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ABSTRACT This article examines the use of coercive engineered migration as 
a hybrid threat during the 2015 EU refugee crisis. The authors argue that 
coercive engineered migration can be used as a threat by a state, even 
when it is not the source of outflows; that it is possible under conditions of 
an internal or external conflict in the state that is the source of migration; 
that a state-challenger would most probably be an authoritarian state that 
supports the government of the emigration state. The authors state that 
the sound action for Turkey and the EU in the conditions of a crisis that 
of 2015, would be to develop a migration diplomacy initiative that could 
contribute not only to a deal but to a sustainable, mutually beneficial solu-
tion for both parties.
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Introduction

The European Union (EU) is no stranger to migration inflows. The 2015 
migration crisis is probably the most serious challenge facing Europe, 
which, after World War II became a dream destination for millions from 

the developing world. Nowadays, it still remains “the continent of interna-
tional migration, with a tenth of the world’s people and a third of the world’s 
international migrants.”1 

In recent decades, migrations from Africa and Asia made the regulation of 
inflows much more difficult for the EU. In searching for a solution, the EU 
chose to rely on external players –in exchange for some concessions and sup-
port– including governments that did not share its values; such as the gov-
ernment of Muammar Qaddafi in Libya. This in turn gave these players the 
opportunity to use migration as a weapon against the EU. Kelley Greenfield 
calls it coercive engineered migration,2 defining it as “cross-border popula-
tion movements that are deliberately created or manipulated in order to in-
duce (involuntary) political, military, and/or economic concessions from a 
target state or states.”3

The events in the Middle East in 2010 gave new impetus to migration, ex-
acerbating processes that have been initiated years before. Corruption, high 
unemployment rates, bad governance, constant violation of human rights, and 
political repression against the opposition, practiced by secular authoritarian 
regimes, increased social tensions in Tunisia, Libya, Morocco, Yemen, Egypt, 
and elsewhere. Brought under the common denominator of the Arab Spring, 
they followed different directions and had different consequences. In Syria, the 
Arab Spring was much more than a battle between supporters and enemies of 
Bashar al-Assad. The Sunni Muslim majority, the president’s Shia Alawite sect, 
Syrian Kurds, and terrorist organizations such as ISIS, were among the main 
stakeholders in the national political arena, each with its own agenda and ideas 
about the future of the country. With Iran and Russia supporting the govern-
ment, and Turkey, the Western powers and some Gulf states underpinning the 
opposition, the political landscape became even more complex-international 
players pursued their own divergent interests that on several occasions had lit-
tle to do with the aspirations of the local population for peace and the cessation 
of hostilities. The U.S. actively intervened from September 2014 to Septem-
ber 2015 by supporting the opposition and targeting ISIS militants;4 it armed, 
trained, and provided military air cover to the anti-government, anti-terrorist 
opposition. With 2,000 military personnel,5 Russia became involved in Sep-
tember 2015 at the request of the Syrian government, within the framework of 
long-term cooperation and solidarity with Syria. Despite the fact that the main 
actors responsible for the conflict are the Syrian government and ISIS, several 
researchers argue that what was witnessed there was “a proxy war among such 
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contestants as Saudi Arabia, Qatar, 
Iran, Turkey, the U.S., Russia, and 
others.”6 

The first signs of the Syrian migra-
tion crisis appeared in 2013 and 
2014.7 The crisis peaked in 2015 
when 1,255,640 first-time asylum 
applicants crossed EU borders,8 il-
lustrating again “the potential power of unregulated migration to make peo-
ple and governments feel insecure and under threat.”9 As the EU established 
firm security measures to thwart migration, this number dropped dramatically 
afterward. According to data collected by the International Organization for 
Migration (IOM), the total number of immigrants and asylum-seekers seek-
ing entry to the EU in 2019 was 123,920.10 Migrants arrived not only from the 
battlefields of Syria but also from Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Nigeria, and 
elsewhere.11 

Methodological and Conceptual Framework

This paper addresses the following research questions: could coercive engi-
neered migration be used as a hybrid threat? Could a state that is not a source 
of migration use it as such a threat? If so, which kind of state can do this, and 
under what conditions is this possible? 

We argue that coercive engineered migration can be used as a hybrid threat 
by a state, even when it is not the source of outflows; that it is possible un-
der conditions of an internal or external conflict in the sending state; that a 
state-challenger would most probably be an authoritarian state supporting the 
government of the emigration state. The authors argue that the sound action 
for Turkey and the EU in the conditions of a crisis like that of 2015, would be 
to develop a migration diplomacy initiative that could contribute not only to a 
deal but to a sustainable, mutually beneficial solution for both parties.

Before going further, and with the purpose to shed more light on the views 
expressed, the main terms implemented –hybridity, hybrid threat, and hybrid 
war– will be introduced. They are part of the new discourse of war composed 
of categories as fourth generation warfare,12 network war,13 compound war,14 
new war,15 etc.

