaid jobs. Economic hardship faced 
by Syrian families and their dependence on their children’s income also has an 
impact when they decide not to enrol them in a school in the first place.27 

There are, therefore, still many things to be done to provide Syrian children with 
the means to have access to education. These efforts evidently need an extensive 
budget. According to the 3RP Turkey Country Chapter 2021-2022, for example, 
the total financial requirement in the educational sector alone is 252,740,875 
dollars for the year 2021 and 241,608,336 dollars for the year 2022.28 Apart from 
financial requirements, there is also a need to reformulate the policies in this 

27 For some of examples such studies, see Selçuk Akay, Zeynep Hamamcı and Mahmut Kurt, “Suriyeli 
Öğrencilerle Çalışan Psikolojik Danışmanların Yaşadıkları Sorunlar ve Bu Sorunlara İlişkin 
Uyguladıkları Çözüm Yollarının İncelenmesi,” Gaziantep Üniversitesi Eğitim Blimleri Dergisi, Vol. 
2, No. 1, 2018, pp. 23-47; İbrahim Aksakal, “Suriyeli mülteci öğrencilerin Türk eğitim sistemine ve 
sınıf ortamına uyum sorunları (Kars ili örneği), Turan-sam Uluslararası Bilimsel Hakemli Dergisi, 
Vol 9, No: 36, 2017, pp. 669-676; Zeliha Nurdan Baysal and Serap Çimçir, “Türkiye’ye Göç ile Gelen 
Uluslararası İlkokul Öğrencilerinin Kendi Perspektiflerinden Okulda Arkadaşlarıyla Yaşadıkları 
Sorunlar ve Çözüm Önerileri,” Akdeniz Üniversitesi Eğitim Fakültesi Dergisi, Vol. 3, No. 2, 2020, pp. 
71-81; Stephanie Gee and Robert L. Bernstein, “‘When I picture my future, I see nothing’: Barriers 
to education for Syrian refugee children in Turkey,” 2015, New York: Human Rights Watch. Also see 
Murat Erdoğan, Syrian Barometer 2019: A Framework for Achieving Social Cohesion with Syrians in 
Turkey, 2020.

28 3RP Turkey Country Chapter 2021-2022, p. 51.
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area by taking into account the problems faced by the Syrian children and their 
families. The studies carried out by researchers and by civil society organisations 
are very significant in terms of revealing the general problems as well the ones 
limited to certain localities. They should therefore be given consideration in the 
reformulation of domestic policies as well as international partnerships in a way 
that would best fit the needs of Syrian children.

Concluding remarks
The mass displacement of Syrians from 2011 onwards has been the main topic 
of the dialogue between Turkey and the EU for almost a decade now. Many laws 
enacted and frameworks and partnerships set up in the past years have targeted 
the management of Syrians under temporary protection. The requirement to 
urgently handle a significant humanitarian crisis with political, financial and 
bureaucratic impacts on both Turkey and the EU inevitably caused a shift in 
focus in the ongoing dialogue. Such a shift can be interpreted as contributing to 
a stagnation in the accession negotiations regarding Turkey’s EU candidacy. It is 
true that there have been initiatives for the liberalisation of the visa regime for 
the Turkish citizens. Even though such initiatives continue to be significant, they 
have nevertheless been at a standstill since 2018.

In some ways, the current situation between Turkey and the EU reflects a loss of 
trust of both parties towards each other. The Turkey 2020 Report, for example, 
criticises Turkey for instrumentalising the Syrians under temporary protection 
as a soft power in the management of its foreign policy. In late February 2020, 
Turkey announced that it would cease to control its borders and encouraged 
migrants to make their way to Europe. The Turkey 2020 Report prepared by 
the European Commission mentioned this incidence and criticised Turkey for 
using migratory pressure for political purposes.29 The EU, on the other hand, 
is criticised for externalising the management of its migration policies and for 
protecting its own interests by handing over the handling of the refugee crisis to 
Turkey.30 Furthermore, Murat Erdoğan argues that the EU-Turkey Statement was 
eventually concluded, through diplomatic manoeuvres,  not between Turkey and 
the EU as an institutional body, but between Turkey and the EU Member States.31 

29 Turkey 2020 Report, p. 7.
30 For a detailed analysis on this subject, see Reha Atakan Çetin, “Externalization of the European 

Union Migration Regime: The Case of Turkey,” New Political Science, Vol 42, Issue 4: Beyond 
Citizenship and the Nation State, 2020, pp. 538-557.

31 Murat Erdoğan, “Türkiye’deki Suriyeliler: 9 Yılın Kısa Muhasebesi,” Perspektif, 28 February 2020 
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He interprets this as an example of externalisation because the way that the EU-
Turkey statement was concluded freed the EU from assuming the obligations as 
an institutional body; obligations, that is, which arise with regard to the execution 
of the commitments mentioned in the Statement.

In the current management of the problems posited by the mass displacement 
of the Syrians, both Turkey and the EU prioritise their own interests not at 
the expense of the other party, but in fact at the expense of Syrian refugees. It 
is evident that the dialogue on the Syrian crisis as well as the policies should 
be reformulated by prioritising the interests of the refugees themselves. In the 
summer of 2021, various developments in Turkey in the course of the writing of 
this article have revealed the social tension within Turkish society concerning 
the refugees. Many political figures, for example, such as Kemal Kılıçdaroğlu, 
the Head of the Republican People’s Party, or Mansur Yavaş, Ankara’s Mayor, 
made statements from their social media accounts about the urgent need to 
send the Syrians back to their countries. Another example was the declaration 
of the Bolu Mayor Tanju Özcan that refugees living in Bolu would be charged 
10 percent more for their water bills and waste taxes.32 Such statements were in 
fact met with considerable support from the public, who blamed part of their 
problems, especially the financial ones, on the Syrians.33 The fact that the Turkish 
government handled the crisis from the very beginning by putting the emphasis 
on “temporariness” was also influential in people’s growing tiredness of the 
presence of Syrians. The severity of such discontent manifested itself during the 
incidents in August 2021 in Altındağ, a district in Ankara where many Syrians 
live. When a Turkish man was killed by a Syrian in a fight between the locals and 
refugees on 10 August, the tensions escalated quickly and turned into attacks 
against the homes and work places of the Syrians.34 With the upcoming elections 

https://www.perspektif.online/turkiyedeki-suriyeliler-9-yilin-kisa-muhasebesi/ (accessed on 18 
August 2021).

32 https://www.cumhuriyet.com.tr/haber/multecilerle-ilgili-aciklamalari-tepki-ceken-bolu-belediye-
baskani-tanju-ozcan-aciklamada-bulundu-1856716 (accessed on 10 August 2021).

33 An article on the “Street interviews,” as it is called in Turkish, where Turkish people were asked 
their opinions about the Syrians in Turkey was published in 2019. See Didem İşçi and Esra Uludağ, 
“Sosyal Medyada Suriyeliler Algısı: Youtube Sokak Röportajları Üzerine bir İnceleme,” Ulisa: Journal 
of International Studies, Vol. 3, No. 1, 2019, pp. 1-24. More recent street interviews can be seen, 
albeit in Turkish, on the website of many media outlets or various small-scale media initiatives. An 
example of this is a street interview conducted by Medyascope upon the declarations of Bolu Major 
Tanju Özcan, where various people supported the decision to charge refugees more for bills and 
taxes. Please see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LqPQ_TnAwVA&ab_channel=Medyascope

34 https://m.bianet.org/english/migration/248616-attacks-on-syrian-refugees-homes-shops-
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in Turkey in 2023, it is certain that many political parties will use the Syrians as 
leverage and the situation might be exacerbated.

It is therefore obvious that a drastic change is needed in the approach towards the 
management of the Syrian crisis, which would prioritise the needs and safety of 
the Syrians and address the concerns of the Turkish citizens. Turkey, for example, 
should focus more upon the integration of the Syrians into Turkish society and 
stop turning a deaf ear to its citizens’ concerns. The EU, on the other hand, 
should give up on externalising its migration management. Müge Dalkıran, 
for example, discusses how the EU policies based on keeping refugees in third 
countries contribute in reality to ventures to take riskier roads to reach Europe 
and to reinforcements of migrant smuggling operations.35 Policies based on 
externalisation have also been shown recently to impact upon the proliferation of 
the anger and resentment of Turkish citizens towards the EU, which runs the risk 
of being used in time by populist political parties.36 

Furthermore, both Turkey and the EU should take into account the knowledge 
produced by researchers and civil society organisations in the formulation of 
policies. Many studies that have been carried out in the past have laid out the 
upsides as well as the downsides of these policies in the implementation phase, 
as discussed above, albeit in a summary form, in the case of policies about Syrian 
children’s access to education. The knowledge generated by such investigations 
should therefore be taken into consideration in structuring future policies, not 
only in the educational sector but in every realm, because the case studies37 reveal 
how these policies work once implemented and manifest the needs of different 
localities.

Finally, the accession negotiations between Turkey and the EU should be handled 
separately from the management of the Syrians. It is true that the Syrian crisis has 

continue-in-turkey-s-capital-on-the-second-day (accessed on 19 August 2021).
35 Müge Dalkıran, “Türkiye, Yunanistan ve AB Kıskacında Mülteciler,” Perspektif, 9 March 2020, 

https://www.perspektif.online/turkiye-yunanistan-ve-ab-kiskacinda-multeciler/ (accessed on 5 
August 2021).

 For the effects of EU policies on the migratory routes taken by the refugees, see Müge Dalkıran and 
Antonios Alexandridis, “Routes Change, Migration Persists: The Effects of EU Policy on Migration 
Routes”, Al Sharq Forum Research Papers, https://research.sharqforum.org/2017/03/28/routes-
change-migration-persists-the-effects-of-eu-policy-on-migratory-routes/ (accessed on 5 August 
2021).

36 Ronal Meinardus, “Türkiye’de AB’ye yönelik öfle artıyor”, 6 April 2021,  https://www.freiheit.org/tr/
turkiye/turkiyede-abye-yonelik-ofke-artiyor (accessed on 19 August 2021).

37 See note 27.
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inevitably had an impact on the dialogue on migration between Turkey and the 
EU. Nevertheless, the crisis has been reduced by both parties to a conditionality 
that would impact how the remaining topics of the dialogue would advance. 
This has been one of the reasons why no concrete progress has been achieved in 
the negotiations in the past years, including on visa liberalisation. It is therefore 
essential for both Turkey and the EU to sustain the dialogue with the intention of 
concluding a long-standing partnership instead of obstructing it.
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Conference:  
EU-Turkey: Integration of refugees, 
migration deal and future relations 

13 October 2021,  
Press Club Brussels, Belgium

Welcoming Remarks
By Moderator Eli Hadzhieva

Director of Dialogue for Europe

Dear MEP Kyuchyuk, dear Ambassadors, distinguished guests, 

I am welcoming you as the Director of the Dialogue for Europe, a Brussels-
based think tank that I founded with a few voluntary friends back in 2014. Our 
think tank Dialogue for Europe in cooperation with the Ankara-based European 
Union and Global Research Association (ABKAD) is currently implementing a 
project called “Strengthening Dialogue between the EU and Turkey in the Area 
of Migration and Security”. This project funded by the European Union under 
“Supporting Civil Society Dialogue Between EU and Turkey Grant Scheme 
(CSD VI/017)” made it possible for us to be here in this conference today. And I 
would like to extend a warm welcome to our Turkish delegates. This civil society 
dialogue conference on migration together with other activities that will take 
this place this week (a networking dinner with EU institutions, meetings with 
DG NEAR, DG HOME and the European External Action Service, Turkish 
Permanent Representation to the EU, several MEPs and media representatives as 
well as a second conference at the VUB University…) constitutes the first leg of 
our 1-year project, which was launched in April 2021.

As part of the second leg of the project, 6 Belgian delegates will participate in 
a series of activities in Turkey and engage with policymakers, academics, civil 
society representatives, media, and refugee groups to increase civil society 
dialogue in the area of migration and security. 
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The third leg of our project will focus mostly on security, bringing together 
security experts from Belgium and Turkey in a conference in the European 
Parliament and in a Belgian university, while engaging in a security dialogue with 
the European Commission, the European External Action Service, civil society 
organisations, academia, media, and refugees. We believe that migration and 
security cooperation go hand in hand but cooperation should not focus solely on 
these two areas, of course. 

Today, we are here to discuss about the fate of the millions of refugees and 
migrants in Turkey and in the EU. So, I am also welcoming you as a refugee (or as 
a migrant as they define me in Turkey).  My personal story is probably the reason 
why this project is so close to my heart. 

As a 6-year-old Bulgarian citizen of Turkish origin, I was subject to forced 
migration under Todor Jivkov regime back in 1989. Following the so-called 
“Revival Process”, which involved the name-change campaign of the entire 
Turkish minority in Bulgaria, I was bullied by my peers and neighbours as “the 
other” because of my ethnicity, religion, language, and culture. My father, who 
was a judge and a human rights activist, was given 3 days to pack his luggage and 
leave or he was going to face a charged-up prison sentence, or even worse, be sent 
to a concentration camp, like Belene. My family could have chosen to apply for 
asylum in Canada or Switzerland but given the time constraint, family ties and 
geographical proximity, they opted for Turkey. Our car was part of a large convoy, 
accompanied by police forces, who were given permission to shoot us, if we left 
the convoy before reaching the Turkish border. I still remember this 1-week long 
voyage as if it were dream, where we were bathing with my mum in a nearby river 
or watching the stars on the car-roof with my dad. 

But for my parents, it must have been a nightmare to start over a new life after 
leaving their home and property behind with no job prospects, limited language 
skills and millions of unknowns. In a lucky turn of events (and good migration 
governance policies), they were given immediate citizenship in Turkey, attended 
integration courses, where they learned about the Turkish language and history 
(occasionally with my help), and found appropriate vacancies matching their 
qualifications.

As for my part, I had the opportunity to start primary school in Ankara, where 
I skipped the first-class in spite of being the only immigrant pupil. I graduated 
from high school as a valedictorian, obtained my undergraduate diploma from 
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the Middle East Technical University with high honours and benefited from the 
EU-funded Jean Monnet Scholarship to complete my master’s degree in London 
and Paris, which in turn permitted me to dedicate time and effort to EU-Turkey 
relations during my career at the OECD, the European Parliament as well as 
private and NGO sectors.

I am utterly grateful to Turkey for openly welcoming and successfully integrating 
me in the midst of a humanitarian disaster, which saw the mass exodus of some 
500,000 people like me, the biggest forced migration in history following the 
Holocaust. If that door would have stayed closed, I would have been denied 
a future or, even worse, become yet another invisible face or voice in a mass 
ethnic assimilation and cleansing campaign, as the likes of Srebrenica. I am very 
grateful to Belgium for becoming my home away from home and giving me full 
citizenship rights…Probably due to my excellent record in tax payments  I am 
also extremely grateful to the EU for making the lives of the Turkish minority in 
Bulgaria much easier. Largely due to a democratic transition and to the European 
integration process, they can now enjoy greater rights and freedoms. But of 
course, this is something our esteemed MEP guest Ilhan Kyuchyuk could tell you 
more about. 

At present, we are facing worse humanitarian disasters in Syria and Afghanistan, 
after decades of war and conflict, which pose common challenges for both the EU 
and Turkey. While cooperation in the field of migration became an important pillar 
in the EU-Turkey relations, it also led to populist discourse against “migrants” 
and increasing fear against “the other” in most EU countries. Combined with the 
terrorist threat and preoccupations about possible job losses, the phenomenon of 
migration largely contributed to the rise of right-wing parties in the EU. At the 
same time, an anti-immigrant rhetoric is becoming more and more prominent in 
Turkey. Having received around 5 million refugees (most of them being Syrians 
under temporary protection status) since 2015, Turkey has been one of the most 
affected countries by the migratory flow. 

Hence, addressing these challenges in a timely manner is of paramount 
importance for both the EU and Turkey. They are bound to work together to 
enable better integration of refugees in Turkey and the EU, to address the root-
causes of migration and its possible societal effects as well as new challenges 
caused by regional conflicts. But while doing so they should never forget that 
they are dealing with human beings, who have little hope to return to their 
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homes or who face prosecution upon their return. They are dealing with human 
beings, whose rights, such as asylum and non-refoulement, are protected under 
international law. They are dealing with human beings, who deserve a decent 
future instead of unwelcoming authorities, who treat them like aliens, who shoot 
at them at the borders or who erect fences or walls against them.

The EU-Turkey Statement of 2016 was the first step in the right direction but is it 
adequate given the current circumstances? What about the future of EU-Turkey 
relations with the accession negotiations stalled, the visa liberalisation promises 
unfilled and a Custom’s Union that is long due a revamp…? As it stands it may 
seem hard to talk about a positive agenda but we definitely need one. And we 
need not only positive messages but positive actions. 

Opening Remarks
By Ilhan Kyuchyuk 

Member of the European Parliament, Bulgaria

First of all, I would like to thank the Dialogue for Europe for inviting me to this 
Press Club meeting today and my apologies for not being able to host you at 
the European Parliament due to the COVID-19 circumstances. I am glad to 
see so many civil society actors here today to discuss this important topic and 
commend you on your EU-funded project on Turkey-EU civil society dialogue 
for migration and security, whose overall objective is achieving alignment of 
migration, foreign security and defence policies between Turkey and the EU, 
as foreseen in the association negotiations. Civil society has an important role 
to play in raising awareness about the causes and positive effects of migration, 
to achieve better mutual understanding about common challenges and to bring 
citizens and different cultures, political and economic systems closer together. 

As the Vice-Chair of the European Parliament’s Delegation to the EU-Turkey 
Joint Parliamentary Committee (JPC), I’ve worked on EU-Turkey relations 
for many years. In the Committee on Foreign Affairs, we are regularly holding 
debates on Turkey. For instance, we discussed the external EU Trust Funds and 
Turkey Refugee Facility this October. 

Being at the EU’s south-eastern frontiers, Bulgaria, is on one of the main routes 
used by people trying to reach Europe from the Middle East and Afghanistan. 
So, strengthening cooperation between the Bulgarian and Turkish authorities, as 
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well as the EU and Turkey in general, to prevent irregular migration flows is of 
crucial importance. 

Migration cooperation between the European Union and Turkey is becoming 
more and more indispensable given the situation in Syria and other places 
around the world. So, being the EU’s sixth largest trading partner, Turkey has 
also proved to be an ally of the West in the area of security and defence within the 
framework of NATO since 1952. During the Cold War, Turkey assumed a crucial 
responsibility on NATO’s security architecture as the defender of the south-
eastern wing front of the Alliance in addition to contributing to a number of 
security operations, peacekeeping missions, and efforts toward combating piracy 
and terrorism in the post-Cold War era.

Saying that, I think Turkey is playing an important role in European energy 
security following the completion of the Southern Gas Corridor and other 
potential energy projects. These longstanding and strategic ties should be also 
translated into diplomatic relations between the EU and Turkey, which have be 
hampered by the recent developments in the Eastern Mediterranean. 

Both the EU and Turkey shall seek inclusive and constructive approaches and 
avoid unilateral steps when dealing with such sensitive issues. While the current 
global political conjecture may be conductive to chaotic foreign policy decisions, 
lacking foundations, vision and coherence, the consequences of isolating a long-
term partner and ally should be carefully considered by EU Member States. 
At the same time, Turkey should play a bridge role between the East and West 
while contributing to its diversity and respecting its values. A fruitful and 
welcome cooperation in the field of migration and security could perhaps give 
a new impetus to EU-Turkey relationship and to some progress in the accession 
negotiations, which have been stalled for several years. In fact, migration and 
security are key areas where Turkey is an indispensable ally for the EU. Of course, 
the EU has to do its part of burden sharing and Turkey shall resume readmission 
of returnees from the Greek islands, which was suspended since March 2020.

 An EU-Turkey High-Level Dialogue on Migration and Security would also be 
very timely. In addition, Talent Partnerships, such as the existing ones with the 
North African countries, could be extended to Turkey. In theory, the domestic 
political situation in Turkey need not block a planned upgrade of the EU-Turkey 
Customs union as EU leaders are no longer insisting that the upgrade depends on 
Ankara improving human rights and the rule of law. 
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Last but not least, anti-migrant populism shall be countered both in Turkey and 
the EU. The rise of far-right parties in the EU and the recent anti-migrant riots 
on the streets in Turkey are hinting towards increasingly hostile environments for 
refugees and migrants both in Turkey and in the EU. I would like to thank you 
before concluding my remarks. I would like to reiterate that together with our 
colleagues and friends, we will continue cooperating on important issues, such as 
the ones that you are going to discuss today with a distinguished panel, including 
in the European Parliament. I am looking forward to a fruitful discussion and 
good conclusions, which will benefit not only EU citizens but also Turkish 
citizens.

Challenges and opportunities for the EU-Turkey partnership
By Ambassador (retired) Selim Kuneralp 

Turkey

It is a great pleasure to be back in Brussels after a number of years. I’d like to start 
by thanking Dialogue for Europe and the Press Club for hosting this meeting and 
giving me the opportunity to address this distinguished audience. I have to stress 
at the beginning that I am a retired diplomat and therefore my views are certainly 
not representative of the Turkish government and they do not necessarily 
represent the views of the civil society institution, which I am a member of. 

I have retired from the Turkish foreign service a number of years ago and I am 
quite happy to share my views on this subject. Now, onto the challenges and 
opportunities in the relationship between Turkey and the European Union. Well, 
certainly, there are challenges, there are many of them and I will try to outline 
what I see to be the most important ones in the few minutes that I have been 
allocated. 

I think that the main challenge that our relationship faces these days is how to 
adapt to the situation where, much to my regret, the accession process of Turkey, 
to say the least, is on hold from a realistic perspective. They have their sources 
both in Turkey and in the EU and it would, of course, take much more time 
to do justice on all of these things, and it is not my intention to portion blame 
and responsibility for this situation between Turkey and the EU. But the fact is 
that the blockage in the accession process of Turkey is not unique. When you 
look at the Balkan situation, and just about a week ago, there was this meeting 
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in Slovenia where the EU found itself unable to even suggest a target date for the 
accession of the Western Balkan countries. All this despite the fact that at least 
one of them has been negotiating for about 15 years, and another one has been 
waiting for accession negotiations to start for the same period of 15 years. All this 
because enlargement has a bad reputation.

 It has acquired this bad reputation because let us face it, the big bangs of 2004 
and 2007 have not produced the desired outcome. Several Eastern European 
countries, though I know that the term Eastern European countries, which 
belongs to my generation, is no longer very popular. But the fact is that several of 
these countries have failed to converge with Western Europe, at least in terms of 
values, and the failure has led to a lot of disappointment among major members 
of the European Union and has pushed them to turn their back on further 
enlargement. I have to say that while this is the reality, no one seems to stop to 
think whether things would have been better if all of these countries had not 
been admitted into the European Union some 15-17 years ago. But be that as it 
may, it is clear that by stepping away from further enlargement, the EU has lost 
its leverage with the candidate countries, not just the acquis, but the Western 
Balkans is rather difficult, I would say, to convince people that they need to align 
with the acquis of the European Union, since the acquis only applies to member 
countries of the European Union. So, if you are not going to be a member, why 
should you align with the acquis? 

As far as my own country is concerned, it is a fact that not even lip service is 
given to the objective of accession. But the fact is also that Turkey and the EU 
are condemned to live together, you cannot change the facts of geography and 
they do not have the luxury of turning their backs on each other. They have too 
many interests in common, even though I grant you that in the present political 
atmosphere Turkey and the EU can be described more or better as frenemies than 
friends. But this is the result of perceived hostility, which is voiced in a sort of 
rhetoric of the relationship and this hostility would not survive in my experience. 
The resumption of serious dialogue between the two, which I hope will start in 
the not-too-distant future. 

But meanwhile, our relationship has been reduced to a transactional one. The 
speakers who will follow me will speak about migration issues, I will not dwell 
on them, because these speakers are much more competent than me to speak 
about them. But the fact is that the migration challenge shows that when there is 
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political will, two sides can do things together. So, that is what we need to focus 
on. The EU and Turkey face common challenges in the shape of climate change, 
the pandemic, the fight against terrorism and many others. And concurrently 
the world is also changing. We are moving away from globalisation. That is 
regrettable but it is also a fact. We are moving towards a more fractured set-
up where regionalism will have a bigger weight. And it is clear that the EU’s 
decarbonisation objectives cannot be met without the active contribution of 
Turkey, which has finally, I have to say, ratified the 2015 Paris Agreement. 

So, the biggest challenge that the two sides face is a change in their respective 
mindsets. They need to go back to the spirit that prevailed in the past when they 
saw each other as strategic partners rather than rivals. 

I am old enough to remember, as an active participant, the time when the Customs 
Union was completed between Turkey and the European Union back in 1995 or 
indeed the 1999 Helsinki Council where a decision was taken to grant candidate 
status to Turkey. And I remember the euphoria, that is the right word, that both 
events generated in Turkey. At the time EU flags were displayed everywhere in 
Turkey and people really thought that membership was just around the corner. 
Difficult political problems, such as the relationship with recent Turkey, were 
addressed with enormous goodwill in Turkey at the time. And also, sincere efforts 
in domestic reform were made with results that were welcomed among Turkey’s 
partners everywhere and not just in Europe. And as a result of that, accession 
negotiations started back in 2004 and the Commission decided that Turkey had 
fulfilled the Copenhagen criteria sufficiently for that objective. 

I will not dwell on the Cyprus problem but I would say that for the EU, the 
biggest challenge it has to confront in this relationship with Turkey is the need 
to overcome the obstacle that Cyprus poses in all areas, including accession 
negotiations and the modernisation of the Customs Union. 

It is clear that for reasons that I have touched upon earlier, accession is no longer 
an option, at least for the foreseeable future. Moreover, any and every member 
of the Union retains the power of veto over the process at every stage. Of course, 
it might be considered rather hypocritical to restart the accession negotiations 
without the intention of concluding them, but the fact is that these negotiations 
are the only mechanism that the EU has for steering countries in the right 
direction. And this applies not only to Turkey as I mentioned but also to the 
Western Balkans. So, I would say that what the EU needs to do is to tune down 
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the rhetoric and convince Cyprus that the continuation of the accession process 
is in that country’s best interest too, and the same for the Customs Union whose 
modernisation is blocked for political reasons. Deepening the Customs Union, to 
add missing chapters, including agriculture, services, government procurement, 
dispute settlement and governance, would require lengthy negotiations over 
many years, but they would also force Turkey to open its market in all those areas 
to the benefit of the EU and indeed to the benefit of the Turkish consumers. 

At a time when lengthy supply chains have been shown to be vulnerable to the 
pandemic, disruption and other factors, it is also in the EU’s best interest, I think, 
to shorten these supply chains by using sources that are closer to home and 
Turkey can play a useful role in that regard. Of course, some people would retort 
that returning to normal relations might reward the present administration in 
Turkey, despite the fact that it has been moving away from European values for 
many years. As I said, progress in both the case of accession negotiations and the 
deepening of the Customs Union would in fact be fully controlled by the EU. 

Reengaging with Turkey would have the benefit of changing the direction of the 
country, which has been moving away from the West, out of the spite that the 
leadership has a feeling of what it sees as humiliation on the path of the European 
Union. In fact, the majority of the Turkish population still sees its place in 
Europe and positive gestures on the part of the EU would be welcomed by public 
opinion. At the time of approaching elections, the leadership would not be able 
to ignore such a change of mood in the population. Indeed, it might even feel 
that normalisation would bring back the foreign capital which has fled Turkey 
in recent years, partly as a result of the deteriorating relations with the EU. And 
this would certainly be welcomed by the leadership. Reengagement would also 
require resumption of alignment on the acquis and this would greatly benefit the 
majority of the Turkish population that is worried about the deterioration of the 
rule of law that has accompanied the country’s distancing from the EU. 

So finally, a few words about defence and security. As we all know, the Afghanistan 
fiasco and the rather casual way in which the United States has treated its European 
allies has spurred a fresh debate about building an autonomous European defence 
structure. After the departure of the United Kingdom, the only credible European 
army is that of France. Clearly, France on its own cannot fulfil the gap caused 
by the perceived distancing of the US from its European allies. At the moment, 
Turkey cannot play a role in such a structure both because the relations with 
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the EU are too bad to permit it and because its attempts at inclusion have been 
blocked again because of Cyprus. However, normalisation and a fresh approach 
to the Cyprus problem would change the whole scenery in a very positive way. 

Analysis and policy recommendations on the integration of 
refugees in the EU

By Dr. Koert Debeuf 
Editor-in-Chief of EUobserver and Research Associate  

at the Vrije Universiteit Brussel (VUB), Belgium

Let me tell you that the first time I came in real contact with Syrian refugees, I 
was living in Cairo and there were quite a lot of refugees coming to Cairo. I met 
a few of them and I decided to go to Northern Syria. It was 2012-2013. We went 
to Azaz, so from al-Bab border crossing, and apart from the destruction, which 
was of course horrible, I saw the human situation and actually the people living in 
a few camps. Let me just describe one of these camps. That was the end of 2012, 
which is December, snowing, very cold, and there was this camp in Azaz, which 
is not very far from Gaziantep, but in Syrian territory for full clarity. There were 
20,000 people in this camp and there was no electricity, there was no heating and 
there were no real toilets. The only food that was there was for one meal, and they 
did not know how to feed these people for the next day. As a matter of fact, there 
were 8,000 children in that camp, and there was no milk. So, when I was looking 
around, thinking how these people can survive, not just one day, but also the 
next day, I saw that all the promises from the United Nations and the Red Cross 
about helping people in Northern Syria was actually not happening. There was 
no aid coming there, and the only aid that was coming there came from Turkey 
and Saudi Arabia. So, the entire discourse that I have been hearing for a long 
time in international fora did not make sense. So, I wrote an article about it and 
the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) was very angry with me. 
But I think it showed me at that point, and also later, the actual role of Turkey in 
everything which has to do with the Syrian refugee crisis. And in total, in 2020, 
a total of 6.8 million Syrians had fled their country and 3.5 million of them and 
even more of them are settled in Turkey. 

When Europe is saying that there are many European political parties advocating 
for refugees should be welcomed in the region, not in Europe, they apparently 
don’t really care about the figures because they are already welcome in the region 
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rather than being in Europe. On top of this, it is interesting that 25% of the 
global refugee population is Syrian. So, what happened is that from 2012-2013, 
people were living in camps in Syria but also in Lebanon, in Gaziantep and in 
many other cities in Turkey, and when they started to come to Europe in 2015, 
I think many did not really understand what was going at that moment, in that 
summer of 2015 and from the beginning of 2015 onwards. First of all, there was 
still the brutal civil war, secondly, there was the brutal governance of ISIS and 
many people wanted to flee, which is quite obvious. Third, the lack of safety and 
humane conditions in many refugee camps just inside Syria as I said. And fourth 
point, let’s not forget, the changed policy towards Syrian refugees by Lebanon, 
Jordan and Egypt. Because, in Egypt, the military had taken power against the 
Muslim Brotherhood and in their minds, Syrian refugees were connected to the 
Muslim Brotherhood, so they started to send back Syrians to Turkey and most of 
them fled quite spontaneously from Cairo and other cities in Egypt.

When in 2015, one million people came to Europe, we have seen in the slipstream 
of course, that there has been, as the MEP and the Ambassador said, a growth 
of populism and extreme right parties. We have seen this in Belgium, in the 
Netherlands, of course in Germany, which was quite shocking to all of us, in 
France where Marine Le Pen had 33 percent of the votes—which was also a first 
in France, and in Italy we had the growth of the Lega Party under Matteo Salvini, 
who was after that, set to become the Deputy Prime Minister. 

If we look at the figures themselves, let me focus now on Belgium, so, in order 
to put all things in perspective, as I said, there are more than 3.5 million Syrian 
refugees in Turkey. In Belgium, there are 16,604 at the end of 2019, which puts 
Belgium on the 16th place on the list of countries hosting Syrian refugees. If you 
count the population of Belgium, it’s a bit more than 11 million or 11.6 million 
to be precise. It means that there is one refugee for every 690 people. And if you 
take the average of the municipalities in Belgium, which is around 20,000 people, 
every municipality has 28 refugees. So, the numbers are not a problem. These 
numbers are minor. You cannot say that a city of 20,000 people cannot handle 28 
refugees. This is ridiculous. 

So, what is the problem? The problem is not the numbers, the problem is 
something fundamentally different. And in my opinion, from what I have studied, 
the problem is fear. And this fear factor has been the strategy itself from ISIS in 
order to put Europeans against Syrian refugees and trying to get refugees going 
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to ISIS territory instead of European territory. If you’re interested, I’ve written 
down in my paper, the strategy of ISIS. It was very clear in August and September 
2015 when most refugees were coming to Europe. We saw a massive campaign by 
ISIS on the Internet. When normally, they published, at that time, one video per 
month in order to give a message or do some propaganda, in September they sent 
out 12 videos. Each of these videos was actually saying to the refugees “Do not go 
to Europe, they are against you. You have to go to ISIS territory”. But they did not 
do so, they went to Europe. It was the big frustration of ISIS. 

So, what did they do it? What was the reason for the attacks in Europe? It was 
maybe attacking Europe as such, but more importantly, ISIS wanted to establish a 
link between refugees and terrorism. That was the strategy. And one of the things 
that they have done, I am not sure if you remember well, is at the stadium in 
France, where one of the attacks failed. One guy blew himself up, everything was 
gone about the guy but the passport was there on the ground - his passport with 
a stamp of Greece, showing that he followed the same path with the refugees, 
to come to Europe. Showing indeed that there is a link between terrorism and 
refugees. And it worked. The message from Germany and Angela Merkel quickly 
changed because Syrians and refugees might be terrorists. And one country that 
has also played a brutal part was Russia. Russia Today has been spreading and 
amplifying messages that were not true about Syrian refugees, such as the raping 
of some Russian-speaking girl in Germany. All newspapers in Germany were full 
of it. People started to be scared. Remember the festivities in Cologne, it is still 
not clear what exactly happened but it was amplified by some non-well-meaning 
media. 

As a result of the research I have done with the Anthropology Department of 
Oxford University, we have asked Muslims in Belgium how they felt in 2016-
2017. As a matter of fact, 82 percent said they have suffered in Belgium that year 
or the year before because they were Muslims. And 86 percent said that they 
were physically or verbally attacked, publicly humiliated or had their property 
vandalised. And most of them said it was going to happen again. So, what is the 
problem that was coming out of this refugee crisis? Not because of the numbers 
but because of the discourse, is that Muslims in Europe are a problem, refugees 
in Europe are a problem. 

So, I would like to make three policy recommendations in order to try to fight 
this problem in some way or another. I could have written ten, but I’ve chosen 
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three. The first one is that we need a new economic discourse based on facts and 
figures. It is a fact that in Western Europe, for sure, but also in Eastern Europe 
where immigration is a problem, is that we will have problems paying our own 
pensions if some jobs are not going to be filled in a short period of time. You 
see in the UK right now with the supermarkets being empty because there is a 
problem with drivers. It is a different problem, I know, but we are looking for 
drivers in Europe. We can’t find them. There are enough drivers, people with a 
driving license outside Europe. And there are refugees with driving licenses, why 
don’t we connect them? This is just one example of actual jobs, vacancies that are 
not filled in, that can be filled in with people who are refugees, who should get 
the chance. The facts and figures, I think, are very clear on this. It is just a matter 
of being brave enough to talk about these figures and the need of people in order 
to support the European economy. 

Second, I think we need to fight disinformation on the EU level. To stop the 
fracturing of society, people should be better informed. Perhaps, there is a need 
for some disinformation agency at the EU level, which really does the work, much 
more that it is the case today, to fight the lies and disinformation that have been 
spread by purpose and amplified by a massive number of bots in several countries 
that we know very well. 

Third and lastly, I believe, and this is going back to my research in philosophy 
and history, is that we have to support more research that shows us back the 
reality through many ages, being that Islam and Europe have a long common 
history. I gave a lecture last night in Brussels about the importance of Baghdad 
for European renaissance and the revival of the sciences - the mathematics, 
medicine, astronomy, philosophy and so forth, I could talk hours about it but I 
think what is important is that if we want to change the discourse in Europe, then 
we also need to put efforts on this type of research on which much more light 
should be shed on.

Let me finalise with one remark, it’s a political one, and indeed it is written down 
in one chapter of my book Tribalisation. This discourse of the extreme right that 
we hear everywhere, you see the reaction often from the central parties, mostly 
the central right, who think that they can follow a little bit these extreme right 
parties, hoping that they can get some electorate from them. Those who have tried 
this lost the elections many times. It is a wrong strategy and more importantly, 
you make the discourse, this tribal discourse stronger. On the other hand, people 
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like, and I salute them, Emmanuel Macron or for that matter, Justin Trudeau have 
decided to take the opposite discourse, and Angela Merkel as well: “We welcome 
refugees, we are going to solve the problems”. And those who have been daring 
to give that message have been winning the elections. So, I believe that it is a 
lot about discourse, it is a lot about fighting disinformation and it is a lot about 
political courage. 

Evolution of the Migration Regime in Turkey, the Impact of the 
Mass Displacement of Refugees on the Dialogue on Migration 
between Turkey and the EU

By Assoc. Prof. Hatice Yazgan  
Associate Professor at the Çankırı Karatekin University and Secretary- 

General of the European Union and Global Research Association (ABKAD), Turkey

First of all, I would like to thank our partner for organising this event.  My 
presentation will be about migration management of Turkey. First, I should say 
that my colleague has written a policy paper about it. My charge is to present it 
and my presentation will be complementary to that of dear Ambassador. I would 
like to thank you for your presentation because you showed us the humanitarian 
part of the refugee issue. My presentation will be mainly academic and I will talk 
mainly about the legislation that Turkey enacted and it will demonstrate the view 
of academia and the civil society perspective. 

In fact, this is a very timely event. Because yesterday there was a high-level dialogue 
between the parties Turkey and the EU about migration and security. So first of all, 
we should say that this is a cooperation area between Turkey and the EU but I will 
turn to this cooperation area at the end of the presentation because we should say 
that there are some other areas that Turkey and the EU can cooperate on.   

Let’s turn to the EU impact. We can say that the EU has an utmost impact on 
Turkish migration management issue. Because during the history, Turkey was 
a transit country but currently it is both a transit and destination country. But 
the migration management issue started with the start of the relations between 
Turkey and the EU in 1960’s. One part of the debate is that the migration issue 
was comprising the Turkish citizens’ mobility to the EU on the one hand. And on 
the other hand, with the impact of international events, Turkey became a transit 
country and as we have seen in the Syrian crisis of 2011, this issue forced Europe 
and Turkey to cooperate on the migration management issue.
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So, in fact this issue, the crisis in Syria, coincided with the stagnation of the 
accession negotiations between Turkey and the EU and some circles in both 
Turkey and the EU saw this as an opportunity to revive the relations.

In fact, Turkey began to prepare for migration management legislation before the 
Syrian crisis and this was the EU impact indeed. A new migration governance has 
emerged with the EU impact. According to the literature, this is defined as Turkey 
has liberalised its migration management, its legislation with the EU impact and 
with the impact of global affairs and convenient domestic circumstances.

Against this background, I would like to emphasise some of the legislative steps 
that Turkey has undertaken. In 1999, after Turkey was proclaimed a candidate 
country, some main EU documents were released such as the Accession 
Partnership document and in response to this, we know that there was a National 
Programme for the Adoption of the Acquis. All these enabled Turkey to harmonise 
its legislation with the Acquis communautaire. 

Regarding the migration, I will emphasise some of the milestones that Turkey has 
enacted to liberalise and to harmonise its legislation with the EU. For example, 
in 2003, we saw the Law on Work Permits of Foreigners, which accelerated the 
procedure for work permits of foreigners. In 2005, there is the Turkish National 
Action Plan for Asylum and Migration. This was important because this 
Action Plan enabled a roadmap and a timetable for Turkey to do the necessary 
preparations. And a comprehensive legislation came into force in 2013. It is the 
Law on Foreigners and International Protection. This was an important year 
because there were other agreements that entered into force that I will talk about. 
In fact, this legislation was an extension of the Action Plan. I will just point out 
the main issues like the establishment of the Directorate General of Migration 
Management under the Ministry of Interior of the Turkish Republic. Different 
types of international protection have been designed with this law.

After that, when we look at the other milestones, there is a Readmission 
Agreement signed between Turkey and the EU in 2013, and it was about the 
procedures for the readmission of the people who entered the EU territories from 
Turkey irregularly. And in parallel with the agreement, we see that there is a visa 
liberalisation dialogue established between Turkey and the EU. We see that this 
roadmap was aiming to establish a visa liberalisation dialogue in order to ease the 
Turkish citizens’ entry into the European Union. But there were about 72 criteria.
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There was another Joint Action Plan in 2015. Its aim was to strengthen the 
cooperation to support the Syrians under temporary protection in Turkey. Here 
there were commitments of Turkey and commitments of the EU as well. The 
EU’s obligation was mainly to provide humanitarian assistance to these refugees. 
Commitments of Turkey were, on the other hand, registration of migrations, 
facilitating the access to public health, education, and other public services. 
Following this action plan, a further step was the EU-Turkey Statement of 18 
March 2016. This is a very significant statement. It is also subject to many debates. 
After this statement, we see that there is a decrease in the number of refugees 
going to Europe, to Greece. On the other hand, there are some other debated 
issues.

There is the 1+1 formula, I know that most of you know about it. There is this 
other issue, that the EU has promised to disburse 3+3 billion Euros to be spent for 
the refugees. The Facility for Refugees in Turkey was established at the same time 
and the projects were designed to assist the refugees here. With all the legislative 
preparations, we see that the visa liberalisation roadmap and the Customs Union 
modernisation, that dear Ambassador talked about, were also in the same package 
and the acceleration of the negotiations were on the table as well. When we look 
at the progress, we see that there are also some remaining criteria to be completed 
by Turkey concerning the visa liberalization process. 

When we look at the mentioned legislation, we see that Turkey has really 
made some good progress in liberalising its legislation regarding migration 
management. On the other hand, we see that there are some partnerships 
established between Turkey and the EU. My colleague who has written the policy 
paper just recommended the education of Syrian children during the primary 
school level. So, at these schools at the beginning, the education was given to 
these children by Syrian charity organisations. But then, these organisations have 
been embedded in the Turkish national education system. We see that there are 
lots of projects about integrating these children to the primary schools in Turkey. 
According to the current numbers, we see around one million Syrian children 
at the primary school level and around %80 of them have been integrated in the 
Turkish national education system. But there are problems as well. We see that 
many Syrian children are born in Turkey and the language barrier is decreasing 
but we see other problems like the need for teachers, the needs for traumatised 
Syrian children and there are some issues about the language barrier as well. 
Many things can be done about these children. In Turkish academic literature, 
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we see some academic work about integrating the Syrian workers in the Turkish 
agriculture sector and the cooperation between Turkey and the EU. But this is 
also a sensitive issue, integrating the migrants to the society, to the employment 
sector, on which there is some academic work going on in Turkey.

Finally, I can say that currently Turkey-EU relations are often described as 
contractual and the cooperation between Turkey and the EU seems to be 
downgraded to only migration, which is not preferable from the perspective of 
academics and civil society organisations. Turkey has been declared a candidate 
country in 1999 and the accession negotiations started in 2005 and 16 negotiation 
chapters have been opened so far. There are some chapters that have been blocked. 
In 2020, for the coming years, there was a positive agenda but this was not new, 
as in 2012 we had seen another positive agenda, yet there was not much progress. 
In Turkey, there is an academic community especially focusing on EU affairs 
and these academics and civil society would like to participate in the Future of 
Europe discussions. These debates may include climate change, digitalisation and 
other agenda items of the EU. So, we want to be part of these discussions and the 
relations couldn’t be downgraded to only migration. 

