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Introduction 

Since Turkey opened its borders to Syrian refugees in late 2011, around a 
half million Syrians have taken refuge inside the country, with increases 
corresponding to the various upsurges in violence: from March 2011 

to May 2011, when the Syrian demonstrations were mostly peaceful, only 
252 Syrian refugees relocated to Turkey.1 By mid-January 2012, as the regime 
violence picked up, exemplified in the month-long bombardment of the city 
of Homs beginning the previous month, the number had increased to 9,500. 
By the end of August 2012, with a full-scale civil war raging, the figure had 
climbed to 80,000.2 The numbers as of August 2013, according to the Office of 
the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), break down as follows: 
some 440,000 Syrians in Turkey as refugees,3 with perhaps another 100,000 to 
200,000 having crossed the border with their passports but illegally extending 
their stay.

As of September 2013, Turkey has done a commendable job in welcoming 
the Syrian refugees, setting up entire cities equipped with clinics and schools 
with an overall cost that had already risen to $1.5 billion by early March.4 How-
ever, with prospects suggesting a further intensification of fighting, the num-
ber of Syrians in Turkey will likely increase from its current level, presenting 
Turkey with further challenges.

Ankara’s move to provide safe haven to Syrians fleeing from violence sig-
naled a sharp shift away from the policy of rapprochement pursued by the 
ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP) toward Syria over the preceding 
several years. The warming can be traced to 1998, when the Syrian regime 
ended its support for Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK) activities against Turkey. 
Subsequently, ties improved to such an extent that, by 2009, the two countries 
had lifted travel visa restrictions and, by 2010, the Turkish and Syrian cabi-
nets were holding joint sessions, attended by key ministers, such as those of 
defense, interior, and justice. Economic relations between the two countries 
likewise improved.
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The Syrian uprising upended all these efforts. Initially, when Syrian dem-
onstrations began in early 2011, Ankara sought to provide counsel, urging the 
Assad regime to enact reforms and refrain from violence against protestors. 
But when that policy proved ineffective, Ankara started to provide safe haven 
to the Syrian rebels, later opening its doors to civilian refugees. The demo-
graphic, economic, political, and social impact of the Syrian refugees on the 
southern Turkish provinces along the Syrian border, where these refugees are 
concentrated, merits in-depth analysis. In this study, the focus will be on the 
Syrian civilian refugees in this area, leaving out the military and armed ele-
ments.5

potential Impact on turkey
The number of Syrian refugees in Turkey may seem small when compared 
against Turkey’s overall population of 75 million, but the refugees already con-
stitute significant shares of the sliver of ethnically mixed provinces, consisting of 
Turkish, Kurdish, Arab, Sunni, and Alawite residents, where they have resettled. 
The five provinces in focus here—Hatay, Kilis, Gaziantep, Sanliurfa, and Mar-
din—include 7.9 percent of the country’s population6 and produce about 4.5 
percent of its economic output.7 Gaziantep is Turkey’s sixth largest city. Thus, 
the provinces are neither central nor marginal in the broader Turkish context.

To begin with, the refugee presence in these five provinces is altering their 
ethnic and sectarian balance. For instance, Kilis, which used to be less than 1 
percent ethnically Arab, today has a 42 percent Arab population. And whereas 
Alawites dominated the Arab community of the Hatay province before the war, 
constituting around a third of the province’s overall population, the influx of 
Sunni Arab Syrian refugees is shifting the balance, possibly stoking tensions. 
With a widened sectarian conflict within Syria, additional refugees would 
likely flow into the province, in turn sparking a Sunni-Alawite conflagration.

Meanwhile, the position of Turkish (and Kurdish) Alevis, who constitute 
about 15 percent of the country’s population, could complicate matters.8 
While different from Arabic-speaking Syrian Alawites,9 the Alevis share with 
Alawites secular attitudes and suspicions of Sunni Islamic activism. Like the 
Alawites, the Alevis also staunchly oppose the AKP’s policies, including its 
stance on Syria, as well as supporting the opposition Republican People’s 
Party (CHP) in overwhelming numbers. Given these shared political affinities, 
if Hatay Alawites rallied more forcefully against the government’s Syria policy, 
the CHP and the Turkish Alevis would almost certainly follow.
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In this regard, a potential source of sensitivity surrounds the protests 
against Turkish government policy that began in Istanbul’s Gezi Park in late 
May 2013 and spread to seventy-nine cities over a month, involving some 2.5 
million mostly secular Turks. Although the Syria issue was not central in these 
rallies, daily anti-AKP demonstrations have continued in Hatay to this day. The 
province’s Alawites have dominated these protests, and an Alawite youth was 
killed after a September 9 demonstration.10 Syria policy and the refugee ques-
tion could become wedge issues across the country should Gezi-like massive 
protests flare in Turkey again.

In economic terms, the Syrian refugees are creating strain in southern Tur-
key by pushing up the cost of living, including rent and other prices. Especially 
for Kilis, the closing of the border to trade by the Syrian regime in 2012 has 
resulted in a painful loss of access to Syrian markets. Yet other provinces, 
including Gaziantep—nicknamed “Turkish Guangzhou” for its export zeal—
have found alternative markets, such as Iraq, Afghanistan, and Libya, success-
fully offsetting the loss of business with Syria.

Despite the successes of Turkish industrialists in mitigating the economic 
impact of the Syrian war, the refugee issue poses other challenges to Turkey, 
including in the security realm.

According to Turkish columnist Asli Aydintasbas, Turkish citizens already 
appear to be fighting in Syria—for the regime, for the opposition, for the Kurd-
ish nationalists, and even for Islamists.11

As mentioned before, the Alawites in southern Turkey take issue with Anka-
ra’s policy of supporting the Sunni Syrian rebels against the Alawite-backed 
Assad regime in Damascus. At the same time, some Alawites seem to be tend-
ing toward the radical leftist Revolutionary People’s Liberation Party–Front 
(DHKP-C), a group that has recently mobilized against the Turkish govern-
ment and the United States after hibernating for a decade. The DHKP-C car-
ried out a terror attack against the U.S. embassy in Ankara in February 2013, 
killing a Turkish security guard.

The flow of Syrian refugees into Turkey could also expose ethnically mixed 
Arab-Kurdish areas of southern Turkey to the Syria crisis. Currently, the 
Democratic Union Party (PYD), the Syrian franchise of the PKK and a group 
listed on the State Department’s Foreign Terrorist Organizations (FTO) list, 
and Jabhat al-Nusra (JN), an al-Qaeda-affiliated group also on the FTO list, are 
fighting for domination in northern Syria. Ankara, which has thrown its sup-
port behind various elements of the Syrian opposition, needs to monitor the 
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simmering tension between Kurds and Arabs in its own mixed Kurdish-Arab 
provinces, such as Sanliurfa and Mardin, lest it spill over into Turkey.

Along similar lines, Turkey is increasingly becoming a staging ground for 
the facilitation and smuggling of foreign nationals, including jihadists, into 
northern Syria to fight the Assad regime. This is not because Ankara supports 
the jihadist cause. Rather, Turkey is calculating that Assad will fall and the 
“good guys” will take power. Ankara therefore sees jihadists as a tool whose 
fighting strength could precipitate the demise of the Assad regime.