In conceptualizing the terms, we apply Ludwig Wittgenstein’s approach of fam-
ily resemblance, as opposed to the necessary and sufficient condition approach, 
where a given feature cannot be substituted by another. Wittgenstein illustrates 

According to data collected by 
the International Organization 
for Migration, the total number 
of immigrants and asylum-
seekers seeking entry to the EU 
in 2019 was 123,920
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his view with the games, asking the 
question what is the common be-
tween board-games, card-games, ball 
games, Olympic Games, and so on, 
and answering that similarity exists 
in relationships, procedures, etc.; this 
kind of similarity he calls ‘family re-
semblances.’16 Applied to the current 
research, this would mean that there 
is no necessary and sufficient condi-
tion for some phenomenon to be con-
ceptualized as ‘hybrid.’ It is enough to 

identify at least two components enlaced by family resemblance as for example 
military operations and information operations; cyberattacks understood as a 
malicious and deliberate attempt by an individual or organization to breach 
the information system of another individual or organization in order to ben-
efit from disrupting the victim’s network and coercive migration;17 economic 
pressure, and trolling. Combinations can vary. In the military field, hybridity is 
not a simple sum of several unconventional factors, but much more than that 
since they support and enhance each other.

If there is a relative consensus in the international academic debate about the 
nature of hybridity, there is no consent on the character of its components. 
Militaries grasp the participation of regular armed forces as a needed condi-
tion for hybridity, while civil institutions and researchers do not. This disparity 
is due to the fact that “hybridity” has evolved in two different contexts –mili-
tary science and political science.18 EU documents, for example, view hybrid 
threats –one of the terms of the cluster that appeared around ‘hybridity’– “as 
a mixture of coercive and subversive activities, conventional and unconven-
tional methods (i.e. diplomatic, military, economic, technological), that can be 
used in a coordinated manner by state or non-state actors to achieve specific 
objectives while remaining below the threshold of formally declared warfare.”19 

On a more practical level, hybrid threats can range from cyberattacks on crit-
ical information systems and the disruption of critical services such as energy 
supplies or financial services, to the undermining of public trust in govern-
ment institutions or the deepening of social divisions. According to Pawlak, 
hybrid threats arising from the articulation of different elements include var-
ious actions, conditions and events perceived by states or non-state actors as 
dangerous in terms of their needs, values and projects.20 

Some emphasize its multifaceted nature, which transforms quickly to adapt to 
the changing environment.21 Others call attention to the fact that hybrid threat 
is always “custom-tailored” and serves the needs of a certain actor in a certain 

Hybrid threats aim to weaken 
a defender’s power, position, 
influence, or will, rather than 
to strengthen those attributes 
for the attacker. They are 
not designed to cause direct 
harm to people, but rather to 
destabilize the target



SYRIAN MASS MIGRATION IN THE 2015 EU REFUGEE CRISIS: A HYBRID THREAT OR CHANCE FOR IMPLEMENTING MIGRATION DIPLOMACY?

2021 Sprıng 239

situation, giving Russia an example.22 Hybrid threats aim to weaken a defend-
er’s power, position, influence, or will, rather than to strengthen those attri-
butes for the attacker.23 They are not designed to cause direct harm to people, 
but rather to destabilize the target.24 Through a wide range of means, hybrid 
threats can target the systemic vulnerabilities of democratic states and institu-
tions, the will of the people, and the decision-making ability at a state or in-
ternational level.25 From this point of view, hybrid threats have to do with Sun 
Tzu’s view that “to subdue the enemy without fighting is the acme of skill.”26 
Sadowski and Becker point out the agents of hybrid threats defining them as 
“entities or movements that continually scan the environment for opportuni-
ties and threaten to or apply violence to affect the will and psyche of others to 
achieve their political objectives.”27 

For the purposes of this study, we conceptualize hybrid threats as situations 
or activities that could lead to coercion, where a military component is not 
necessarily presented and where a flexible exercise of different capabilities, 
forms, and strategies of a vague and blurred nature might contribute to the 
success of the challenger. As hybrid threats remain in a gray zone between 
war and peace, the identification of the challenger is extremely difficult. Thus 
we do not speak about ‘violence,’ understood as the use of physical force to 
injure, abuse, damage, or destroy.28 Neither do we mean behaviors involving 
physical force intended to hurt, damage, or kill someone or destroy some-
thing.29 We relate hybrid threat with ‘coercion,’ defined as the “ability to get 
an actor –a state, the leader of a state, a terrorist group, a transnational or 
international organization, a private actor– to do something it/he/she does 
not want to do.”30 

Without entering into details about the hybrid war, another term that appeared 
as a part of the cluster around hybridity, and will be in use here, it is defined as 
any political act that aims to compel our enemy to do our will; an act, which 
combines more than one form of violence (but does not include necessary 
physical or kinetic component) and is directed above all to the destruction 
of the institutions (through eroding trust and governability), communities 
(through impeding informed individual and collective choices), and society, 
threatening it through interference in national decision making process and 
impact on public opinion.31

