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Turkey has the largest refugee population of any country in 
the world with over 3 million registered refugees, including 
over 2.9 million Syrians who have fled conflict. Over 90 
percent of them live in cities and villages across the 
country. Struggling to make ends meet, many are forced to 

go into debt, reduce the number of meals they take or are 
unable to send children to school.  

In response, WFP has partnered with the Turkish Red 
Crescent (TRC), the Turkish Government and the European 
Union’s Humanitarian Aid to design and roll-out the 
Emergency Social Safety Net (ESSN). The ESSN is a 
cash assistance programme helping vulnerable refugees 
afford basic necessities such as food, rent, utilities, 
medicine and clothing. Each family supported by the ESSN 

receives a debit card that is loaded monthly with 100 
Turkish Liras (USD 36)* per person, which can be used in 
local shops or to withdraw money from ATMs, granting 
them the freedom to choose what they need and returning 
a degree of normality and dignity to their lives. Families led 
by women and the elderly, with members living with 
disability, or with many dependentssuch as children or 

elderly, are prioritised. Launched at the end of 2016, the 
ESSN aims to support one million refugees in 2017.   

Blending international humanitarian know-how and 
government services, the programme leverages an existing 
WFP-TRC e-card scheme and the expertise of the Ministry of 
Family and Social Policy, under the coordination of the 
Prime Ministry Disaster and Emergency Management 
Authority. The ESSN closely aligns with existing national 
social assistance programmes and works through 

government welfare centres. Building on the hospitality and 
generosity of the Turkish people and Government, the 
programme promotes social cohesion, and positively 
impacts host communities by injecting money into local 
economies. Through its innovative use of partnerships with 
international and local actors, bridging the gap between 

humanitarian and development, and its efficient delivery 
system, the ESSN embodies the spirit of the World  

Humanitarian Summit and the Grand Bargain that was 
signed in Turkey in 2016. 

As early as 2012, WFP joined forces with TRC to assist 
vulnerable Syrian refugees in camps through an e-card 
redeemed against nutritious foods in contracted shops 

and topped up every month. This marked the first 
instance in which WFP used electronic vouchers at the 
onset of emergency response. In 2015, the programme 
was extended to vulnerable Syrians living outside of 
camps, a largely underserved community, paving the 
way for the ESSN.   

Since 2012, WFP has injected USD 250 million into the 
Turkish economy through e-card values. WFP also has a 
history of large-scale commodity procurement in Turkey 

to support its operations globally, with USD 1.45 billion 
worth of commodities procured since 2011. Almost 64 
percent of these commodities have been used for 
emergency food assistance within Syria and the region, 
including surrounding countries hosting refugees and 
WFP’s emergency response in Iraq. 

*Due to fluctuations in the exchange, USD value are approximations only.  

Operational Updates 

The ESSN progressed across Turkey in full coordination 
and partnership with the Ministry of Family and Social 
Policies (MoFSP) and TRC. Since the start of the ESSN 
roll-out, WFP field staff have monitored 75 provinces 
out of 81, covering 315 districts and visiting 313 Social 
Assistance and Solidarity Foundation (SASF) offices and 
14 TRC Service Centres, some of them multiple times. 

In March, ESSN payments were made to 407,544 
vulnerable refugees. In total, 250,987 applications, 
representing 1,250,000 people, have been received. 

Highlights 

 In March, Emergency Social Safety Net (ESSN) 

payments reached 408,000 vulnerable refugees 

across Turkey. In total, over 250,000 family 

applications (over 1.2 million people) have been 

received and are being assessed. The innovative 

multi-purpose cash ESSN assistance scheme is 

funded by the European Commission’s 

Humanitarian Aid Office (ECHO) and implemented 

by WFP, the Ministry of Family and Social Policies 

and the Turkish Red Crescent.  
 

 In addition, WFP and TRC continued to assist 

210,000 refugees as they transition to the ESSN 

through application and 143,000 Syrian refugees 

living in camps. 

Credit: WFP/Deniz Akkus 
Caption: ESSN-assisted beneficiary in Gaziantep, 
Turkey. 
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In Numbers  

143,000 refugees assisted in camps 

216,000 refugees assisted in communities 

408,000 refugees received ESSN assistance. 
 52% 48% 
People Assisted 
March 2017 
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Current Donors (Alphabetical list)  

 
Australia, European Commission’s Humanitarian Aid Office 
(ECHO), France, Germany, Japan, Kuwait, Sweden, and USAID.  

 

 

In parallel, 216,640 vulnerable refugees identified through 
previous programmes received 100 Turkish Liras (USD 36)* 
to help them cover their basic needs and avoid 
interruptions in assistance as their ESSN application was 

being processed. In addition, 143,170 vulnerable Syrians 
living in 11 camps in the south-east of Turkey received 50 
Turkish Liras (USD 18)* per person per month to be spent 
on food, complemented by assistance provided by the 
Prime Ministry Disaster and Emergency Management 
Authority (AFAD). 