Impact of the Afghanistan crisis on refugee flows, EU-Turkey 
migration deal and future of EU-Turkey relations

By Samuel Doveri Vesterbye 
Managing Director of the European Neighbourhood Council, Belgium

I had the pleasure to write a research paper in the past few weeks together with 
a Turkish academic called Fulya Memişoğlu from Yıldız University and in this 
research paper what we try to do essentially is we compile data from both my own 
research in Central Asia, which is kind of a dataset of over 600 survey respondents 
and we then combine that together with Associate Professor Memişoğlu’s findings 
from about 333 semi-structured interviews with Afghan refugees or Afghan 
citizens with protection status within Turkey. Now, what we essentially also try 
to do with this paper is we try to understand, based on these two datasets and 
also based on a kind of wider literature review that we do, whether there are root-
causes to the migration, which might be more useful or at least equally useful to 
tackle for the EU and Turkey in common, which go beyond trying to only tackle 
migration management. 
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Let me start with the question that we asked ourselves: Why is it relevant to 
understand what is behind migration management? Well, at the core of the 
problem when we did the literature review, and also looked into other authors 
and data from IMF and the UN and other agencies, what we understand is, and 
it is fundamentally backed up with our own research as well, is that regional 
instability, lacking economic opportunity, different types of humanitarian 
disasters like droughts and so on, but also forced displacement are really at the 
essence of everything that we are discussing here today. 

So, we started looking at this theoretically in the sense that you have the EU and 
Turkey dealing with kind of a leaking sink let us say, not to be impolite about 
it, but the major issue in terms of policy and a very big spending policy, which 
nonetheless appears to be fundamentally unsustainable on the longer term. So, 
we approached this research like that and very briefly, we looked at many different 
kinds of data but I can just mention it through. So, for example, things like the 
level of GDP per capita. 

When you look at GDP per capita in Afghanistan, not only has it practically 
stood still for the past two decades but it is also fundamentally lower than even 
developing country averages, let alone the world average. So, then you add this to 
the fact that you have your 60 plus percent humanitarian disaster levels affecting 
agricultural land in Afghanistan in more than 50 percent of the country. You 
had, on top of that, the fact that the International Terror Index, year by year from 
2002 to 2020, ranks Afghanistan between 1st and 4th in the world, continuously. 
And you start realising that these three so-called push factors for migration that 
I mentioned before, which we then also do more research on as well, are really 
a root-cause and a quite serious issue to tackle, which necessitates more policy 
attention than only migration management.

So, very briefly about Afghanistan and Central Asia, but for all points and 
purposes, one can easily add Syria into this equation as well and many others too 
that suffer from similar problems. In Afghanistan and Central Asia, the figures 
point to a very much deteriorating situation with potential regional spill-over. 
According to the UN, the figure of IDPs was estimated around 3 million by the 
end of 2020, while it is now estimated that in the last 6 months, at least from 
January to July, we have an increase again with over half a million in Afghanistan. 
Approximately 18 million of Afghanistan’s population are deemed in need of 
humanitarian aid. When we looked at the neighbouring countries, especially in 
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Central Asia, the region I deal with a lot as well in my job, we see both from UN 
figures, but also from dialogue groups that we had with development workers, 
with diplomats and with SMEs and businesspeople in the region, that all of them 
confirm over and over again that there is a high level of displacement, that there 
is high humanitarian need, that whether they are dealing with it in the business 
perspective or with a development perspective or diplomatic perspective, they 
notice this and they consider it an issue.

On top of that, I think it is important to add that Covid-19 only exacerbates this 
already extremely precarious situation in the region. We did polls and surveys 
across all of Central Asia with the exception of Turkmenistan and it is confirmed 
that labour migrants, women, children, refugees and stateless people are the 
number one most vulnerable community, they are the ones who are the most 
affected both by Covid-19 but also by the list of precarious issues that I mentioned 
before. This, of course, we have semi-structured interviews with around 400 
people from the region that confirm that these things may also relate to migration, 
radicalisation, lack of education, and all these kinds of vulnerable communities 
that fall into quite difficult situations as a result of lacking humanitarian attention, 
lacking funding, and sometimes lacking international attention.

Now, with regards to tackling the root-causes of migration, the study that we 
conducted with the 330 Afghans in Turkey confirm that the 62.6% of respondents 
believe that the primary reason as a push factor to leave Afghanistan to then go 
to either Turkey or the European Union is economic. 66.3%, which is higher, say 
violence or different types of threats, abuse and so forth. Then 34.3% mention 
rights and freedoms, 28.2% mention family or personal reasons and then 18.5% 
mention access to services like clean water, electricity, so on and so forth.

Based on all of these factors, we estimate or at least find it pretty clear that migration 
will remain a key policy and a priority both in the EU and Turkey. Looking at the 
enormous and catastrophic impact of what I mentioned in terms of figures, it can 
only stay on the main priority of both the EU and Turkey. Number two, migration 
management is an important part to overcome what I presented up here, but the 
root-causes of migration and here notably, the socioeconomic and the violence 
that I mentioned, and which is fundamentally clear in the figures, is both present 
and should be tackled much more. And then number three, other policies are 
many or necessary in order to be able to tackle these issues and here we propose 
in the research, some recommendations and notably recommendations for the 
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EU and Turkey to basically try to coordinate a series of policy areas more, those 
are development, they are economic development, trade policy and security, 
and also to have more dialogue, continued dialogue, of course on migration and 
everything that goes with this.

We had other recommendations and points as well but perhaps I will go through 
a few. So, first, supporting international humanitarian missions and corridors 
and providing support within conflict areas. Number two, informing regional 
countries and partners, such as Afghanistan, about the need for international 
humanitarian support, and doing a lot of this kind of communication and 
awareness for EU citizens who are not fundamentally aware of the impact that 
these catastrophic figures will have on the overall region. And then, finally, 
working towards a type of harmonisation on foreign, security, defence, and 
development policy. And here, the first steps are really more meetings between 
the Turkish Coordination and Cooperation Agency (TIKA) and Directorate-
General for International Partnerships (INTPA) or the old DEVCO and other 
types of meetings of that sort.
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the European Union and Turkey in 
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Welcoming Remarks: 
By Prof. Dr. Florian Trauner 

Director of the Research Centre for Migration, Diversity and Justice and  
Jean Monnet Chair at the Vrije Universiteit Brussel (VUB)

I have three tasks. The first one is to welcome our distinguished guests here, 
the panellists. Welcome formally. The second one is to make some shameless 
promotion of the host institution, the VUB. And the third one is to make a short 
introduction to the topic.

On behalf of the VUB, we are very pleased to have you here and to have this 
event. The topic is very related to the set of expertise we have here at the Brussels 
Interdisciplinary Research Centre on Migration and Minorities (BIRM). BIRM 
is hosting more than a hundred VUB researchers of 11 disciplines including 
political science, law but also linguistics, psychology, education, and medicine. 
We’re covering all kinds of minority and migration related areas of research and 
we make these kinds of events. If you’re interested, please follow us on Twitter 
and our website and stay tuned with us.

The third thing is that I would like to briefly introduce the topic of today. After 
all, the EU-Turkey cooperation on migration issues is one of the big items of the 
overall agenda between the EU and Turkey. The EU and Turkey have had a long 
cooperation on migration issues already but certainly, without any doubt, the key 
game changer milestone was the EU-Turkey Migration Deal of March 2016. Just 
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to recall briefly what happened back then, the EU and Turkey agreed that the EU 
would send back all migrants irrespective of their status departing irregularly 
from Turkey towards Greece. And in exchange, the EU offered a few incentives. 
Those were, back then, re-energising accession talks with Turkey, resettle up to 
72,000 migrants directly from Turkey into the EU, accelerate the visa-free travel 
scheme for Turkish citizens, provide up to €6 billion for support measures to 
integrate Syrians in Turkey, and then there was also some extra stuff for Greece 
on the border.

That was back then basically the key elements of the EU-Turkey deal. We have 
seen that on the post-deal, the arrival numbers in Greek islands decreased 
considerably, to around 28,000. This was far less than 72,000 which was agreed 
upon, where migrants were directly resettled from Turkey to the EU. Throughout 
the years there were relatively low numbers of returns taking place from Greece to 
Turkey. Turkey has repeatedly stopped the readmission of migrants who entered 
Greek islands if there were some Turkish-European tensions. The EU assistance 
was probably the most tangible outcome for the Turkish side. Most of the money 
allocated has been spent. In 2020, the EU committed an additional €485 million 
to prolong the agreement, at least in the short term. Other points have not been 
implemented, it’s clear for everyone that the EU accession process has been frozen, 
very little is happening there. The visa-free regime did not materialise either. The 
European Parliament asked for some changes in the Turkish counter-terrorism 
laws; there is a pre-condition to get visa-free travel, which was not accepted by 
the Turkish side.

So here, the cooperation has turned quite complicated. Right now, almost 3.7 
million Syrians live in Turkey, this is 1 million more than in 2016 when the deal 
was signed. So overall, we see that the EU and Turkey cooperate on migration 
issues in some regard but it’s not a friction-free cooperation. In the EU, there’s a 
lot of talk that President Erdoğan could use the migration issues to blackmail the 
Europeans in certain moments. In Turkey, there’s a growing fear that more and 
more migrants are getting stuck in the country, while seeking to go to Europe. So, 
the question, and I look very much forward to have the input of the experts as to 
what we can expect, what do we know now, what is happening right now. Also, 
there are more Afghans trying to enter Turkey.  So, it’s a very topical issue. 
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Welcoming Remarks
By Moderator Eli Hadzhieva

Director of Dialogue for Europe

Thank you very much for being with us today. I am really grateful you could 
make it here, despite the Covid-19 pandemic. But the students present today 
would perhaps agree with me that it feels great to be in a classroom again. I have 
this feeling after giving university lectures online for almost 2 years.

A big thanks to Professor Florian Trauner and the VUB team (especially Irina Van 
der Vet, Mine Yıldız and Jess Callebaut) for hosting us at this campus. When I 
was a master student at the King’s College London, I watched a movie at a festival 
called “Stolen Eyes”. It was about the forced migration, to which I was subject 
under the Todor Jivkov regime as a 6-year old back in 1989. 

This so-called “Revival Process” involved the name-change campaign of the 
entire Turkish minority in Bulgaria and the ban of the Turkish language or the 
manifestation of any religious or cultural rites. My father, a judge and a human 
rights activist, was given 3 days to pack his luggage and leave or he was going to 
face a trumped-up prison sentence, or even worse, be sent to a concentration 
camp. As part of a large convoy of cars, we were accompanied by police forces, 
who were given permission to shoot us, if we left the convoy before reaching the 
Turkish border. 

After seeing this movie, I talked to my university professor and decided to 
change my dissertation subject. I went back to Bulgaria to do research about the 
“Integration of the Turkish minority in the Process of Bulgaria’s EU Accession”. 
My thesis led to a number of encounters, which brought me to Brussels as a 
parliamentary attaché to a Bulgarian MEP in the European Parliament.

Our Brussels think tank Dialogue for Europe in cooperation with the 
Ankara-based European Union and Global Research Association (ABKAD) 
is currently implementing a project called “Strengthening Dialogue between the 
EU and Turkey in the Area of Migration and Security” to address these challenges.

 This project funded by the European Union under “Supporting Civil Society 
Dialogue Between EU and Turkey Grant Scheme (CSD VI/017)”. In the 
framework of our project, 5 delegates from Turkey are visiting Brussels to engage 
with multiple stakeholders. Thank you,  President of ABKAD Murat Kavalalı, 
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Ambassador Selim Kuneralp, Mithat Can Baydarol, Professor Hatice Yazgan and 
our project assistant Efe Can Çeliksoy for being with us today. And I probably 
couldn’t thank you enough but I really appreciate your efforts to bring the 
visibility materials of the project all the way from Turkey.

It has been a tiring week for our delegates, as we had a conference at the Press Club, 
a networking dinner with EU institutions, meetings with DG NEAR, DG HOME 
and the European External Action Service, Turkish Permanent Representation 
to the EU, several MEPs. They have been zigzagging between the EU institutions 
(and counting the steps they walked without too many complaints) but also 
meeting with civil society, media representatives, academics and refugees. Our 
1-year project will continue its civil society dialogue activities on migration 
and security in Turkey and Belgium. We asked a number of academics and 
civil society representatives from Belgium and Turkey to come up with policy 
recommendations to increase cooperation in the area of migration and security, 
which will be compiled in a publication at the end of the project. 

During my work at the Committees on Foreign Affairs, Justice, Liberties and 
Home Affairs, International Trade, Human Rights Committees and EU-Turkey 
Joint Parliamentary Committee in 2008-2012, EU-Turkey relations had a rather 
good momentum. I remember drafting an own initiative report on EU-Turkey 
trade relations and Custom’s Union (that was described as the most positive 
report that the European Parliament has ever adopted on Turkey) and there were 
encouraging developments in the accession negotiations although problems 
related to the readmission agreement and Cyprus were often on the table. But EU-
Turkey relations started to enter a down spiral ever since and tensions reached 
their height in the Eastern Mediterranean. This was probably a warning sign for 
both sides that a positive momentum was needed. 

At present, we are facing devastating humanitarian disasters in Syria and 
Afghanistan, after decades of war and conflict, which pose common challenges 
for both the EU and Turkey. While cooperation in the field of migration became 
an important pillar in the EU-Turkey relations, it also led to populist discourse 
against “migrants” and increasing fear against “the other” in most EU countries. 
Combined with the terrorist threat and preoccupations about possible job losses, 
the phenomenon of migration largely contributed to the rise of right-wing parties 
in the EU. At the same time, an anti-immigrant rhetoric is becoming more and 
more prominent in Turkey. 
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Having received around 5 million refugees (most of them being Syrians under 
temporary protection status) since 2015, Turkey is the most affected country by 
the migratory flow. 

Hence, addressing these challenges in a timely manner is of paramount 
importance for both the EU and Turkey. They are bound to work together to 
enable better integration of refugees in Turkey and the EU, to address the root-
causes of migration and its possible societal effects as well as new challenges 
caused by regional conflicts. 

But while doing so they should never forget that they are dealing with human 
beings, who have little hope to return to their homes or who face prosecution 
upon their return. They are dealing with human beings, whose rights, such as 
asylum and non-refoulement, are protected under international law. They are 
dealing with human beings, who deserve a decent future instead of unwelcoming 
authorities, who treat them like aliens, who shoot at them at the borders or who 
erect fences or walls against them.

The EU-Turkey Statement of 2016 was the first step in the right direction but is it 
adequate given the current circumstances? What about the future of EU-Turkey 
relations …? As it stands it may seem hard to talk about a positive agenda but we 
definitely need one. And we need not only positive messages but positive actions. 

Challenges and opportunities for the EU-Turkey partnership
By Ambassador (retired) Selim Kuneralp 

Turkey

Thank you very much for the cooperation that Dialogue for Europe is giving 
to my civil society organisation whose members are here and which Dialogue 
for Europe collaborated with in this project. I’d like to thank Professor Florian 
Trauner for this introduction and for his hospitality today. It’s a great pleasure 
to be visiting your university and speaking to students. I could see that there are 
other people than students in the room and it is of course a pleasure to speak to 
academics also. I am a retired diplomat and therefore whatever I say does not 
commit the Turkish government or does not represent its views, so I speak for 
myself and not even for the NGO, some of whose members are participating in 
this meeting.
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Now, I have been asked to speak about the challenges and opportunities in the 
relationship between Turkey and the European Union. I think that the principal 
challenge that Turkey-EU relations face these days is to adapt to the present 
situation where the enlargement process has come to hold and the accession of 
Turkey to the European Union is no longer a realistic perspective at least for the 
foreseeable future. They arise partly from Turkey and partly from the European 
Union and it would of course take too much time to analyse them and to give 
them justice and I’m not going to portion blame and responsibility for this 
situation between Turkey and the EU. But the fact is that the accession of Turkey 
to the European Union is no longer a realistic prospect and it is clear that the 
enlargement in general has come to hold. 

So, it’s not just about Turkey but also the Western Balkans, for instance. Only about 
ten days ago, there was this summit meeting in Slovenia with the participation 
of 27 leaders of the EU Member States and they were totally unable to give a 
clear perspective of accession to the five countries in the Western Balkans that 
have been waiting for accession for 15 years. There is this one country, which 
was given candidate status 15 years ago, there is another one which applied for 
accession and has still not been able to start accession negotiations. None of these 
countries was given a clear perspective, which must be a clear disappointment for 
them. And if you look at the reasons why this is happening, of course it’s because 
enlargement has a bad reputation.

The big bang enlargements of 2004 and 2007 have not produced the expected 
result, and the countries of Central and Eastern Europe have not converged 
in terms of values with those of Western Europe, and you can see it in Poland, 
Hungary, Czech Republic, and some others. You can see that this is not happening. 
Of course, no one seems to sit back and consider what would have happened 
and if things would have been better if these countries had not acceded to the 
European Union. That doesn’t seem to mobilise people’s attention too much. They 
focus on the failures but not too much attention is given to what the alternative 
would have been. Be that as it may, by moving away from enlargement and the 
accession of the Western Balkan countries and of Turkey, the European Union 
has lost its leverage over this whole region and these countries. It is very difficult 
to convince the country that is no longer given the perspective of accession, that 
it has to align its policies and legislation and practice on criteria or rules designed 
for the members of the European Union. So, if you are not going to be a member 
of the European Union, why should you bother about things like Copenhagen 
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criteria, rule of law, and so on? You might want to do it for your own benefit, but 
the leverage of the Union disappears. Once the accession is taken away, there is 
no way which the European Union can influence these countries.

As far as Turkey is concerned, you don’t even hear lip service anymore to the 
objective of accession, neither in Turkey nor in the European Union. But the 
fact is that Turkey and the EU are condemned to live together, they don’t have 
the luxury of turning their backs on each other. They have too many interests in 
common for that to happen. Even though, of course, when you look at the media, 
you would be forgiven for thinking that they see each other as frenemies rather 
than friends. In my long experience of this relationship, I feel that this perceived 
hostility is very shallow and if there was a change of rhetoric, it would disappear 
very quickly. So, I hope that this will happen in the not-too-distant future. 

But meanwhile, our relationship has been reduced to a transactional one. You 
will hear more about that later. I will simply underline the facts that other than 
migration, we have other common challenges like climate change, the pandemic, 
the fight against terrorism and many others. And of course, the world is also 
changing at the same time. We are moving away from globalisation towards a 
more regional structure and a more fractured set-up. And it is also clear that the 
EU’s decarbonisation objectives cannot be met without the active cooperation of 
Turkey, which has finally ratified the 2015 Paris Agreement. 

So, the biggest challenge, I might say, is the respective mindsets on the two sides. 
These need to change and they need to go back to the time when they saw each 
other not as rivals but as strategic partners. I am old enough to remember, as an 
active participant back then, what happened back in 1995, when the Customs 
Union was completed between Turkey and the European Union, and 1999 
when Turkey was given candidate status at the Helsinki Council. There was a 
lot of euphoria in Turkey, EU flags were displayed everywhere, and people 
started thinking that membership was just around the corner. And difficult 
issues, problems with Greece and Cyprus were revisited with a lot of goodwill 
in Turkey and really an effort was made to settle them. At the time, there was a 
lot of domestic reform taking place in the country to align with the Copenhagen 
criteria and to align on the acquis of the European Union in the areas expected 
from negotiating candidates. 

I won’t dwell on the Cyprus problem but I would say that from the EU side, the big 
challenge is to overcome the obstacle that the Cyprus problem poses in all areas, 
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including accession negotiations and the modernisation of the Customs Union. It 
is clear that for reasons that I have touched upon earlier, we are no longer talking 
about accession. But the fact is any and every member of the Union retains the 
power of veto over the process at every stage of the accession, and that goes to 
Cyprus, too. 

So, you might consider it hypocritical to restart the accession negotiations without 
the objective of concluding them, but as I was saying earlier, these negotiations 
are the only mechanism that the EU has to influence Turkey or indeed the 
Western Balkans. So, I would say the EU needs to convince Cyprus that it is in 
its interest also to resume through the European Union dialogue with Turkey 
and that preventing the accession process from moving on is not going to help 
settling the Cyprus problem. 

Now, a few words about the Customs Union, which at the moment since 1995 
is the most concrete element of cooperation between Turkey and the European 
Union, which covers industrial products, but there are a number of areas missing 
such as procurement, agriculture, dispute settlement. Simply because the Customs 
Union was designed back in the 1970s, the acquis of the European Union did not 
cover these areas very much. 

What we need to do is to start negotiations in these areas and it would be in 
the interest of the European Union because Turkey is a big market and the 
access would be improved also. As I was saying earlier, we are no longer in such 
a globalised world as we were. Supply chains are shortening and Turkey is just 
next door to the European Union. And EU consumers would benefit from using 
Turkish products in replacement of more distant ones. Of course, some people 
would retort that returning to normal relations with the present regime in Turkey 
might reward it, despite the fact that it has been moving away from European 
values for a long time. 

As I said earlier, the process in both the case of the Customs Union and accession 
would be fully controlled by the Commission and I speak of experience because 
I was present at the negotiations in the 1990s. 

So, reengaging with Turkey would help move the country in the right direction 
ahead of the upcoming elections and it would not cost the EU very much because 
this is a very long process controlled by the EU. It would require leverage, but it 
would be able to control the length and the duration of this process. So, there is 
not very much cost for the EU in that. In Turkey, too, the feeling of frustration, 
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humiliation that is widely shared not just by the leadership but also the public 
opinion, media, opposition, and so on, would also disappear if this hand was 
extended.

Now finally, a few words about defence and security. As we all know, the 
Afghanistan fiasco and the rather casual way in which the United States has 
treated its European allies and partners has spread a new debate in Europe about 
strategic autonomy, I think it is the technical term that they use, namely ensuring 
that the European Union can deal with its own defence and not rely on the United 
States umbrella as much as in the past. But it is also a fact that after the departure 
of the United Kingdom, France is the only country in Europe with a credible 
military role or structure and of course, France, on its own, cannot play the role of 
defence for the European Union and the other member states. Germany to begin 
with, are very far away from wanting to spend on defence as much as would be 
necessary. So, in the short term, Turkey could play a role as the second largest 
army in NATO and efforts have been made by the Turkish leadership in that 
direction but again, they have been dropped by political obstacles, Cyprus being 
the principal one. So, that’s another area we could work on together. 

Analysis and policy recommendations on the integration of 
refugees in the EU

By Dr. Koert Debeuf 
Editor-in Chief of EUobserver and Research Associate  

at the Vrije Universiteit Brussel (VUB)

In 1989, when the Berlin Wall fell, in the world, there were seven walls in the 
world. Today in 2021 there are 77 walls in the world between countries. So, I saw 
a few days ago, also someone from Ceuta, this Spanish enclave in Morocco, and 
she said that in 1985, there were no walls at all, so people could walk in and out. 
Today, funny enough or not funny enough is when you live in Ceuta, you are 
surrounded by one huge wall of iron, which makes living in Ceuta like living in 
a prison. So, they are living in an open-air prison. On one side there is the sea, of 
course they can cross but on the other side, it is almost impossible to go back and 
forth to Morocco in an easy way. So, this is just to say one thing to repeat what 
the Ambassador has said, the world is closing itself down. Free traffic and human 
traveling have been massively constrained.
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I have been to Syria three times before the war and three times during the war. 
Before the war, in a legal way, during the war, in an illegal way. It was possible 
because there was actually no fence between Turkey and Syria. There were some 
border controls, but it was perfectly possible to cross the border just like that. 
That has changed too, today, and in a way, I don’t think Turkey is to blame for this, 
as everyone is building walls, they are even building a wall between Lithuania and 
Belarus and between Poland and Belarus. 

But if you look at the numbers, it is understandable why Turkey is trying to 
stop, in a way, Syrian migration. In total, there are 6.8 million Syrian refugees 
which is 25 percent of the total number of refugees in the world and 3.5 million 
of them are settled in Turkey. And just to make a comparison between the 
numbers themselves, Belgium has 11.4 million inhabitants, Turkey has 85 million 
inhabitants. About the refugees, Belgium has 16,604 refugees and Turkey has, as 
I said, 3.5 million. So, in terms of population, Turkey is eight times bigger than 
Belgium. In terms of refugees, just Syrian refugees, it is 350 times bigger than 
Belgium. But Belgium is in the middle of the pack in comparison to Germany, 
etc. Anyway, it is Europe that makes the biggest problems about migration right 
now. 

If I go back deeper to the numbers, we could say that the average municipality 
in Belgium has around 19,781 inhabitants, if we divide this by the number of 
refugees, we can say that for every Belgian municipality there are only 28 refugees, 
which is not much. So, what is the problem here? It is not the numbers. For me, 
the problem with the refugees has been fear. Fear for no integration, fear for 
terrorism, that is clear. In my paper, I have tried to show that this fear is exactly 
the goal, or was the goal, of the Islamic State. When all the refugees came to 
Europe in July 2015, they have tried to get these refugees back to Syria and Iraq, 
saying “you are Muslims, you belong to the Islamic state and not to Europe where 
they will hate you”. But that didn’t work, they even sent 12 videos in September 
to try to convince these refugees saying, “don’t go to Europe, you don’t belong 
there”. They went anyway for obvious reasons which we would say, but ISIS was 
not convinced of them. So, what they tried to do was to fracture Europe, and 
increase the fear for refugees. 

How did they do that? By terrorist attacks. So, one could say that terrorist attacks 
are, you could find many reasons for doing that, but if you read the documents that 
they published and their strategy, which is taken out of the Internet unfortunately. 
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But in 2015-2016 it was still on the Internet, and in English, so I was lucky to read 
it. It was not a nice read but it was interesting. So, they wanted to fracture Europe 
and set up a “European Christian population” against the Muslim population. 
And to do that, they had to make the Muslims more dangerous. So, the terrorist 
attacks were an ISIS strategy to get a polarisation between the old Europeans and 
the new Europeans. And one of the things that they also did was that, to make 
sure that this worked, was to put a trace on the attacks to blame the refugees. They 
put a passport in Paris on the place where one of the attackers blew himself up. A 
passport with a stamp of Greece, showing “look this is the trace showing that he 
came from Syria over Turkey to Greece, to Paris and later to Brussels”. It worked. 
Because there was fear in the European population. 

But this fear has also been built up with the help by Russia. Because many thought 
that Russia helped to push the refugees to Europe. They did but to a minor 
extent. What they did was much more effective, they used their media, Russia 
Today, Sputnik, their Twitter channel and so on so forth to push messages, false 
messages, fake news about a girl being raped by Syrian refugees and so on, so 
forth, making the headlines in all German newspapers. And of course, this made 
the Germans angry, and they asked: “Why are we hosting 1 million refugees?”. 

The effect of that was, and I have done research together with the Anthropology 
Department of the Oxford University, this kind of atmosphere on the Muslims in 
Europe, that 82 percent of respondents in Belgium (we did it also in the UK and 
in France) said that in the years after 2015, that they suffered because they were 
Muslims. And 86 percent of them said that their family have been physically or 
verbally attacked, publicly humiliated or they have property that has been publicly 
vandalised and stolen. 63 percent consider violence against Muslims in the world 
as personally significant and 69 percent of them believe that these acts of violence 
will happen again. So, this polarisation and the fractioning of the society in 
Belgium and in the rest of Europe has been a consequence of this refugee influx. 
Not a consequence of the refugees themselves but of the propaganda people have 
been using around the refugee crisis to make Europe weaker. 

So, what can we do against this? And I would like to give three short policy 
recommendations. The first one is that I think we need a new economic discourse 
based on facts and figures. There is an imbalance in Europe’s labour market, there 
is some unemployment, that is clear, and on the other hand, there are some 
vacancies that are not being filled. Today, we see problems with supermarkets 
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that kind of have empty shelves. I was getting food a few days ago and I was like, 
what is going on, there was a strike, but on the other hand, there is a lack of truck 
drivers. It’s the same in the UK, but for different reasons. There is a massive lack 
of truck drivers, so people apparently do not want to do that. While I am sure 
that there is a massive number of Syrians who are very excellent truck drivers, as 
my experience tells me. Don’t ask Egyptians, ask the Syrians to drive in Belgium. 
I lived in Egypt so I can say that. But the facts and the figures show that we need 
some migration if it’s only to pay for our very expensive pension plan in Europe. 
So, the figures and the facts are there but the calculation about who we need and 
how we should perhaps use migration to make both sides happy, the migrants 
and the refugees and the enterprises that need these people.

Secondly, I think we urgently need to fight disinformation on the European level. 
I think we need a disinformation agency fighting against what is today mostly 
a problem with Russia, we have to say as it is, but not only Russia. It’s also the 
extreme right who is exploiting this, and we need to fight disinformation in a 
more structured and organised way.

And point three, I think this entire discourse that has been set up but is much 
older today is this idea that Europe and Islam are two things that do not fit 
together. As a matter of fact, Europe and Islam are working together already since 
the 7th century where Islam has been founded. I am talking about Spain but 
not just about Spain, southern Italy, the Balkans and much more. Often people 
say that we stopped the Muslims in 1732 and in 1529 and in 1683. As a matter 
of fact, in the European army, the most effective force were the Muslims who 
lived in Poland who were on the other side of the battle. So, things are much 
more blurred but in general, it’s my PhD in philosophy. The impact of Islamic 
philosophy and science has been so important, and I think we have to put this 
back on the agenda again to show that they are not opposites but they are one and 
the same civilisations. Thank you very much.
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Evolution of the migration regime in Turkey, the impact of the 
mass displacement of refugees on the dialogue on migration 
between Turkey and the EU

By Assoc. Prof. Hatice Yazgan 
Associate Professor at the Çankırı Karatekin University and Secretary-General of the 

European Union and Global Research Association (ABKAD)

First of all, I am going to start with the introduction of our association. It’s the 
European Union and Global Research Association, ABKAD. It was founded in 
2014 and it has 66 members, most of them are academics, diplomats and former 
bureaucrats, who are dedicated to Turkey’s EU process. Currently we are doing 
this project with Eli from Dialogue for Europe and I want to thank you for your 
efforts. As you mentioned I am from Çankırı Karatekin University. It’s a new and 
young university which is located in the north of Ankara, the capital. I am happy 
to contribute to the students who are coming from different parts of Turkey. So, 
it’s a really big contribution for me because I am giving EU lectures and these 
lectures contribute to each student’s perception of Europe, I think.

Last but not least, I would like to thank Prof. Dr. Florian Trauner for his hospitality 
and we are working in the same Editorial Board of Ankara Review of European 
Studies, which can be reached online.

In fact, my presentation will be based on the policy paper, which was written by 
my colleague İdil Çetin from TOBB University. I will try to assess how Turkey’s 
migration regime has been affected by the EU accession process. 

Firstly, we should say that Turkey is a transit and destination country. In fact, this 
issue started from the establishment of the institutional relations with the European 
Union. At that time, its name was the European Economic Community in the 
1960’s. When we look at the institutional relations, firstly, the debate on migration 
was about Turkish workers’ visits to the EU countries for work or other reasons. 

After that because of some international events, we see that Turkey has come to 
the forefront of the agenda of the EU because of some irregular migrants trying to 
go to European countries. Turkey is always at the centre of this migration debate. 

With regards to this migration debate, when we look at Turkey’s legislative acts, we 
see that there are many legislations and other kinds of arrangements for Turkey’s 
migration issue. Before this crisis and this was because of the EU impact. As a 
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result, we can say that the EU has mainly affected the EU migration regime to a 
very large extent. I will give some examples to the legislation. According to the 
literature, we can say that, mainly because of the EU impact, the migration regime 
of Turkey has transformed into a liberal one. Let me give some examples about 
this. After the Helsinki Summit of 1999, we see that Turkey has been proclaimed 
as a candidate country to the EU. After that, some of the main EU documents 
have been prepared to accelerate the harmonisation of the Turkish legislation 
to the EU Acquis Communautaire. So, for example the first document was the 
accession partnership document and in response to this, Turkey prepared the 
National Programme for the Adoption of the Acquis in Turkey. 

All these documents paved the way for the preparation of a migration regime 
legislation. In 2002, the Turkish Parliament adopted a law on work permits of 
foreigners, which facilitated the work permits for foreigners. In 2005, we saw a 
Turkish National Action Plan for Asylum and Migration. This is an important 
document because it established a roadmap, a timetable, and other arrangements 
for full implementation of a liberal law in European standards. And after this 
Action Plan, there was an arrangement for a comprehensive legislation to enter 
into force in Turkey. This law is named the law on foreigners and international 
protection and has entered into force in 2013.

It’s mainly about migration management and it established a new institution to 
manage all the relations about migration, it’s the Directorate General of Migration 
Management under the Ministry of Interior. Different types of international 
protections have been prepared in this document. 

When we look at other international events, which have an impact on the EU-
Turkish relations and Turkish migration regime, a milestone is the Readmission 
Agreement of 2013 between Turkey and the EU. In fact, these kinds of readmission 
agreements have been signed with other countries as well. It’s mainly to combat 
irregular migration and according to this agreement, persons who entered the 
EU territories from Turkey on an irregular basis would be returned to that 
country. What is important for Turkey is that another avenue has been opened 
for the EU visa liberalisation dialogue for Turkey. Because in response to this, 
the EU offered visa liberalisation dialogue but there were criteria here, at least 72 
criteria. Until now Turkey has implemented most of them. There are 6 criteria to 
be implemented. But there is not much progress here.  Besides this, the dialogue 
established a roadmap for further harmonisation of the legislation together.
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There is another milestone in 2015. There is a Joint Action Plan. Both Turkey and 
the EU have some commitments. For the EU side, we can mention organising the 
international humanitarian assistance. For Turkey, we can mention facilitating 
access of Syrians on temporary protection to some public services, such as health 
and education and other issues. 

Following the activation of the Action Plan, we see that there is the famous 18 
March 2016 Turkey-EU Statement, as Professor mentioned. According to the 
Statement, we see that there is the 1+1 formula which can be summarised, as one 
irregular migrant crossing to a Greek island would be returned to Turkey and in 
response to this, one Syrian would be settled in the EU countries.

When we look at this Statement after 5 years, we can say that the numbers decrease 
in terms of irregular migrants entering the Greek islands. The Statement also 
promised disbursement of 3+3 billion Euros by the EU to be spent for refugees. I 
should say that before this Statement, Turkey had allocated a huge financing for 
the refugees. In the Progress Report or another report of the EU, we can also see 
the efforts of Turkey to manage the migration, it’s a huge effort.

This financial allocation by the EU was conducted through the Facility for 
Refugees in Turkey and there are many projects about this. The visa liberalisation 
roadmap was also mentioned here. Besides this, the accession negotiations and 
modernisation of the Customs Union and the other elements were mentioned.

In the policy paper of my colleague - it will probably be a part of the book and 
then we can distribute it here - the integration of Syrian refugee children to the 
Turkish education system was a policy option. I also saw some other research 
areas here. For example, employment of Syrian refugees in the agricultural sector 
was proposed by Professor Kemal Kirişci. But this is a very sensitive issue.

Concerning the Syrian refugee children’s enrolment, especially in primary schools, 
this may be an area where more can be done for the integration of these children. 
At the beginning, Turkey’s impression was that these Syrian migrants are coming 
to Turkey but it may be temporary. But now we can see that this is not the case. So, 
how some integration policies could be adapted is the question. In the beginning, 
there were some charity schools run by Syrian charity organisations. But then, 
Turkey eliminated the legal barriers to adapt these schools or to establish new 
schools and to integrate in the Turkish education system. 
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According to the numbers, there are about 1 million Syrian children in primary 
school level. Nearly 80 percent are enrolled in schools. But there is still a lot 
to be done. For example, there is still a language barrier, although most of the 
children are born in Turkey, and there is lack of teachers, lack of curriculums, 
lack of teachers specialised in traumatised Syrian children. So, this is an area that 
Turkey, in collaboration with the EU, can do more about. There are some schools 
established with the support of the EU.

Finally, I can just say that the main issue here is that, yes, migration is a 
cooperation area between the EU and Turkey but if the cooperation continues just 
on migration, it seems to be a very contractual relationship. As dear Ambassador 
mentioned, we should focus on other areas and enlarge the cooperation areas, 
such as the future of the EU debates, climate change and digitalisation. These 
kinds of areas could be new areas to cooperate between Turkey and the EU. In 
Turkey, we have a community of academics who are specialised in EU affairs. If 
I mention the civil society and academic perspective, I can say that we are very 
eager to talk about the cooperation areas in these issues. Thank you very much.

Impact of the Afghanistan crisis on refugee flows, EU-Turkey 
migration deal and future of EU-Turkey relations

By Samuel Doveri Vesterbye 
Managing Director of the European Neighbourhood Council

Let me first say that I absolutely agree with the former Ambassador Kuneralp 
regarding supply chains and regionalisation. This is sometimes mentioned, 
but not so much, and all data points towards this direction, which indeed is an 
uncomfortable reality for multilateral Europe, but a reality nonetheless. And I 
think Turkey will inevitably have to play a role, also in Ukraine and other nearby 
countries, also in North Africa. Also, geography and supply chains, to some 
degree, depending on energy relations and other factors dictate the relationship 
realistically between Turkey and the EU and it is very difficult to overcome 
the reality despite all these differences that exist between Turkey and the EU, 
geography, socioeconomic, and a whole range of other sectors tying these two 
regions together. And that means that common problems necessitate common 
solutions and it is almost impossible to avoid this. I will talk about one area, 
which I don’t want to refer to as a problem but as a reality, which is migration, 
which also ties the EU and Turkey.
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The research paper that I have worked on, I wrote it together with Fulya 
Memişoğlu, she is an academic from Yıldız University. Fulya and I tried to 
write the paper by accumulating each one of our data sets together. I conducted 
studies during Covid-19, qualitative and quantitative studies, that look at socio-
economic impact, refugee flows, vulnerability of the most precarious societies, 
and Fulya’s research was very much about respondents from Turkey with Afghan 
origin. Fulya did this research with over 300 interviews and ours with a data set 
well over 500 just on the quantitative side, covering Central Asia countries minus 
Turkmenistan. We also spent time talking to people in the business environment, 
dialogue with diplomats as well as with development workers, and fundamentally 
what the paper does is it presents the root-causes of migration and displacement 
and argues that the EU and Turkey need to focus on the root causes, beyond 
migration management. Looking at the causes, which I will briefly talk about. 

First, it is relevant to try to understand what is behind migration and especially 
behind EU-Turkey migration management. At the core of the problem, based 
on both secondary literature as well as the research that we did first-hand, we 
see that the problem is regional instability, lacking economic opportunity, and 
as a result, forced displacement. This is a problem in many places around the 
world unfortunately. We looked especially in Afghanistan. Of course, in Syria 
and Iraq, it is also a problem when you look at UN levels of forced migration, and 
figures with regards to asylum, you will see that these three countries alternate as 
a country of origin where asylum seekers apply from.

What we looked at in secondary literature was mainly the Global Terrorism 
Index. So, when you look at the Global Terrorism Index from 2005 to 2019, you 
will see that, you will have Afghanistan as the first to the third country that is the 
victim of terrorism on an annual basis. 

We also looked at other secondary literature, such as the IMF unemployment and 
the GDP per capita of Afghanistan is flat at 500-600 dollars at least for the last two 
decades, which is a reality, and when we compare it to other countries, it stands 
out again and the reason is again conflict and instability. This was confirmed 
again and again by our informal meetings with the business community from 
Pakistan and Uzbekistan. They of course see a lot of potential and want to 
transit through Afghanistan but they are not able to do it because of the security 
situation. When we also look at other types of data, for example natural disasters. 
I think it’s important to mention that over 50 percent of Afghanistan’s regions 
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have respondents to declare that between 80 to 100 percent of people face natural 
disaster claims, like drought. This affects them on an annual basis.

In Afghanistan and in Central Asia, most figures point to a deteriorating 
situation with potential regional spill-over. According to the UN, the figure of 
IDPs, estimated around 2.8 million by the end of 2020, whereas in the figures 
between January and June the estimation there is at least half a million of 
internally displaced people in Afghanistan. On top of that, 18.5 million people 
are in need of humanitarian aid. This is a catastrophe. The need for humanitarian 
aid is increasing also since, of course, the situation in Afghanistan has changed 
now since the US has pulled out.

When we look at the figures, we also see that the numbers are very high and we 
also cross-reference this with development workers and business people who also 
confirmed that not only the numbers are high but they seem to be also extremely 
precarious. And then finally, when we conducted our studies in Central Asia on 
how Covid-19 affected these groups, we unfortunately also saw that the ones who 
faced the most difficulties were most likely to be women, refugees, internally 
displaced people and labour migrants. 

What we also understood is by looking not only at the migrants, who are in the 
most precarious situation in Afghanistan, but also by looking at Turkey, through 
a range of interviews with Afghans specifically in Turkey, we understood that the 
reason for displacement is, number one, violence. The study that we conducted 
with the 330 Afghans in Turkey, 66.3%, of the respondents said that violence or 
different types of violence, terrorism, threats, abuse and so forth. Number two, 
62.6% of respondents say that it’s economic, meaning that the primary reason to 
leave Afghanistan to then go to either Turkey or the European Union is economic. 
Then 34.3% of respondents declared rights and freedoms, basic values, general 
protection, and so forth. Then, in the fourth category 28.2% respondents said 
personal and family reasons, such as waiting for family reunification. And finally, 
18.5% mentioned access to services like clean water, electricity, and even sanitary 
access. These are the main push factors.

Based on the data, we estimate that migration will remain a key policy and priority 
both in the EU and Turkey, it can only stay on the main priority of both the EU 
and Turkey. Number two, migration management is an important part in order 
to overcome what I presented, but the root-causes of migration here, notably 
the socioeconomic and the violence that I mention, remain both present and in 
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some cases, are rising. And then third, as a result of that, other policies are really 
necessary complementary to migration management to tackle migration and the 
faith of these vulnerable communities to be more sustainable. These vulnerable 
people will be in need of a variety of new policies that tackle the problem at the 
root. 

As a result, we have some policy recommendations. We have more, but I will 
mention three. First, to support international humanitarian corridors and 
missions, namely in Afghanistan. It will be much more difficult in Syria for a 
variety of reasons that I will not go into, primarily geopolitical. In Afghanistan 
there is a momentum for that. In order for development workers to feel safe, some 
type of security support is needed and more dialogue between the EU and Turkey 
is a crucial necessity to fulfil that goal. A second point is communication about 
this. This is part of the reason why I agreed to be part of this project. Informing 
regional countries, partners, Afghanistan, about the need for international 
humanitarian support, and awareness for EU citizens, who are not fundamentally 
aware of the impact these figures will have on the region. And then, thirdly, on an 
institutional level, TIKA, or DEVCO, now INTPA, can try to coordinate far more 
as well. Also, TIKA can reengage more with individual Member States.

There is also a lot to be said on how all of this can be done within the framework 
of the future of EU-Turkey relations or post-accession framework. It’s a very 
complicated subject. In a nutshell, Turkey, if the EU is not willing to watch for 
the rule of law for the Customs Union, the Customs Union will not only be the 
Customs Union but it must be the Customs Union plus, plus, plus. Because from 
the Turkish side, if you feel cheated on the accession, which is a reality, then 
you want more. This leads to a difficult situation and hence, careful diplomacy is 
needed. One part of the equation is looking at the common problems or common 
ethical necessities in Central Asia and Afghanistan.
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Strengthening the EU-Turkey migration cooperation: The way 
forward

By Dr. Tuba Bircan 
Assistant Professor at the Department of Sociology and Research Coordinator  

at Interface Demography of the Vrije Universiteit Brussel (VUB)

My talk is going to focus on strengthening the EU and Turkey cooperation on 
migration but I’ve got to also start where Samuel left. We were talking about 
the weakened accession process but we try to strengthen a different type of 
cooperation. I think it’s important to start with the role of Turkey from the policy 
perspective not only from the EU side but also from the Turkish perspective. 
Because when you are considering the European Fortress as a main destination 
for migration we do know that we are talking about three main gates. 

We’re talking about the Central, Eastern, and Western Mediterranean routes, 
which are making the ways to Europe. And when we think about the EU’s overall 
cooperation with different countries and the externalisation of the migration 
policies, we do see that it might happen. What happened in 2016 with Turkey 
when they had a deal in March? We immediately saw a decrease in the number 
of arrivals from Turkey, especially those of Syrian origin. And what happened in 
2017 with the Italy and Libya deals was that we immediately saw the impact again 
on the Central Mediterranean route. However, the numbers were unexpectedly 
increasing; maybe unexpectedly is not the right word but on the Western 
Mediterranean route which means Spain started to receive way more refugees 
and migrants than expected.

