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THE ROLE OF THE EU-TURKEY STATEMENT IN REFUGEES’ DECISION-MAKING 
 

 2021 marked the five-year anniversary of the EU-Turkey Statement – a 

package of policies agreed between the EU and Turkey to end irregular migration 

from Turkey to the EU. Also in 2021, alarm was raised as thousands of refugees 

and other migrants braved brutal pushbacks and dangerous conditions in order to 

cross into the EU from Belarus. The development of this route – used mainly by 

Iraqis, Afghans and Syrians, who make up the largest groups of refugees in Turkey 

and who travelled, in part, from or via Turkey (BBC news, 2021) – demonstrates 

the continued need for international protection and durable solutions for people 

for whom the EU-Turkey Statement has not offered any kind of acceptable 

solution. This policy brief analyses the role of the EU-Turkey Statement in the 

decision-making of refugees regarding whether or not to migrate onwards from 

Turkey, based on a comparison of interview and survey data collected in 2015 and 

2019. The results show that the EU-Turkey Statement has created a “stuck” 

population of refugees who still strongly aspire to leave Turkey, where their needs 

have not been addressed and where conditions have deteriorated, but whose 

onwards movement has been severely constrained. 
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Introduction  

 The so-called “EU-Turkey Deal” – conceived as a necessary response to 

“crisis” in 2015 – remains highly controversial, unevenly implemented,1 and also 

fragile2. Yet the deal remains in place, enduring not only in the continued 

cooperation between Turkey and the EU but also as the inspiration, or even 

“blueprint”, for the EU’s approach to managing migration from other countries 

and regions (see, for example, Ruhnke, 2021; Terry, 2021). The central policy logic 

underlying the EU-Turkey Statement – that third countries can be persuaded to 

shoulder the EU’s migration management objectives and refugee-hosting 

responsibilities in exchange for financial contributions and other incentives – has 

been carried through into the EU’s 2016 Migration Partnership Framework, the 

2017 Malta Declaration, as well as the EU’s stated intentions with regard to forced 

displacement from Afghanistan following the Taliban’s takeover.  

 The EU-Turkey Statement comprises two core components: external border 

controls and humanitarian assistance (Kuschminder et al., 2019). External border 

controls include the securitization of Turkey’s borders, increased EU patrols in the 

Aegaen Sea, the return of irregular arrivals from Turkey to Greece – and, in 

exchange for every Syrian returned from Greece to Turkey, the resettlement of 

another Syrian refugee from Turkey to the EU.  Humanitarian assistance has been 

provided through the six-billion-euro Facility for Refugees in Turkey (FRIT) which 

aims to improve conditions for refugees and host communities in Turkey. 

																																																													

1 See, for example, the low rates of return from Greece to Turkey and of refugee resettlement from Turkey to the EU, in 
2 As illustrated in early 2020 when Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, Turkey’s president, opened Turkey’s border with Greece. 
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 In this way the EU-Turkey Statement was designed to dissuade and prevent 

refugees and other migrants in Turkey from undertaking the irregular onwards 

journey from Turkey to the EU, whilst improving conditions for refugees in Turkey 

to facilitate their continued stay. This policy brief examines the impacts of the EU-

Turkey Statement and other policies on the decision-making of refugees regarding 

whether to stay or migrate onwards from Turkey, by comparing their decision-

making processes before and after the EU-Turkey Statement. 

 Following a brief introduction to international protection in Turkey, the 

factors driving onwards movement from Turkey in 2015 are described. The core 

components of the EU-Turkey Statement, introduced in 2016, are then 

summarised, alongside other changes which took place in Turkey. Against this 

background, the decision-making of refugees who sought to move onwards from 

Turkey between 2016 and 2019 is overviewed. Finally, the brief offers a comparison 

of decision-making before and after the EU-Turkey Statement was implemented, 

before concluding on the role of the EU-Turkey Statement in shaping the decision-

making and mobility of refugees in Turkey.  

 

 

 

 

Data and Methodology 

This policy brief is based on two sets of data which capture individual decision-making 

to stay or move onwards from Turkey, and which asked similar questions in this regard. 

