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S u m m a r y
Turkey currently hosts the largest population of refugees in the world, including a growing num-
ber of Afghan refugees fleeing either violence and conflict in Afghanistan or the lack of oppor-
tunities and protection for Afghans in Iran. A group that receives less attention than Turkey’s 3.5 
million Syrian refugees, Afghan refugees in Turkey face many difficulties, including in accessing 
housing, education, and employment. 

In September 2018, the Turkish authorities fully transferred responsibility for the registration 
and processing of asylum applications of non-Syrians from the United Nations Refugee Agen-
cy (UNHCR) to Turkey’s Directorate General of Migration Management (DGMM). Although the 
transfer had been planned for at least two years, its implementation was sudden and came in 
the wake of a surge in Afghan arrivals in 2018.

In November 2018, a Refugees International (RI) team visited Turkey to research the effects of 
transferring registration and processing operations to the Turkish authorities. RI interviewed 
dozens of single Afghan men who described major obstacles in registering as asylum appli-
cants with the offices of DGMM at the local level, the Provincial Directorate of Migration Man-
agement (PDMM). Some were told that the authorities did not register single men, and others 
that they should return several months later to register. This means that they were not able to 
obtain Turkish identity cards (“kimliks,” in Turkish). Being without documentation from the Turk-
ish authorities exposes these men to the risk of arrest, detention, and deportation, and impedes 
their access to such essential services as health care and education. Families interviewed by RI 
appeared to face fewer difficulties in registering. However, many described delays in obtaining 
their kimliks. This delay then prevents them from sending their children to school or receiv-
ing health care and humanitarian assistance, such as cash assistance and coal for the winter 
months.

The Turkish government must urgently make changes to the way this system is being imple-
mented to ensure that all newly arrived asylum seekers are promptly registered and receive 
kimliks, whether they are single men or members of a family. Prior to the transfer in September 
2018, UNHCR in Ankara referred non-Syrians to cities in which they could register with the Turk-
ish authorities. However, under the new system there is no centralized referral mechanism. The 
government should therefore put in place a system that fills this gap by directing newcomers to 
places that are open to the registration of international protection applicants, and issuing them 
with documents that enable them to travel there legally and safely. 

The new system is still in its initial phase of implementation. At this time, Turkish officials have 
an important opportunity to make adjustments that will better safeguard the rights of refugees 
and avoid their being trapped in an irregular situation on Turkey’s territory.

*Terminology: Unless otherwise specified, the term “refugee” in this report is used to reflect the meaning of the 1951 Refugee 
Convention and its 1967 Protocol as someone who left their country “due to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for rea-
sons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political opinion” anywhere in the world. Where 
relevant, the terms “conditional refugees” and “international protection applicants” refer to their status under Turkish law.
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R e c o m m e n d at i o n s
To Turkey’s Directorate General of Migration Management (DGMM):

• Commit to providing prompt registration to all new international protection applicants, in-
cluding single men.

• Set up a referral system among PDMM offices – for instance at the regional level – to direct 
people to cities that are open to registering new international protection applicants. 

• In cities where it is not possible to register new applicants, PDMM should issue documenta-
tion to allow applicants to travel legally to a city that is open for registration. 

• In the case of delays between the registration of applicants and the issuance of Turkish 
identity documents (“kimliks,” in Turkish), PDMM offices should provide applicants with a 
temporary identification to protect them from detention and deportation.

• Renew the kimliks of international protection applicants for a minimum of six months.
• Ensure that any foreigner who is detained in a removal center has access to legal assis-

tance and to UNHCR and is able to apply for international or temporary protection.

To UNHCR:

• In line with UNHCR’s protection mandate, strengthen protection provided to Afghan asylum 
seekers and refugees, as well refugees of other nationalities, and ensure those who wish to 
contact UNHCR about their case can obtain access. This access could be facilitated through 
outreach activities in the cities in which refugees live.

To the Commission of the European Union (EU) and EU member states:

• Ensure that EU funding under the EU-Turkey statement effectively benefits Afghan refugees 
and those of other nationalities.

• In progress reports, include information on how EU funds for refugees in Turkey are reach-
ing non-Syrian refugees.

• Increase resettlement of refugees from Turkey, including non-Syrian refugees.