Was the mass migration of Syrians to the EU just a collateral result of the con-
flict or a weapon deliberately engineered by state or non-state actors against 
the ЕU? Among member states, unregulated migration had already been rec-
ognized as a means of coercion and mentioned as a hybrid threat32 in several 
important documents: “Joint Communication to the European Parliament and 
the Council Joint Framework on Countering Hybrid Threats –A European 
Union Response;”33 “Joint Staff Working Document EU, Operational Proto-
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col for Countering Hybrid Threats;34 
(HR, 2016),” Global Strategy (EUGS), 
and the EU-NATO Joint Declaration 
of 201635 on increasing collaboration 
between the two institutions to men-
tion a few. Migration has become an 
even more sensitive point on the polit-
ical agenda of the EU and its member 
states, as far as it raises anew concerns 
about “sovereignty, citizenship, na-
tional security, and identity,”36 as well 

as the ability of the EU to control its borders and keep its population safe, 
while ensuring, at the same time, due respect to the rights of migrants. When 
threat perceptions on sovereignty, citizenship, security, and identity emerge 
altogether, they can melt and transform into a dangerous cocktail ready to ex-
plode at any moment and cause inevitable damage to the European democratic 
space. This constellation has contributed significantly to the securitization of 
migration. Each of its components stimulates others: sovereignty –as far as it 
poses the question of what it means to be part of the EU; citizenship –because 
it remains the union’s primary integration tool; security –since it is one of the 
most valuable collective goods in times of crisis; and identity –since it reacted 
aggressively against statements that it is possible to be European and accept 
European values without practicing them.37 While the EU migration crisis has 
been largely discussed in the academic literature, scholars have been surpris-
ingly reluctant to use the concept of hybrid threats to frame the analysis of 
inflows that have, to a great extent, undermined European authority, unity, 
and solidarity, and revealed that the EU was not able to elaborate a common 
security and defense policy or to adopt any collective response. 

Underpinnings of the Argument
This paper approaches the issue of migration through the lens of political re-
alism accepting it as a threat to national, regional, and global security. The 
idea that immigration, particularly irregular immigration, is such a threat is 
not new. In analyzing specific policy implications, Heisler and Layton-Henry 
consider the spillover effects of conflicts that lead to forced migration. They 
argue that the threat of migration arises when a state is unable to respond or 
to govern due to high numbers of migrants.38 According to Weiner, migrants 
could be viewed as a threat for a number of reasons: if they create difficulties 
in diplomatic relations, if they could be considered hostile to the receiving 
country, and if they are seen as a cultural threat, an economic problem, or as 
an intended threat sent by countries of origin or transit.39

Accepting that migration has to do with national, regional, and global secu-
rity, we argue that it can heavily impact the modern system of international 

Accepting that migration 
has to do with national, 
regional, and global security, 
we argue that it can heavily 
impact the modern system of 
international relations and 
foreign policy
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relations and foreign policy. Hence, the study of its link with such important 
questions as peace and war, including hybrid threats, is needed and justified. 
The fact that “migration policy and flows are a function not only of factors 
on the unit level but also of international systemic factors, namely, the dis-
tribution of power in the international system and the relative positions of 
states,”40 is a logical assumption in line with the realist theory of international 
relations. Realism posits that both the sending and receiving state can convert 
migration into a weapon against the other; i.e., it can be a powerful factor in 
the inter-state policy.41 

This article builds upon the studies by Kelly Greenhill and Gerasimos Tsourapas. 
Greenhill describes migration as a coercive weapon;42 she argues that coercive 
engineered migration, grasped as “cross-border population movements that 
are deliberately created or manipulated in order to induce (involuntary) polit-
ical, military, and/or economic concessions from a target state or states”43 has 
been used by several state and non-state actors to achieve their political goals.44 
She concludes that there are enough stimuli for actors with more limited re-
sources “to create new and manipulate extant migration crises, at least in part 
to influence the behavior of (potential) recipient states,”45 and that generation 
of migrant crises is a unique opportunity, wherein the weaker state has lever-
age over the stronger one. By doing so the challenging state aims to receive 
from the target state-certain concessions, as the latter would not want to take 
the risk of domestic conflict or public dissatisfaction as a result of mass migra-

A Refugee camp 
for Syrians in 
Turkey. November 
6, 2019, Kilis, 
Turkey.

Directorate General 
of Migration 
Management / AA
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tion. Speaking about Qaddafi’s threats to use a “demographic bomb,” Greenhill 
calls such efforts “unconventional coercion,”46 which is similar to our concept 
of “hybrid threat” as defined in this study. Meanwhile, we see unconventional 
coercion as a component of a hybrid strategy, which, together with other com-
ponents, is deliberately implemented by state or non-state actors in attaining 
their geopolitical goals.

Greenhill states that challengers exercising coercive engineered migration can 
be divided into three: generators, agent provocateurs, and opportunists. Gener-
ators directly create or threaten to create, cross-border population movements 
unless targets concede to their demands. Agent provocateurs do not create cri-
ses directly but rather deliberately act in ways designed to incite the gener-
ation of outflows by others. Opportunists play no direct role in the creation 
of migration crises, but simply exploit the existence of outflows generated or 
catalyzed by others.47