The first was collected in Athens, Greece and Instanbul, Turkey in mid-2015 and includes 

1056 quantitative surveys and 60 in-depth interviews with respondents from 

Afghanistan, Syria, Iran, Iraq and Pakistan. Regrettably, Syrians were not included in the 

research sample in Turkey as a new law on research with Syrians had been implemented 

shortly before the fieldwork was scheduled. This first dataset was analysed using probit 

regression analysis. The second dataset (collected in 2019) includes 96 in-depth 

interviews with Syrians and Afghans, as well as 38 interviews with key stakeholders. 

These 2019 interviews were conducted in Turkey, Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina and 

the Netherlands and capture decision-making between 2015 and 2019. This dataset was 

analysed qualitatively, based on both inductive and deductive coding in Atlas.ti.  



 

Studio Europa Maastricht - POLICY BRIEFS COLLECTION  

	

	

	 	 	 6	

 

 

International protection in Turkey  

 Since 2014, Turkey hosts the largest number of refugees in the world – the 

number of registered refugees and asylum seekers in Turkey currently stands at 4 

million (UNHCR, 2021). The majority are from Syria (3.7 million) but there are also 

330,000 persons of concern from other countries such as Afghanistan, Iraq and 

Iran (UNHCR, 2021). There is also an unknown number of unregistered refugees 

and other migrants in Turkey. 

Following the outbreak of civil war in Syria in 2011 Turkey adopted an open-

door policy for Syrian refugees. This reflected the assumption at the time that the 

war would end quickly (İcduygu and Sert, 2019). However, in 2013 and 2014, as the 

Syrian conflict continued and began to spill over into Turkish territory, government 

policy started to change. Partial border controls set up in 2013 and 2014 led to full 

securitization of the Turkey-Syria border in 2015, as the Turkish government 

sought to prevent further arrivals from Syria through the erection of modular 

walls, barbed wire barriers, mobile watchtowers, and high-tech cameras (Okyay, 

2017). A 764km wall on the Turkey-Syria border was completed in 2018. Since 2018 

Turkey has also been constructing a wall and fence on its border with Iran, which 

continues to be extended and fortified, with financial support from the EU 

(Council of Europe, 2021). These investments reflect the Turkish government’s 

intention to prevent the further arrival of Afghan refugees fleeing the crisis in 

Afghanistan.  



 

Studio Europa Maastricht - POLICY BRIEFS COLLECTION  

	

	

	 	 	 7	

  

 

 

 Syrian and non-Syrian refugees are differentially treated within Turkey’s 

multi-tier asylum regime. In 2013 Turkey adopted a Law on Foreigners and 

International Protection that sought to provide an adequate legal and institutional 

framework to address the changing migration context in Turkey. This Law 

provides three statuses for international protection, namely: refugee status (in 

accordance with the 1951 Convention, but granted only to applicants from 

European countries of origin); ‘conditional refugee’ status (applied to individuals 

who are covered by the 1951 Convention, but who originate from non-European 

countries); and a status of ‘subsidiary protection’ for those who do not quality as 

refugees or conditional refugees but who would face death, torture, inhumane 

treatment or indiscriminate violence upon return. The 2013 Law also makes 

available a ‘temporary protection’ status for situations of mass influx which 

require immediate and temporary protection, and which is further elaborated in 

the 2014 Regulation on Temporary Protection. Temporary protection is offered on 

a prima facie, or group, basis to Syrian refugees. Other nationalities, including 

Afghans, Iraqis and Iranians, must apply for conditional refugee or subsidiary 

protection status, which is also temporary in nature. Neither Syrians nor the other 

main asylum-seeking groups in Turkey have an indefinite right to stay in Turkey, or 

to naturalisation – although citizenship has been offered to a limited number of 

Syrians (110,000 by the end of 2019, according to Turkey’s Ministry of Interior 

[RASAS, 2022]). Registered refugees and asylum-seekers in Turkey have the right 

to public healthcare and education and, since 2016, to apply for a work permit – 

although the number of work permits issued remain very low (only 60,000 to 

Syrian refugees [European Commission, 2021]). Access to healthcare for 

registered non-Syrian refugees and asylum-seekers has been curtailed by a 2019 

amendment to the Law on Foreigners and International Protection which imposed 

a one-year limit (from the time of registration) on public healthcare insurance for 

these groups (European Commission, 2021). In practice non-Syrians, and 

particularly Afghans, face significant barriers to accessing international protection 

in Turkey and therefore often remain unregistered and excluded from basic 

services (European Commission, 2021). 
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Onwards movement in 2015: Findings from the first dataset 