Why I’m telling this has a basic reason: we cannot stop people from migrating, 
we cannot control the routes and all the policies that have an impact might have 
an impact on how people will go because migration is a fact for a lot of years 
and in rise and now we are also talking about more mobility of today, not only 
counting the forced migration but also for different types of migration. So, it is 
especially important to say that when we see a success in statistics and especially 
about policy making and evidence of proofs, now the changes in numbers do not 
always qualify for a success in the policies. It is important to also think about why 
then we still have a new wave of migration pressure, and it is still relatively high 
for different external borders of the EU. So, regarding the Turkey-EU deal, I think 
Turkey is a very special case because it is not only a transitory country, and its role 
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is also dynamic with the change but also with the geopolitical position. Because 
we were talking about Syria, today we are talking about Afghanistan, and we don’t 
know what’s going to be the next.

And then the most difficult question to discuss, I’m not sure if we will be able to 
answer but, is migration a manageable thing? Because when you read the New Pact 
on Asylum and Migration, we see a lot of references to migration management 
and there is a very nice description for that and if you are really talking about 
migration management as promoting safe, orderly, and regular migration, which 
is suggested in the New Pact, then the relevance of control with the humanitarian 
aspect is of significance, of course.

So, when we take into consideration the future of migration governance in 
general from the EU perspective, the future strategies should identify governance, 
governing migration, supporting migration-friendly policies and legislations but 
also infrastructure, regional and cross-border cooperation as well as knowledge 
and providing necessary support and protection to the vulnerable people and the 
victims of trafficking. I think in order to strengthen what we have between the 
EU and Turkey, it is crucial to go beyond the contemporary policies because we 
need to build a strong foundation of values because we need a fairer and more 
effective approach, which is based on solidarity and responsibility. And solidarity 
is not only on policy level and country level because it is also important on the 
public level. We do need people believing in the policies. I would like to raise 
another question here, I didn’t know that we had 77 walls, so things are getting 
more preventive, we are having a rise of right-wing all over the world specifically 
in Europe but, on the other hand when you look at the social media and the 
public opinion, we do see that people are tending to interpret their feelings more 
positively. We are talking about more protests; we are talking about more support 
for humanitarian aspects of what’s going on. Why this dilemma? I do think that 
having politically very correct and very beautifully narrated policies and a New 
Pact do not transfer the main message to the people and when I say people, I mean 
academics and experts and a lot of critics from the civil society as well. They do 
see this new approach as a nice way of preventive migration policy regulation. Is 
it possible to go beyond that, especially considering Turkey?

Let’s discuss a little bit what makes Turkey different from other Member States or 
associate countries. First of all, as I said, Turkey has a very nice difference in terms 
of the definition and the right to asylum as discussed by one of the presenters. In 
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Turkey, Syrians are not refugees. According to Eurostat, when you get the number 
of refugees in Turkey, what you see is around 10,000, although we have currently 
estimated more than 4,5 million Syrians only. So why, because of the definition of 
how we gather data, Syrians are guests or people under temporary protection but 
what is going to happen if the new Afghans come? They are also coming from the 
East, so they will not be applying for asylum, they will not appear on the statistics 
but how are we going to tackle these numbers, are they going to be, say, under 
temporary protection? I think it is really important to see what does ‘guests’ in 
Turkey mean for Europe also from a political perspective.

Secondly, Turkey has border challenges, which are a little different than the others. 
We do know that Hungary is deemed isolating itself from many cooperative 
efforts but their main concern is not allowing people to enter into Hungary. But 
in the Turkish case, we are talking about an Eastern border where especially now 
around Van and Iranian border, people are coming in, especially the Afghans, so 
there is an effort to be put on the border for the inflows but on the other hand, we 
have the Western border between Turkey and Greece and Bulgaria, then we have 
to stop people from leaving but, on the other hand, you have the Mediterranean 
route on the sea, where thousands of people lose their lives. Turkey also has a role 
to control what’s going on in the sea. So, as you see, it’s a multi-battle/fight for the 
Turkish case which makes it unique and different from the others. And I think it’s 
also important to consider Bodrum as a place, which is a very beautiful vacation 
resort but which is now sort of becoming the new jungle of entry to Europe.

The third thing to mention is the demographics of the people, which is widely 
ignored. We are talking about forced migration, we are talking about irregular 
migrants but there are very strong assumptions about these young males, which 
are uneducated and coming from different socio-economic stages. However, 
we do know that especially with the research on the recent Syrian refugees in 
Europe that they tend to significantly differ from other refugee groups in Europe 
because they are from higher socio-economic stages, they are more educated and 
demographically they are families. We do have a lot of families with children. 
This is the one side. The other side is, when we are talking about the existing 
migrants in Turkey, I can say that since 2015, more than 400,000 Syrian children 
were born in Turkey. These are not the people who came to Turkey, these are 
the new generations and there will be more. And these people might choose not 
to stay in Turkey, they might go for somewhere else, go back. We do not know 
because they are now part of the Turkish society whether we accept it or not, 
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they are part of the education system. So, they are growing and they will also be 
potentially aspiring migrants for Europe, which is mostly overlooked.

Then while we are talking about the externalisation policies of Europe and Turkey, 
I think it’s crucial to consider the Afghan case and the significance of Turkey for 
other countries too. We are talking today about Canada cooperating with Turkey 
to allow Afghans to apply for asylum in Turkey. And the United States is also 
making some talks about it. Apparently, Europe is not the only ally when we are 
talking about this and it is also important to see how Turkey will place itself in 
this multinational and international discussion.

Finally, the external dimension of the New Pact, I think I don’t know where the 
discussions will end up and if it will be really effective. There are a lot of critics, as 
you know, from the academia, from politicians but also the civil society because 
the ultimate goal is facilitating safe migration. However, the message being 
conveyed is how we can prevent unwanted migrants. This selective approach 
is similar to what is going on in Australia and Canada, which are very proud 
migration countries. However, they do adopt a very selective process in deciding 
on what type of immigrants they will allow.

Instead of talking about that, I would like to get your attention to different types 
of migration because today most of the discussion is going around irregular 
migration. However, when you read the New Pact, there is a huge emphasis on 
the need for skilled migration. It even says that we are in need of international 
talent. I think it is also important at this stage to consider: are we only talking 
about irregular migration and what are the other types? Family migration, if a 
spouse comes, for instance, in Belgium as a partner of an asylum seeker is not 
considered as a refugee. Neither in statistics nor in policies, these are family 
migrants. However, they are a part of refugee families. So, I guess the complexity 
of the characteristics and the demographics and this lack fully overlapping with 
the policies might be a challenge in the future, so we might pay a little bit more 
attention there.

The question is shall we expect a new EU-Turkey Deal with this Afghan conflict 
and the war there? First of all, there are some lessons to be learned from the 
previous one. The previous one also had no prospect of resettlements on return. 
Secondly, the Global Compact on Refugees was also introducing the integration 
part, which was not assessed at the same level.
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To sum up, I would like to say that I think to be able to have a better and more 
effective and stronger collaboration between Turkey and the EU in terms 
of migration, we need to pay attention to three points. First of all, the role of 
Turkey should be defined very clearly. Are we talking of Turkey as a hub like 
other countries, as a sending country, or as a refugee camp itself? Is it a friend, 
is it a facilitator for the EU policies or is it a real partner, who has a word in 
what’s going to be done? Secondly, it is important to acknowledge and assess the 
problematic assumptions on gender, on ethnicity, on class and on drivers because 
not everyone leaves. As you know, Turkey is one of the top five countries today 
in sending refugees to Europe. So, I think it’s not only about the migrants, who 
are in Turkey, but we are also talking about the legal migration, family migration 
as well. And finally, we should define the purpose of this collaboration. Are we 
trying to manage and prevent and control migration flows or are we aiming to 
govern and facilitate safe and humanitarian ways for those people? The European 
externalisation policies will be of great importance because migration cannot be 
stopped. 



99

STRENGTHENING DIALOGUE BETWEEN THE EU AND TURKEY
IN THE AREA OF MIGRATION AND SECURITY

Research Paper:  
Towards a more geopolitical type of 

EU-Turkey cooperation 

By Dr. Koert Debeuf
Editor-in Chief of EUobserver and Research Associate at  

the Vrije Universiteit Brussel (VUB)

The following is written on the website of the Turkey’s Foreign Ministry about 
Turkey’s membership to NATO1,: 

“Ever since our NATO membership in 1952, the North Atlantic Alliance has 
played a central role in Turkey’s security and contributed to its integration with 
the Euro-Atlantic community. Turkey, in return, has successfully assumed its 
responsibilities in defending the common values of the Alliance. Turkey attaches 
the utmost importance to NATO’s role in maintaining security and stability in the 
Euro-Atlantic area and in providing a forum for political-military consultations 
on topics of interest to its members.”

What could be considered as a standard text on NATO relations continues by 
pointing out Turkey’s strategic role in NATO, adding that Turkey “also believes 
that a constructive relationship based on mutual understanding, transparency 
and cooperation between NATO and Russia is important for Euro-Atlantic peace 
and stability”.

Other statements on the website are no less interesting and important as they 
highlight Turkey’s support for the integration of all the Western Balkan countries 
in Euro-Atlantic structures to ensure peace and stability in the region. Emphasis 
is put on the country’s support for the NATO membership of Macedonia and 
Bosnia Herzegovina, its commitment to improve the security situation in Kosovo 
and to normalise relations between Serbia and Kosovo. 

1 https://www.mfa.gov.tr/nato.en.mfa
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They further underline the role of the Mediterranean for European security and 
the need to strengthen the Mediterranean Dialogue in areas where NATO can 
bring added value. In addition, Turkey’s interest in enhancing relations with Gulf 
countries through the Istanbul Cooperation Initiative is flagged. 

Given Turkey’s geographic location and history, it is logical that the country 
has strategic interests in the European Union (EU), which it wants to join as a 
full member. But its interests also extend to Russia, the Western Balkans, the 
Mediterranean and the Gulf. However, the role Turkey is playing in each one of 
these strategic regions has not always been constructive from a European point 
of view.

Today’s EU perspective on Turkey’s geopolitical role
If we read the EU’s 2020 enlargement country report on Turkey2, the tone is very 
different. One quotation from the introduction of the report makes this very 
clear:

“The General Affairs Council conclusions of June 2019 reiterated the Council’s 
position of June 2018 that under the currently prevailing circumstances, Turkey’s 
accession negotiations have effectively come to a standstill, no further chapters 
can be considered for opening or closing and no further work towards the 
modernisation of the Customs Union can be currently foreseen.”

The report also refers to the lack of reforms in the area of democracy, the rule of 
law, fundamental rights and the independence of the judiciary while highlighting 
the deteriorating relations with the EU due to developments in Syria and Libya.  

While mentioning the “unauthorised drilling activities of Turkey in the Eastern 
Mediterranean”, the report refers to the Council decision of July 2019 to “suspend 
negotiations with Turkey on the Comprehensive Air Transport Agreement, not 
to hold for the time being the EU-Turkey Association Council as well as further 
meetings of the EU-Turkey high-level dialogues, to endorse the Commission’s 
proposal to reduce the pre-accession assistance to Turkey for 2020, and to 
invite the European Investment Bank to review its lending activities in Turkey, 
notably with regard to sovereign-backed lending”. The report also highlights 
the EU framework for targeted measures against Turkey, which was adopted in 
November 2019 whilst pointing out that two individuals were added to the list of 
designations under this sanctions framework as of February 2020.  

2 https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/system/files/2020-10/turkey_report_2020.pdf
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In a Middle East Institute article from February 2021, the author summarises the 
problematic relationship between Turkey and NATO: “When it comes to Turkey-
NATO ties, Ankara is regarded as more of a problem than an ally these days. Not 
only did it purchase a Russian S-400 air defence system, but its gunboat diplomacy 
in the eastern Mediterranean also raised the spectre of military conflict between 
NATO allies when Greek and Turkish naval flotillas steamed directly toward each 
other this past summer.”3

Taking a different perspective
It is clear that the strategic relationship between Turkey and the EU, within NATO, 
but also bilaterally, has worsened in the last few years. However, a part of the 
problem, we would like to argue, is due to the EU itself, its lack of memory and 
lack of empathy. For a blog of Carnegie Europe4, I wrote the following timeline:

April 2004: Referendum on the Annan Plan for resolving the Cyprus issue. 
Turkish Cypriots vote in favour, Greek Cypriots against.

May 2004: The Greek Cypriot administration enters the European Union and 
starts to block the opening of some chapters of Turkey’s EU accession negotiations.

December 2004: The EU decides to start accession negotiations with Turkey.

October 2005: EU accession talks with Turkey begin.

November 2005: Angela Merkel is elected as Germany’s Chancellor. She openly 
opposes Turkey’s EU accession.

May 2007: Nicolas Sarkozy is elected President of France. He too opposes Turkish 
EU membership.

May 2010: Merkel rules out the possibility of Turkey becoming an EU member.

September 2010: In a referendum, 60% of Turks vote in favour of a more 
European constitution.

December 2010: The Arab Spring starts.

October/December 2011: Elections in Tunisia and Egypt lead to a victory for 
Islamist parties. Erdogan is welcomed like a hero in Tunis and Cairo.

3 https://www.mei.edu/publications/turkey-nato-ties-are-problematic-there-one-bright-spot
4 https://carnegieeurope.eu/strategiceurope/52077
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We could draw up similar timetables for the war in Syria, the war in Libya, the 
migration crisis of 2015, the lack of European condemnations during and after 
the failed coup in Turkey in 2016 or the drillings in the Eastern Mediterranean. 
The truth is that Europe was and still is deeply divided on each of these issues 
even though the EU has done everything possible to hide these divisions. One 
example is Libya, where Italy and France were on opposite sides of the conflict 
from the very beginning. Blaming Turkey for having chosen one side of the war 
can hardly be seen as fair, to say the least.

From problems to opportunities in security cooperation
As much as Turkey needs the European Union and NATO for its security, the 
EU and NATO need Turkey too. In a non-exhaustive list, I would like to discuss 
Turkey’s possible role in Syria, the Western Balkans, migration and the Black Sea.

Syria
Since the start of the conflict in Syria in 2011, Turkey has played an essential 
role, which it was almost inevitably pulled into due to its long border with Syria. 
From 2012 on, when the Syrian opposition forces (then the Free Syrian Army and 
other groups) were mainly located in the north of Syria, in the provinces of Idlib, 
Aleppo and Raqqa, Turkey was one of the very few countries where people could 
flee the bombardments of the Assad regime. Turkey was also one of the very few 
countries that provided aid to the refugee camps inside Syria, as the international 
aid went through Damascus and hardly reached the opposition-controlled areas. 

Turkey started direct military interventions in Syria in 2016 after a call for a no-
fly-zone was rejected by the West. The Turkish intervention in the northern parts 
of Syria amounted to the de facto establishment of a no-fly-zone over these areas, 
blocking Assad forces and Russian forces from invading and bombing those 
areas. It also gave the opportunity to local people to stay instead of fleeing to 
Turkey en masse. 

Turkey agreed with Russia to start peace talks in Astana (Nur-Sultan) in 
December 2016, including Iran in the ceasefire negotiations. The Astana process, 
which is still ongoing, started without the involvement of the EU or the United 
States (US). The last meeting of the Astana process was in July 2021, including 
the UN, Lebanon, Jordan and Iraq. Taking into consideration that the EU and the 
US are still not officially included in the Syria peace process, Turkey is our (only) 
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partner on the negotiation table. There is only one way to stop the massacres and 
the stream of refugees and that is by finding a solution for Syria. For that purpose, 
the EU needs Turkey. Once a peace deal has been found, the EU will, together 
with Turkey, need to decide if Syria is safe enough for refugees to go back home 
in the medium and long term.

Western Balkans
Bosnia and Herzegovina’s UN High Representative, Christian Schmidt, warned 
in his report in November 2021 that a new military conflict is possible in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina and the Western Balkans. In his report, Schmidt wrote 
that prospects of further division and conflict in Bosnia and Herzegovina “are 
very real” if Bosnian Serb leader Milorad Dodik carries through his threat to 
withdraw Serb troops from the Bosnian army and create a separate Serb force, 
which would “ultimately undermine the state’s ability to function and carry out 
its constitutional responsibilities”. The 1992-95 Bosnian war pitted the country’s 
ethnic Bosniacs, Serbs and Croats against each other and ended with the US-
sponsored Dayton peace agreement, which created two regions, the Republika 
Srpska and the Bosniac-Croat Federation. The two regions were given wide 
autonomy, but kept some joint institutions, including an army, top judiciary and 
tax administration and a presidency that rotates among the three ethnic groups.5

The EU is losing credibility in the Western Balkans. While Slovenia and Croatia 
have already joined the EU, several EU Member States are hesitant about further 
enlargement despite all their promises. North Macedonia and Albania should 
have acceded to the EU by now as both countries have fulfilled the requirements 
of the accession process. However, first both the Netherlands and France, and 
later Bulgaria, have been blocking both countries’ membership applications, 
for different reasons. As a result, we now see a political crisis brewing in North 
Macedonia. Other countries, such as Serbia, Kosovo and Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
are having worse instead of better scores on corruption, the rule of law and 
reconciliation. With its enlargement process stalled, the EU is losing leverage 
over most of the Western Balkan countries.

Due to its history, Turkey is seen by most Western Balkan countries as an honest 
broker. Turkey knows the region and contrary to, for example Russia, it does not 
firmly support one side. As tensions are flaring up in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
5 https://www.usnews.com/news/us/articles/2021-11-03/un-extends-eu-force-in-bosnia-blocks-top-

global-envoy
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and between Serbia and Kosovo, the EU might need Turkey’s expertise to lower 
these tensions and to find solutions. 

The Black Sea Region
Since 2014, Russia has been occupying the Crimean Peninsula and has been, 
de facto, occupying Ukraine’s Donbass region. Since 2008, Russia has also been, 
de facto, occupying Abkhazia and South Ossetia, now two former regions of 
Georgia. In the second half of 2021, we see Russian troops massing near the 
Ukrainian border. It is an open secret to say that, by installing frozen conflicts in 
both countries, just as in Moldavia/Transnistria, Russia is not only blocking these 
countries from becoming members of NATO but it is also, de facto, expanding its 
territory and influence. Russia knows that the EU is incapable of stopping it, at 
least if the occupations are carried out step by step, never quite enough to draw a 
military reaction from the West. 

Turkey has been ringing the alarm bells about the Black Sea becoming a “Russian 
Lake”, as Recep Tayyip Erdogan said at a NATO summit in 2016. That is why 
Turkey has been building relations with Ukraine, Georgia and Azerbaijan. 
Turkey considers this strategic cooperation as the only way to stop Russian 
expansionism. Although Turkey’s foreign ministry writes on its website (as 
quoted above) that “Turkey also believes that a constructive relationship based 
on mutual understanding, transparency and cooperation between NATO and 
Russia is important for Euro-Atlantic peace and stability and that the NATO-
Russia Council provides the necessary forum for such a relationship”, the country 
is also building a strategic ‘wall’ against Russia.

The European Union lacks military capabilities but also military strategy. Since 
the UK left the EU, France is now the only military powerhouse in the EU. 
However, France and Turkey have been on opposite sides in conflicts such as 
Libya but also on opposite sides in Middle Eastern politics in general. This has led 
to verbal confrontations between Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and Emmanuel Macron. 
Furthermore, France, an old-time ally of Armenia, did not appreciate Turkey’s 
open support for Azerbaijan and Nagorno-Karabakh’s de-occupation. 

It is time to put these confrontations to one side and to start to think more strategically 
about the Black Sea. This can only happen by realising that Turkey is a necessary 
and essential partner in the Black Sea region. More strategic cooperation between 
the EU and Turkey is the only way forward to stop further Russian expansionism.
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Migration
Migration is not a security problem but a result of security problems. Without the 
war in Syria, the rise of ISIS and the cruel bombings of the Assad regime, there 
would never have been a Syrian refugee crisis in 2015. If Libya had not collapsed 
politically in 2013, we would not have seen the thousands of boats trying to reach 
European soil, with thousands of refugees drowned in the Mediterranean. Both 
in the case of Syria and Libya, a total collapse could have been avoided. In Syria, 
a no-fly-zone would have saved many lives and would have changed the course of 
the war. There would never have been the chaos we have seen and we would not 
have seen ISIS take over large parts of Syrian territory. 

In Libya too, violence could have been avoided if the political deadlock in 2013 
had been  solved politically. Everyone who knows Libya saw the train wreck 
coming and could have stopped it. This was not done, mostly due to international 
disagreements. We have to learn lessons from these two conflicts if we want to 
avoid another refugee crisis. We therefore need to support the current political 
transitional process in Libya as much as possible. We probably need to be content 
with the current deadlock in Syria as it means that there are  a limited number of 
victims compared to a situation of civil war. 

More importantly, the EU and Turkey should keep their eyes open for new possible 
conflicts that will push people to flee their country. There is Afghanistan, where 
Turkey is already playing a stabilising role. A second possible conflict zone is Iraq, 
a neighbouring country of Turkey, and others include the Western Balkans and 
the Black Sea region. For each one of these possible conflicts there is no other 
choice for the Turkey and the EU than to cooperate. It is therefore probably time 
to put aside past sensitivities, albeit by learning from them, and urgently seek 
strategic collaboration at the highest levels. 
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Conference:  
Turkey-European Union relations: 

Cooperation in the area of migration 
and coordination of foreign and 

security policies 
10 December 2011, 

TOBB University of Economics and Technology, Ankara, Turkey

Welcoming Speech 
By Prof. Dr. Tuğrul Arat

Department of Political Science and International Relations,  
TOBB University of Economics and Technology 

First of all, let me thank the European Union and Global Research Association, 
ABKAD. It is an independent think tank and research organisation legally formed 
in association type of legal personality and authorised and charted by Turkish 
authorities. I am also a member of this association. And today, our members 
consist mostly of academics and diplomats in various aspects of working 
integration. Today, it is a highly respected and appreciated institution by the 
Turkish public in general. And also, it is appreciated by the intellectuals and civil 
society, in particular. It is a well-known civil society organisation, a trustworthy 
and clear organisation. Its most significant subjects of interest are education and 
training the area of economic integration and human rights. Moreover, it is also 
well known in providing good information and consultancy on international 
economic relations and transnational trade matters and investments.

Of course, the ABKAD is specifically interested in subjects, such as European Union 
youth strategy, democratic participation, European citizenship, intercultural 
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understanding and sustainable growth. In all of these areas, the ABKAD enjoys 
and benefits from working with youth groups, and young ABKAD friends. 

The aim of this project which enabled us to come together this morning is to 
contribute to a dialogue between the EU and Turkey in line with our negotiation 
chapters, such as information society, media, justice, foreign relations and defence 
policy. This project also aims to increase cooperation between NGOs, academics 
and forge relations in the field of migration and security, while raising awareness 
in the media of the European Union and Turkey. If this project comes to fruition 
in a successful manner, it might be a good point of motivation in rethinking 
the position of Turkey within the association complex that serves as a basis for 
Turkey’s candidacy for the EU membership. 

In addition, the project will bring about a perception change in the EU and Turkey 
while closing the knowledge gap, especially about refugees and asylum seekers. In 
conclusion, such key issues can remind the public of the mutual benefits of Turkey’s 
EU membership. At the same time, this may increase long-term civil society 
participation while promoting certain values and broadening the understanding 
of the EU’s migration and security policies. Furthermore, our aim is to help CSOs 
in Turkey and the EU to build capacity in order to better understand migration 
and security policies and to access inside knowledge and field experience. And 
in my last words, I want to emphasise that migration, especially the refugee 
problem and challenges faced by asylum seekers, are very significant problems 
in the international order. Due to the high intensity of international cooperation, 
migration may be qualified as one of the main problems of the new century, just 
like environmental changes, climate change and international water. Maybe not 
only of this century but also of next centuries if we will not be able to handle 
them successfully today. There is global solidarity and cooperative devotion to 
find proper solutions to problems related to migration. Lastly, I have got to thank 
all of the audience, who is here now with me and especially our project partners 
from the EU. 
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Opening Speech 
By Moderator Ambassador (retired) Bozkurt Aran 

Economic Policy Research Foundation of Turkey (TEPAV)

The title of the meeting is quite interesting and timely: Strengthening the 
Dialogue between the EU and Turkey in the Area of Migration and Security. 
The discussion that will just take place is crucial. It is directly related to humans 
and human rights. So far, when the issue of human rights becomes a topic of 
conversation, it is mostly related to human rights’ abuses in Turkey. Without any 
reservation, it is an essential area in which we need to keep our dialogue and try 
to make substantial progress. Of course, the criticism by our European friends 
are well taken. It encourages us to talk about the situation in our country. 

Today, we will be discussing an additional aspect of human rights. The rights of 
the refugees provided by the international instruments. When the states are not 
capable or unwilling to provide protection, when the people subject to threats, 
such as civil war, they are forced to leave their country and seek safety somewhere 
else. Should this happen, other states are obligated to step in and ensure that the 
refugees’ basic rights are respected. It is called “international protection.” The 1951 
Convention related to the status of refugees and the 1967 Protocol are the core 
elements of the international protection system. International refugee law should 
be taken up in conjunction with international human rights law starting with 
the 1948 Declaration of Human Rights and with the international humanitarian 
law as well as other documents by international organisations created by the UN, 
which ensure that refugee rights are provided and respected by the states. 

However, in real life the policies adopted by countries do not always comply 
with the law to the letter although these international agreements are ratified by 
countries. Today, asylum seekers and refugees deal with walls and heavily armed 
soldiers. They are pushed back against the international law. As Josep Borrell, EU 
Foreign Policy Chief, puts it: “It is not black and white. The world is full of hybrid 
situations where we face intermediate dynamics of competition, intimidation and 
coercion.” How the EU, the main normative power of the world, manages to fulfil 
its obligations, will be one of the issues that will be discussing today. 

We will discuss migration-related issues in the EU. In short, I refer to developments 
and to border issues between Belarus and Poland. Now, the issue of the migration 
is evolved from being a problem at the borders of the EU to an internal issue of 
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the whole Union. Of course, Europe is hardly the only region where migration is 
a sensitive issue. Today, Turkey, which had been a source of that, has now become 
a destination. Turkey is overburdened by 4 million refugees living in Turkey. 
How to share the burden with EU is an important issue. I am sure the speakers 
will discuss on this issue. The second issue that I wish to draw your attention is 
the weaponisation of migration. History is full of examples. Lastly, let me just 
mention the fact that Europe and Turkey are well exposed to turmoil in Iraq, 
Afghanistan, Syria and Libya. There is poverty in their proximity. Then, of course 
the problem of migration will be on the agenda for some time in the future.  

Migration and security challenges caused by the civil war in 
Syria: General assessment and future prospects

By Prof. Dr. Haldun Yalçınkaya 
Head of Political Science and International Relations at 

the TOBB University of Economics and Technology 

Admittedly Ambassador Bozkurt Aran is very well prepared. He asked for our 
presentations two days before this panel. So, he is very well structured and 
prepared. The Ambassador became a role model for me. As an academic, I would 
skip some issues that I should not do. So, this is the way I learned from him 
and from his experience. Thank you very much. Nothing happens randomly. In 
the morning we just brought you together to discuss issues related to Turkey-
European Union relations on migration and security. Although these subjects do 
not sound very fancy, they are very important as so many people get affected by 
them. But as a person who studies international security issues, someone could 
easily ask me why the hell are you sitting on the European Union chair, which 
would be very right but unfortunately this is because of the elephant in the room. 
If you look at the subject, nobody writes about anything about the Syrian Civil 
War. 

In fact, the Syrian Civil War is the reason why we raised this subject, migration 
and security cooperation between Turkey and the European Union. So, this is a 
problem, which occurs, which has been occurring for the last decade, and there 
is no hope that it would end in a couple of years. And the people who suffered 
the effects of Syrian Civil War are going to affect the rest of the world, beginning 
with the inner circle in Turkey as a first wave, and as a second wave in Europe and 
European Union as well. So, I think we share lots of issues, admittedly, to some 
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extent.  Especially on security issues the cooperation between Turkey and the 
European Union is going very well. 

I quote from Stephen M. Walt’s Balance of Threat: “If balance of threat happens, 
we really get along with each other in a very positive and very effective way.” 
Unfortunately, as Tuğrul Arat stated, global solidarity for such problems is not 
really happening. This is the reality. Since I am an international security scholar, 
I think I am allowed to speak on bad sides of the issues. So, what is the problem 
about? What are the effects of the Syrian Civil War on Turkey? How did the Syrian 
Civil War make Turkey and the EU get along with these subjects? 

As an inner circle I mean the first wave of the impact of the Syrian War. Between 
2014 and 2016, Turkey shared a border, a hundred-kilometre border, with Daesh. 
It is the only NATO country that has a border and literally only Turkey to patrol 
the border, where a Turkish flag was raised on the one side and a Daesh flag was 
waving on the other side. Daesh terrorists were not showing their bodies because 
the Turkish military were allowed to hit them or something like that. Yet, we 
shared almost two years because of a kind of Mexican standoff or something like 
that because either side just waited for each other. During that period I describe, 
Daesh terrorism against Turkey stopped. However, before that standoff more 
than 250 people died on Turkish soil. Not only Turkish citizens but also from 
other nationalities. In addition, almost 1.000 people were wounded because of 
Daesh terrorism. While containing itself in the beginning of the attacks, at the 
end Turkey executed a military operation against Daesh. However, back then 
our relationship with Daesh was described as complicated on social media. I am 
saying complicated because it the only threat was not Turkey’s sharing a border 
with Daesh but also the flow of foreign terrorist fighters from through Turkey to 
Syria or from Syria.  We are on the trajectory. 

So, it created lots of problems. Some of these fighters were involved in deadly 
attacks. Others got arrested by the Turkish authorities, as demonstrated by the 
incident that happened in Aksaray during a regular traffic control. And returning 
foreign fighters from Daesh began their fight against Turkey. And also, the 
migration issue was another issue that was a very new subject for Turkey. It is not 
a coincidence that the Directorate General of Migration Management (DGMM) 
was established during the very same days of the beginning of the Syrian Civil War. 
So, in Turkish we have a saying “kervan yolda düzülür”, which means to compile 
the convoy on the way. This is, let us say, the literal translation of this Turkish 
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saying. We did so for migration issues. We just let the wind blow from the Ministry 
of Interior and people that happened to be in bureaucracy. If a new structure 
gets established, it must undergo some re-organization. If you are responsible for 
an existing organisation, you just send some people you don’t want to the new 
one. So, it happened like that at the very first days of its establishment. But they 
did a great job. Not only for the formation of the institution itself. They really 
sacrificed time and energy to establish Turkish policies not only on migration but 
also on security issues, in particular foreign terrorist fighters. Although there are 
many security institutions in Turkey (Turkish military, Turkish police, Turkish 
gendarmerie, Turkish intelligence, so on so far), Turkish bureaucracy puts foreign 
terrorist fighters’ responsibility on the DGMM. So, it was a big deal for them. But 
they did a great job. Importantly, they prevented the travels of foreign fighters 
through international solidarity and international cooperation. We have lots of 
detainees. 

Together with my colleague Dilaver Arıkan Açar, we are writing policy 
recommendations on migration and security issues, which will be published 
at the end of that project. Let me thank him and quote him as he wanted me 
to use the word “temporary protection status”. If I say refugee or migrant from 
now on, I mean persons under temporary protection status. Let us go back to 
some current issues in Turkey to take the pulse here. The Mayor of Bolu is very 
popular on Turkish news in the recent days. He made refugees pay 2.5 dollars 
per cubic metre for water, 11 times the usual utility rate, and 100,000 Turkish lira 
for marriage licences. I know it is not a big deal for foreign currencies, but it is a 
big amount of money for Turkey. Also, he created lots of obstacles for refugees 
as a means of electoral gain. Because there is a big tendency among the Turkish 
society to be against refugees, to stand against refugees because of their lack of 
integration. 

And as a security scholar, I am highly aware that among the refugees, especially 
for the first generation, there are people who literally suffered from the civil 
war and needed to be displaced from their hometowns, but their criminality 
rate is not so high. But for the second and the third generation because of the 
integration problems, we have samples, who have similar problems to refugees in 
Paris or some other places in Europe. There are many disintegration problems, 
which I think even after the civil war, are going to be a security problem for 
Turkey. For the time being, if we look at the general framework or theoretical 
issues regarding migration and security issues, there are two main approaches. 
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The first one focuses on regular and irregular migration and their effects on state 
security. 

The second issue is the securitisation of migration, which constructs the 
migration issue as a security object. And also, the third point, human security. 
Our moderator stated rightly that there is a human rights connection related to 
the issue of migration. I think we very much neglect that issue. There are even 
some reports against Turkey and also, I think that it is the right time for Turkey 
to write some reports on migration and human rights in the EU. I think about a 
barometer. It is a good idea that Mr. Kavalalı focuses on this subject next.  That 
would be good. Moving from theoretical issues to the reality on the ground. 
For the time being, we are in the first decade of migration from Syria to Turkey, 
although we have much more migrants or refugees from other nations, but I 
deliberately confined my talk to the Syria issue because its connection to security 
matters. Almost 5% of the Turkish population corresponds to Syrian refugees. 
So, something for the future reflection of the Turkish society as it is a burden, 
especially an economic burden.  

There are some other issues we have discussions about. For example, their 
university entrance examination. And there is a big competition in Turkey. Just 
like in India or Japan, our high school students are studying a lot for the last two 
years of high school. But the Syrian students might have the opportunity to get 
enrolled or attend universities without that competition. Even this would mean 
some issues in the future because of this extra credit given to Syrian people. So, 
it is going to create some discomfort. I will make a reference to Murat Erdoğan, 
who is a prominent migration scholar in Turkey. Thanks to his research, we know 
that the intention of the refugees is not to go back to Syria. They are going to stay 
in Turkey. They have been benefiting from staying in Turkey. 

So, I think we might expect some unrest among the Turkish society given the 
current economic crisis and the burden of the Syrian refugees which is affecting 
the Turkish economy. I think in the coming elections, whether early or not, it does 
not matter. It is going to be a subject, the burden of the refuges and its effect on 
the Turkish economy. The politicians are going to contemplate this issue, I guess. 
So, this is also another matter. As for the securitisation of the migration issue, 
admittedly Turkey has never done something like that so far. But our partners in 
Europe make the issue of migrants a subject of security. We are so used to talking 
about Turkey’s securitisation of some security issues. Just go back to the PKK 
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terrorism and the discussions in Turkey involving them to politics and so on. 
And our discussions going back to Turkey’s accession to the EU. I think it is right 
to speak on the securitisation of migration in the EU from different perspectives. 
It could be a subject on our barometer. We can put it there. 

Onto the third subject, human security. When I was a child, my grandmother 
used to invite guests for dinner at home. So, whenever someone came to our 
home, she was saying that “okay, we have a casserole, we have a food in a casserole 
which would be enough for all of us.” So, this is what we did for the migration 
issue in Turkey. Turkey is a big casserole. This is what political decisionmakers did 
and then we shared our casserole. But this was utterly wrong from an economic 
perspective but it was good for human security to share the casserole with the 
refugees in a safe environment. 

I can criticise or blame the current decisionmakers as ten years on there is still a 
lack of integration and a lack of strategic concepts. But I could not blame them 
for sharing our casserole from a human security perspective. 

From my understanding on my field of research on security and terror, the 
balance of threat issue is the best area we can cooperate on with the EU. This is 
not going so well. Also, the securitisation of migration issue would be the number 
one problem for the EU, especially in connection to European values. 

A look at the migration regime in Turkey, EU-Turkey dialogue 
on migration and recent developments following the mass 
migration of the Syrians

By Dr. İdil Çetin
Adjunct Professor at the TOBB University 

of Economics and Technology

Turkey’s migration policies started to take shape even before the establishment 
of the Republic itself and initially revolved around governing immigration and 
emigration circulations. It can be exemplified by the Convention concerning the 
exchange of Greek and Turkish populations or the establishment of the Ministry 
of Population Exchange Construction and Settlement. Of course, in the 1924 
Constitution and the Turkish Citizenship Law of 1928. 

But here I would like to take a brief closer look at the Settlement Law of 1934 that 
you might know about. I am sure the present professors are already informed 
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about this. This law is significant among other reasons for differentiating between 
different migration groups. It differentiates between migrants, refugees, nomads 
and the fourth group described as the transferred. And this group covers the local 
population, who are resettled by the state for different reasons. So, the law defines 
the category of migrants as individuals and groups of Turkic origin or belonging 
to Turkish culture who wish to come to Turkey to settle down. The category of 
refugee, on the other hand, is defined as individuals and groups who face the 
temporary obligation to seek asylum in Turkey. The law stated that in case refugees 
later decide to settle down in Turkey then they will be treated as migrants. So, it 
is significant that the law made a distinction between the migrating groups and 
designated policies regarding them. It is also important that the obligation to 
seek asylum is mentioned in the case of refugees but we should emphasise that in 
the last instance the law reflected the concerns of nation building processes and 
migrants and refugees were distinguished with respect to presence or absence of 
intention to settle down in Turkey. 

Immigration to and emigration from Turkey as well as management of migrants 
continued to be important issues in the subsequent years in Turkey. But from 
1950’s onwards we see the first steps of commencement of a dialogue on 
migration between Europe and Turkey as well as the integration of Turkey into 
the global migration regime. In 1959, as we all know, Turkey made a membership 
application to the European Economic Community which was concluded four 
years later with the Ankara Agreement. The agreement did not only represent 
an interim step towards accession but can also be taken as the beginning of the 
dialogue on migration between Europe and Turkey. Back then the dialogue was 
limited to neighbour migration only. Article 12 of the Agreement mentioned 
the purpose of progressively securing the freedom of movement for workers 
and referred to certain articles of the Treaty of Rome, which is the treaty which 
establishing the European Economic Community, as the guiding principles for 
the effectuation of this purpose. Yet, we should mention that the articles of the 
Treaty were not taken into consideration when the influx of Turkish workers 
started to European countries in 1960s. Instead, Turkey signed bilateral labour 
requirement agreements with each individual country. 

Turkey’s integration with the global migration regime, on the other hand, took 
shape through three international frameworks that came into existence following 
to Second World War. I will just mention the name of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights. Of course, the 1951 Convention relating to the status of refugees 
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and then the 1967 Protocol, which was relating to the status of refugees. The 
only thing that I should mention here is that we all know that Turkey retains 
geographical limitations and that the 1951 Convention covered it. It means that 
only people who flew from events occurring in Europe are considered as refugees 
in Turkey. The preferred solution for third country nations is resettlement. 

So, the final initiative to shape the Turkish migration policy until the 2000s 
took place in 1994, when new migration waves from Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran 
and Eastern Europe to Turkey in the 1980s and 1990s created a need to regulate 
asylum through a legal arrangement, which resulted in the 1994 Regulation. The 
Regulation was significant for defining the conditions regarding asylum in Turkey. 
We can say that Turkey’s migration lacked a systematic approach until the 2000s. 
The regime was reconfigured and institutionalised following Turkey’s candidacy 
to the EU at the Helsinki Summit of 1999.  The Accession Partnership document 
of 2001 established requirements that Turkey had to fulfil in order to become 
an EU member state and these requirements included a framework of Turkish 
migration policies while initiating the formal dialogue between Turkey and the 
EU. This dialogue covers the adaptation of Turkish policies to the common rules 
that apply to all EU member states in the areas of border control, visa, regular and 
irregular migration and refugee movements. 

It is not possible for me to dwell upon each topic. I will limit myself to the 
dialogue concerning refugees and especially to the developments following the 
migration of Syrians. Following the Partnership document, Turkey has enforced 
the Action Plan on Asylum and Migration of 2005 and established a road map 
for adaptation of Turkey’s legislation to the EU. The plan has established the 
lifting of geographical limitations as one of the tasks of in the road map as well 
even though this task has not been effectuated yet. But a modification in the 
statuses accorded to asylum seekers came along with the Law on Foreigners and 
International Protection, which entered into force on 11 April 2013. The law 
took effect after the mass migration of Syrians to Turkey but the preparations 
of the law had begun much earlier and reflected the materialisation of various 
issues targeted by the Action Plan. This was the first comprehensive legislation on 
migration management in Turkey and established main policies of its migration 
regime. The law continued to retain geographical limitations but it now 
differentiated between different types of international protection, as you all know. 
It introduced new terms for the statuses of asylum seekers, such as conditional 
refugee status for the people who fled events occurring in Europe or subsidiary 
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protection status for the people who could not receive conditional refugee status 
but nevertheless get international protection. The law defined a status for asylum 
seekers as well, namely temporary protection status which was later elaborated 
with a regulation, the Political Temporary Protection Regulation adopted on 22 
October 2014. The Regulation established the rules and procedures for registering 
temporarily protected persons as well as for clarifying their rights, entitlements 
and obligations. 

The mass migration of Syrians had a significant impact on the dialogue on 
migration between Turkey and the EU and resulted in various agreements. A 
significant example is the Readmission Agreement signed on 16 December 
2013. I am sure you all already know about this so I will just briefly mention it. 
The Agreement established the procedures for readmission of the persons who 
entered EU territories from Turkey illegally. But we should also mention that the 
dialogue on migration continued in other areas as well, for example in parallel 
with the Readmission Agreement, the European Commission initiated the EU-
Turkey dialogue on visa liberalisation as well. Another impact of this mass Syrian 
migration on the dialogue on migration was the Joint Action Plan activated on 
29 November 2015. The Action Plan came along following the mass influx of 
Syrians to Europe in 2014 and 2015 and aimed at strengthening the cooperation 
to support the Syrians under temporary protection in Turkey and Turkey’s efforts 
to manage migration and prevent the irregular migration flow to Europe.  

And the last thing that I can mention is the agreement that was reached on 18 
March 2016, known as the EU-Turkey Statement to control irregular migration 
and to put an end to migration smuggling. Dialogue on migration between 
Turkey and the EU following of the mass migration of Syrians is not limited to 
regulations and legislations but includes collaborations for supporting Turkey 
in migration management as well as supporting Syrians under temporary 
protection. The EU has been one of the leading partners of Turkey on issues 
related to the accommodation, health, education and employment of Syrians. A 
total of 10.9 billion € were spent to assist Turkey in 2011. You might have seen 
that the EU has recently declared that in addition to this, 325.000 € will be given 
to Turkey for humanitarian aid for refugees. I will now take a very quick glance 
at what has been done for the education of Syrian children in Turkey, especially 
at the primary school level, to display the concrete outcome of the dialogue on 
migration between Turkey and the EU. 
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When the mass migration of Syrians started in 2011, the initial expectation was 
that the Syrians would remain in Turkey only for a temporary period. As a result, 
the education of Syrian children was managed initially in private schools run by 
Syrian charities. The schools were considered as temporary education centres in 
2014 and were brought under the regulative framework of the Turkish Ministry of 
National Education. These centres provided education in Arabic with additional 
Turkish language courses and followed a revised Syrian curriculum. The main 
aim was to provide Syrian children with the ability to resume education once 
they go back to Syria. At the same time, Turkey lifted certain legal barriers to 
Syrian children’s access to formal education as well but the comprehensive effort 
to integrate these children into the Turkish education system came along in 2016 
when it became clear that it was not possible for Syrians to go back to Syria any 
time soon. This initiative was followed by the decision to decrease the number of 
temporary education centres as well. 

Today, there are over 1 million school-age Syrian children living in Turkey and 
350.000 of them are at the primary school level. Turkey has worked in close 
cooperation with the UNCR and the UNICEF as well as various local, national 
and international organisations that deal with the management of the education of 
Syrian children. The EU has been also a leading partner from the very beginning 
and funded various projects in the educational sector. The funds provided by the 
EU have so far been used for supporting the access of 500.000 Syrian children 
to education via the establishment of 70 schools for Syrian children and the 
training of over 2000 teachers and educational stuff. The project on promoting 
the integration of Syrian kids into the Turkish educational system funded directly 
by EU grants has also been very effective in assisting Syrian children. 

Over the years, many researchers from Turkey as well as various civil society 
organisations have analysed the outcomes of the policies concerning of the 
education of Syrian children. The studies put forward the achievements obtained 
due to the ongoing efforts, but they also display some enduring problems. One 
problem that comes up most regularly concerns capacity-related issues, such as 
lack of teachers trying to answer the needs of traumatised Syrian children, and to 
facilitate their integration with classmates, as well as overcrowding of classrooms, 
especially following the closing down of temporary education centres. Language 
skills continue to be a barrier as well, although in a much lesser degree compared 
to previous years. Some studies report incidences of bullying of Syrian children 
by their classmates. Economic hardships faced by Syrian families and their 
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dependence on their children’s income also prevents the intervention of Syrian 
children into the formal education system. 

