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ABSTRACT States often fall out or collaborate over issues to do with 
international migration whilst migrants through their very ac-
tions shape the interdependence of states. Turkey and the EU also 
frequently argue over migration issues. Over the years, Turkey’s 
economy grew significantly. It became an attraction and a safe ha-
ven to migrants and refugees. In April 2013, a new migration and 
asylum law came into force that responds to these new challenges. 
This was followed by the EU-Turkey visa liberalisation and read-
mission agreements. This contribution sketches some of the issues 
and notably the wider context to these latest developments.

International relations (IR) or For-
eign Affairs (FA) conventionally 
focus on state actors, internation-

al organizations and international 
non-governmental organisations, on 
relations and interactions of these and 
generally on world politics and the 
global political system. Traditionally, 
IR was more about political structures 
and political issues. However, migra-
tion has successively become an issue 
of international politics1 – there is an 
increasing body of international law 
(e.g. Refugee Convention, UN Mi-
grant Workers Convention etc.) and 
an increasing number of internation-
al organizations (UNHCR, IOM, ILO, 
Global Forum for Migration and De-
velopment, ICMPD, Budapest Pro-

cess etc), that explicitly address inter-
national migration. Human agency, 
however, and the behaviour of people 
are not normally considered relevant 
topics in IR. And, yet, it is the very 
decisions and actions of individuals to 
migrate that may set states into rela-
tion to one another. This contribution 
firstly, aims to draw attention to the 
nexus of individual actions and inter-
national relations and sketch the im-
portance and implications of migra-
tion for IR. Secondly, it thereby looks 
at the wider context and the relevance 
of Turkey’s new Law no. 6458 on For-
eigners and International Protection 
that came into force in April 2013 and 
the newly established General Direc-
torate for Migration Management2.
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Today, there are more than 232 mil-
lion international migrants in the 
world; in absolute terms (though 
probably not proportionally to the 
global population) these are more 
than ever before3. The majority nor-
mally originates from a neighbour-
ing country, a country of the region 
or a country that shares a common 
history, language or culture with the 
receiving country. In migration theo-
ry, it is suggested that it is migration 
systems and migration networks that 
link together countries and represent 
the opportunity structures, which 
may facilitate migration4. However, 
globalization, easy travel, and infor-
mation technology, including social 
media have broadened these oppor-
tunities, which resulted in an increas-
ing diversification of migration. More 
and more people now migrate to more 
destinations and to countries where 
they have no obvious link to and mi-
gration has become super-direction-
al. Almost half of these migrants are 
economic migrants, such skilled and 
unskilled workers or service provid-
ers with a large proportion also being 
represented by their respective family 
members. Students are another sig-
nificant category of international mi-
grants. In addition, there are over 16 
million international refugees; these 

are migrants forced to leave their 
country. We can also expect in the fu-
ture some significant climate change 
induced migration. The majority of 
migrants and refugees is temporary, 
seasonal or circular5; others are more 
permanent and come to stay.

Simultaneously, international travel 
has also massively grown in recent 
years. Air travel has expanded twen-
ty-fold since 1980 and international 
journeys rose by 50 percent within 
just a decade to now over 1 billion 
a year, with an annual growth rate 
of 5 percent6. This is the equivalent 
of almost 15 percent of the global 
population. This demonstrates that 
people are more mobile than ever 
before in world history. As a conse-
quence, more and more people from 
other countries populate the streets, 
shopping malls, historical sites, and 
beaches but also work places in our 
cities and country-sides. With this 
dynamic movement of populations 
comes an uptick in commercial 
spending, a boost to the economy, 
and a heightened awareness and de-
sire to learn from each other.

Migration is an important source of 
change: socially, demographically, 
and economically7. Migration links 
neighbouring or distant countries to 
each other, by creating greater eco-
nomic transactions and facilitating an 
exchange of its people, their knowl-
edge, and culture8. Migration chang-
es the size, ethnicity and age structure 
of populations of sending and receiv-
ing countries; it alters the cultural, re-
ligious, and linguistic composition of 
societies; and it enriches or deprives 

Today, there are more than 
232 million international 
migrants in the world; in 
absolute terms these are more 
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societies of their respective social and 
economic fabric9. Finally, migration 
affects both the migrants’ and their 
hosts’ national, cultural, and individ-
ual identities10. Vice versa, changing 
social, political and economic envi-
ronments and conditions lead to ever 
changing migration patterns. For in-
stance, an unfolding conflict or war, 
an economic crisis, or new migration 
politics (new recruitment schemes or 
the introduction of visa) impact on 
the behaviour of people and trigger or 
disrupt migration networks and mi-
gration systems. Furthermore, pro-
cesses of political integration or dis-
integration – e.g. through European-
ization and globalization or through 
the dissolution of states – ensues 
reinterpretation of borders, bound-
aries and membership regimes. Both 
these processes bring about new co-
ordinates for migration. Accordingly, 
migration continuously changes di-
rection and scale, as well as cause and 
composition.11 Consequently, migra-
tion impacts on the relations between 
countries and nations.

