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STATE, REFUGEES, AND CIVIL SOCIETY IN TURKEY:
TRANSFORMATION UNDER CONTROL®

TURKIYE'DE DEVLET, MULTECILER VE SiViL
TOPLUM: KONTROL ALTINDAKi DONUSUM

Birce ALTIOK"
ABSTRACT

The forced migration movement from Syria, which began in
2011, has brought about significant changes in civil society
within Turkey. The already existing complex relationship
between the state and civil society, is further diversified in the
context of forced migration, presenting the need to focus on
the provision of humanitarian assistance, access to services,
and integration of Syrian refugees who are legally under
temporary protection, without international refugee
recognition. Furthermore, state-driven  cross-border
humanitarian operations and security-oriented state policies
also shape this landscape. Therefore, the interplay between
civil society actors —existing, government-supported, and
newly emerging— and security-oriented state policies
contributes to this transformation. Historical and political
realities, alongside global-local crises, influence the trajectory
of change within civil society, positioning authorities as
pivotal decision-makers in managing individuals’ movement.
Through in-depth interviews in different cities of Turkey with
NGOs and refugee-led civil society members in 2018, the
article uncovers the formation and progression of relationships
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between civil society actors and the state, revealing
adaptations and adjustments based on contextual
circumstances. The article seeks to move beyond
comprehensive liberal and developmental perspectives, instead
focusing on the evolving dynamics of state control within
migration-related civil society.

Keywords: Turkey, Civil Society, Forced Migration, State
Control, Humanitarian Assistance.
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2011 yilinda baslayan Suriye’den zorunlu go¢ hareketi
Tiirkiye’deki sivil toplumda 6nemli degisiklikleri beraberinde
getirdi. Zorunlu go¢ baglaminda devlet ile sivil toplum
arasindaki karmasik iligki; insani yardim, hizmetlere erisimin
kolaylastirilmasi ve uluslararasi miilteci statiisii olmayan gecici
koruma altindaki Suriyeli miiltecilerin entegrasyonu dahil
olmak iizere farkli diizeylerde farkli yaklasimlarla ele alindi.
Bu siirecte ayrica sinir Otesi insani yardim operasyonlar1 da bu
iliskinin sekillenmesinde rol oynadi. Dolayisiyla hiikiimet
destekli olan ya da olmayan sivil toplum aktérleri ile giivenlik
odakl1 devlet politikalar: arasindaki etkilesim sivil toplumdaki
doniisiime Onemli katkida bulundugundan bahsedilebilir. Bu
makale Tiirkiye vakasi ozelinde, Kkiiresel-yerel Kkrizlerin
tarihsel ve politik gerceklerle birlikte ele alindiginda merkezi
otoritenin ve politikalarinin bireylerin  hareketliligini
yonetmede onemli karar alicilar haline gelmesine ve sivil
toplumdaki  degisimin  gidisatim1 = nasil  etkiledigine
deginmektedir. Makale, Tiirkiye’nin cesitli sehirlerinde 2018
yilinda STK’lar ve miiltecilerin dahil oldugu sivil toplum
iiyeleriyle gerceklesen derinlemesine goriismeler araciligiyla
sivil toplum aktorleri ile devlet arasindaki iligskilerin olusumu
ve degisimini ele almaktadir. Bahsi gecen baglamsal kosullara
dayali uyarlamalara ve diizenlemelere odaklanmaktadir.
Boylelikle bu makale, kapsaml1 liberal ve kalkinmaci bakis
acilarinin Otesine ge¢meyi amaglayarak, gocle iliskili sivil
toplumdaki devlet kontroliiniin evrilen dinamiklerine
deginmektedir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Tiirkiye, Sivil Toplum, Zorunlu Gég,
Devlet Kontrolii, Doniigiim, insani Yardim.
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INTRODUCTION

The migration phenomenon offers numerous examples of collaboration
between the state and civil society in a globalized context lacking a coherent global
governance regime. When examining cases of mass forced migration, where
humanitarian assistance and emergency situations coexist, the limitations of state
channels may require the involvement of non-state actors. This issue is part of a
broader global problem, leading to crisis responses at the local level, with policies
varying depending on the actors involved. Furthermore, as the protracted mass
refugee flow continues, services and policies need to address additional aspects
such as integration, labor market access, housing, education, and healthcare. The
relationship between the state and non-state actors is complex and multifaceted,
displaying variations across cases that can be categorized as exclusionary, interest-
oriented, collaborative, or state-controlled (Miller et al., 2009).

Understanding this disparity requires considering the engagement of
different actors but also the need to include the security debate, as migration is
often perceived as a potential security threat within the framework of national
security (Garkisch et al., 2017; Betts, 2011; Koser, 2010; Keyman and i¢cduygu,
2003; Weiner, 1996; Miller, 1997). In that sense, the case of Turkey serves as an
insightful example to demonstrate the state’s cooperation with specific non-state
actors with the visible role of security dilemma involved. Since the start of the
arrival of Syrian refugees' in 2011, there has been a growing number of grassroots
movements and initiatives led by civil society groups, particularly after 2015.
These new organizations have been actively engaging with the government at
various levels, alongside already established civil society groups and international
organizations (Soykan and Senses, 2018; Bosnak, 2021; Sert and Danig, 2021).
After 2016, the rate of this trend decreased because of societal polarization, the
impact of COVID-19, and the attempted coup d’état in 2016. However,
interactions among different groups still exist, albeit with challenges (Dogan and
Geng, 2021; Adar and Piittmann, 2022).

This study 1s important as it investigates the interactions between states and
non-state actors, specifically focusing on forced migration. It utilizes data from
across Turkey, involving members of civil society, state institutions, and migrants
concurrently. The focus lies on understanding why states cooperate differently
with non-state actors and the roles these actors play within the migration context.
The topic is chosen and focused to shed light on the evolving relationship between

! In this study, the term “refugee” is used not to denote legal status but rather to describe the nature
of the movement, as referenced in academic literature. Syrian refugee groups are categorized under
temporary refugee protection rather than international protection as stipulated by international
law, while in other cases, although few in comparison, they may hold either Turkish citizenship or
residential permits.
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the Turkish state and various non-state actors amidst the Syrian refugee crisis. It
aims to understand how state policies have adapted to address security concerns
alongside humanitarian efforts, especially after 2015 when the possibility of
refugee groups returning diminished. Overall, the study aims to contribute to civil
society and migration studies by addressing the limited responses to mass refugee
flows and offering insights into how states collaborate with non-state actors amid
forced migration crises, thus shedding light on deeply rooted issues within
migration governance.

