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Perceptions of Syrians in Turkey
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ABSTRACT This article is a summary of the study “Syrians in Turkey:
Social Acceptance and Integration,” which was conducted by the
Hacettepe University Migration and Politics Research Center-HU-
GO in six cities based on interviews with Syrians and locals and
analysis of the media and NGOs. Over 1.8 million Syrians arrived
in Turkey and accepted under “temporary protection” status be-
tween April 2011 and December 2014. The efforts of the Turkish
government and society has spent 5-5,5 billion dollars on the cri-
sis. Turkish society has been overwhelmingly accepting of Syrians.
However, concerns and objections are increasing as the perma-
nency of Syrians in Turkey becomes more visible. Therefore, it is
essential to develop strategies on permanency with the support of

Turkish society.
Introduction

Following the harsh crackdown

on demonstrations against the

Assad regime, which began on
March 15, 2011, Syria has fallen into
a civil war. As a consequence, there
has been a tremendous and dramat-
ic flow of refugees into neighboring
countries. Over 4 million Syrians
have had to flee the country, which
has had a population of 22.4 million;
The United Nations High Commis-
sioner for Refugees (UNHCR) de-
fined the event as “the biggest migra-
tion flow in late history™

Turkey with its 911 km shared border

with Syria has become one of the larg-
est host nations for displaced Syrians.
The first inflow of Syrian refugees to
Turkey consisted of only 252 people
on April 29, 2011. However, by March
2015, almost in 4 years the number
of migrants reached 1,858,000. The
Turkish government stated, “The
borders are open for the guests who
flee from war and torture” Syrians
have been provided with “temporary
protection” from the start of the con-
flict and despite of all internal pres-
sure, social anxiety, security concerns
and the financial burden, the govern-
ment continued its policy. By January
2015, although the official numbers
point out 1,8 million of Syrians, the
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estimated number is over 2 million
of Syrians. Furthermore, as UNHCR
warns, arrival of newcomers in mas-
sive numbers should be expected.?

The crisis affects Turkish society so-
cially, politically, economically and
psychologically, and especially secu-
rity concerns prevail. Turkey’s “open
door” policy, which was implemented
in accordance with international law,
has resulted in a serious risk regarding
the level and duration of the residence
of Syrians. Although this has tested
Turkish society, the process has been
quite successful. C.Batchelor, the rep-
resentative of the UNHCR in Turkey,
states that “it is a great tribute to the
humanitarian spirit, not only of the
Turkish government but of the Turk-
ish people” However, the protests
and even attacks on Syrians in 2014
demonstrate that social toleration
and acceptance cannot be sustained
by itself. Thus, the sustainability of

acceptance is dependent on the im-
provement of delicate migration man-
agement with the support of Turkish
society. The crisis should be evaluat-
ed not by its financial burden but by
its social effects. The possibility that
some proportion of the 1.8 million
Syrians in Turkey will become per-
manent will also be a driving force for
policies. One of the most important
issues concerning Syrians in Turkey

is “social acceptance and integration.™

Findings of the Survey:

The field research of “Syrians in
Turkey: Social Acceptance and Inte-
gration” was conducted by HUGO
during February-April 2014 in three
border cities (Gaziantep, Hatay, Kilis)
and three non-border cities (Istan-
bul, Izmir, Mersin). 144 in-depths
interviews (72 with Syrians and 72
with local people) were conducted in
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non-camp settings. For a better un-
derstanding of the issue, analyses of
national and local media and NGOs
were also conducted. During the re-
search on the refugees’ living condi-
tions, relations with Turkish society,
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The existence of 87 percent of Syri-
ans outside the camps has led to the
inevitable interaction with Turkish
society and brought some anxiety.
This not only gave rise to high levels
of social, economical and political