Thus the global economic order and 
the global migration order are both 
in an interdependent process of con-
stant change. Old economic powers 
decline in importance while new 
economic powers arise, as first the 
BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China 
and South Africa) and now also the 
MINT (Mexico, Indonesia, Nigeria 
and Turkey) countries. These trends 
alter a country’s attractiveness or 
need for migration; moreover, politi-
cal crises and war disperse a country’s 
population. Both these processes can 
impact on migratory flows. As a con-

sequence, previous sending countries 
become receiving countries while 
receiving countries become send-
ing countries. It has thus been noted 
that more and more migration is now 
south-south or south-east, which 
partly supplements and partly replac-
es the importance of the old western 
receiving countries.

These developments are also reflect-
ed in Turkey. For instance, Turkey 
has risen to the 17th rank of the glob-
al economic order and is expected to 
rise further. It is, therefore, already 
considered to be a contender among 
the group of global powers12. This 
also changes Turkey’s position in the 
global migration order. Turkey no 
longer is a major migrant sending 
country as during the guest work-
ers and refugee years of the mid and 
late 20th century. Instead, Turkey has 
already become a net immigration 
country13 meaning that more mi-
grants arrive than leave. Turkey hosts 
significant communities of German, 
Russian, Ukrainian, Azerbaijani, 
Iranian, Iraqi, Afghani, Armenian, 
Georgian, and smaller communities 
of Moldovan and Senegalese immi-
grants. Most prominently, Turkey 
also receives large numbers of refu-
gees, more than any other European 
country. They come from Iran, Iraq, 
Afghanistan, and Somalia, but most 
recently and noticeable from Syria. 
Also international travel to Turkey 
has almost tripled within just one de-
cade, from 11 arrivals of foreigners in 
2001 to 31 million in 2011. The most 
important growth rates are travellers 
from Russia and China, as the num-
bers have quadrupled14.
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International Relations, 
Migration, and Human Agency

Frequently, migration impacts on 
and subsequently shapes internation-
al relations. For instance, Turkey was 
drawn into an argument with the EU 
over transit migrants who planned 
to continue their journey to Greece, 
usually in a clandestine fashion. The 
same scenario occurs throughout 
Europe. For instance, in May 2007, 
a boat loaded with 27 men from 
Sub-Saharan Africa left Libya; soon 
afterwards it sank in the middle of 
the Mediterranean Sea. While these 
men managed to survive by clinging 
to a floating tuna net, a war of words 
broke out between Malta, Italy, and 
Libya over who was responsible for 
the rescue.15 Another example oc-
curred in 2011 when Italy entered 
into conflict with France, Germany, 
and Austria over granting residence 
permits to a group of Tunisian boat 
people which then allowed them to 
travel to other EU countries. Also 
Greece was frequently criticized by 
other EU member states over its as-
sumed failure to prevent the entry 
of undocumented immigrants from 
Turkey who would then move on to 
other EU destination countries. In 
a similar context, Bulgaria’s entry to 
the Schengen zone has been delayed 
due to concerns the citizens of Bul-
garia would take advantage of this 
and migrate in large numbers.16

In these cases, it was the real or as-
sumed intention, decision and action 
of people to migrate that put migra-
tion on the political agenda of the 
affected countries. And because mi-

gration is an inherently internation-
al process - because people migrate 
from one country to another - it has 
for some time been widely accepted 
that migration is best dealt with bi- or 
multilaterally.17 Italy, Malta and Lib-
ya, Italy and France, the EU and Tur-
key or Greece and the other member 
states would not have had a conflict if 
people would not have migrated. In 
these cases it were the actions of mi-
grants that pushed the governments 
of the affected countries onto the ne-
gotiation table. In the same context, 
Malta, an otherwise almost insignif-
icant EU member state gained sig-
nificant power as it took on role of a 
watch tower guarding the EU against 
irregular migration in the Central 
Mediterranean.18 In this case it was 
the action of migrants that changed 
the position of a state in the Euro-
pean power system. This is to argue 
that international conflicts and more 
generally international relations can 
be determined by the actions of mi-
grants. Thus, more broadly spoken in 
these cases it was human agency that 
was constitutive for the international 
relations of these countries.

