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This report highlights mixed migration movements into and out of Turkey. The term migrant/refugee is used for all persons involved in mixed migration �ows (including 
asylum seekers, traf�cked persons, migrants, refugees) with the exception of Syrians who are recognised as persons in need of international protection. If the group 
mentioned refers only to refugees or asylum seekers or traf�cked persons or migrants it will be clearly stated. 
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OVERVIEW - CURRENT CONTEXT 

INTRODUCTION 

The first half of 2016 has been marked by a significant decrease in the number of migrants and refugees departing Turkey 
for Greece and onward to other parts of Europe, primarily due to the EU-Turkey deal that was agreed in lat e-2015. 
Concomitant closures of the Turkey-Syria border have left few Syrian nationals able to use Turkey as a transit point from 
Syria (and Jordan, Iraq and Lebanon) to Europe.  The imposition of visas for Iraqis has impacted onward movement 
trends, as has a number of readmission agreements and increased patrols along major crossing points in the Aegean 
Sea and the Bulgarian border. The impact of the recent coup on migration trends remains unclear. The relatively slow 
pace of the implementation of the EU -Turkey deal – most especially visa - free travel for Turkish nationals will also be a 
determining factor in the second half of 2016. Returns from Europe to Turkey are underway, with reports of returnees of 
various nationalities detained in removal centres across Turkey. 

ASYLUM SEEKERS/REFUGEES IN TURKEY 

Turkey’s refugee population is comprised mainly of Syrian nationals and Palestinian refugees from Syria (PRS) who are 
subject to a temporary protection directive. There are also other groups of asylum seekers and refugees residing in 
Turkey from Afghanistan, Iran and Iraq and other countries but they are not subject to the same temporary protection 
directive. It includes:

• 2,733,044 registered Syrian refugees (as at July 2016)

• 271,466 refugees and/or asylum seekers from Afghanistan (109,012); Iran (26,974); Iraq (123,584); Somalia (3887) 
and others (8009) (as at 30 June 2016, UNHCR figures).  

Syrian nationals, stateless persons and Palestinian Refugees from Syria are subject to the Temporary Protection Directive 
(2014). Temporary protection continues to apply to Syrians who have voluntarily departed from Turkey and later returned, 
it provides for access to primary and secondary education as well as medical services for individuals who are registered. 
A UNHCR FAQ on the Directive can be found here and Refugee Rights Turkey also provides a factsheet available here. 
For more on the asylum system in Turkey see Refugee Rights report here. See tables below for Figures. 

IRREGULAR MIGRANTS IN TURKEY

Irregular migrants include people in transit in Turkey (who may or may not have documents), those who have come to 
Turkey to work and live without documents, and rejected asylum seekers (and now possibly returnees) who have not 
left the country despite being obliged to do so (for more see Icduygu, 2011). The Turkish government estimates that it 
apprehended close to 500,000 people trying to move irregularly between 2005 and 2014; a number that increased in 
2014-2015 (205,132 individuals apprehended). There are no official estimates of Turkey’s irregular migrant population, 
although the figures for arrivals to Europe indicate a diverse group including nationals from Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq, 
Eritrea, Pakistan, Somalia, and Iran and other countries to a lesser extent. 
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ARRIVALS INTO TURKEY

ARRIVALS BY LAND

The scale of arrivals by land of all nationalities has markedly declined due to the 2015 and 2016 imposition of visa 
restrictions (in the case of Iraqis, see later section for air/sea crossings) and border closures affecting primarily Syrians 
as well as other nationalities using the land crossing to irregularly enter Turkey. UN OCHA reports that the 250 people 
crossing into Turkey per day via the Yamadia border in January 2016, marking a 99% decrease from the peaks of 
September 2014 (when approximately 40,000 people crossed per day). The new scenario for displaced Syrians is one 
of internal displacement inside Syria along the Turkish border, with reports of pushbacks and shootings of people trying 
to cross irregularly. Some Syrians do manage to cross irregularly however minibus accidents have led to deaths and 
injuries (see later section on Protection Issues). Readmission arrangements, the EU-Turkey agreement and heightened 
sea patrols along the Turkish coast have possibly also played a part in reducing land arrivals as the likelihood of reaching 
Europe diminishes. 