 By the end of 2015 Turkey was hosting over 2.5 million Syrian refugees, and 

approximately 250,000 refugees of other nationalities. However, not all of these 

people considered Turkey their final destination. Our research conducted in mid-

2015 with Afghans, Iranians, Iraqis and Pakistanis in Turkey found that a majority 

(63%) wanted to move onwards from Turkey. The most significant drivers of 

onward migration aspirations were poor subjective living conditions and 

unemployment. Respondents who considered their living conditions as good or 

average were nine percentage points less likely to seek to migrate onwards as 

compared to respondents who considered their subjective living conditions as poor 

or very poor. Respondents who were employed were eleven percentage points less 

likely to want to migrate onwards than respondents who were unemployed. It is 

important to note that almost all of those who were employed in Turkey were 

working informally without permits.  

 A second important factor driving onwards migration in 2015 were the 

respondents’ initial intentions regarding their destinations when they left their 

countries of origin. Respondents who had initially intended to migrate to Turkey 

were 31 percentage points less likely to seek to migrate onwards. Research has 

found that refugees and other migrants’ initial destination choices often remain 

constant during their migration journeys and are chosen for important reasons 

(Kuschminder, 2018). Refugees and migrants therefore strive to reach their 

intended destinations.  

 As mentioned under ‘Data and methodology’ it was not possible to survey 

Syrians in Turkey. However, those Syrians interviewed in Greece stated similarly 

that they had chosen to move onwards from Turkey due to poor living and working 

conditions in Turkey. Additionally, some Syrian women explained that they 

experienced discrimination in Turkey when going to the markets or walking on the 

streets and others explained that they could not access healthcare for their 

children.  
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The EU-Turkey Statement 

 As refugees in Turkey sought to move onwards, neighbouring country 

Greece received large numbers of people seeking asylum in Greece and other EU 

countries – over 860,000 by the end of 2015 (UNHCR, 2022). In response to the 

rapidly increasing irregular arrivals – which peaked at 211,633 in October 2015 – the 

EU agreed a Joint Action Plan (JAP) with Turkey in November 2015 to reduce the 

inflows to Greece and the rest of the EU. The JAP laid the groundwork for the EU-

Turkey Statement that would be implemented in March 2016. Immediately after 

the signing of the JAP policy changes were implemented in Turkey. First, increased 

border controls and surveillance along the coast, including raids on beaches, 

guesthouses and factories producing dinghies and lifejackets, were conducted to 

prevent the exit of refugees and other migrants (Duvell, 2018). Second, in January 

2016, Turkey introduced new visa regulations which required Syrians entering 

Turkey by air or sea (typically via third countries such as Egypt and Lebanon) to 

have a visa. Third, and not directly related to the JAP, Turkey continued efforts to 

fortify its southern border with Syria to prevent the entry of Syrian refugees into 

Turkey. These actions led to a reduction in flows from Turkey to Greece as both 

entering and leaving Turkey became significantly more difficult.  

 On 20 March 2016 the EU-Turkey Statement came into effect. According to 

the Statement, all refugees and migrants arriving irregularly in Greece (and whose 

asylum claims were declared inadmissible) would be returned to Turkey as a safe 

third country. Under the landmark ‘one-for-one’ arrangement, for each Syrian 

returned from Greece to Turkey, another Syrian would be resettled from Turkey to 

the EU.  
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 From 2016 onwards, humanitarian and development assistance started to 

be contracted and disbursed through the FRIT. In 2016 and 2017, the first EUR 3 

billion tranche of FRIT funding was committed and contracted (for projects 

running until end-2021). The second tranche of an additional EUR 3 billion was fully 

contracted by the end of 2020 (for projects running until end-2025). By the end of 

2018, shortly before our fieldwork was conducted in early 2019, more than EUR 

2.072 billion of the first tranche of EUR 3 billion had been disbursed, and EUR 150 

million of the second EUR 3 billion tranche had been disbursed (European 

Commission, 2019).  

