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ABSTRACT This commentary examines Ankara’s ‘safe zones’ in North-
ern Syria, as well as elaborating on whether creating safe zones in 
response to the war in Syria and the subsequent humanitarian ca-
tastrophe was a choice or a requirement for Ankara in terms of irreg-
ular migration and border security. Turkey has declared multiple safe 
zones within Syria’s borders, using its right to self-defense under in-
ternational law, to battle terrorist organizations that have taken ad-
vantage of the rising authority vacuum on Syrian land to put Turkish 
borders and nationals in danger. After an examination of the critical 
turning points in the Syrian civil war, the paper proposes that the safe 
zones serve three preemptive and prospective functions by providing 
a safe haven for the civilian population, by paving a step forward in 
the counter-terrorism campaign, and attempts to stop irregular mi-
gration and finally, by allowing Syrians to return to their homeland.
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Introduction

Irregular migration has certainly 
been one of the most important 
items on the global political agenda 

in the 21st century. Fleeing war, insta-
bility, and economic underdevelop-
ment, many people take huge risks to 
pursue a safer and more prosperous 
future by leaving their native lands 
and relocating to other countries. 
Turkey’s neighborhood has witnessed 
some of the most striking and tragic 
repercussions of that development in 
recent years. Experiencing economic 
and political instability as well as se-
curity problems due to war or internal 
conflict, many people from countries 
like Syria, Iraq, and Afghanistan have 
been trying to migrate to safer and 
more prosperous nations in the West. 
Without a doubt, Turkey has been the 
most frequently targeted country as 
part of those migratory movements 
stemming from the Middle East. In 
addition to being located on an an-
cient migration route between the 
East and the West, the country’s stable 
and robust state structure, together 
with its history and cultural back-
ground, make it a convenient choice 
for refugees looking for a sanctuary.

In the wake of internal strife, which 
began in the summer of 2011, Syria 
emerged as the leading source of 
migrants trying to relocate to other 
countries. As domestic tensions fur-
ther escalated over the following 
years, the clashes between the regime 
and the opposition took a violent 
turn. At the same time, terrorist or-
ganizations gained significant power 
and room for maneuver. According 

to the Office of the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees 
(OHCHR), more than 350,000 peo-
ple have lost their lives1 due to the 
fighting, as instability ‒together with 
the power vacuum and the worsen-
ing economic situation‒ forced many 
to relocate to other parts of Syria or 
other countries altogether. Accord-
ingly, the UN High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR) reported that 
6.6 million Syrians have left their 
country since the summer of 2011 to 
become refugees elsewhere, whereas 
6.7 million Syrian nationals were in-
ternally displaced. Furthermore, 13.4 
million Syrians became dependent 
on humanitarian aid and protection.2 
This humanitarian disaster in Syria 
clearly accounts for the fact that the 
country remains the main source of 
migrants around the world.

Turkey, which shares the longest land 
border with Syria among the coun-
try’s neighbors, was affected by the 
unfolding tragedy and migratory 
movements more than any other na-
tion. From the civil war’s early days, 
Ankara implemented an ‘open-door’ 
policy toward Syrians fleeing war and 
acts of terrorism.3 At the same time, it 
attempted to persuade the Coalition, 
which was formed under U.S. leader-
ship to intervene in the Syrian civil 
war, and eliminate the ISIS threat, and 
to establish a ‘safe zone’ in Northern 
Syria.4 However, this was to no avail. 
Indeed, the Obama Administration 
announced that the use of chemical 
weapons by the Assad regime would 
be Washington’s ‘red line’5 –which it 
then failed to enforce in the wake of 
a chemical attack, making no attempt 
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to step in and protect the civilian 
population.6 Ultimately, due to the 
ongoing humanitarian crisis, close to 
four million Syrians sought refuge in 
Turkey.7