CURRENT STATUS OF BORDER CROSSINGS

Turkish officials state that Turkey maintains an ‘open door’ policy for emergency situations for Syrians seeking to cross by 
land. In practice border closures commencing in March 2015 have made it very difficult for people to cross by land with 
the Atmeh/Bükülmez, Bab al Salama/Ӧncüpınar, Kobane/Mürşitpınar, Yamadia/Yayladağı, Khirbit al Jouz/Güveççi and 
Tel Abiyad/Akçakale border crossings all closed at present. As of May 31 an estimated 165,000 people were stranded 
in Syria near the border with Turkey. Turkish officials claimed 10,000 people had been allowed to cross the border but 
Amnesty International has contested this claim. 

Bab Al Hawa (Civlegӧzü) was opened for Syrians for Eid al-Fitr (major Islamic holiday) as at 30 June 2016 with a stay of 
15 days permitted. The Government of Turkey has extended the period for crossings until Eid Al-Adha in September. 
In order to cross, Syrians must have one of the following documents: Temporary protection I.D., temporary protection 
registration voucher, residency, or work permit. When showing residency or a work permit, Syrians are asked to present 
their passport. However, the Government of Turkey only recognizes Government of Syria issued passports, many of 
which have expired, been lost or not been renewed. The border is only open from 8am – 5pm and reports indicate that 
tens of thousands of people crossed into Syria during the initial opening period.  

As at February 2016 new regulations were put in place requiring Iraqis to pre-apply for an electronic or paper visa in 
advance rather than the previous situation where they could obtain a 30-day visa on arrival at the Turkish border.

ARRIVALS BY AIR

Visas have been imposed for Syrian nationals entering Turkey by air and sea since January 2016, ending a six-year 
agreement permitting visa-free travel between Syria and Turkey. 
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MAIN ROUTES

The main irregular migration pathway from Turkey is the Eastern Mediterranean Route which is interconnected with the 
Western Balkans Route. Turkey is the key transit country for migrants and refugees who depart from coastal towns such 
as Izmir and Bodrum, taking the sea route to Greece and then onward via Macedonia and Serbia to other European 
countries most especially Germany. Due to a series of border restrictions along the Western Balkans route and the EU-
Turkey agreement, there has been an 84% decrease in the number of people detected by Frontex between 2015 and 
2016 (data as at June 2016). As a result there are now 57,000 people stranded in Greece. NATO also announced an 
expansion of its deployment to the Aegean Sea in March 2016, with a focus on efforts to address human trafficking 
and the criminal elements of people smuggling in cooperation with FRONTEX. 

A smaller and diminishing number of refugees and other mixed migrants attempt to enter Europe through the Turkish-
Bulgarian border. There are reports of push-backs at this border along with accounts of violence and beatings. Reports in 
Turkish press claim that Turkey has taken back 26,000 irregular migrants from Bulgaria.  Additionally, this route is known 
to be more expensive than the sea crossing to Greece and the border itself is difficult to reach due to rivers, forests, 
winter conditions, razor fences, and surveillance technology. As of January 28, Bulgarian authorities had apprehended 
504 refugees and other mixed migrants entering through the Turkish border at Edirne and Kirklareli. According to IOM 
most enter on foot through the green border, though those coming from border checkpoints usually hide in buses or 
other vehicles. The main groups entering Bulgaria are Iraqi, Syrian, Afghan, and Pakistani nationals. 

The Arctic Route was used in 2015 primarily by Syrians and Afghans. Refugees and other mixed migrants typically 
travel by plane to Moscow and then by train to the Norwegian border where they cross by car or bicycle, or the Finnish 
border where they cross by car. Between October and December 2015, 6,000 asylum applications were registered via 
this route. Over 1,100 refugees and migrants, approximately 20 per day, have crossed into Finland from Russia in 2016. 