Following this introduction, the second part of the study provides a historical
overview of the state-civil society relationship in Turkey. The third part of the
study introduces the theoretical framework, focusing on the global-local crisis
dynamics that have placed migration governance primarily in the hands of
authorities. Moving on to the fourth part, the study delves into the analysis. The
analysis highlights three main themes: the collaborative characteristics between
certain non-state actors and the state, the role of diaspora or protracted refugee
groups in influencing dynamics, and how non-state actors interpret and adapt to
state policies. In the conclusion, a summary of the findings is provided, along with
concluding remarks and recommendations for future research.

1. STATE-CIVIL SOCIETY RELATIONS IN TURKEY

The relationship between civil society and the state in Turkey has been
fraught with challenges. Throughout history, the dominance of the state has led to
its governance, control, and suppression of civil society as necessary (Atalay,
2018). In recent times marked by multiple coup d’états, the state gained even more
power through the 1982 Constitution following the 1980 military coup. During
this period, over twenty thousand non-governmental organizations (NGOs) were
forcibly closed due to their perceived “undesirable” activities (Simsek, 2006). After
the 1983 elections, despite the state’s continued grip on associational life, right-
wing parties fostered closer ties with civil society, driven by neoliberal,
democratic, and nationalist ideologies (Mert, 2022). The 1990s witnessed a rise in
the visibility of political Islam within civil society, with political Islamists actively
engaging in democratic rights and religious freedoms through NGOs (Yerasimoz,
2001). Although the state exerted relatively less pressure on civil society during
the 1990s compared to the 1980s, it still sought to limit and control civil society’s
actions, impeding its autonomy due to political polarization (Simsek, 2006; Doyle,
2017).

The 1990s also displayed a period of the rise of the Kurdish movement and
the state’s continued systematic pressure on civil society (Ozgetin and Ozer, 2015).
Paradoxically, autonomous NGOs have also developed to stand against state
oppression and arbitrary administration (Ibid). Especially following the 1999
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Helsinki Summit of 11-12 December, civil society entities grew significantly
within the context of the European Union (EU) process and received EU support
(Diez et al., 2005). The electoral success of the Justice and Development Party
(AKP), a supporter of EU policies, led to their victory in the 2002 general elections
and a focus on the development of civil society, particularly emphasizing religious
freedoms and political gains (Ozcetin and Ozer, 2015). Atalay highlights this
development in an instrumentalist way and defines the government’s use of the
civil society sphere for clientelist purposes as “colonizing the civil society sphere,”
where the “loyal and compliant segments of the civil society were rewarded,” and
dissenting or critical voices were excluded, marginalized, and even criminalized
(Atalay, 2018). Aligned with the government’s agenda to “exercise socioeconomic
hegemony and consolidate the authoritarian neoliberal regime,” the government
restructured the state apparatus and integrated loyalist nonstate actors, such as
Islamic segments of civil society, into governance (Ibid). Consequently, due to
these political, economic, and electoral gains, socially conservative and Islamic
civil society organizations (CSOs) have been openly supported and granted access
to state resources (Ibid).

However, the AKP’s oscillation between democratic freedoms and
authoritarian tendencies became even more pronounced after the failed coup
attempt on July 15, 2016. This event led to the disruption of policies that had been
developed in conjunction with civil society, primarily due to security concerns.
While the state of emergency resulted in the severance of the state’s relations with
civil society, it also paved the way for a new phase, compelling the state to
collaborate with more dependable non-state entities. Subsequently, this recent
period has introduced further restrictions that curtailed freedom of association, the
right to assemble, and freedom of expression (TUSEV Report, 2017; Ozgetin and
Ozer, 2015). As a consequence, the domain of civil society has begun to shrink,
while governmental control over civil society has grown.

Yet, one has to differentiate non-state actors with political associations from
others with humanitarian agendas. In times of crisis, the civil society actors may
rise. In the recent history of Turkey, the governments have supported more
dynamism in civil society when it comes to emergency situations, understanding
well that the state’s humanitarian aid networks cannot handle the problem alone.
The devastating 1999 earthquakes that occurred in the Marmara Region on
August 17 and in Diizce on November 12 were two tragic events that the Turkish
state could not adequately respond to. These situations have made room for the
belief that a more participatory political culture is necessary for Turkish society to
produce adequate and practical solutions to respond to the need for better
humanitarian assistance (Keyman and i¢duygu, 2003). Yet, centralization of
emergency relief efforts under the premises of the state remained the primary
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policy to deliver aid, even though the number of civil society entities has increased
over time.? The same increase in terms of capacity is also valid for the state’s
Disaster and Emergency Management Authority (AFAD) and the Turkish Red
Crescent since 1999.

2. CENTERING MIGRATION IN STATE-CIVIL SOCIETY RELATIONS

The mass migration of refugees represents a crucial emergency situation that
demands the engagement of non-governmental actors and strategic planning by
the state. This planning includes aspects such as providing assistance, ensuring
security, and addressing both internal and international dynamics. As stated in the
literature, the provision of services in collaboration with non-state actors to
facilitate the accommodation and well-being of migrants contributes to the
sustainability and facilitation of general social welfare (Wilson and Post, 2013;
Garkisch et al., 2017). This leads to short, medium, and long-term planning
involving different civil society initiatives to respond to changing needs, such as
those providing humanitarian aid and others supporting refugee integration.
Therefore, the protracted situation may require a more dynamic civil society based
on need, financial availability, and in centralized states, also to what extent the
civil society actors are allowed to support and cooperate with the state.