Finally, the absence of a system that will keep a track of dropouts and procure 
means to integrate these children into the education system in mentioned across 
various studies. Such studies are in fact very important in terms of displaying the 
outcomes of policies set aiming to support Syrians under temporary protection. 
They reveal the strengths of these policies but they also reveal the problems faced, 
which can be general problems or problems limited to certain localities. There are 
still many things to be done to provide Syrian children with the means to access 
education and these efforts have evidently an extensive budget. According to the 
most recent Turkey Chapter of the Regional Refugee and Resilience Plan, for 
example, the total financial requirement in the educational sector only is over 500 
million $ for the years 2021 and 2022. In order to make sure that these budgets 
are allocated in most effective ways, and further partnership collaborations and 
policies are built to meet the needs of both the Turkish state and Syrians, as well 
as other asylum seekers and Turkish citizens, it is therefore necessary not only 
to strengthen the dialogue on migration between Turkey and the EU but also 
to make sure that the academia and civil society are an important part of this 
dialogue. 

EU-Turkey relations: Cooperation in the area of foreign, 
security and defence policy

By Amanda Paul 
Senior Policy Analyst at the European Policy Centre

I am going to primarily focus on EU-Turkey security cooperation and also the 
potential to form stability in the region. I am not going to touch on migration. 
But I think we have to start by putting everything within the framework of the 
broader EU-Turkey relationship which frankly is not going very well. I think we 
can say that the current state of the Turkey-EU relations reflects the state of the 
international order. It is becoming increasingly transactional. We are actually 
going through a period of great power competition, obviously because of the rise 
of China, question marks about United States’ role in the world, etc. Because we 
see a number of actors who are increasingly asserting their geo-political influence 
in growing domains for geo-political competition or cooperation. This is going 
all around the world. I would say we could call them geopolitical battlefields and 
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this is in specific regions; Latin America, Eastern Europe and in the Middle East. 
These are all a host of geopolitical areas and this continuous to expand. 

We can also say that there is a rise of middle powers, which already include Turkey 
in that category. There are more alliances between middle powers, most of them 
in geopolitical ways. If we look specifically at the Turkey-EU cooperation in the 
area of CSDP, I guess we can say that there was a significant increase between 2006 
and 2011 on Turkey’s foreign policy alignment with the EU, which was between 
74-98%. This is huge, which meant that whatever the EU was doing Turkey was 
aligned with it. Those days are gone and are probably gone forever. Because the 
current figure is about eight percent, and this reflects a more autonomous foreign 
policy of Turkey, a more independent policy. 

But I also think as just a reflection sometimes, the end of trust in the EU and 
what the EU sees as security objectives or security challenges are not necessarily 
reflected in Turkey. It is not just with the EU, this also goes on with the US. They 
drift further away. If we look generally how the EU views Turkey as a foreign 
policy actor now. Unfortunately it is sort of viewed broadly as a malign actor 
which undermines EU security interests and creates instability and tensions. At 
the same time, on the broader picture if you would ask individual member states 
you might get a different answer because the EU does not have a common policy 
on how Turkey is viewed. 

When you see these general statements coming out of the European Council or 
similar instances, they are not viewing Turkey in a particular green light when it 
comes to Turkish foreign policy, particularly in the EU neighbourhood. There are 
many divergent approaches to dealing with challenges flooding this region. I don’t 
think that the EU’s approach is always particularly fair or that it is particularly 
correct. In some areas, for example, I don’t think that the EU treated Turkey 
fairly in foreign security policy issues, involving Greek Cypriots and Greeks, for 
example. This is related to the Aegean region but that is a different discussion. 

But I also believe that given the fact that the EU’s relations with Russian Federation 
are in dire straits. You already have one big enemy in the neighbourhood. Do we 
really need to push ourselves to have another major enemy? I think this is the 
reason why Turkey and the EU need to work together to try to strengthen their 
cooperation in security matters and if you put that into a historical context as well, 
you can see that Turkey has actually made important and sizable contributions 
to the EU. In land-led operations, mainly in terms of troops, and personnel and 
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these missions still actually go on. We sometimes have the impression that the 
EU and Turkey do nothing together but Turkey is still involved in the EU mission 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina with over 200 personnel, which makes it actually the 
second largest contributor to this operation. And Ankara has also said that it 
wants to resume contributing to EU civilian missions in Ukraine and Kosovo and 
wants to be able to join. That is a different matter. 

But when we look at the security situation in the region, I think there is a good 
reason why the EU should be perhaps more proactive and try to cooperate and 
engage with Turkey. First of all, the EU is a weak foreign policy actor if I can put it 
that way. As a weak foreign policy and security actor, it has very lofty geopolitical 
aspirations and they are yet to become a reality. We heard about Ursula von der 
Leyen’s goal of the EU becoming a geopolitical Union, having a big role around 
the world. I cannot see one area in geopolitical terms, maybe in economic terms. 
Maybe. 

When you get to foreign policy and geopolitical games, the EU is not a huge 
actor, including in its neighbourhood. It does not have a huge impact in its 
neighbourhood, which means to me that there are reasons why it should 
cooperate with Turkey in some areas, because Turkey does have some weigh in 
some fields where the EU does not. Linking security to migration, this makes 
sense to me as a way of preventing the possibility of more migration flows and 
instability coming to Europe. Something that is important. In my opinion, I 
don’t see within the short term that we are going to see a repeat of the Syrian 
refugee crisis in terms of the numbers of migrants that came into Turkey and 
who wanted to come to Europe afterwards. I don’t think that this is going to be 
on the horizon but one never knows. We can’t be sure. This sort of crisis does not 
just come around now because of war. It comes around because of new security 
challenges, such as climate change, water and food shortages etc. Particularly in 
southern neighbourhoods. I think we need to have a bit of foresight from the side 
of Europe in terms of calculating the potential security challenges in the future. 

Another important issue is obviously Afghanistan. Turkey is not yet, as far as I 
am aware, had major recipients of Afghan refugees. There are already quite a lot 
of them here but originally, back in the day, I think that the EU actually expected 
that millions of Afghans would arrive in Turkey heading for the EU and they 
made it very clear that we do not want them if the Turks would kick them out. 
It does not sound like a good message. This could also change in the coming 
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months. We do not know what is going to happen. We do not know what is going 
to happen with Taliban. We do not know what is going to happen in the country 
going into the winter and obviously a lot depends on the sort of humanitarian aid 
being delivered into Afghanistan. The whole world seems to be delivering aid. 
How it gets coordinated and by whom is the question. But I think there is some 
potential for Turkey to work with the EU in coordinating their humanitarian 
programs or another initiative in Afghanistan that will help reduce the possibility 
of further outflows. 

At the moment, the majority of people living in Afghanistan seem to have gone to 
Iran. Iran was already holding a huge number of Afghans. Iran does not have the 
potential to hold more. We know the Iranian government has been sending back 
refugees from Iran back to Afghanistan. So, I think despite the problems the West 
has with Iran, there is a need to have a migrant dialogue with Iran and to give Iran 
sufficient support. I am talking about actual trialogues and discussions Turkey, 
Iran and the EU can have. I know that Turkey and Iran also have a dialogue on 
migration and I think that actually a roadmap was just agreed. I think everybody 
is on the same page and works together and this can be helpful. 

The other region, I would like to say a few words on is Sahel, which is also in 
disarray. I know it is further away. But the situation is pretty bad. Turkey is 
also engaged in Sahel, increasing its role and instruments it uses there over the 
last couple of years. The EU is there, particularly France. That does not really 
bode well for an increased cooperation between the two in that region because 
I think you know that France views Turkey as a geopolitical competitor. And it 
is one of those countries that consistently refers to Turkey as a negative force 
and as a malign actor, undermining its security. But I think these things should 
be put behind because there would be a very good opportunity to coordinate 
on humanitarian aid and structural development projects while being involved 
in multi-stakeholder initiatives. Because both Turkey and Europe are actually 
supporting these things. Their goals in the region are the same. So, it makes 
more sense to actually work together rather than working apart. But I would also 
add that initiatives related to countering violent extremism and radicalisation 
in Sahel might help. This is also a problem that could at some point also lead to 
the outflow of individuals from the region. So, for me it is a no brainer that they 
should work together. 
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And the last areas I would like to touch on is the Black Sea and Eastern Europe. 
First of all, Turkey has played an important role in the Belarus-Poland border 
crisis. For me, this is a totally artificial crisis, a weaponisation of migrants by this 
awful dictator Lukashenko in Minsk. He takes it to a very low level, he is a man 
with no scruples but Turkey immediately responded to the EU’s request to do 
something about the numerous people that are flying from Istanbul and elsewhere 
to Minsk by stopping people who are going. And this is hugely important, the 
Iraqis did the same thing but this is something to be sustained because we have 
seen now that a lot of migrants return to Minsk. The Iraqis and other countries 
did quite good to repatriate the people who were sent back but that does not 
mean that they won’t come back. I think this makes a sense for many people who 
came. It might be worth trying again in the spring where the weather starts to 
warm up and it may help them if the Polish security forces maybe lower their 
guards. But I think they would like to have a second chance, so this is why it is 
going to be very important to continue the cooperation on this. 

And the other thing I always say is the growing threat coming from the Russian 
Federation in the region. Because, first of all, the situation in Belarus would not 
happen if Lukashenko would not backed by the Kremlin. I don’t think we would 
have that situation. Russians have obviously taken full advantage of the fact that 
Lukashenko now can no longer have the balanced foreign policy he used to have. 
Now, he is totally under the control of Russians. Russians significantly increased 
their military infrastructure in Belarus and around the region. 

Apart from that, there is the situation in Ukraine and around Ukraine. The 
Russian military build-up for the second time of this year on the Ukraine border in 
addition to their huge presence in the Black Sea, their occupation and annexation 
of Crimea back in 2014 and the ongoing situation in the Donbass. It is creating 
like I said a very hot situation, which we are all aware about. And of course, you 
could say what does have to do with Turkey. It does have a lot to do with Turkey 
because instability in the Black Sea region has a huge impact on Turkey. Turkey 
is actually on the frontline when it comes to Russia. Some would even say that it 
is like a buffer zone, isn’t it? Because what would happen in the Black Sea would 
have an immediate impact on Turkey along with the other literal states there. 

And Turkey is also a member of NATO. NATO plays an important role in the 
Black Sea. So, I think there is a need for a more proactive and pre-emptive 
position towards what is going on in that region. I am not talking about sending 
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in warships. Nobody wants to see a war but at the same time I don’t think we 
can rule out a war. Ukraine has been invaded already and chances are it will 
be invaded again and this would have huge ramifications. First of all, mass 
migration flows from Ukraine and a huge wave of instability across the region 
which is why it is very important I think that the EU, NATO and Turkey and 
other bilateral states as well work together to help strengthen Black Sea security. 
Help make Ukraine more resilient. And everybody signs up to a common 
message that this is undermining European stability and the security order that 
has been established there for decades, which will not be tolerated. And Turkey 
also played an important role in the establishment of this security order. It needs 
to be maintained and it is important. 

I will just close my remarks now but very briefly there are also other areas where 
Turkey and the EU could be working together to strengthen regional stability. For 
example, I noticed yesterday that Russians announced first meeting of the six-
party platform will take place in Russia. This is Russia, Turkey, Iran, Azerbaijan, 
Armenia and there would be Georgia too but they are not going. Georgia won’t 
take part in these initiatives like the EU and the US. But I don’t think that this 
is something where the EU should not be more involved. It should not be side-
lined as was the case during the Nagorno-Karabakh War last year. Because of 
Turkey’s growing influence in the region, Turkey is involved in new initiatives in 
all these transport infrastructure corridors and communications networks. This 
is a very good opportunity again for the two to work together for a common 
goal increasing regional stability and regional prosperity. Turkey was always 
the loudest voice, after the break-up of the Soviet Union pushing for the South 
Caucasus to be integrated into the Euro-Atlantic institutions. The countries in the 
region were consistently doing that and they are part of Europe and it is important 
that we work together to create stability in that region. 

And the last word I would like say is that I would like to see Turkey as a part of 
Permanent Structured Cooperation in the area of security and defence policy 
(PESCO) and Turkey should be brought into PESCO and into the European 
Defence Agency. I think Turkey would have an important role to play there. And 
I think that it is really tragic that Cyprus is just shooting the EU in its foot. Of 
course, we know that there are other member states that would prevent this for 
their own selfish reasons but hopefully there will be a change in that. 
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How the EU and Turkey addressed common regional 
challenges, migration flows, radicalisation and disinformation

By Dr. Koert Debeuf 
Editor-in-Chief of EUobserver and  

Associate Researcher at the Vrije Universiteit Brussel (VUB)

Let me start my talk with my visit to Syria. I did three visits to Northern Syria in 
2012, 2013 and, of course, in the middle of the war. I want to talk about three things 
that I have seen, which actually kind of changed my view also of the position of 
Turkey and the EU there. I arrived in December 2012, I was hosted by one of the 
soldiers of the Free Syrian Army. And the first place he brought me to was Azaz, this 
small town in the northern part of Syria, very close to Turkey, and he brought me 
to a marketplace that was completely destroyed just three days before I was there. 
It was destroyed by two Scud rockets that were fired by the Assad regime in order 
to protect “people from terrorists”. The entire place was destroyed. People were 
still lying under the rubble and, of course, the guy who told me that there was no 
way or no instruments to get these people out. They were on the marketplace on a 
Wednesday, the busiest moment of course. They were mostly women and children. 

The second thing was when we went to his place to sleep. And well I heard from 
11 o’clock onwards planes flying around, dropping barrel bombs everywhere 
around. I was of course not very used to that. I lived in Brussels and I was kind of 
panicking. Where should we go? And he said nowhere. “Just sleep and pray that 
it is not going to fall on us”. So, the third thing was that we then went to a refugee 
camp very close to Kilis, actually on the Syrian side and there was a refugee camp 
with 20.000 Syrians, internally displaced Syrians. It was snowing. So, it was very 
cold. There was no heating, there was no light, there was no medicine, there was 
no milk although from those 20.000 there were 8.000 children and on top of that 
there was just food for only one meal. So, I asked them when was the next meal 
expected and he said “We don’t know, we just have to pray that the next meal will 
come on time to feed all these people”. 

The last point I want to touch upon is another visit I made, illegally of course, 
from Turkey to Syria because I was not allowed to go in legally. Back then, I 
lived in Cairo. So, when I took the plane from Cairo to Istanbul, from Istanbul to 
Gaziantep or to Antakya and then I went into Syria. There were people crossing 
the border with me. Clearly, young, male, long-bearded guys who were not there 
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to help the humanitarian situation in Syria. So, I saw with my own eyes on the 
frontlines in Aleppo how the radicalisation of the fighting forces was happening 
month after month. I then went back to Europe and saw that actually nobody 
understood the situation. So, I asked for a no-fly zone, which was of course, 
a thing that Turkey was asking for. I said them that the aid that they were are 
sending to Damascus through the UN and UNHCR was not reaching the North. 
And importantly I told them that there was radicalisation going on, which might 
explode if Europe does not do anything. 

And the only country that was really doing something about this was Turkey. 
Turkey understood what was happening on its borders obviously. They were 
seeing the radicalisation, they were seeing that refugee crisis, they were seeing 
these bombings and what was going on, and they were seeing if nothing will be 
done then what will happen of course would be people that will cross the border 
into Turkey and in the end cross the border to the EU. So, it was something like a 
train wreck that you could see happening. 

By the way, it is exactly the same in Libya. We all knew in 2013 that if nothing 
would happen then it would be turning to chaos and to a war. And again from 
the European side instead of reacting properly to what was happening, they 
were sadly divided politically. Italy against France. Why? Because oil was more 
important than people. And as a result, migration came into Europe and still 
then there was a fight between Italy and France. Actually, both presidents of both 
countries were not more than spokespersons of Total and Eni, big oil companies 
in Europe. Now, if you see that, I don’t see migration as a security problem. 
Migration is actually the result of a security problem. And what was happening 
in Syria was predictable and migration was a predictable thing. 

Let me turn quickly to what Amanda also said. There are places right now where 
we see we can predict what is going to happen. We can predict that there is 
going to be a major problem in the Black Sea. Russia has mass troops next to the 
Ukrainian border.  If something is going to happen there, there is going to be of 
course a security problem but also a migration problem. The second region that 
Amanda also mentioned are the Balkans. We see that in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Serbia and Kosovo tensions are rising again and UN envoys are racing alone as 
Russia is preventing them to have their reports officialised during the Security 
Council. And Europe is again in doubt about what we should do in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Serbia and Kosovo and so on. 
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A third region that I think we have to look very closely at, apart from the Caucasus 
that is not going to explode very soon, is of course still Syria and Iraq. That is 
happening, we think Iraq is stabilised but any moment we can see violence. And 
in any of these potential conflicts, again as Amanda said, Turkey has a crucial role 
to play. And again in my opinion, Europe is underestimating the potential fire 
that can break out anytime in each of these potential conflicts. 

I think again, as Amanda said, some further strategic cooperation between 
Turkey and Europe is essential not just for stopping these conflicts but also for 
European internal cohesion and internal strategic and political reasons. 

One thing I noticed when I was in Turkey as part of a European delegation (I have 
seen this not only in Turkey but also other parts of the Middle east) is the lack of 
empathy from the European side. Historical understanding of positions of what 
Europe has also done and not done. Let me give two examples that Abdullah Gül 
gave me when he was still President. 

The first was, when Turkey was accepted to the accession process in 2005. And 
a few weeks later the French presidential campaign started. One of the main 
candidates who then became the President, Nicolas Sarkozy, who actually said, 
Turkey will never become a member of the European Union while Turkey had 
just started the official accession process. Few months later, Angela Merkel said 
the same thing. And we are surprised that there are on the Turkish side some 
resentments about the position of the EU when we make a deal and we start a 
process but we say that it has to end on the contrary of what we have promised to. 
Even if the conditions were to be met. 

The second point we often forget on the EU side, again from what Abdullah 
Gül said, is Cyprus. The Kofi Annan Peace Process that was initiated in Cyprus 
led to a referendum. This is open for discussion because Gül is my main source 
as I said. So, he said we have asked Turkey that the Turkish Cypriots vote in 
favour of the referendum and they did. The Greeks voted against the peace plan. 
And as a result of it, the Greek Cypriots get a reward, they are allowed into the 
EU while the Turkish Cypriots were just left behind and not only that. Again, 
Abdullah Gül said that the Greek Cypriots started to block all kinds of parts of 
the accession process negotiations. These are things that are often forgotten on 
the EU side and which I think as a first step should be done from the EU side, 
also to normalise again some strategic cooperation on the fields that I think are 
extremely important. 
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Let me finish with one more thing about migration and the abuse of migration and 
how to react to this. According to me, from what I have seen from 2014 until now, 
there are actually two countries that have been abusing migration, one is Russia 
and the other one was ISIS, of course not a country. And both have been using 
migration for the same reason. They want to divide the European public opinion. 
They are doing that now in Belarus and ISIS has been doing this while pushing of 
course Syrian refugees to Turkey and then to the EU. ISIS has done this in two ways. 

First of all, they were panicking by the fact that these migrants and refugees did 
not stay in the Muslim world. Are you going to Europe while Europe is against 
Muslims? And they have 12 videos going out in September 2015 saying “Come 
back to ISIS because we are your friends and Europe is against you”. Refugees 
were not going to ISIS because, of course, they were fleeing ISIS and they did 
want a particular thing. The answer was to attack Europe. Attacks in Paris, attacks 
in Brussels not just doing these attacks as such. For example, at Bataclan they left 
a passport on the ground that had a Greek stamp on it. The guy who exploded 
himself, nothing was found back from him but the passport was intact and this 
stamp of Turkey and Greece. Excuse me, this was done to prove the fact that 
actually this refugee flows were a flow of terrorists. 

What Russia did was to exploit this idea through social media, through Russia 
Today in Germany and other parts to divide the European Union against Syrians. 
Which of course was a big drama in the EU which led to what is the current pact 
between Turkey and the EU. I think what Merkel has been doing was a biggest 
blow to ISIS. They had no military blow, for clarity, and the big signs “Refugees 
Welcome!” in the football stadiums was the worst communication that ISIS has 
seen against them. And I think it stopped kind of their popularity in many parts of 
the world. As a matter of fact, we see the resurgence of ISIS in the region. It is very 
clear that it was predictable. Because by not wanting to take those fighters back 
and put them in prison in Europe, these fighters started to wandering around. 

On the other hand, we see Russia again becoming a more and more important 
threat. So, the question is “What should we do?”. These radical groups, jihadist 
groups and Russia are actually parting and dividing us, dividing Turkey, dividing 
Europe. From the European side, if we do not see the importance of such a strategic 
cooperation, what we will see in the months and years to come, that both of us will 
lose strategically, economically, and politically, which I think is not an option. Let’s 
hope that Europe will see that and will understand what the issue at stake is. 
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Introduction
Today, Turkey is further away from the EU than it has ever been. With the de 
facto freezing of Turkey’s EU accession process and mounting problems in 
broader EU-Turkey relations, cooperation on foreign and security policy has 
been significantly eroded. The 2015 migration deal is, however,  an exception. 
Major divergences on a number of issues, including Syria, Libya and the Eastern 
Mediterranean in particular, have stoked tensions. Moreover, there has been a 
paradigm shift in the way that the EU deals with Ankara. Turkey no longer seems 
to be viewed as an ally but rather as a third party.

Despite the problems and divergences on many issues, Turkey remains a crucial 
strategic partner for the EU. While differences on some security and foreign 
policy issues seem set to remain, there are a number of security challenges that 
have an impact on both parties. These include in the southern neighbourhood 
and the Black Sea region, where strengthened dialogue and cooperation as well 
as reinforced cooperation on migration and energy security-related issues could 
be mutually beneficial.  

This paper starts by giving a brief historical overview of Turkey’s contribution to 
European security, including cooperation with the EU’s Common Foreign and 
Security Policy (CFSP). The second part looks at why there has been a major 
decline in cooperation between the two partners. The third section focuses on a 
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number of security challenges - both conventional and non-conventional - that 
exist today and that affect both parties. The last section explains why it makes 
sense for Turkey and the EU to deepen dialogue and cooperation.  

Turkey and European security
Turkey has been part of the Euro-Atlantic community and actively and eagerly 
contributed to European security since 1952, when it joined NATO. Strategically 
placed between the Black Sea, the Caucasus and the Middle East, Turkey played 
a central role in shoring up European security against the Soviet Union during 
the Cold War, forming the frontier of NATO on its south-east edge, not least the 
Middle East. In addition, westernisation and US-oriented foreign policies kept 
Turkey close in the periphery of Europe, even after the end of the Cold War. 

In terms of foreign and security policy cooperation between the EU and Turkey 
there is also a long history. It starts with Turkey’s associate membership of the 
Western European Union (WEU) in 1992. While Turkey did not have voting 
rights, it was nevertheless very active and was allowed to be part of working 
groups and other meeting formats. It was also able to appoint liaison officers to 
WEU operations on the same terms as full members. Ankara was also consulted 
on WEU operations and, using NATO assets, Turkey was able to be involved in 
WEU operations. The disbanding of the WEU in 1999 was a blow for Turkey 
as it left Turkey’s future role unclear.  Ankara was concerned that it would be 
increasingly isolated and excluded from EU security and defence policy.

 This fear of isolation and exclusion is reflected in Ankara’s decision to veto the 
creation of a NATO-EU cooperation framework. Only when Turkey’s demands 
were met with the 2003 Berlin Plus arrangements (that underline that non-EU 
NATO members could participate in EU missions using NATO assets) did it 
proceed. Subsequently, Turkey made large contributions, in particular personnel 
and troops, to nine EU-led missions and operations.1  Indeed, after the UK, 
France and Germany, Turkey was the biggest contributor. These included EUPOL 
COPPS - Police and Rule of Law Mission for the Palestinian Territories, EULEX 
Kosovo, EUAM Ukraine, Police Mission in Bosnia and Herzegovina, EUPOL 
Proxima in FYROM (North Macedonia), EUPOL Kinshasa in DRC, EUFOR RD 
Congo.

1 Meltem Müftüler-Baç, ‘Turkey’s future with the European Union: A model of differentiated 
integration’, Turkish Studies, vol. 18, no. 3, 2017.
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The Cyprus problem
The accession of Cyprus to the EU in 2004 was a major game-changer, resulting 
in cooperation being scaled down. Turkey does not recognise Cyprus and 
Cyprus is not a NATO member. As a result, Ankara was reluctant to have Cypriot 
involvement despite the fact that Berlin Plus did not allow for the inclusion of non-
NATO states in NATO-EU co-operation unless they were members of NATO’s 
‘Partnership for Peace’ (PfP) programme for non-members, which Cyprus is not. 
The EU insisted that Cyprus became party to EU-NATO co-operation. However, 
Turkey vetoed a NATO-Cyprus security agreement that would have opened the 
way for Cyprus to be included in PfP and thereby in EU-NATO co-operation. 
Thereafter, Cyprus vetoed the EU-Turkey security agreement on the exchange of 
classified material and of Turkish membership of the European Defence Agency 
(EDA).

This is the situation even today and it has been highly problematic. EU-NATO 
dialogue has been frozen and major EU-NATO co-operation beyond Berlin 
Plus has been almost impossible. Although Turkey frequently turns a blind eye 
to NATO-EU cooperation, cooperation at a policy and strategic level can be 
challenging. 

Furthermore, compared to the past, Turkey’s participation in Common Security 
and Defence Policy (CSDP) missions is now very limited. Today, Ankara only 
contributes to the EUFOR Althea in Bosnia and Herzegovina, with some 242 
personnel, making it the biggest non-EU troop contributor and second biggest 
contributor overall. 

Turkey has also shown considerable interest in being part of the EU’s Permanent 
Structured Cooperation (PESCO), which was launched in 2017.  In the autumn 
of 2020, the EU began to welcome third countries to PESCO in order to foster 
cooperation and interoperability with NATO partners and to improve military 
mobility within and beyond the EU. The US, Canada and Norway, among others, 
are already participating in PESCO.

In May 2021, Turkey applied to take part in the Military Mobility (MM) PESCO 
project.  It aims to aid the free movement of military units and assets throughout 
Europe via the removal of bureaucratic barriers and the improvement of 
infrastructure.  Therefore, in line with NATO-EU cooperation, it is understandable 
that Turkey manifested its interest in the project. Turkey is still waiting for a reply. 
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It seems very likely that Cyprus will also be an obstacle for Turkey to deepen 
defence cooperation with PESCO as it has a veto. And it is not alone. Austria too 
has opposed Turkey’s admission due to backsliding on fundamental rights and 
freedoms.2  Third states are expected to share the democratic values of the EU 
and also have good neighbourly relations with the EU.  Hence, Turkey’s drilling 
and gas exploration activities in the Eastern Mediterranean, the Cyprus problem 
and challenging relationship with Greece have proven to be problematic. 

Turkey continues to be interested in EU defence initiatives, including the 
European Defence Fund (EDF).  However, to this day, Turkey and the EDA 
have not signed any Administrative Agreement (AA).  By comparison, the EDA 
has signed such agreements with the Ukraine, Norway, Switzerland and Serbia. 
The 2018 Joint EU-NATO Cooperation Declaration is the only framework that 
makes the participation of Turkey in EU initiatives official. It stipulates that both 
organisations encourage the other one to participate in its initiatives.

Nevertheless, despite these obstacles, Turkey has contributed to the security of 
Europe with its efforts in stemming a wave of millions of refugees from Syria 
and elsewhere from crossing into the EU and Western Balkans. It has also been 
a crucial actor in EU efforts to strengthen energy security, including reducing 
EU dependence on Russian natural gas, by diversifying routes and sources. The 
Southern Gas Corridor (SGC), which travels across Turkey to Greece and beyond, 
is a major part of these efforts. It covers all infrastructure projects involved in 
bringing natural gas from the Caspian Sea to Europe.

Turkey also continues to make an important contribution to Euro-Atlantic 
security via NATO. This includes leading the NATO Response Force (NRF), a 
very High Readiness Joint Task Force (VJTF) in 2021,3 and being part of NATO’s 
Baltic Air Policing Mission.4

Declining alignment with EU foreign policy
In addition to Turkey’s involvement in EU initiatives becoming more difficult, 
Ankara’s alignment with EU foreign policy has started to tail off. Normally, as 
a candidate for full membership of the EU, Turkey would be expected to align 
itself with the maximum number of EU foreign policy statements. However, 

2 https://www.euractiv.com/section/politics/short_news/austria-opposes-turkeys-bid-to-join-eu-
military-project/

3 https://www.janes.com/defence-news/news-detail/turkey-leads-nato-vjtf-in-2021
4 https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_185758.htm?selectedLocale=en
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as Turkey’s accession process derailed and relations with the EU became more 
challenging, the country’s foreign policy alignment dropped off. 

According to a report by the Centre for European Reform (CER), “between 2006 
and 2011 Turkey’s alignment rate was very high, with Ankara signing up to between 
74 and 98 per cent of Council decisions and declarations made by the EU’s High 
Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy. In 2019 it dropped to 21 
percent”.5 According to the European Commission’s 2021 report on Turkey, it was 
some 14 percent.6

This decline began at a time when Turkey-EU relations started to be increasingly 
problematic. These problems stemmed from two key issues: Turkey’s accession 
process becoming more or less frozen. Although officially an EU candidate 
country, Turkey’s membership talks were doomed from the beginning in 2005, 
with France and Germany touting an alternative privileged partnership. Cyprus’s 
accession also made EU–Turkey relations much more problematic. While Turkey 
managed to open 16 negotiating chapters and close 17, most of the remaining 19 
were blocked, mostly for political reasons by either individual EU Member States 
or the European Council as a whole.

Second, democratic back-tracking started to take place in Turkey. Given that 
Turkey’s accession negotiations were the anchor of its reform process, when it 
ran into trouble its early reforms started to go into reverse. With EU messaging 
increasingly signalling that Turkey’s membership was not on the cards any 
time soon, EU conditionality no longer had the same impact. The democratic 
and economic achievements of the early years of Turkey’s ruling Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) began to go into reverse. 

Regional developments have also played a role.  For example, the response of 
Turkey, which shares a long border with Syria to the war in the country, was 
significantly different to that of the EU. Even if Turkey’s accession process had 
remained on track, it is difficult to believe that Ankara and EU foreign policy 
would have been aligned on this issue.

5 https://www.cer.eu/sites/default/files/pbrief_for_sec_pol_10.5.21.pdf
6 file:///C:/Users/Amanda/Downloads/Turkey%202021%20report.PDF
7 Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Current Situation” (accessed 09 November 2021)
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A more autonomous foreign policy
More generally, as Turkey-EU relations have drifted (along with ties with 
Washington), Turkish foreign policy has become more independent and assertive. 
However, well before the AKP came to power, foreign policy had begun to 
evolve. A pertinent example was when the Turkish Parliament rejected a request 
by Washington in March 2003 to allow more than 60,000 US troops to operate 
from Turkish bases and ports in the event of a war with Iraq, which wrecked US 
plans for a Northern Front.8  Years earlier, it was unthinkable that such a request 
would have been denied. Still, there is no doubt that, since coming to power in 
2005, the AKP and Recep Tayyip Erdoğan have radically transformed Turkish 
foreign policy. While this change was quite mild at the beginning, it has gathered 
speed over the years. While former foreign minister and prime minister Ahmet 
Davutoglu’s policy of zero problems with neighbours policy was originally viewed 
positively by the EU, in the aftermath of the Arab Spring, policy changed. This 
speeded up when conflict broke out in Turkey’s southern neighbourhood.

Ankara has endeavoured to reposition Turkey, enlarging its influence in its 
different neighbourhoods and beyond. This includes in the Western Balkans, 
the Black Sea region, the South Caucasus and the Southern Neighbourhood. 
However, ambitions have gone further afield too, including Africa and Southeast 
Asia.9  It is driven by a mix of security concerns, regional hegemon ambitions, 
domestic politics and the need to boost the economy and is underpinned by a 
belief that the global balance of power is shifting away from the West.  Soft power 
and diplomacy remain an important part of Turkey’s foreign policy.  The country 
is one of the world’s biggest development aid donors.10 However, its use of hard 
power has significantly grown. 

Growing divergences
Turkey’s approach to developments unfolding in its neighbourhood and 
elsewhere have frequently differed to that of the EU and its Member States. 
Differences of opinions and policies on several areas, including Syria, Libya, Iraq, 
the Eastern Mediterranean, Cyprus, the 2020 Nagorno-Karabakh war and Russia, 
8 https://edition.cnn.com/2003/WORLD/meast/03/01/sprj.irq.main/
9 https://www.mei.edu/publications/turkeys-engagement-southeast-asia
10 Tüyloğlu, Yavuz (2021), “Turkish Development Assistance as a Foreign Policy Tool and its Discordant 

Locations”, Berlin: German Institute for International and Security Affairs. See also Paul, Amanda; 
Ivano di Carlo; Elem Eyrice Tepeciklioğlu; and Yu-Shan Wu (2020), Eurasia goes to Africa, Brussels:

 European Policy Centre.
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contributed to a worsening of ties and a reduction of dialogue and cooperation. 
In some cases, Turkey has been accused of undermining regional stability and of 
carrying out malign activities, with Turkish influence and policies increasingly 
being compared to those of Russia, China and, in some cases, Saudi Arabia.  
France’s  President, Emmanuel Macron, accused Turkey of not behaving like an 
ally and of having imperialist ambitions.11  

Turkey’s competitive-cooperative partnership with Russia has also been a major 
bone of contention for Ankara’s Western allies. In 2017, Ankara purchased 
a Russian S-400 missile-defence system despite objections from its NATO 
colleagues. It led to the US removing Turkey from the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter 
programme. Ankara also cooperates with the Kremlin on several infrastructure 
projects. In the absence of Western engagement, particularly Washington’s 
retrenchment from the Middle East, the two carved out respective spheres of 
influence in Libya and Syria, despite being on opposing sides of the conflicts.

In 2019-20, Turkish activities in the Eastern Mediterranean led to tensions 
between Ankara and the EU skyrocketing on several issues. Topping the list 
was Ankara’s exploratory drilling activities in the Cypriot and Greek Exclusive 
Economic Zones in the Eastern Mediterranean. From a Turkish perspective, 
there is a strong belief that the EU does not treat Turkey fairly in foreign and 
security policy issues involving Cyprus and Greece. Despite the many differences 
between the ruling AKP and Turkey’s opposition parties, there is generally broad 
agreement on this point.

Developments in the Eastern Mediterranean have increased tensions with France. 
Paris has increased its military presence in the region to support Greece.  It also 
subsequently signed a defence pact with Athens.12

However, the confrontation between Turkey and France is rooted in a bigger 
geopolitical clash that takes in Syria, Libya and Lebanon.13 Turkey and France, for 
example, have found themselves on different sides in the Libya conflict. France 
increasingly views Turkey as a growing geopolitical rival in a region where Paris 
has always had considerable influence.14 

11 https://www.fr24news.com/a/2020/08/french-macron-says-turkey-has-not-acted-as-a-nato-ally-3.
html

12 https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/greece-france-defence-pact-protects-against-third-party-
aggression-greek-pm-2021-10-07/

13 https://www.ifri.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/jabbour_france_vs_turkey_eastmed_2021.pdf
14 https://www.ifri.org/en/publications/briefings-de-lifri/france-vs-turkey-eastmed-geopolitical-
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 The conclusions of the European Council of 19 July 2019 stated “the serious 
immediate negative impact that such illegal actions have across the range of 
EU-Turkey relations”.15  This included the Council agreeing not to hold the 
Association Council and further meetings of the EU-Turkey high-level dialogues 
for the time being.

Still, in the midst of this seemingly never-ending deterioration of EU-Turkey 
relations, was the 2015-16 migration crisis, when millions of Syrian refugees 
flooded into Turkey with plans to head to EU states.  Perversely, the crisis briefly 
revived ties, with a landmark deal agreed. Irregular migrants attempting to 
enter Greece would be returned to Turkey. Ankara would take steps to prevent 
new migratory routes from opening. In exchange, the EU agreed to resettle 
Syrian refugees from Turkey on a one-to-one basis as well as provide six billion 
euros in aid to Turkey (but not directly to the government) for Syrian migrant 
communities. While the EU also agreed to reduce visa restrictions for Turkish 
citizens, modernise the 1995 Turkey-EU Customs Union (CU) and re-energise 
the stalled accession process, this never happened. The deal changed the way 
that the EU and Turkey do business. Short-term issues-based cooperation 
replaced a more long-term strategic partnership. The deal was also a model for 
future security and migration cooperation which could be applied to other third 
countries.

Looking ahead: Common challenges
The current state of play in EU-Turkey relations reflects the state of the 
international order. These relations are in disarray and becoming increasingly 
transactional. Nevertheless, while Turkey-EU relations are clearly not going to be 
a bed of roses any time soon, Turkey still remains one of the EU’s most important 
neighbours and a crucial strategic partner on many issues, including trade, 
energy, migration and counter-terrorism. Turkey’s geostrategic location means 
that it is on the frontline of regions which are far from being predictable or stable 
and can be an existential threat to EU stability and security. 

Thus, the EU and Turkey have a mutual interest in developing a more constructive, 
cooperative and sustainable relationship. The introduction of a new positive agenda 
(PA) in late 2020 was recognition of this. The PA envisaged renewed engagement 

rivalry-between-keeper-old
15 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2019/07/15/turkish-drilling-activities-

in-the-eastern-mediterranean-council-adopts-conclusions/
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with Turkey in “a phased, proportionate and reversible manner” in areas of common 
interest, including the modernisation of the Customs Union, visa liberalisation, 
people-to-people contacts and migration.16 It led to new high level engagement 
between Turkish and EU officials as well as restarting high level dialogues on several 
issues, including on migration and security, climate change as well as relaunching 
some foreign policy dialogues, for example on the Western Balkans.

There are a number of common foreign policy and security challenges in the 
neighbourhood and beyond that impact - or have the potential to impact - the 
stability and security of both Turkey and the EU. These include new security 
challenges such as climate security. Climate change can exacerbate economic 
insecurity or political instability, which in turn may lead to mass migration, 
potentially impacting both Turkey and the EU.  Furthermore, the recent energy 
crisis emphasised the EU’s ongoing vulnerability to being overly dependent on 
Russian gas.17 It has underlined the importance not only of speeding up the green 
energy transition but of continuing to look for ways to diversify sources and 
routes for natural gas, including via Turkey.

To this end it is in the interest of both parties to reinvigorate foreign policy 
dialogue and, where possible, cooperation, to help address regional challenges in 
a coherent and mutually beneficial way. This could include the following areas:

Migration and security cooperation. While EU-Turkey cooperation on issues 
related to migration began a long time before the Syrian refugee crisis, the EU-
Turkey Statement was an important agreement which, despite some problems, 
has worked.  No doubt, at the time when the agreement was negotiated, Turkey 
probably expected that Bashar al-Assad would be brought down and the majority 
of those displaced would return.  However, this has not been the case. 

It is in the strategic interest of both the EU and Turkey to continue to work on 
maintaining the full implementation of the agreement and to further enhance 
it to cover all respective areas of migration management. While EU finance will 
continue to be crucial to support the almost four million refugees in the country, 
the EU should be ready to resettle more refugees.  The EU should also better 
address reservations raised by Ankara regarding modalities and speed of financial 
assistance disbursement and improving local ownership and involvement.
16  European Council (2021), Statement of the Members of the European  Council, 25 March 2021, SN 

18/21, Brussels, para.11
17 https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/europe-s-energy-crisis-exposes-dependence-on-

vladimir-putin-s-gas-for-now/ar-AAQ66Ek
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In line with article 9 of the Statement, Ankara and the EU should increase dialogue 
on the future of Syria, including looking for ways to cooperate to improve the lives 
of local communities on northern Syria that would complement UN-facilitated 
efforts.

The Statement could also be further extended or updated to take into 
consideration potential new migration flows, for example from Afghanistan 
and Pakistan. While the number of migrants from Afghanistan to Turkey has 
not been as large as originally estimated, this does not mean that numbers will 
not increase in the future.  To this the EU is already cooperating with Turkey 
on strengthening its border with Iran. Turkey and Iran have also agreed on a 
roadmap for future cooperation which includes managing migration.18 It could 
be beneficial for the EU to work with Turkey and other countries in the region by 
way of developing tripartite discussions to help them strengthen their resilience 
and ability to cope with migrant flows. With both Turkey and the EU engaged in 
Afghanistan, strengthened dialogue here should also be a priority.  Furthermore, 
with a multitude of donors engaged in Afghanistan, the process of supply of 
humanitarian aid should be more coordinated and strategic. Turkey can work 
and cooperate with EU and other like-minded countries to this end.

Energy Security. Turkey has already played a crucial role in helping the EU 
strengthen its energy security via the establishment of the Southern Gas 
Corridor (SGC), which brings gas from the Caspian to EU markets and the 
Western Balkans.  The recent Russia-Ukraine crisis has raised concerns about the 
Kremlin’s ability to weaponise gas as a way to pressurise the EU on Ukraine and 
other issues.  Consequently, it has underlined the need to take further steps to 
reduce EU dependence on Russian gas.  The visit of European Commissioner for 
Energy Kadri Simson to Azerbaijan with the aim of discussing new gas supplies 
signalled the urgency of the matter.19 In this respect, cooperation with Turkey, as 
part of the SGC consortium on gas from Azerbaijan, or other sources that could 
feed into the SGC, will remain crucial.

The Black Sea region/South Caucasus. As the doorman of the Black Sea, Turkey is on 
the frontline. Ankara has relentlessly promoted the need for a balanced, neutral and 
peaceful Black Sea and, to this end, has consistently followed the rules laid down in 
the Montreux Convention, precisely controlling the traffic in and out of the Black Sea.  
18 https://theiranproject.com/blog/2021/11/15/iran-turkey-agree-on-roadmap-for-long-term-

cooperation/
19 https://www.rferl.org/a/eu-azerbaijan-gas-supply/31687095.html
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Russia’s growing influence –-particularly in military terms - in and around the 
Black Sea region is an existential security threat for Turkey. This threat increased 
in the aftermath of Russia’s 2014 annexation and occupation of Crimea and 
subsequent militarisation of the peninsula.  Turkey has maintained friendly 
relations with Russia, while consistently supporting Ukraine’s territorial integrity 
and repeatedly – including in multilateral fora such as the United Nations (UN) – 
highlighted Crimea’s ongoing occupation. Turkey is also a strong supporter of the 
Crimean Platform.20 Turkey has also developed important political, economic 
and defence ties with Ukraine.  The two recently signed a free trade agreement.21

During the recent Russia-Ukraine crisis, with over 100,000 Russian troops at 
Ukraine’s border, and demands from the Kremlin that NATO put the brakes 
on further eastern enlargement, and efforts to rewrite the security architecture 
created at the end of the Cold War, Turkey has stood shoulder- to shoulder with its 
NATO allies. Ankara strongly backs a diplomatic solution and Erdoğan has also 
offered his services as a mediator.22 As is the case with the EU, a war in Ukraine 
could have devastating consequences for Turkey, not just in terms of security and 
stability but also economically. Against this background, it would be useful for 
the EU to strengthen dialogue and cooperation with Turkey on the wider Black 
Sea region. While Ankara actively cooperates with its fellow NATO allies who are 
littoral members on the Black Sea, it has significantly enhanced its political and 
economic ties with most of the countries in the region and is as interested as the 
EU in strengthening security and stability. 

In the aftermath of the 2020 Armenia-Armenia war, the geopolitical landscape 
of the South Caucasus changed. By brokering the ceasefire agreement between 
Armenia and Azerbaijan, and subsequently deploying a peacekeeping mission, 
Russia increased its influence. The EU was totally sidelined during the conflict 
and has seen its influence shrink in the new post-war landscape. Given that 
Turkey’s influence has increased, it would be sensible for the EU to strengthen 
dialogue with Turkey in the region. This could also include cooperation/
support for transport and communications corridors and further assistance for 
reconstruction and demining projects. In the days following the collapse of the 

20 https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/erdogan-visits-ukraine-hoping-play-mediator-with-
russia-2022-02-03/

21 https://www.intellinews.com/ukraine-accepts-turkey-s-offer-to-host-peace-talks-with-russia-
233958/?source=turkey

22 https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/erdogan-visits-ukraine-hoping-play-mediator-with-
russia-2022-02-03/
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Soviet Union, Turkey was one of the strongest voices calling for the integration 
of the South Caucasus with the West.  Despite Turkey’s ‘special’ relationship with 
Russia, there can be no doubt that Ankara would prefer the region to have less 
Russian influence.