Turkey no longer 
is a major migrant 
sending country as 
during the guest 
workers years of the 
mid and late 20th 
century. Turkey has 
already become a net 
immigration country
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Migration and Diplomacy

Migration diplomacy19 is widely de-
ployed by sending as well as receiving 
countries. For example, in the 1970s 
the idea of an integrated Arab world 
and an Arab labour market was per-
vasive and one of the political ideas 
to achieve this was to facilitate free-
dom of movement of workers. In the 
same context did Saudi Arabia favour 
(Arab) Eritrean refugees and guerril-
las in their fight against (Christian) 
Ethiopia. In these cases, ‘migration 

policy [was] an indirect instrument 
of foreign policy, and the opening and 
closing of borders on the receiving or 
sending side have been used as tools 
of political leverage’ and occasionally 
as a political ‘weapon’.20 In 1999, after 
Malawi had lost most its medical staff 
to other countries due to emigration, 
mostly to the UK, and thus suffered 
from severe staff shortages in its 
health system, it raised the issue with 
the UK to stop active recruitment 
and thus to minimise further emigra-
tion. The Philippines frequently use 

Foreign Minister 
Ahmet Davutoğlu 
visits a school for  
displaced Syrian 
children in Gazian-
tep, Turkey.
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diplomatic channels to promote the 
admission of more Filipino migrant 
workers to other wealthier countries, 
as in 2004 with Japan, or to better 
protect their rights. In 2013, Russia 
threatened to introduce visa require-
ments for Ukrainians as a means to 
blackmail and stop the country’s 
alignment with the EU and instead 
bring it back under Russia’s control. 
This would have severely affected la-
bour migration of millions of Ukrai-
nians to Russia, a strategy that is vital 
for the livelihood of many Ukraini-
ans as well as for Ukrainian economy 
and stability as a whole.

Also Turkey has frequently been at 
the forefront of migration diplomacy. 
On the one hand, EU countries fre-
quently raise concerns regarding mi-
gration, whether over allegations that 
EU accession or visa liberalization 
could facilitate large-scale migration 
to the EU from Turkey or over claims 
that Turkey does not do enough to 
control its borders to prevent irreg-
ular migration of transit migrants 
towards its western borders. On the 
other hand, Turkey too, notably in 
2010 played the migration card, over 
the Armenian issue when Erdogan 
threatened to expel irregular Arme-
nian migrants21 in a political move to 
quell calls to recognize the Ottoman 
killings of ethnic Armenians during 
WWI.

More recently, news hit the head-
lines that the EU and Turkey have 
simultaneously signed a readmission 
agreement and a road map to visa 
liberalisation. On the one hand, com-
bating irregular and transit migration 

through Turkey and other countries 
has long been a major concern of the 
EU. On the other hand, visa free en-
try of its citizens to the EU has long 
been at the heart of Turkey, notably 
as this is usually a right of EU can-
didate countries. For long, the EU 
as the more powerful actor had re-
fused Turkey any visa liberalisation 
and Turkey could do little but be-
moaning this. However, the EU also 
needed Turkey’s collaboration in the 
fight against irregular migration and 
this has given Turkey a bargaining 
chip; once Turkey recognised this it 
linked its signature to the readmis-
sion agreement to the EU’s agree-
ment to visa liberalisation. While this 
trade off works to the benefit of Tur-
key’s government and its citizens, it 
works against the needs and interests 
of poor economic migrants and ref-
ugees in search of security, jobs, and 
family members.

Subsequently, as these examples 
show, migrants and refugees as di-
verse as Eritrean refugees, Ukrainian 
workers and Armenian migrants can 
become the pawns in the political and 
commercial chess game of countries.

International Relations, Visa 
Diplomacy and Migration Politics

Another area that is closely related to 
international relations is visa politics, 
which is an important element of mi-
gration politics. Visa politics serve an 
important though an often academ-
ically overlooked aspect of interna-
tional diplomacy and international 
relations: “visa diplomacy is defined 
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as the used of visa issuance or denial 
at an individual, group or interstate 
level to influence another state’s poli-
cy.22” Visas might be refused to mem-
bers of other governments to influ-
ence their policies, visas may also sig-
nal to other governments that their 
citizens are considered an economic 
or security threat, or visa require-
ments might signal that the economic 
conditions of another country or the 
quality of their national identity doc-
uments are considered insufficient 
and thus facilitating fraud. The flip 
side is that abolishing visa require-
ments for certain countries signals to 
them that they are not considered a 
threat and their citizens are viewed as 
welcomed. Thus, visa policies are not 
only used to govern the flow of peo-
ple but also as instrument in shaping 
international relations.