Meanwhile, the so-called ISIS gained 
major influence in Turkey’s south-
ern neighbors, whilst carrying out a 
series of bombings, suicide attacks, 
and mass shootings on Turkish soil 
between late 2015 and early 2017. In 
addition to 13 members of Turkey’s 
security forces, these acts of terror-
ism claimed 315 civilian lives and in-
jured 1,206 people. In response to the 
group’s deliberate targeting of Kilis, a 
Turkish city near the Syrian border, 
with rockets and mortars within the 
first eight months of 2016 and the re-
sulting deaths of 24 people (13 Turks 
and 11 Syrians),8 Ankara launched 
Operation Euphrates Shield on Au-
gust 24, 2016.9 The stated purpose 
of that operation was to protect the 
lives of Turkish citizens within Tur-
key’s borders, to remove all terror-
ist groups from the border, and to 
prevent the ‘terror corridor’ that the 
terrorist organization PKK’s Syrian 
component, PYD, attempted to cre-
ate in northern Syria by linking its 
‘cantons’ to the east of the Euphrates 
River and the Afrin region.10 The op-
eration was completed on March 29, 
2017, resulting in the killing of more 
than 3,000 terrorists and the libera-
tion of some 2,000 km2 of territory.11

Likewise, Turkey launched Operation 
Olive Branch on January 20, 2018, 
to liberate the Afrin region from the 
terrorist organization PKK/PYD. 
Some 90 rocket, missile, and mortar 

attacks against Turkey’s border towns, 
Kilis and Hatay, resulted in seven 
deaths and left 107 others injured. 
The operation lasted two months, re-
sulting in the liberation of that area 
on March 18.12 Finally, the Turkish 
Armed Forces launched Operation 
Peace Spring on October 9, 2019, in 
cooperation with the Syrian National 
Army, and announced that its mission 
was accomplished by October 23. As a 
result of these operations, Turkey has 
liberated approximately 8,234 km2 
of territory in northern Syria with 
a maximum depth of 30 kilometers 
from the border, which was previ-
ously controlled by terrorist groups. 
Whereas Operation Euphrates Shield 
brought security to Jarablus, al-Rai, 
Soran, Azaz, Marea, Akhtarin, and al-
Bab, Operation Olive Branch resulted 
in the liberation of Afrin. Finally, Op-
eration Peace Spring restored stability 
in Ras al-Ayn, Tal Abyad, and sur-
rounding areas.13 More recently, on 
February 27, 2020, Turkey launched 
Operation Spring Shield within the 
de-escalation zone in Idlib. Conse-
quently, the Turkish Armed Forces 
and the regime’s opponents gained 
control over 3,394 km2 of territory.

The stated purpose of Turkey’s oper-
ations into Syria has been to combat 

This humanitarian disaster in 
Syria clearly accounts for the 
fact that the country remains 
the main source of migrants 
around the world
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terrorism and to ensure the safety of 
its borders. Another consideration, 
however, was to take precautions 
against future waves of migration, 
which could have certainly under-
mined the country’s domestic stabil-
ity.14 After all, the UNHCR states that 
Turkey continues to host more ref-
ugees than any other country in the 
world, having admitted nearly four 
million Syrians to its sovereign ter-
ritory in addition to asylum seekers 
from other countries.15 Provided that 
the current situation already puts a 
strain on Turkey’s capacity, the Turk-
ish authorities assessed that an addi-
tional wave of migration from Syria 
could give rise to a much greater 
challenge.16

This study analyzes Ankara’s ‘safe 
zones’ in Northern Syria and its pol-
icy toward those areas. At the same 
time, it will attempt to answer the 
question of whether establishing safe 
zones in response to the Syrian civil 
war and the resulting humanitarian 
crisis was a choice or a necessity for 
Ankara within the context of irreg-

ular migration and border security. 
Last but not least, the final part is 
devoted to an assessment of the ‘safe 
zone’ policy’s prospects.