Having mentioned the Turkish state’s view of civil society with prioritization
of securitization and state interest in cooperating with trusted entities, Turkey’s
reactions to different mass refugee movements have displayed similar trends
linking migration with the security threat. The state followed a compulsory camp
policy in the mass refugee movement from Iraq to Turkey in 1991. In a short time,
a safe zone was created in Northern Iraq with an international operation, and as
a result, the refugees returned quickly (Altiok and Tosun, 2020). This refugee
movement from Northern Iraq was one of the last refugee movements in which
Turkey kept international aid limited to the campsites, and the state allowed a
limited number of local NGOs to take part together with the state entities. In 1989,
the state and NGOs met on common ground in the face of the mass refugee
movement of Turks from Bulgaria. They displayed a more organized civil society
mobilization when the political agenda facilitated the integration of “cognates”
who came to the homeland (Ibid). In comparing the two refugee movements, it
can be mentioned that Turkey’s ontological security, identity politics, and
citizenship policies played a role. As a result, different levels of involvement took
place by non-state actors (Keyman and icduygu, 2003). However, it should be
noted that NGOs working with other migrant and refugee groups were very
limited back in the late 1980s and early 1990s. One reason for this was related to

2 The same centralization efforts for emergency relief also apply to the Kahramanmaras earthquake
that took place on February 6 in 2023.
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the limited resources and the low number of migrants residing in the country, and
more importantly, the migration agenda was considered relatively unimportant
(igduygu, 2018). Another reason that can be asserted is that the state did not have
comprehensive legislation and a functional migration agenda to cooperate with
civil society in the migration field (Ibid).

After 2011, the civil war in Syria triggered the largest refugee movement
since World War II. In addition to internally displaced people in Syria, refugees
mostly fled to neighboring countries such as Turkey, Jordan, Lebanon, and, to a
lesser extent, Egypt and Iraq. Since 2014, Turkey has hosted the largest number of
refugees in the world. Currently, according to data from the Presidency of
Migration Management (PMM) (formerly known as the Directorate General of
Migration Management), the number of Syrians registered under temporary
protection status in Turkey is more than 3.1 million (Presidency of Migration
Management, 2024). The number of individuals under international protection is
approximately 30 thousand, and as of December 2022, the count of migrants with
Turkish residency stands at 1.3 million (Ibid). As the influx of refugees continued
due to the civil war in Syria, especially between 2013 and 2017, irregular crossings
reached their peak on the Greek islands in 2015. Consequently, the
internationalization of the Syrian refugee issue expanded beyond the borders of
neighboring countries. The EU began to offer financial support to the state and
NGOs in Turkey through various projects and grants, which in turn contributed
to the development of a civil society industry.®> The politicization of the issue by
European actors who aimed to utilize Turkey as a gatekeeper to prevent irregular
migration to the European continent prompted both new and existing civil society
actors to align and integrate their services for refugees, with many of them
establishing close cooperation with the state. Consequently, a significant increase
in the number of non-state actors occurred (Paker, 2019).

As the number of civil society actors increased, they began to play a vital
role, primarily in the fields of humanitarian assistance and integration (Barin,
2021). However, the historical persistence of a security-driven approach to civic
Initiatives, coupled with the state’s political agenda, has hindered the emergence
of an advocacy-oriented and independent civic agenda (see International Crisis
Group, 2018). However, as articulated in some studies, state oversight from above
through various state channels remains a reality for many CSOs. The state seeks

3 The EU Facility for Refugees in Turkey, managing a total of €6 billion (€3 billion for 2016-2017
and €3 billion for 2018-2019), provides for a joint coordination mechanism, designed to ensure
that the needs of refugees and host communities in Turkey are addressed in a comprehensive and
coordinated manner. The Facility focuses on humanitarian assistance, education, migration
management, health, municipal infrastructure, and socio-economic support. List of projects
committed/decided, contracted, disbursed can be found at the EU portal (European Commission,
2019).
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to obtain information about their activities, actors, and communication channels
(Paker, 2019). In their report, Mackreath and Sagni¢c define the interaction
between the state and NGOs as a negotiation table where those in power present
their differing political and existential struggles (2017). However, this struggle
presented both challenges and opportunities within migration-related civil society
(Zihnioglu and Dalkiran, 2022). There was a noticeable shift in focus towards
migration-related issues, but at the same time, competition and struggle
intensified. Some initiatives were strategically aligned with the political agenda of
the state while still providing services, while others within the migration industry
competed for funding. As a result, some initiatives flourished while others faced
development hurdles.

3. THEORETICAL AND ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK

The processes of globalization have led to the realization that state-centric
approaches no longer suffice in explaining or addressing societal problems. As the
globalization perspective weakens the influence of state-centric approaches and
introduces the concept of the global-local nexus, a variety of global crises emerges,
spanning from environmental to economic challenges. These crises are often
accompanied by conflicts between local and international elements, encompassing
factors such as ethnicity, race, religion, and identity (Shaw, 1994). Consequently,
nation-states find themselves ill-equipped to manage these inherently global
societal problems (Keyman and i¢cduygu, 2003). Within this dynamic interplay
between the local and the global, national security concerns intersect with the
governance of migration, both of which are inherent issues in a globalized world
(Miller, 1997). This interaction places civil society actors in a unique position—
functioning as service providers, advocates of rights and aid, while also being
entities that must navigate their relationships with the state, and vice versa.

The tension between the global and the local also provides a valid rationale
for the objectives that civil society strives to achieve, given that their role in
democratization and development remains uncertain, as articulated by Jean L.
Cohen,

what is missing is a systematic and careful reflection about the
ways in which globalization has transformed the fundamental
parameters of civil society and how this change affects the
potential impact of civil society in national, regional and
transnational structures. Without a meticulous reflection, we
lack the tools to perceive what is new and what is possible, and
we run the risk of overloading the concept of civil society with
regulatory and democratizing functions that it probably cannot
fulfill. (Cohen, 2003, cited in Ramos, 2006: 144)
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The complex role of civil society in the twentieth century and the evolution
of dynamics from local to global contexts can be attributed, in part, to the necessity
of establishing a coherent global governance framework for migration. This stands
in contrast to the financial and trade regimes that oversee the global political
economy (Ramos, 2006; Betts, 2011; Koser, 2010). Branka Liki¢-Brbori¢’s study,
which examines the progression towards integrating migration into the discourse
of global development policy, illustrates how these asymmetrical governance
structures contribute to the “marginalization of a rights-based approach to
migration” and instead emphasize business-friendly migration management and
geopolitical security priorities (2018). Similarly, the Syrian war and other
prolonged crises in the MENA region underscore the absence of functional
governance mechanisms to address ongoing irregular migration and mass
movements of refugees. This void results in policy formulation and
implementation being controlled by authoritative entities, while the global
neoliberal order perpetuates existing vulnerabilities and sustains precarious
conditions (Ibid).