But what if Assad’s regime does not fall, or Syria is not taken over by forces 
acceptable to Ankara? Following the U.S.-Russia-brokered chemical weapons 
deal of September 14, this eventuality has become ever more likely, increasing 
the chances of a protracted civil war. Until recently, Turkey’s government does 
not seem to have considered the more likely scenario, one in which Syria slowly 
collapses into a weak and divided state split between Assad and his opponents, 
including JN.

If this outcome should occur, Turkey would face a jihadist threat on its door-
step, across a 511-mile border that stretches along mostly flat terrain. Ankara 
has provided the Syrian rebels with a safe haven in its territory, a policy that 
has already rendered the physically unchallenging border essentially moot: 
in most places, one can simply drive across the border without encountering 
obstacles. Ankara needs to pay closer attention to the jihadist issue in Syria. 
To this end, Washington needs to work with Turkey to ensure that Ankara can 
appreciate and prepare for such an eventuality.

Ankara could eventually have to contend with weak or no central gov-
ernment authority in much of the Syrian territory across the Turkish bor-
der. To prepare for this possibility, Turkey might opt for a Kurdish-run 
cordon sanitaire in northern Syria, building good ties with the Kurds in 
northern Syria and then using their political entity as a buffer with which 
to isolate itself against instability in the rest of Syria. In doing this, Turkey 
would be following the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) model in 
Iraq, whereby Ankara built good ties with the Kurds in northern Iraq, suc-
cessfully isolating itself from Iraq’s civil strife in the second part of the last 
decade.12 One step hinting at Ankara’s design for a Kurdish cordon sani-
taire in Syria has been the amelioration of Turkish ties with the PYD, a step 
that also helped pave the way for peace talks between Ankara and the PKK, 
the PYD’s affiliate. In July 2012, the PYD announced that it would not 
attack Turkey,13 and PYD leader Salih Muslim has visited Ankara at least 
twice, holding talks with Turkish officials.14
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turkey’s Border provinces near Syria

In April 2013, Syrian president Bashar al-Assad stated that “the fire in 
Syria” would burn Turkey.1 Assad’s posturing was certainly overdra-
matized, but it seems to have contained a kernel of truth. According to 

UNHCR, as of August 2013 about 440,000 Syrian refugees in Turkey are 
registered or awaiting registration.2 Violence in Syria does not appear likely to 
subside soon. What is more, the country is potentially moving toward becom-
ing a weak or failed state. It is plausible, therefore, that many of the Syrian 
refugees will stay in Turkey in the mid-to-long term to avoid strife in Syria, 
becoming permanent residents. In such a case, the Syrian refugees could affect 
the southern Turkish provinces where they are settled, much as millions of 
Afghan refugees who stayed in Pakistan in the 1980s and 1990s transformed 
that country’s ethnic makeup as well as its social and political dynamics.3

To be sure, Turkey has done a good job of carrying refugees, setting them 
up in various cities, as well as isolating refugees from the local population. At 
the same time, the number of Syrian refugees in Turkey is smaller than the 
number of Afghan refugees who went to Pakistan or, for that matter, Syrian 
refugees now in other countries in the Middle East. According to UNHCR 
and the Turkish Disaster and Emergency Management Directorate, an official 
body that reports to the Turkish prime minister’s office, as of August 2013 
about 200,000 Syrian refugees were living in a total of twenty refugee camps 
in Turkey; about 220,000 refugees were living outside these camps; and more 
than 15,000 Syrians had applied for refugee status.4, UNHCR also estimates 
100,000 to 200,000 Syrians are in Turkey illegally, amounting to 540,000 to 
640,000 refugees in all.5

For regional context, the 440,000 Syrian refugees legally in Turkey make 
up around 0.6 percent of Turkey’s total population, as compared with Jor-
dan, where, as of August 2013, the number of registered refugees was about 
520,000, or 8.5 percent of the population, and Lebanon, where the figure was 
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about 700,000, or 16 percent of the population.6 The flow of refugees into Tur-
key, correspondingly, has had nowhere near the economic, political, and social 
effects it has had in Jordan and Lebanon.7

All the same, the influx has created local pressures, particularly in the 
southern Turkish provinces of Hatay, Gaziantep, Kilis, Sanliurfa, and Mar-
din,8 which are hosting about 370,000 of the total 440,000 refugees. Smaller 
numbers of refugees have settled in camps in nearby provinces, including 
Kahramanmaras (21,000), Adana (13,000), Adiyaman (10,000), Osmaniye 
(10,000), and Malatya (6,300).9

The five border provinces themselves, comprising 7.86 percent of Tur-
key’s population and 5.25 percent of its area, are a diverse mix.10 The most 
populous is Gaziantep, which is home to a large and growing city of the same 
name11 with an export-driven industrial economic base. Next to Gaziantep is 
Kilis, the smallest province of the five, which has an agrarian economy and 
has traditionally thrived on smuggling to and from Syria. Sanliurfa, which, 
like Gaziantep, hosts a growing city of the same name, has a prosperous agro-
commercial base. The traditional home of Turkey’s Christian Syriac commu-
nity, Mardin benefits from its position as the hub of the country’s trade with 
Iraq. Finally, Hatay, Turkey’s southernmost province, a panhandle bordered by 
Syria to the east and the Mediterranean Sea to the west, is home to the coun-
try’s largest proportion of Arabs and has a mixed economic base of industry, 
trade, and agriculture.

Of the five border provinces, three are hosting particularly high propor-
tions of refugees, inviting comparisons to the situation in Jordan and Lebanon: 
Kilis, where the 51,000 refugees constitute some 41 percent of the province’s 
entire population, trailed by Gaziantep, where the 130,000 refugees equal 7 
percent, and Sanliurfa, where the 105,000 refugees make up almost 6 percent. 
In Hatay, the 62,000 refugees constitute 4 percent of residents, and in Mardin 
the 25,000 refugees amount to 3 percent.12

Since the first 8,000 refugees arrived in Turkey in December 2011, the num-
bers have grown exponentially, reaching 44,000 in August 2012 and jumping 
to the official number cited here a year later. Given the situation in Syria, the 
numbers are only expected to rise.13

Legal Status of refugees
The case of the Syrian arrivals marks the first time Ankara has granted refugee 
status, albeit temporary, to people coming from Syria or elsewhere in the Mid-
dle East, as well as Asia or Africa. Until the Syrian war, Turkey had assigned 
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refugee status to Europeans only, a policy rooted in Ottoman history and Cold 
War politics.14

The fine print is key in this discussion. While Turkey has traditionally 
agreed to accept asylum applications from Asian, African, and Middle East-
ern seekers, only European applicants have been granted refugee status. Dur-
ing the Cold War, this policy did not raise eyebrows. Most twentieth-century 
refugees to Turkey were Muslims fleeing persecution in the former Ottoman 
lands of the Balkans, with millions coming from Bosnia, Macedonia, and 
Albania, the former Yugoslavia, as well as Romania, Bulgaria, and Greece. 
This situation persisted after the Cold War,15 although in 1991 the country 
provided temporary safe haven to about a half million Iraqi Kurds fleeing 
Saddam Hussein’s rule. Twenty years later, in November 2011, following 
lengthy domestic debate and input from UNHCR, Turkey decided to grant 
temporary refugee status to asylum seekers from Syria in order to lift them 
from their position of legal limbo.16

The challenge for Ankara today involves the likely prospect of the Syr-
ian refugees remaining in the country. Never before has Turkey permanently 
welcomed such a large refugee population of non-Turkish/European descent. 
And it is not clear whether Ankara will clear the path for these refugees to 
become citizens or make them permanent residents, a category that does not 
exist in Turkish law but could allow for an easier legal route than that to citi-
zenship. Turkey has never granted citizenship en masse to refugees and asy-
lum seekers coming from the Middle East. Whichever way it pursues, Turkey 
will be forced to stretch its laws, as it did in November 2011, to accommo-
date the Syrian refugees.

refugee Life
Of the twenty camps for Syrian refugees spread over ten Turkish provinces, 
four were open ■  ■  ■ ed in 2013. All the camps are now filled to capacity, with 
the exception of the Midyat tent camp, located in the Mardin province, which 
can house 6,000 refugees but has only 2,000. In general, the refugee camps in 
Turkey have a reputation of being managed well, providing adequate shelter, 
food, and sanitation facilities, as well as other social and health services.