The Role of Safe Zones in 
Preventing the Refugee Influx

Even though Ankara began to admit 
Syrian war victims in line with its 
‘open door’ policy in the Syrian civil 
war early stages, it felt the need to 
take additional physical precautions 
at the border. As part of that effort, 
Turkey sealed 98 percent of its land 
border with Syria by building a 3-me-
ter-high concrete wall and placing 
one-meter-high barbed wire on top 
of that wall –altogether, a four-meter-
high obstacle. It also tightened the se-
curity of its southern border with the 
help of guard towers, patrol roads, 
reinforced wire nets, lighting sys-
tems, active border patrol units, ob-
servation balloons, drones, and mo-
bile armored vehicles, in addition to 
aerial and land surveillance systems, 
acoustic sensors, remote-controlled 
weapon systems, anti-laser guns, and 
auto-recognition software.17

Thanks to these precautions, Turkey 
has made considerable progress in 
securing its southern border and pre-
venting irregular migration.18 Keep-
ing in mind the difficulty that de-
fending its territory unilaterally and 
in the absence of authority across the 
border, Ankara felt compelled to take 
cross-border measures on Syrian soil 
due to the ongoing civil war. Although 
the main purpose of these steps was 
to protect its borders and citizens, in 

Keeping in mind the difficulty 
that defending its territory 
unilaterally and in the absence 
of authority across the border, 
Ankara felt compelled to take 
cross-border measures on 
Syrian soil due to the ongoing 
civil war
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line with the principle of self-defense, 
managing migratory flows was the 
main source of motivation behind 
operations Euphrates Shield, Olive 
Branch and Peace Spring, and Oper-
ation Spring Shield in Idlib.19

Overall, the safe zones have three dis-
tinct functions. Primarily, they pro-
vide shelter to civilians fleeing regime 
attacks during periods of escalation, 
whilst mitigating the pressure on An-
kara by discouraging migratory flows 
toward the Turkish border. The safe 
zones, which represent a safe haven 
for the civilian population, reduce the 
need to approach the Turkish border 
and serve as a crucial shield against 
fresh waves of migration. For exam-
ple, nearly one million people were 
forced to flee their homes in the East-
ern Aleppo countryside and Idlib’s 
southern parts due to Russia’s heavy 
aerial bombardment and simultane-

ous regime attacks in 2020.20 Whereas 
some 550,000 people sought refuge in 
Idlib, near the Turkish border, the rest 
relocated to the ‘safe zones’ that Tur-
key had established as a result of the 
Euphrates Shield and Olive Branch 
Operations.21 There is no doubt that 
hundreds of thousands of migrants 
would have directly headed to Tur-
key, had Ankara not adopted its ‘safe 
zone’ policy and liberated the relevant 
areas from terrorist organizations. As 
such, the safe zones not only made a 
vital contribution to Turkey’s border 
security but also created a safe space 
for people fleeing regime or terror 
attacks –thus serving as a buffer that 
hinders the flow of refugees toward 
the Turkish territory.

Secondly, the safe zones, where An-
kara works with the local authorities 
to bring life back to normal, serve as 
an advanced outpost to combat ter-

The UN Regional 
Humanitarian 
Coordinator 
for Syria, Kevin 
Kennedy (L2), 
previous head 
of Turkey’s 
AFAD, Mehmet 
Güllüoğlu (R2) 
and Director 
of the White 
Helmets, Raed 
al-Saleh (R) 
attend the 
International 
Idlib Conference 
on March 5, 
2020, in İstanbul, 
Turkey.

SERHAT ÇAĞDAŞ /  
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rorism and cope with irregular migra-
tion. In other words, Turkey not only 
ensured the safety of those liberated 
areas in a military sense but also ad-
opted policies geared toward stopping 
terrorists taking root in those places 
anew and eliminating the ‘push’ fac-
tors that lead Syrians to violate the 
Turkish border in the first place.

Thirdly, having brought life back to 
normal in the safe zones, Turkey aims 
to facilitate the return of Syrian na-
tionals, to whom it offered sanctuary, 
to their native land. In this regard, the 
safe zones’ third purpose is to enable 
Syrian nationals, who want to re-
turn to Syria voluntarily, to go back. 
Moreover, Turkey adopts policies to 
encourage Syrian asylum seekers to 
return home to alleviate the pressure 
on itself.

What follows is an analysis of the 
policy choices that Ankara made to 
bring life back to normal in the safe 
zones and to mitigate migratory pres-
sures on Turkey.