interactions but also reached what
K. Kirisci describes as “the limits of

future expectations of Syrians and the
level of “social acceptance” in Turkey

was examined. hospitality”
Syrian Refugees in Cities of Turkey December 2014
Source: Disaster & Emergency Management Presidency (AFAD), Republic of Turkey Ministry of Interior, UNCHR
Number
of Syrian
refugees Numl:.»er Numt?er
) ) in Cities of Syrian of Syrian
City (with (in Camp iC refugees refugees
refugee camp) | out of Camp oC) City in Cities City in Cities
istanbul 330.000 | Corum 250
Sanhurfa 0C:387.335 | 467.000 | Sirnak 190.090 | Burdur 250
iC: 79.665 Mersin 45.000 | Canakkale 200
Konya 45.000 | Nevsehir 180
Gaziantep 0C:220.000 | 253.328 | Ankara 30.000 | Usak 173
iC:33.328 Bursa 20.000 Isparta 160
Batman 20.000 | Eskisehir 150
Hatay oC: 190.000 204.735 Kocaeli 15.000 Duiizce 150
iC: 14.735 izmir 13.000 | Hakkari 150
Antalya 10.000 | Kirikkale 150
Kilis 0C: 49.000 86.578 | Kayseri 9.500 | Sivas 150
iC:37.578 Diyarbakir 5.000 | Zonguldak 140
Samsun 1.230 Agn 100
Mardin 0C: 70.000 78.858 | Nigde 1.100 | Amasya 100
iC: 2.858 Aydin 1.000 | Erzurum 80
Elazi§g 900 | Ordu 80
Adana 0C:50.000 61.226 | Denizli 800 | Rize 77
iC:11.124 Yalova 780 | Karaman 75
Mugla 750 Kirsehir 70
K.Maras 0oC: 44.000 61.215 Siirt 700 Bilecik 50
iC:17.215 Mus 670 | Bingodl 50
Sakarya 670 | Cankin 50
Adiyaman 0C: 23.500 33354 | Van 600 | Yozgat 50
iC: 9.854 Manisa 550 | Edirne 50
Balikesir 500 | Kars 45
Osmaniye oC: 12.000 21.597 | Afyon 500 | Artvin 40
iC:7.597 Tekirdag 480 | Aksaray 40
Bitlis 400 | Katahya 33
Malatya oC: 850 8.343 | Trabzon 330 | Kirklareli 30
iC: 7.493 Tokat 320 | Bartin 20
Bolu 300 | Karabiik 10
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Opinions, Feelings and
Expectations of Syrians in Turkey*

The most remarkable findings from
the interviews conducted with non-
camp Syrians in Turkey are that
Syrians feel safe in Turkey after the
pressure and attacks in Syria and are
thankful to the Turkish state and so-
ciety. They also appreciate that Turk-
ish society has shown them hospital-
ity and helped them in this difficult
situation, and emphasize that they
are not discriminated. On the other
hand, they feel restless, hopeless and
have concerns regarding the future
of their children, which they call the
“lost generation.” The most common
answer to the question of “which
statement makes you feel uncom-
fortable?” is seen as “guests,” which is
perceived as drawing limits and even
as alienation, a situation that recalls
acceptance issues of Turks abroad.
Educated and qualified migrants in
particular demand “refugee statue”
from Turkey and then their transfer
to a European country in order to
live there permanently. They also re-
peatedly state that they have an issue
with their ability to work. Most in-
dicate that despite the granted work
permits, they still face labor exploita-
tion. Syrians who have trouble find-
ing accommodations complain about
rent levels, their financial difficulties
and hard living conditions. The atti-
tude of local people towards Syrians
varies. While some offer their plac-
es free of charge, others charge high
rents for poor quality accommoda-
tions (e.g., barns, stores, bake-hous-
es, etc.).Most Syrians state that their
living conditions have diminished in

Turkey. They also say that their hous-
es in Syria are irreversibly damaged.
Syrians also complain about the oc-
casionally bad attitude of hospital
personnel and local people in hospi-
tals, although they are granted access
to health care by the Turkish state.

Finally, most Syrians would like to
return to their country if the war
ends. However, there is little hope
that the fighting will cease any time
soon and thus they cannot return.
Syrians report that they are trying
to learn Turkish in order to integrate
themselves in daily life and that they
encourage their children to do so. Al-
most all Syrians stated during their
interviews that if the Turkish state
would grant them citizenship, they
would gladly accept.

In general, Syrians prefer non-camp
life because: (a) it offers more free-
dom, as they are not restricted by the
rules and regulations of camps; (b)
there is the possibility to work even
if it is irregular; (c) the perceived
threat of forced return that could be
easily enforced from the camps; (d)
concerns over political and ethnic
actors in camps; and (e) the belief,
particularly among conservatives
and fathers of daughters, that camp
life does not fit with their norms and
ethics.