Turkish role. Since the arrival of the Syrian refugees, Turkey has enjoyed 
a boost in its status as a “refugee-caring nation,” jumping from fifty-ninth to 
tenth place in the 2012 United Nations index for hosting refugees. So far, Tur-
key has shouldered much of this burden alone. As of July 2013, according to 



 CAGAPTAY ■ 9 

Turkish government officials, only about $100 million had come from interna-
tional assistance.17According to the government, the monthly cost to maintain 
a single camp is $2 million.18

In July 2013, recognizing the cost and strain created by the massive influx 
of refugees, UN high commissioner for refugees Antonio Guterres called 
on Syria’s neighbors “to keep borders open and receive all Syrians who seek 
protection” but also urged European countries to take “a more generous and 
consistent approach to Syrians seeking shelter and asylum in Europe” to 
share the burden. So far, though, of the nearly two million Syrians who have 
left their country, only 40,000 refugees have been resettled in Europe since 
the beginning of the conflict, two thirds of them in Germany and Sweden.19

inTernaTional and nGo assisTance. The Turkish Disaster and 
Emergency Management Directorate (AFAD) is the main organization 
responsible for the operation and management of the refugee camps. AFAD 
gets most of its outside assistance from UNHCR, a Turkish charity known as 
Hayata Destek (Support to Life), and the Turkish Red Crescent Society. For 
its part, Hayata Destek mostly works with refugees seeking to live outside the 
camps, such as by helping them find affordable flats in Istanbul, and in Hatay 
and Mardin provinces, as well as helping them identify appropriate schools 
with Syrian teachers for refugee children.

UNHCR assists both the local authorities and AFAD by providing tech-
nical expertise on speeding up the application proceedings for refugees and 
on camp management. With the rise in incoming Syrian refugees, UNHCR 
increased its budget for Turkey from $32.3 million in 2012 to $43.1 million 
in 2013.20 In October 2012, the World Food Programme (WFP), another UN 
agency, began a food voucher initiative with the Turkish Red Crescent Society 
aimed at reaching 25,000 Syrian refugees in five camps.21 Through this pro-
gram, Syrian refugee families have been receiving an electronic food e-card 
that contains 80 Turkish liras (45 U.S. dollars), allowing them to buy and cook 
their own food, a measure that saves money for the Turkish government. The 
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) has also been a major operating 
organization in Turkey, assisting children both in and out of camps.

Besides various UN agencies, other NGOs have endeavored to meet 
the needs of the Syrian refugees. Turkish NGO “Kimse yok mu” (Is There 
Anybody Out There) has also been active in its support for the Syrian refu-
gees. Its campaign, “A Bread and a Blanket for Syria,” has raised more than 
25 million Turkish liras and 180 tractors of equipment for the refugees in 
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Hatay, Gaziantep, Batman, Kilis, Kahramanmaras, Sanliurfa, and Osmaniye. 
Although its aid has been primarily centered on providing the hot meals that 
feed 1,000 refugees a day in Gaziantep, other equipment has included blan-
kets, tents, beds, diapers, soap, portable toilets, showers, and garbage con-
tainers. The NGO has also opened a medical center in Kilis that treats an 
average of 150 refugees a day.22

Foreign NGOs, too, are providing help. For instance, Catholic Relief Ser-
vices (CRS), based in the United States, has provided cash grants of $150 
each for 2,600 Syrian refugee families to make purchases in preparation for 
winter.23 This NGO is also working to establish social facilities and activities 
outside the camps for refugee children.

Other NGOs are helping with specific activities in the field for both regis-
tered and nonregistered refugees. Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), or Doc-
tors Without Borders, is currently helping run an outpatient clinic in Kilis,24 
which was opened officially by the provincial governor in March 2013. In 
addition, MSF leads a team of psychologists in Kilis who provide help for 
Syrians who have experienced trauma while fleeing the war as well as refu-
gees with disabilities. Along these lines, MSF offers courses in psychological 
first aid for doctors from other organizations such as the Arab Foundation 
for Care of Victims of War and Torture. More quantifiably, MSF has pro-
vided vaccination against measles for more than 3,300 children in order to 
prevent outbreaks.25

securiTy. Since many camps are located near Syrian-border conflict zones, 
security is a concern. The camps are usually surrounded by fences with barbed 
wire, along with security cameras and X-ray scanners.26 For camps facing criti-
cal demographic pressures, such as those in Hatay, these security measures are 
heightened. Relatedly, the police in Hatay have been urging the refugees who 
live outside the camps to either move in to them or leave the province entirely. 
In addition, special cameras have been installed to monitor the exterior of 
camps, as well as placed in nearby alleys. And Police checkpoints and security 
patrols around the camps have increased of late.27

healTh, educaTion, and social welfare. All registered refugees are 
eligible to receive health assistance offered by AFAD and can be treated in 
Turkish public hospitals in provinces close to the Syrian border (including 
the five border provinces on which this paper focuses). According to a Turk-
ish government circular, these refugees receive the same treatment as Turk-
ish citizens,28 with the public authorities covering the costs. But, in practice, 
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the influx of refugees has tested the ability of the system to serve all its con-
stituents. Some refugees with chronic illnesses who are awaiting registration 
and living outside the camps have complained that they cannot receive the 
care they need.

To ease daily difficulties, all camps in Turkey include social, religious, and 
educational facilities and services, such as mosques, schools, and transla-
tors. AFAD, as well as UNHCR and UNICEF, has identified the continued 
education of the children in the camps as a priority. In turn, Syrian refugee 
children can attend the camps’ primary and secondary schools, which were 
opened by Turkish authorities.29 In some camps, such as Islahiye in Gazian-
tep province, Syrian residents provide the instruction, with this particular 
camp hosting 30 teachers and 710 pupils.30

Certain camps have witnessed the practice of grassroots democracy. In 
January 2013, for example, the Oncupinar camp in Kilis province held elec-
tions for an administrative committee that would take charge of camp activi-
ties and voice the concerns and complaints of its 14,000 residents to the 
Turkish authorities.31 Women were included among the candidates, and all 
residents were able to participate through a direct vote.

refuGees ouTside The camps. Syrians who are living illegally in 
Turkey, and not registered as refugees, pose unique challenges for the job 
market. They typically use their existing savings to rent small apartments, 
and they seek informal work opportunities in clothing factories, clothing 
stores, restaurants, and construction and agriculture sites. If these Syrians 
are caught by the police, they are sent to refugee camps. As illegal workers, 
they earn below the minimum wage, reportedly around USD$250 to $300 
monthly, which is just enough to cover their living expenses. Some salvage a 
bit extra to send back to their families in Syria.