Restoring Normalcy in the Safe 
Zones

The Turkish government work with 
the local authorities within the safe 
zones to repair critical infrastruc-
ture, which was damaged by the civil 
war and acts of terrorism, and assist 
in key areas, including public safety, 
the judiciary, education, healthcare, 
religious services, and humanitarian 
assistance. Moreover, it takes nec-
essary steps to help the region’s eco-
nomic infrastructure recover and 

strengthen, to encourage commercial 
and industrial activities, and to re-
pair and improve the infrastructure 
and the superstructure alike. These 
forms of assistance represent part of 
a broader policy that aims to bring 
people’s lives back to normal and to 
improve the local population’s living 
standards.

Public Safety and Justice
Turkey supports local law enforce-
ment agencies and the justice system, 
which operate under the control of 
the local authorities, as part of a ‘train 
and equip’ program to help the safe 
zones’ residents to lead safer lives. As 
such, the country hopes to combat 
terrorist groups across its southern 
border and to address security con-
cerns –a major source of irregular 
migration. In this context, over the 
10,000-strong police force, which 
was trained by Turkey’s security advi-
sors and reports to the local councils, 
continues to operate in the Euphra-
tes Shield, Olive Branch, and Peace 
Spring zones. Furthermore, the judi-
cial system, which was covered by the 
‘train and equip’ program, remains 
operational in all aforementioned 
safe zones. The local authorities thus 
provide judicial services to the popu-
lation through primary and second-
ary courts.

In addition to dealing with everyday 
incidents, the local police force and 
the justice system play a critical role 
in the fight against terrorist organi-
zations. Thanks to their operations in 
the Euphrates Shield, Olive Branch, 
and Peace Spring zones, a resurgence 
of terrorist entities in those areas is 
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prevented. In this sense, they not 
only defend their lands against ter-
rorists but also make an indirect con-
tribution to Turkey’s border security. 
In other words, the law enforcement 
agencies and the court system in the 
safe zones combat terrorist organi-
zations to ensure the safety of their 
population, whilst preventing those 
groups from carrying out terror at-
tacks on Turkish soil.22 Indeed, the 
fact that Turkey’s border towns suf-
fered no attacks since the country’s 
adoption of the ‘safe zone’ policy and 
the end of terror attacks, which the 
authorities believed to have been per-
petrated by ISIS and PYD on Turkish 
soil, were undoubtedly linked to ef-
forts to start defending the homeland 
across the border.23

At the same time, the Turkish-backed 
local civilian and military security 
forces have been cracking down on 
human trafficking networks and drug 
smugglers inside their respective safe 
zones as well as their outskirts. In 
this regard, the local military forces 
and law enforcement agents conduct 
raids to target human and drug traf-
fickers. Those individuals are pro-
cessed before appearing before local 
courts.24 Let us recall that those oper-
ations take place on the main migra-
tion route between the Middle East 
and Western Europe for the purpose 
of depriving terrorist organizations 
and other illegal groups of a major 
source of revenue. As such, the Turk-
ish-backed Syrian forces’ crackdown 
on irregular migration and drug traf-
ficking networks is obviously relevant 
to the safety of third countries, start-
ing with Europe.

Assistance in the Area of Education
Education is undoubtedly the most 
effective way to combat terrorism 
and extremism. At the same time, 
the need for education encourages 
migrants to leave their countries. In 
this context, as part of efforts to bring 
life back to normal, two-thirds of 
some 1,500 schools in the safe zones 
have been repaired with the help of 
the Turkish Maarif Foundation and 
the Ministry of National Education. 
Furthermore, Turkey oversaw the 
construction of additional schools, 
in line with the safe zones’ growing 
population, through non-govern-
mental organizations. At this time, 
close to 15,000 educators operate 
inside the safe zones, attempting to 
address one of the region’s most seri-
ous problems –the lack of education. 
They seek to address the educational 
needs of over 350,000 students in or-
der to deny terrorist organizations an 
opportunity to find new recruits in 
the area.25

Moreover, a large number of Public 
Education Centers operate inside the 

Turkey supports local law 
enforcement agencies and the 
justice system, which operate 
under the control of the local 
authorities, as part of a ‘train 
and equip’ program to help the 
safe zones’ residents to lead 
safer lives
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safe zones, providing professional 
courses (e.g. hair styling, computer 
maintenance, surgical mask produc-
tion, car maintenance, iron joinery, 
etc.) and aiming to train the des-
perately needed workforce to boost 
production in the area. Non-gov-
ernmental organizations aim to pro-
vide funding to a limited number of 
individuals, upon completing those 
courses, to help them start their own 
businesses and stop depending on fi-
nancial assistance.26