To the United States government:

• Continue and increase support for humanitarian assistance to Afghan and other non-Syrian 
refugees in Turkey.

• Increase resettlement of refugees from Turkey to the United States, including Afghan and 
other non-Syrian refugees.
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B a c k g r o u n d

Turkey’s Asylum System
In March 2016, the EU and Turkey conclud-
ed a political agreement in response to the 
arrival of 800,000 refugees, asylum seekers, 
and migrants on Greece’s shores after they 
crossed the Mediterranean Sea from Turkey. 
The commitments included a promise by 
Turkey to better control its borders to prevent 
further crossings and a commitment by the 
EU to provide Turkey with 3 billion Euros to 
help it provide for refugees, with the possi-
bility of an additional 3 billion Euros in 2018.1 
In March 2018, the European Commission 
announced that it would issue the second 
tranche of 3 billion Euros to Turkey.2

1.  European Council, “EU-Turkey Statement, 18 March 2016,” https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releas-
es/2016/03/18/eu-turkey-statement/. 
2.  European Commission, “EU Facility for Refugees in Turkey: The Commission Proposes to Mobilise Additional Funds for 
Syrian Refugees,” March 14, 2018, http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-18-1723_en.htm. 
3.  United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR), “UNHCR Turkey: Key Facts and Figures,” October 2018, https://data2.unhcr.org/
en/documents/download/66795.
4.  UNHCR, “Turkey Fact Sheet,” September 2018, https://data2.unhcr.org/en/documents/download/66510. 
5.  Article 61, Law No. 6458 of 2013 on Foreigners and International Protection, https://www.refworld.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/rw-
main?docid=5167fbb20.

With close to 4 million refugees on its soil, 
Turkey is the largest refugee-hosting coun-
try in the world. As of October 2018, Turkey 
hosted some 3.5 million Syrians, 170,000 Af-
ghans, 142,000 Iraqis, 39,000 Iranians, 5,700 
Somalis, and 11,700 refugees and asylum 
seekers from other countries.3 More than 95 
percent of Turkey’s refugee population lives 
outside of camps, in urban, peri-urban, and 
rural areas.4

Although Turkey is a party to the 1951 Ref-
ugee Convention, it has never lifted a geo-
graphic restriction in the original convention 
that recognizes as refugees only those 
people who fled from persecution in a Eu-
ropean country.5 Under Turkish law, Syrians 
are granted “temporary protection” – not 

A d m i n i s t r at i v e  P r o c e s s  f o r  I n t e r n at i o n a l 
P r o t e c t i o n  A p p l i c a n t s
Since September 2018, the asylum procedure is handled exclusively by the Directorate General 
of Migration Management (DGMM). International protection applicants must approach DGMM 
at the local level, through the offices of the Provincial Directorate of Migration Management 
(PDMM), in one of Turkey’s provinces (excluding Istanbul, Ankara, Izmir, and Antalya, among 
others). Once they register as international protection applicants with PDMM, they are issued a 
Turkish identity card, or kimlik, with a foreigner’s identity number, which grants them access to 
services in Turkey. At a later date, they are interviewed by the DGMM office in Ankara regarding 
their application for international protection.



www.refugeesinternational.org | 7 

full refugee status6 – whereas those fleeing 
from persecution in a non-European country 
other than Syria are considered “conditional 
refugees.”7 Their stay in Turkey is meant to be 
temporary until they are resettled to another 
country, as stipulated in Turkey’s current (and 
first) asylum law, the 2013 Law on Foreigners 
and International Protection (LFIP). The law 
also provides for the category of “subsidiary 
protection,” which applies to those who do 
not qualify for refugee or conditional refugee 
status but who cannot return to their country 
because they would face a death sentence, 
torture or other ill-treatment, or indiscriminate 
violence.8

Until recently, non-Syrian refugees 
confronted two parallel asylum systems in 
Turkey. Upon arriving in the country, they 
registered with the Association for Solidarity 
with Asylum-Seekers and Migrants (ASAM) 
– an implementing partner of UNHCR – in 
Ankara. ASAM referred them to one of some 
60 “satellite cities” where they had to register 
with PDMM and live. Non-Syrian refugees 
were subsequently interviewed by UNHCR in 
Ankara, which conducted a Refugee Status 
Determination (RSD) on their case. In parallel, 
after registering with PDMM, they awaited 
an interview with DGMM regarding their 
application for international protection under 
Turkish law.  