As a consequence of the absence of effective migration governance, the
Interaction between nation-states and civil society becomes crucial. Within this
framework, states employ various modes of governance to address migration
movements, either by adapting existing policy norms or creating new methods.
This context underscores the need for a comprehensive approach to civil society
studies, which highlights that the contribution of civil society to development and
democratization is constrained.

The theoretical discourse in this study navigates the spectrum of civil society
studies, encompassing Gramscian and Tocquevillian perspectives, while also
acknowledging a more controlled and security-oriented trajectory. Gramsci
diverged from Tocqueville in his interpretation of civil society. Tocqueville saw
civil society as a means of self-governance and citizen awareness, while Gramsci
saw civil society as a battleground that is far from normative evaluations and
contains opportunities for all kinds of political positions. Gramsci suggests that
this strategy allows authoritarian regimes to maintain their power and strengthen
their positions over time (Oguz, 2018). Therefore, instead of exclusively linking
civil society to democratization and development, this study embraces a
perspective closer to Gramsci’s logic without completely dismissing other
progressive aspects. For instance, authoritarian regimes resist foreign funding to
civil society because they fear losing control and see independent institutions as
threats (see Matchanka, 2014; Wiktorowicz, 2000; Ibid). Thus, civil society’s
effectiveness depends on these power struggles. However, it is worth noting that
this oversight and control can also create opportunities for progress, such as better
governance and increased diversity of voices in politics and society. As Foster
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(2001) contends, associations are often utilized by state agencies to achieve specific
goals rather than control society. They offer insights into the state’s governance
system and reflect efforts by different parts of the state and society to achieve
various objectives.

One facet of the theoretical framework in this study draws from existing
literature concerning the state’s capacity and intent to regulate the civic space. This
control is not just about merging it with a clientelist relationship (Maxfield and
Schneider, 1997; Collier and Collier, 1991) or solely with a conflict perspective
(Callaghy, 1984; Migdal, Kohli, and Shue 1994; Stepan 1978) but in between of
engendering insecurities while distinguishing between reliable and unreliable non-
state actors, in some cases using a Schmittian logic of friendliness and hostility,
and at the same time, forming a functional governance mechanism (Foster, 2001).
The security dimension emerges due to forced migration, which is inherently
intertwined with a globalized world. Alongside the historical complexities of
countries like Turkey, characterized by a paradoxical and distant relationship with
non-state actors, the ontological insecurity escalates due to a surge in the number
of NGOs and CSOs following the forced migration from Syria.

The state’s engagement with non-state actors does not imply absolute
control; on the contrary, its interaction with civil society entities allows for specific
engagements and adjustments. This dynamic affords the state the capacity to
reshape the civic sphere through collaborations with entities it deems reliable. This
encompasses both longstanding CSOs and recently formed ones. As detailed in
the analysis section below, it also explores how the state encourages the
establishment of initiatives led by refugees and diaspora communities. This is
often in exchange for their continued involvement in cases that involve changing
rights and services offered to various groups over time (see ikizoglu Erensu, 2016;
icduygu and Karadag, 2018). However, the proliferation of national and
international non-governmental organizations operating in the volatile region
neighboring Syria has led to the perception that Kurdish rebel groups, Islamists,
and other factions pose legitimate threats to national security. Consequently, the
implementation of policies within the civic sphere prompts state reactions that
historically have involved conflicts with civil society, compelling the state to adopt
a more security-oriented approach when assessing the situation.

Thus, the theoretical segment of this study takes into consideration the
state’s ontological approach to the migration-security-control nexus as a valid tool.
It also recognizes the broader transformative role that the nation-state assumes
while responding to population movements, encompassing the historical and
structural realities that have long shaped the relationship between the state and
civil society. Without dismissing the insecurities and the absence of global
governance for the mass migration movement, this chapter presents empirical
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findings at the state, civil society, and agent levels. Simultaneously, it adheres to a
theoretical model that is interconnected with structural limitations yet maintains
the potential for transformation under state influence.

Using qualitative methods, the data collected for this study was obtained
through interviews with 72 service providers who offered information, advice,
guidance, or services to refugees, asylum seekers, and others under temporary
protection in Turkey. Fieldwork was conducted in 11 provinces during the
summer of 2018, including Izmir, Ankara, Istanbul, Bursa, Samsun, Gaziantep,
Sanliurfa, Van, Mersin, Antalya, and Konya. The selection of provinces followed
specific criteria: they included areas with high concentrations of SuTP (Syrians
under temporary protection) across different regions of Turkey, as well as satellite
cities with asylum-seekers under international protection. Provinces like Istanbul,
Ankara, and Izmir were chosen for their experienced service providers and
developed migrant support systems. Additionally, provinces like Sanliurfa and
Gaziantep, located in the border region with Syria, were selected due to the rapid
development of migrant support systems over the past seven years. Other criteria
included the prevalence of seasonal agricultural labor in provinces like Mersin,
high numbers of SuTP in cities like Bursa and Samsun, and the presence of various
migrant communities in cities like Konya and Antalya. The province of Van,
which shares a border with Iran and experiences intense irregular migration, was
also included.

The interviewees included humanitarian workers, social workers, and
activists, primarily from local communities and reflecting gender balance.
However, a smaller subset consisted of Syrian refugees either under temporary
protection or residing in Turkey under work or residence permits. They were
affiliated with refugee-led civil society organizations or other local or international
non-state actors. The majority of these respondents were aged 18 to 35, and most
were male. An interview schedule with semi-structured format was designed to
systematically collect data with the possibility to have open-ended questions.
During the interviews, service providers were asked descriptive questions about
their institution, followed by inquiries about their main activities, services
provided, number of beneficiaries, and the general profile of beneficiaries.
Subsequent questions addressed past projects, their outcomes, examples of
successful cooperation with other stakeholders (state and non-state), and
recommendations for the development of migration support systems. This study,
however, concentrates on examining how both the government and civil society
organizations collaborate, the difficulties they face, and the positive aspects of
their involvement.