The Yunus Emre Cultural Center, 
which was launched in Azaz in 2020, 
in turn, seeks to meet the local popu-
lation’s demand for Turkish language 
courses and to promote Turkish cul-
ture in the region, to strengthen the 
cultural ties between the local pop-
ulation and the Turkish people.27 
Moreover, science and technology 
high schools, which the Maarif Foun-
dation established in Azaz and al-
Rai in 2021, are expected to start a 
new chapter in secondary education 
by improving the overall quality of 
education.

The Turkish government attaches a 
lot of importance to higher education 
as well. In this regard, Gaziantep Uni-
versity’s School of Islamic Sciences, 
School of Education Sciences, Profes-
sional School of Health, and School 
of Economic and Administrative Sci-
ences operate, respectively in Azaz, 
Afrin, Jarablus, and al-Bab. More-
over, the University of Medical Sci-
ences has opened a medical school in 
al-Rai, which admitted its first group 
of students in 2021. At the same time, 
the Free University of Aleppo –which 
is based in Azaz and under the au-
thority of the Syrian Interim Gov-
ernment‒ continues to train students 
at 16 schools and seven institutes.28 
Finally, two private universities (In-
ternational Damascus University29 
and Nahda University30) remain op-
erational in Azaz. Provided that over 
10,000 students attend universities 
in the Azaz area alone, the many in-
stitutions of higher education inside 
the Safe Zones present young people 
with career opportunities, thereby 
aiming to stop drug smugglers, hu-
man traffickers, or terrorist organiza-
tions from targeting them.

To sum up, ongoing activities in the 
area of education both improve the 
general level of education in the re-
gion and serve to combat terrorism. 
At the same time, education facili-
tates the restoration of normalcy and 
is expected to eliminate the ‘push’ 
factors that cause irregular migration 
toward other areas.

Healthcare and Religious Services
Since Turkey completed Operation 
Euphrates Shield, whereby the first 

Within the framework of 
ongoing efforts to bring 
life back to normal inside 
the safe zones, Ankara has 
also attached importance 
to projects intended to 
strengthen infrastructure and 
superstructure
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safe zone was established, in 2017, 
providing medical services has been a 
top priority for Ankara. In this regard, 
the Turkish government oversaw the 
repair of medical facilities, which 
were damaged by war, and built new, 
prefabricated hospitals in relevant 
areas with growing populations. For 
example, the National Hospital in 
Azaz (which the Russian forces had 
destroyed)31 was rebuilt and made 
operational anew. Moreover, Turkey 
facilitated the construction of new 
hospitals in al-Rai, al-Bab, and Marea 
to serve the civilian population of the 
safe zone.32 Thanks to a series of proj-
ects implemented under the super-
vision of Turkish advisors, the safe 
zones’ residents have gained access 
to healthcare, a fundamental human 
right, and a basic need, where they 
live. As such, the authorities have 
strived to minimize the population’s 
need to relocate to receive medical 
treatment.

Meanwhile, it is an indisputable fact 
that certain terrorist organizations, 
including ISIS, have gained power 
by abusing religion. To address that 
problem, Turkey’s Presidency of 
Religious Affairs (Diyanet) and the 
Diyanet Foundation (TDV) have 
been engaged in an intellectual bat-
tle against extremist views inside 
the safe zones. In this regard, TDV 
(along with other non-governmen-
tal organizations) has repaired over 
500 places of worship, which suffered 
damage during the war, and ensured 
that they resumed their operations.33 
Moreover, Turkish advisors have 
trained some 2,500 Imams, who staff 
the newly-opened mosques, in order 

to be better equipped for the fight 
against extremist movements in the 
region.34 These activities, which span 
many years, are intended to combat 
terrorism in an intellectual sense and 
to deny those terrorist entities, which 
abuse religion, opportunities to find 
recruits and generate power.