There are observable differences in
the attitudes of people in border cit-
ies and non-border cities, as well as in
urban and rural areas, with regards to
social acceptance and integration of
Syrians. Integration is less of a topic
in border cities where local and oth-
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er NGOs dynamically help Syrians.
The presence of Arabic and Kurdish
speaking people in border cities and
the tradition of solidarity and coop-
eration in smaller places are factors
which eases integration despite of all
the difficulties. Yet, non-border cities
are different in terms of priorities and
problems.

Survey respondents complained
about Syrian beggars, saying that
there were also beggars in Syria and
that they are Syrian “gypsies.” Syrians
are disturbed that their humanitari-
an drama has become an object of
Turkish politics and annoyed with
the title of “people of government/
President Erdogan,” since Erdogan
accepted them to Turkey and this la-
bel allows opposition supporters to
ignore their humanitarian situation.
The survey also showed that Syrians
creates their own “others” in Turkey.
For instance, Syrians Arabs prefer
the regions in which Arabs live and
other groups also do so. Turkmens
have found it easier to adapt due to
their relatively small size in num-
ber and advantage of language and
ethnicity.

Opinions, Feelings and
Expectations of Local People

The most remarkable finding from
the interviews with local people was
that although there are similar at-
titudes and comments on some is-
sues, there are important differences
in opinion between people who live
in the border cities (Gaziantep, Ki-
lis, Hatay) and those in non-border
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cities (Mersin, Istanbul and Izmir)
towards the issue. All local Turkish
people state that they evaluate the
situation as humanitarian and argue
that it is right to help the Syrians. The
reasons given for their acceptance are
“we should embrace the people flee-

Syrians report that they are
trying to learn Turkish in
order to integrate themselves

in daily life and that they
encourage their children to
do so

ing from war,” “we are brothers by re-
ligion” and “we are hospitable,” gen-
erally with humanitarian, emotional,
religious and cultural emphasis.”

However, although the locals under-
stand the humanitarian side of the
crisis, nearly all of them say that they
want Syrians to return to their coun-
try sooner rather than later. They do
not want Turkey to take in any more
Syrians and for the sake of control,
they also demand that the refugees
be placed in camps and far from cit-
ies. A frequent complaint is that the
existence of “uncontrolled” Syrians is
a threat to the economy, security and
moral lives.

Political difference is another im-
portant issue for the evaluation of the
situation. Since President Erdogan
played a special role in the acceptance
of the Syrians to Turkey, people who
are close to the AKP differ from those
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who support other parties in terms
of attitude. People who criticize the
government’s Syria policy argue that
AKP invited Syrians into the country
and will grant them citizenship in or-
der to raise their votes.

People in border cities have a wide
range of issues with Syrians, while
the attitudes of people in non-border
cities concentrate around the topics
of “beggars,” “security” and “inadapt-
ability” In border cities, the various
opinions of local people are observed
especially with tradesmen. In some
cities, tradesmen state that the exis-
tence of Syrians has prompted the
recovery of local markets. However,
tradesmen in other cities grumble
about Syrians owning shops and the
irregular or semi-irregular Syrian la-
bor force.

In border cities, the most important
grievance is about rent prices and
scarcity of houses. Local people hes-
itate to rent their property to Syrians
since they are associated with being
unable to pay rent, overcrowding
houses with 10-15 people, damaging
the property and complaints from
neighbors. Access to health services is
another issue. Many local people say
that “hospitals are full of Syrians, they
have priorities, it is all free for them,
we can't access even if our children
are sick” Access to health services is a
general problem in Turkey; however,
it has been further aggravated due to
the arrival of Syrians.*Yet the inter-
views with Turkish authorities show
that it is about perception.’To clarify,
the Syrian crowd in the emergency
department of the hospitals seems as

A Syrian child has fled to Turkey from the civil war in Syria
to Reyhanl district in Turkey. Turkish aid organizations and
non-govermantal organizations distributed clothing to
Syrian refugees.
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if they were all the departments of the
hospitals; in fact they are not.

