


In 2011, Syrian refugees and their employers 
were required to apply for work permits through 
the same process as all other foreigners working 
in Turkey. The regulations for work permits 
maintain a limit on foreigners’ work, whereby 
they cannot work in certain sectors or provinces 
depending on the economic situation. The work 
permit system institutes a quota system (e.g., 
foreign employees can constitute no more than 
5% of the workforce in a given workplace) and 
includes certain conditions concerning 
minimum salary, social security, etc. Due to the 
conditions that needed to be fulfilled and the 
restrictions on labor in particular sectors and 
locations, the majority of Syrian refugees in 
Turkey worked across different sectors without 
formal authorization. The TP regulation 
released in October 2014 specified that persons 
under TP have the right to work in Turkey only 
if they gain the appropriate authorization.

The TP regulation maintained limitations on 
Syrians’ access to labor markets based on sector 
and location. While the regulation legalized 
Syrians’ right to work in Turkey, the process to 
apply for work permits as persons under TP did 
not come into effect until 2016.

L A B O R

Due to the restrictions, 
many Syrians continue to 
work without 
authorization in many 
different sectors and 
provinces.

In 2016, the MoFLSS released the Regulation on 
Work Permits of Refugees Under Temporary 
Protection, which outlined the rights, 
conditions, and process for Syrians and their 
employers to apply for work permits. While the 
regulation made it possible for applicants and 
their employers to apply online, Syrians can 
apply for their work permits independently if 
they first establish and register a company in 
Turkey. The regulation maintained limitations 
on work and a quota system (Syrians under TP 
must constitute less than 10% of the workforce 
in any workplace). The MoFLSS's decision to 
grant the permits still depends on the sector, 
province, and location where the application is 
made. Only those working as seasonal 
agricultural workers or in animal husbandry are 
exempted from applying for the permit. Due to 
the restrictions, many Syrians continue to work 
without authorization in many different sectors 
and provinces. According to some sources more 
than 20,000 work permits have been issued so 
far.
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G E N D E R  -
B A S E D
A S P E C T S
The international process of border securitization and the 
administrative approach of temporary protection have had 
dramatic consequences for refugee women in Turkey.

Face more structural challenges in accessing housing, labor, social 
services, and healthcare services (especially reproductive and mental health) in

urban settings

Constitute around 2/3 of the refugee population in Turkey 

Refugee women and children

Are often forced into early child marriage due to economic pressure

LGBTTI refugees face intersectional patterns of discrimination due to their 
nationality, their gender, and sexual orientation

Are exposed to a range of violence and insecurities due to border 
securitization, illegal trafficking, and patriarchal structures in both the Syrian community 
and the host society 

Civil society organizations in Turkey that are 
active in refugee support have developed 
gender-sensitive needs assessment procedures, 
services focusing on the specific needs of Syrian 
refugee women and girls, and empowerment and 
skills development programs for labor market 
integration. Some municipalities support 
programs specifically targeting refugee women 
and girls. The TP regulation includes a range of 
rights, services, and assistance including access 
to healthcare, education, social assistance, and 
the labor market.

Nevertheless, civil society organizations report 
that, in practice, the system is not always 
accessible for Syrian refugee women. Barriers to 
accessing resources like education, (formal) 
labor, and healthcare (especially reproductive 
and mental healthcare) remain, while Syrian 
refugee women and girls face problems of 
discrimination such as xenophobia and 
gender-based violence.

In situations of forced migration to Turkey, 
women and girls have fewer opportunities to 
learn or improve their Turkish language skills. 
The domestic roles of women, which can lead to 
social isolation, make it more difficult to include 
them into formal language programs without 
offering childcare support. 