In terms of the nature of the interviewed service providers, there were a range
of both state and non-governmental organizations, both national and international
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CSOs. In every city, priority was given to organizations such as the Provincial
Directorates of Migration Management, the Association for Social Development
and Aid Mobilization (formerly known as the Association for Solidarity with
Asylum Seekers and Migrants) (ASAM), and the Turkish Red Crescent
Community Centers. Additionally, interviews were conducted with other national
and local NGOs, associations, and local administrations. Furthermore, in-depth
interviews were carried out to capture the experiences of a local grassroots
movement in the Fatih district of Istanbul, which was chosen due to its reflection
of a concentration of both Syrian inhabitants and civil society actors in the district.
Interviews with local NGOs engaged in refugee support were also conducted in
Fatih in 2018. The interviews underwent a process where identifying information
was removed to ensure anonymity. Afterwards, they were transcribed and
categorized according to the types of services discussed, interactions with civil
society groups, refugees, and governmental bodies. The transcribed data is
subsequently analyzed based on thematic elements. This study specifically
examines the dynamics of actor relationships with both non-state and state
entities.

4. STATE-SUPPORTED CIVIC ASSOCIATIONISM

At the outset of the large-scale refugee movement involving Syrians, Turkey
adopted open-door and camp policies while maintaining state control. Aspects
such as border crossings, refugee registration, camp management, and
humanitarian aid policies were overseen by the Disaster and Emergency
Management Authority (AFAD) (operated as an agency under the office Prime
Ministry back then, then re-established under the Ministry of Interior after 2018),
and the Turkish Red Crescent—a government-organized non-governmental
organization (GONGO). These efforts were further bolstered by specific NGOs,
for example the Humanitarian Relief Foundation, which was recognized for its
close operational collaboration with the state in cross-border humanitarian aid
endeavors (although relations frayed in subsequent political processes). Through
their closely coordinated efforts, the Turkish Red Crescent emerged as one of the
NGOs offering the most extensive service networks, expanding its activities in
response to the onset of the refugee movement.

This state-supported civic associationism enabled the Turkish Red Crescent
to secure the largest portion of EU funding, establishing a partnership with the
International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC, 2020).
As a result of this collaboration, the Turkish Red Crescent initiated the Emergency
Social Safety Net (ESSN), a cash-based assistance program benefiting over 1.7
million refugees. By August 2020, it was recognized as “the largest humanitarian
program in the history of the EU.” Through adept resource allocation, the Turkish
Red Crescent has emerged as a pivotal entity, offering a range of programs and
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services to refugees. These initiatives not only directly benefit refugees but also
engage refugee community members who contribute through teaching,
interpreting, and volunteering.

A notable flagship endeavor of the Turkish Red Crescent is the
“Community-based Migration Program,” which operates 16 Community Centers
across Turkey. The inaugural Community Center was established in Sanliurfa in
January 2015, catering to both local residents and displaced individuals. These
centers offer an array of services including referral services, training, livelihood
support, nutrition and health assistance, social activities, advocacy, and
protection. They also encompass volunteer and harmonization initiatives,
providing Child-Friendly Spaces and Youth-Friendly Spaces to cater to the needs
of younger generations (Kizilay, 2020).

One advantage of working in close conjunction with the government, or due
to an effective centralization, is the expedited delivery of services to refugees.
Project proposals are also processed more swiftly due to the favorable relations
that allow bypassing certain bureaucratic hurdles. An employee from one of these
institutions described the cooperation in the following manner:

Due to our institution’s well-structured, long-term funds, we can
develop strategic action programs. Volunteering is an integral
part of our organizational framework. We maintain a close
relationship with the state, yet we are not a state institution.
Unlike many NGOs that lack outcome-focused outputs, we
possess the capability to undertake extended projects thanks to
our established structure and continuous funding stream. To
illustrate, we collaborate with the migration directorate on
identification and referrals. They allocate a specific day each
week for our joint meetings, enabling us to advocate effectively
for our beneficiaries.*

However, since the onset of the Syrian refugee influx in 2011, primarily in
southeastern cities bordering Syria, the provision of emergency relief,
establishment of camps, and rescue operations played a critical role in addressing
fundamental needs like shelter, food, and healthcare access. This expansion
significantly augmented the scale and capability of the third sector throughout
Turkey. Notably, the United Nations’ access to the camps was constrained during
this process.

According to interviews with state officials, they had anticipated the refugee
movement resulting from the Arab uprisings and had prepared to accommodate
newcomers within the state’s capacity and oversight. They stressed concerns about

4 Personal communication, GONGO employee, 22 May 2018, Istanbul.
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potential security vulnerabilities from the region, which prompted the
implementation of the open-door policy by state authorities.’

Over time, as the camps saw increasing occupancy, border crossings
persisted, and refugees settled in cities, the services extended to refugees expanded.
This was facilitated by the establishment of city offices or centralized structures of
various NGOs in locations like Gaziantep, Hatay, Sanlurfa, and Kilis.
Nevertheless, control over these entities was jointly managed with the Disaster
and Emergency Management Authority (AFAD) and relevant provincial
administrative bodies, including the governor’s office, district governorship, and
police departments. To maintain close oversight, efforts were exerted to keep the
operations, personnel, field activities, and financial resources of CSOs under
“surveillance.” This was achieved through continuous reporting, meetings
conducted by the governor’s office, and requests for non-state actors to share
information with the authorities. These endeavors intensified following the failed
coup attempt in 2016, during which the government imposed a state of emergency
(lasting until 2018) and assumed control over various sectors, including non-state
actors operating within the migration sphere.

Throughout the fieldwork, it was noted that there was notable activity in the
operations of NGOs, particularly those that maintained close affiliations with the
state and engaged in cross-border movements to fulfill humanitarian aid
requirements. Being integrated into these networks facilitated the success and
efficiency of obtaining permits and executing operations. NGO representatives
underscored their utilization of their connections within the government or
GONGOs to advance their projects.