UNHCR Ends Registration 
of International Protection 
Applicants
In September 2018, UNHCR announced it 
was ending its registration and processing 
of applications for international protection, 
directing applicants instead to PDMM.9 This 
change means that international protection 

6.  Temporary Protection Regulation of October 22, 2014. 
7.  Article 62, Law on Foreigners and International Protection.
8.  Article 63, Law on Foreigners and International Protection.
9.  UNHCR, “United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) Will End Registration Process in Turkey on 10 Septem-
ber 2018,” http://help.unhcr.org/turkey/information-for-non-syrians/reception-registration-and-rsd-with-unhcr/. 

applicants now undergo only one process, 
the one led by DGMM. In November 2018, an 
RI team traveled to Turkey to investigate the 
effect of this change on non-Syrian asylum 
seekers and refugees – particularly Afghans, 
who constitute the largest group. RI found 
that newly arrived Afghan asylum seekers 
face significant obstacles (see Section IV for 
details) in registering with PDMM and ob-
taining kimliks which provide refugees with 
access to essential services, such as health 
care and education. This is particularly true 
for single men.  

Now that UNHCR no longer registers inter-
national protection applicants or conducts 
RSD, inability to register through the national 
asylum system deprives these Afghans of the 
chance to be resettled to another country at a 
later stage. In at least one case documented 
by RI, applicants were recognized as refu-
gees by UNHCR and had their case submit-
ted for resettlement, but their claim for inter-
national protection was rejected by DGMM. 
As it stands now, those whose applications 
for international protection are accepted by 
DGMM receive conditional refugee status or 
subsidiary protection.

Afghan refugees interviewed by RI indicated 
that, having been told by ASAM that UN-
HCR would no longer register or process 
their cases, they no longer see any point in 
approaching UNHCR via ASAM. RI is con-
cerned about how UNHCR will carry out its 
protection mandate toward Afghan and other 
non-Syrian refugees now that it no longer 
comes into contact with them at the registra-
tion stage. Faisal, an Afghan man in Kayseri, 
told RI, “When the UN office was open, things 
were better. They offered services, you could 
ask questions. Now that it’s closed, there is 
no way to get help.”
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Afghan Refugees in Turkey
Although Turkey has hosted Afghan refugees 
for years, the number of Afghans arriving via 
Iran – either as a place of transit, or because 
they were living there as refugees – in-
creased significantly in 2018. Nearly 20,000 
Afghan nationals entered Turkey between 
January and March 2018, compared to 6,000 
over the same period in 2017.10 This increase 
was reportedly driven in part by the fact that 
the Turkish authorities are building a wall 
along Turkey’s border with Iran.11 In early 
2018, the construction firm building the wall 
announced that it would be completed by 
spring 2019.12 Because of a lack of opportu-
nities and protection in Iran, many Afghans 
go to Turkey, either to stay or in on the hope 
of resettlement to a third country, and the 
threatened closure of this route reportedly 
spurred more crossings. Between January 
and June 2018, Turkey returned 17,000 Af-
ghans to Afghanistan.13 The Turkish govern-
ment presented these returns as voluntary. 
However, RI and others received reports 
from actors on the ground that returnees 
in fact were coerced or misled into signing 
documents they could not understand and 
returned against their will to a country ridden 
with violence.14 

Even for Afghan refugees who are regis-
tered and settled in Turkey, many challenges 
remain. For example, Turkey’s satellite city 