Strengthening Economic 
Infrastructure, Supporting 
Commercial, and Industrial Activities
It is a widely-recognized fact that 
economic underdevelopment and 
instability are among the driving 
forces behind migratory move-
ments. Hence the Turkish govern-
ment’s ongoing attempts to improve 
the economic standards inside the 
safe zones. In this regard, Turkey 
removed obstacles allowing the sale 
of some agricultural products from 
the area (such as wheat, barley, lentil, 
chickpeas, and black sesame) in the 
Turkish market.35 Moreover, Turkey 
took necessary steps to enable pro-
ducers operating in the safe zones to 
transit through Turkish territory to 
sell their products to third countries. 
By taking that step, the authorities 
hope to contribute to the region’s 
economic development by ensuring 
that all agricultural and manufac-
tured products can be sold at a fair 
price.

Furthermore, to boost commercial 
activity in the region, Turkey, in co-
operation with the local councils, 
established chambers of commerce. 
Merchants, who became members 
of those chambers, were allowed to 
enter Turkey freely to strengthen the 
commercial ties between Turkey and 



COMMENTARY

64 Insight Turkey

ÖMER YILMAZ

the safe zones and to allow those sell-
ers to reach third countries. Thanks 
to that opportunity, local businesses 
were able to meet their demand for 
raw products, and the various ob-
stacles, which they faced in the past, 
were removed to help them gain ac-
cess to foreign markets.

Meanwhile, to support the manufac-
turing industry and to create jobs in 
the safe zones, Ankara continues to 
assist efforts to established Organized 
Industrial Zones. In this regard, with 
financial contributions from local 
investors, the business community 
in Azaz, al-Bab, al-Rai, Marea, Ja-
rablus, and Soran have taken initial 
steps to establish industrial zones. 
Over 80 percent of the construction 
of the industrial zone in al-Rai, which 
will host 1,338 workshops, has been 
completed already.36 This organized 
industrial zone, where shoe-making, 
textile, agricultural produce pack-
aging, iron-making, and logistics 
companies will operate, is expected 
to create up to 17,000 jobs at full ca-

pacity.37 The preliminary work on the 
construction of industrial zones in 
the remaining safe zones, in turn, has 
already started and factories are being 
built there at this time.38 Upon com-
pletion, those projects will create jobs 
for tens of thousands of Syrians and 
generate wealth in the area through 
the sale of local products in nearby 
and international markets. This de-
velopment could not only eliminate 
the push factors behind migration 
but also encourage Syrians, currently 
residing in Turkey, to return to their 
country in the future.

Strengthening Infrastructure and 
Superstructure
Within the framework of ongoing 
efforts to bring life back to normal 
inside the safe zones, Ankara has 
also attached importance to proj-
ects intended to strengthen infra-
structure and superstructure. Af-
ter all, the infrastructure and road 
networks inside the safe zones were 
severely damaged during the civil 
war, hindering the delivery of hu-

Turkey has 
started to build 

briquette houses 
in Idlib, enabling 

Syrians to live 
in a warmer 

environment. 
Many Turkish 

associations 
and foundations 

are supporting 
the AFAD 

campaign “We 
Are Together, 
We Are With 

Idlib” launched 
on January 13, 

2020.
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manitarian assistance to the area 
and the boosting of intra-regional 
economic activity. Furthermore, the 
population density has exceeded its 
pre-civil war levels, putting a strain 
on infrastructure and the road net-
work. In response to these develop-
ments, Turkey launched a program 
to repair and improve the region’s 
infrastructure in cooperation with 
the local authorities. The initiative 
covered the repairing or rebuilding 
of roads linking residential areas or 
leading to refugee camps, where Syr-
ians have settled inside the safe zones 
upon fleeing attacks by the regime or 
terrorist organizations.39 As such, 
intra-regional transportation has 
become less challenging to facilitate 
the revival of the local economy. At 
the same time, the related projects 
have made it easier for national and 
foreign non-governmental organiza-
tions to deliver humanitarian aid to 
the victims of war.