However, these relationships with CSOs and even within various branches
of the state were not always seamless, as certain government entities maintained
some level of distance. When such relationships lacked robustness with the state,
the outcomes often failed to yield productive results despite concerted efforts. For
example,

For on-the-job training, we reached out to the Turkish
Employment Agency. However, they exhibited reluctance in
providing such training. They indicated that they did not
outsource such services and intended to handle them internally.
Regarding education, the Ministry of National Education
dispatched letters to schools to ensure the enrollment of these
children. Unfortunately, a few Syrian children were unable to
secure spots due to the schools being at full capacity, leaving
these kids without placements. As these children were unable to
present documents from their home countries, the Commission
would make decisions and designate schools for them, but they

5> Personal communication, high-level bureaucrat in office, 9 April 2018, Istanbul.
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often faced challenges. Despite the Commission’s decision, the
school administration would respond that there were no
available spots in their classrooms. The area where Syrians
predominantly reside accommodates around six to seven
schools. Regrettably, these schools often declined enrolling them
due to capacity constraints. Syrians tend to live in close
proximity to one another, residing in the same neighborhoods.
Financial constraints prevent them from sending their children
to schools in other districts.®

While these instances highlight the drawbacks of a centralized system, they
also illustrate that when the centralized bureaucracy falls short in delivering
prompt and efficient responses, certain situations hinge on the personal interests
of key bureaucrats. When these interests are not aligned, it can lead to cooperation
and coordination issues, and in some cases, result in a lack of action being taken:

We arranged a visit to my site in collaboration with the
Governor’s Office to establish group coordination. We reached
out to the UN, expressing the necessity for a coordination
meeting at our location. We communicated this to the vice
governor. The UN organized a meeting in conjunction with a
small project. Unfortunately, neither the governor nor the deputy
governor attended, resulting in no one else attending the
meeting.’

Based on these examples, state-led civic associationism can be understood
from a dual perspective. On one hand, the state demonstrated a preference for
collaborating with trusted entities to effectively implement policies. This was
evident in cases where clientelist networks were well-established. For instance,
individuals with prior connections were strategically appointed to key positions
within civil society. These networks not only facilitated cooperation for delivering
humanitarian aid and implementing policies for forced migrant groups, but also
aided 1n identifying reliable entities. This was achieved by maintaining a flow of
information from the field to the government. This introduces the second facet of
state-led civic associationism, where the state sought to monitor civil society
activities and foster certain relationships by leveraging existing state-civil society
mechanisms. The convergence of the agendas of new actors with those of the state
in the refugee context yielded progress, resulting in an increased number of non-
state actors. This growth in numbers brought about capacity building and
transformation, particularly in the realm of humanitarian services.

However, it is important to acknowledge that initially, the government
operated under the assumption that the Syrian civil war would conclude within a
short timeframe. As the civil war’s duration extended, numerous national and

6 Personal communication, CSO professional humanitarian worker, 4 June 2018.
7 Tbid.
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international NGOs expanded their operations and organizational networks in
cities near the border. This expansion gradually encompassed other cities across
Turkey. Significantly, the demand for civil society services in urban areas
increased for refugees who had settled with relatives living outside of camps. Non-
governmental organizations that had previously initiated activities in these areas
stepped in to fulfill this need. This emergence of NGOs contributed to the
proliferation of medium-sized CSOs and grassroots initiatives at the local level.
This development occurred alongside the operations of international NGOs in
these cities. Consequently, the government started appointing new civic workers
from its close circles. Individuals who had previously been affiliated with the
ruling party or had worked in other NGOs known for their close connections with
the governing party were often selected.

A similar manifestation of state-led civic associationism can also be observed
in the context of Syrian-led civic initiatives. This trajectory of civil society
development also granted Syrians a certain level of empowerment as they
established associations focusing on humanitarian concerns. For instance, the
Syrian Forum supported 663 social and sports initiatives for Syrian refugees in
Turkey during 2018 (Syrian Forum, 2019), and the Syrian NGO Alliance operated
in Gaziantep (Syrian NGO Alliance, 2019). Interviews indicate that the initial
steps toward establishing refugee-led civic entities were supported by the
Presidency’s office of Turkey in collaboration with the Turkish Red Crescent.®
This entailed the state guiding Syrian communities to initiate their associations,
emphasizing the importance of capturing the perspectives of the Syrian
community.

However, it can be contended that the government-led establishment of
Syrian civic institutions remains relatively nascent and incomplete. Nevertheless,
this formation has the potential to stimulate new collaborations and networking
within the Syrian community, fostering stronger connections with local pro-
refugee organizations, religious groups, as well as formal NGOs and INGOs,
albeit at varying paces. Furthermore, the aftermath of the failed coup attempt in
2016 dampened the enthusiasm and interest in Syrian-led civic engagement and
their activities. Support waned after the government conducted cleanup operations
targeting those implicated in the coup attempt.

5. SYRIAN DIASPORA AND REFUGEE-LED INITIATIVES IN THE
CIVIL SOCIETY

Another group that emerged within the civil society landscape is the
initiatives undertaken by the Syrian diaspora. These efforts can be classified into

8 Personal communication, GONGO General Manager, 14 April 2018, Istanbul.

130



Birce ALTIOK Alternatif Politika, 2024, 16 (1): 115-141
https://doi.org/10.53376/ap.2024.05

mid-sized and grassroots categories, with some evolving into more structured
organizations while others struggled to establish a lasting presence.

Before 2011, the Syrian diaspora maintained pre-existing connections with
Islamic nations and Western institutions, which facilitated both financial support
and positive relationships for Syrian relief efforts. Given Turkey’s geographical
proximity to Syria, organizations engaged in aid activities preferred to operate
within Turkey to facilitate the transfer of assistance into Syria. Additionally,
portions of the Syrian diaspora residing in other Middle Eastern countries
managed to unite in the post-2011 period. As described by a Syrian activist
engaged in the humanitarian sector:

We must distinguish between two categories of Syrians: The first
consists of refugees who arrived from Syria after 2011. The
second pertains to Syrian refugees who fled their country in the
1970s and 1980s. It’s worth noting that the ongoing conflict
mirrors a similar conflict that occurred toward the latter part of
the 1970s.°

As mentioned earlier and corroborated in the literature, the period following
2011 witnessed the emergence of ad hoc and Syrian-led legal associations, along
with other CSOs dedicated to pro-refugee causes. These CSOs, whether operating
through formal or informal networks, primarily focused on humanitarian aid and
relief activities both within Turkey and from Turkey into Syria (Ruiz de Elvira,
2019). Case studies conducted in the field illustrate instances of professionalized
humanitarian NGOs. These are CSOs established on legal grounds, characterized
by financial and bureaucratic functionality, and composed of a diverse
membership including both Syrian refugees and individuals from the diaspora.