10.  Eric Reidy, “Fleeing Worsening War, Afghans Find Narrowing Options,” IRIN, September 24, 2018, https://www.irinnews.
org/news-feature/2018/09/24/fleeing-worsening-war-afghans-find-narrowing-options-turkey.
11.  Ece Toksabay, “Afghans make long trek west before Turkey secures border,” Reuters, April 19, 2018, https://www.reuters.
com/article/us-turkey-afghanistan/afghans-make-long-trek-west-before-turkey-secures-border-idUSKBN1HQ0LY
12.  Orhan Coskun and Tuvan Gumrukcu, “Turkey to Complete Wall on Iranian Border by Spring 2019,” Reuters, January 2018, 
https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-turkey-construction-toki-interview/turkey-to-complete-wall-on-iranian-border-by-spring-2019-
idUKKBN1EZ179
13.  Mujib Mashal, “Their Road to Turkey Was Long and Grueling, but the Short Flight Home Was Crueler,” New York Times, 
June 16, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/16/world/asia/afghan-migrants-deported-turkey.html.
14.  Refugees International, “The Return of Thousands of Afghans from Turkey back to Afghanistan Is Cause for Alarm,” May 
2018, https://www.refugeesinternational.org/advocacy-letters-1/afghanrefugeesinturkey; European Council on Refugees and 
Exiles (ECRE), “Turkey Responds to Increasing Arrivals of Afghans with Mass Deportation,” April 2018, https://www.ecre.org/tur-
key-responds-to-increasing-arrivals-of-afghans-with-mass-deportation/; Amnesty International, “Turkey: Thousands of Afghans 
Swept Up in Ruthless Deportation Drive,” April 2018, https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2018/04/turkey-thousands-of-af-
ghans-swept-up-in-ruthless-deportation-drive/. 
15.  Refugees International, “Except God, We Have No One”: Lack of Durable Solutions for Non-Syrian Refugees in Turkey,” 
February 2017, https://www.refugeesinternational.org/reports/2017/2/turkey. 

system has forced many Afghan and other 
non-Syrian refugees to live in remote cities 
with few work opportunities and no sup-
port networks. Non-Syrian refugees are not 
allowed to live in Turkey’s large cities, such as 
Istanbul, Ankara, and Izmir. Many struggle to 
make a living in the cities to which they have 
been assigned, and any work they can find is 
mostly in the informal sector where they are 
often victims of exploitation. Further, most hu-
manitarian actors in Turkey focus their efforts 
on the Syrian refugee population. Refugees 
from Afghanistan and other nationalities are 
mostly left to fend for themselves. Resettle-
ment to a third country is available to only a 
tiny number. 

RI first documented these challenges in a 
2017 report, “Except God We Have No One”: 
Lack of Durable Solutions for Non-Syrian 
Refugees in Turkey.15 In November 2018, RI 
found that conditions for Afghan refugees 
had worsened. For many of those who have 
recently arrived in Turkey, and as described 
in the section below, obstacles to registra-
tion with the Turkish authorities leave them 
undocumented and unable to access basic 
services. Resettlement to the United States, 
the destination for more than 90 percent of 
non-Syrians resettled from Turkey in 2016, 
has been drastically cut. In 2016, 495 Afghans 
were resettled from Turkey; in 2017, that 
number decreased to 213. For both years, 
Afghans were resettled only to the United 
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States and the United Kingdom from Turkey. 
In the first quarter of 2018, only 27 Afghans 
were resettled – 23 to the United States and 
four to Canada.16 With ongoing violence in Af-
ghanistan and with European borders closed, 
Turkey will be the home of Afghan refugees 
for the foreseeable future. However, life there 
is becoming increasingly difficult. 

Several Afghans told RI that the challenges 
they face in Turkey – including limited access 
to work, decent housing, and documenta-
tion – make life much harder than they had 
anticipated. In some cases, the severity of 
these conditions is creating a push factor for 
Afghans to move on to Europe. Kareema, a 
woman living in Turkey with her husband, chil-
dren, and adult brother, told RI that the harsh 
living conditions made them think of attempt-
ing the journey to Europe. “We’re thinking of 
going illegally to another country … at least to 
cross the border and go to Greece and then 
Germany … We were thinking initially to stay 
in Turkey, but now the economic situation [for 
us] is worse than Afghanistan. The only thing 
that is better is that no one is threatening us.”