CURRENT TRENDS

The main profile of people using Turkey as a departure point for Europe by sea have been Syrians, followed by Afghans, 
Iraqis, Iranians, Pakistanis and smaller percentages of other nationalities. At least 10 Turkish nationals were reported to 
have arrived in Greece in January 2016. According to UNHCR studies, 29% of Syrians in Greece indicated that they 
had lived in Turkey prior to departing for Europe. The vast majority (64%) of Syrians reportedly used Turkey as a transit 
point and travelled directly from Syria after having been internally displaced already inside Syria. The average duration 
of the trip directly from Syria to Greece was 58 days. Of the remaining respondents 2% had lived in Iraq and Lebanon, 
respectively, and less than 1% had lived in Jordan. 

Arrivals to Greece have decreased between 2015-2016 due to border restrictions along the Eastern Mediterranean - 
Western Balkans Routes, the EU -Turkey agreement and particularly in the case of Syrians and to a lesser extent Iraqis, 
the tightening of land border crossings into Turkey. For example, there has been a 98% decrease in arrival numbers in 
Greece in August 2016 (1718 persons as at 19 August) and those recorded arriving in August 2015 (107,843). While 
the impact of Turkey’s coup on irregular migration is unclear, there was an 11% increase in arrival figures between May 
2016 and July 2016. Preliminary data for August (1718 as at 19 August 2016) shows arrival rates are 10% lower than 
July 2016. 

According to Bulgarian officials, the number of refugees and other mixed migrants crossing the Bulgarian border from 
Turkey has also dropped despite the closure of the Balkan route to Europe and the implementation of the EU-Turkey 
Agreement. In May an average of 50 refugees and mixed migrants arrived in Bulgaria each day, though ICRC estimates 
that 200 people are arrested at the border daily. In the first quarter of 2016 Bulgarian officials detected 2,800 irregular 
crossings at the Turkish border, a 20% decrease from the 3,500 detected during the same period in 2015. Bulgarian 
officials attribute the dropping numbers to increased Turkish policing at the border. 

DEPARTURES FROM TURKEY
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Under the EU-Turkey Agreement “to end the irregular migration from Turkey to the EU and replace it instead with legal 
channels of resettlement of refugees to the European Union”, a 1:1 scheme was agreed upon whereby the EU would 
resettle one Syrian from Turkey for every irregular migrant sent back to Turkey from Greece. As at 18 May 2016, 177 
persons had been resettled in Europe (in Sweden, Germany and the Netherlands and to a lesser extent in Finland and 
Lithuania).  On 26 July 2016 the Czech Republic agreed to resettle 81 Syrians from Turkey. Overall, 511 persons have 
been resettled from Turkey to the EU under the 1:1 mechanism according to the European Commission to Finland, 
Germany, Lithuania, the Netherlands, Sweden, Italy, Luxembourg, and Portugal. Additional resettlement is also taking 
place from Jordan and Lebanon (7,272 people as at 10 June 2016). 

Separate to the EU-Turkey 1:1 scheme, UNHCR’s Projected Global Resettlement Needs from Turkey for 2016 was set 
at 214,000 persons. In 2015 UNHCR projected to assist 20,000 persons - as of 30 November 2015, cases for 17,348 
individuals had been submitted and 6,743 individuals had departed (4,330 to USA, 1,079 to Canada, 734 to Australia) 
according to UNHCR.  

RESETTLEMENT FROM TURKEY

RETURNS TO/FROM TURKEY

As noted above, the EU-Turkey Agreement included provisions for returns from Greece to Turkey. As of May 31, 2016 
just over 400 people had been returned from Greece to Turkey, none of them Syrian. With regard to returns of Syrian 
nationals, the legislative situation remains unclear and is pending further appeal. Turkey recently abolished the provision 
under which “temporary protection” would cease for Syrians who voluntarily departed the country, meaning that if a 
Syrian was to be returned to Turkey they would be remain under the temporary protection system. Whether the same 
provision applies to Syrians who initially entered Turkey irregularly without registering for temporary protection is yet to 
be clarified.

While there are no specific numbers regarding the nationalities of the individuals deported, reports indicate that Pakistanis, 
Afghans, and Bangladeshis were among those returned to Turkey, in addition to some Syrians who returned voluntarily. 
Local NGOs reported that between April-June 2016, 83 individuals were detained in 7 different removal centres in 
Turkey from 13 different countries; 45 of whom were re-admitted from Greece under the EU-Turkey Agreement. Turkey’s 
Directorate General for Migration Management is responsible for Turkey’s 15 Removal Centres that have a reported total 
detention capacity of 2980. 