Meanwhile, private enterprises have 
been providing electricity and Inter-
net service –desperately needed ame-
nities for modern living and the man-
ufacturing industry‒ to the region. 
Accordingly, two private companies 
have repaired the area’s power infra-
structure, which was destroyed and 
incapacitated by the civil war, and 
offered electricity, which they pur-
chased from Turkey at market prices, 
to local residents and industrial plants 
on a 24/7 basis under a pre-paid elec-
tric meter system.40 Moreover, the 
municipal offices, which report to the 
local councils, have been fulfilling 
crucial tasks, such as delivering clean 
water, cleaning the streets, and col-

lecting garbage, with the help of the 
Turkish government and non-gov-
ernmental organizations.

Humanitarian Assistance
Whereas the vast majority of several 
hundred thousand people, who fled 
attacks by the regime and terror-
ist organizations, have relocated to 
nearby cities, hundreds of thousands 
of people continue to live in camps, 
located inside the safe zones, near the 
Turkish border. Today, an estimated 
350,000 internally displaced Syrians 
live at 31 regular and some 250 irreg-
ular facilities (e.g. makeshift camps 
without proper infrastructure) sup-
ported by Turkey and non-govern-
mental organizations.41

Inside the Euphrates Shield and Olive 
Branch safe zones, whose total pop-
ulation nears two million, the Azaz 
area remains home to the largest 
portion of camp residents. At those 
camps, which are mostly located near 
the border, there are an estimated 
200,000 Internally Displaced People 
(IDPs). According to Muhammad 

Together with Turkish 
and international non-
governmental organizations, 
AFAD also assists in the 
Idlib region, where the 
concentration of internally 
displaced Syrians remains 
higher than in other places
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Hamdan Yusuf, chairman of the Azaz 
local council, the city, whose pre-
war population was approximately 
80,000, currently hosts nearly 400,000 
people due to the influx of Syrians 
from other parts of the country.42 The 
remaining camp population resides 
in Afrin and al-Bab. Meanwhile, the 
soaring number of IDPs in the Afrin 
region was largely due to the relo-
cation of Syrians to that area in the 
wake of Russian- and Iranian-backed 
regime attacks in 2020. Turkey’s Di-
saster and Emergency Management 
Authority (AFAD) coordinates ef-
forts by Turkish and international 
non-governmental organizations 
to provide food, housing materials, 
hygiene products, and clean water 
to camp residents.43 Furthermore, 
AFAD oversaw the replacement of 
some 10,000 tents inside the Euphra-
tes Shield safe zone with containers. 
Finally, non-governmental organiza-
tions, which have built approximately 
2,500 brick houses, are currently con-
structing 2,500 additional units in the 
area.

Together with Turkish and interna-
tional non-governmental organiza-
tions, AFAD also assists in the Idlib 
region, where the concentration of 
internally displaced Syrians remains 
higher than in other places. To be 
clear, the situation in Idlib remains 
significantly different from the Eu-
phrates Shield, Olive Branch, and 
Peace Spring safe zones, since that 
area has become the final and most 
important stronghold of the opposi-
tion, which was forced to retreat due 
to the advance of the Russian- and 
Iranian-backed regime. The region’s 
total population, which was recorded 
as 1,5 million44 ahead of the civil war 
in 2011, climbed to 4 million during 
the fighting.45 The likelihood of that 
population heading toward Turkey 
due to attacks by the regime and its 
allies, which would cause a fresh 
wave of irregular migration, has led 
Ankara, which exceeded its actual 
capacity to host Syrian refugees, to 
view that situation as a question of 
national security.

In line with that thinking, Turkey es-
tablished 12 observation posts inside 
the Idlib de-escalation zone (which it 
established together with Russia and 
Iran under the agreement reached in 
Astana, Kazakhstan in May 2017) to 
enforce, monitor, and perpetuate the 
ceasefire, to deliver humanitarian aid 
to people in need, and to create favor-
able conditions for the return of dis-
placed persons.46 Ankara, which re-
located its observation posts in 2020, 
due to fresh attacks by the regime and 
its allies, reached an agreement with 
Russia after that operation to estab-
lish the relevant areas as a red line be-

To ensure the delivery of 
humanitarian aid by the UN 
and other organizations 
to Idlib, where one million 
people  are believed to live 
in makeshift camps near 
the Turkish border, the 
Cilvegözü border gate remains 
operational
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fore strongly reinforcing those places 
in a military sense.47