O b s ta c l e s  t o 
R e g i s t r at i o n 
Now that UNHCR and ASAM have ceased 
registering and processing asylum applica-
tions for non-Syrians, the national authorities 
have become the first and last hope for those 
seeking refuge in Turkey. However, dozens 
of Afghan refugees in Istanbul, Kayseri, and 
Erzurum described to RI an asylum system 
that made even the initial registration process 
deeply challenging. Many of those inter-
viewed had arrived in Turkey over the last 
few months. Although the dates on which 

16.  Amy Pitonak, “Mass Deportations of Afghans from Turkey: Thousands of Migrants Sent Back in a Deportation Drive,” Af-
ghanistan Analysts Network, June 21, 2018, https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/mass-deportations-of-afghans-from-turkey/.
17.  Some interviewees described the officials with whom they interacted regarding their registration as police, (“emniyet”); 
PDMM offices are often located on the premises of civilian police offices.

they approached PDMM varied, as did the re-
sponses they received, the overall result was 
that they were not able to obtain a kimlik.

Single Men
Single Afghan men, in particular, described 
major obstacles in several cities to register-
ing with PDMM as international protection 
applicants. Some told RI that when they 
approached PDMM, an interpreter or a PDMM 
official told them that the office no longer 
registered single men. 

In two separate cases, single Afghan men 
said that the PDMM office in Trabzon refused 
to register them and told them to return 
later - one of them after seven months and 
the other after one year. Naseem, who told 
RI he arrived in Turkey in July 2018, said that 
upon registering with UNHCR in Ankara, he 
was referred to the city of Trabzon. He said 
that when he approached the PDMM office 
in Trabzon to register, he was told to come 
back a year later. “They didn’t give any other 
information. They gave the date of Septem-
ber 3, 2019.” 

“Here [in Kayseri], I haven’t approached 
ASAM, but I did in Aksaray,” Reza, an unac-
companied minor, told RI. “An Iranian inter-
preter said that ‘the UN is not doing anything 
with asylum seekers anymore; you must go to 
Turkish authorities’ … The police17 in Aksaray 
told us the UN is closed and the Turkish gov-
ernment doesn’t have a plan yet for single 
[men], [and they said to] come back in a year 
and try again. In Kayseri, [the Turkish officials] 
didn’t give a date or time to come back [to 
register].”

“We initially got papers from the UN in Anka-
ra,” Hasan, who said he tried to register with 
PDMM in October 2018 in Kayseri, told RI. 
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“Then we went to the police [in Kayseri] every 
day for a week, showed our UN papers, and 
they said we won’t give kimlik or register sin-
gle men. They didn’t tell us to go try in other 
places, they just said we don’t give kimlik in 
all of Turkey to single men asylum seekers.” 

Ahmed traveled from Afghanistan to Turkey 
with his pregnant sister, her husband, and 
their two children in March 2018. He told RI 
that when they approached the PDMM office 
in Kayseri, his sister and her family were able 
to register and obtain kimliks within two days. 
However, at the time of RI’s interview with 
Ahmed and his sister, he still did not have a 
kimlik. 

“We all went together to ASAM [the local 
office in Kayseri], got the UN papers, and 
together we went to PDMM. They gave kim-
liks to my sister’s family but they said, ‘At this 
time, we cannot give kimliks to single men.’ … 
When they told me they don’t give kimliks to 
single men, I was very disappointed. Why, ar-
en’t we human beings?” Ahmed said he tried 
three times. “I go, I beg, I ask. My family even 
vouched for me. They just say, ‘We don’t have 
the order to register single men.’”

In Erzurum, Khaled described to RI his at-
tempt to register: “At PDMM they said, ‘We 
don’t register single men.’ The Iranian in-
terpreter said, ‘It’s impossible that you get 
a kimlik here in Erzurum; it’s better to go to 
Ankara.’ But I said, ‘How am I supposed to go 
to? I have no papers, no permission.’ He said, 
‘Go illegally.’”

Murtaza told RI that he received a referral 
from UNHCR in Ankara to go to Erzurum. He 
approached PDMM there in April 2018 and 
was told to return four months later. When he 
did, in August 2018, “[PDMM] said, ‘Kimliks 
have been stopped by the Turkish govern-
ment; we won’t give you one.’ Single [men], 
as I see it, cannot get a kimlik at all. We are 
not being told where we should go. We have 
a real chance of getting arrested, taken to a 
deportation center, and getting deported.” 

In Istanbul, one of the provinces in which 
international protection applicants are not 
allowed to live, RI interviewed several Afghan 
single men who said they had not traveled to 
other cities because they had heard from oth-
er Afghans that registration was not possible 
there.