READMISSION AGREEMENTS

Turkey has initiated a number of readmission agreements including as follows:

• Bulgaria Readmission Agreement signed in early May, under which Bulgaria will return to Turkey any “illegal migrants” 
who have entered Bulgaria through Turkey after June 1, 2016.

• Pakistan Readmission Agreement signed on April 7, 2016 Turkey approved a readmission agreement with Pakistan, 
that has been delayed since it was signed in 2010. The move will allow Turkey to send back migrants from Pakistan. 

Turkish government officials have announced that they will also consider similar agreements with Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, 
Bangladesh, Algeria, Morocco and Eritrea. These agreements cover the main nationalities of mixed migrants who have 
been transiting through or staying in Turkey. Syrians are subject to temporary protection regulations, including on return 
to Turkey, and therefore readmission provisions do not apply. 
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PROTECTION ISSUES

The most significant protection risk for people travelling irregularly has been the risk of death at sea due to boat capsizing 
and drowning and also death and injury during border crossings. Fatalities in the Eastern Mediterranean accounted for 
22% of all deaths at sea in the Mediterranean during 2015 (806 persons). This was a 2270% increase in deaths at sea 
along this route between 2014 and 2015 (806, as compared to 34). So far this year, the number of deaths at sea stands 
at 383 (as at 18 August 2016) with January 2016 proving the deadliest month for sea crossings with 275 persons having 
died at sea. At the same time, Turkish coast guards have increased their detections of persons travelling irregularly by 
sea with several thousand migrants and refugees intercepted so far, along with several smugglers or organisers also 
intercepted. 

At the Turkey-Syria border, according to Human Rights Watch Turkish border guards have reportedly killed at least 
five Syrians attempting to cross the border and injured at least 14 others via the use of ‘excessive force.’ The Turkish 
government disputes these claims. This comes after the accusation in April that border guards shot and killed 8 Syrians 
trying to reach safety in Turkey. The claims are based on mobile phone footage from The Times depicting survivors of 
the incident fleeing down a mountain path, as well as a lawyer’s description of the incident as he witnessed it. Turkish 
authorities have denied the claims. In March, reports indicated that 16 Syrians had been killed by Turkish border 
guards as they tried to cross into Turkey in recent months. Amnesty International claims that Syrian refugees are being 
shot at the Turkish border on a daily basis. Syrians have also described beatings at the border, with others recounting 
experiences of being detained or expelled.

Turkish media has also reported deaths of Syrians trying to enter Turkey illegally by road. In one case, reported by Dogan 
News Agency, 8 Syrians were killed and another 18 injured when the minibus they were being smuggled in fell down a cliff 
on 26 August. Reports suggest that passengers were collected at the Yayladagi district near the Syrian-Turkey border. 
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SMUGGLING AND TRAFFICKING

FUTURE SCENARIOS

Smuggling has been a lucrative business in Turkey with some smugglers reportedly earning close to $100,000 per year. 
IOM research indicates that Syrians are paying anywhere from $1000-5000 for the entire journey direct from Syria to 
Europe. Afghans and Iraqis taking the same route through Turkey and Greece to Europe reported similar costs though 
17% and 10%, respectively, reported paying more than USD 5000 for the journey.

An article by Associate Professor Cathryn Costello in a Special Issue of Forced Migration Review makes a rough 
estimate of total smugglers’ revenues in Turkey at as much as 800 million Euros in 2016. Her article notes, “to put that 
figure in context, the EU-Turkey deal of 29 November 2015 involves an initial EU aid budget of 3 billion Euros, whilst 
noting that Turkey has already spent US$8 billion hosting 2.2 million Syrians under its temporary protection system; the 
entire EU Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund is 3.137 billion Euros for seven years”. The Migration Policy Institute 
listed smuggling as one of the top 10 migration issues in 2015. 

There have been crackdowns in Turkey on smuggling with several thousand smugglers arrested in 2015, and local taxi 
drivers being fined or sentenced for transporting people to coastal areas. However there are reports that smugglers 
are changing strategies including using decoy boats to get the attention of coastal guards during which time they send 
across the intended vessels, attempting departures from other lesser known locations and experimenting with different 
types of boats/sea transport. 