The recently launched normalisation process between Turkey and Armenia, while 
still in its early days, looks promising. EU support for this, including civil society 
and grass roots initiatives as well as business to business cooperation working 
with both Turkey and Armenia, would be very useful.

The Sahel. Violence in the Sahel has been going on for a decade. While it was 
originally in northern Mali, violence and conflict has spread to Niger and 
Burkina Faso.  Extremist groups have taken advantage of inter-communal and 
inter-ethnic violence. Armed Islamist groups affiliated with al-Qaida and the so-
called Islamic State (ISIS) are present.

The EU is, as well as EU Member State France, engaged in the region. A significant 
number of migrants from the region arrive in the EU each year. Turkey is also 
engaged in the region. While France has accused Turkey of undermining its 
security operations, in reality the majority of Turkey’s activities have been soft 
power initiatives, namely development and humanitarian aid and economic 
cooperation. Furthermore, the populations of the region have broadly welcomed 
Turkey, and not just for reasons relating to religion. Regional leaders are interested 
in diversifying their partners. Turkey cannot be viewed as a geopolitical threat in 
the way that China or Russia is.

Even in other areas, such as defence cooperation, this cannot be viewed as a malign 
activity from Turkey as it is primarily focused on strengthening military capacity 
and training. It could therefore make sense to combine efforts and work together 
on humanitarian aid, infrastructure, development projects and the multilateral 
initiatives that Europe supports. As underlined by Crisis Group, Turkey’s goals 
in the region – which thus far entail mostly dispatching aid and trade to support 
fragile states – largely align with Europe’s own.23

23 https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/sahel/turkey-sahel
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Conclusion and prospects
Although closer EU-Turkey co-operation in the CFSP is theoretically feasible 
with the possibility of Turkey’s involvement in PESCO projects, the EDF and the 
EDA, realistically this does not seem plausible unless relations greatly improve 
and specific obstacles - not least the Cyprus problem - disappear.  In the short 
term, and with Turkey heading into crucial 2023 leadership elections, relations 
seem set to remain difficult.

However, this unfortunate state of affairs should not close the door to strengthening 
foreign and security policy dialogue and cooperation in areas of mutual interest.  
Turkey is an important factor in many regions and should there be viewed as an 
essential partner/interlocutor for the EU. 

In the event of a change of leadership in Ankara, it is more than possible that a 
more harmonious relationship with the West could be on the cards.  Furthermore, 
in that scenario, Turkey’s Foreign Minister would be likely to regain some of the 
influence that he/she has lost to the President’s office and that would probably 
also bring more consistency to Turkey’s foreign policy.

Still, it would be wishful thinking on the side of the West to believe that Turkey 
will always revert to simply going along with EU or Washington’s foreign policy 
decisions when they do not serve Ankara’s security interests or strategic priorities. 
Those days are long gone. This is not just because of fundamental changes in 
Turkish foreign policy but also due to the shift in the global order as a consequence 
of the rise of China and a rejig of US policy and presence in different parts of the 
world. Ankara will almost certainly continue to pursue a foreign and security 
policy, particularly in its neighbourhood, which is in line with the country’s 
strategic priorities. Sometimes this will be different to the EU and sometimes 
it will be more aligned, including on the core tenets of the European security 
architecture created after the Cold War. Furthermore, even when interests do not 
match up, the EU and its Member States can better understand regional dynamics 
by listening to the perspectives of other partners and actors when designing their 
own policies, including Turkey.  
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Introduction
According to the Eurobarometer and Jakob Lindegaard’s FEUTURE online paper 
on the European Union’s (EU) public opinion of Turkey, it is clear that EU citizens 
no longer support Turkish EU membership.1 This negative trend in opinion polls 
was present throughout the 2000s, but was significantly amplified after the 2013 
Gezi Park protests and the 2016 failed coup. For example, in 2010, the percentage 
of EU citizens who were in favour of Turkey joining the EU was 31%, while, 
in 2016, that number had dropped to 7%.2 These opinion polls largely reflect 
the reality of rapidly deteriorating relations and distrust between Turkey and 
several western NATO allies.3 Since 2015 it has become increasingly common 
to observe aggressive narratives, in terms of anti-Occidentalism and revisionist 
policy, by  Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, often directly targeted at the 
United States (US), Greece, Cyprus - and more recently - Emmanuel Macron’s 
views on Islam4. Heightened and tense narratives can equally be observed among 
EU countries and the US. European leaders and journalists regularly criticise 
Turkey’s President for supporting undemocratic reforms while hampering 

1 https://feuture.uni-koeln.de/sites/feuture/user_upload/Online_Paper_No_25_final.pdf 
2 https://feuture.uni-koeln.de/sites/feuture/user_upload/Online_Paper_No_25_final.pdf 
3 http://www.tepsa.eu/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/tepsa-brief-senyuva_final-2.pdf 
4 https://apnews.com/article/turkey-emmanuel-macron-recep-tayyip-erdogan-france-europe-6b12b

46b33a77094c5c91a544f2a017f 



144

STRENGTHENING DIALOGUE BETWEEN THE EU AND TURKEY
IN THE AREA OF MIGRATION AND SECURITY

judicial and media independence in Turkey.56. On other occasions, the criticism 
has been directed towards the Turkish government’s unorthodox and revisionist 
policies in the Middle East and across the Eastern Mediterranean.789 With 
thousands of news articles and television broadcasts dedicated to this dramatic 
geopolitical split among supposedly NATO allies, it is hardly surprising that both 
EU and Turkish citizens are becoming increasingly distrustful of one another and 
sceptical about Turkey’s EU accession bid. 

Beyond everyday narratives, however, lie both deep structural factors, which 
exacerbate divisive geopolitical trajectories, economic convergences and 
divergences, as well as future potential for stability. Whichever way one tries 
to analyse the complex relationship between the EU and Turkey, it is essential 
to contextualise it by looking at the wider geopolitical context and deep-seated 
national interests, which include alliances, defence contracts, energy interests 
and regional conflicts. Beyond the legalistic EU-Turkey relationship lies the 
reality of geopolitics, which must inevitably include a more bilateral analysis 
of, for example, French-Turkish relations, as opposed to a traditional ‘liberal 
internationalist’ analysis of EU-Turkey relations alone. Furthermore, points of 
contention between EU Member States and Turkey are today so visible and deep, 
that one should legitimately pose four essential questions: 

i) What lies at the origins of deteriorating Turkish-Western relations?;

ii) Considering how difficult the relationship has become, what continues 
to connect the EU and Turkey and is this relationship worth salvaging?; 
iii) What role do defence contracts play in Turkish-Western relations? and;

iv) Could France and bilateral relations help to improve EU-Turkey relations?

This research paper seeks to analyse and dissect some of these questions, taking into 
account both a perspective from EU countries and Turkey. It is based primarily on 
an extensive literature review and on research interviews and informal discussions 
conducted with active and retired diplomats, researchers and journalists from France, 
Italy, and Turkey as well as with officials from the European Commission (EC).

5  https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/system/files/2020-10/turkey_report_2020.pdf 
6  https://www.reuters.com/article/us-eu-turkey-idUSBREA0K1J320140121 
7  https://www.eumonitor.eu/9353000/1/j4nvhdfdk3hydzq_j9vvik7m1c3gyxp/vlhbntmrzbz8 
8 https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/system/files/2020-10/turkey_report_2020.pdf 
9 https://www.euractiv.com/section/global-europe/news/bulgaria-pm-will-ask-eu-leaders-to-stop-

criticising-erdogan/ 
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In the first section, I provide a brief analysis of the origins of difficult relations 
between the EU and Turkey, including Turkish-Western relations. In the second 
section, I put forward reasons as to why Turkey is deemed important for the 
EU, notably by providing a detailed and practical case study of Germany’s 
intertwined political and economic relationship with Turkey. In the third 
section, I discuss the importance of defence contracts in relation to the Turkish-
US dispute over the Russian land-to-air S-400 missile system. The final section 
looks at the Franco-Turkish relationship, including its difficulties and potential. 
I argue that a bilateral and defence-related effort is needed from France in order 
to salvage the EU-Turkey relationship. This section also provides chronological 
recommendations for a new EU-Turkey framework, all of which is dependent on 
a bilateral rapprochement between France and Turkey.

Turkey and the West: The origins of difficult relations
Several leading EU Member States, as well as the US, increasingly oppose Turkey’s 
policies across a broad range of areas from the Middle East to North Africa. For 
example, France considers Turkey to be a ‘strategic rival’ in multiple parts of 
Africa, including the Eastern Mediterranean and Libya, as well as in Syria and, 
to a lesser extent, in Iraq.1011 Ankara’s recent policies of security and economic 
rapprochement with China and Russia have equally aggravated sentiments of 
distrust across North American and European capitals. This section briefly looks 
at examples of geographic, international systemic and individual factors, which 
affect the tense relationship between the EU, Turkey, and the US. 

A significant geographic factor that has led to Ankara having difficult relations 
with the West is the Kurdistan Worker’s Party (PKK) threat from Northern Syria, 
which is considered a terrorist organisation by the EU, Turkey and the US. This 
security concern – interchangeably named the YPG/PYD12 threat - dates back to 
before the 1998 Adana Protocol and will inevitably continue to be a divisive issue 
for Turkey and Syria, regardless of which Turkish government is in power. It will 
also continue to be a strong point of contention between any Turkish government 
and countries that are directly or indirectly involved in supporting the YPG and 
other Kurdish factions in Northern Syria. Examples of this have included several 
10 https://www.france24.com/en/20200617-france-blasts-extremely-aggressive-turkish-intervention-

against-nato-mission-targeting-libyan-arms 
11 https : / /w w w.swp-ber l in .org/publ icat ions/products/research_papers/2021RP04_

PolicyUnderMacron_DASEP.pdf 
12 YPG: People’s Defense Units / PYD: Democratic Union Party
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Gulf countries and Israel, as well as the US and Russia. EU countries such as 
France and Germany have also criticised Turkey for intervening unilaterally 
and militarily in Northern Syria between 2014 and 2020, due to Ankara’s alleged 
financing, training and medical support given to radical militant Sunni groups.131415

A geographic source of tension for the EU is Turkey’s revisionist16 position in the 
Eastern Mediterranean, which has affected Greek-Turkish and Cypriot-Turkish 
relations in recent years. While Turkey does not recognise the United Nations 
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), its close neighbour Greece depends 
on this internationally recognised maritime law for its territorial integrity. This 
geographic dispute lay dormant for an extended period of time (2000s) but 
has, since 2009-2010, gradually been ‘re-ignited’ due to new efforts to extract 
resources under the contested seabed.17 

During the 2010s, exploration missions led to the discovery of Leviathan, Zor, 
Aphrodite and other substantial gas reserves in the Eastern Mediterranean.18 
Such new discoveries, as well as the conflict in Libya and domestic events in 
Egypt, fostered animosity among many East Mediterranean littoral states. It both 
fuelled distrust and exacerbated Ankara’s revisionist views, while the discovery 
of new gas resources also distorted pricing, investments and original efforts 
to extend existing and alternative gas pipelines across Eurasia and the Middle 
East (e.g., Nabucco/TANAP-TAP), which at the time favoured Turkey’s further 
integration into the EU’s energy markets. It is important to note that the Eastern 
Mediterranean natural gas discoveries also significantly reduced dependence 
on Iranian gas exportation. Whereas the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA), or Iran Deal, had originally envisioned that Iranian gas be exported 
through Turkey and into the EU, this plan rapidly became redundant in the 

13 https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/gadgets-and-tech/news/anonymous-declares-war-on-
turkey-opsis-russia-cyberattack-erdogan-a6784026.html 

14 https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2016-08-17/germany-sees-turkey-as-platform-for-
islamist-groups-leak-shows 

15 https://www.huffpost.com/entry/research-paper-isis-turke_b_6128950 
16 The Turkish revisionist position is understood in the context of this article as having taken a 

revised view of history within the Middle East, Eastern Mediterranean, North Africa, Balkans, 
which is generally also associated with a degree of denial or rejection of existing and internationally 
recognised legal frameworks, treaties and agreements. For a general definition of ‘historical 
revisionism’: https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110810105729649 

17 https://rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/commentary/keep-your-friends-close-and-
turkey-closer-eu-turkey-relations 

18 https://ecfr.eu/special/eastern_med/timeline 
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2010s as a result of the US withdrawal from the JCPOA in 2018. From the EU’s 
perspective, the temporary failure of the JCPOA was regarded as a major blow to 
British-Franco-German and independent EU foreign policy efforts19.

To better understand how a geographical factor (e.g., Eastern Mediterranean) 
has influenced Turkish-Western relations, it is also important to understand the 
process of alliance-building across the Middle East. Beyond geographical factors, 
it is therefore also relevant to look at international systemic reasons and shifting 
alliances to better understand the origins of difficult relations between Turkey 
and the West. The US pivot to Asia20 and two decades of international transition 
from unipolarity to multipolarity are deciding systemic factors, which have deeply 
affected Turkey’s geopolitical calculations across the Eurasian continent and Africa. 
China and Russia’s increased military and economic influence in Europe, Eurasia 
and the Middle East has given Turkey the opportunity to hedge its geopolitical 
bets in two directions at once: towards its traditional NATO allies in the West 
while simultaneously “flirting with China and Russia”.21222324 Other impactful 
changes include a range of new international (China-Russia2526) and regional 
(Abraham Accords, UAE-Israel Agreement and Bahrain-Israel Agreement and 
Israel-Morocco Agreement27) alliances, followed by different power vacuums 
and new changes in energy production, which have fundamentally reshaped the 
natural gas markets worldwide between 2010 and 2020.28 The previous example 
of Eastern Mediterranean geography is intrinsically intertwined with alliance-
building and great power rivalry. Eastern Mediterranean gas discoveries have 
become a replacement option for the EU since the original plan to support Iranian 
19 https://dgap.org/en/research/publications/priorities-eus-new-foreign-policy-agenda-2024 
20 https://www.jstor.org/stable/44289339 
21 https://www.gmfus.org/news/turkeys-sco-ambitions-challenge-eu-and-united-states 
22 https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/3/24/turkey-tells-us-at-nato-russian-defence-purchase-is-

done-deal 
23 https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/erdogan-says-turkey-has-raised-fx-swap-deal-with-

china-6-bln-2021-06-13/ 
24 https://www.mei.edu/publications/chinas-belt-and-road-initiative-and-turkeys-middle-corridor-

question-compatibility 
25 https://www.researchgate.net/publication/338315404_Development_of_energy_cooperation_

between_russia_and_china 
26 https://www.files.ethz.ch/isn/133146/SIPRIPP29.pdf 
27 https://www.state.gov/the-abraham-accords/, https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/

UAE_Israel-treaty-signed-FINAL-15-Sept-2020-508.pdf, https://www.state.gov/wp-content/
uploads/2020/09/Bahrain_Israel-Agreement-signed-FINAL-15-Sept-2020-508.pdf, and https://
www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Joint-Declaration-US-Morrocco-Israel.pdf. 

28 https://www.eia.gov/energyexplained/us-energy-facts/imports-and-exports.php
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gas exportation through Turkey and into Europe was deemed too risky29 by many 
importers and companies after the US withdrawal from the JCPOA in 2018.

Finally, it is worth mentioning the individual factor, which has contributed towards 
tensions between Turkey and its Western allies.  This is particularly significant with 
regard to Turkey-US relations since Turkey has repeatedly requested the arrest and 
extradition of Fethullah Gülen, a preacher currently residing in the US. Ankara 
alleges that Gülen heads a terrorist organisation, referred to as FETÖ, which, 
by many international accounts, came close to violently removing the Turkish 
President from office during the night of the 15-16 July of 201630. According to 
several accounts (including some based on interviews for this paper) the Turkish 
President and his inner circle of advisors lost significant trust in the US as an ally 
due to Washington’s duplicitous relationship with Fethullah Gülen.313233 “The fact 
that the Turkish President himself faced possible execution and forceful removal 
is an example of how this has severely impacted the individual sentiment of the 
President vis-à-vis the US” said one interviewed expert with access to the Turkish 
Presidential Palace.

For the EU, the individualisation of relations has also contributed towards a 
deteriorated EU-Turkey relationship. The post-failed-coup emergency laws 
and imprisonments, followed by the 2017 constitutional referendum have been 
categorised as “democratic backsliding”, “weakening Turkey’s judiciary” and 
“lacking separation of powers” by both the EU and the OSCE (Venice Commission) 
of which Turkey is a full and founding member.3435 From the EU’s perspective, 
the centralisation of power under the Turkish Presidency is problematic since 
these developments are squarely tied to the Turkish President’s electoral survival 
and hence contradictory to Turkey’s EU accession process. However, it should 
be noted that this logic poses fewer problems for individual EU member states 

29 Apart from a clear of pro-Israel policy by the US Trump Administration, it should also be added 
that the US Biden Administration continues to view the JCPOA as problematic because of the 
disruption of regional balance among traditional US allies in the region (Gulf) and due to Iran’s 
increased political and military role across the Middle East since 2016, as well as newly developed 
technological, energy and security agreements between Iran, Russia and China.

30 https://www.france24.com/en/20170220-turkey-erdogan-assassination-plot-trial-coup-gulen 
31 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/aug/23/turkey-fethullah-gulen-extradition-request-joe-

biden-ergodan 
32 https://www.dw.com/en/turkey-seeks-extradition-of-84-gulen-supporters-from-us/a-46386019 
33  https://www.aa.com.tr/en/turkey/no-us-move-on-turkish-call-to-extradite-feto-terrorists/1909200 
34 https://www.venice.coe.int/webforms/documents/default.aspx?pdffile=cdl-ad(2017)005-e 
35 https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/turkey-report-2021_en 
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compared to the EU. This is especially true when taking into account individual 
EU countries’ bilateral national interests concerning migration, security, 
regional conflict and defence. In fact, it could be argued that the reason why 
France remains vehemently opposed to Turkey’s accession to the EU is because 
it is in Paris’s national interest to pursue deeper integration in the EU in various 
policy areas, whereas a future Turkey-EU membership would ‘dilute’ such EU 
integration efforts, while equally putting France at a disadvantage with regard to 
voting powers and budgets. The French perspective in the EU – also vis-à-vis EU 
enlargement – has only been reinforced since the 2016 Brexit referendum, which 
is being manifested as a stronger push for budgetary enhancement, increased 
foreign policy and defence alignment, amending and limiting accession and 
deepening fiscal and monetary policy integration3637. 

Why does Turkey matter to Germany?
Despite increasingly difficult EU-Turkey relations, there are several key reasons 
which continue to make the relationship significantly important and arguably 
indispensable for Europe’s economic motor: Germany. German national interests 
vis-à-vis Turkey are shaped by several key concerns: economy (supply chains), 
German people of Turkish origin and the need for migration management, and 
- to a lesser, but not insignificant degree - the protection of democracy and basic 
human rights. There are also several other reasons why Turkey continues to be 
vital for the EU, which go beyond the case of Germany. Examples of this include 
Spain’s highly exposed banking sector in Turkey38 and Greece’s dependency on 
cross-Aegean Turkish tourism.3940 Other notable EU countries with important 
relationships to Turkey include Bulgaria, partly due to minorities, energy4142 

36 https://www.politico.eu/article/france-outlines-proposal-to-overhaul-eu-accession-process/ 
37 https://carnegieendowment.org/2020/03/25/contending-european-views-on-new-post-brexit-

balance-pub-81354 
38 https://www.reuters.com/article/turkey-banks-exposure-idUSL8N1UC4RX 
39 https://www.researchgate.net/publication/287948367_Tourism_and_Trade_Dimensions_of_

Turkish-Greek_Relations_under_Erdogan_Governments 
40 https://www.researchgate.net/publication/333840235_Greek-Turkish_economic_relations_in_a_

changing_regional_and_international_context 
41 https://www.rferl.org/a/bulgaria-to-swap-to-turkish-route-for-russian-gas-supplies-from-

january/30352973.html 
42 https://www.me.government.bg/en/themes/gas-interconnection-turkey-bulgaria-itb-913-0.html 
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and connectivity4344, as well as Hungary as a result of growing trade relations45 
and Poland due to trade, transport and significant defence purchases.46 Beyond 
these particular countries, it should also be noted that many other EU countries, 
including Italy, France and the Netherlands, have significant economic ties with 
Turkey, largely due to advantageous trade as a result of the EU-Turkey Customs 
Union.4748 For the sake of simplicity and due to the limitations of this paper, 
this section, however, specifically focuses on the German-Turkish relationship 
in detail and the reasons why Turkey remains an indispensable stakeholder for 
Berlin.

Germany is the EU’s leading economy and has a deeply intertwined economic 
relationship with Turkey due to its supply-chains, trade and foreign direct 
investment. The single most traded good in the world today continues to be cars/
vehicle parts and Germany not only leads in this exportation sector but has a 
rather complex supply chain network for vehicle and electronic parts across the 
EU, as well as in non-EU countries49. In 2019, Turkey exported 187 billion globally, 
out of which the single largest amount went to Germany (8.96%). Approximately 
40% of all Turkish exports are destined for the EU, in comparison to Turkish 
exports to the United States (5.04%), Russia (2.28%) and China (1.5%). Out of 
Germany’s importation from Turkey, a very significant portion (20%+) is linked 
to automotive manufacturing supply chains.50 

The reason why Turkey is such a key component in Germany’s supply chain is 
partly due to the 1995-1996 EU-Turkey Customs Union, which secures Ankara a 
favourable position vis-à-vis trade in goods and processed agricultural products 
with the EU.51 Other important factors, which have developed this interlinked 
economic relationship between Germany and Turkey, include localised 
proximity, pricing, logistics (harbours and land connections), Turkey’s skilled 

43 https://www.president.bg/news5349/bulgaria-and-turkey-will-deepen-their-cooperation-in-the-
areas-of-information-and-financial-technologies-and-economy.html?lang=en&skipMobile=1 

44 https://www.ebrd.com/news/2021/ebrd-lends-150-million-for-key-railway-line-from-istanbul-to-
bulgarian-border.html 

45 https://www.mfa.gov.tr/commercial-and-economic-relations-between-turkey-and-hungary.en.mfa 
46 https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/poland-become-first-nato-country-buy-turkish-

drones-2021-05-22/ 
47 https://oec.world/en/profile/country/tur 
48 https://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2017/january/tradoc_155240.pdf 
49 
50  https://oec.world/en/profile/country/tur 
51  https://www.avrupa.info.tr/sites/default/files/2016-09/Custom_Union_des_ENG_0.pdf 
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labour force and its long history of entrepreneurship.52 The human capital, high-
levels of infrastructure and general business know-how are also a direct result of 
having been integrated into the EU’s economic structure (including regulatory 
harmonisation) due to the EU-Turkey Customs Union since the 1990s53. 
Observatory of Economic Complexity (OEC) figures show that Turkey’s exports 
to Germany amounted to 16.8 billion euro in 2019. Germany is the second largest 
exporter to Turkey, after China, and Berlin has invested over 17 billion euro in 
Turkey, which is equivalent to 14% of all foreign direct investment in Turkey.54 
According to the 2021 survey of German companies operating in Turkey, 
conducted by Handelsblatt with the participation of the Istanbul Chamber of 
Commerce, over 7,000 companies currently operate in Turkey.55 For example, 
countless products such as motor vehicle parts, machinery, pharmaceuticals, 
rubber and plastic products are manufactured or assembled by subcontracting 
companies in Turkey that work for  leading German vehicle, machinery and 
textile exporters.56 

One expert working on EU-Turkey relations, who was interviewed for this paper, 
noted: “The German economy is dependent on Turkey and vice-versa. If Germany 
is the front office, then Anatolia is the factory. It is not economically feasible to 
decouple the two countries and it would be both catastrophic for Germany but 
also indirectly impossible for many other economies across Europe due to their 
economic links with Berlin”. This interdependent economic relationship has been 
further amplified by Covid-19, since border delays, shortages, business closure 
and new tariffs have meant that many EU companies, notably from Germany, are 
relocating closer to its EU consumer market in Eastern Europe, South-Eastern 
Europe and Turkey.57 A recent Financial Times article explains that German 
fashion brand Hugo Boss is “expanding production capacity closer to home to its 
base in Europe to reduce its dependence on Southeast Asia at a time when global 
52 https://www.tepav.org.tr/upload/files/1491836076-0.A_Modernized_EU_Turkey_Customs_

Union.pdf 
53 https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2021/653640/EXPO_IDA(2021)653640_

EN.pdf 
54  https://oec.world/en/profile/bilateral-country/deu/partner/tur 
55 https://www.handelsblatt.com/unternehmen/industrie/ahk-umfrage-zwischen-panik-und-

profit-warum-es-deutschen-unternehmen-in-der-tuerkei-so-gut-geht/27805012.html?ticket=ST-
9573046-AVsl40vJqbmxI3gxZEBB-ap6 

56 https://www.dw.com/tr/avrupa-erdo%C4%9Fan%C4%B1n-ekonomiyi-ate%C5%9Fe-
atmas%C4%B1ndan-endi%C5%9Feli/a-59949436 

57 https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2021/653626/EXPO_STU(2021)653626_
EN.pdf 
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supply chains are under severe pressure . . . enlarging its factory in Izmir, Turkey”.58 
Despite increasingly contentious relations and disputes over trade, the economic 
relationship between Germany and Turkey continues to play an essential role 
for EU supply chains, including in part due to existing transportation links, 
developed infrastructure and well-connected chambers of commerce and trade 
ties.

Germany is home to 21.1 million people with a migrant background, out of 
which the single largest portion (13% or 2.7 million) are of Turkish origin.59 
This calculation is based on the German Federal Statistical Office (2020) and is 
a dramatic underestimation since the categorisation method classifies ‘migrant 
background’ as someone born with at least one parent without German 
citizenship, which inevitably excludes anyone who associates with Turkish culture 
and speaks the Turkish language but is of third or fourth generation with both 
parents holding German passports. This significant demographic entity is taken 
very seriously by German policymakers when evaluating their relationship with 
Ankara. A series of inflammatory statements in 2017, as well as investigations 
into ‘Turkish community politicisation’ through non-governmental structures, 
has raised alarm bells in Germany about foreign interference and integration.60 
The most famous cases occurred when the Turkish President called on “all 
countrymen (of Turkish origin) in Germany to regard the Christian Democrats, 
SDP, the Green Party as enemies of Turkey”.61 Reports and investigations have 
also emerged, notably describing Turkish sponsored political interference in 
Germany through a variety of channels, including informal (Milli Görüş and 
other associations) and formal (Turkish religious state institution Diyanet 
channels) platforms.6263 A sizeable proportion of German-Turks continue to 
adhere to nationalistic Turkish values and remain connected to this culture, 
either via electoral eligibility, citizenship or linguistic-cultural connections (e.g. 
viewership of Turkish language media). Whether publicly acknowledged or not, 
it is evident that German governing parties and politicians need to quantitatively 
take into consideration their electoral chances and domestic stability with regard 

58  https://www.ft.com/content/0eaecd94-ef71-4078-9f99-43cd203b246c 
59 https://www.destatis.de/EN/Press/2020/07/PE20_279_12511.html 
60 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-turkey-politics-germany-idUSKBN17K1T0 
61 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-germany-turkey-idUSKCN1AY17Z 
62 https://www.swp-berlin.org/10.18449/2019RP07/ 
63 https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/TURKISH-COMMUNITY-IN-GERMANY-AND-THE-

ROLE-OF-%C3%96ner/cb0d408e897972c6152bad70518947dc9c0b8bbb 
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to the millions of Germans with strong cultural, electoral and/or family ties to 
Turkey. 

The final area of concern for Germany, vis-à-vis Turkey, is migration management. 
At the height of the so-called migration crisis in 2015, Germany was the country 
in the EU that granted protection status to the highest number of asylum seekers, 
in total 148,200 people, a 212% increase compared to 2014.64 Over one million 
asylum seekers have been granted protection status in Germany since 2015 and 
Germany continues to be a more popular refugee destination (% is higher for first 
time applicants) in part due to acceptance rates being higher than elsewhere in the 
EU.65 Despite Germany pursuing a clear multi-cultural integration and migration 
policy, in which migrant labour is welcome, both for demographic, ethical and 
labour reasons, it should be noted that the asylum application spike in 2015-2016 
in excess of 500,000 applications per annum is approximately five times higher 
than any average year, which renders the policy unsustainable both electorally, 
administratively, and – arguably – socio-culturally. This was a primary reason 
why a majority of EU countries pushed for the EU-Turkey Statement of 2016 (EU-
Turkey migration deal), which stopped the flow of migrants from the Middle East 
and Asia through Turkey and into Greece and the rest of the EU. According to 
the UNHRC, migration numbers coming from Turkey and going to Greece (and 
the EU) went from 150,000 migrants between January and March 2016 to only 
8,000 arriving in Greece from Turkey between April and July 2016.66 Since 2016, 
Turkey holds an important strategic bargaining chip since EU countries, notably 
Germany, need the continued implementation of the migration deal with Turkey, 
since asylum applications have increased again as a result of new and continued 
conflict in the EU’s immediate neighbourhood, including economic embargoes 
and humanitarian disasters taking place in Libya, the Sahel, Afghanistan, 
Iraq, Iran, and Syria. As Turkey remains the main Eurasian geographical land 
bottleneck connecting the Middle East and Europe, it is clear that, for migratory 
and asylum purposes, Ankara holds the key to stability in the region (e.g. Syria 
and Iraq, among the primary asylum sending nations67), as well as controlling 
the geographical smuggling passage, country-of-origin border areas and eventual 
migration routes.

64 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/2995521/7233417/3-20042016-AP-EN.pdf/34c4f5af-
eb93-4ecd-984c-577a5271c8c5 

65 https://www.cgdev.org/blog/five-years-later-one-million-refugees-are-thriving-germany 
66 https://data2.unhcr.org/mediterranean/country.php?id=83 
67 https://www.cgdev.org/blog/five-years-later-one-million-refugees-are-thriving-germany 
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Turkey and the US: Defence and mistrust
Defence contracts are a sensitive and often contentious area where Turkey has 
tried to bargain with the US and other high-tech arms exporters on numerous 
occasions. For example, over the past decade, a difficult and increasingly tense 
relationship has formed between the US and Turkey. This is partly due to 
previously mentioned geographical and individual factors, as well as due to 
significant disagreements over defence contracts between the two NATO allies. 
Turkey claims that, during the Obama administration, efforts were made to 
purchase US long-range missile defence systems (‘Patriots’ manufactured by US 
defence contractor Raytheon) but that the proposed offers did not fulfil Ankara’s 
demands on timing, price, joint co-production and technological transfer68. 
During 2013, in a seemingly counter-provocative move, Turkey evaluated a 
Chinese bid for similar missile defence purposes (FD-2000) which was eventually 
turned down by Ankara on similar grounds. The Russian sale and shipment of 
surface-to-air missile batteries (S-400s) to Turkey took place between 2017 and 
2019 and is largely a consequence of several important developments. Firstly, 
on a macro-scale, the geopolitical balance between East and West may have 
led Turkey to ‘balance’ more between traditional NATO allies in the West and 
new Eurasian competitors both for its geopolitical positioning, as well as due to 
practical bargaining advantages related to price and tech advantages. This point 
similarly reflected itself in defence procurements between Turkey and the US. 
Secondly, relations between the US and Turkey during the 2010s faced several 
other security and energy challenges, which may equally have affected Ankara’s 
choice to rely, or not, on US-only procured defence equipment. Notable examples 
of this deteriorating relationship can be seen with regard to fundamentally 
divisive US-Turkey approaches to policies in Syria (YPG/PKK), Iraq (dating 
back to 2003, but returning in the 2010s), Iran (Halkbank), as well as Ankara’s 
regional military position and support for the Muslim Brotherhood, which have 
been perceived very negatively by multiple key and highly influential US allies in 
the region, including Egypt, Israel, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates.69 

The US argument – voiced equally by most NATO members – stipulates that 
Turkey is a NATO member and therefore should not purchase military equipment 
(e.g. surface-to-air-missile batteries) from Russia, regardless of differences 

68 https://www.defensenews.com/global/europe/2020/01/10/wests-reluctance-to-share-tech-pushes-
turkey-further-into-russian-orbit/ 

69 https://www.jstor.org/stable/24539148 
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about the transfer of technology. According to the US and NATO, Moscow is 
unanimously described in internal and external communications and strategies 
as having “aggressive actions constitute(ing) a threat to Euro-Atlantic security”.70 
In addition, Russia was described at the 2014 Wales Summit, as well as in later 
summits, as “breach(ing) the values, principles, trust, and commitments outlined 
in agreed documents that underpin the NATO-Russia relationship”.71 Although 
no legally binding agreement exists, which bans Ankara from purchasing 
Russian military equipment, the 2021 NATO communiqué explicitly notes: “Until 
Russia demonstrates compliance with international law and its international 
obligations and responsibilities, there can be no return to ‘business as usual’.”72 
The $2.5 billion surface-to-air missile batteries (S-400s), which Ankara has 
had delivered by Moscow in July 2019, has prompted the exact response, 
which Washington warned about for an extended period of time73, namely the 
removal of Turkey from the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter Partnership, which allows 
for co-manufacturing by the US across multiple countries, including Turkey.7475 
Beyond the clear contradictory ideological lines of NATO and Russia, the US has 
equally voiced serious concern over the security and data leakage risks linked 
to using different operating systems simultaneously.76 In December 2020, the 
US decided to impose sanctions on Turkey’s President of Defence Industries 
(SSB) pursuant to Section 231 of the Countering America’s Adversaries Through 
Sanctions Act (CAATSA) for “knowingly engaging in a significant transaction 
with Rosobornoexport, Russia’s main arms export entity, by procuring the S-400 
surface-to-air-missile system”.77 In practice, the CAATSA puts a ban on all US 
export licences and authorisations related to the Republic of Turkey’s Presidency 
of the Defence Industries (SSB), including an individualised asset freeze and visa 
restrictions to the SSB President and other SSB officials. Despite the ban being 
within the ‘lighter options’ available to the US in terms of sanctions repertoires, 
the move by the US still shows strong punitive intent to pursue Ankara’s policies, 
which were officially described by the US as “endanger(ing) the security of US 

70 https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_112964.htm 
71 https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/official_texts_112964.htm 
72 https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_185000.htm 
73 In 2018, the US Senate passed a bill that blocks the purchasing of F-35 fighter jet aircrafts to Turkey, 

while conditionally linking such blockages to the utilisation of Russian purchased S-400s.
74 https://www.lockheedmartin.com/en-us/products/f-35/f-35-global-partnership.html 
75 https://www.airforce-technology.com/features/f-35-supply-chain-gao/ 
76 https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2019/07/23/what-turkeys-s-purchase-means-us-nato/ 
77 https://2017-2021.state.gov/the-united-states-sanctions-turkey-under-caatsa-231/index.html 
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military technology and personnel and provide(ing) substantial funds to Russia’s 
defence sector, as well as Russian access to the Turkish armed forces and defence 
industry”.78 Between 2020 and 2022, Turkey has, on numerous occasions, stated 
that it intends to purchase further defence equipment from Russia (e.g. A second 
round of batteries and possibly fighter jets and submarines), while the US has 
responded that any further Turkish-Russian military cooperation and defence 
procurement will be met by enhanced US CAATSA sanctions79. 

As mentioned previously, the reasoning for Turkey’s unorthodox defence 
procurements from Russia are in part due to natural geopolitical differences 
occurring between the US and Turkey, namely the US involvement in supporting 
the YPG in Syria, as well as diverging policies over Iraq and economic and energy 
relations, which have developed between Turkey and Iran, also in connection 
with the alleged circumvention of US sanctions involving Halkbank.80 Despite 
these structural differences in policy between Ankara and Washington, it is 
noteworthy that the US-Turkey relationship is perhaps equally, if not more, 
negatively affected by personal/individual elements of foreign policy, as previously 
also noted in this paper. The Turkish President’s deep mistrust of the US appears 
unlikely to change since it is significantly impacted by the Turkish President’s 
belief that Washington has strong ties with and aims to continue protecting, and 
hosting, the US resident Gülen. “Whether true or fabricated, Erdoğan’s personal 
opinion is that somehow Gülen was behind the failed coup and the attack on 
his own life in Marmaris. Since he resides and has a well-known relationship 
with the US, the level of suspicion and personal distrust is sky-high and perhaps 
beyond repair,” said a senior expert dealing with the subject during an informal 
discussion for this paper. It is important to contextualise that Gülen was a former 
ally of the Justice and Development Party (AKP). However, their relationship 
soured in 2013 after a series of corruption scandals involving numerous high-
level AKP figures were believed by Ankara to have been orchestrated by Gülen.

When analysing the difficult Turkey-US relationship, it is clear that both structural, 
geographical and highly individualised factors are simultaneously impacting the 
level and rate of deteriorating ties. In simple terms, the dispute over the S-400s 
is likely to linger and deteriorate, while Turkey will continue to strategically take 
78  https://2017-2021.state.gov/the-united-states-sanctions-turkey-under-caatsa-231/index.html 
79 https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/9/26/erdogan-turkey-could-buy-more-russian-s-400s-

despite-us-warnings 
80 https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20211024-us-court-turkeys-halkbank-can-be-prosecuted-

over-iran-sanction-violations/ 
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advantage of its intermediary geographic, economic, and political situation, 
caught in between revisionist new powers and its traditional Western allies.  

France and Turkey: Difficulties and potential
There are several key reasons why Turkey is regarded as both a current rival and 
yet equally a potential ally among French policymakers. Contrary to the German 
policy-perspective, Franco-Turkish current and potential relations remain less 
tangible. Despite being far less quantifiable in practical economic terms, they 
are nonetheless far from insignificant. In comparison to Germany, France’s 
view of Turkey, both in terms of benefits and disadvantages, is tied to macro-
level geopolitics and potential defence contracts. It is also related to how France 
views itself in the EU and the future of long-term European foreign policy, as well 
as relations with Iran (e.g. JCPOA), the EU’s Connectivity Strategy, including 
Eurasian infrastructure and land routes to Asia), and existential questions 
surrounding cultural narratives over Islam and laïcité. 

In terms of foreign policy, France considers Turkey to be a difficult actor and 
competitor in a range of theatres across the Middle East and the Sahel, as well as 
North Africa, South-eastern Europe and the Balkans. In 2020, France had 600 
registered soldiers deployed as part of Operation Chammal in Syria and Iraq, as 
well as 5,100 soldiers as part of Operation Barkhane, while also being part of the 
EU Naval Force Mediterranean Operation (IRINI) with the goal of enforcing the 
UN arms embargo on Libya.81 In 2020, a near-conflictual incident occurred in the 
South-Eastern Mediterranean, when Turkish frigates carried out radar targeting 
against a fellow NATO ship belonging to France. The French ship had intercepted 
and prevented a Turkish ship from sailing to Libya because it suspected that the 
Turkish ship was carrying weapons to Tripoli in violation of UN Resolution 1973 
(2011).8283 This example, along with the 2021 Franco-Greek defence pact84, shows 
the vulnerability of the NATO alliance and the heightened level of tension between 
existing NATO allies, including direct naval confrontations with increasing scope 

81  https://franceintheus.org/IMG/pdf/FAFU/FAFU_004.pdf 
82 https://www.france24.com/en/20200617-france-blasts-extremely-aggressive-turkish-intervention-

against-nato-mission-targeting-libyan-arms 
83 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-libya-security-france-turkey-idUSKBN23P2SJ 
84 https://www.mfa.gr/en/current-affairs/top-story/minister-of-foreign-affairs-nikos-dendias-

interventions-at-the-parliamentary-standing-committee-on-national-defence-and-foreign-affairs-
during-the-elaboration-and-examination-of-the-greece-france-agreement-05102021.html 
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for error and escalation across the Mediterranean.85 Despite the fact that recent 
Israeli-Turkish rapprochement and Egyptian-Turkish rapprochement have 
lowered tensions slightly within the Eastern Mediterranean, it should be noted 
that the future trajectories of the highly contentious Mediterranean maritime 
claims (including for resources), an unsettled situation in Cyprus, opposing 
views concerning Libya and elements like the Muslim Brotherhood continue to 
pose significant problems for Franco-Turkish relations.

However, as with most relationships in international relations, they are rarely 
simple or devoid of potential duplicity. This is especially relevant within the 
environment of Israeli-Turkish negotiations in Jerusalem, which were held 
throughout February 2022. Paris conceives Ankara as a potential ally despite its 
many confrontational policies mentioned above. This multi-faceted relationship 
between reality and potential is best outlined during an interview with a French 
diplomat and strategist with years of experience on Turkey, the Middle East and 
North Africa: “A Turkish secular republic, which respects the French foreign 
policy position, is undoubtably considered a significant cultural-strategic partner 
and a real ‘cultural bridge’ between Europe and Asia. But here the emphasis lay on 
secular”.  In a nutshell, Turkey is considered a heavyweight in terms of cultural, 
religious, and logistical potential in view of providing a corridor and cultural 
dialogue between the EU and the wider Middle East, the Caucasus and Central 
Asia. However, the fruition of such a relationship also inherently depends on the 
natural internal balance of Turkey being restored, meaning between the country’s 
two ontological identities: secularists and religious communities. If such a balance 
is found, it is likely to be equally reflected in Ankara’s foreign policy, which 
inherently and naturally tilts towards the more religious in the Middle East, while 
favouring the secular in Central Asia. The Franco-Turkish relationship therefore 
also depends on the internal dynamics of Turkey and the (re)establishment of a 
‘secular-religious balance’, which, contrary to previous decades, must carefully 
reflect both the original secular identity of the Turkish Republic as well as new 
Turkish norms or values within the context of its history, religious tolerance and 
constitutional rights.

The example of the JCPOA is also an important case of how France and Turkey 
are capable of developing better and deeper structural relations in the areas of 
trade and energy. At its inception, the JCPOA envisioned that Iranian natural 

85 https://www.institutmontaigne.org/en/blog/reassurance-and-deterrence-mediterranean-franco-
greek-defense-deal 
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gas and commercial goods would transit through Turkey and into the EU. US-
imposed sanctions after 2018, however, forced France to exit its commercial 
investments in Iran where French-energy giant Total had invested 4.8 billion 
euro in the South Pars gas field.86 The reintroduction of sanctions created a 
natural divide between Paris and Ankara since commercial and energy activities 
would have rendered Turkey a natural hub, connecting continental Europe and 
the Middle East. The Franco-Turkish relationship, as a product of the JCPOA, 
therefore depends on ongoing (2022) negotiations in Vienna and the eventual 
US decision to remove sanctions on Iran. Beyond these complex negotiations, 
rising and volatile gas prices in 2021 and 2022 have shown the need for energy 
diversification, including increased Caspian imports through the Turkish-
Azerbaijani TANAP pipeline, as well as increased dependence on Russia.87 The 
so-called ‘Caspian Middle Corridor’ is also significant for both France and Turkey, 
as well as Italy, since increased Caspian-energy discoveries would likely spill 
over into infrastructure connectivity and loans from the European Investment 
Bank and the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD).888990 
In line with seeing Turkey as a geopolitical and geoeconomic bridge, France 
precisely views this through the prism of Eastward Connectivity and the EU’s 
Connectivity Strategy, which relies on EIB and EBRD financing for land-based 
Eurasian logistic and environmentally friendly transportation links, hubs, cables, 
infrastructure and better digital connection. This is particularly relevant for the 
US and France, as well as the rest of the EU, in the context of China’s existing Belt 
& Road Initiative (BRI) which has dominated Eurasian investment initiatives in 
terms of volume and spending since 2013.91 In 2015, Price Waterhouse Coopers 
estimated that China had spent $250 billion in existing and signed BRI-related 
projects, whereas the figure rises to $1 trillion once a 10-year future estimation 
is added.92 Within this Eurasian connectivity perspective, the French focus is on 

86  https://www.dw.com/en/french-energy-giant-total-officially-pulls-out-of-iran/a-45150849 
87 https://www.oxfordenergy.org/wpcms/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Azerbaijans-gas-sales-

strategy-at-a-crossroads.pdf 
88 https://www.ebrd.com/news/2021/ebrd-contributes-to-improved-connectivity-in-central-asia-.

html 
89 https://www.eib.org/en/press/all/2021-335-eib-and-ebrd-to-deepen-cooperation-outside-eu-

presidents-hoyer-and-renaud-basso-sign-framework-agreement 
90  https://www.caspianpolicy.org/research/energy-and-economy-program-eep/ebrd-approves-500m-

of-financing-for-tanap-6090 
91 https://www.oecd.org/finance/Chinas-Belt-and-Road-Initiative-in-the-global-trade-investment-

and-finance-landscape.pdf 
92  https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/growth-markets-center/assets/pdf/china-new-silk-route.pdf 
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green energy development, as part of the Paris Agreement, and further support 
for renewables and sustainable infrastructure investments, including the Trans 
European Transport Network (TEN-T) and railway lines, which Turkey is 
destined to become an invaluable part of due to its geographical positioning.9394 
According to multiple French diplomats interviewed for this paper, Paris fully 
understands the danger of alienating Turkey and potentially cornering Ankara 
into an “increasingly competitive Eurasian market, in which it benefits less from 
EU-trade, infrastructure, loans, and instead is left with Chinese and Russian 
economic and security incentives, sometimes with guarantees of more technology 
transfers”.  