Families 
RI also interviewed members of Afghan 
families who had faced delays in obtaining 
their kimliks. Saber arrived in Turkey with his 
family, including a son born with a life-threat-
ening heart disease, a month before meeting 
with RI. When he approached the Turkish 
authorities in Kayseri, they told him they had 
no capacity to register his family and to go to 
one of four other cities, including Nevsehir, 
to which they decided to go. “In Nevsehir, 
PDMM initially told us we would get kimliks 
after six months. I said, ‘My son is sick.’ We 
brought him to the hospital and the doctor ex-
amined our son. He gave us a report saying 
our son needs treatment. We took the report 
back to PDMM and then they registered us 
and said our kimlik will come soon.”

Even those Afghan families who obtained 
their kimliks before the transfer of registration 
from UNHCR to DGMM still faced challenges. 
Some showed RI kimliks that had a validity 
period of only one month. Although it is un-
clear whether this reflects a new policy at the 
national level or a practice in certain PDMM 
offices, several interviewees explained that 
although the kimliks had previously been 
valid for six months, they now had to be 
renewed monthly. Ali, an Afghan man living in 
Erzurum, told RI that since July 2018, “Every 
month I have to renew … We go, we give the 
old kimliks and it takes a week to get our new 
one. After three weeks we go back and do it 
again … During the week without a kimlik, we 
don’t have anything. We are in constant fear, 
we can’t go to the doctor.”
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C o n s e q u e n c e s  o f 
B e i n g  U n r e g i s t e r e d

Undocumented Status
Lacking a kimlik has major consequences for 
refugees in every aspect of their life in Tur-
key. Even for those able to register, a period 
of time elapses before they receive their kim-
liks; the time can vary from a few days to a 
few months. Kimliks are required for access-
ing public health care, education, work per-
mits, and humanitarian assistance from the 
government and international organizations. 
Kimliks are also a protection against forced 
return to an individual’s country. Landlords of-
ten require a kimlik to rent accommodations. 
At the same time, to register for a kimlik, an 
applicant must provide an address. Many 
refugees thus find themselves in a Catch-22 
situation, dependent on others to find hous-
ing. Most of the Afghans interviewed by RI 
who did not have kimliks were sharing hous-
ing with or subletting from other Afghans who 
did have kimliks. 

“They [PDMM] don’t register or give a kimlik if 
you’re not renting a flat,” Ismail, a single man, 
told RI. “But if you’re new here and don’t 
have papers, how can you rent a flat? I slept 
in the park for six days.”

Farhad, a man living in Erzurum, described 
the feeling of living without Turkish identity 
documents: “If you do not have a kimlik you 
cannot exist in this place.”

Not having a kimlik exposes undocumented 
refugees to the risk of detention in a removal 
center for foreigners and possible deporta-
tion. Interviewees without kimliks, particu-
larly single men, described a constant fear 
of being arrested by police and deported to 
Afghanistan. They were extremely hesitant 
to travel to other cities and risk facing police 
checks on the road. Many interviewees told 
RI that they had friends or relatives who had 

been deported to Afghanistan in previous 
months as they entered Turkey from the land 
border with Iran or while traveling between 
cities in Turkey.

“There is always constant fear, day and night, 
that they [the police] will come and arrest us 
and deport us,” Sohrab, a single man, told RI.

Interviewees who arrived before the trans-
fer of the registration process from UNHCR 
to DGMM and succeeded in registering at 
the ASAM office in Ankara had a letter from 
UNHCR stating that they were applying for 
international protection. Although the paper 
does not have legal value in itself, it provides 
them with a document they can show the 
Turkish authorities when requested. Since 
the change in September 2018, new asy-
lum applicants have no documentation from 
Turkey until they register with PDMM. Many 
interviewees told RI that the lack of any doc-
umentation (other than their Afghan identity 
documents, in some cases) is a source of fear 
for them and restricts their movements. 