Some researchers reject the use of the metaphor “migration as a mass weapon” 
with the argument that it “does little to mitigate the instilling of fear and to 
create a positive image of refugees.”48 The metaphor, indeed, raises important 
ethical issues. According to some scholars, it relates refugees with weapons of 
mass destruction; it frames them as “dangerous weapons and leads the audi-
ence to think and act on this framing as if refugees are dangerous weapons 
aimed at them.”49 Then, the question could be stated: is it ethically justifiable to 
use such a metaphor taking into consideration that in international relations 
metaphors not just shape the discourse, but the way of thinking?50 We will 
continue using this metaphor because here it refers to migration, rather than 
migrants themselves, as a weapon. These are two radically disparate thoughts; 
migrants are people in need of assistance and support, while migration is a 
phenomenon that could be used to coerce a state without the knowledge or 
consent of the migrants themselves. Criticism of the metaphor extends to the 
security-based approach itself, on the grounds that it securitizes migration 
and is state-centric. Its adversaries highlight that it “prevents a plausible ap-
proach to the global management of migration” and the consolidation of a 
rights-based51 and cooperation-based approach. We would not share such a 
view. Realism, like any other theory, has its limitations; however, it does not 
contradict other approaches. Security (which realism emphasizes) is also a 
right (emphasized by right based approach) –both for migrants and for the 
local population. Security issues can be sustainably and effectively arranged 
only through the broadest international cooperation in order to make the 
global management of migration possible, as it requires a cooperation-based 
approach. 

Tsourapas argues that autocracies employ labor emigration policy in order 
to enhance regime durability52 and that the interplay between migration and 
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power politics impacts coercive in-
terstate relations as far as, “under 
certain conditions, weaker states 
can successfully employ a nonmil-
itary coercive strategy against more 
powerful states.”53 In this article, 
we claim that such regimes, un-
der certain conditions, can use not 
only labor but any form of migra-
tion to strengthen their positions. 
Moreover, an authoritarian regime 
can profit from irregular migration 
even when it is not the source but is an ally or a supporter of the ruling elite of 
an authoritarian state suffering internal or external conflict. 

A Hybrid Challenge for Turkey? 
Is the Syrian refugee crisis, which gave rise to the ‘systemic destabilization’54 
of the EU, a hybrid threat? The answer might be positive: “The hybrid threat 
derives from [refugees’] potential ‘weaponization’ by hostile powers.”55 Once 
started, it might lead to an increase of domestic and international tensions and 
create dangerous situations of confrontation. Moreover, migration can be wea-
ponized by political actors in order to achieve short or long term goals, both 
nationally and internationally.”56 It should be mentioned here that migration 
policy in the EU has always been ‘crucified’ between humanitarian law and 
the need to protect territorial sovereignty; between rights-based approaches 
that prioritize legal pathways to immigration and protection of refugees, and 
the need for border control and management of incoming flows. To find the 
delicate balance between both is time-consuming and difficult. Under hybrid 
war, migrants are defenseless, as they are not addressees of international hu-
manitarian law: 

If states are not even ‘officially’ involved in a hybrid war, then nor can they be 
called upon to observe this law. Where it is not clear who the warring parties 
are, where even state actors proceed by “unconventional” means, the protec-
tion of civilians is more easily overlooked than in the case of classical interstate 
wars. Where destabilization is part of the plan, the people themselves become 
the target of hostilities.57

Conditionality58 is an important tool in the EU’s policy of migration external-
ization, as it shapes the migration policies of candidate countries according 
to EU rules, norms, and values; and using conditional rewards, incentives, or 
punishment.59 This is why the EU, which gets the maximum benefit from the 
conditionality principle, intends to keep the massive migration flows at the 
Turkish border as much as possible and so aims to ensure the internal and 

Conditionality is an important 
tool in the EU’s policy of 
migration externalization, as it 
shapes the migration policies of 
candidate countries according 
to EU rules, norms, and values; 
and using conditional rewards, 
incentives, or punishment
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external border security of Europe by using the 
‘immigration card’ in its diplomatic relations 
with Turkey. President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan re-
acted, stating that the EU has not fulfilled its part 
of the migrant deal, despite Turkey’s invaluable 
contribution to the security of Europe: “We have 
made invaluable contributions to the security of 
the entire European continent, particularly to the 
Balkan countries. However, we did not see the 
support and humanitarian attitude that we ex-
pect from our European friends during this dif-

ficult time.”60 Ömer Çelik, former Minister of EU Affairs said that the attacks 
in Syria had increased the mobility of immigrants to Turkey, and that Tur-
key would no longer be able to keep asylum seekers striving to reach Europe 
since its immigration capacity is full.61 For some researchers, EU’s migration 
management and border security strategy, based on giving responsibility to 
candidate and member states located on the external border, have overtaxed 
Turkey’s capacity to absorb the growing number of the refugees and have made 
Turkey vulnerable to ‘hybrid threats,’ which, as said earlier, includes not only 
military and physical but also unconventional threats. 

Did Russia Use Syrian Migration as a Weapon during the 2015 Migration 
Crisis?