Reports have surfaced of Turkish bosses refusing to pay their Syrian 
employees and of the Syrians not reporting these abuses for fear of being 
sent to the camps. Without a legal work permit, these workers are not only 
at the mercy of their employers when it comes to pay, but they also have no 
access to any social or medical assistance that comes with employment. More 
than eighty companies in Osmaniye, Gaziantep, and Kilis have faced legal 
proceedings for hiring illegal Syrian workers.32 When Syrian nationals were 
discovered among the victims of a factory explosion in Gaziantep on January 
30, 2013,33 the authorities responded by intensifying enforcement of labor 
and employment regulations.
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Increasing demand by Syrian illegals for informal jobs has meant lower 
wages and a more untenable cost of living. And a study from the Turkish 
charity Hayata Destek debunks the widely held notion that most refugees are 
staying with Turkish relatives or families. Here it discusses a refugee from 
Aleppo named Mansour: 

In a poll of around 3,000 refugee families in the provinces of Hatay and 
Kilis, the group found that 97–99 percent of families outside camps were 
paying rent on apartments from their own pockets. That has been hard, as 
real estate prices have skyrocketed in response to more and more waves of 
refugees.  Mansour’s rent for a small studio apartment was once just TL 
100 a month. Now stands at TL 250. In the border town of Reyhanli, the 
increase in real estate prices has been most severe, growing tenfold since 
the conflict began in 2011.34

On top of this, child labor appears to be becoming a problem: 

In Kilis, Antakya and Reyhanli, Syrian children selling cheap cigarettes are 
only the most visible evidence of child labor. [Hayata Destek] estimates 
that 44 percent of refugees in Kilis and Hatay provinces are less than 16 
years of age, a demographic that virtually ensures many rents are being 
paid for by the work of children. In Kilis, several small, basement textile 
factories visibly employ children, an inevitability as adults flood construc-
tion and manual labor jobs, pushing down wages.35

For most refugees, educational credentials appear to be of little help in find-
ing jobs in Turkey. “You can’t eat your degree,” is how well-educated Syrians 
who are struggling to find employment put it. Even being a physician can be 
meaningless, especially if one lacks Turkish-language skills.36 For their part, 
academics may try to earn money by teaching Arabic to Turkish students in 
the neighborhoods where they have settled. As for the best legal employment 
options for Syrian refugees, they pretty much exist within the camps. Accord-
ing to UNICEF, in July 2013, approximately 1,500 Syrian teachers were work-
ing in Turkey’s camps.37

In 2013, the Turkish Ministry of Labor and Social Security finalized plans 
to expand employment opportunities to the Syrian refugees. As of March 
2013, Syrians who entered Turkey legally with their passports would be 
granted work permits if they applied.38 Businesses and chambers of com-
merce have expressed their approval of this decision.39 Industrialists in the 
Gaziantep and Hatay provinces, as well as nearby Kahramanmaras province, 
have sought nearly 40,000 workers residing in the areas’ refugee camps in 
order to fill their needs for unskilled labor.40    
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Social Impact of the refugees
Given recent changes in Turkey’s asylum policy, and the likelihood that vio-
lence will prevent the refugees from returning to Syria, they could well stay in 
Turkey for the short-to-middle term, potentially even longer. Such a develop-
ment would certainly affect the demographic makeup of the southern Turkish 
provinces, posing several challenges for some. At the same time, the prevalence 
of many refugees outside the camps could create instability in consumer prices 
and unemployment rates as well as stoking social tensions. 

shifTs in The eThnic Balance of The Border provinces. Tur-
key does not collect any data on its citizens’ ethnic origins, with the last such 
collection occurring in the 1960 census. At that time, ethnic Arabs (defined 
as those whose mother tongue was Arabic) constituted 1.25 percent of the 
Turkish population.41 Still, three provinces reported large proportions of Ara-
bic speakers: Hatay (34 percent), Mardin (21 percent), and Sanliurfa (13 per-
cent).42 According to the same census, the other two border provinces, Gazian-
tep and Kilis, had much smaller ethnic Arab populations, with the combined 
proportion amounting to less than 1 percent.

Assuming that the share of ethnic Arabs in these provinces has remained at 
least constant since the 1960 census—according to a 2007 poll by KONDA, 
1.38 percent of the country’s population declared their mother tongue to be 
Arabic43—and that the Syrian refugees are overwhelmingly Sunni Arabs, one 
can deduce that the ethnic makeup of certain Turkish border provinces is likely 
being reshaped by the refugees. In Mardin, for example, the 21 percent Arab 
representation may have risen to 25 percent; in Sanliurfa, the 13 percent figure 
may have jumped to 19 percent.

Hatay and Kilis have seen even more dramatic changes. In the former, Arab 
representation has swelled from 34 percent to some 40 percent—and possi-
bly much higher. This substantial figure owes both to Hatay’s position as the 
Turkish province closest to the battle lines in Syria and its existing network of 
Arabic speakers. Correspondingly, many of the estimated 100,000 to 200,000 
Syrians living illegally in Turkey are seen to occupy Hatay. Given such consid-
erations, Hatay may be on the cusp of becoming Turkey’s first Arab-majority 
province. As for Kilis, whose capital district lies on the Syrian border, an Arab 
community smaller than 1 percent before the war has spiked as high as 42 per-
cent as a result of the waves of Syrian arrivals.

Anecdotal evidence further suggests that Syrian refugees are boosting the 
Arab population of certain Turkish districts with existing Arab majorities. 
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Thus, the arrival of 30,000 Syrian refugees to the Reyhanli district of Hatay, 
located only three miles from the Syrian border, has pushed its overall popula-
tion to 90,000 and strongly consolidated the Arab majority.44

haTay and alawiTes: a special case. The ethnic transformation of 
the southern Turkish provinces has a unique dimension in Hatay, a province 
of 1.5 million people where the Arab population45 includes Turkish citizens 
of Alawite origin who are ethnically and religiously related to Syrian Alawites 
and overwhelmingly support the Assad regime in Damascus. Indeed, Alawi-
tes constitute a majority of the Arab community in Hatay, which also includes 
Sunni Arabs and a smaller number of Christian Arabs. The newcomers, how-
ever, are mostly Sunni Arabs and supporters of the insurgency against the 
Assad regime. As the Syrian Arabs settle in Hatay, changing the complexion 
of the province, tensions are likely to emerge between them and the Alawites, 
especially where the latter are particularly numerous.