Since the mid-2010s, several opportunities for closer Franco-Turkish cooperation 
have emerged. One of the more concrete opportunities relate to the Franco-Italian 
EUROSAM consortium, which - according to a signed letter of intent - invited 
Turkish companies to exchange technical information and work towards the 
co-development of the 30-SAMP/T surface-to-air missile defence system.95 The 
option of purchasing a co-produced national missile defence system made by the 
EUROSAM consortium first appeared in 2017 when the then Turkish defence 
minister Nurettin Canikli visited Brussels and signed “an intent to develop and 
purchase” surface-to-air missiles in unison with the Franco-Italian consortium 
as part of the long-term LORAMIDS system.96 The agreement is alleged to have 
included substantial technology transfer promises by MBDA and Thales Group, 
as well as a long-term vision, which addressed Turkish pricing, production, 
quality and technology transfer concerns.97 In 2018, the Italian Ambassador to 
Turkey, Luigi Mattiolo, continued to promote the possibility of co-production 
under the EUROSAM consortium, while rumours were surfacing about 
disagreements between France and Turkey over specific aspects of technology 
transfer and selling options to third partners. In the same period of time, deep 
disagreements emerged over contradictory French and Turkish foreign and 
security policies in the Eastern Mediterranean concerning both the exploration 
of natural gas in contested waters surrounding Greece and Cyprus, but also 
deep-seated disagreements over Libya. Within this context, it is important to 
note that Ankara and Paris have often diplomatically, militarily, and financially 

93  https://www.ab.gov.tr/chapter-21-trans-european-networks_86_en.html 
94  https://www.avrupa.info.tr/en/transport-policy-and-infrastructure-263 
95  https://www.reuters.com/article/us-turkey-defence-idUSKBN1D829I 
96  https://eurosam.com/turkey-france-and-italy-sign-an-agreement-on-air-defense/ 
97  https://www.thedefensepost.com/2017/11/08/turkey-air-defense-missile-france-italy/ 
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supported opposing ideological factions, militant groups and political parties in 
the Middle East. Ankara, for example, has financially supported and provided 
temporary protection and residency to thousands of exiled Muslim Brotherhood 
(MB) activists and political refugees from Egypt and other countries, whereas 
France remains a staunch supporter of the anti-MB government in Cairo while 
supporting the Egyptian government and army with training, trade, intelligence 
sharing, defence procurement and development aid.1234

Another point of contention emerged in 2019 when Turkey invaded Northern 
Syria (Operation Peace Spring) to eradicate the People Defence Unit (YPG) threat, 
an organisation which is considered a Syrian affiliate of the PKK5. Several EU 
countries, led in part by France and Sweden, strongly opposed Ankara’s incursion 
into Syria and implemented an arms embargo against Ankara, which Italy and 
other EU countries joined later.6 The French argument was that Turkey - in its 
attempt to protect its own border from the PKK/YPG threat - was in fact posing a 
security risk to the EU since it was jeopardising existing missions against Daesh, 
while Turkey was also accused of supporting increasingly radical groups inside 
Syria.7 The US and general NATO view on this subject is best outlined in the 
extensive transcript from the 2019 Foreign Affairs Committee Hearing in the US 
Senate.8 It should, however, be noted that NATO alignment has remained weak 
as diverging interests between various NATO factions are becoming increasingly 
clear, both between Eastern and Western EU/NATO allies, as well as between the 
US and several EU NATO countries, including France. 

More specifically on the potential of Franco-Turkish rapprochement, several 
interviewed experts in this paper noted that neither Ankara nor Paris are 
“interested in minor improvements, while instead seeking (or striving for) a 
‘grand bargain’”. This was explained as a result of both countries being deeply 
involved in multiple theatres simultaneously (Iraq, Libya, Syria, etc.) and across 
1 https://www.rfi.fr/en/middle-east/20170711-france-egypt-begin-cleopatre-2017-joint-naval-

exercise 
2  https://www.reuters.com/article/egypt-france-idUSL2N2NV0BW 
3 https://www.euractiv.com/section/global-europe/news/macron-says-france-will-sell-arms-to-

egypt-irrespective-of-rights/ 
4 https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/france-sell-30-rafale-fighter-jets-egypt-investigative-

website-2021-05-03/ 
5  https://www.crisisgroup.org/content/turkeys-pkk-conflict-visual-explainer 
6  https://www.reuters.com/article/us-syria-security-eu-france-idUSKBN1WT0M4 
7  https://carnegieeurope.eu/2021/09/14/how-syria-changed-turkey-s-foreign-policy-pub-85301 
8  https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/CHRG-116shrg38991/html/CHRG-116shrg38991.htm 
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multiple sectors (resources, security, defence, soft power, etc.) as well, which is 
interpreted as meaning that negotiating minor gains becomes less relevant unless 
a significant (‘grand’) number of options are included in the final negotiation. The 
competition between France and Turkey is therefore likely to further escalate until 
it is solved through a series of wide-spanning agreements, which will necessitate 
encompassing both security-related questions while also binding both actors into 
a mutually respected set of rules across multiple sectors and theatres. In order for 
such a scenario to occur, the first component which is needed is timing. France 
holds its presidential elections in April 2022 whereas the last date for the Turkish 
general elections (President and Grand National Assembly) is scheduled for 18 
June 2023. Based on previous electoral cycles, it is reasonable to expect heightened 
levels of nationalistic rhetoric in France and Turkey ahead of both elections. It is 
therefore unreasonable to suspect that serious rapprochement between France 
and Turkey can take place before both elections have taken place. Additionally, 
due to declining levels of support for the AKP in Turkey, it is also very likely 
that France will take a wait-and-see-approach, as opposed to rushing towards 
the negotiation table in 2022 or early 2023. In the post-election climate of 2023, 
it is however likely that France will be interested in bringing Turkey back to the 
negotiation table on SAMP/T missile defence provided that Turkey takes positive 
steps towards de-escalation in Libya, the Eastern Mediterranean and Syria. By 
2023 it is equally likely that France and Turkey will be able to re-engage in energy 
discussions provided that either i) the 2022 Jerusalem ‘Eastmed discussions’ bear 
fruit, ii) the US returns to the JCPOA or iii) French foreign policy and corporate 
engagement increases in the Caucasus and across the Caspian basin.

An analysis of Franco-Turkish relations, however, remains incomplete without 
involving the failed Turkish EU accession process. With its roots dating back to 
the 1963 Ankara Agreement, the EU-Turkey relationship today - despite all its 
shortcomings – covers a range of complex tools and instruments. It includes the 
large-scale and transformative Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance (IPA), as 
well as 35 accession chapters, an endless legal framework and a Customs Union, 
which provides free trade in goods and processed agricultural products between 
the EU and Turkey.910 However, despite its range of impressive instruments, the 
reality remains that Turkey’s accession to the EU has failed because it is governed 

9 https://www.tepav.org.tr/upload/files/1491836076-0.A_Modernized_EU_Turkey_Customs_
Union.pdf 

10 https://www.euractiv.com/section/europe-s-east/opinion/eu-turkey-relations-need-structural-
solution/ 
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by a perverse incentive mechanism, which has rendered the entire Turkish 
accession process void of any credibility and trust from all actors involved. This 
innate lack of trust from both sides has eliminated the cause-effect function of 
the process since “neither the EU nor Turkey believe in the outcome (Turkey 
entering the EU) which means that Turkey feels less constrained about rules and 
conditionality linked to its relationship with the EU”.11 EU countries, including 
Cyprus and France, have, since the late 2000s, voted against the idea of letting 
Turkey into the EU, which may have significantly contributed to this process. In 
turn, it is clear from most EU Country Reports that Turkey equally appears to have 
continuously undermined the EU’s democratic criteria, which, similarly, only 
enhanced the atmosphere of distrust.12 In 2006, the EU Council froze the opening 
of eight chapters due to Turkey’s refusal to open ports and airport to traffic from 
Cyprus. In 2007, France, under Nicolas Sarkozy, blocked a series of accession 
chapters, followed by ‘continued blocks’ in 2009 due to the Cyprus issue. In 2014, 
the previous European Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker adopted a 
five-year enlargement freeze, largely as a result of rising euro-scepticism and 
‘enlargement fatigue’ across the EU.13 In 2016, the European Parliament (EP), 
which, during the 2000s, had been a bastion of Turkish support for EU accession, 
decided to temporarily freeze Turkey’s EU accession process.14 The EP’s Joint 
Parliamentary Committee, which allows for MEPs and Turkish MPs to meet 
regularly, has in recent years practically seized to exist, while technical meetings 
on legal harmonisation and economic irritants between the EU and Turkey can 
largely be described as dysfunctional if one considers the ever-growing list of 
institutional, legal, economic and political disagreements between the EU and 
Turkey. On the bilateral front, both Dutch and German governments have accused 
Turkey of electoral interference while Greece and Cyprus continuously run the 
risk of localised escalation with Turkey over the delineation of maritime borders 
and exploration rights in the Eastern Mediterranean. As has been discussed in 
detail throughout this article, France and Turkey continue to compete in a variety 
of theatres, ranging from the Sahel and North Africa to the Eastern Mediterranean 
and the Middle East.

11 http://www.encouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/preparing-for-a-new-blueprint-in-EU-
Turkey-relations.pdf 

12 https://www.ab.gov.tr/regular-progress-reports_46224_en.html 
13 https://www.eubusiness.com/news-eu/politics-juncker.x29 
14 https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20161117IPR51549/freeze-eu-accession-

talks-with-turkey-until-it-halts-repression-urge-meps 
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In a 2018 article for Turkish Policy Quarterly, I wrote: 

“Turkey’s EU accession has lost its significance over the past decade. Today, distorted 
incentive mechanisms govern relations between Ankara and Brussels, often altering 
rational policymaking. It is in the interest of both sides that existing structures 
remain in place until better ones replace or complement them. In the meantime, 
change is necessary to correct outdated structures that encourage rivalry and turn 
bilateral and multilateral relations with Turkey into uncalculated time bombs.”15

In a recent Carnegie article, Ilke Toygur similarly suggests that the Turkish 
accession process is riddled with distrust, which makes the accession process 
an unlikely mechanism to significantly advance EU-Turkey relations.16 A more 
viable EU-Turkey relationship would likely have to adopt the “best parts of the 
enlargement package” while adding other elements, which have been proven to 
function. Such elements could include the 2016 Migration Statement, as well as 
Customs Union reform, which is long overdue, while also potentially focusing 
on digital and green cooperation since the success of the Paris Agreement for 
the EU quantitatively depends on collaborating with Ankara.1718 The problem, 
however, remains that EU-Turkey relations will not improve unless substantial 
efforts are made on the bilateral front between Turkey and key EU stakeholders 
such as France, Germany, Italy and Poland. Similarly, as this paper outlines, it 
is practically unthinkable that a new EU-Turkey framework could be successful 
without taking into consideration both leading EU countries’ and Turkey’s innate 
geopolitical, defence and energy concerns. 

Recommendations
The fundamental question of ‘where to start?’ when dealing with Turkey is a 
relevant starting point for this paper’s concluding recommendations. Based 
on this article’s views, any future EU-Turkey framework must take a careful 
and chronologically tactful approach since the involvement of Franco-Turkish 
relations are likely to guide any potential rapprochement, with significant input 
equally needed from other EU countries such as Germany, Italy and Poland. The 
question as to how EU-Turkey relations can be improved therefore depends on 
15 http://www.encouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/preparing-for-a-new-blueprint-in-

EU-Turkey-relations.pdf 
16 https://carnegieeurope.eu/2022/01/26/new-way-forward-for-eu-turkey-relations-pub-86264 
17 https://www.lexology.com/library/detail.aspx?g=1d5cf7b3-0fc7-40b1-9385-caddd2760443 
18 https://ecfr.eu/publication/new-energies-how-the-european-green-deal-can-save-the-eus-

relationship-with-turkey/  
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the time gap between the French and Turkish elections for preparatory efforts, 
followed by a period for potential execution in the aftermath of the Turkish 
elections. The following recommendations, based on this paper’s analysis, provide 
a guideline for the initial steps needed for an improved EU-Turkey framework:

Ankara and EU Member States must admit that Turkish accession to the EU 
is an unlikely option but that a new Turkey Framework is a geopolitical and 
geoeconomic necessity. Input from citizens, civil society, media, the private sector 
and political parties is necessary to avoid derailing a new framework;

France and Turkey should continue and deepen existing defence negotiations, 
start EU-Turkey Future Framework Talks and increase bilateral consultations, 
with occasional Track 1.5 and Track 2 diplomatic efforts in tandem;

EU countries should recognise Turkey’s security concerns in Syria linked 
to the PKK/YPG and support cooperation in areas of mutual interest such as 
Afghanistan, the Caucasus, Central Asia, Iran and, potentially, the Eastern 
Mediterranean;

Based on revived bilateral dialogue and new guarantees, Turkey must de-escalate 
in the Eastern Mediterranean and respect UN resolutions, as also stated in the 
2019-2020 Foreign Affairs Council conclusions;

Based on revived bilateral dialogue and new guarantees concerning the potential 
of Customs Union reform, Turkey should respect the rules of the Customs Union 
and concerns expressed by the EU/EC on trade irritants and deviations;

Germany should continue supporting French-Italian-Turkish consultations on 
Libya;

The EU should increase its support for connectivity, infrastructure and energy 
diversification investments in Turkey, the Caucasus, Central Asia and the Middle 
East with backing from the EIB and EBRD.
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Abstract
Due to its geographical proximity to conflict zones, Turkey has become the 
target country for asylum seekers and refugees from different countries with 
diverse ethnic origins. Turkey’s emerging role as a target country became even 
more problematic due to the outbreak of the Syrian Crisis in 2011, which was 
triggered by the Arab Spring. The Syrian conflict not only led to an increased 
flow of refugees but also destabilised Turkey’s borders. In this regard, Turkey 
has established a set of strategies and transformations to tackle these issues. This 
paper examines how migration has evolved as a security issue for Turkey in the 
last four decades in general.  In particular, the study deals with security-related 
issues in terms of migration from the Turkish perspective and evaluates the 
Syrian crisis and its implications for Turkey and the European Union. The paper 
concludes with reactions to irregular migration and refugee flows by shedding 
light on both Turkey and the European Union’s perspectives.

Keywords: Migration, Security, Refugees, Syrian Crisis/Conflict, Turkey, the 
European Union (EU).
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Population movements across borders have been a significant part of international 
and domestic politics for a long time. Immigration and more specifically conflict-
related movements of individuals have been a major phenomenon in the modern 
world during peace and in times of conflict. In contemporary international 
relations, the migration and security nexus is considered to be one of the most 
prominent and influential factors among states and societies. Depending on the 
context and circumstances, some states and societies have become more involved 
and influenced by international migration and the flow of refugees. In the last 
decade, Turkey and Turkish society have emerged as one of the actors most 
affected in their region, as well as in the world. The civil war in Syria turned 
out to be a major source of instability not only due to the severity of the conflict 
and direct loss of human lives but also through its impact on Syrian people that 
have also had to leave their homes to turn into internally displaced people (IDPs) 
or to flee Syria to become refugees. The catastrophic impacts of the civil war 
in Syria are not confined to the country but expand to neighbouring countries 
such as Turkey, Jordan and Lebanon, which have opened their borders to people 
escaping from the conflict. The humanitarian side of the conflict, in the form of 
refugees, has spread across the regions surrounding Syria. The major destinations 
for Syrians escaping from the civil war began, over time, to shift away from the 
neighbouring countries, which have come under pressure due to economic and 
logistical problems, to European countries. As the refugees began to arrive in 
destinations all over Europe, this destabilising civil war with its regional impact 
turned into a European concern as well. In this process, irregular migration and 
refugee flows started occupying the top of the political and public agendas all 
around the world, for better or worse.

Migration and Turkey’s security in the last four decades
Historically, Turkey has been accustomed to regional instability caused by mass 
population movements crossing its borders. Iranians who escaped from the 
purges of the new Islamic regime in Iran made their way into Turkey in the 
1980s before heading to Western countries. Iraqi Kurds who were running away 
from Saddam Hussein’s persecution also crossed the Turkish border en masse 
and sought refuge in the late 1980s and 1990s. Turks who were discriminated 
against by the Todor Zhivkov regime in the late 1980s also fled from Bulgaria to 
Turkey. People from different ethnic origins of the former Yugoslavia also came 
to Turkey due to the conflicts during the dissolution of the former Yugoslavia 
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in the early 1990s. However, the numbers of refugees who fled the civil war in 
Syria reached such unprecedented levels that any country facing such a flow 
would have struggled to cope with its impacts. From mid-2011 onwards, when 
the domestic disturbances turned into countrywide violence, Turkey began to 
apply an ‘open door’ policy and started to accept the Syrians that were fleeing 
the conflict into its borders.19 Under the dire conditions of the civil war, Turkey 
applied a humanitarian policy rather than putting security concerns and strictly 
protecting its border to the forefront in its policy towards the ongoing crisis 
in Syria. This approach has proven to be very costly for Turkey in terms of its 
security, economy and its foreign relations.

Turkey was caught unprepared, just like other regional and international actors, 
including the Europeans, by the so-called ‘Arab Spring’ and related instabilities in 
the broader Middle East. The expectations for transformation that would bring 
fundamental changes to the regimes in the region could not be materialised 
without the emergence of domestic conflicts. The Syrian regime proved that it 
would resist any plea for change and would not allow itself to be replaced without 
a fight on the scale of a civil war and at the cost of the destruction of the country. 
Turkey has traditionally tended to act with humanitarian concerns during the 
domestic crises of its neighbours and helped the people who are fleeing from the 
conflict area on the one hand. On the other hand, it has been very prudent not to 
get involved in the domestic affairs of these countries. However, during the civil 
war in Syria, Ankara changed this course of action in favour of supporting regime 
change in Syria. The ‘open door’ policy was partly the result of this approach and 
paved the way for millions of people to escape Syria to come to Turkey. Even 
though Syrians have constituted the vast majority of refugees in the last decade, 
a constant flow of irregular immigrants and refugees from other countries, such 
as Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran, Pakistan, and some African countries, have continued 
to arrive in Turkey.

Security and migration relationship from the Turkish 
perspective
Turkey’s security has been affected by irregular migration and refugee flows at 
various levels, particularly in the last decade. In this context, the overall impact 

19 The Republic of Turkey, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Implementation of Turkey-EU Agreement 
of 18 March 2016”, https://www.mfa.gov.tr/implementation-of-turkey_eu-agreement-of-18-
march-2016.en.mfa. (Date of Access: 05.02.2022)
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of population movements on Turkey could be analysed in terms of state security, 
economic security, social and human security levels. It could be argued that 
Turkey has been as prepared as any other country to accept massive refugee 
flows. Nevertheless, Turkey, not surprisingly, was caught virtually unprepared 
by that refugee flow. The magnitude and massive scale of the refugee flow into 
Turkey due to the civil war in Syria forced Turkey to adapt itself and respond to 
this huge humanitarian crisis.

Turkey’s security concerns over border issues have been problematic for a 
long time. There are structural and issue-based reasons for a lack of security, 
particularly on its borders, such as in the east and southeast of the country, above 
all the land borders that are shared with Iran (560 km), Iraq (378 km), and Syria 
(911 km).20 Furthermore, Turkey has coastlines on the Mediterranean, Aegean 
and Black seas which, overall, exceed 6,000 kilometres, excluding the Marmara 
Sea and the islands in these seas.21 Border security related to the physical security 
of State borders for the prevention of illegal human movements in or out of the 
country and any kind of illegal trafficking are important factors that affect any 
State’s security realm. In the Turkish case, it is not only important for its security, 
but it also matters as it is a NATO member country, which naturally has an impact 
in terms of  the Alliance’s security on one hand. On the other hand, Turkey, as a 
candidate to the European Union (EU), is or will be established as representing 
the outer borders of the EU. In this sense, dealing with irregular migration and 
handling refugee movements constitute one of the main and core areas of Turkey 
and the EU relations and the overarching security concerns for both parties. The 
second aspect of Turkey’s border security has been the infiltration of terrorists 
and insurgents from neighbouring countries where they were based and, in 
some cases, protected by Turkey’s neighbours. The developments in Iraq in the 
aftermath of the United States-led (US) invasion, and in Syria since the outbreak 
of the civil war, have in particular further deteriorated Turkey’s security situation 
in its regions bordering these two countries.

The geographical state of Turkey’s borders in the regions in the east and southeast 
constitutes an important challenge for Turkey. The mountainous terrain on 

20 “Türkiye’nin Sınır Kapıları Haritası: Türkiye’ye Sınır Olan Ülkeler Hangileridir? Sınır Kapılarının 
İsimleri Nelerdir?” Milliyet, March 04, 2021, https://www.milliyet.com.tr/egitim/haritalar/
turkiyenin-sinir-kapilari-haritasi-turkiyeye-sinir-olan-ulkeler-hangileridir-sinir-kapilarinin-
isimleri-nelerdir-6311239. (Date of Access: 05.02.2022)

21 “Turkey at a Glance: Geography”, Columbia University, http://www.columbia.edu/~sss31/Turkiye/
geo.html. (Date of Access: 05.02.2022) 
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the Iranian and Iraqi borders is particularly hard to control. The harsh climate 
conditions, especially in the winter and summer seasons, also affects border 
security. The cross-border human trafficking of nationals of Afghanistan and 
Pakistan via Iran has been, ironically, a well-established route for decades. 
Similarly, illicit trade and smuggling to and from Iraq and Syria also have a long 
history. Despite the general concerns of Turkey and other bordering states, a 
combination of physical limitations, lack of designated funds and personnel for 
the security of borderlines, and economic contributions to the communities in 
the bordering regions, have long prevented effective border control in the region.

Turkey has been dealing with the ethnic separatist terrorist organisation the PKK 
(Kurdistan Workers’ Party) for decades as the leading threat to its security. One 
of the main reasons for the terrorist attacks and one which has curtailed Turkey’s 
struggle to end the conflict has been the PKK’s terrorist recruitment and its 
leadership’s presence in Iraq and Syria. To destabilise Turkey, the PKK has made 
considerable use of neighbouring countries’ lack of control over their borders, 
along with their hosting of its bases as safe havens, not only to launch attacks on 
Turkey but also to organise human trafficking and material smuggling to finance 
its terrorist activities. In this process, many of the terrorists have facilitated their 
routes to get to other countries, including to many European countries, through 
organised crime networks working on human trafficking and smuggling for the 
PKK. Turkey’s endeavours to stop infiltrations from Iraq and Syria for terrorist 
attacks faced resistance from Saddam Hussein and Hafez al-Assad’s regimes for 
a long time. However, neither the toppling of Saddam Hussein with the US-led 
invasion of Iraq in 2003 nor the change of leadership in Syria after the death of 
Hafez al-Assad in 2000 brought stability to Turkey’s borders. On the contrary, 
the US invasion led to an almost total collapse of State authority and triggered 
sectarian insurgencies in Iraq, which resulted in the deepening of the severe 
security problems for Turkey. Consequently, the PKK gained a further free hand 
to operate in Iraq and people fearing for their security began to leave Iraq for 
Turkey.22

22 Mesut Özcan, “Turkish Foreign Policy Towards Iraq in 2009”, Perceptions 15, no.  3-4 (2010): 113-
132.
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The Syrian crisis and its effects on Turkey
In the years before the Syrian crisis, Turkey was relatively able to keep people 
leaving Iraq for humanitarian reasons under control. The US-led invasion and 
the withdrawal of the bulk of its forces by 2011 created a power vacuum and left 
a devastated and divided Iraq behind, as well as tarnishing Turkey’s economic 
relations with Iraq.23 While the US was withdrawing from Iraq, Syria, under 
the administration of Bashar al-Assad, had come under the effects of the social 
movements striving for change. The authoritarian Syrian regime’s resistance to 
change and hostile attitude towards the emerging opposition, along with the 
divisions within the country, paved the way for a countrywide armed conflict 
that rapidly turned into a fully-fledged civil war. The civil war in Syria led to a 
massive humanitarian catastrophe due to the targeted attacks on towns, which 
led to mass migration, and the use of chemical weapons leading to vast numbers 
of civilian casualties.24 As the humanitarian conditions got worse, people began 
to leave Syria in massive numbers for their own good. The Syrian regime’s use 
of indiscriminate force against its citizens drew reactions from international 
public opinion as well as from Turkish public opinion. Subsequently, the Turkish 
government’s support for regime change in Syria quickly led to the deterioration 
of Turkey-Syria relations.

In the process of ever-expanding instability across Syria and Iraq, within the 
religious extremists a group proclaimed the establishment of the Islamic State 
of Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS) in 2014 and claimed sovereignty over parts of Iraq 
and Syria. The weaknesses of the State structures and fractured societies in Iraq 
and Syria led these countries to lose their sovereign authority over these parts 
of their territories and made Turkey a de facto neighbour to this illegal violent 
entity. The spread of ISIS control over the region in the next three years through 
terror, violence and mass killings created new waves of people running for their 
lives to neighbouring countries.25 Human rights abuses, violent killings and 

23 Anthony H. Cordesman, “America’s Failed Strategy in the Middle East: Losing Iraq and the Gulf ”, 
Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), January 2, 2020, https://www.csis.org/analysis/
americas-failed-strategy-middle-east-losing-iraq-and-gulf. (Date of Access: 05.02.2022)

24 The United Nations Security Council (UNSC), “Syria Yet to Fulfil Chemical Weapons Convention 
Obligations, Top United Nations Officials Tell Security Council, as Members Spar over ‘Objectivity’”, 
8785th Meeting’s Coverage, June 3, 2021, https://www.un.org/press/en/2021/sc14540.doc.htm. (Date 
of Access: 05.02.2022)

25 Ben Hubbard, “Raids by ISIS Push Flood of Refugees into Turkey”, New York Times, 
September 22, 2014, https://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/23/world/europe/over-130000-
flee-syria-for-turkey-in-wake-of-isis-raids.html. (Date of Access: 05.02.2022)
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crimes committed against humanity, while forcing local people to leave, global 
publicity of these developments also had the effect of attracting sympathisers 
and militants of religious extremism and encouraged them to go to the ISIS-
controlled territories. The waves of violence and the emergence of ISIS resulted in 
a two-way flow of people in and out of the ISIS-controlled territories of Iraq and 
Syria with directly opposite motivations; one for survival from ISIS and the other 
for joining ISIS. The rise of ISIS put the ‘foreign terrorist fighters’ phenomenon 
on the table as a global security issue as many would-be militants had travelled 
from all around the world to participate in the violent activities of ISIS. The 
majority of the radicalised militants and their families who lived under the ISIS 
administration, as ISIS was defeated, wanted to go back to their countries where 
they were not wanted by their governments. The return of the ‘foreign terrorist 
fighters’ (FTFs) in legal and illegal ways to their countries of origin became a 
major security concern for various States in the years to come.26

In the process of the ongoing civil war in Syria, Turkey became the host country 
for the most refugees in the world, reaching up to four million. That amounts to 
an unprecedented number of refugees escaping from conflict zones who have 
been sheltered in a single country in recent times. Turkey has mostly been left by 
the international community to shoulder, singlehandedly, the financial, social and 
security burden of refugees that are not only coming from Syria but also running 
away from the conflict that hit Afghanistan as recently as August-September 
2021, in the process of the evacuation of the US-led international forces from 
the country. Turkey was also badly affected by the violence that stemmed from 
the instabilities in Syria and Iraq throughout the last decade, both in terms of 
the PKK’s increasing terrorist activities in Iraq and also the spread of the PKK 
affiliates’ presence and influence on Syria. The PKK terrorist organisation carried 
out attacks in Turkey and the PKK and its affiliates’ hostilities towards Turkish 
security units in Iraq and Syria forced Turkey to get further involved across its 
borders. Turkey had a long-established presence in the conflict zones in some 
parts of northern Syria bordering Turkey, where other international State actors 
such as the US, the Russian Federation and Iran also have a presence, as well as in 
the north of Iraq where the US forces remain, and Iran have local allies.

26 Haldun Yalçınkaya, “Turkey’s Struggle Against the Foreign Terrorist Fighters of DAESH”, Perceptions 
11, no. 1 (2016): 27-44.
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Turkey has also been targeted by ISIS and its affiliates and suffered a series of 
attacks that caused more than 250, mostly civilian, casualties27, including 
the worst terrorist attack leading to 10328 casualties at a peace rally in front 
of Ankara’s Central Train Station, in 2015. Turkey has been dealing with the 
extremist militants of ISIS and the FTFs, as well as their families, in the post-ISIS 
period. Some FTFs, who have been arrested in Turkey while going into hiding or 
attempting to return to their home countries, and their families, were deported 
while some countries have objected to the deportation of their citizens and tried 
to put forward legal obstacles to stop or delay the process. While collaboration 
against violent extremism and global terrorism requires universal involvement at 
the moral and practical levels, the reluctance of some States to take responsibility 
and keep any of their citizens involved in terrorist activities away from their home 
country sends the wrong signals to the peace and stability seeking international 
community and to people who intend to join extremist movements to replicate 
the ISIS experience. A significant number of the foreign terrorist fighters are from 
EU countries. An important area for cooperation between the EU and Turkey 
therefore appears to be a common goal of dealing with any type of extremism 
and people who get involved in terrorist activities with extremist motivations.29

Turkey and the European Union’s reactions to the 
refugee flows during the Syrian conflict
When Turkey began to apply its ‘open door’ policy, it was, as expected, reluctant 
to shoulder the burden of the flow of millions of refugees across its borders 
alone. This was an unfortunate miscalculation on the Turkish side. A similar 
miscalculation soon appeared in the EU Member States that welcomed refugees 
within their borders and at the institutional level of the EU. However, Turkey did 
a relatively good job of providing protection to the people coming over its borders 
as refugees even though Turkey does not grant refugee status to people who do 
not come from Europe, due to a caveat in the form of ‘geographical restriction’ 

27 Haldun Yalçınkaya, “IŞİD’in Yabancı Savaşçıları ve Yarattığı Tehdit: Türkiye’nin Tecrübesi (2014- 
2016)”, Uluslararası İlişkiler 14, no. 53 (2017): 23-43.

28  “Ankara Garı saldırısında ölen 103 kişi anıldı”, Habertürk, October 10, 2021, https://www.haberturk.
com/ankara-gari-saldirisinda-olenler-anildi-haberler-3217052. (Date of Access: 05.02.2022)

29 Markos Papakonstantis and Haldun Yalçınkaya, “Counterterrorism as an Area of Cooperation and 
Challenge to Turkey – The European Union Relations,” the Center for Applied Turkey Studies (CATS) 
at SWP, January 24, 2022, https://www.uikpanorama.com/blog/2022/02/04/counterterrorism-as-
an-area-of-cooperation-and-challenge-to-turkey-the-european-union-relations/ (Date of Access: 
05.02.2022)
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that Turkey had stated in the process of putting a signature to the 1951 United 
Nations Convention Related to the Status of Refugees, commonly known as the 
1951 Geneva Convention.30 Despite making long-needed arrangements in the 
field of refugees with the Law 6458 on Foreigners and International Protection 
(6458 Sayılı Yabancılar ve Uluslararası Koruma Kanunu, 11 April 2013)31, 
Turkey holds on to this ‘geographical restriction’ and grants refugee status with 
limitations. In this sense, people who arrive from Syria, Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, 
Pakistan, or any other country as ‘a country of origin’ located other than in 
Europe are not granted refugee status but rather processed under the status of 
‘temporary protection’. This legal arrangement was followed by an important step 
taken to institutionalise Turkey’s migration management, with the establishment 
of the Ministry of Interior General Directorate of Migration Management (T.C. 
İçişleri Bakanlığı Göç İdaresi Başkanlığı) in 2014.32 The establishment of a specific 
and purpose-oriented institution for migration management has positively 
contributed to the coordination of the State’s efforts to handle the massive influx 
of refugees, particularly coming from Syria since 2014. Organising and managing 
refugee camps, providing protection and basic services including shelter, food 
and health to the people under temporary protection, as well as building up the 
necessary infrastructure for processing people on their arrival in Turkey, have 
been done successfully by the professionals of this institution. This institution 
is also working on the adaptation of Turkey’s legislation in the fields of asylum 
and migration to the Acquis Communautaire, as part of Turkey’s National Action 
Plan for EU Accession (Under Chapter 24 - Justice, Freedom, and Security, which 
has been blocked by the Greek Cypriot administration since 2009, and who later 
managed to have this turned into an EU position).33

As the civil war in Syria intensified and ISIS began to further terrorise Syrians, 
the Syrian people increased their efforts to flee the country in massive numbers. 
While Turkey is trying to handle the situation by providing the newly-arrived 
30 The United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR), “Convention and Protocol Related to the Status of 

Refugees”, https://www.unhcr.org/3b66c2aa10. (Date of Access: 05.02.2022)
31 T.C. Cumhurbaşkanlığı Mevzuat Bilgi Sistemi, “Yabancılar ve Uluslararası Koruma Kanunu”, April 

11, 2013, https://www.mevzuat.gov.tr/mevzuatmetin/1.5.6458.pdf. (Date of Access: 05.02.2022)
32 Moreover, in 2021, with the Presidential Decree No. 85 published in the Official Gazette dated 

29 October 2021 and numbered 31643, the status of the General Directorate was changed to the 
Presidency. Please see The Presidency of Migration Management, “Presidency”, https://en.goc.gov.
tr/about-us. (Date of Access: 05.02.2022)

33 The Republic of Turkey, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Turkey’s National Action Plan for the EU 
Accession”, Directorate for EU Affairs, July 13, 2021, https://www.ab.gov.tr/siteimages/birimler/kpb/
uep/21_23_UEP_EN.pdf. (Date of Access: 05.02.2022) 
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Syrians with humanitarian aid for all their needs, many started to turn down 
shelters that were provided and to be processed under the temporary protection 
status in order to make their way to Turkey’s western borders and shores so as 
to travel further west to EU Member States such as Germany and the United 
Kingdom, which was an EU member at that time. The relatively easy and most 
convenient way was to head to the Greek islands that are located close to the 
Turkish shores with the help of human traffickers who would provide the 
necessary sea vessels to these people. Many people were able to make this risky 
crossing to the Greek islands or mainland Greece used this route as a stepping 
stone to reach their desired destinations in western Europe. As Syrians led the 
way, others from Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran and Pakistan also followed this path 
to make their way to Europe. Some part of the strain caused by the continuous 
influx of Syrians into Turkey began to be diverted to Greece and via Greece to 
other EU Member States. People from various countries other than Syria also 
perceived these circumstances as an opportunity to begin to use various sea 
and land routes to reach their final destinations in Europe. Two neighbours and 
NATO allies, Turkey and Greece, which both have access to the Aegean Sea, faced 
a difficult task to deal with the waves of refugees. Greece was not prepared at 
all to handle such a wave and the EU was not institutionally organised to give 
the necessary support to Greece and Turkey. Despite having a framework in the 
form of the Common European Asylum System (CEAS),34 institutionally and 
at the level of individual EU Member States, the EU appeared to be indecisive, 
politically divided and without any agreed comprehensive guidance to deal with 
the humanitarian crisis at their borders. This became a litmus test for the EU 
and its Member States concerning respecting basic human rights in the form of 
processing and accommodating refugees and asylum seekers to the EU. It has 
been a moral test just as it has also been a practical one. The EU and some of 
its members did not appear to pass this test when helpless people were on their 
doorstep and were unable to support their Member States as well as a candidate 
State in their time of need.

The tension that emerged on the borders of Turkey, Greece, Italy and Bulgaria 
as well as of Germany, Austria, Hungary, Croatia and other EU Member States, 
reflected a dire image of failed solidarity and collaboration in the face of a massive 
humanitarian crisis in Europe. The need for fair and committed application of 
34 The European Commission, “Common European Asylum System (CEAS)”, Migration and Home 

Affairs, https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/policies/migration-and-asylum/common-european-
asylum-system_en.  (Date of Access: 05.02.2022)
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global governance principles of migration, refugee and asylum seeker management 
emerged even more clearly. However, as the radicalised domestic political 
conditions and anti-immigration rhetoric of various political movements began 
to use the refugee waves for endorsing their own political agendas, developing 
common policies for migration management and supporting the countries facing 
refugee flows at the global as well as at the EU level became harder and harder 
to achieve. Despite the urgent need to develop long-term strategies to address 
the fundamental driving forces of irregular migration and asylum-seeking, by 
focusing on conflict prevention and resolution, overturning underdevelopment, 
eradicating poverty and easing the impacts of climate change, the awareness of 
and commitment to global governance of population movements in the world 
seemed to be lacking. Instead of turning Europe into a ‘fortress’, the EU could 
set an example for the international community through further deepening 
collaboration and harmony among its EU Member States in the field of migration 
and refugee management. This could be extended to EU candidates and partner 
countries as a way of advancing policy harmonisation with these countries as 
well.

Turkey-EU relations have been going through a rough patch for a long time. 
The crisis in the Aegean Sea and the land borders between Turkey and the EU 
Member States made this process even more complicated in the period between 
2014 and 2016, when the refugee and irregular migration flows peaked. The 
forceful, thus illegal and inhumane, ‘pushbacks’ of refugees have been a major 
problem between Turkey and neighbouring EU Member States, particularly 
with Greece, since then35. Consciously jeopardising the lives of people who are  
trying to cross borders is immoral, inhumane and illegal under international law. 
Unfortunately, this has become a policy on the part of some EU States and this is 
tarnishing the reputation and respectability of the EU and EU Member States in 
the eyes of the international community as well as in the eyes of Turkish people. 
Turkey and the EU reached a common understanding on how to manage the 
waves of refugees at the peak of the crisis. The Turkey-EU Agreement of 18 March 
2016 became  the blueprint for a working relationship in migration governance 
that would prevent loss of life, prevent the practice of  human smuggling and 
establish a mechanism to process and solve the settlement and resettlement 

35 “Yunanistan’ın geri itmeleri meşrulaşmamalı Yunanistan’ın göçmenleri geri itme sayısı yüzde 
97 arttı”, Habertürk, February 7, 2022, https://www.haberturk.com/izmir-haberleri/94330648-
yunanistanin-geri-itmeleri-mesrulasmamaliyunanistanin-gocmenleri-geri-itme-sayisi-yuzde-97, 
(Date of Access: 08.02.2022).   
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issues of refugees.36 The incentives to reach an agreement were high at the time 
for both parties, which were severely affected by irregular migration and waves of 
refugees. The agreement was based on a quid pro quo, a set of financial incentives 
and visa liberalisation for Turkish citizens to the Schengen area in exchange 
for Turkey tightening measures on its land borders and at sea to prevent illegal 
crossings and open up the path for the resettlement of refugees who make their 
way to the EU via Turkey. The parties were committed to the agreement and this 
contributed to dramatically slowing down refugee movements across the border. 
The finance provided by the EU was used to make a contribution to Turkey’s 
huge burden in terms of taking care of the people who are in the country with 
temporary protection status. The agreement was criticised from the perspective of 
humanitarian and international law for denying some of the rights of the refugees 
protected under the 1951 Geneva Convention. In its generality, the Turkey-EU 
Deal of 18 March 2016 was a contingency solution to an ever-growing problem 
for Turkey and the EU, derived from a realpolitik perspective. Eventually, as the 
crisis began to diminish, the parties’ commitment to following the agreement 
weakened. Despite the tangible financial side of the EU commitment, which 
had reached over six billion euro, the EU simply put visa liberalisation on to the 
back burner again, very much to the chagrin of Turkey, and Turkey responded 
by questioning the EU’s sincerity and threatening to quit collaboration within the 
scope of the Agreement.37 Despite its successes in dramatically limiting the loss 
of human life, improving the conditions of people under temporary protection 
in Turkey and of the refugees who had reached the EU countries, the Agreement 
does not seem to have contributed greatly to enhancing a trusting and committed 
relationship between Turkey and the EU. Irregular migration continues as a fact 
of life and EU States sustain the inhuman pushbacks of refugees towards Turkey, 
which continues to lead to the loss of innocent lives. 

36 The Republic of Turkey, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Implementation of Turkey-EU Agreement 
of 18 March 2016”, https://www.mfa.gov.tr/implementation-of-turkey_eu-agreement-of-18-
march-2016.en.mfa. (Date of Access: 05.02.2022)

37 Kareem Shaheen, Patrick Wintour and Jennifer Rankin, “Turkey threatens to end refugee deal in row 
over EU accession”, The Guardian, November 25, 2016, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/
nov/25/turkey-threatens-end-refugee-deal-row-eu-accession-erdogan. (Date of Access: 05.02.2022)



179

STRENGTHENING DIALOGUE BETWEEN THE EU AND TURKEY
IN THE AREA OF MIGRATION AND SECURITY

Conclusion
Recent research on Syrians in Turkey has shown that the vast majority of Syrians 
in Turkey are not willing to return to their home country.38 Therefore, from a 
Turkish perspective, the primary issue is no longer the stability of Syria but the 
asylum seeker policy39, which takes the four million refugees in Turkey into 
account. The need for a comprehensive strategy for their integration is, by and 
large, of primary concern to Turkey. 

Undoubtedly, the Syrian crisis has shown how important Turkey is to the EU and 
vice versa. Millions of people flowed into Europe through Turkey and, with the 
help of the Turkey-EU deal of 18 March 2016, the waves of migration and the 
humanitarian disasters at the EU borders declined in relative terms. Although the 
deal generated many discussions in Turkey and the EU extensively benefited from 
the arrangements, it came about as a result of the need for close collaboration 
between the EU and Turkey. Indeed, while the EU has managed to prevent a 
significant level of refugee flows into its borders, Turkey could not gain what was 
perhaps the most important part of the deal from its perspective, visa liberation for 
Turkish citizens in the EU.  During the Cold War, Turkey significantly contributed 
to the protection of western Europe by acting as a buffer against the Soviet threat 
for forty years. In the second decade of the new millennium, Turkey once again 
became a buffer, this time absorbing flows of masses of people towards western 
Europe. Those masses of people were not only refugees but also extremists and 
foreign terrorist fighters. Standing against extremism and tackling terrorism have 
been two rare issues that have brought Turkey-EU relations forward.

Syrians are not the only asylum seekers that both Turkey and the EU have 
been dealing with. The worsening situation in the wake of the withdrawal 
of international forces from Afghanistan has also triggered another wave of 
migration, in addition to other irregular migration flows from other countries 
that suffer from conflicts, underdevelopment and various instabilities in the 
south and the east. Under these circumstances, it may be assumed that Europe 
would continue to be a target region for irregular migration and asylum seekers. 
38 M. Murat Erdoğan, “Securitization from Society and Social Acceptance: Political Party-Based 

Approaches in Turkey to Syrian Refugees” Uluslararası İlişkiler 17, no. 68 (2020): 73-92.
39 M. Murat Erdoğan and Markos Papakonstantis, “Turkey as a Partner and Challenge for European 

Security, Migration and Asylum,” the Center for Applied Turkey Studies (CATS) at SWP, January 
17, 2022, https://www.uikpanorama.com/blog/2022/01/24/turkey-as-a-partner-and-challenge-for-
european-security-migration-and-asylum/ (Date of Access: 05.02.2022)
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It is clear that short-term measures do not lead to the development of effective 
and sustainable solutions to cope with the multi-faced problems that arise due 
to the irregular migration of people. Instead, the destination countries should 
develop medium and long-term policies that take into account their common 
good as well as humanitarian aspects of migration because it is not the refugees 
but the irregular migration problem itself that constitutes a security problem. 
Frontex and other hard security mechanisms should only be selectively used 
and not be accepted as long-term ways to deal with irregular migration to EU 
countries. In this context, the EU and Turkey should consider their common 
interests in dealing with irregular migration and, when shaping their medium- 
and long-term policies, should consider their existing agreement as a reference 
point for enhancing their cooperation. However, this reference for cooperation in 
migration matters is far from perfect. Moving beyond the financial aspect of its 
support and honouring other aspects of the agreement would be a demonstration 
of goodwill and commitment on the part of the EU that would lead to an increase 
in support from Turkish people for this cooperation. After all, the 2016 deal was 
met with a strong reaction in Turkish society due to the failure to keep promises 
on the EU side, especially the one on visa liberation. The irregular migration 
problem will not end soon but will rather increase in the years ahead. It is in 
the interests of Turkey and the EU to address the migration-related problems 
together by thinking further about enhancing cooperation in field of migration 
management despite the long-lasting problems in other areas of bilateral relations.  