 FRIT funding has been directed mainly into a large-scale cash transfer 

programme targeting vulnerable households (the Emergency Social Safety Net, 

ESSN) and support to improve access to education and healthcare. Significant 

progress had already been made in these areas by the time of fieldwork in 2019. 

However, evaluative evidence from around the time of fieldwork in 2019 and at the 

time of writing this brief in 2022 highlights the critical gaps and burden of need 

that remains. These include: the financial precarity, poverty and negative coping 

behaviours of refugee households (even those receiving the ESSN); the thousands 

of refugee children who remain out-of-school – an estimated 400,000 in 2021; 

and the needs of non-Syrians who have not been the focus of – or who have been 

excluded from – FRIT assistance (European Commission, 2018; 2021; European 

Court of Auditors, 2018; World Food Programme, 2020). Regarding the longer-

term socio-economic inclusion of refugees in Turkey, significant investments have 

also been made in socio-economic support (labour market access, vocational 

training and social inclusion) but with greater difficulty and more ‘modest’ results 

(European Court of Auditors, 2018; European Commission, 2021).  

 

Other changes in Turkey  

 The policies and programmes introduced under the EU-Turkey Statement 

have not been the only changes to take place in Turkey in recent years. A failed 

coup d’etat in 2016 led to political turbulence and securitization. Economic 

recession followed a 2018 currency crisis and resulting inflation. The economic 

impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic have also disproportionately affected refugees 

and asylum-seekers in Turkey, given their concentration in the informal economy 

and in sectors severely affected by the pandemic, and because they are often 

excluded from government relief measures (European Commission, 2021).  
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 The protection environment in Turkey has also been eroded. Those Syrian 

and non-Syrian refugees who manage to enter Turkey in spite of militarised border 

controls have faced increasing difficulties in registering for protection status in 

cities such as Istanbul and other economic hubs which have been largely closed to 

new registrations (AIDA/ECRE, 2022). The challenge is particularly acute for young 

Afghan men, for whom registration is closed in all major cities (Council of Europe, 

2021). Unregistered refugees are at risk of arrest and deportation, as well as 

excluded from basic services. More recently, efforts have been made to improve 

registration for Syrian refugees (European Commission, 2021). However, 

significant numbers of registered refugees, including many Syrians, are reported 

to leave their province of registration in order to seek work, which also leaves them 

deprived of their rights to public services and FRIT support (European Commission, 

2021). Furthermore, against a background of increasing anti-refugee sentiment, 

the threat of forced return has increased. Civil society groups have reported 

incidences of the coerced or forced return of Syrians to Syria (Amnesty 

International, 2019; InfoMigrants, 2021a). For Afghans – many of whom are 

unregistered – the risk of forced return is greater. The number of Afghan 

deportations increased significantly in 2018 and 2019 and has continued (at lower 

levels) even during the Covid-19 pandemic (Augustová, 2021).  
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Onwards movement post-EU Turkey Statement: Findings from the second dataset 

 In our second study, we examined individual decision-making among Syrians 

and Afghans through interviews conducted in Turkey, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Serbia and the Netherlands in 2019. Of the 30 respondents in Turkey at the time of 

interview, 19 wanted to move onwards. Aspirations for onwards migration were 

much higher among the Afghan respondents interviewed (nine out of 11 

interviewees) than the Syrian respondents (10 out of 19). A survey conducted in 

late 2018 found similarly that 10 percent of Syrian respondents reported plans to 

leave Turkey (in some cases to return to Syria), compared to larger proportions of 

Afghan and Iraqi respondents (40 and 39 percent respectively), almost all of 

whom wanted to move onwards to Europe or North America (World Food 

Programme, 2020). 