For their part, Alawites in Hatay are staunchly secular and therefore at odds 
with the conservative and occasionally Islamist bent of the ruling AKP in Ankara. 
Most of the Alawites support the country’s main opposition faction, the Repub-
lican People’s Party (CHP).46 After Ankara began providing safe haven to Syrian 
opposition groups and armed rebels in fall 2011, Hatay Alawites grew even more 
critical of the AKP’s policies. They have played a disproportionate role in anti-
AKP rallies, including a demonstration in spring 2012 that drew two thousand 
people and an autumn 2012 protest attended by some five thousand.47

Alawites in Turkey charge further that the AKP government’s Syria policy 
is both too aggressive and contains a hidden sectarian agenda. In turn, signs of 
Alawite sympathy for the Syrian regime have been evident for months, as vis-
ible in the pro-Assad rallies sponsored by groups such as the “Platform against 
Imperialistic Interference in Syria.” The largest, held in September 2012, drew 
thousands of people.48 As one Alawite explained during an interview with 
Aljazeera, most Alawites believe that Western imperialistic powers, along with 
Sunni-led regimes, are trying to topple a legitimate regime in Syria.49 Minor 
tensions between Sunni refugees from Syria and Hatay Alawites have been 
reported as well. Alawite business owners and civil servants complain of Syr-
ian refugees questioning them over their sectarian identity, with some claiming 
they have been blacklisted and harassed by Sunni Arab émigrés.50 

For Hatay Alawites, suspicion of arriving Syrian Sunnis is often personal. 
Some see the arrivals not as refugees at all but rather as fighters who have 
killed or endangered their relatives in Syria. Others depict them as jihadists 

  (text continues on p. 19)
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who threaten Alawites on both sides of the border. For example, one business 
owner recounted an incident in which a Syrian asked a Hatay shopkeeper if he 
was Alawite.51 When the shopkeeper answered in the affirmative, the Syrian 
replied that Turkish Alawites would meet the same fate as their Syrian breth-
ren—in other words, that their time would come. Security had to intervene to 
break up the ensuing fight.

Ankara has taken steps to alleviate grievances voiced by Alawites. Since 
September 2012, it has steered away from settling large numbers of Syrian 
refugees in Hatay, redirecting many of them to interior provinces. Yet even as 
only 62,000 of the country’s 440,000 registered refugees are in Hatay,52 many 
of the undocumented likely reside there as well, a cause for concern for Ankara. 
Wider sectarian conflict in Syria would likely spur a larger refugee flow into 
the province and, in turn, spark a local Sunni-Alawite conflagration.

poTenTial impacT Beyond haTay. Alongside its Alawites,53 Turkey has 
a large ethnic Turkish- and Kurdish-speaking Alevi community, constitut-
ing about 15 percent of the country’s population. These Alevis, while distinct 
from the Arabic-speaking Alawites, share with them secular attitudes and 
suspicions of Sunni activism. The Alevis themselves could therefore compli-
cate matters in the country.54 Like the Alawites, the Alevis are also staunchly 
opposed to the AKP’s policies, including its stance on Syria, as well as being 
supportive of the CHP in overwhelming numbers. A recent poll by CHP par-
liamentarian Sabahat Akkiraz indicated that 75 percent of Alevis and Alawites 
backed her party in the 2011 elections.55 Given the two groups’ shared politi-
cal affinities, if Hatay Alawites rallied more forcefully against the government’s 
Syria policy, the Turkish Alevis would almost certainly follow.

Alevi and Alawite resentment toward the AKP government was inflamed 
further by the crackdown on the Gezi Park protestors in downtown Istanbul 
in June and ripple-effect demonstrations across Turkey. At least four out of 
the five persons killed as a result of violence in the Gezi protests were Alevis 
or Alawites—and two of those Alawites were from Hatay. Accordingly, anti-
government protests in Hatay have become common even as protests have 
mostly subsided elsewhere in the country. Since the June 15 police takeover of 
Gezi Park,56 at least twenty-one demonstrations have been held in Hatay, all 
against the AKP government and denouncing its Syria policy. Noteworthy is 
that anti-AKP demonstrations have also continued nearby in Alawite-pop-
ulated areas of Adana and Mersin provinces, echoing the events in Hatay.57 
Antigovernment demonstrations have likewise continued in Tunceli, Turkey’s 
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only Alevi-majority province, as well as in the Alevi-dominated Ankara district 
of Dikmen.58

Although Syria has not loomed large in this post-Gezi scene, the daily 
anti-AKP demonstrations have continued in Hatay to this day. On September 
9, 2013, an Alawite youth was killed at one such protest.59 The Turkish gov-
ernment must be mindful of these developments in the aftermath of the Gezi 
crackdown. Syria policy and the refugee question could become wedge issues 
should massive protests flare again in Turkey.

effecT of risinG crime in The Border provinces. One possible 
effect of the influx of refugees has been a rise in crime in the border provinces. 
While data suggests Turkey’s nationwide crime rate decreased by 9.48 per-
cent from 2010 to 2011, some of the southern provinces saw a much smaller 
drop—or even an increase. In Mardin, Hatay, and Sanliurfa provinces, crime 
rose by 15 percent, 7 percent, and 1.5 percent, respectively.60 Likewise, in Kilis, 
an uptick in crime rates has accompanied a 40 percent increase  in the refugee 
population both inside and outside the camps.61 Cigarette smuggling has been 
a particular problem in Kilis, where local security forces found illegal ciga-
rettes worth more than $1.5 million in 2011 and worth well more than double 
that figure in 2012.62 By comparison, in two southern Turkish provinces that 
are not hosting refugees and have comparable development and income lev-
els, Diyarbakir and Batman, crime rates fell in 2010–2011 by 30 percent and 
almost 5 percent, respectively.63

The media has been diligent in reporting incidents of criminal activity by 
Syrians crossing the border. In one such instance, two Syrians shot their Turk-
ish hosts after the latter refused to give them money.64 And the worsening 
smuggling problem is not limited to cigarettes but also includes items such as 
copper. In late July 2013, the Turkish military had to stop more than two thou-
sand smugglers on one day entering from Syria.65

radical and terrorist activities
Among the many risks related to the Syrian war refugees in Turkey is an 
increase in radical activity and terrorism. The range of such groups includes 
Sunnis inspired by al-Qaeda, Kurds inspired by the PKK, and radical leftist 
groups such as the resurgent DHKP-C.

pkk/pyd versus al-Qaeda/Jn. According to the Turkish parliament’s 
2013 terrorism report, 12.49 percent of terrorists operating in Turkey are 
born in Syria. Most terrorists operating in Turkey overall belong to the PKK, a 
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group that is on the State Department’s list of FTO and that has traditionally 
recruited among both Syrian and Turkish Kurds. Whereas the PKK is in peace 
talks with Ankara, the PKK’s Syrian franchise, PYD, and its armed faction, the 
People’s Defense Units (YPG), have declared de facto autonomy in areas of 
Syria along the Turkish border that they have captured. At the same time, the 
PYD has been fighting against members of the Syrian jihadist group Jabhat al-
Nusra (JN). The effect thus far of this activity on Turkey’s border provinces has 
been a rise in radicalism and terrorist activities.

To begin with, JN and PYD members appear to be crossing the border into 
Turkey along with the refugees, making local populations uneasy. One reason 
for these border crossings is the mobilization and transfer of weapons. JN, for 
example, appears to be using Turkish towns for just this purpose. On August 2, 
2013, eyewitnesses reported that weapons were transported from Gaziantep’s 
Syrian border in Karkamis for JN members in the Shiyoh village, west of Ayn 
al-Arab in Syria.66

Another motive for border crossings appears to be recruitment. Since 2012, 
a total of seven al-Qaeda members killed in Aleppo and Ras al-Ayn have been 
identified as being of Turkish nationality. In March 2013, two Turkish al-Qaeda 
members were arrested after the family of a Turkish high school student found 
out the members had used Facebook to recruit the student to fight in Syria.67 
The student said that many other young men had left for Syria with the recruit-
ers, which shows the relative success of these efforts by JN and related groups. 
Turkish journalist Adem Ozkose reported from Syria in August 2012 that more 
than fifty Turks were fighting in Aleppo with Salafist and jihadist rebel groups.68