Transportation
To travel outside of the city in which they are 
registered, Afghan refugees are required to 
have a travel permit issued by PDMM in that 
city. However, Afghans who are refused regis-
tration cannot access these travel permits. 
Many Afghans interviewed by RI said that bus 
companies refused to sell them tickets if they 
did not have a kimlik or demanded an addi-
tional fee. These outcomes made it risky or 
expensive to travel in the hope of registering 
in another city. Interviewees said that they 
had had to pay a private driver at a higher 
cost. Even so, they risked being stopped by 
police on the road. Without a kimlik, they are 
unable to travel legally, leaving them with no 
way to register or access asylum. 

Saber, after registering his family in Nevse-
hir, as discussed above, was unable to find 
accommodations there. He and his family 
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therefore returned to Kayseri. While he awaits 
kimliks for him and his family, Saber must 
travel to Nevsehir regularly to sign in with the 
authorities.18 “We don’t have kimliks so we 
can’t go by bus,” he said. “We go by taxi, we 
pay 160 TRY. We were stopped once by the 
police who told us ‘Next time if we find you 
without a kimlik, we’ll deport you.’”

Badih and his family arrived in Turkey the day 
after UNHCR stopped registration activities in 
September 2018. They told RI that they tried 
to get a ticket to Ankara but were unsuc-
cessful. “We went to the bus station, but we 
couldn’t buy tickets to Ankara because we 
didn’t have kimliks. That’s what the person in 
the bus terminal told us. If we wanted to go, 
we’d have to pay a penalty.”

Lack of Access to Health Care
One of the main concerns for Afghan ref-
ugees without Turkish identity cards was 
their inability to access public health care. 
Turkey has a generous health care system 
that is open to refugees and asylum seekers. 
However, a kimlik and its associated identifi-
cation number are required to access these 
services. Interviewees without a kimlik told RI 
that they were left with the choice of paying 
high costs for private health care and med-
ication or, if they could not afford it, going 
without treatment.

Mustafa, a single young man from Afghani-
stan, told RI that he had been unable to reg-
ister and obtain a kimlik before being injured 
in a traffic accident. He had traveled alone to 
Turkey in late February 2018, registered with 
UNHCR in Ankara, and had been referred to 
Kayseri. A few months after his arrival there, 
he was badly injured in a traffic accident and 
went to a hospital for treatment. Describing 
how he waited for several hours before re-
ceiving stitches, he told RI, “Because I didn’t 
have a kimlik, they didn’t give me proper 

18.  Typically, refugees are required to sign in every two weeks at PDMM.

treatment, just a temporary fix ... Then I went 
to the police, bleeding. I told them I need an 
operation, I need a kimlik.” Mustafa told RI 
that the police officer saw he was injured and 
bleeding, and issued his kimlik on the spot. 
Mustafa’s roommate Hafiz – also a single man 
from Afghanistan – told RI that “Sometimes 
we joke, ‘If you want a kimlik, you should 
have an accident.’”

Obstacles in Accessing 
Education
Although refugee children can, in theory, be 
admitted to schools if the family has not yet 
completed the registration procedure, Afghan 
refugees interviewed by RI said that without 
a kimlik, they were not able to access Turkish 
schools - a key concern for families with chil-
dren. RI also interviewed several unaccompa-
nied minors who faced the same challenges 
as single men when trying to register with the 
relevant PDMM office, leaving them without 
kimliks and, in practice, without access to 
education. 

Marzia, who arrived in Turkey in August with 
her husband Kareem and their children, 
described her attempts to get their children 
into school without a kimlik. “I have tried a lot. 
I have been to PDMM, ASAM, some schools, 
and the education department [in Kayseri], 
but I haven’t succeeded so far. For the 
schools, without kimliks they don’t register 
kids at all.” 

Ahmad, a 17-year-old unaccompanied Afghan 
minor, had been in Istanbul for three months 
and had been unable to obtain a kimlik. He 
told RI, “I should have a kimlik. At this age, 
why should I work? I should be in school. 
There is nothing I can save for my future.” 
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Lack of Access to 
Humanitarian Assistance 
The foreigner’s identification number featured 
on kimliks is also required for refugees to be 
eligible for humanitarian assistance funded 
by the EU in the form of cash assistance via 
debit cards. This assistance includes the 
Emergency Social Safety Net (ESSN), which 
consists of monthly cash payments of 20 USD 
per family member for Syrian and non-Syrian 
refugees and is aimed at the most vulnerable, 
as well as the Conditional Cash Transfer for 
Education (CCTE), monthly cash payments 
designed to encourage families with limit-
ed financial means to send their children to 
school. For refugees, being unable to register 
for and delays in obtaining a kimlik means 
being deprived of the possibility of obtaining 
such assistance.