181

STRENGTHENING DIALOGUE BETWEEN THE EU AND TURKEY
IN THE AREA OF MIGRATION AND SECURITY

Bibliography
Columbia University. “Turkey at a Glance: Geography”, http://www.columbia.edu/~sss31/

Turkiye/geo.html. (Date of Access: 05.02.2022) 
Cordesman, Anthony H.  (2020). “America’s Failed Strategy in the Middle East: Losing 

Iraq and the Gulf ”, Centre for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), January 2, 
2020, https://www.csis.org/analysis/americas-failed-strategy-middle-east-losing-
iraq-and-gulf. (Date of Access: 05.02.2022)

Erdoğan, M. Murat. (2020). “Securitization from Society and Social Acceptance: Political 
Party-Based Approaches in Turkey to Syrian Refugees”, Uluslararası İlişkiler 17, 
no. 68: 73-92.

Erdoğan, M. Murat and Papakonstantis, Markos.  (2022). “Turkey as a Partner and 
Challenge for European Security, Migration and Asylum,” The Center for Applied 
Turkey Studies (CATS) at SWP, January 17, 2022, https://www.uikpanorama.
com/blog/2022/01/24/turkey-as-a-partner-and-challenge-for-european-security-
migration-and-asylum/ (Date of Access: 05.02.2022)

Habertürk. (2021). “Ankara Garı saldırısında ölen 103 kişi anıldı”, October 10, 2021, https://
www.haberturk.com/ankara-gari-saldirisinda-olenler-anildi-haberler-3217052. 
(Date of Access: 05.02.2022)

Habertürk. (2022). “Yunanistan’ın geri itmeleri meşrulaşmamalı Yunanistan’ın göçmenleri 
geri itme sayısı yüzde 97 arttı”, February 7, 2022, https://www.haberturk.com/izmir-
haberleri/94330648-yunanistanin-geri-itmeleri-mesrulasmamaliyunanistanin-
gocmenleri-geri-itme-sayisi-yuzde-97, (Date of Access: 08.02.2022).  

Hubbard, Ben. (2014). “Raids by ISIS Push Flood of Refugees Into Turkey”, New York 
Times, September 22, 2014, https://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/23/world/europe/
over-130000-flee-syria-for-turkey-in-wake-of-isis-raids.html. (Date of Access: 
05.02.2022)

Milliyet. (2021). “Türkiye’nin Sınır Kapıları Haritası: Türkiye’ye Sınır Olan Ülkeler 
Hangileridir? Sınır Kapılarının İsimleri Nelerdir?”, March 14, 2021, https://www.
milliyet.com.tr/egitim/haritalar/turkiyenin-sinir-kapilari-haritasi-turkiyeye-
sinir-olan-ulkeler-hangileridir-sinir-kapilarinin-isimleri-nelerdir-6311239. (Date 
of Access: 05.02.2022)

Özcan, Mesut. (2010). “Turkish Foreign Policy Towards Iraq in 2009”, Perceptions 15, no.  
3-4: 113-132.

Papakonstantis, Markos and Yalçınkaya, Haldun. (2022). “Counterterrorism as an Area 
of Cooperation and Challenge to Turkey – The European Union Relations,” the 
Center for Applied Turkey Studies (CATS) at SWP, January 24, 2022, https://
www.uikpanorama.com/blog/2022/02/04/counterterrorism-as-an-area-of-



182

STRENGTHENING DIALOGUE BETWEEN THE EU AND TURKEY
IN THE AREA OF MIGRATION AND SECURITY

cooperation-and-challenge-to-turkey-the-european-union-relations/ (Date of 
Access: 05.02.2022)

Shaheen, Kareem, Wintour, Patrick and Rankin, Jennifer. (2016). “Turkey threatens to 
end refugee deal in row over EU accession”, Guardian, November 25, 2016, https://
www.theguardian.com/world/2016/nov/25/turkey-threatens-end-refugee-deal-
row-eu-accession-erdogan. (Date of Access: 05.02.2022)

T.C. Cumhurbaşkanlığı Mevzuat Bilgi Sistemi. (2013). “Yabancılar ve Uluslararası Koruma 
Kanunu”, April 11, 2013, https://www.mevzuat.gov.tr/mevzuatmetin/1.5.6458.pdf. 
(Date of Access: 05.02.2022)

The European Commission, “Common European Asylum System (CEAS)”, Migration 
and Home Affairs, https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/policies/migration-and-
asylum/common-european-asylum-system_en.  (Date of Access: 05.02.2022)

The Presidency of Migration Management. “Presidency”, https://en.goc.gov.tr/about-us. 
(Date of Access: 05.02.2022)

The Republic of Turkey, Ministry of Foreign Affairs. “Implementation of Turkey-EU 
Agreement of 18 March 2016”, https://www.mfa.gov.tr/implementation-of-
turkey_eu-agreement-of-18-march-2016.en.mfa. (Date of Access: 05.02.2022)

The Republic of Turkey, Ministry of Foreign Affairs. (2021). “Turkey’s National Action 
Plan for the EU Accession”, Directorate for the EU Affairs, July 13, 2021, https://
www.ab.gov.tr/siteimages/birimler/kpb/uep/21_23_UEP_EN.pdf. (Date of 
Access: 05.02.2022)

The United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR). “Convention and Protocol Related to 
the Status of Refugees”, https://www.unhcr.org/3b66c2aa10. (Date of Access: 
05.02.2022)

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC). (2021). “Syria Yet to Fulfil Chemical 
Weapons Convention Obligations, Top United Nations Officials Tell Security 
Council, as Members Spar over ‘Objectivity’”, 8785th Meeting’s Coverage, June 
3, 2021, https://www.un.org/press/en/2021/sc14540.doc.htm. (Date of Access: 
05.02.2022)

Yalçınkaya, Haldun. (2016). “Turkey’s Struggle Against the Foreign Terrorist Fighters of 
DAESH”, Perceptions 11, no. 1: 27-44.

Yalçınkaya, Haldun. (2017). “IŞİD’in Yabancı Savaşçıları ve Yarattığı Tehdit: Türkiye’nin 
Tecrübesi (2014- 2016)”, Uluslararası İlişkiler 14, no. 53: 23-43.



183

STRENGTHENING DIALOGUE BETWEEN THE EU AND TURKEY
IN THE AREA OF MIGRATION AND SECURITY

Conference:  
EU-Turkey: How to increase 

cooperation in the area of foreign, 
security and defence policy

9 February 2022, Press Club Brussels

Welcoming Remarks
By Moderator Eli Hadzhieva, 

Director of Dialogue for Europe (DfE), Belgium 

Distinguished guests, thank you very much for being with us today. I hope you 
all enjoyed your light lunch. And I’m grateful you could make it here despite your 
busy schedules and the Omicron variant. I’d like to express my sincere gratitude 
to MEP Czarnecki, Chair of the EU-Turkey Friendship Group in the European 
Parliament and İpek Tekdemir, Secretary-General of the Group, who kindly 
host us at the Press Club instead of the European Parliament due to the ongoing 
restrictions.

When I see so many enthusiastic people who are extremely passionate about EU-
Turkey relations, I remember my dream when I first came to Brussels in 2008. I 
will say it out loud. I dreamt of Turkey becoming an EU Member State and was 
keen on getting involved in the accession negotiations. The negotiations had just 
started, and EU-Turkey legislative and policy alignment was extremely high back 
then. Fast forward 14 years and imagine how boring my dream job would have 
become today. But a glimmer of hope remains, and the civil society has a big role 
to play in driving positive change. 

Despite political differences and frustrations from both sides, one thing is clear. 
The EU and Turkey are bound to work together to face common challenges 
in their shared geography. A rather unstable one, which stretches from the 
Black Sea, the Caucasus, and the Middle East. This became obvious during the 
migration crisis of 2015, when one million refugees flocked to the EU mainly 
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via Turkey. Against all odds, the two sides agreed on a deal, which, despite some 
dysfunctionalities and burden sharing issues, has worked so far. But this is not 
the only area for cooperation, which both sides will benefit from. To avoid future 
humanitarian crises, to position themselves in a changing global order and new 
regional dynamics, the two long-standing partners could benefit from increased 
cooperation in order to strengthen dialogue in the area of foreign security and 
defence policy. This might prove challenging due to the current differences and 
divergences on Syria, Libya, the Eastern Mediterranean, Cyprus and Russia. Yet, 
imagine what would be the alternative scenario for further alienating a NATO 
partner and a strategic ally who contributed to European security since 1952, 
including in the Western European Union, and contributed to 9 EU-led missions, 
such as Palestine, Kosovo, Ukraine, Bosnia Herzegovina, North Macedonia, 
Congo. 

What would be the alternative scenario for Turkey? Turning its back on the EU and 
making alliances with authoritarian states, which have no respect for European 
values, such as democracy, fundamental freedoms, human rights, and rule of 
law? The European security architecture created after the Cold War is currently 
called into question with shifting US priorities and a more assertive Russia, 
not to mention a rising China. There are around 100,000 troops on Ukraine’s 
borders, which are threatening the stability of both the EU and Turkey. Russia 
asked NATO forces to leave EU Member States, such as Bulgaria and Romania, 
while selling S-400 missile defence systems to Turkey. At this critical conjecture, 
it’s high time that both the EU and Turkey review their strategic priorities and 
find ways to strengthen cooperation in areas of mutual interest, including energy 
security, to which Turkey contributes via the Southern Gas Corridor. A foreign 
policy approach based on confrontation and hostility is not the way forward for 
the EU and Turkey. Their future relationship must be based on strong dialogue 
and mutual trust.

Our Brussels-based think tank Dialogue for Europe, in cooperation with the 
Ankara-based European Union and Global Research Association ABKAD is 
currently implementing a project called “Strengthening Dialogue Between the 
EU and Turkey in the Area of Migration and Security”. This project, funded by 
the European Union under Supporting Civil Society Dialogue Between the EU 
and Turkey Grant Scheme, is a one-year marathon, which started last April. This 
is the third and last leg of our project, which focuses on foreign, security and 
defence cooperation between the EU and Turkey. While we are approaching the 
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finish line, I realise how much I learned from this project, which aims at giving 
a voice to the civil society both in Turkey and in the EU. As in the EU-Turkey 
relations, we have our ups and downs, our differences with our partners. But at the 
end of the day, we keep engaging in dialogue, try to find a common denominator 
and agree on common values or at least respect the perspectives of each other. 

I would like to take this opportunity to extend a warm welcome to our delegates 
from our partner association, who came all the way from Turkey. Don’t worry, 
they all had their PCR tests. Ambassador Selim Kuneralp, Murat Kavalalı, Can 
Baydarol, Hatice Yazgan, Haldun Yalçınkaya, Dilaver Arıkan Açar and our project 
assistant Efe Can Çeliksoy. They might complain about their busy schedule again, 
but they will meet with almost everyone, who is working on EU-Turkey relations 
in Brussels this week. They already had meetings with experts from DG NEAR 
and the European External Action Service, as well as a networking dinner with 
policymakers, academics, journalists, and civil society representatives. Later, they 
will meet with journalists, MEPs, Cabinet Members and policy analysts while 
joining a conference at the College of Europe. 

During the first leg of our project, which focused on migration cooperation, 
we held conferences at the Press Club and VUB, as well as meetings at the DG 
NEAR, DG HOME, the EEAS and the European Parliament while working with 
esteemed academics and civil society representatives in Turkey and the EU, who 
framed policy recommendations to update the EU-Turkey Migration Deal and to 
anticipate and prevent future humanitarian crises, such as the ones in Syria and 
Afghanistan. The second leg of our project was a field trip for our EU delegates 
in Istanbul and Ankara, where we had the opportunity to meet academics and 
civil society representatives and attended a conference at the TOBB University of 
Economics and Technology to strengthen migration cooperation and foreign and 
security policy coordination between the EU and Turkey.

Today, we will build on these discussions in view of reaching the overall objective 
of our project, which is the ultimate alignment of migration, foreign, security and 
defence policies of Turkey and the EU, as foreseen in the accession negotiations. 
We will listen to different policy recommendations by academics and civil society 
representatives from both the EU and Turkey. The deliberations of our activities 
will be published in a booklet at the end of the project, which we believe could 
guide policymakers in both the EU and Turkey and may fill them with a glimmer 
of hope for future EU-Turkey relations.
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Opening Remarks: 
By MEP Ryszard Czarnecki 

Chair of the EU-Turkey Friendship Group in the European Parliament, Poland

Sevgili AB-Türkiye dostları, bugün burada olmaktan çok mutluyum (Dear EU-
Turkey friends, I am very happy to be here today). First of all, I would like to 
thank Dialogue for Europe for inviting me, the Press Club for this very important, 
very prestigious conference. 

I am glad to see so many civil society actors here today to discuss this important 
topic and commend you on your EU-funded project on Turkey-EU Civil Society 
Dialogue for Migration and Security, whose overall objective is achieving 
alignment of migration, foreign, security and defence policies between Turkey 
and the EU, as foreseen in the accession negotiations. Civil society has an 
important role to play in raising awareness about the causes and positive effects 
of migration, to achieve better mutual understanding about common challenges 
and to bring citizens and different cultures, political and economic systems closer 
together. 

Civil society has an important role to play in raising awareness about the causes and 
the positive effects of immigration to achieve better mutual understanding about 
common current challenges and putting citizens from different cultural, political, 
and economic systems closer together. As the Chair of the EU-Turkey Friendship 
Group in the European Parliament, I have worked on EU-Turkey relations for 
many years. Hosting the EU Border Protection Agency, Frontex, Poland is one of 
the EU border states directly affected by refugee crisis, as exemplified by events 
of the last few months especially. So, strengthening cooperation in the area of 
migration and managing the external dimension of the new pact of migration is 
becoming of really crucial importance. By working together with our neighbours 
like Turkey and having closer cooperation in the area of foreign security and 
defence policy, we can prevent future humanitarian crises like the ones witnessed 
in Syria and Afghanistan, for example. 

The migration crisis of 2015 when more than 1 million irregular migrants arrived 
in the European Union, we revealed marked differences in the EU Member States’ 
attitudes and weakened the solidarity, as a result of which sustained attempts to 
reform the common European asylum system have has so far failed. 
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Although the volume of irregular arrivals has now decreased to more manageable 
levels, pressure on some national asylum systems remains high. To make up for 
the shortcomings of its reception policy, the EU has placed emphasis on protecting 
its external borders and cooperating with the countries of migration origin and 
transit, in particular Libya, Turkey and Niger, to help them retain or readmit 
irregular migrants to the EU. In this context, it is important to mention the Global 
Approach to Migration and Mobility, which is at the top of the EU’s political 
agenda. This approach seeks to achieve better alignment between the internal 
and external dimensions of all EU policies linked to migration and mobility 
(foreign policy, development, trade). It rests on four pillars: 1) organising and 
facilitating legal migration and mobility; 2) preventing and reducing irregular 
migration and trafficking in human beings; 3) promoting international protection 
and enhancing the external dimension of asylum policy; and 4) maximising the 
development impact of migration and mobility. 

The European Council conclusions of 24-25 June 2021 set out three major 
elements of work on external aspects of migration. Supporting priority countries 
of origin and transit, putting forward action plans for priority countries and 
inviting the commission to report on how it intends to make the best possible 
use of the 10 percent of the Neighbourhood, Development and International 
Cooperation Instrument-Global Europe financial envelope devoted to actions 
related to migration. This work is under way in the different strands identified in 
the New Pact on Migration and Asylum. 

Despite these challenges, the EU-Turkey Statement of March 2016 brought 
support to numerous refugees and migrants in Turkey, Syrians, and others. 
The Statement has significantly decreased the loss of human lives, resulting in 
a major reduction of irregular crossings from Turkey to the EU. The subsequent 
Covid-19 outbreak in Europe had a further negative impact on refugees, who are 
at a high risk of contagion in densely populated camps. While depriving them 
from access to necessities, the pandemic made their socio-economic inclusion in 
host countries more difficult. 

Being the European Union’s sixth largest trading partner, Turkey is also proud to 
be a staunch ally of the Western area of security and defence in the framework of 
NATO since 1952. During the Cold War, Turkey assumed a crucial responsibility in 
NATO’s security architecture as a defender of the south-eastern wing/front of the 
Alliance, in addition to contributing to several security operations, peacekeeping 
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missions, and efforts towards combating piracy and terrorism in the post-Cold 
War era. In addition, Turkey is expected to make a substantial contribution 
to European energy security following the completion of the Southern Gas 
Corridor and other potential energy projects. This long standing and strategic 
ties should be also translated to diplomatic relations between the European 
Union and Turkey, which have been hampered by recent developments in the 
eastern Mediterranean. Both the EU and Turkey showed constructive approaches 
to avoid military steps when dealing with such sensitive issues. While the current 
global political conjuncture may be conducive to chaotic foreign policy decision, 
lacking vision, and coherence, the consequences of isolating a long-term partner 
and ally should be carefully considered by EU Member States. Especially during 
the current developments in the European Union’s neighbourhood. At the same 
time, Turkey will continue to play a bridge role between the East and West, while 
contributing to its diversity and respecting its values. Ladies and gentlemen, a 
faithful and long-term cooperation in the field of migration and security could 
perhaps give new impetus to the relations and some progress in the accession 
negotiations, which have been stalled for several years. In fact, migration and 
security are key areas where Turkey is an indispensable ally for the EU. Teşekkür 
ederim (Thank you).

EU-Turkey Partnership: Challenges and Opportunities in the 
Area of Foreign Policy 

By H.E. Ambassador (retired) Selim Kuneralp 
former Permanent Delegate of Turkey to the EU, Turkey

I have to stress that because I’m a retired Ambassador, anything that I say only 
represents my views and certainly not those of the Turkish authorities of the day. 
But of course, I have a long-standing interest in Turkey-EU relations which have 
a very long history as you all know. They’ve gone through many ups and downs. 
I would say that there have been, in my experience, three ups in this relationship, 
namely the completion of the Customs Union between Turkey and the European 
Union back in 1995, the Helsinki Council of 1999, where Turkey was given the 
candidate status and the actual decision to start these accession negotiations back 
in 2004.

On the other side of the scale, there have been so many downs, but I will not try 
to summarise them and in any case, one has to look at the positive things, rather 
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than the negative things, at least in my experience. But I’d like to also recall that 
the main thread of our relationship has always been accession to the European 
Union. Already, back in 1959 when Turkey applied for the accession to the 
European Economic Community (EEC), to give its name of the day. Its interest 
was not just association but full membership, and Greece likewise. But neither 
country was ready for full membership of the EEC and associations were offered 
as a path to facilitate this process of integration. 

And this follows the traditional Turkish policy that had started, I would say, in 
the last two centuries of the Ottoman Empire and certainly throughout the first 
60-70 years of the Republic, turning towards the West. Because the West was 
seen as a way of facilitating Turkey’s modernisation. So, the wish to accede to 
the European Union fell in line with that policy and already Turkey had applied 
to NATO and became a member of the Alliance in 1952. And before that, it had 
been a founding member of the Council of Europe. And I have to recall that its 
membership of NATO remains a very important anchor in the Turkish foreign 
policy and NATO considers Turkey as a very valuable ally. Only last year, Turkey 
was entrusted with the command of a 5000 strong NATO intervention force. So, 
throughout the Cold War, it’s also useful to remember that Turkey kept 12 Soviet 
divisions busy on the other side of its border. These divisions, otherwise, might 
have been in Central Europe or Eastern Europe, as it was called in those days.

So, the Customs Union was an instrument in helping Turkey reach its goal of 
accession. And by completing the Customs Union successfully in 1995, Turkey 
has demonstrated that it is able to withstand the competition that comes from the 
West and the European Union. Because there had been doubts about the ability 
of the Turkish industry. We survived this and these doubts have been eliminated. 

And the Customs Union facilitated the next step, which was receiving a candidate 
status. And in 2004, the Commission reached the conclusion that Turkey had 
sufficiently fulfilled the Copenhagen criteria. The decision to start negotiations 
came naturally. And in those days, Turkey was making great efforts to settle the 
Cyprus problem or help settle the Cyprus problem. It was also making great 
efforts to modernise its legal system, change the Criminal Code, Civil Code to 
align these documents on the European Union norms and standards. So, it came 
as a trauma, I would say, a trauma which continues today, that in 2004, the United 
Nations Secretary General Kofi Annan, submitted the Plan for the Settlement 
of the Cyprus Problem and this was accepted by the Turkish Cypriots in the 
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referendum and rejected by the Greek Cypriots on the same day. And so, the plan 
was never implemented but Cyprus was admitted into the European Union. And 
this has really been, I would say, a breaking point in our relationship because 
since then, things have really gone downhill. And it should also be remembered 
that Turkey played a useful role in some EU-led operations in the Balkans, in 
Somalia, before Cyprus’ accession blocked the Turkish participation in any 
further such action.

So, the Cyprus problem today remains the main obstacle for further action, not 
just in relation to foreign relations, security, and defence, which are the focus of 
today’s meeting. But of course, the accession negotiations have been basically at a 
standstill because of the Cyprus problem. And it is also a fact of course that several 
Member States of the European Union who had some doubts and hesitations 
about Turkey’s accession have been able to hide behind the Cyprus problem, 
but the atmosphere has also changed as a result of domestic politics, rule of law, 
freedom of association, media, and so on. There has been some deterioration 
which is a result of Turkey and the European Union moving further away from 
each other. But the fact is when you consult public opinion today, something like 
60% of the public still supports accession to the European Union, but a larger 
majority believes that it is never going to happen. So, you do have an interesting 
paradox there. And this is all of course terribly unfortunate.

So, this deterioration has been observed in all sorts of areas. Take foreign policy, 
which is the subject today, but I can remember back in 1999-2000 when Turkey 
had become a candidate for full membership after the Helsinki Council, we 
made a serious effort to align with EU common positions. And the statistics in 
those days were over 90%. We also organised briefing sessions in Ankara for the 
Embassies of the Member States, on parts of the world like Central Asia, Iran, 
where at that time, the European Union did not have a very good access. And 
these meetings were considered to be very, very valuable.

Today, if you look at the Commission’s report of 2021, October 2020-21, the 
proportion of common positions on which Turkey has aligned itself has fallen to 
14%. So, from over 90 some years ago, we’re down to 14, it’s still an improvement 
over the previous year, where apparently, the figure was just 11%. So, you might 
say, if you want to look at things positively again, that there has been a 30% 
improvement between 2020 and 2021. But I think that’s, that’s meagre consolation, 
if any, and, of course, with the distancing of Turkey from the European Union, 
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and the fact that the public opinion has never been able to understand how, in 
2004, the Greek Cypriots were rewarded for rejecting the Annan Plan and the 
Turkish Cypriots were punished for it. There has been a tremendous degree of 
frustration. And of course, interest in Turkey, as for a settlement of the Cyprus 
problem has shrunk as an unavoidable conclusion. And this frustration is not 
just held in government circles or pro-government media, but everywhere in the 
public.

And so, something needs to be done there. What can be done? I think that it 
is for the European Union to look at a solution. I know that qualified majority 
vote is not really an option in the Council for this, but all the EU institutions, 
and you Mr. Czarnecki have just reminded us of that, all these EU institutions 
consider that Turkey is a valuable strategic partner and if I want to quote from 
some recent examples: For instance, the December 2021 conclusions of the EU 
Council mentioned, and I quote, that it is of the EU strategic interests in a stable 
and secure environment in the eastern Mediterranean and the development of 
a cooperative and mutually beneficial relationship with Turkey. This is what the 
Council said in December. Joseph Borrell said that in March 2021, in his report 
to the Council on relations with Turkey, that Turkey is a key player in the area 
of security and defence. And when you look at the Commission’s latest report 
of October 2021, you see similar language. So, there is clearly, on the part of the 
European Union, an interest in doing more with Turkey but how to do it.

And in Turkey, I have to say that, after many zigzags and U-turns in various 
directions and so on, the President seems to be interested in re-establishing links 
with the West in general and the European Union, in particular. If I wanted to 
be cynical, I would say that the dire economic situation in Turkey at the moment 
might be motivating him in that sense. So, what needs to be done is for the Union 
in one way or the other to convince the Greek Cypriots that it is not in their 
interest, as it is not in the interest of the European Union to block everything. For 
instance, there could be some number of gestures, we’re not talking of resuming 
the accession negotiations, because there are other obstacles to resumption of 
the accession negotiations, nor are we talking about deepening of the Customs 
Union. But for instance, participation in several EU-led operations, and PESCO, 
and things like that, which are blocked by the Greek Cypriots, may be something 
that can be done there. It is, I think, for the Union institutions, to see what can be 
done there, because otherwise, at best the status quo will endure in Cyprus, and 
worse things might happen. And I don’t think that it is in the interest of anybody.
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But since we’re talking about the future cooperation, in areas of defence and 
security and foreign relations, I have to say, from my own perspective, that the 
rather chaotic situation, that reigns in all these areas, inside the European Union, 
at the moment, is another obstacle. When I look at things, and I remember when 
the UK left the Union, it was thought that the EU would transform itself into a 
more homogeneous kind of institutions, particularly in the area of foreign policy. 
Well, this has not happened. Clearly, when I look at Libya, for instance, I can see 
this until recently that you had one EU member state supporting one fraction in 
Libya, and another member state of the EU supporting another fraction in Libya. 
With respect to Ukraine, we are only in the beginning, I would say, we’re not at 
the end of the story yet. But the chaos is even bigger to a very large extent. One 
doesn’t know exactly who is in charge, and what, if any, common position, the 
European Union might evolve on Ukraine, we don’t see any sign of that, at any 
rate, from the outside, from Istanbul, where I live. I don’t see that very much. So 
that’s another obstacle for us to work together.

Clearly, we have common interests, as Mr. Czarnecki recalled. So, an effort has to 
be made. But the efforts have to come, at least the first step has to come from the 
EU side and break the sort of this vicious circle in which we are at the moment. 

Cooperation Avenues for the EU and Turkey in a Regional 
Context

Dr. Koert Debeuf 
Associate Researcher at the Vrije Universiteit Brussel (VUB) and Research Fellow at the 

Oxford University, Belgium

The title of the conference is how can we cooperate better, and on the level of 
security and migration. And I would just like to point out a few areas in which 
I think that cooperation is not just nice but it’s crucial. It’s important, and it’s 
already more or less happening. 

The first one is obvious, and I assume that perhaps Amanda will talk more about 
this. It is what we see happening now with Russia and Ukraine. It’s not only 
Macron, who is flying to Moscow to try to negotiate and deescalate the situation. 
It’s also Erdoğan, who was going and, there are ties and they are perhaps closer 
and more historical between Russia and Turkey that aren’t between France and 
Russia. Although, one needs to remind that, as a matter of fact, Russia is not 
a historical friend of Turkey, rather on the contrary, I’m not just talking about 



193

STRENGTHENING DIALOGUE BETWEEN THE EU AND TURKEY
IN THE AREA OF MIGRATION AND SECURITY

Crimea and the Southern Caucasus, but in the mind of some Russians, there’s 
still the dream of Katherina the Great. The final goal of the Russian enlargement 
was taking Constantinople back, so I assume they have right now put this plan on 
hold. But still, I think the role that Turkey is playing right now and can be playing 
in the future is crucial. 

A second region where I think we might even be seeing a breakthrough is in the 
Southern Caucusus. A few days ago, there has been a signing of an agreement 
between Turkey and Armenia to normalise the relationship perhaps for the first 
time after the First World War. This is obviously key for a possible normalisation 
between Azerbaijan and Armenia, and a possible peace agreement, who knows, in 
Nagorno-Karabakh, a conflict that is going on also for decades. So, the European 
Union has been trying to have agreements with Armenia, trying to have ties or 
not have ties with Azerbaijan, is quite close to Georgia. But it is clear that we 
will not find any breakthrough in what’s going on in the region without Turkish 
cooperation. And I think that we all perhaps rejoiced about the fact that a few 
days ago, finally, this breakthrough has been done with Armenia.

A third region of conflict, where we desperately need Turkey as the European 
Union is what we call at least in Europe is addressing the reasons for migration. 
And what is of course, the reasons for migration? It’s war. So, the most important 
reason why we have seen migration in Europe is obviously the civil war in Syria. 
The problem we see now in the EU is that there’s no real plan from the European 
Union point of view. And what we see from the Middle Eastern perspective, is 
that countries in the Gulf, countries bordering Syria are right now, talking again 
to the big elephant in the room in this entire conflict, which is Bashar Al Assad. 
So, in my opinion, the only country that is still resisting this plan and that is 
still protecting the only free area in Syria is Turkey. So, that’s also the reason 
why we cannot do anything as European Union to move forward to find some 
solution in Syria without Turkey. This is also clearly demonstrated by the entire 
Astana Process. There was Russia, there was Iran, there was Turkey, there was no 
European Union. So, our only spokesperson there was the Republic of Turkey. So, 
if we want to do something on what is called the reasons of migration, Turkey is 
our necessary and first partner to do so. 

In Libya, a division within Europe was one of the reasons why this conflict has 
dragged on for so long. So, the peace process that has been started in Geneva and 
Berlin, was going in the right direction. But now I think it’s stuck again, between 
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the chicken and the egg, so the discussion in Libya is “Can we have elections 
without a constitution? And on the other hand, can we have a constitution that is 
not written by elected people?” So, this discussion is already going on for years. 
And right now, to begin with, the elections have been postponed. But again, 
the role that Turkey has played, in my opinion, was a positive role. Turkey was 
supporting the government that has been supported and appointed by the United 
Nations and that has the official support of the European Union, be it not of all 
its Member States. But if not, I think that we would have seen there a regime that 
would have been an autocracy, if not a dictatorship for years, maybe even decades 
to come. 

But I would say that the most important role for Turkey in Europe is, in my 
opinion, help Europe to avoid a civil war within Europe. These are big words, 
I know. I’ve written a book called “Tribalisation: Why War is Coming”. And in 
2016, I could say, look at Ukraine, it’s coming. But I’m much more worried about 
inside Europe and polarisation, the divisions inside Europe, than those outside 
Europe. 

And as a first point, I think we have to take a look at the Balkans after the EU 
in October 2019 actually refused or broke its promise, broke its word to North 
Macedonia, and to Albania, to start talks with the EU, which were promised. 
Since then, things have gone the wrong way very much. So yesterday, in a talk I 
think I compared it. If you are preparing for a top sport Olympic achievement, 
I don’t know which one but and you’re training and training and training to 
get there and on the moment you are actually ready and it says it is going to be 
postponed. All the efforts and whatever you have done is getting lost and you’re 
going down and it’s actually what we are seeing in the Balkans. So, they have 
been working hard and making progress and of course with difficulties, such as 
corruption and fraud, and so forth and so forth, in the legal system. We all know 
that, but they have done their utmost best to get to the point where the EU could 
say these are reasons enough to start the talks. And when they said: No. We’re 
going to postpone it, we see things sliding back again.

We see problems with Republika Srpska which are obvious. We see a polarisation 
going on in Serbia. We see political instability growing in North Macedonia 
and so forth. And in each one of these countries, the EU has lost its credibility 
because it has broken its promises. I mean pacta sunt servenda, as they say in 
Latin, so pacts and agreements have to be fulfilled. If you don’t do that, you lose 
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credibility. And therefore, again the country that has some credibility still and to 
which people look in a favourable way is Turkey. So again, I think that Turkey can 
be upheld in avoiding a, this is a big word of course, civil war in the Balkans. But 
we have to work now in order to avoid a similar scenario that might be popping 
up perhaps in a few years from here.

I want to conclude with a perhaps even more worrying evolution at least in my 
view, inside Europe and that is the trend of growing Islamophobia. Look at the 
French elections where Eric Zemmour, you can say it’s crazy but in the polls is 
right now having 14%. This is huge, and he’s saying we should send the Muslims 
back to places where they belong, which is a very weird way of talking. Because 
before the family of Zemmour lived in Europe, and before even Brussels existed 
in Europe, there were Muslims in Europe. Actually, in Spain, Muslims are already 
there since 1300 years, in Poland more than 600 years, in Italy more than 1000 
years, in the Balkans more than 500 years. So where do you want to send them 
back?

I’m also a historian. So, allow me one historical comment. In the right-wing 
circles, they often use this idea of Vienna where we stopped the Muslims, the 
Turks, the Ottomans, however you will call it, and the policy that we are having 
now is actually and certainly by the accession talks with some of the Balkan 
countries and with Turkey, is why did we fight, and did we go on into war for 
Vienna? Well, it’s a pity that our Polish MEP has left because one crucial force that 
helped against the Ottomans were the Polish. So basically, what people forget is 
that an important part of the Polish force, was Muslims, who defended Vienna 
against the Ottomans. So, was this a Christian-Muslim War? No, it was much 
more complex than that. And we almost forgot that the Ottomans as always, were 
supported by France to push against the Habsburgs of Germany and Austria. 

This entire discourse lacks any historical facts and a vision of society that is based 
on reality. And I think in this discourse it has been used and abused to convince 
Europeans that there is a big problem in Europe and that the problem is Islam. 

To go back to France again, the French Presidency is right now as we speak trying 
to push for an agenda for laicité in the EU. Talking about countering radicalisation. 
And of course, countering radicalisation is not countering Zemmour. No, it’s 
about terrorism, Muslim terrorism and so forth. Well, I think again France is 
wrong. And many countries know that the way to counter radicalisation is not to 
fight the idea of Islam in Europe. The policy that they are trying to do will not be 
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radicalised. On the contrary, it will fuel again more radicalisation because it’s a 
fight, an identity fight, and a wrong identity fight.

So, I want to conclude here but I think that even also in this discourse, I think 
we might very much need some Turkish historians, Turkish philosophers, and 
sociologists in order to get the discourse in Europe a bit on the right track. 

Securitisation of migration and Turkey’s role for European 
security

By  Prof. Dr. Haldun Yalçınkaya 
Head of Department of Political Science and International Relations at the TOBB 

University of Economics and Technology, Turkey

I would like to thank ABKAD and Dialogue for Europe for organising this event 
and surely the European Union for supporting it. And, thanks to the distinguished 
listeners for coming here, and I’m really happy to see my students here who are 
here because of the Erasmus programme and student mobilisation. As Murat 
Kavalalı, Chair of ABKAD has been highlighting the importance of Erasmus 
programme, student mobilisation really matters for the future. In a nutshell, Mr. 
Ambassador described us the history of Turkey and Turkey’s accession to the 
European Union for the last three decades. I think that in the next coming three 
decades, we are going to have other retired Ambassadors unfortunately without 
membership, it seems like that. But thanks to the Erasmus Programme, sending 
students here and receiving students from the European Union, I think the young 
generations are going to build a better future.

Koert really described the theoretical approach which goes back, I would say to 
the Vienna siege, not Vienna war but after the Vienna siege, the perception in 
Europe was that Ottomans just passed through Vienna and then turn left down 
to Rome to get to the Roman Empire. So, that was the perception and the fear of 
Europe.

As a person who studies security issues, I shouldn’t have studied migration issues. 
But I had to do so because migration and post-migration became the subject 
of security. With my colleague Arıkan Açar from Yaşar University, we have 
conducted research and it’s going to published. And unfortunately, I have studied 
migration issues. And migration and terrorism, these are two fields or two pillars, 
which would result in either cooperation or conflict between Turkey and the 
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European Union. These are so controversial subjects. These subjects also raised 
the importance of unfortunately Turkey’s position for the European Union. There 
are different sides of explaining that issue. But I would explain the two subjects 
with different waves. The wave of flow of people from some part to other, from 
point A to point B. 

Let’s begin with the foreign terrorist fighters, Daesh terrorism. These two pillars 
emerged after the Syrian Crisis and the Syrian Civil War. This is the case for the 
last decade. It first emerged with the Daesh terrorism. Since Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi 
invited people for hijrah coming to the so-called Islamic State, the people began 
flowing to Syria, most of them through Turkey. And during that period, there 
were two approaches. One was blaming Turkey. 

And the second approach was emerging from the Minister of Foreign Affairs in 
Turkey to promote international cooperation for preventing their travels through 
Turkey to Syria. And then thanks to that constructive approach and constructive 
mechanisms, we managed to prevent these travels through Turkey. And then 
later, during that period in the international fora, especially from the side of our 
European allies, Turkey was blamed. But instead of blaming, we should have 
worked together. And then when we began working on the issue of constructing 
that mechanism, it worked. But this was the first wave and thanks to the efforts 
in Turkey, disregarding the accusations they constructed solutions, through the 
Global Counter Terrorism Forum and some other mechanisms in international 
fora for the international common good. 

But after the end of Daesh, since Daesh lost its territory in Syria and in some 
parts of Iraq, they needed to come back to their home countries. So, during their 
return to their home countries, most of them were not accepted by our European 
allies. So, since they were not accepted by them and they were deported back 
from Europe to Turkey, then they went back to Syria again, and they tried to 
come back again and then we are in Brussels. Daesh terrorism attacks in Brussels 
were executed by foreign terrorist fighters which had been deported from Turkey 
to Belgium. So, they executed those activities, and they executed these terrorist 
activities because of the failure of the Belgian government. So, what I’m trying to 
tell you, is that lack of coordination damages the international security system, 
and it results in some terrorist activities.

And the third wave I want to talk about is the flow of refugees, forced migration 
of people from Syria to Turkey, or through Turkey to Europe. So before 2016, it 
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was a great humanitarian disaster we had witnessed especially on the Aegean Sea. 
And all on the Aegean Sea, the people were trying to pass through. I like to go and 
sail on the Aegean Sea. Very nice place but it is very hard for refugees, and they 
couldn’t survive and later in order to prevent that humanitarian disaster, Turkey 
and the European Union got together. And for the sake of humanity, Turkey 
took the responsibility and then Turkey decided for the 18th of March 2016 Deal 
between Turkey and the European Union. Thanks to that deal, the humanitarian 
disaster was prevented.

Yet, for any deal, either side cares about their interests, and Turkey’s interest was 
not only getting $6 billion, which was already presented by the media, but it was 
beyond that. There were some measures, short term, middle term, long term. 
And the short-term measure was just the handling of their problems with the 6 
million Euros from Europe to Turkey. 

But in the middle term and in the long run, Turkey needed to establish a strategy 
because Turkey became for the first time in its history a target country for 
refugees. So, if we needed to change the paradigm and very interesting thing, an 
institution was established during that period in Turkey, the Directorate General 
for Migration Management in Turkey. Thanks to Turkey’s accession process to 
the European Union, it was a coincidence for Turkey to establish that institution 
and we have a Turkish expression “kervan yolda düzülür.” (a caravan gets 
established on the way). Literally, we didn’t only establish the Directorate General 
for Migration Management but we also tried to manage migration in Turkey. 
And during that period, and our visa liberation was another word, according 
to Turkish public, which was pledged by the European Union to Turkey. And in 
Turkey’s public opinion, now we are back to ‘’pacta sunt servanda’’. The pact has 
not been fulfilled by the European Union. Maybe that perception would be the 
reason why as Mr. Ambassador stated there is 14% public support to Turkey’s 
accession to the European Union.

 So, what we have been facing for the time being is these two issues, terrorism, 
and migration. If I checked them, Turkey did whatever it needed to do. But not 
the European Union. There are some failures of the European Union fulfilling 
their pledges. So that’s the problem, I guess. 

So having said that, having stated all of these issues, I think, for Turkey and the 
European Union relations, we could use as leverage this terrorism and migration 
issue to build a better future for European Union and Turkey relations. But in a 
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year, we are going to have elections in Turkey. Let me put another elephant in the 
room, every speaker puts one and you need to put one too Amanda.

Coming to the elections, first time in its history, migration is going to be a case. 
Migration is going to be a discourse even for the ruling party, for opposition 
parties and new alliances in the Turkish system. And in these alliances, they 
are going to express their cause and make great discourses presumably against 
refugees. Presumably against, meaning not to support them. But the reason for 
that is, I am sorry, it is because the European Union failed to support Turkey’s 
need and long-term policies to handle that issue.

And also, these issues happen because of the Syrian crisis. Before the Syrian crisis, 
we had the Iraqi crisis. And then we suffered from the Iraqi one and then later we 
had this one. I have a candidate for a future problem in the region that would result 
in a war. We all know that we have been discussing for years about the position 
of Iran, I’m just telling you. If we couldn’t get any lessons learned from the Syrian 
crisis, how could we altogether manage the Irani crisis if it happened? The failure 
to do so would be devastating. And we need to take lessons from history. And we 
are living through the history. I think the first threat is the coming elections in 
Turkey, discourses against refugees and in the long run, any possible crisis in Iran 
which would result in other migration waves. But I think Turkey took its lesson. 
I don’t know whether Europe has already taken lessons. 

Potential areas for future cooperation in the area of foreign, 
security and defence policies between the EU and Turkey 

By Amanda Paul 
Senior Policy Analyst at the European Policy Centre (EPC)

First of all, I would say that today Turkey is further away from the EU than it 
ever has been. And that’s saying something. But also, I would say there’s been 
a paradigm shift in the way that the EU deals with Turkey. It no longer looks 
at Turkey really as a candidate country, let us be honest. And in some cases, it’s 
not even seen as an ally. Macron is on the record, saying that he doesn’t consider 
Turkey to be an ally. It is seen more as a competitor, or as a problem. Turkey is 
frequently likened to China and Russia, particularly when it comes to some of 
its foreign policy activities. Personally, I do not agree with that. I think it is very 
short-sighted. It is not very strategic. And I think we should be looking at the 
bigger picture, or perhaps more of a realistic picture.
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When we look at the bigger picture, we see now an international order that is 
really in serious disarray. We have the rise of China, and then the next rise of 
China, if I may put it that way, a revanchist Russia, and the United States that 
is obviously much more focused on the Indo-Pacific area or wants to be more 
focused on that area. It’s been retreating or retrenching from other areas of the 
world, including in the Middle East, and we hear all the time, particularly these 
days from the Europeans that the Americans want Europe to be more responsible 
for their own security. In some cases, I have heard that Americans are actually 
going to leave Europe to take care of its own security. I don’t believe that for one 
second, but I think we can expect some downgrading of the US-European security 
architecture. This makes in my opinion, middle powers in this new global picture 
more important. And this includes Turkey. Also, when we are talking about or 
how many Europeans like to talk about strategic autonomy, I think this is only 
going to be really relevant if we talk about it in the context of alliances. And these 
also should include Turkey. 

Turkey has already been a major contributor to European security and 
Transatlantic security. We’ve already heard about the Cold War, about the CSDP 
missions. Turkey is only in one now and that’s in Bosnia and Herzegovina. But it 
plays a very big role there and it’s the second biggest contributor to that mission. 
There is also the migration deal, energy cooperation, security dialogue, etc. 

Turkey is also flying over the Baltic States because it is part of the NATO Air 
Policing Mission in the Baltics. And this is a really important task. We heard from 
the Ambassador about how Turkey headed up the NATO’s High Readiness Force 
in 2021. This is also a very responsible task. And until recently, Turkey headed 
up the OSCE monitoring mission in Ukraine. Turkey would still like to be in 
Ukraine in the EU mission. But for reasons we all know, it is very difficult for 
Turkey now to get engaged in more CSDP missions. The days of the past, when it 
was in 9 or 10 have long gone. 