On the political scene, the first to discuss Syrian unregulated mass migration 
as a hybrid threat was Donald Tusk, the President of the European Council 
from 2014 to 2019. In his address to the European Parliament on the informal 
meeting of heads of state or government of September 23, 2015, he stated that 
migrants were being sent to Europe as a campaign of “hybrid warfare” in order 
to force concessions to its neighbors. Donald Tusk admitted that this is not 
only a new form of political pressure but “a kind of a new hybrid war, in which 
migratory waves have become a tool, a weapon against neighbors.”62 He didn’t 
blame any state explicitly, but limited himself to saying that Europeans should 
not allow “those who are responsible for this massive exodus, will tell us how 
to treat refugees.” 63

The view that Russia was behind the EU migration crisis is explicitly associated 
with U.S. General Philip Breedlove and Senator John McCain. On February 25, 
2016, General Breedlove, then Supreme Allied Commander of NATO and the 
U.S. European Command, gave testimony before the U.S. House of Represen-
tatives Armed Services Committee, where he shared his conviction that Russia 
and Bashar al-Assad’s government were using migration flows as a hybrid tool 
against the EU. He based his claim on the observations that the arms used by 

There are alternative 
arguments among 
academicians on 
whether Russia is the 
actor to be blamed for 
using migrants as a 
weapon
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Russians in the Syrian theatre have no military utility but are calculated to 
make the local population leave: “Together, Russia and the Assad regime are 
deliberately weaponizing migration from Syria in an attempt to overwhelm 
European structures and break European resolve.” His conclusion was that 
Russian wanted to “get [the civil population] on the road, make them a prob-
lem for Europe, to bend Europe to the will of where they want them to be.”64 
Five days later, Breedlove gave a statement before the Senate Armed Services 
Committee, saying that Russia has embarked on a campaign to corrupt and 
undermine targeted NATO countries through a strategy of indirect, or “hybrid 
warfare,” but provided no evidence beyond his own observations. Senators 
John McCain and Tom Cotton asked Breedlove if he believed that the Russians 
were using the refugee issue as a means to break up the EU and NATO; in both 
cases he was positive.65 In 2016, McCain blamed Russian President Vladimir 
Putin for seeking “to exacerbate the refugee crisis and use it as a weapon to 
divide the transatlantic alliance and undermine the European project.”66 

Despite the international reputation of Senator McCain, only a few media out-
lets echoed his views. Among them, The Economist published an article stating 
that Russia might have been using refugees as a weapon against the EU and 
Turkey. The magazine quoted a report of the International Crisis Group, saying 
that “there was nothing indiscriminate about the bombing of civilian areas and 
infrastructure, including schools and hospitals, which had been systematically 
destroyed to terrify civilians into leaving. Some media outlets mentioned accu-
sations of Western diplomats against Russia’s president for ‘weaponizing’ refu-

(L-R) Greek Prime 
Minister Kyriakos 
Mitsotakis, European 
Commission 
President Ursula 
Von der Leyen and 
Croatia’s Prime 
Minister Andrej 
Plenkovic give a 
press conference 
in Kastanies, at 
the Greece-Turkey 
border, on March 
3, 2020, amid a 
migration surge 
from neighboring 
Turkey.

NICOLAS ECONOMOU /  
NurPhoto / Getty 
Images
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gees to threaten Europe and punish Tur-
key.”67 Quoting a UN report, Reuters said 
that Syrian and Russian planes had car-
ried out deadly aerial strikes on schools, 
hospitals, and markets in Idlib province, 
causing one million civilians to flee.68

In the academic literature, Julia Him-
mrich, one of the few scholars dealing 
with the weaponization of migration, 
asked “if we want to identify whether 
Russia used migration flows as a hybrid 

threat, we have to answer first, did it something that caused such a large-scale 
migration and second, did its actions significantly worsened the migrant crisis 
in the EU?”69 Hans Schoemaker added two more criteria: “whether Russia delib-
erately targeted civilian populations in Syria, and whether it was with the intent 
to exacerbate the refugee crisis resulting from Syria’s civil war and to target the 
EU and its member states?”70 All these questions seem valid except for the first 
one asked by Schoemaker. This is because Russia may still use migration as a hy-
brid threat even if it did not deliberately target the civil population; in this case, 
it would be a state-opportunist, which takes profit from the given circumstances. 

There are alternative arguments among academicians on whether Russia is the 
actor to be blamed for using migrants as a weapon. Anthony N. Celso, who 
argues that each of the players in the Syrian political arena committed atroci-
ties,71 echoes Greenhill’s observation that “all sides in the Syrian civil war have, 
to some extent, strategically engineered mass movements of civilians into and 
away from their areas of territorial control.”72 Celso’s conclusion is that Russia 
is not the only partly responsible for outflows to the EU if is responsible at all. 
Schoemaker rejects the link between the refugee crisis and Russian arguing 
that there is no coercion without demands, and there have not been any, at 
least not publicly acknowledged. His conclusion is that the displacements “in-
sofar as deliberate may fit Greenhill’s model, but their use as a weapon against 
the EU is shown to be an unlikely motive.”73 Taking the opposite view, Viljar 
Veebel et al. describe Russia’s actions as a de facto “hybrid war.” This is because 
they argue, Russia never took the opportunity to de-escalate the conflict; it re-
peatedly used its veto power to block the UN Security Council’s resolutions;74 
it produced fake news about refugees and their destiny in EU countries; and fi-
nally, it arranged the provocation of the border between Russia and Finland in 
order to check Finnish readiness to successfully deal with refugees. In a 2020 
article, Veebel acknowledges the arguments to the contrary, but still points 
out the fact that migration waves from Syria exploded in numbers particularly 
after the conflict in Syria became internationalized, and that Russia’s support 
for the Assad regime led to conflict aggravation.75 In order to resolve the di-