Turkey has successively liberalised 
its visa policy towards many other 
countries in the Middle East, North 
Africa, Eastern Europe and Central 
Asia. This went hand in hand with 
the famous expansion of the Turkish 
Airlines network.23 Consequently, the 
citizens of these countries can now 
easily obtain visas or can often enter 
visa-free for periods of up to three 
months in Turkey.24 Indeed, “the free 
movement of people is emerging as 
an increasingly significant factor in 
Turkey’s foreign relations.25” Being 
able to visit another country relatively 
freely has various consequences: free 
movement of people facilitates eco-
nomic activity and growth ranging 
from tourism and shopping to busi-
ness and trade, and helps to advance 
and grow regional economic, politi-

cal, and cultural integration. Further 
to this, it enables people of different 
countries to get acquainted with one 
another and with its cultures. This 
also shapes the perceptions people 
have of the respective other country 
and subsequently the relations be-
tween the countries. In other words, 
mobility and migration can drive 
international relations ‘from below’. 
The free movement of people com-
bined with liberalized trade and busi-
ness were significant factors, which 

allowed Turkey to avoid being drawn 
into the EU’s economic crisis. In-
stead, Turkey has been able through 
these policies to expand its export 
markets and diversify its economic 
relations and become less depended 
on the EU26. This type of visa diplo-
macy and the free movement of peo-
ple are essential in helping Turkey 
to become a regional economic and 
subsequently also political hub, just 
as free travel was a precondition for 
the success of the EU.

Meanwhile, Turkey has been criti-
cized by the EU, notably by Frontex 
as its visa diplomacy is seen as facil-
itating irregular transit migration to 
the EU; it is claimed that people who 
can easily travel to Turkey exploit this 

Combating irregular and 
transit migration through 
Turkey and other countries has 
long been a major concern of 
the EU
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opportunity by irregularly moving on 
to the EU.27 This throws a light on a 
policy dilemma Turkey is facing. On 
the one hand, Turkey is interested in 
good relations with the EU, it’s still 
powerful political ally and econom-
ic partner to the North and West. 
Indeed, as an EU candidate country, 
Turkey must also comply with the 
EU acquis, which in the end also em-
braces all its migration policies, in-
cluding the visa country list. On the 
other hand, Turkey also has interna-
tional political and economic inter-
ests beyond the EU, and these are of 
growing importance. In particular, 

Turkey is striving to develop good 
relations with the other countries in 
the region, in the Commonwealth of 
Independent States, Central Asia, the 
Caucasus, the Middle East, Northern 
Africa and elsewhere for both politi-
cal and economic reasons.

Towards a Modern Migration 
Policy

Migration politics inherently touch 
upon foreign and domestic affairs, 
including economics and social co-
hesion. Throughout the 20th centu-

ry, Turkey focussed on and favoured 
ethnic Turkish migration and was 
otherwise concerned with its own 
extensive Turkish Diaspora mostly 
in Western Europe. The regulation 
of all other migratory trends, includ-
ing refugee migration, was generally 
not comprehensive, inconsistent, and 
became increasingly inadequate.28 As 
a result, migration to Turkey was de 
facto often unregulated or irregular. 
In 2008, the Bureau for Asylum and 
Migration under the Under Secre-
tariat of the Ministry of Interior was 
introduced and mandated with pre-
paring new, modern, and compre-
hensive migration legislation and 
administration that would better 
serve Turkey’s interests, meet EU re-
quirements, and respond to the often 
critical ruling of the European Court 
of Justice.29 Thorough preparation 
further supported by field visits and 
intensive consultations with national 
and international stakeholders re-
sulted in an impressive and widely 
praised new piece of law. However, 
there remain causes for concerns 
and criticisms (e.g. art. 58 on the de-
tention of families and children, art. 
77 on qualifying threefold violation 
of the dispersal to satellite cities as 
withdrawal of an asylum application 
or art. 82 on the requirements for a 
residence permit). By and large, how-
ever, the law not only reflects Euro-
pean standards, but also in its spirit 
and in some of its details even goes 
beyond these and represents a rather 
liberal and humane approach. With 
this law, Turkey is now much better 
prepared to manage migration and 
take advantage of the potential bene-
fits of migration while managing the 

Turkey is now better prepared 
to manage migration and 
take advantage of the 
potential benefits of migration 
while managing the more 
problematic aspects
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more problematic aspects. Also the 
interests and well -being of the in-
dividual migrants and refugees shall 
be much better protected by this law. 
However, it all depends on the orga-
nizational culture of the responsible 
agencies and how the law will be in-
terpreted and implemented on the 
ground.

Conclusion

For Turkey, as for many other coun-
tries, international relations, migra-
tion and visa policy as well as eco-
nomic and welfare policy are closely 
related. The liberalised circulation of 
capital, goods and people facilitates 
regional political and economic inte-
gration and is widely considered ben-
efiting economic growth and the well 
being of the affected populations30 
(though there are also costs and risks 
that require careful monitoring and 
management of migration). In moral 
terms, and given that Turkey main-
tains its liberal migration and visa 
policy, Turkey will increasingly been 
seen as freer, more open and welcom-
ing country, and an alternative to the 
EU for business people and tourists 
while the EU runs the danger of in-
creasingly being perceived as an ex-
clusive, closely controlled and rather 
unwelcoming fortress. 
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