Refugees, asylum seekers and migrants are also vulnerable to trafficking. The US Trafficking in Persons report (2016) 
notes that “The Government of Turkey does not fully meet the minimum standards for the elimination of trafficking; 
however, it is making significant efforts to do so. The government increased law enforcement efforts against traffickers, 
identified significantly more victims than the previous year, including a small number of Turkish citizens and Syrian 
refugees, and passed a new regulation providing added legal support to its fight against trafficking”. Turkey’s 2013 
“Foreigners and International Protection Act” defines trafficking and establishes trafficking victims’ eligibility for a special 
type of residence permit that can be renewed for up to three years. While there have been prosecutions and convictions 
of traffickers, the report recommends ways in which to improve prevention, including national-level coordination and 
updating of existing action plans. 

Looking to the second-half of 2016, the longevity of the EU-Turkey deal is being questioned by commentators in 
light of Turkey’s July coup and continuing delays to key components of the agreement especially visa liberalisation. 
What eventuates will be of critical importance in determining whether the decline in the Eastern Mediterranean route 
is maintained and may also impact policies towards return/readmission and interception of people travelling irregularly. 
Turkey has long touted the principle of ‘safe zones’ inside Syria which could have implications on the ability of people 
to cross the Turkey-Syria border. Greater attention will be needed to monitor the conditions for returnees from countries 
such as Afghanistan who are subject to detention prior to return. 

POTENTIAL SHIFTING ROUTES

As those using the Eastern Mediterranean-Western Balkans route have declined in number, there has been a concomitant 
increase in use of the Central Mediterranean route with 101,775 arrivals to Italy so far in 2016. Notably the profile of 
migrants and refugees using the Central Mediterranean are distinctly different from the Eastern Mediterranean-Western 
Balkans route, with the former consisting of mainly Nigerians (12,163) and Eritreans (8,815) and relatively few Syrians 
(189), Iraqis (139) and Afghans (170). This is due to the inaccessibility of the Central Mediterranean route, departing from 
Libya, for Syrians, Iraqis and Afghans. There are approximately 100,000 Syrian nationals in Sudan some of whom have 
reportedly attempted to travel irregularly to Europe via Egypt. On 15 March it was reported that Egyptian border security 
officers had stopped 45 Syrians who planned to cross the border to Sudan after being abandoned by smugglers in a 
desert area. This may be a signal that old routes are re-emerging, including from Egypt and new routes being reported 
including Afghans attempting to reach Cuba as a gateway to North America. See also a new report by IRIN on this 
issue.  



J A N U A R Y  -  J U L Y  2 0 1 6

S Y N T H E S I S  R E P O R T  O F  M I X E D  M I G R A T I O N  T R E N D S   -  T U R K E Y 9

A LIST OF MAJOR ARTICLES PUBLISHED FOCUSING ON TURKEY, MIXED MIGRATION/REFUGEES AND 
MIGRATION

“Czech Republic Plans to Resettle Syrians from Turkey”, 27 July 2016 available at http://www.praguemonitor.
com/2016/07/27/%C4%8Dr-plans-resettle-81-syrian-refugees-turkey

“Fewer than 0.1% of Syrians in Turkey in line for work permits” The Guardian 11 April 2016 available at https://www.
theguardian.com/world/2016/apr/11/fewer-than-01-of-syrians-in-turkey-in-line-for-work-permits

“Greek Effort to Send Migrants to Turkey Goes Slowly”, Wall Street Journal, 3 June 2016 available at http://www.wsj.
com/articles/greek-effort-to-send-migrants-to-turkey-goes-slowly-1464954958

“How the failed coup affects Syrian refugees in Turkey” Veronique Barbelet, Overseas Development Institute, 25 July 
2016 available at https://www.odi.org/comment/10427-how-failed-coup-affects-syrian-refugees-turkey

“Is Erdogan’s claim of EU refugee aid dishonesty justified?” DW Online 26 July 2016, available at http://www.dw.com/
en/is-erdogans-claim-of-eu-refugee-aid-dishonesty-justified/a-19428409