And we’ve also heard now how Turkey’s alignment with EU foreign policy is really 
low. I think this is for three main reasons. First, the accession process basically 
ran aground. It was almost killed off before it had a chance to really take off, 
frankly speaking. The second reason is because of democratic backtracking in 
Turkey. And the third reason, and this is quite a big reason, is because of regional 
developments, which has made Turkey have a more independent, more proactive 
and autonomous foreign policy. 
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In the past, Turkey was almost expected to follow particularly the United States in 
their foreign policy decisions in that part of the world. But those days have gone 
by, and I think it is very unrealistic from the side of the EU to expect Turkey to 
be aligned with developments, particularly in that neighbourhood. Because the 
security impact, the strategic objectives are very different. So, it doesn’t surprise 
me and I don’t see any point in the near future that there will be any alignment 
between Turkey and the EU in the southern neighbourhood, in particular. But it is 
not just about the EU as a whole. It has also been about individual member states. 
Particularly France, which increasingly views Turkey as a geopolitical competitor, 
in a region where it has basically been the big gun for a very long time. 

I think that Turkey is really interested in being part of the EU’s security and 
defence initiatives, such as PESCO, particularly the military mobility. Actually, it 
makes perfect sense that Turkey should be part of that. It is not clear yet whether 
that will actually happen, in terms of Turkish involvement in the European 
Defence Agency and the European Defence Fund. These have been blocked by 
Member States, Cyprus, Austria, some others. But also, the issue of the NATO 
and EU cooperation is also still problematic and it has been problematic since 
Cyprus joined the EU. I don’t want to blame Cyprus for everything but let us be 
fair it does have a huge responsibility. 

So, I think we can say that not just because of the election but also because of the 
elections, relations are not going to be a bed of roses anytime soon. There’s far 
too many problems that need to be overcome. But that said, Turkey and the EU 
share a lot of common challenges in the neighbourhood and actually beyond. 
And in my opinion, Turkey should be an essential partner and ally for the EU in 
dealing with these challenges. It is too easy to say: “Turkey is not of interest to us 
anymore. Their foreign policy is malign, they are selling drones.” This is a very 
short-sighted view. But again this is about finding the necessary political will. But 
perhaps more important strategic foresight from the side of the EU is needed to 
make progress. 

First of all, there is the issue of migration and security. I’m guessing when Turkey 
signed up to the migration deal, it didn’t expect those refugees to be staying in 
Syria all these years. Back in that time, I think there was a sense that they could 
be leaving in a year or something as Assad would be gone. But this deal is going 
to remain crucial. And it is important that it’s fully implemented.
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I think that financial assistance to Turkey should be speeded up. This money 
doesn’t go to Ankara, it gets dispersed around NGOs, this is important. I think 
it’s also important that the local ownership and involvement is significantly 
improved. 

I also think there should be more discussion about Article Nine, therefore 
increasing dialogue on the future of Syria. And looking at ways to improve the 
lives of those local communities that are already living in the north of Syria and 
whose lives remain very difficult. 

We also need to take into consideration what was mentioned in new flows of 
people from Afghanistan but also Pakistan. I know that Turkey and the EU 
have already been working together to strengthen their border with Iran. But I 
think there are other areas where they could work together, let us say as a sort 
of Troika with the countries of that region. I would like to see that Turkey has 
an agreement with Iran, but to have Turkey, EU and Iran working together on 
migration, security, also in Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, these countries. This would 
make sense to me.

In the Black Sea region, Turkey is the doorman of the Black Sea, right. And it’s 
also on the front line with Russia. And Turkey is actually surrounded by Russia. 
Perhaps, there is sometimes a lack of understanding as to why Turkey acts so 
carefully when it comes to the Black Sea. And neither Turkey nor the EU wants 
to see an increase of Russia’s presence in this region at all. There is already far too 
much of it. And war in Ukraine or another war in Ukraine would have a major 
security and economic implications for Turkey in terms of relations with Russia, 
etc. But I think this is something that needs to be considered by the side of the 
EU. Turkey has always supported a diplomatic solution. It has offered its services 
as a mediator but this hasn’t been taken up yet by Putin. But potentially Turkey 
could also be the host country for the Normandy format as an alternative for the 
talks on the Minsk agreement, now that they can no longer be held in Minsk. So, 
then you need a new location. Turkey could definitely be a potential candidate 
for this.

 And we should also remember as well that during this crisis, Turkey has stood 
shoulder to shoulder with NATO allies. There hasn’t been one centimetre space 
between them. And this is important given the times that Turkey has been 
criticised not acting like a NATO member. So, I think increased dialogue in this 
region should definitely be there. 
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On the South Caucasus in light of the new geopolitical reality. This can be included 
within the framework of discussions on EU transport and communication 
corridors, the issue of demarcation and delimitation of the borders. I think having 
this sort of deepened dialogue would be important because at the end of the day, 
the EU has been a loser from the developments in the South Caucuses along with 
the United States. They were on the sidelines during the war, and I think the EU 
is still trying to find a way to re-engage with the region. 

Armenia just downgraded its relationship with the EU, as Russia has doubled 
down on its influence. And Georgia is in political crisis. With everybody’s eyes 
focused on Ukraine, the malign activities of Russia in Georgia, have increased 
significantly. 

The EU does need to support this Turkey-Armenia normalisation process. 
And I think we need to distinguish between normalisation and reconciliation. 
Reconciliation is something that will take a much longer time for years and years 
and years. But I think what we have seen so far gives us reason to be positive. 
Regional initiatives, such as 3+3 platforms, have probably the best chances of 
succeeding during this normalisation process. It may be a bit delicate in the 
beginning, but I think there is a desire from both sides to do it. The flights have 
already started to go from Yerevan and Turkey, whether the border can be opened 
by the end of this year, it remains to be seen. The Russians are playing nice. They 
always had a voice as well. But back in 2008, the EU gave important support to 
civil society and grassroots initiatives to support that process. I think it is really 
important that the EU does the same this time because they need to have buy-in 
from both societies. And they need to have the active involvement of civil society 
to legitimise this process. So that is something they can do.

One more point is related to the Sahel region that hasn’t been mentioned this 
morning. Both Turkey and the EU, especially France are engaged in the region. 
France has complained, as perhaps France would, about Turkey undermining its 
activities. I’m not sure that’s really the case. But when you look at the sort of things 
that Turkey is doing (humanitarian aid, development projects, infrastructure) and 
you compare it to what the EU is doing, that is actually very similar. So, I think there 
should be potential for the EU and Turkey to work in this region. Also because 
Sahel is a potentially dangerous new migration route, not just because of the walls 
that dominate this region. But also because of these new security challenges that 
have been mentioned: Climate change, drought, and food shortages. And I’m not 
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the only one that is calling for this sort of potential cooperation, because a recent 
report by the Crisis Group also says that Turkey’s goals there more or less match 
the EU’s. So, there is some potential for cooperation there. 
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Panel:  
Strengthening dialogue in the area 

of foreign, security and defence 
policy between the EU and Turkey 

10 February 2022, 
College of Europe, Bruges and Brussels, Belgium

Opening Remarks 
By Moderator Eli Hadzhieva 

Director, Dialogue for Europe, Belgium

Dear Ambassador, distinguished Speakers, dear Participants from the College 
of Europe who continue to join us. Thank you very much for being with us this 
evening. We were hoping to organize a 100% physical event and see all of you in 
lovely Bruges. Alas, the current Omicron wave is preventing us from doing this, 
but I want you to know that we are really grateful that you could attend our event 
despite your busy schedules. I was informed that this week was your simulation 
week and you are striving to solve the possible crises in Transnistria and dealing 
with imaginary terrorist attacks. Good luck. I hope you enjoyed your respective 
roles and this very enriching exercise.

I would like to express my sincere gratitude to the European Security and Defence 
Network (ESDN) at the College for hosting us. A special thanks goes to Ekin 
Balkan, Board Member of the ESDN. He worked day and night to make this 
event possible on a volunteer basis and even had to struggle with administrative 
hurdles. Thank you so much, Ekin. When I see so many enthusiastic students like 
yourselves, who will soon become EU experts, I feel overjoyed.

My name is Eli Hadzhieva. When I was a postgraduate student, I became 
passionate about EU affairs like you and took as many courses on the subject as I 
could. One thing led to another and I was awarded the Jean Monnet Scholarship 
funded by the EU to pursue my master’s in European Affairs at the King’s College 
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London and Sciences Po Paris. When faced with the choice between a Blue 
Book Traineeship at the European Commission and a consultancy job at the 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, the OECD. I opted 
for the latter, but sooner or later, EU enthusiasts find themselves in Belgium, 
which was my case, when I started to work as a Parliamentary Attaché in the 
European Parliament. Now I’m leading a Brussels-based think tank, Dialogue 
for Europe, which is specialised in foreign policy, migration, democracy, human 
rights, climate change and digital economy.

Dialogue for Europe (DfE) in cooperation with the Ankara-based European 
Union and Global Research Association, ABKAD, is currently implementing a 
project called “Strengthening Dialogue between the EU and Turkey in the Area 
of Migration and Security”. You can see our banner behind me if you can. This 
project, funded by the European Union under Supporting Civil Society Dialogue 
between the EU and Turkey Grant Scheme, is a one-year marathon which started 
last April. This is the third and last leg of our project, which focuses on foreign 
security and defence cooperation between the EU and Turkey. In this context, 
together with my Turkish colleagues, who arrived mostly from Ankara, Istanbul 
and Izmir, we held another conference at the Press Club and met with experts 
and policymakers from DG NEAR at the Commission, the European Parliament 
and the European External Action Service, including the Rapporteur for Turkey, 
which was a very constructive debate, as well as the civil society and media 
representatives.

During the first leg of our project, focusing on migration cooperation, we held 
conferences at the Press Club again, because the European Parliament is right now 
not open for external events as you may know, and the Vrije Universiteit Brussel 
(VUB), as well as meetings at the DG NEAR, DG HOME, EEAS, European 
Parliament, and many other EU instances.

The second leg of our project was a field trip for our EU delegates this time and 
we went to Istanbul and Ankara where we had the opportunity to meet academics 
and civil society representatives and attended a conference at the TOBB University 
of Economics and Technology, again to strengthen migration cooperation and 
foreign security policy coordination between the EU and Turkey.

Having started accession negotiations with the EU in 2005, Turkey has the longest 
process of negotiations in the Union’s history, which are now de facto frozen.                                                                                      
Relations between the EU and Turkey saw a low point in 2020, but the situation 
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seemed to improve in 2021 with the de-escalation in the Eastern Mediterranean 
and with the positive agenda. Now, there are high-level dialogues in climate, 
health and migration and there seems to be a positive momentum to increase 
cooperation in other areas. Of course, the civil society has a big role to play in 
driving positive change. Despite political differences and frustrations from both 
sides, one thing is clear: the EU and Turkey are bound to work together to face 
common challenges in their shared geography, a rather unstable one, which 
stretches from the Black Sea to the Caucasus and the Middle East. This became 
obvious during the migration crisis of 2015, when one million refugees flocked to 
the EU mainly via Turkey. Against all odds, the two sides agreed on a deal, which, 
despite some dysfunctionalities and burden sharing issues, has worked so far. 
However, long term solutions may be necessary as an immediate return to Syria 
does not seem nor feasible or desirable for most of the refugees. But, this is not 
the only area for cooperation which both sides could benefit from.

To avoid future humanitarian crisis and to position themselves in a changing 
global order and new regional dynamics, these two long-standing partners would 
benefit from increased cooperation with each other to strengthen dialogue in the 
area of foreign, security and defence policy. This might prove challenging due to 
the current divergences on Syria, Libya, the Eastern Mediterranean, Cyprus and 
Russia. Yet, let’s imagine an alternative scenario for the EU, when it could further 
alienate a NATO partner and strategic ally who contributed to European security 
since 1952, including in the Western European Union, and participated in 9 
EU-led missions; Palestine, Kosovo, Ukraine, Bosnia and Herzegovina, North 
Macedonia, Congo, to name a few.

What would be the alternative for Turkey, turning its back on the EU and making 
alliances with authoritarian states, which have no respect for European values 
such as democracy, fundamental freedoms, human rights and rule of law? The 
European security architecture created after Cold War, is currently put into 
question with shifting US priorities and a more assertive Russia and, not to 
mention a rising China. There are 100,000 troops on the Ukraine border, which 
are threatening the stability of both the EU and Turkey. Russia asked NATO 
forces to leave EU Member States, such as Bulgaria and Romania, while selling 
S400 missile defence systems to Turkey.

In this critical conjecture, it is high time that both the EU and Turkey review their 
strategic priorities and find ways to strengthen cooperation in areas of mutual 
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interest, including energy security to which Turkey contributes via the Southern 
Gas Corridor. A foreign policy approach, based on confrontation and hostility, 
is not the way forward for the EU and Turkey. Their future relationship must be 
based on strong dialogue and mutual trust, if it is to bear fruit and be of a lasting 
nature. Today, we will build on these discussions in view of reaching the overall 
objective of our project, which is the ultimate alignment of migration, foreign, 
security and defence policies of Turkey and the EU, as foreseen in the accession 
negotiations. We will listen to different policy recommendations by academics 
and civil society representatives from both the EU and Turkey.

Welcoming Remarks
By Ekin Balkan 

Board Member of European Security and Defence Network (ESDN) and Master’s student 
at the EU International Relations and Diplomacy Studies, College of Europe

Good evening, everyone. Thank you to each and every one of you for being here. 
As the ESDN, we would like to thank Dialogue for Europe and ABKAD for this 
opportunity. And also, we would like to thank our guest speakers for participating 
and being here as well. As European Security and Defence Network, we are a 
network of students at the College of Europe, who are interested in security and 
most of us would like to have a career in security and defence. And, we are really 
happy to have and organise our first event here with you. 

An overview of EU-Turkey relations
By H.E. Ambassador (retired) Selim Kuneralp 

former Permanent Delegate of Turkey to the EU, Turkey

The focus of our conversation this evening is security and defence and what 
Turkey and the European Union can do in this area together. When introducing 
me, Eli did mention the fact that I am a retired ambassador. So, I should like 
to start by saying that because I am retired, nothing that I say can be taken as 
representing the views of the Turkish government. So, whatever I say, I say it on 
my own behalf, not anyone else.

Now, the relations between Turkey and the European Union have a very long 
history. There have been many ups and downs. I would say that there are more 
downs than ups. But briefly, I would say that there have been three very important 
ups in our relationship. That was the completion of the Customs Union between 



209

STRENGTHENING DIALOGUE BETWEEN THE EU AND TURKEY
IN THE AREA OF MIGRATION AND SECURITY

Turkey and the European Union back in 1995. And, you have to remember that 
Turkey is the only non-member of the European Union, which has a Customs 
Union with it, if you do not count places like San Marino, Andorra and Monaco. 
So, it’s the only country of size, which has this relationship. The second important 
milestone in our relationship was the Helsinki Council of 1999, when Turkey was 
given a candidate status. And the third was the initiation of accession negotiations 
back in 2005.

It is important to remember that the main thread of our relationship has always 
been, from the beginning to today, full integration with the European Union. 
So, when Turkey applied for association with the then European Economic 
Community in 1959, barely a year and a few months after the Community had 
come into existence, its objective was not the association, but the accession. And, 
it only applied for association because it was told, along with Greece which had 
applied more or less at the same time, that it was not ready for full membership 
and, that the process of association with gradual economic integration would 
be the way to prepare it for full membership. For this relationship, the interest 
of Turkey was not so much economic integration, but full political and strategic 
integration. 

You have also to remember that this was the culmination in a certain sense of a 
policy that had been followed from the last two centuries of the Ottoman Empire 
to the Republic and particularly after the World War II, Turkey had become a 
founding member of the Council of Europe. It had joined NATO in the early years, 
in 1952, and has remained a loyal member of NATO ever since. For instance, last 
year, it was given the command of NATO Rapid Intervention Force for a whole 
year, the force was made up of 5000 people and before that, throughout the Cold 
War, it duly kept Soviet divisions busy across its border with the Soviet Union, 
divisions which might have been relocated somewhere else like Central Europe, 
Eastern Europe. So, it was an important contribution that Turkey brought to the 
defence of Europe throughout the Cold War.

So, the successful completion of the Customs Union in 1995 was a very important 
milestone as I said earlier, because it demonstrated that Turkey was capable 
of surviving competition from the European industry and other branches of 
production. So, it made the quest for full integration much more credible than 
would otherwise have been the case. And, it made it much easier for a candidate 
status to be given in 1999. After that, very important steps could be taken in 
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Turkey to help reach the Copenhagen Criteria, which as you all know, are an 
indispensable requirement for the initiation of accession negotiations. In 2004, 
this is what happened that the Commission concluded that Turkey sufficiently 
fulfilled these Copenhagen Criteria. And the Commission recommended that 
accession negotiations start. These accession negotiations, sure enough, started 
in October 2005.

That was the high point in our relationship and things have unfortunately 
deteriorated since then. Why? Because just about the time when Turkey was 
entertaining the possibility of starting accession negotiations, in May 2004, the 
island of Cyprus was inserted into the European Union. And this despite the fact 
that the United Nations plan for the settlement of the Cyprus problem, which 
as you know, has been in existence for several generations. This United Nations 
Plan was approved by the Turkish Cypriots and rejected by the Greek Cypriots 
despite the fact that the Turkish Cypriots had behaved well, in relation to the 
recommendations of the international community, not just the European Union, 
but the Security Council of the UN and so on. So, despite this fact, the island of 
Cyprus was admitted into the European Union and the Turkish Cypriots were left 
in isolation. Because they were not represented in the structure of the government 
of Cyprus.

After that, things started going downhill because the Greek Cypriots have used 
the membership of the European Union to block progress in all areas. After a 
while the accession negotiations were put on hold, an increasing number of 
chapters were blocked by Cyprus, and today the modernisation of the Customs 
Union, which is also an important objective for both Turkey and the European 
Union, is also blocked by the Cyprus problem.

It is also perhaps important to note that before the accession of Cyprus to the 
European Union, Turkey had participated in a number of EU-led operations 
in the Balkans, for instance, off the coast of Somalia. Some of these operations 
are still going on, and Turkey continues to participate in them. But it cannot 
participate in new ones, because the Greek Cypriot authorities would not allow 
it. So, you might say that for such a small island, it has scored quite important 
achievements.

Prior to the initiation of the accession negotiations in 2005 (in the previous six 
years between the recognition of the candidate status for Turkey and the decision 
to start accession negotiations), a tremendous degree of reforms were undertaken 
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in all sorts of areas in criminal courts, civil law, democratisation, and control of 
the military by a civilian authority. Turkey made enormous progress to align itself 
with EU standards and this is of course, why these negotiations were able to start. 
But since then, the negotiations have not collapsed completely, they are in a kind 
of standstill because there are no chapters that can be opened. In 2005, only one 
chapter has been able to be closed, 16 I think have been opened out of 33 but 
only one has been closed. This has made the whole process completely unrealistic 
because it has never happened before that a candidate country negotiated in such 
conditions.

On the foreign policy front, at the beginning, Turkey made great efforts to align 
itself with European Union positions. I remember when I was in charge of those 
relations in the Turkish Foreign Ministry more than 20 years ago, we had reached 
a level of approximately 90% of alignment on common positions. So, that meant 
that Turkey was following, except in a very few number of limited dossiers, the 
European Union policies. So, this was the Golden Age, and these were the golden 
years of our relationship. When you read the European Commission’s Annual 
Report on Turkey, which is no longer called a progress report, as you know very 
well, you see that this figure of alignment had shrunk to 14% in 2021, a slight 
improvement over the previous year where it had fallen to about 11%.

As a result of this distancing of Turkey and the European Union and the increasing 
gap, the interest of Turkey, particularly among the ruling circles, for a settlement 
of the Cyprus problem has itself shrunk. And the public opinion and by that I 
mean not just ruling circles, but the opposition media, is extremely frustrated by 
this situation. Whatever Turkey does that can be considered as positive such as 
its policy prior to the Annan Plan in 2004, whatever it does, will not satisfy the 
expectations. So, there’s no point in trying and that is very deplorable. Because 
that kind of situation doesn’t just affect external relations, but it also affects 
domestic relations. The taxpayer people are, unfortunately, also paying a price 
for this regrettable situation. When you follow the press, you will see how the 
legal and political situation, democracy and so on, have deteriorated in Turkey 
in the last few years. But meanwhile, of course, Turkey continues to host about 4 
million Syrian refugees and in our relationship with the European Union, that is 
the most important element. I think that Professor Yalçınkaya in a moment will 
talk about this.
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But throughout this very unfortunate period, the European Union has continued 
to say that Turkey is an important partner in domestic and foreign policy, defence 
and so on. So, when you look at, for instance, recent documents, such as the 
December 2021 conclusions of the European Council, it is said that it is in the, 
and I quote, “EU’s strategic interest in a stable and secure environment in the 
Eastern Mediterranean and the development of a cooperative and mutually 
beneficial relationship with Turkey”. So, that’s the European Council.

The High Representative Joseph Borrell, in a report that he submitted to the 
European Council in March 2021, noted that Turkey, and I quote again, “is a 
key player in the area of security and defence”. Similar language can be found in 
the Commission’s latest report of October 2021, which, amongst other things, 
recalls that Turkey continues to seek its involvement in the EU defence initiatives, 
such as PESCO and EDF. So, the common interests of all the sides, particularly 
in Syria, are underlined in all these documents. For instance, the Borrell report 
says “as a direct neighbour, Turkey wants to see a stable and prosperous Syria, an 
objective it shares with the EU”.

As I said earlier, there has been a period when Turkey has moved away from the 
European Union as a result of this frustration that came about when progress in 
integration failed completely to happen. But recently, after many U-turns, zigzags, 
reversals and similar developments, the administration seems to turn towards the 
West again, perhaps as a result of the dire economic conditions that the country 
finds itself and which you’ve probably heard about or read about in the press. 
Also, I would say that the leadership has realised that the relationship with Putin’s 
Russia has reached its maximum level and its limits and that Turkey and Russia’s 
interests do not match, so the fact that this is now better understood than in 
the past I think, has an impact on the change of policy in Turkey. And indeed, 
for instance, in a recent address to EU ambassadors in Ankara, the President 
Erdoğan has reiterated his objective of accession to the European Union, but of 
course, many observers have said that the expression of interest is not enough 
and that concrete action is necessary, for instance in areas, such as the rule of law, 
freedom of expression and so on. So, that has not happened quite the opposite, 
I would say. And of course, we all know that enlargement has become rather a 
bad word in Europe, which isn’t just Turkey, but the Western Balkans, that face a 
big challenge, because enlargement has proved to be a very unpopular policy in 
Europe and is not likely to happen again in the near future.
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But all this, of course, does not preclude cooperation and progress in the area 
of defence and security and foreign affairs. We can go back to the period of 20 
years ago when we had serious dialogue, and we shared objectives and shared 
information and all sorts of things like that. But one has to recognise that the 
Cyprus problem casts a long shadow over all of this. Because as I said earlier, 
Cyprus, since its accession, blocked everything that the EU may have attempted 
to do with Turkey, basically participation in things like PESCO, the deepening 
of the Customs Union. And as I was saying earlier, the opening and closing of 
chapters. As we have read through the press, only a couple of years ago, when the 
European Union was trying to adopt sanctions against the Lukashenko regime in 
Belarus as a result of the so-called elections that were taking place there, Cyprus 
was trying to obtain some advantage in terms of increased sanctions against 
Turkey, in order to agree to these EU sanctions against Belarus.

Of course, we all know, you must have studied in your courses, that in foreign 
policy matters, important decisions require unanimity and qualified majority 
vote is not going to happen. So, the only thing that can be done for the European 
Union and all of its institutions is to convince the Cypriot authorities, the Greek 
Cypriots that it is not in their interest to block everything that relates to Turkey, in 
particular in foreign policy and defence matters, and make sure that these vetoes 
are lifted. So, that is I think where the EU needs to take an initiative, if we are 
going to work together on these areas.

The other problem as I see it is that the EU finds it extremely difficult to agree on 
common policies in many areas, when you follow the developments with respect 
to Ukraine, where the EU is simply not present. Its individual Member States, 
Germany, France, have a role, and then of course outside the European Union, 
you’ve got the United Kingdom and the United States, who are in the leadership 
role, but the EU is simply not there. Because there is no common position, at least 
there wasn’t until very recently. And of course, there have been other examples. 
Libya, for instance, where different Member States were supporting different 
fractions in Libya. So, at the end of the day, if Turkey is expected to align with EU 
policies in all of these areas, but first you have to decide what the EU policy in 
these areas might be. So again, it is something for the EU to develop. 
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What role can Turkey play in European foreign policy?
By Dr. Koert Debeuf 

Editor-in-Chief of EUobserver, Associate Researcher at the Vrije Universiteit Brussel 
(VUB) and Research Fellow at the Oxford University, Belgium

I lived for five years in Cairo, from where I travelled extensively to Turkey, the 
Middle East, but also to other neighbourhood countries, but I actually saw 
that Turkey is playing an important role that the EU is not able to play in the 
neighbourhood. We have seen in Russia-Ukraine conflict and other problems 
that are already mentioned, and we know that Turkey has a more constructive 
relationship right now with Russia than the EU, at least some Member States of 
the EU. So, we have seen some Turkish diplomacy going even though they are 
also actually arming Ukraine. But I think this is a positive role that Turkey might 
play there, where from the European side, at least from the European Union side, 
I think that not much is being done right now.

Let me pass to the Caucasus. A few days ago, there was an agreement between 
Turkey and Armenia to normalise relations between the two countries, a situation 
that has been not normal since the First World War and the end of the Ottoman 
Empire. So, it’s a very important moment and a very important evolution, because 
it might be a first step to solve one of the frozen conflicts in our neighbourhood, 
the conflict of Nagorno-Karabakh. So, it’s an important thing that so far the EU 
has not been able to make one inch of progress and where Turkey is right now 
moving in my opinion in the right direction.

Let’s go then to Syria. First of all, I would like to mention one policy line that we 
hear often in the European Union, that is that we have to address the reasons 
for migration so that 2015 migration crisis will not happen again. Well, the 
main reason for migration is obviously war. And, what we see right now is many 
countries are trying to talk again to Bashar Al Assad. We see it from the Gulf 
countries. We see it, of course, from Russia. We see it from Iran, also from Jordan. 
And that during this appeasement, or even normalisation process, they forget the 
reason why war broke out in Syria. It was actually not a war, it was a revolution 
against a terrible dictatorship. Just to give you an example is that in 2010, I was 
in Damascus, and I was going to a poetry night which was organised in the 
basement of the Fayrouz Hotel in Damascus. Half of the public that were there 
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were security police, who were waiting for someone to say one word wrong in 
this poetry contest in order just to arrest them, put them in prison and torture 
them. That is how the Assad regime was. And that’s what people were revolting 
against. Today, unfortunately, the only country that is still protecting one small 
part, a free part of Syria in the north of Idlib, is Turkey. And, we have to rely on 
Turkey, to still keep the position that a future for Syria with Assad is actually not 
the future for Syria, and not a future for all those Syrians who are right now in 
neighbouring countries, who are now in Turkey, but also in Europe. So, if we have 
no peace, if Assad remains, there will be no solution in my opinion for Syria.

Same points for Libya, if we go even more to the south. I think that one of the 
reasons why the conflict in Libya has been prolonged for such a long time, is 
the fact that the EU has been divided on Libya, with France supporting one side 
being Haftar and Italy supporting the Tripoli side. So, it was also the Government 
of the National Accord, which was supported by the United Nations and by the 
EU, officially. This problem has been prolonged. I’ve been there for almost six 
years until Turkey decided to act on the request of the al-Serraj, the UN-backed 
government, to help them protect against an attack on the capital from General 
Haftar. Because of that, Haftar had to withdraw. And we could start finally a peace 
process led by Germany in Geneva and in Berlin, which is now making progress 
in order to have again a unified government as we see and elections I would say, 
let us hope, soon, so that we can finally move to a real peace process in Libya.

So, Turkey was, I think, an important partner for Europe. But perhaps the most 
important role for Turkey could be in what I would like to call a possible new civil 
war. And, in Europe this might be big but as far as I see, the First and the Second 
World Wars were European civil wars, because it was neighbouring countries on 
a very small geographical surface who were fighting each other.

There are two places I think where again we might see a new civil war. And the 
first is not Russia and Ukraine. I think the first is going to be the Balkans, where 
we see that after the EU, and the Ambassador already referred to it, decided not to 
follow the promises made and the deals made for accession, for starting accession 
talks, mainly with Albania and North Macedonia, at that point, politically, the 
Balkans went downwards. The North Macedonian Prime Minister resigned, and 
we see populism and polarisation going back in Serbia, and we also see a very 
worrying trend in Bosnia and Herzegovina where Republika Srpska pulls out 
of federal institutions. So, the EU has lost a lot of credibility in the Balkans. Of 
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course, people who are today in their 20s luckily don’t remember the Balkan 
Wars, but we can see that the process that led to the Balkan Wars, in the 90s 
is a process of which we see the beginnings again and this needs to be solved, 
this needs to be stopped. And, as the EU has lost a lot of credibility, I think that 
Turkey is probably our main partner mainly in Bosnia and Herzegovina, to start 
talks, to start diplomatic work again, and to move forward to a more enduring 
peace in the Balkans.

Last point is, I think, which is very problematic within the EU, is the rise of 
Islamophobia. Just look at the French elections, where we see that. For example, 
Eric Zemmour. Some people call him crazy, but he has 40% of votes according 
to the opinion polls while pleading for sending Muslims back and then I always 
wonder, sending back to where. It’s the idea that Islam is new to Europe and 
that Islam is problematic. It is an old idea and it is an idea for example, Giscard 
d’Estaing, the French former President used even less than 20 years ago against 
the accession of Turkey. Turkey is a Muslim country, so it cannot become member 
of Europe because Europe is a Christian club. I think this is a very erroneous 
idea for several reasons. The first reason is that Islam has been in Europe, in 
Spain for more than 1300 years. It has been in Poland for more than 600 years, 
it has been in the Balkans for more than 500 years, and it has been in Italy even 
more than 1000 years in Sicily and southern Italy. So, saying that Islam has not 
been in Europe like 50 years ago, is just historically wrong. The second reason 
why it is wrong is because of the influence of ideas that have been generated by 
the Muslims, who embarked on places such as Cordoba, Spain, during the 8th-
9th to the 13th century. Their ideas deeply influenced European thinking and 
have triggered European Renaissance. So, this kind of Islamophobia is a deep, 
populistic way of talking that is detrimental for the European society. And so, 
flagging this idea is not just to push against Turkey, I think it is a push towards 
a deep polarisation, one that we are seeing in the United States, and one that we 
wish not to have in the European continent. So, that’s also a reason why I think 
that Turkey as an important Muslim country since many centuries, can play a 
role in the EU. 
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Terrorism and migration-related issues and their implications 
for EU-Turkey foreign policy cooperation 

By Prof. Dr. Haldun Yalçınkaya 
Head of Department of Political Science and International Relations at  

the TOBB Economy and Technology University, Turkey

The securitisation of migration is the main problem we face. Forced migration 
created a security problem. Not the refugees themselves, but the concept of forced 
migration resulted in a security issue. This became obvious during the ongoing 
Syrian Civil War next to the Turkish border. 

Soon after the Arab Spring, the civil war emerged, and then we have been dealing 
with that issue for the last decade. Interestingly, at the southeastern border of 
Turkey, Syria had a war, but it affected Turkey’s and European Union’s security 
relations because of the fact that Turkey’s security is connected to Europe’s 
security, and Europe’s security is connected to Turkey’s security. So, these security 
issues cannot be separated from each other. And one should know that just like 
the Cold War years, Turkey was a buffer zone for Europe as it was against the 
Soviets. During the 19th century, the Ottoman Empire was also an important 
actor, for balancing Russia, for Great Britain but also other actors in Europe. So, 
in our region, there is a reality that Turkey’s security cannot be separated from 
Europe’s security.

Having said that, I’d like to mention three different migration waves during the 
Syrian Civil War, and the first wave is the flow of foreign terrorist fighters from 
mainly Europe to Syria. The second wave is the returning of foreign terrorist 
fighters from Syria to Europe. And the third one is forced migration and refugees 
from Syria through Turkey to Europe. 

On the first wave, Turkey was first labelled as a jihadist highway and described 
that Turkey is the facilitator of that issue. But it was such superficial approach 
because the superficial approach told the public that Daesh terrorists are Muslim, 
as the majority of the people in Turkey are Muslim. So, they are also connected 
but it is not the reality. There are lots of shades of Islam, and the darkest one 
is that of the Daesh terrorism and foreign terrorist fighters, just like in other 
religions. Anyway, Turkey managed to prevent their travels through international 
cooperation in spite of, the pressure against Turkey and accusations against 
Turkey as a facilitator. Thanks to the efforts of the Turkish diplomats and also 
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Turkish bureaucrats, Turkey managed to establish or construct a mechanism to 
prevent their travels. And in 2016, their travels were prevented from the third 
countries through Turkey to Syria.

The second wave was about their returns. So, as I said, on the first wave, Turkey 
fulfilled its responsibility. On the second wave concerned the returning of foreign 
terrorist fighters after losing territory, most of the territories of Daesh, from Syria 
to the rest of the world, mainly to Europe. They needed to pass through Turkey 
and they were stuck in Turkey. So, it created lots of concerns in the society, and, 
it is still on play and it’s still on the table. So, it’s a big concern for Turkey. And 
admittedly, most of that threat occurred or emerged in Europe, as you know, 
and the lack of cooperation among European Member States resulted in many 
terrorist activities. No need to say but I just need to remind you that we are 
in Brussels, and the Brussels Airport and the subway station attacks were the 
result of this lack of cooperation in European countries. It was not Turkey’s fault, 
because Turkey deported the foreign terrorist fighters more than once. Because 
of the failure of the handling of that issue in the EU, it resulted in terrorist attacks.

The third wave is the main one. This is the main problem. This occurred during the 
Syrian civil war, when millions of people ran away from Syria to third countries, 
and the best route was the Turkey route, from Turkey to Europe. Before 2016, we 
had lots of military crises, disasters, and lots of people, human beings suffered 
and they died in the Aegean Sea, from a tourism point of view the most beautiful 
sea maybe, but it was just like Babel’s Tower, as on the one hand, people were 
enjoying the Aegean Sea, but on the other hand, people were suffering in the 
Aegean Sea. That was a big humanitarian disaster. Thanks to the deal of 18 March 
2016 between the European Union and Turkey, these refugee flows, the forced 
migration was prevented to some extent, especially for preventing their travels.

The third wave was a forced migration, which resulted in a flow from Syria to 
the rest of Europe through Turkey, and it was prevented thanks to the 2016 deal 
between the European Union and Turkey. And, it is interesting for any deal that 
the interests of either side should be taken into account. But in that case, the 
humanitarian side’s as well as the European Union side’s interest are higher than 
Turkey’s interest. In the short term, $6 billion was paid for the refugees. But in 
mid to long term, this migration made Turkey a target country and also Turkey 
needs long-term and mid-term policies to prevent it in cooperation with the 
European Union. But we lack that cooperation. Also, a popular theme for the 
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Turkish public, is especially the visa liberation issue. The lack of fulfilling a visa 
liberation pledge from the European Union is also taken into account.

Especially in a year we are going to have an election. And, also we have very 
harsh domestic discussions in Turkey for the upcoming elections. And, we have 
signs, especially from the opposition as well as the from the other parties, that 
the migration is going to be a case for the coming elections. But if migration is 
going to be a case, during the elections, some would expect that these refugees 
would be let out of Turkey because of lack of some fulfilments from the European 
Union. This is the first point for the near future in a year. For a long term and 
especially the Syrian crisis showed a lesson learned for Turkey. In order to prevent 
a humanitarian disaster, the European Union would fail to fulfil its words. For 
example, from Afghanistan, or from Iran, if any possible refugees flow from these 
regions to Europe, Turkey should stop cooperating with the European Union. 
This is the unfortunate and cruel lesson to be drawn from the Syrian crisis, which 
Turkey should take into account. 

Future prospects for EU-Turkey cooperation in the area of 
foreign and defence policies

By Amanda Paul 
Senior Policy Analyst at the European Policy Centre (EPC), Belgium

I’m going to say a few words on Turkey-EU today, a bit on foreign policy, 
divergences and then some suggestions where these divergences can be reduced 
and where cooperation can take place.

First of all, you mentioned at the beginning that relations were improving these 
days, thanks to the positive agenda. And yes, I think we could say that the eastern 
Mediterranean tensions are reduced but I think to be honest, Turkey today is 
further away from the EU than it has ever been before. Now, I think we need 
to recognise the fact there’s been a paradigm shift in the way that the EU looks 
or deals with Turkey. Turkey is definitely no longer seen, really, as a candidate 
country. They still use the word, but it doesn’t have any meaning. It is just not a 
realistic terminology anymore. And in some cases, Turkey isn’t even viewed as 
an ally. It’s more seen as a third party, sometimes as a competitor, quite often as a 
problem, frequently compared to Russia or China. For example, this is something 
that the French do frequently including in the French Presidency programme. 
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There’s a chapter where Turkey is grouped together with Russia and China. 
France-Turkey relations are increasingly problematic because France increasingly 
views Turkey as a geopolitical competitor among other things.

Now, I want to say a few words about foreign policy cooperation. Ambassador 
Kuneralp really elaborated on this perfectly well, so I’m not going to repeat what 
he said. Other than the fact that he talked about the 90% alignment back in the 
good old days. There was this famous foreign policy from Turkey, called the zero 
problems with neighbours’ policy that a former Foreign Minister and Prime 
Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu came up with, I think in 2008 or 2009, I hope that’s 
correct. It was basically a complete transformation of Turkey’s regional and global 
position and its relations with the countries in its surrounding neighbourhoods, 
particularly in the southern neighbourhood. And this policy was totally loaded 
by the EU. I thought it was amazing. Turkey’s foreign policy at that point, I 
would say, was even envied by the EU. So, I’m just saying that so we can make a 
comparison as to how things have changed, and why have things changed. Again, 
the Ambassador elaborated very well, the contribution of the stalled accession 
process here because of Cyprus, and other parties who do not share the goal of 
the Turkish membership, again, France, but also Germany and some others, and 
the second point being the backtracking of fundamental rights and freedoms in 
Turkey. Because when EU accession went backwards, it was linked to the EU 
reform process, this is when reform started to go into reverse.

But I think that was, one of our big points here. And that’s related to the regional 
developments. First of all, if we look back to the Arab Spring, the way that was 
viewed was very different from both Turkey and the EU. They responded to it 
very differently. And, in the years that followed that, as developments in that 
part of the world rolled out, Turkey and the EU, increasingly, didn’t see eye to eye 
on very much, whether that was as we know, very well, Syria, Libya, but also in 
Egypt, in Iraq, etc. And also Turkey’s relationship with Russia, then the Eastern 
Mediterranean, but also the fact that Turkey has adopted a more independent 
foreign policy. Some people say a more militarised foreign policy. Turkey has 
started to use hard power to achieve its strategic goals much more than it did in 
the past. Turkey still is a soft power player. Turkish soft power has been used for 
decades and very effectively and it’s still very effective. And Turkey is still one of 
the biggest donors in the world in terms of humanitarian aid. But this has been 
now compounded by the use of military power. And this boils down to a large 
extent, the big ambitions of Turkey’s leadership.



221

STRENGTHENING DIALOGUE BETWEEN THE EU AND TURKEY
IN THE AREA OF MIGRATION AND SECURITY

The last point here is related to the shift in the global order created by the rise 
of China and the demise or the retrenchment of the United States in some parts 
of the world. Now, today’s Turkey is no longer a country that takes instructions 
from Washington. Those days are long gone. There were days in the past where, 
it would have been unthinkable that Turkey wouldn’t have taken instructions 
from Washington. And I guess whoever comes to power in Ankara, if there’s a 
change in the elections or not, they will probably continue to pursue a foreign 
policy that is more in line with the strategic objectives of Turkey than those of 
external partners, which is probably quite natural. Sometimes these are going to 
be different from the EU and Washington, and in other times, these are going to 
be more aligned.

Now, getting to the last point on the areas for potential cooperation. Relations 
now, as we can all agree, are really difficult, and they’re not likely to improve 
anytime soon. But at the same time, if we look at the bigger picture, there are 
things that are going on in the neighbourhood, which impacts stability and 
security of both the EU and Turkey, and where the EU should be trying to engage 
with Turkey more to deal with these issues. Because Turkey is really an essential 
partner. More so, because we’re living in a time of increasingly growing numbers, 
if I can put it that way, of geopolitical battlefields, whether that’s in the eastern 
neighbourhood or in the Indo-Pacific region. This makes countries like Turkey 
which you can define as middle powers, or key regional actors, more important 
and this is why it’s also important for the EU to recognise this and to engage more 
with Ankara.

Now, the first issue is, and I’m going to be quite brief going through here, on the 
migration and security question. And first of all, related to Syria, I think that the 
full implementation, or continuing to work and maintain the full implementation 
of the Turkey-EU Statement is crucial, as well as enhancing it to cover all respective 
areas of migration management. I personally think that the EU should be taking 
more refugees. The EU is not a fan of taking refugees. But when you consider how 
many Turkey hosts, I think the EU could up the ante a bit here. I also think that 
the EU should be better addressing some of the reservations raised by Turkey in 
terms of modalities and speed of the financial assistance and how it’s dispersed 
and also improving local ownership. And again, in relation to Article Nine of 
the Statement, Turkey and the EU should be increasing dialogue on the future 
of Syria, and particularly looking for ways to better improve the lives of the local 
communities in the north of Syria.
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This Statement could be also extended or there could be a separate agreement 
to deal with potential new migration flows from Afghanistan and Pakistan, for 
example, or other countries in that region. And it would also be beneficial for 
Turkey and the EU to work together on other countries or with other countries 
in the region to help them strengthen their resilience and ability to cope with 
migration flows, whether that’s Iran, Uzbekistan or the other countries in Central 
Asia.

On the Black Sea region as well, it should be a no-brainer that the EU talks to 
Turkey more, where Turkey is the doorman of the Black Sea and Turkey is on the 
front line. Turkey has consistently followed the rules laid down in the Montreux 
Convention. But Russia’s growing influence, particularly in military terms, in and 
around the Black Sea is a security threat for Turkey. This obviously increased 
following the 2014 annexation of Crimea and the subsequent militarisation of 
the peninsula. If you think about it, Turkey is surrounded by Russia nowadays 
in the Black Sea, in the Caucasus, and in the Middle East. And while Turkey 
has maintained friendly relations with Russia, at the same time, it managed to 
strengthen its ties with Ukraine, and also has consistently supported Ukraine’s 
territorial integrity. Unlike some European countries, Turkey has repeatedly 
highlighted Crimea as an ongoing occupation in the United Nations and 
elsewhere and drew attention to the dreadful situation that the Crimeans, 
including Tatars and others, continue to live in. I mean those that are left because 
there has basically been an ethnic cleansing in Crimea. And during this recent 
or ongoing crisis between Russia and Ukraine, Turkey has stood shoulder to 
shoulder with its NATO allies. I think some were surprised that Turkey hasn’t 
raised some problem. But it has not been total unity all along the way and Turkey 
obviously backs a strong diplomatic solution. President Erdoğan has proposed 
himself as a mediator that has been rejected by the Russians. But Turkey could 
host the Normandy talks. Now that they can’t take place in Minsk, it would be a 
good platform. But I think all of these reasons show why the EU should be having 
enhanced political and economic cooperation with Turkey and dialogue on this 
area.

I was going to mention the South Caucasus but I’m not going to do that now 
because someone has already mentioned it. So just to be very quick because I see 
we’re already at nine o‘clock.
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I just want to come to one last point and that’s about energy security. Turkey has 
already played a crucial role in helping the EU strengthen its energy security 
via the Southern Gas Corridor. But if we look at the future, now it’s difficult to 
imagine that the EU is going to support any new pipelines for natural gas. This 
can be quite helpful to the current situation in the eastern Mediterranean because 
I’m guessing that none of this gas is probably ever going to see the light of day. 
Now, what this has to do with Turkey? Turkey could play a role potentially, in this 
green energy transition because the Turkish electricity market could potentially 
be linked up to that of the EU because the country has huge potential in terms 
of wind and solar energy. Of course, Turkey is lagging a bit behind to say the 
least in its green energy transition, although I have to say the wind turbines are 
doing quite well. But in this respect, the EU can certainly be useful in helping 
Turkey with its green transition. With the possible opportunity in the future to 
strengthen the EU energy security by this way of wind and solar.