Growing conflict between JN and PYD along the increasingly fluid Turk-
ish-Syrian border is likely to create a security vacuum on both sides. Since 
July 2013, clashes in Syria between the PYD and JN around Ras al-Ayn, 
across the border from the Turkish town of Ceylanpinar in Sanliurfa prov-
ince, have compromised the safety of Turkish residents, with four Turkish 
casualties resulting thus far from stray bullets.69 Many Turkish Kurds have 
reportedly crossed into Ras al-Ayn to join the PYD’s efforts against JN,70 
which itself has made several calls for Turkish fighters to join its efforts in 
Syria. Due to the everyday exposure to these clashes, Turks have been further 
drawn into the conflict. Today, the official number of Turks fighting in Syria 
with JN, other jihadist groups, or PYD is unknown. Whatever the figure, it 
could well rise as the groups continue to plot attacks in Turkey with hopes of 
heightening sectarian tensions and attracting members.
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Ankara has already thrown its support behind various elements of the 
Syrian opposition. However, in order to overcome these spillover effects of 
the clashes between JN and PYD forces close to Turkey’s border, it needs to 
closely monitor the tension between Kurds and Arabs within its own mixed 
Kurdish-Arab provinces, especially Sanliurfa and Mardin. Washington 
should cooperate with Ankara on this matter, providing guidance and intel-
ligence assistance to Turkey in dealing with such spillover effects.

al-Qaeda. With the onset of the Syrian crisis, the terrorist operations of JN and 
al-Qaeda in Turkey have intensified and also shifted from a focus on cities such 
as Aksaray and Istanbul to the border provinces. Since 2011, six Turkish police 
operations against al-Qaeda have been conducted in key border provinces such 
as Gaziantep and Hatay, as well as nearby Adana and Mersin, resulting in several 
arrests and detentions. In addition, the arrest of several JN members in Reyhanli 
came with the discovery of equipment and plots for attacks directed against Turk-
ish towns.71 And while the May 11, 2013, attacks in Reyhanli have been attributed 
by the Turkish government to pro-Assad forces, documents published by a group 
called Red Hackers in Turkey have linked the attacks to JN.72 Strikingly, seven-
teen al-Qaeda members were detained and arrested in Hatay in 2013, compared 
with none over the entire previous decade. In other words, Turkey faces a small al-
Qaeda problem that is mainly concentrated in its southern provinces. Gaziantep, 
notably, was already a minor hub of al-Qaeda activity in Turkey before the Syrian 
crisis. The Turkish police, for instance, made a number of al-Qaeda-related raids 
in Gaziantep province in January 2008,73 resulting in nineteen detentions of mili-
tants, and in April 2009, resulting in fourteen detentions.74

More broadly, jihadist radicalization poses a threat as Turkey increasingly 
becomes a staging ground for the facilitation and smuggling of foreign nation-
als, including jihadists, into northern Syria to fight the Assad regime. Ankara 
does not support the jihadist cause but is calculating that Assad will fall and 
the “good guys” will take power, therefore seeing the jihadists as a tool whose 
fighting strength could precipitate the demise of the Assad regime.

But should the Assad regime not fall, or should Syria be taken over by forces 
unacceptable to Ankara, Turkey’s government will have to contend with a Syria 
that slowly collapses into a weak and divided state split between Assad and 
his opponents, including JN. This would present a jihadist threat on Turkey’s 
doorstep, across a 511-mile border that stretches along mostly flat terrain.

Ankara has provided the Syrian rebels with a safe haven in its territory, a 
policy that has already rendered the physically unchallenging border essentially 
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moot: in most places, one can simply drive across the border without encoun-
tering obstacles. Ankara needs to pay closer attention to the jihadist issue in 
Syria. To this end, Washington needs to work with Turkey to ensure that Tur-
key can appreciate and prepare for the eventuality of a weak or failed Syrian 
state and all the jihadist risks that come with it.

In preparing for heightened instability in Syria, Turkey may consider estab-
lishing a Kurdish cordon sanitaire in northern Syria to isolate itself from the 
chaos playing out elsewhere in the country. In doing this, Ankara can follow its 
own logic in Iraq, where in the second part of the last decade Turkey pursued 
good ties with the Kurds in the north to isolate itself from the violence in Iraq. 
Such a measure was also intended to counterbalance the influence of Shiite 
parties, which it sees as subservient to Iran.

The rapprochement between Turkey and the Iraqi Kurds75 grew even more 
intimate after Nouri al-Maliki’s 2010 reelection in Baghdad, with Ankara 
favoring closer contacts between Sunni Arabs and Kurds in northern Iraq as 
a counterweight to the Shiite hold on the prime ministership. In turn, Turkey’s 
trade volume with northern Iraq has climbed to $8 billion per year compared 
to only $2 billion with the southern portion of the country, and Ankara is seek-
ing lucrative oil deals with Iraqi Kurds.

In short, for all practical purposes, northern Iraq has become part of the 
Turkish sphere of influence.

Improved ties between Turkey and the PYD, which helped pave the way for 
peace talks with the PKK, indicate Ankara’s goal of following a similar model 
with the Syrian Kurds, who historically have viewed Turkey with hostility. In 
an indication of the warming, in July 2012, the PYD announced that it would 
not attack Turkey,76 and PYD leader Salih Muslim has visited Ankara at least 
twice, holding talks with Turkish officials.77

revival of dhkp-c. In recent years, the Revolutionary People’s Liberation 
Party–Front (DHKP-C), a leftist Turkish group, has resumed activities across 
Turkey and in the border provinces following a period of dormancy. After hav-
ing been involved in almost no attacks between 2003 and 2012, the DHKP-C 
has been linked to four attempted terror attacks and one successful attack since 
2012, with the latter carried out February 1, 2013, against the U.S. embassy 
in Ankara, killing a Turkish security guard.78 Since then, Turkish police have 
engaged in a major crackdown on DHKP-C activities, detaining and arresting 
304 of its members, including many in southern Turkey, such as Hatay, Mersin, 
and Gaziantep provinces.79
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This rise in DHKP-C activity in southern Turkey owes in part to the spill-
over of sectarian tensions from the Syrian crisis. As we saw earlier, many 
Turkish citizens of Alawite origin support Assad. The Alawites, as well as the 
Turkish- and Kurdish-speaking Alevis, are also traditionally leftist and have 
been overrepresented among the country’s radical leftist movements, includ-
ing the DHKP-C.80 Ankara’s Syria policy thus appears to be rallying at least 
some Alawites and Alevis behind a hard leftist anti-American agenda. On 
this count, potential NATO and U.S. deployments in Turkey in response to 
the Syria crisis appear to have mobilized some hardline Alawites and Alevis 
to support militant groups such as the DHKP-C. This is an issue that Wash-
ington and Ankara need to study closely and cooperate on especially in the 
aftermath of the February  attack against the U.S. embassy.