Diplomatic factors play an 
important role in the process 
of migration management, 
and the implementation of 
migration policy alongside 
ethical concerns, human 
rights-based factors, and 
geopolitical positions
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lemma, Veebel introduces the term “hybrid aggression,” defined as “aggression 
as hostile or violent behavior, or an overall readiness to attack or confront.”76 
He mentions two more features: the legitimation of the act by the aggressor 
and the lack of awareness of the victim that it is under attack. Veebel concludes 
that it is in the best interests of the Western countries “to constantly assess the 
situation case by case, and to take active countermeasures to avoid massive mi-
gration flows (most likely to the EU), as soon as it becomes obvious that Russia 
has targeted some countries.”77 It is important to note that what Veebel calls 
hybrid aggression is indeed a hybrid threat –a term already defined in this text. 

Indicators and Cases
In order to examine the formulated hypothesis, namely that coercive engi-
neered migration can be used as a hybrid threat by a state, even when it is not 
the source of outflows; that such use is possible under conditions of an internal 
or external conflict in the sending state; that a state-challenger would most 
probably be an authoritarian state supporting the government of the emigra-
tion state, the 2015 EU refugee crisis and the actions of Russia during it have 
been chosen. Before going further, an explanation of this choice is needed. 
First, some actions of Russia have been recognized as a source of hybrid threats 
by the EU as for example coercive diplomacy, fake news, and cyber-attacks 
against critical electoral infrastructure. In order to address Russia’s disinfor-
mation campaigns, the East StratCom Task Force was settled.78 At the same 
time, NATO, in 2018 issued the report “Countering Russia’s Hybrid Threats: 
An Update,” where it is stated that Russia’s hybrid warfare primarily targets 
the Euro-Atlantic community and the countries in the ‘grey zone’ between 
NATO/EU and Russia.79 Finally, Russia has already been using hybrid threats 
against Turkey; as for example the economic sanctions on Turkey including 
ban on tourism, agricultural product, suitcase trading, international contracts, 
and direct investments, targeting Turkey supported rebels and Syrian Turks 
(Turkomans), and by supporting Assad’s regime and PYD/YPG which has car-
ried out terrorist attacks in Turkey.80

 
We will consider that coercive engineered migration is used as a hybrid threat 
if it covers all or most of the next criteria: the agents are an entity or a move-
ment that continually scan the environment for opportunities and threatens 
to, or applies coercion; it is used together with another coercive or subver-
sive means; it is used in a coordinated manner to achieve specific objectives 
while remaining below the threshold of formally declared warfare; it under-
mines public trust in government institutions or deepens social divisions; it 
is ‘custom-tailored’ and serves the needs of a given actor in a given situation; 
it aims to weaken a defender’s power, position, influence, or will, rather than 
to strengthen those attributes for the attacker; it targets democratic states’ and 
institutions systemic vulnerabilities; its source is hard to identify; the lines be-
tween hybrid threats are blurred.
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Table 1: Indicators and Proofs of Hybrid Threats

The agents are an entity or a movement that 
continually scans the environment for oppor-
tunities and threatens to, or applies coercion.

It is used together with another coercive or 
subversive means.

It is used in a coordinated manner to achieve 
specific objectives while remaining below the 
threshold of formally declared warfare.

It undermines public trust in government in-
stitutions or deepens social divisions.

It is “custom-tailored” and serves the needs of 
a given actor in a given situation.

It aims to weaken a defender’s power, position, 
influence or will, rather than to strengthen 
those attributes for the attacker.

It targets democratic states’ and institutions’ 
systemic vulnerabilities.

Its source is hard to identify; the lines between 
hybrid threats are blurred.

Yes. The Russian Federation and Russian 
army regiments dislocated in Syria. There 
were Russian large-scale air attacks against 
civilians in the northern Syria, followed by a 
ground assault by President Bashar al-Assad’s 
army against Aleppo. The barrel bombs caused 
70,000 civilians to flee to Turkey; the ground 
offensive could uproot many more.81 More of 
these refugees were willing to enter the EU.82

Yes. At the same time, Russian Federation used 
border provocation. In the winter of 2015-
2016, Russia allowed third country citizens 
access the Russian-Finnish border to seek asy-
lum in Finland. This breached a decades-old 
common border practice, without breaking 
any official agreements.83

No. Russia’s in/actions may have been coordi-
nated, but this allegation cannot be proved. 

Yes. It kindled discussions that undermined 
EU solidarity in a next way: Russian disinfor-
mation campaign the EU and the U.S. are un-
able to deal with a self-inflicted injury, but Rus-
sia is here to fill the gap and to save Europeans, 
becoming a provider for security for them.84

Not enough proofs to insist on it.

Yes. According to the Atlantic Council, “Rus-
sian active measures first focused on creating 
an alternate narrative about the Syrian revo-
lution to influence Western policies toward 
Damascus, and sow confusion in Western 
societies. In 2015, the U.S. State Department 
estimated that Moscow spent over $1.4 billion 
per year on propaganda in addition to funding 
think tanks to promote its narrative and gen-
eral diplomatic efforts.”85

Yes. Russia’s disinformation campaign deep-
ened the cleavages in EU societies as far as it 
gave an impetus to the right-wing xenophobic 
parties and lead to disagreement between EU 
countries towards refugees.