The concern of losing one’s job due
to competition from the cheap labor
offered by Syrians is another com-
mon objection. Since it is cheaper for
tradesmen and other entrepreneurs
to employ Syrians, unqualified work-
ers feel threatened and angry. There
are some findings about wealthy Syri-
ans who own businesses and contrib-
ute to increasing trade in the region.
TUIK’s 2013 unemployment levels
indicate that Kilis and Gaziantep
have some of the lowest unemploy-
ment numbers of any Turkish city
and point to newly emerging eco-
nomic dynamics as a facilitator of
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employment.'” Another frequently
mentioned issue is the acceptance of
Syrian university students in Turkish
universities. They complain that “our
children study for years for a Univer-

However, the Syrian
crisis confronted
Turkey with the

largest migration

in its history in
numerical terms and
of its characteristics

sity entrance exam, they [Syrians] are
accepted to universities without an
exam or other documents.”

Although Syrians have similar cul-
tural identity as people in the border
region; nevertheless, locals complain
about the habits of Syrians, such as
laziness, noisiness, rudeness and
dirtiness. There has been an observ-
able shift from positive to negative
attitudes among local people towards
Syrians as the conflict has become
protracted. Local people also express
concerns over security issues and a
possible increase of ordinary and po-
litical crimes. Many people claim that
crimes such as robbery and forgery
have increased. Complaints like “we
used to sleep with our doors open but
we can't do so any longer;” and “our
children used to play on the streets
until the morning but now they are
afraid of Syrian gangs” are frequently
noted. Statements to the contrary by
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the authorities claiming that actually
the opposite is the case do not con-
vince the locals. Finally, local people
also express fear of epidemics like po-
liomyelitis or meningitis.

In the region, rumors circulate that
Syrian women “prostitute” them-
selves or become second, third or
fourth wives. Yet such statements
are not supported by examples and
are based on mere rumors. Two sex
workers explained that they had the
same job in Syria. They say that there
are no women in the hands of “pros-
titution mafias,” although most local
people claim that they heard about
such “immoral” incidences.

The concept of “guest” has been re-
peatedly challenged; for example, it
is argued that “guests know their lim-
its” This indicates that locals perceive
their stay to be limited, but it also car-
ries a discriminatory connotation. In-
deed, the concept transformed from
an embracing idea to a “discriminat-
ing” one."'It is now commonly be-
lieved in both border and non-border
cities that Syrians will not leave Tur-
key, while Turks firmly reject the idea
of granting citizenship to Syrians. In
Hatay, the issue of ethnicity domi-
nates over all other issues; most nota-
bly, Alevis conceptualize the presence
of large numbers of mostly Sunni
Syrians as an expression of the eth-
nic politics of President Erdogan and
thus react negatively.'”They generally
label Syrians as “terrorists revolting
against their state” The bombing in
Reyhanli, which killed 53 people, is
the cornerstone of this view for the
people of Hatay.
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By August 2014, 30,000 babies
had been born in the camps.
Taking account all the Syrians

in Turkey, it is estimated that
the number of Syrian babies
born in Turkey is more than
60,000-70,000

Conclusion and Suggestions

Turkey has hosted massive influxes of
migrants before. The most important
feature of these was that they were
ethnically and religiously preferred
and controlled groups under a spe-
cific strategy.”The migration flows
in the 1980s from Iran, Iraq and
Syria were temporary and caused
by momentary troubles. However,
the Syrian crisis confronted Turkey
with the largest migration in its his-
tory in numerical terms and of its
characteristics.

The field research underlying this
study supports the idea that despite
all the real or perceived problems
cited above, Turkish society in gen-
eral shows great social acceptance to-
wards Syrians. However, it cannot be
denied that as the conflict continues,
this hospitality will reach its limits.
Social acceptance has the propensi-
ty to diminish as the number of ref-
ugees and the duration of their stay
increases while the opportunities for
work and social welfare decreases.
Furthermore, acceptance may trans-

form into discrimination, racism or
even racial violence.

Statements like “Syrians must go,
at least to the camps”'*has been ex-
pressed in some opinion polls and
recent demonstrations and attacks
against Syrians has already raised
concerns. Nevertheless, it would
be inappropriate to summarize the
attitude of Turkish society with
one-sided or pointed statements.
Despite these incidences, the gen-
eral positive attitude towards social
acceptance remains valid. Still, Tur-
key should not be dependent on this
positive attitude of Turkish people
to the management of the process
long-term.