To facilitate application intake in areas with high refugee 
populations, TRC prepared to open four new service centres 
in Istanbul and Izmir, in addition to the 14 ones already 

operating in the south east. Additional staff was recruited 
and trained for the TRC call centre so that more calls can be 
processed swiftly.   

ESSN partners continued working closely to address issues 
arising. A workshop is planned for early April in Ankara with 
participation from 13 SASFs as well as MoFSP, other 
government agencies and ECHO to discuss adjustments to 
the targeting and enrolment process, the transfer value and 
the registration of people living in informal accommodation.   

An ECHO monitoring mission took place between 06 and 10 
March in Ankara, Istanbul, the Black Sea region and 

Mardin/Sirnak in the south east to monitor the 
implementation of ESSN activities and discuss adjustments 
to be made to the programme with ESSN partners. The EU 
Commissioner for Humanitarian Aid and Crisis Management, 
Christos Stylianides, accompanied by ECHO, WFP and TRC 
delegations, visited local authorities in Istanbul as well as 
ESSN beneficiary families on 27 March.  

A Protection and Accountability to Affected Populations 
mission from WFP Headquarter and Regional Bureau was 

conducted from 21 to 24 March, for learning exchange on 
technical areas within WFP. The mission covered Focus 
Group Discussions (in Ankara and Gaziantep); a card 
distribution at bank branch; meetings with ESSN 
stakeholders and attended a workshop on Protection in 
Cash Based Interventions.   

Collection of ESSN Pre-Assistance baseline (PAB) data 
continued through the TRC Call centre with telephone 
interviews to eligible and ineligible applicants for ESSN 

assistance. The PAB serves as a reference point to evaluate 
the ESSN outcomes for the mid-term and after project 
implementation. The quarterly Post-Distribution monitoring 
(PDM) covering ESSN beneficiaries is expected to start in 
May: it will provide an important update on key indicators 
from the critical three-month period which saw the ESSN 
scale-up nation-wide. 

Partnerships  

WFP and TRC are working at the central and field levels in 
collaboration with Turkish authorities, including AFAD, the 
Ministry of Interior Directorate General of Migration 
Management (DGMM), Ministry of Foreign Affairs, MoFSP, 
SASFs, the Directorate General of Population and 

Citizenship and Governor’s offices. WFP also collaborates 
closely with UN agencies, NGOs and the donor community. 
An ESSN Task Force co-chaired by WFP and TRC ensures 
coordination with sister UN agencies and NGOs.  

Story worth telling 

See Deutsche Welle article on the ESSN and the EU-Turkey 
deal, 18 March: “The response to the refugee crisis is 
transitioning from emergency aid to sustainability projects”, 
WFP Turkey Deputy Country Director Jonathan Campbell. 
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A G20 country, Turkey has a large and diverse 
economy. In 2015, Gross Domestic Product (GDP) was 
USD 718 billion. The country is currently under a state 
of emergency, following a failed coup attempt by a 
faction of the armed forces on 15 July 2016. 

As of March 2017, the number of registered refugees 

in Turkey is 3,150,369 confirming Turkey’s position as 

host to the highest number of refugees in the world. 

While 250,326 refugees reside in 21 camps located in 

the south east, the vast majority continue to live in 

host communities all around the country. The 

government has demonstrated leadership and 

generosity in providing for the needs of the 

populations affected by the Syrian crisis.  Since June 

2011, a temporary protection regime has granted 

Syrians access to basic services such as health care 

and education. Turkey officially maintains an open 

door policy for Syrians although measures are in place 

to curb entries since January 2016. A Regulation on 

the Work Permits for Syrians was passed in January 

2016 with 10,000 work permits granted so far.  

In response to the migration crisis which led hundreds 

of thousands to undertake perilous journeys on the 

Mediterranean, Turkey and the EU agreed in March 

2016 to set up a three-billion-euro Facility for 

Refugees in Turkey (FRT) to fund humanitarian 

assistance to refugees in Turkey.   

WFP has been present in Turkey since 2012. 
 

Contact info: turkey.info@wfp.org 

Country Director: Jean-Yves Lequime 

Further information: www.wfp.org/countries/turkey  

www.cdn.wfp.org/syriainfo/syria.html 

www.cdn.wfp.org/syriainfo/turkey.html 
 

2016 Human Development Index: 

71 out of 188 (0.761) 

Income Level: Upper middle 
GDP per capita: USD 10,515 

Population: 78 million  

Turkey’s economy:  18th largest 

economy in the world 

http://www.dw.com/en/money-makes-the-eu-turkey-deal-go-round/a-37990073
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