No. While some sources were easy to identify 
(military attacks), other (troll attacks) were 
not easy to identify.86

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Indicator 
(a given phenomenon is hybrid threat if) ProofNo.

Source: Compiled by the authors

Table 1 shows that Russian activities cover some, but not all indicators. There 
are agents –entities, or a movement that continually scans the environment for 
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opportunities and threatens to or 
applies coercion. These are Russian 
military regiments in Syria, whose 
actions contribute to migration in-
flows to Turkey and the EU. They 
are used together with other coer-
cive tools as for example, the prov-
ocation on the border with Finland. 
Russia aims to weaken a defender’s 
power, position, influence, or will, 
rather than to strengthen those at-
tributes for the attacker –it will not 
destroy the EU solidarity but is able 
to erode the confidence in them 
waking up the dangerous illusion that it will substitute the EU and NATO as 
the security provider for some East European countries. It aims to weaken 
power, position, influence, or will, rather than to strengthen those attributes 
for the attacker, both in the case of the EU and Turkey. At the same time, there 
are not enough proofs to insist that these actions are coordinated; that they are 
‘custom-tailored’ and finally, the sources of some attacks were difficult to be 
identified. 

Turkey and the EU: A Difficult Path to Partnership
 
Acknowledging that Syrian migration is a threat both for EU and Turkey, on 
March 18, 2016, the European Council and the Turkish authorities released 
the EU-Turkey Statement, an expression of their will to foster cooperation in 
order to stop unregulated migration flows to EU countries. The main features 
of the agreement included the following: the return of irregular migrants who 
crossed from the Turkish to the Greek border to Turkey as of March 20, 2016; 
acceleration of the Visa Liberalization Roadmap adopted on December 13, 
2016, and lifting of the visa requirements for Turkish citizens in all EU mem-
ber states by the end of June 2016; acceleration of the allocation process of 
the first part of the €3 billion project-based financial resource to meet the 
needs of Syrians in Turkey within the framework of the Turkey-EU Migration 
Action Plan; transfer of an additional €3 billion in funding to Turkey by the 
end of 2018 after the initial €3 billion have been used, etc.87 As of March 18, 
2016, major steps had been taken to prevent irregular migration and human 
smuggling. Turkey stated that it has spent around €40 billion from its own 
resources and is hosting 3.6 million Syrians–more than any other country 
in the world–while the EU has only paid €2.2 billion out of the €6 billion it 
had promised to pay for improving the living conditions of Syrians living in 
Turkey.88

The Turkey-EU deal, by 
mentioning the promises that 
both sides must fulfill, has 
given rise to the understanding 
that both parties can resolve 
their major differences 
concerning Syrian migration 
through bargaining and 
negotiations
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The fragile Turkey-EU deal reveals an important dichotomy for the future of 
relations between the two parties. The deal triggered a debate regarding the 
impact of the deal on Turkey-EU relations –whether it would make the exist-
ing relationship worse or if it is an opportunity to invigorate the longstanding 
stagnancy of ascension negotiations.89 While some argued that it would bring 
a new dynamic to the relations and present significant gains toward re-estab-
lishing cooperation between the parties, others feared that it would worsen the 
existing relationship due to its high costs and the obstacles encountered within 
the implementation and bargaining process.90 

Inasmuch as the weaponizing of migration by Russia confronts both Turkey 
and the EU with uncertainties, the deal was potentially the cornerstone for 
mutual interdependence and diplomatic compromise, despite the difficulties 
and issues encountered in the implementation process. Diplomatic factors play 
an important role in the process of migration management, and the imple-
mentation of migration policy alongside ethical concerns, human rights-based 
factors, and geopolitical positions. According to Adamson and Tsourapas, mi-
gration policy includes both the strategic use of migration movements for ac-
quiring other aims and the use of diplomatic methods.91 Following this logic, 
it could be said that migration diplomacy is a bargaining chip between the EU 
and transit and sending states, that enables them to improve their economic 
and diplomatic relations.92 Moreover, diplomatic factors provide an opportu-

People go about 
their daily lives 

in the street 
beside tents at 

an unofficial 
temporary 

encampment of 
Syrian refugees 

and migrants 
in the Porte 

de Saint-Ouen 
district of Paris, 

France on 
September 19, 

2015.
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nity to incentivize reform for host states and take into consideration the inter-
national and regional interests driving the migration policy choices of non-EU 
receiving states.93 The Turkey-EU deal, by mentioning the promises that both 
sides must fulfill, has given rise to the understanding that both parties can re-
solve their major differences concerning Syrian migration through bargaining 
and negotiations. 

The two bargaining approaches encountered in the execution of migration di-
plomacy are zero-sum and positive-sum logic. According to zero-sum logic, 
which is based on absolute gains, only one side is expected to gain benefits and 
advantages. In positive-sum logic, which focuses on mutual gains, both parties 
are expected to benefit even though the degree of benefit to each actor is differ-
ent. This was the case of the 2016 EU-Turkey deal. EU sought to contain mass 
immigration movements at the EU’s external borders through the promise of 
visa-free travel for Turkish citizens, the opening of new chapters, upgrading 
the customs union, and improving living conditions in Syria. 