 Of the other 66 respondents we interviewed outside of Turkey, 44 had left 

Turkey after March 2016 when the EU-Turkey Statement came into effect. Our 

2019 dataset analysed here is a non-representative sample that primarily captures 

the decision-making of refugees seeking to leave Turkey or who had already left, 

but provides important information on the factors shaping decisions to leave. The 

results point to several factors driving onwards migration from Turkey, which 

include: the lack of legal rights and security in Turkey; poor living conditions and 

employment opportunities; barriers to healthcare and education; and experiences 

of discrimination.  
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Poor living conditions and economic insecurity persist 

 In spite of the financial support provided by the ESSN and other FRIT 

investments, economic challenges continued to drive onwards migration from 

Turkey in 2019. Most of the respondents interviewed in Turkey were not receiving 

the ESSN, and the few Syrian respondents who did receive it described it as a 

much-needed source of support but not as a determining factor in their decision to 

leave or stay in Turkey. Among the respondents interviewed in 2019 there was 

widespread frustration with their inability to make ends meet or to put anything 

aside to improve their future conditions in Turkey. In this context, child labour 

continued to be adopted as a coping strategy by refugee households who 

struggled to meet their basic needs (World Food Programme, 2020). There was 

also some indication in the 2019 interviews that economic conditions for refugees 

in Turkey had deteriorated rather than improved, as a result of inflation, increased 

consumer prices and heightened competition for employment.  One young Syrian 

man (interviewed in Bosnia and Herzegovina) who left Turkey in 2018, having lived 

there for four or five years, explained:  

“I would have loved to stay in Turkey, but there were no livelihoods left in 

Turkey […] you work as a slave to earn enough to cover your rent, and even 

with this they don’t give you everything you have rightly earned.”  

 More recently, the impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic have undermined 

economic recovery in Turkey. The mid-term evaluation of the FRIT highlights the 

severe impacts of the pandemic on refugees in Turkey, citing survey data which 

estimates that as many as 80 percent lost work and income, further exacerbating 

existing vulnerabilities (European Commission, 2021).  

 

Employment prospects and access to decent work remain limited 

 Relatedly, in spite of FRIT objectives to support socio-economic integration, 

and the 2016 regulation which made it possible for registered refugees in Turkey to 

apply for work permits, access to legal employment opportunities remain very 

limited. Work permits can only be obtained through employers, who therefore 

have to be willing to hire formally and to apply for the permit on behalf of the 

employee, which entails complex administrative procedures and additional costs. 

The perception amongst respondents in 2019 was therefore that work permits 

were only accessible to those with particular skills or the financial capacity to pay 

for a permit. Without access to the formal labour market, respondents had to  
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endure low and insecure salaries and exploitative working conditions in Turkey’s 

large informal sector.  

 

Barriers to education and healthcare  

 Although registered refugees and asylum-seekers in Turkey have the legal 

right to public healthcare and education, and in spite of large investments in these 

areas under the FRIT, access to these services continues to be a challenge. Even 

registered respondents who had a legal right to these services reported facing 

barriers to access in 2019 – for example, in cases where they were denied access by 

staff at the point-of-use. Refugees and asylum-seekers who do not manage to 

register for protection in Turkey face greater challenges in accessing education 

and healthcare. Moreover, as mentioned above, since late 2019 non-Syrian 

refugees and asylum-seekers no longer have access to public healthcare insurance 

after the first year of their stay in Turkey (European Commission, 2021).    

 

Insecurity regarding the legal right to stay 

 As noted above, temporary protection, conditional refugee status and 

subsidiary protection do not provide status-holders with the right to stay 

indefinitely in Turkey. Refugees in Turkey – both Syrian and non-Syrian – therefore 

do not have secure legal status in Turkey, or the right to acquire Turkish 

citizenship. This has created a situation of ‘permanent temporariness’ for 

registered refugees and asylum-seekers in Turkey (Icduygu, 2018). Feelings of  
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uncertainty and temporariness are well-known drivers of onwards migration 

amongst refugees and other migrants (Brekke and Brochmann, 2015). Moreover, 

as above, government policy has become more hostile towards refugees in Turkey 

as it has become more difficult to register for protection, and the threat of forced 

return has increased. The lack of access to “documents” in Turkey, and the threat 

of arrest and forced return, was a particularly acute concern for the Afghan 

respondents interviewed in 2019, many of whom were unregistered. Although 

Syrians have greater access to legal residence and rights in Turkey, there were 

nonetheless a couple of Syrian respondents who left Turkey after they were 

refused registration for temporary protection, and a small number of Syrian 

respondents were similarly very anxious about the prospect of forced return to 

Syria.  