One notable organization engaged in providing relief aid to Syrians, based
in Hatay, not only distributed essential items such as food, blankets, and winter
supplies but also embarked on post-war construction projects for housing units in
Syria since 2014. As their operations expanded in scope and scale, they established
new branches in other cities along the border. It is particularly worth highlighting
that their cross-border activities necessitated collaboration with the state and local
authorities. This entailed facilitating the transfer of goods and the state providing
security to ensure the safe passage of these aid operations with the assistance of
their security forces and intelligence (Delioglu, 2019).

Conversely, in cities distant from the borders such as Izmir and Istanbul,
interviews were conducted with representatives of other refugee-led associations
that had been established by members of the Syrian community before the onset

® Personal communication, Syrian activist and founder of a Syrian Association, 19 March 2018,
Istanbul.
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of the civil war. These associations took the form of small-scale and grassroots
NGOs. Some of these initiatives began informally and then proceeded to formal
association establishment following bureaucratic protocols, which entail obtaining
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs’ opinion and receiving permission from the Interior
Ministry.

Given that Izmir was one of the main and busiest informal crossing points
to Greece, particularly during the period between 2013 and 2016, refugees sought
assistance in this city. As an NGO, this association aimed to guide refugees and
connect them with civil society entities in the field for further assistance. Their
active involvement in the field enabled them to expand their networks and
collaborations, culminating in the establishment of a Refugee Council comprising
25 other refugee-led associations. They conducted meetings with bureaucrats and
other civil initiatives in Ankara.

With their projects developing and operations expanding to Istanbul and
Gaziantep, this organization began receiving funds from NGOs based in Europe.
This financial support aided their efforts in facilitating assistance and enhancing
their presence in the aforementioned cities.

Nevertheless, there were instances of civic engagements led by refugees or
local activists that did not evolve into more enduring establishments, unlike the
aforementioned formalized entities. In contrast to the state and non-state actor
relationships discussed earlier, which reflect centralized policies, the cases
described below represent more meso- and micro-level scenarios where local
authorities and grassroots initiatives intersect. However, these cases continue to
underscore power asymmetries.

Three kitchen projects provide clear examples of distinct trajectories, as
elaborated upon in Delioglu’s study (2019). Each of these kitchen projects
originated at the local level. The first is a kitchen project located in the city of
izmit, a project led and supported by the izmit municipality. This kitchen project
operated within the framework of power asymmetries associated with local
authorities. A more comprehensive analysis conducted by Delioglu (2019)
identifies the reasons as follows:

due to the power imbalance and structural hierarchy between the
municipality and the project. Although the municipality
proposed that the kitchen was to be owned by the women, they
have opened a municipality-owned kitchen for their use. Syrian
women are only able to access it when they have a specific job to
complete.

The second kitchen example is from Istanbul, established by local refugee
groups within the Okmeydani district, with support from local activists engaged
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in solidarity efforts. In this case, the organizational structure operated in a
horizontal manner, and the initiative remained distant from any engagement with
formal channels.

The third kitchen project is situated in the city of Gaziantep. This initiative
was established and supported by local pro-refugees which is an NGO founded by
academics, artists, and activists in Gaziantep. It has remained active within the
city, securing funds from various sources including international NGOs and the
EU over time. Additionally, the NGO periodically collaborates with the
municipality of Gaziantep on art and culture-related endeavors. It is worth noting
that Gaziantep municipality has been actively involved in offering services and
partnering with CSOs on refugee-related matters (Bosnak, 2021). Consequently,
the kitchen project emerged as a result of continuous solidarity and cultural
production efforts fostered by the NGO, which expanded its activities over time.

All three kitchen projects shared a common foundational principle: the
empowerment of women and the facilitation of their integration processes.
However, despite this shared ground, each kitchen project exhibited distinct
trajectories. Delioglu underscores these differences, stating that “the strong
relationships between each of these kitchens with the institutions they cooperate
with, how they establish the kitchen, and how they perceive their relationship with
Syrian refugee women, make the kitchens markedly distinct from one another”
(2019). These cases serve as examples of how grassroots initiatives are shaped by
their foundational principles and the surrounding structural context, which in turn
influences their lifespan and evolution over time.

6. EXISTING CIVIC ADAPTATION TO THE NEW REALITIES OF
TRANSFORMATION

Adapting and adjusting to new realities is a reciprocal process that triggers
changes in both civil society actors and the state. Simultaneously, the pursuit of
transformation encounters challenges posed by deeply entrenched norms and
practices, such as security concerns, levels of trust in civil society, and ideological
affiliations. The surge in forced migration movements after 2011 brought about
various changes, including an increase in the number of actors in the field and the
broadening of activity scopes as migration became prolonged.

As both the state and civil society acclimated themselves to the rise of actors
within the migration arena, resulting in the development of new skills and
strengthened organizational capacities, the state also formulated specific strategies
to facilitate information flow and the implementation of migration policies. These
strategies encompassed measures such as holding regular meetings and
streamlining access to bureaucratic processes.
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In the meantime, certain local non-state actor groups fulfilled the
expectations of the authorities, while other entities with leftist and anti-
government leanings—ideologically distant from conservatism and political
Islam—chose to maintain their status as marginal or local grassroots initiatives.
These entities often engaged in small-scale operations while concurrently adopting
advocacy efforts. Nonetheless, in a broader sense, the civil society culture
predominantly remained distant from advocacy, contentious movements, and
protests. Instead, it leaned toward embracing humanitarian and integration-
focused activities, particularly in the realms of education, healthcare, and service
access.