Lack of Access to Legal Work
“I have tried to work in restaurants as a wait-
er, tried as a cleaner,” Mohammad, an Afghan 
man, told RI in Erzurum. “Wherever I go, first, 
they ask about a kimlik, second, they require 
I speak the language. When I tell them I don’t 
have a kimlik they tell me, ‘You’re illegal. Just 
leave.’”

Under Turkish law, applicants for and benefi-
ciaries of conditional refugee status can ap-
ply for a work permit no less than six months 
after they apply for international protection.19 
Barring refugees from registering with PDMM 
deprives them of the possibility of ever ap-
plying for a work permit, leaving them with 
no choice but to work in the informal sector. 
RI has previously reported on the difficulties 
Syrian, Afghan, and other refugees face in ac-
cessing legal employment in Turkey, and the 
conditions they face in the informal sector, 

19.  Article 89(4), Law on Foreigners and International Protection and Article 6, Regulation on Work Permit of International Pro-
tection Applicants and International Protection Status Holders, April 26, 2018, https://www.refworld.org/docid/582c6ff54.html.
20.  Izza Leghtas and Ann Hollingsworth, “‘I Am Only Looking for My Rights:’ Legal Employment Still Inaccessible to Refugees 
in Turkey,” Refugees International, December 2017, https://www.refugeesinternational.org/reports/refugeesemploymentintur-
key.  

where exploitation is common in a report ti-
tled, “I Am Only Looking for My Rights:” Legal 
Employment Still Inaccessible to Refugees in 
Turkey.20 

C o n c l u s i o n
The challenges Turkey faces in hosting close 
to 4 million refugees are undeniable. Refu-
gees International welcomes Turkey’s willing-
ness to accept so many millions of refugees 
and acknowledges that there is no easy 
solution to the pressure this influx represents 
for Turkey’s infrastructure and services, in-
cluding its health and education systems, and 
economy. However, under international and 
domestic law, Turkey must provide protection 
for refugees who have fled war, violence, and 
persecution. The ways in which the recent 
changes in the registration and processing of 
asylum claims for Afghans and other non-Syr-
ians are being conducted have led to devas-
tating consequences on the lives of individ-
uals who took great risks and incurred high 
costs in the hope of finding safety and shelter 
in Turkey. Certain measures are key, such as 
ensuring that PDMM offices are adequately 
staffed, including with enough interpreters. 

Better coordination between cities and a 
referral mechanism – for instance at the 
regional level – would go a long way toward 
providing better assistance to international 
protection applicants, and improved admin-
istration and management of the asylum 
caseload. For the system to work, however, 
applicants must have a form of documenta-
tion that enables them to travel legally and 
safely between cities in order to register. 

Turkey cannot face these challenges alone, 
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however. Other countries, including EU 
member states and the United States, should 
resettle a far greater share of Syrian, Afghan, 
and other refugees from Turkey. Third coun-
try resettlement is a limited solution as it only 
benefits a tiny number of refugees, but it is 
important. Indeed, this safe and legal route 
is a valuable expression of solidarity with the 
Turkish government and the Turkish peo-
ple, and an alternative to human smugglers, 
whose business thrives when people have no 
hope. At the UN level, UNHCR must ensure 
that in this new system, it effectively carries 
out its role of providing protection for refu-
gees, regardless of their status, nationality, 
and whether they are single or members of a 
family. 

The response to the challenges Turkey faces 
in hosting so many refugees is complex and 
involves many actors at various levels. Now 
that the registration and processing of inter-
national protection cases lies solely with the 
Turkish authorities, however, certain gaps 
have become apparent. Thus, it is time for 
the Turkish authorities to make the changes 
needed to ensure that refugees in Turkey 
have access to their most basic rights.

R e f u g e e s  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  S e n i o r 
A d v o c a t e  I z z a  L e g h t a s  a n d  F e l l o w 
J e s s i c a  T h e a  t r a v e l e d  t o  T u r k e y  i n 
N o v e m b e r  2 0 1 8 .
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