 

Discrimination and personal safety concerns  

 Experiences of xenophobia and the threat of abuse and violence were also 

reported as reasons to leave Turkey by both the Syrian and Afghan respondents 

interviewed in 2019 – and particularly by members of ethnic minority groups such 

as Kurdish and Christian Syrians. One Afghan woman with protection status 

indicated that institutional discrimination had increased in Turkey – likely 

reflecting the government’s shift towards a more hostile policy: 

“[…] in the last two years racism and discrimination has increased a lot, 

even in the DGMM the officers and the translators behave badly with 

people compared with three years ago”. 

 

Family Reunification 

 An additional factor driving onwards migration from Turkey in 2019 was the 

desire to join family members who had already reached the EU. In the 2019 

sample, 13 of the 44 individuals interviewed in transit in Serbia and Bosnia and 

Herzegovina were travelling to reunite with family members in EU countries. Many 

of these respondents were prevented from taking legal routes for family 

reunification because of restrictions on family reunification in EU countries – 

including the temporary suspension of family reunification rights for beneficiaries 

of subsidiary protection introduced in Germany in 2016. As a result, these refugees 

and asylum-seekers resorted to irregular onwards movement to reunite with their 

families. In addition, the militarisation of the Turkey-Syria border had made it  
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more difficult for Syrian families to settle together in Turkey. As a result, a few 

young Syrian men interviewed in 2019 explained that they had left Turkey in order 

to apply for asylum and family reunification in the EU, which they saw as their only 

hope for safe passage and reunification as a family. 
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Changes in decision-making following the EU-Turkey Statement? 

 A comparison of the two datasets from 2015 and 2019 offers important 
insights into how migration decision-making did and did not change following the 
implementation of the EU-Turkey Statement. 

 First, in 2019 we found that 41 percent of the respondents interviewed in 
Turkey who had initially planned to stay in Turkey were, at the time of interview, 
planning to move onwards. This is different to our results from 2015, when the 
majority of respondents surveyed in Turkey who initially intended to migrate to 
Turkey were still planning to stay. The results suggest that deteriorating 
conditions in Turkey motivate onwards movement from Turkey in spite of FRIT 
investments and strengthened border controls.  

 Second, the findings from our 2019 data show that the reasons given for 

leaving Turkey had not substantially changed compared to the reasons cited in 

2015. Refugees in Turkey continued to struggle to make ends meet, to access basic 

services, to feel secure, safe and included in Turkish society, and to work towards a 

better future for themselves and their families in Turkey. An additional factor 

driving onwards migration from Turkey in 2019 was the desire for reunification 

with family members already in the EU – or who remained stuck in Syria.  

 Third, we find that although aspirations for onwards movement remained 
high in 2019, respondents were not necessarily able to move onwards. In 2015, 
respondents had active plans to leave Turkey, mostly by foot or by boat. Of the 
309 respondents seeking to migrate onwards in 2015 from Turkey, 45 percent had 
already made some arrangements for their onwards movement. Although it was  
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not possible to follow-up with these respondents to see if they reached their 
intended destinations, there was a clear sense in 2015 that refugees and asylum-
seekers were able to leave Turkey and pursue their migration objectives.  

 The situation in 2019 was quite different, as a result of the border controls 
implemented in Turkey, Greece, and the Western Balkans. Respondents were 
aware of the barriers to moving onwards, and some of those in Turkey explained 
that they would prefer to leave but were reluctant to risk the irregular journey. 
One Syrian interviewee in Turkey at the time of interview stated:  

“after holding the refugees [in Turkey], fewer people are going. But if the 
borders were opened, no Syrians would be left here”.  

 The EU-Turkey Statement has therefore created a “stuck” population, with 
strong motivations to escape deteriorating conditions in Turkey, but a much-
reduced ability to do so. The human costs of this situation must be acknowledged. 
It should also be noted that the Afghan respondents interviewed in Turkey were 
strongly motivated to leave Turkey and were less deterred by the risks of the 
irregular onwards journey. This likely reflects their much more limited access to 
international protection and rights in Turkey – which have been further eroded in 
recent years. In light of the uncertain situation in Afghanistan currently – following 
the Taliban’s takeover in August 2021 – policymakers should recognise that Afghan 
refugees cannot be expected to stay in Turkey and other neighbouring countries if 
they are not provided with access to legal rights, basic services and decent living 
conditions.  