economic Impact
For the decade prior to the crisis in Syria, Turkey had developed deep trade 
ties with its neighbor to the south. The subsequent collapse of ties between the 
countries in 2012, and the associated economic restrictions, has had an eco-
nomic impact particularly in the southern Turkish provinces, such as Gazian-
tep and Kilis. The flow of refugees also appears to have affected economic fac-
tors such as the cost of living. Those refugees who live outside the camps lack 
work permits and therefore are likely to be employed in the black market. Their 
own frequent quest for work goes unnoted in official unemployment numbers. 
In Reyhanli, for instance, a small town in Hatay province, refugees living out-
side the camps usually wait on the streets to be picked up as day laborers so that 
they can earn a few liras.81

losT exporTs To syria. Over the past decade, the discovery of new 
export markets for Turkish goods, including Syria, helped drive the country’s 
strong economic growth.82 But with the war in Syria, Turkish exporters have 
been forced to find alternative markets. Whereas Turkey’s overall national for-
eign trade volume rose by 25 percent from 2010 to 2011, its bilateral trade 
volume with Syria fell by 15.3 percent.83 The broad numbers in subsequent 
years seem to indicate that Turkish exporters were able to overcome the loss 
of Syrian business. In the periods 2010–2011 and 2011–2012, the country 
experienced increases in exports of 18 percent and 13 percent, respectively.84 
In 2012, for instance, exports constituted 24 percent of Turkey’s GDP.85

The picture from province to province is subtler. In Gaziantep, which hosts 
the largest city along the Syrian border, business leaders have successfully off-
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set an initial drop in trade with Syria by pursuing opportunities in other mar-
kets. Nicknamed the “Anatolian Tiger” for its export-oriented manufacturing 
base, and known for its residents’ trading and business acumen, Gaziantep had 
benefited from strengthening ties between Turkey and Syria before the start of 
the Syrian uprising. The city even hosted a Syrian consulate from 2005 until 
2011, when the Syrian government shut down its mission. As Turkey’s policy 
toward Syria grew confrontational, between 2011 and the first quarter of 2012 
alone, fifteen Gaziantep-based companies were forced to close their plants in 
nearby Aleppo.86 Gaziantep’s exports overall to Syria dropped by 44 percent 
between 2011 and 2012.87 Additionally, while Gaziantep’s most direct foreign 
trade route to the Middle East went through Syria, the closing of Turkish-Syr-
ian border in 2012 meant an increase in export costs.

Yet the province managed to hold its trade volume above the national aver-
age by turning to new markets, such as Iraq. Gaziantep increased its overall for-
eign trade volume by 36 percent between 2010 and 2011, and the figure grew 
by 12 percent between 2011 and 2012.88 With Iraq, between 2011 and 2012, 
Gaziantep’s exports increased by almost 30 percent,89 allowing it to offset its 
44 percent drop in exports with Syria. Overall, the province’s export volume, 
at $4.8 billion in 2011, increased to $5.6 billion in 2012.90

Sanliurfa, like Gaziantep, enjoyed prosperous trade with Syria before the 
war. In 2010, Syria was Sanliurfa’s main recipient of exports, but they dropped 
by 92.5 percent from 2011 to 2012,91 helping propel a 28.5 percent drop in the 
province’s overall exports.92 Sanliurfa, too, pivoted to Iraq but did not achieve the 
success of Gaziantep, with its exports to Iraq increasing by only 18.8 percent.93 
Unable to fully recoup its losses from Syria, Sanliurfa’s overall exports went 
from $148.3 million in 2011 to $110 million in 2012.94 The province now also 
hosts the highest number of refugees in camps of any Turkish province.

Hatay province’s overall exports remained more or less steady from 2011 
to 2012, dropping negligibly from $2.05 billion to $2.04 billion.95 During 
the same timeframe, with its exports to Syria falling by 37.4 percent,96 Hatay 
increased its exports to Iraq by 28.9 percent97 and also fostered relationships 
with the Persian Gulf states; its export volume rose by 23 percent with Saudi 
Arabia, 36 percent with Qatar, 119.2 percent with Kuwait, 101.2 percent with 
the United Arab Emirates, and 441.4 percent with Bahrain.98

Similar developments occurred in Mardin province, which focused not on 
the Gulf states but on Libya, Iraq, and Afghanistan as its exports to Syria fell 
by 78.5 percent between 2011 and 2012. With Afghanistan, Mardin’s exports 
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quadrupled from 2011 to 2012, and with Libya they rose by a factor of thirty-
five.99 Mardin’s export trade with Iraq also grew, by 20.6 percent. Overall, 
Mardin’s export volume rose by almost 18 percent during this same period, 
from about $804 million to more than $948 million.100

In nearby Malatya and Kahramanmaras provinces, two growing export-
oriented economies, exports to Syria dropped in 2011–2012 by 81.3 percent 
and 87.7 percent, respectively.101 In the same period, nearby Mersin prov-
ince, a major industrial center and export hub, saw a dip in exports to Syria of 
7.9 percent.102 Also in 2011–2012, exports to Syria from Osmaniye—a small 
province only thirty miles from the border—plummeted by 98.4 percent103; 
and Kilis, another small province, watched its export trade to Syria fall by 
64.2 percent,104 mirrored by an overall collapse in its foreign trade, which 
dropped by 61.3 percent.105

“TourisTs” Turn inTo refuGees. From December 2011 to Decem-
ber 2012, consumer prices in Turkey rose by 6.1 percent, but some southern 
provinces saw greater increases as the Syrian crisis intensified106 in prices for 
housing, water, electricity, and other utilities. In Gaziantep, Adiyaman, and 
Kilis provinces, the average consumer price for housing, water, and electric-
ity increased by 13 percent.107 Moreover, Syrians with enough money prefer to 
buy or rent accommodations rather than live in overcrowded refugee camps. 
Real estate prices have thus fluctuated based on the supply-and-demand cal-
culus. Reports have also emerged, such as in Gaziantep, of landlords opting 
to rent their properties to wealthy Syrians rather than the local population in 
order to make a maximum profit.108

In at least three of the southern provinces, prices for indispensable food and 
nonalcoholic beverages have risen at a level above the national average. At the 
same time, consumer prices have risen at restaurants and cafes that previously 
catered mainly to Syrian tourists. Consequently, consumer rates for hotels, 
cafes, and restaurants have increased in Hatay, Kahramanmaras, Osmaniye, 
Gaziantep, Adiyaman, and Kilis and were far beyond the national average in 
December 2011.109 These high rates have affected Turkish national averages.
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Conclusion

As of summer 2013, a half million, and possibly more, Syrian refugees 
had flooded into southern Turkey. In demographic terms, this influx 
could result in permanent Arab majorities in border provinces such as 

Hatay and Kilis. In Hatay, furthermore, the shift could catapult Sunni Arabs to 
dominance over Alawites, upsetting the existing balance in the Arab commu-
nity. Such changes could have consequences given the resistance of the coun-
try’s Alawites, and especially Hatay’s Alawites, to Turkey’s Syria policy.

On the economic front, while Turkish business, and the country’s trade-
mark export market, has registered success in dealing with the fallout of the 
Syrian crisis, increased refugee flows into Hatay will likely push up the cost 
of living in southern Turkey, creating resentment against the Syrian refugees 
among the local population.

Terrorism and radical groups also pose a threat to the existing order in 
southern Turkey. Tensions involving Kurdish groups such as the Kurdistan 
Workers Party (PKK) and its Syrian franchise, the Democratic Union Party 
(PYD), and Sunni groups such as al-Qaeda and its affiliate Jabhat al-Nusra 
(JN) could spill over into Turkey should the Turkish government fail to provide 
good border security or properly monitor future refugee flows into the coun-
try. What is more, Turkey could face a radicalization problem as a fallout effect 
of the Syrian war. This could apply especially to its ethnic Arabs, who not only 
live right across from Syrian areas controlled by JN and other al-Qaeda affili-
ates but also can receive the Syrian jihadists’ message in their own language. 