To ensure the delivery of humanitar-
ian aid by the UN and other organiza-
tions to Idlib, where one million peo-
ple48 are believed to live in makeshift 
camps near the Turkish border, the 
Cilvegözü border gate remains op-
erational. Furthermore, to meet the 
local population’s most basic needs, 
private companies have been permit-
ted to provide electricity and Inter-
net service to the region. That proj-
ect, which Syrian and Turkish com-
panies undertook jointly, restored 
the region’s uninterrupted access to 
power after many years.49 Moreover, 
most recently, Ankara led efforts to 
build ‘brick houses,’ which are better 
equipped and better suited for living 
than tents, inside the safe zones and 
at camps in the Idlib region. Follow-
ing Operation Spring Shield in 2020, 
AFAD began to coordinate efforts by 
Turkish non-governmental organiza-
tions to build 50,000 brick houses50 in 
Idlib to meet the housing demand of 
displaced persons near the Turkish 
border –in line with the target set by 
President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan.51 
Those brick houses are intended to 
improve the living standards of dis-
placed Syrians as well as prevent mi-
gratory movements toward Turkey.

Concluding Remarks

Turkey has established several safe 
zones within Syria’s borders, exer-
cising its right to self-defense under 
international law, to combat terrorist 
organizations that took advantage 

of the emerging power vacuum on 
Syrian soil and placed at risk Turkish 
borders and citizens. These safe zones 
play a vital role in Turkey’s count-
er-terror campaign as well as efforts 
to stem migratory movements trig-
gered by the Syrian civil war.

Within the framework of curbing 
migratory waves stemming from 
Syria, the safe zones serve three dis-
tinct purposes. First, they create a 
safe space for the civilian population, 
where they can seek shelter amid re-
gime attacks. As such, they eliminate 
the individuals’ need to head to the 
Turkish border directly. Secondly, 
the safe zones, together with policies 
designed to bring life back to normal 
there, represent an advanced position 
vis-à-vis the counter-terror campaign 
and efforts to stem irregular migra-
tion. Finally, the safe zones enable 
Syrians to return to their country 
and, with the help of financial in-
centives designed to promote devel-
opment, serve to encourage Syrians 
to go home. Indeed, the Turkish In-
terior Ministry has announced that 
some 462,000 Syrians have returned 
to their native land following the ‘safe 
zone’ operations.52

Keeping in mind the many purposes 
that the safe zones currently serve for 
national security and the fight against 
irregular migration, the majority 
opinion is that Turkey’s ‘safe zone’ 
policy represents a necessity, as op-
posed to a choice. After all, the ‘safe 
zone’ policy significantly reduced the 
number of terror attacks within and 
near the country’s borders. Further-
more, these areas serve as a buffer 
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against fresh waves of migration to-
ward Turkey, as a variety of policies 
aim to discourage Syrians from relo-
cating to Turkey.

To assess the future of the ‘safe zone’ 
policy, however, one ought to predict 
that the policy shall remain intact 
until the various factors, which con-
tributed to its adoption, cease to ex-
ist. Today, terrorist organizations, in-
cluding ISIS and PKK/PYD, continue 
to operate on Syrian soil, whereas 
the latter group attempts to attain 
statehood with Western support. It 
seems highly unlikely for Ankara to 
abandon its ‘safe zone’ policy, there-
fore, as long as these terrorist entities 
continue threatening Turkish borders 
and citizens. Moreover, it appears 
that Syria will continue to generate 
migrants due to the political and hu-
manitarian crisis underway –which 
leaves Ankara few options to address 
the question of Syrian migrants.

Last but not least, it goes without 
saying that handing over those safe 
zones to the Baath regime, which 
strives to survive with Russian and 
Iranian support, before a political 

solution is found would mean leav-
ing millions of displaced persons to 
the Syrian regime’s mercy or having 
to admit millions of additional ref-
ugees to Turkey.53 Under these cir-
cumstances, it seems unlikely for 
Ankara to abandon its ‘safe zone’ pol-
icy (which required large sums and 
many casualties to enforce) as long as 
Syria remains unstable and a political 
solution cannot be found –which is 
universally considered impossible in 
the short run– for border security, 
stemming irregular migration, and 
combating terrorism. 
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