 

Conclusion 

 The findings in this policy brief demonstrate how conditions for refugees 

and other migrants have deteriorated in Turkey in the years following the 

implementation of the EU-Turkey Statement – and most recently as a result of 

the Covid-19 pandemic – despite large-scale humanitarian and development 

investments through the FRIT. Given the significant barriers to moving onwards 

from Turkey, these changes have resulted in the growth of a large population of 

refugees and other migrants who still aspire to migrate onwards from Turkey, but 

who lack the capabilities to do so. It is clear that the EU-Turkey Statement has not 

necessarily changed migration aspirations and decision-making, but has reduced 

mobility.  
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This situation highlights the following policy implications:  

• First, long-term solutions are required for refugees in Turkey. The EU-Turkey 

Statement has had a clear impact on preventing movement but has not 

supported refugees in Turkey (and particularly those who remain 

unregistered – largely non-Syrians) to achieve legal and economic security, or 

to enjoy living standards above a bare minimum. Policies to support the socio-

economic inclusion and socio-economic mobility of refugees in Turkey – 

including through access to citizenship and the formal labour market – are 

still urgently needed.     

• Second, policymakers must consider the shortcomings of Turkey’s asylum 

regime and the evolving conditions in Turkey which challenge the international 

principle of non-refoulement. The basis of the EU-Turkey Statement is rooted 

in the legal recognition and protection of refugees in Turkey. However, the 

protection challenges in, and prospect of forced return from, Turkey question 

these assumptions and necessitate a response from the EU. The dangers 

faced by refugees seeking protection in Turkey are firstly illustrated by the 

militarised controls on Turkey’s borders with Syria and Iran at which 

pushbacks and violence are common. The difficulties faced by – particularly 

non-Syrian – refugees in registering for international protection must also be 

addressed. The limited rights and entitlements of status-holders – including 

the ‘permanent temporariness’ of their legal status, and the restrictions on 

access to the formal labour market, to mobility outside the province or 

‘satellite city’ of registration, and to public healthcare for non-Syrians – must 

also be resolved. The difficulties and risks that refugees face in Turkey 

continue to challenge the assumption foundational to the EU-Turkey 

Statement that Turkey is a safe third country. Allegations of forced returns 

to Syria – and the Turkish government’s plans for further mass returns to 

Syria – further undermine the protection offered to Syrians in Turkey 

(InfoMigrants, 2021b; Karadağ & Üstübici, 2021). While these protection issues 

persist, allegations of pushbacks to Turkey are particularly concerning, and 

should be addressed in accordance with the EU’s fundamental rights 

obligations (Pallister-Wilkins et al., 2021; Strik, 2021).  

• Finally, EU policymakers must find sustainable solutions which take into 

account the needs and agency of refugees and other migrants who continue 

to seek better futures in the EU in spite of severe policy restrictions. This 

determination is evident in the opening-up of the route through Belarus as an 

alternative to land and sea crossings from Turkey. Meanwhile the EU and its 

member states continue to implement brutal pushbacks on these borders, in 

spite of their commitment to non-refoulement under the 1951 Refugee 

Convention and the European Convention on Human Rights. The implications  
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of creating indefinitely “stuck” and dissatisfied populations in Turkey and in 

other countries where the EU’s externalisation of migration management 

operates must be considered. Fairer, human rights-based, and sustainable 

solutions are likely to include increased resettlement from Turkey, accessible 

and timely family reunification, and reform of the Dublin Regulation.  

 

Note:  

 The data for this brief came from two research projects. The first was the 

Irregular Migrants’ Decision-making Factors in Transit Project funded by the 

Australian Department of Immigration and Border Protection and the 

Australian National University’s Collaborative Research Programme on the 

International Movement of People. The second was the Fluctuations in 

Migration Flows to Europe project funded by the Dutch government’s 

Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek- en Documentatiecentrum (WODC). 
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