Implications for Washington
So far, Turkey has done a commendable job in welcoming the Syrian refugees, 
setting up entire cities for them equipped with clinics and schools. The overall 
cost for these relief efforts had risen to $1.5 billion by earlier in 2013.1 But the 
future challenges are daunting, and the United States can play a role in helping 
Turkey successfully integrate the Syrian refugees into the Turkish population. 
Such integration will be especially critical should the refugees remain in Tur-
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key beyond the short term. To this end, Washington should consider taking the 
following steps: 

   start a discussion with ankara on understanding Turkey’s plans 

to set up a safe haven inside syria. Turkey is now aware that it may 
have to host over half a million Syrian refugees on a near permanent 
basis.  Ankara is worried about the social, demographic, and ethnic and 
economic pressures that added refugee flows would create on the coun-
try, especially on its southern provinces, already negatively impacted by 
the refugee flow.  Accordingly, Turkey appears to be planning towards the 
eventual creation of a safe haven along its border with Syria to house and 
shelter Syrian refugees inside that country.  In this regard, Turkey has been 
studying the model of the northern Iraqi safe haven.  This safe haven was 
created with UN backing in 1991, and enforced by U.S. and allied militar-
ies, “the coalition of the willing”, providing the Kurds escaping Saddam a 
safe area in northern Iraq, across the Turkish border.  The northern Iraqi 
safe haven was put into place after about half a million Iraqi Kurds had 
already crossed into Turkey, thereby preventing the flow of more refugees 
into Turkey.  And in fact, may Iraqi Kurdish refugees in Turkey returned to 
Iraq once this safe haven was created.  Ankara is now eager to repeat this 
pattern.  To this end, Turkey wants the U.S. to lobby at the UN to create 
mandate for such an eventuality of a safe haven in northern Syria to house 
the refugees.  Though, with little U.S. appetite to commit troops to protect 
such a safe haven militarily, Turkey would need to come up its own “coali-
tion of the willing,” such as Arab nations and France, to enforce a potential 
UN-backed safe haven.  Moreover, Turkey would also need to convince the 
U.S. to commit in theory to this safe haven.  While the idea of a safe haven 
inside Syria seems to be the sole Turkish remedy at the moment for a solu-
tion to the refugee problem, Washington should engage Ankara at the 
ministerial level to understand Turkey’s objectives, and work with its ally 
to ensure that Turkey and the United States are on the same wave-length 
on Syria policy. 

   extend extra intelligence assistance to Turkey to combat radical 

groups such as Jn and al-Qaeda. Such a step might require creating 
new intelligence-sharing mechanisms to allow Turkey to monitor radi-
cal activity both at home and in Syria, as well as to prevent radical groups 
from using Turkey as a bridge to Syria or from Syria into Europe. To pre-
vent JN, in particular, from using Turkey as a bridge between Europe and 
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Syria, Washington may have to encourage stronger U.S.-European-Turk-
ish cooperation. At the same time, the United States might consider ask-
ing for further intelligence assistance from Ankara to monitor JN and al-
Qaeda’s recruitment efforts in southern Turkey, and to track these groups’ 
activity in northern Syria.  

   encourage ankara to mitigate ethnic and sectarian tensions in Tur-

key’s southern border provinces. Such a strategy would involve reach-
ing out to leaders of the Kurdish and Arab communities in Syria, on the 
principle that defused Arab-Kurdish tensions in Syria would translate 
to defused Arab-Kurdish tensions in southern Turkey. The avoidance of 
ethnic clashes could be established as a sine qua non for U.S. assistance to 
Syrian groups. 

More important, Washington might consider gently encouraging 
Ankara to reach out to Turkish Alawites to assure them that Turkish (and 
U.S.) strategy on Syria is not based on sectarian favoritism. To this end, 
a special program could be set up through which Turkish Alawite leaders 
are invited to Washington and exposed to the foreign policy process on 
Syria. At the same time, the Ankara government might consider launch-
ing regular consultations with its country’s Alawite community leaders to 
address their concerns over Syria, as well as to help prevent future police 
violence against Alawite demonstrators in Hatay. Turkey has already taken 
some positive steps toward the broader Alawite community, for instance 
establishing separate quarters in Hatay for Syrian Alawite refugees who 
want to abandon the Assad regime.

In pursuing such an “Alawite opening,” the Ankara government might 
consider seeking assistance from the opposition CHP, which is popular 
among Turkish Alawites and has already reached out to the Assad regime, 
thereby gaining recognition with Syrian Alawites who support the regime 
as well as Turkish Alawites who oppose the ruling AKP’s Syria policy. An 
Alawite opening—led by the CHP and encouraged by the AKP—would 
help the Ankara government address sectarian tensions in southern Tur-
key and avert potential political violence that could erode its popularity as 
the 2014 local and presidential elections approach. For its part, the CHP 
may be tempted to work with the AKP if it feels empowered in the deci-
sionmaking process on Syria, boosting its cache both at home and abroad. 
Relatedly, an AKP-CHP joint committee to discuss Syria would send a 
constructive message to Syrian and Turkish Alawites alike.
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   study ways of helping ankara alleviate its refugee burden. The UN 
is already active in southern Turkey, helping shelter and care for the Syrian 
refugees. Washington might therefore consider encouraging American, 
European, and international NGOs to take a more active role in southern 
Turkey. This would require a determined U.S. push to convince Ankara to 
relax its limitations regarding foreign NGO activity on Turkish soil. U.S. 
policymakers should relay to their Turkish counterparts that while Ankara 
faces the prospect of a near-permanent presence of Syrians in its territory, 
international NGO assistance could help decrease the long-term financial 
burden created by this situation. More specifically, the United States could 
encourage the involvement of NGOs that provide job and language train-
ing for Syrians in Turkey, helping ease their integration into Turkish soci-
ety. Washington should also consider encouraging European countries 
to help share the financial burden of hosting the refugees as well as take 
in a number of refugees themselves. Such steps would prevent the Turk-
ish system from collapsing under the weight of an increasing refugee flow. 
On October 9, Michel Barnier, an EU commissioner, pointed at increased 
number of Syrians arriving in the EU countries, saying that the union 
“needs to brace for a possible ‘massive’ influx of Syrian refugees.” 2 Assist-
ing Turkey now in these ways could help sustain present Turkish relief 
efforts, in turn avoiding the possibility of massive illegal refugee flows into 
Europe in the future.

notes
1. “Turkey Spent ‘$1.5 Billion’ on Syrian Refugees,” Hurriyet Daily News, March 

12, 2013, http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/turkey-spent-15-billion-on-syr-
ian-refugees.aspx?pageID=238&nid=42793.

2. “EU says should brace for ‘massive’ Syrian refugee flow,” Hurriyet Daily News, 
October 9, 2013, http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/eu-says-should-brace-
for-massive-syrian-refugee-flow.aspx?pageID=238&nID=55955&NewsCa
tID=359.
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But what if  Assad’s regime does 
not fall, or Syria is not taken over 

by forces acceptable to Ankara? Until 
recently, Turkey’s government does not 
seem to have considered the more likely 
scenario, one in which Syria slowly col-
lapses into a weak and divided state 
split between Assad and his opponents, 
including Jabhat al-Nusra.

If this outcome should occur, Tur-
key would face a jihadist threat on its 
doorstep, across a 511-mile border that 
stretches along mostly flat terrain.”
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