In the context of refugee-led civil society initiatives, several groups expressed
their gratitude for Turkey’s efforts on behalf of Syrians, often citing the
significance of an Arabic proverb: “A foreigner should be well-behaved.”'’ They
displayed an open attitude towards authorities, readily shared information upon
request, and actively engaged in meetings convened by entities like AFAD, the
Istanbul governorate, or the PMM.

Moreover, CSOs whose primary beneficiaries consist of refugees inevitably
require collaboration with state institutions such as the PMM, various ministries,
local authorities, and municipalities. Notably, UN agencies maintain a close
working relationship with cities, local authorities, and governmental branches,
thereby safeguarding the interests of diverse stakeholders while adhering to
diplomatic protocols.

Certain matters, including the refugee determination process, third-party
settlement, vulnerability assessment, relocation, and readmission, necessitate
decisions by state agencies. Consequently, CSOs operating in these domains
navigate official state-level procedures and both formal and informal expectations
due to the centralized system.

Security also ranks as a critical consideration in the activities of both the state
and select local pro-refugee NGOs. Despite claims in certain reports of a restrictive
operating environment for NGOs in Turkey, as posited by Gokalp Aras and
Menciitek (2020),

Restrictions on NGOs range from revoking their permissions,
limiting some of their services, and shutting them down. Also,
the monitoring and controlling of their assistance services have
increased.

An illustrative instance of state action involves the suspension of activities of
certain NGOs, such as Mercy Corps, Coordination of the Organization for

10 Personal communication, Syrian activist, 19 March 2018, Istanbul.
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Voluntary Service, and the International NGO Safety Organization, which saw
their operating permits not renewed in 2017 (BBC, 2017). On the civil society
front, it is important to highlight that there is a segment supporting such
restrictions, as articulated by humanitarian workers. Certain pro-refugee
humanitarian practitioners view this collaboration with state authorities as not
only necessary but also beneficial due to valid security apprehensions:

These people [state] want to know what you are doing in the
field, and that builds trust. Because you have to tell people.
Otherwise, you become a closed box.!!

Hence, some non-state actors perceive the government’s active supervision
and control mechanism in a positive light. Nevertheless, this circumstance comes
with the consequence of constraining advocacy endeavors, silencing dissenting
viewpoints, and upholding a level of authority over CSOs. Consequently, this
dynamic perpetuates a scenario where CSOs remain influenced by state authority.
This observation reflects the broader geopolitical securitization agenda, which
tends to marginalize approaches centered on human rights.

The exercise of control over civil society, the anticipation for CSOs to share
information with authorities, and the process of determining which entities are
authorized to operate in the field serve as exemplifications of how security-
oriented policies shape the structure of the relationship between the state and civil
society. As a result, activities predominantly revolve around humanitarian aid
initiatives. At the same time, the state creates a certain degree of leeway and
engages with organizations that align with its agenda, fostering a more cooperative
approach to managing migration that corresponds with state policies and interests.

7. CONCLUSION

The so-called migration “crisis” serves as an example of a global-local crisis,
where the absence of a comprehensive global solution leaves migration policies
and their execution in the hands of authoritative powers. This study provides a
focused examination of how the Turkish state formulated its interaction with non-
state actors in response to the forced migration movement that emerged after 2011.
The narrative explores the relationship between the state and civil society within
the context of entrenched structural-historical contexts, security apprehensions,
and the state’s capacity to manage the situation, which necessitates the
involvement of non-state actors. The imperative for collaboration with civil society
across various realms has led to a proliferation of migration-related civil society
actors, thereby fostering both transformation and heightened state security

! Personal communication, Pro-refugee Turkish NGO workers, 16 March 2018, Istanbul.
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concerns. Consequently, the state’s ability to oversee and regulate civil society
activities, primarily through cooperation with trusted entities, is accentuated.

In summary, the Turkish state’s engagement with civil society regarding the
refugee issue encompasses a blend of interest-driven attributes, collaborative
endeavors with select reliable entities, and the initiation of control mechanisms to
monitor the broader civil society sector due to security considerations. This
chapter adopts a structural perspective to illustrate these efforts, highlighting the
state’s direct involvement in the refugee agenda by promoting the expansion of
civil society’s role in addressing refugee concerns and augmenting existing non-
state actors’ capabilities. This approach has not only brought about transformation
within civil society by enhancing expertise and fostering capacity-building but has
also led to the proliferation of the migration-related civil society sector. To
facilitate effective cooperation, these actors are expected to adhere to both formal
and informal directives, including sharing information about their operations and
personnel. The protraction of refugees’ stay in Turkey prompted the state to adopt
integration policies, while the international dimension of the refugee issue,
particularly within the European context, facilitated financial support for civil
society actors to initiate projects. Amid this transformative landscape, endeavors
related to opposition and advocacy have been kept to a minimum and tightly
controlled whenever possible. Large-scale operations and cross-border
humanitarian assistance initiatives are directly overseen by the state and
channeled through GONGOs, while mid and small-scale civil society actors have
capitalized on the expansion of civil society within the confines of humanitarian
aid and integration efforts.

In recent years, as mentioned, collaboration efforts regarding migration-
related civil society have experienced a slowdown due to political polarization,
rising anti-immigration sentiments, and the utilization of anti-migration discourse
by various political parties against the government. Current data, not captured in
this analysis, suggests that the relationship between the civil society and state have
shifted more towards a less outspoken emphasis on migrant-driven purposes. It
can be argued that the pace of collaboration has decelerated, presenting ongoing
challenges and reduced support. However, further data is necessary to fully assess
the current state of affairs. Future research should also delve into the dynamics of
state-civil society collaboration in response to migration governance, identifying
effective strategies and pitfalls. Understanding the impact of state-led policies on
refugee communities and civil society’s role in facilitating integration efforts is
crucial. Exploring how international actors support civil society initiatives related
to migration and the challenges faced by civil society organizations in advocating
for migrant rights in restrictive political environments is essential. Additionally,
research should systematically explain variation in state-civil society relations in
Turkey, considering structural and behavioral factors determining linkages

136



Birce ALTIOK Alternatif Politika, 2024, 16 (1): 115-141
https://doi.org/10.53376/ap.2024.05

between associations and the state. Emphasizing organizational dynamics within
systemic contexts can provide valuable insights into state-civil society dynamics.
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