Migration should be properly man-
aged to avoid harm and bring ben-
efits to Turkey and Syrians alike;
this necessitates short, medium and
long-term projections. One of the
important issues is the question of
“temporariness/permanency” of
Syrians. So far, policies have been
shaped around “temporariness” It is
well known that massive forced mi-
gration flows in cases where quick
return is prevented have a tendency
to become protracted. In such situ-
ations, as in the case with Syrians,
social acceptance by society needs
to be brought to the agenda. Short-
term decisions and regulations of
state institutions may be important
and effective, but social acceptance
and society’s attitude in the middle
and long-term are the main deter-
minants of the integration process.
Therefore, the degree of social ac-
ceptance has a great effect on migra-
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tion management and state policies
toward it."”

The interviews with local people indi-
cate that locals want Syrians to return
to their country as soon as possible
or to be relocated to the camps. Fur-
thermore, some locals state that while
they have embraced Syrians fleeing
the war, the refugees should know
their limitations and obey the rules
of the region regarding the threshold
of hospitality. All of these reactions
are expected; in fact, there could be
much harsher responses. At high-lev-
el meetings, Turkish authorities have
announced that they will try to create
the best strategy to address all such
concerns, especially after the demon-
strations and attacks against Syrians
in 2014. During the management of
the integration process, registration,
reassuring society, briefing locals and
even demanding solidarity are highly
needed.

Although the high degree of social
acceptance is an advantage, policies
should be implemented delicately
and the crisis should be managed in
accordance with international law,
social order and peace in order to
maintain its sustainability. Turkish
authorities should explain to society
that the process is under control.

Registration was one of the main
problems for managing the Syrian
crisis. In September 2014, only 50
percent (780,000) of Syrians in Tur-
key were registered. However, over
90 percent of the Syrians in Turkey
were registered by the end of 2014
thanks to the intensive efforts of of-
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ficials in cooperation with UNHCR.
The registration process (including
qualifications of the Syrians) should
be completed since it is of vital im-
portance for both the management
of the process and the refugees
themselves.

The rights and opportunities of lo-
cal people should not be damaged
by the precautions taken for Syrians.
For example, the negations that stem
from Syrians’ access to work per-
mits, health services and education
should be cleared and any econom-
ic activity or irregular labor, which
causes unfair competition, should be
prevented.

Local and foreign NGOs should take
more initiative to facilitate social ac-
ceptance and integration and con-
tribute to the daily lives of both Syri-
ans and locals. Moreover, the limita-

tions on these initiatives should be
lifted.

The sincere efforts of city and coun-
ty governors and the representatives
of institutions such as AFAD and
Kizilay should be appreciated. Their
motivation should be promoted. Lo-
cal governments should offer more
projects in the spheres of education
and placement of Syrians.

The qualifications of Syrians should
be analyzed through research. It is ur-
gent to conduct a survey and generate
a list of qualified Syrian migrants.

The UN agencies state that there is
over 2 million refugees in Turkey by
the end of 2014. Furthermore, it is
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generally accepted that the war will
continue and a healthy environment
for living will not be supplied in the
short-term. Therefore, it is not a mis-
take to speak of the permanency of
Syrians in Turkey. By August 2014,
30,000 babies had been born in the
camps.'®Taking account all the Syr-
ians in Turkey, it is estimated that
the number of Syrian babies born in
Turkey is more than 60,000-70,000.
For these babies to thrive in Turkey,
a new attitude is needed.

New studies should be conducted for
the peaceful integration of Syrians
into society. The attention given at
the beginning is essential for the ac-
ceptance process, as has been learned
from 50-years of experience of Turks
abroad."Ideas of “guests” or “tem-
porariness” have a discriminatory
connotation. Therefore, precautions
should be taken to prevent the rise of
negative attitudes.

Our research implies that the Syrian
war will continue and that re-estab-
lishing peace will be delayed. Turkey
should assess the duration of the stay
of Syrians. Taking into account the
examples of global refugee crises, it
could be assumed that a significant
proportion of Syrians will remain in
Turkey; some predictions imply that
it could be up to 1,5 million or even
more. Thus, the Turkish state should
modify its policy, prepare for some
potential permanency and develop
a strategy that contains short, me-
dium and long-term elements. This
includes preparing society for these
realities and introduces integration
policies. @
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