“Only 177 Syrian refugees resettled in EU under deal with Turkey”, The Guardian, 18 May 2016 available at https://
www.theguardian.com/world/2016/may/18/europe-relocates-177-syrian-refugees-turkey-eu-deal

“Slouching Toward Ankara: The EU-Turkey Migration Deal” by Sylvia Colombo http://www.cfr.org/councilofcouncils/
global_memos/p37825

“The EU-Turkey migration deal is dying. What’s Plan B?”, IRIN News, 3 June 2016 available at https://www.irinnews.
org/analysis/2016/06/03/eu-turkey-migration-deal-dying-what%E2%80%99s-plan-b

“The Turkish coup and the refugees”, Omer Karasapan, Brookings Institute 26 July 2016 available at https://www.
brookings.edu/2016/07/26/the-turkish-coup-and-the-refugees/

“Turkey faces uphill battle to stop migrant smuggling”, 16 April 2016, available at http://www.usnews.com/news/world/
articles/2016-03-16/turkey-faces-uphill-battle-to-stop-migrant-smuggling

“Turkey raises anti-smuggling steps but faces uphill struggle”, 28 February 2016 http://www.ekathimerini.com/206433/
article/ekathimerini/news/turkey-raises-anti-smuggling-steps-but-faces-uphill-struggle

“Turkey realises Syrian refugees are staying”, Financial Times 1 May 2016 available at http://www.ft.com/cms/
s/0/697efda0-0df7-11e6-ad80-67655613c2d6.html#axzz4FmcOV92F

“Turkey’s failed coup could have disastrous consequences for Europe’s migrant crisis” Jessica Brandt, 29 July 2016, 
available at https://www.brookings.edu/2016/07/29/turkeys-failed-coup-could-have-disastrous-consequences-for-
europes-migrant-crisis/

“Turkey’s new visa law for Syrians enters into force” Huriyet news, 10 January 2016 available 
at http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/turkeys-new-visa-law-for-syrians-enters-into-force.
aspx?PageID=238&NID=93642&NewsCatID=352

“UNHCR expresses concern over EU-Turkey plan”, Statement of 11 March 2016 available at http://www.unhcr.org/
news/latest/2016/3/56dee1546/unhcr-expresses-concern-eu-turkey-plan.html

IN THE NEWS



S Y N T H E S I S  R E P O R T  O F  M I X E D  M I G R A T I O N  T R E N D S   -  T U R K E Y

J A N U A R Y  -  J U L Y  2 0 1 6

10

Council of Europe, “The situation of refugees and migrants under the EU-Turkey Agreement of 18 March 2016”, 
Council of Europe Report  

European Commission, Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament - The European council and 
the Council, Fourth report on relocation and resettlement, 15 June 2016 available at http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/home-
affairs/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration/proposal-implementation-package/docs/20160615/4th_
report_on_relocation_and_resettlement_en.pdf 

Human Rights Watch, “Refugees and Migrants in Turkey” (January 2016), World Report 2016 

Icduygu, Ahmet “The Irregular Migration Corridor between the EU and Turkey: Is it possible to block with a readmission 
agreement?”, EUI-MPI Research Report, European University Institute 2011. 

Memişoğlu, Fulya, “Management of Irregular Migration in the Context of EU-Turkey Relations”, TESEV, January 2014 

Republic of Turkey Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Turkey on Irregular Migration”, available at http://www.mfa.gov.tr/
turkey-on-irregular-migration.en.mfa 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “Syrian Regional Refugee Response Portal” available at http://data.
unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/regional.php#_ga=1.133171982.1644645510.1463668587

BIBLIOGRAPHY 



SYNTHESIS
REPORT
OF MIXED
MIGRATION
TRENDS

DANISH REFUGEE COUNCIL

JANUARY - JULY 2016

https://drc.dk/where-we-work/middle-east-and-north-africa/turkey

This report highlights mixed migration movements into and out of Turkey. The term migrant/refugee is used for all persons involved in mixed migration �ows (including 
asylum seekers, traf�cked persons, migrants, refugees) with the exception of Syrians who are recognised as persons in need of international protection. If the group 
mentioned refers only to refugees or asylum seekers or traf�cked persons or migrants it will be clearly stated. 