Being far from solving all their differences, the EU and Turkey showed their 
will to implement a positive-sum approach. In the recent EU-Turkey meeting, 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan said he sees Turkey as part of Europe, 
but stressed that Ankara will not give in to ‘attacks’ and ‘double standards,’ 
amid months of tensions with Brussels.94 He also expressed the conviction 
of the Turkish party that “we do not believe that we have any problems with 
countries or institutions that cannot be solved through politics, dialogue, and 
negotiations.”95 Without any doubt, this should be the approach to the man-
agement of the refugee flows.

Conclusions

The refugee crisis reached its highest level in 2015 when more than a million 
people arrived in Europe in one of the biggest migration crises the EU has ever 
confronted. The crisis increased the disagreements between the EU and Tur-
key; both parties intended to resolve it through negotiations and to some ex-
tend have been successful. One of the wrong steps in the process was that they 
claimed responsibility from each other only and didn’t pay sufficient attention 

Turkey and the EU, by considering the 
costs and benefits in balance, should use 
their renewed diplomatic engagement to 
preserve and strengthen their cooperation 
on immigration
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to the probability that both might be 
victims of a hybrid threat, whose source 
is a third party or parties. Our conclu-
sion is that probably Russia does not de-
velop a full-scale hybrid war against the 
EU and Turkey, but as far as it has de-
veloped and implemented some hybrid 
threats will be described and analyzed 
by other authors, its maneuvers on the 
international stage should be carefully 
observed. Russia has the resources, the 
experience, and the motivation to use 

hybrid threats, and the fact that its acts are rather an opportunist does not 
change their nature.

Our initial hypothesis was that coercive engineered migration can be used as 
a hybrid threat by a state, even when it is not the source of outflows; that it is 
possible under conditions of an internal or external conflict in the sending 
state; that a state-challenger would most probably be an authoritarian state 
supporting the government of the emigration state. In this paper, we decided 
to analyze the role of Russia as a source of hybrid threats for the relations be-
tween the EU and Turkey. Our general conclusion is that there are not enough 
proves to insist that Russian President Putin has deliberately used the Syrian 
migration for such purposes. 

It was deduced, however, that some circumstances should convince us that a 
strict vigilance of Russian foreign policy and of the use of hybrid threats as 
one of its tools is needed. First, the Russian Federation has been already us-
ing hybrid threats against the EU and Turkey. They were not implemented to 
worsen their relationships but successfully achieved other purposes. EU and 
NATO, whose member is Turkey, have taken respective measures for protect-
ing themselves. Third, Russia has a certain responsibility for the Syrian migra-
tion flows because together with Bashar al-Assad’s government and through 
indiscriminate bombing of civilians made huge populations to fled, causing in 
this way a deep humanitarian crisis. Moreover, Russia, as a member of the Se-
curity Council, never proposed constructive measures for peaceful solution of 
the Syrian problem, and systematically rejected any intention in this direction 
–from 2011 until the end of 2019 Russia vetoed 14 resolutions presented by 
other countries. 96 Last, but not least, the Russian disinformation war has been 
partly successful in creating problems among the EU countries concerning 
refugees undermining the EU solidarity based on ethnic, cultural, and political 
homogeneity, and weakening the EU’s power. Russia has followed a strategy 
that goes beyond the liberal values of Europe, aiming at redesigning Europe 
in a more conservative and traditional way. The probability that such an infor-

The issue of Syrian mass 
migration reveals a chance 
for the development of 
Turkey-EU relations and 
obliges responsibility 
sharing on the axis of 
understanding ‘governance’ 
at the global level
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mation war can worsen the relationships between the EU and Turkey cannot 
be excluded.

Policy Recommendations

Turkey, by hosting the largest number of refugees in the world (including over 
3.5 million registered Syrians and over 365,000 persons from other nations), 
and the EU, dreamed as the final destination by most immigrants has become 
the most affected by Syrian migration. The chance of repetition of this situa-
tion cannot be excluded. Taking this ontological reality as a starting point, the 
next policy recommendations could be given:

Although the Turkey-EU Statement signed in 2016 brings about a number of 
ups and downs in terms of the reconciliation of the parties, it also unveils that 
migration diplomacy through issue-linkages will play a more important role in 
Turkey-EU relations in the near future and protect them against hybrid threats 
whose source is a third party. 

Turkey and the EU, by considering the costs and benefits in balance, should 
use their renewed diplomatic engagement to preserve and strengthen their 
cooperation on immigration. Mutually beneficial issue-linkages may lead to 
quick policy changes and might be an important step in establishing a consis-
tent, common, benefit-oriented, and sustainable migration management strat-
egy in the long term.

The issue of Syrian mass migration reveals a chance for the development of 
Turkey-EU relations and obliges responsibility sharing on the axis of under-
standing ‘governance’ at the global level. As no state can act alone in dealing 
with massive migration movements, there is a clear need for global migration 
governance, which necessitates intensifying international cooperation around 
the issue of migration. The goal should be far-reaching policies that address 
the fundamental reasons for refugee movements and establish peace talks re-
lated to conflict zones inasmuch as the protection of refugees creates a global 
public good. 
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