In addition to the general obstacles refugees face 
accessing the education system, Syrian girls are 
less likely to receive formal education than boys. 
Domestic roles and concerns about girls’ security 
at school are factors that hinder their education. 
Furthermore, child labor is an issue hindering 
the enrollment of both boys and girls in schools. 
In the labor market, Syrian refugee women are 
o�en perceived as unskilled workers and are 
extremely poorly paid. Thus, the majority of 
Syrian refugee women do not participate in the 
labor market, o�en facing intense pressure to 
ensure their families’ livelihood at home.
Border securitization, illegal trafficking, and 
patriarchal structures in both the Syrian 

community and the host society expose refugee 
women to sexual and gender-based violence. 
Common gender-based issues facing Syrian 
refugee women in particular include sexual 
exploitation, o�en in exchange for shelter 
and/or work. The disintegration of family 
solidarity and the breakdown of traditional 
family structures in migration as well as 
economic pressure increase domestic violence 
against women. While the Law to Protect 
Family and Prevent Violence Against Women 
protects the rights of refugee women with TP, 
gender-based and sexual violence still remain 
underreported and o�en unaddressed.
Early child marriage is also prevalent among 
refugee women due to economic pressure and/or 
necessity. Civil society organizations in Turkey 
report that Syrian women are sometimes taken 
as a second wife by men in Turkey without the 
legal rights of official, civil marriage. Second 
marriages are not recognized by law, and 
women who become second wives have no 
rights in terms of custody and financial support.

Syrian LGBTTI refugees

LGBTTI refugees face intersectional pa�erns of 
discrimination due to their nationality, their 
gender, and sexual orientations. O�en Turkey is 
seen as a transit country, and their cases are 
registered with UNHCR pending decision. 
LGBTTI refugees are in danger of social 
isolation within the refugee community as well 
as in the host society because of homophobic 
a�itudes. Nevertheless, LGBTTI individuals 
refer to the organized LGBTTI communities in 
Turkey as a supportive network.
Since social services and support for housing 
focuses on the support of families, LGBTTI 
refugees are o�en excluded. In addition to the 
general obstacles for refugees to access the labor 
market, entrance for LGBTTI individuals can be 
hindered due to lack of access to the support 
networks of the Syrian community. This can 
result in poverty. Hate crimes, sexual violence, 
and forced sex work are significant problems for 
both refugees and host society LGBTTI 
individuals.
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Civil society supports developing gender-sensitive needs assessment 

procedures and provides services focusing on Syrian refugee women and girls



G E N D E R - B A S E D  A S P E C T S

Barriers to accessing 
resources like education, 
formal labor, and 
healthcare services 
(especially reproductive 
and mental health), as 
well as xenophobia and 
gender-based violence, 
remain the basic 
problems facing Syrian 
refugee women and girls. 

Today, around two-thirds of the refugee 
population in Turkey are women and children. 
In instances of forced migration, refugee women 
and girls are exposed to a range of violence and 
insecurities. The international process of border 
securitization and the administrative approach 
of TP have had dramatic consequences for 
refugee women in Turkey.

Refugees in urban se�ings face more structural 
challenges than those in camps due to 
difficulties in obtaining housing, work, social 
services, and healthcare. This is especially 
challenging for women. Although women o�en 
remain in their traditional roles as caregivers, 
many women have also become the main 
breadwinners for the family due to the absence 
of male relatives or husbands. However, women 
face intense difficulties to secure their families’ 
livelihood.

Civil society organizations in Turkey that are 
active in refugee support have developed 
gender-sensitive needs assessment procedures, 
services focusing on the specific needs of Syrian 
refugee women and girls, and empowerment and 
skills development programs for labor market 
integration. Some municipalities support 
programs specifically targeting refugee women 
and girls. The TP regulation includes a range of 
rights, services, and assistance including access 
to healthcare, education, social assistance, and 
the labor market.

Nevertheless, civil society organizations report 
that, in practice, the system is not always 
accessible for Syrian refugee women. Barriers to 
accessing resources like education, (formal) 
labor, and healthcare (especially reproductive 
and mental healthcare) remain, while Syrian 
refugee women and girls face problems of 
discrimination such as xenophobia and 
gender-based violence.

In situations of forced migration to Turkey, 
women and girls have fewer opportunities to 
learn or improve their Turkish language skills. 
The domestic roles of women, which can lead to 
social isolation, make it more difficult to include 
them into formal language programs without 
offering childcare support. 

In addition to the general obstacles refugees face 
accessing the education system, Syrian girls are 
less likely to receive formal education than boys. 
Domestic roles and concerns about girls’ security 
at school are factors that hinder their education. 
Furthermore, child labor is an issue hindering 
the enrollment of both boys and girls in schools. 
In the labor market, Syrian refugee women are 
o�en perceived as unskilled workers and are 
extremely poorly paid. Thus, the majority of 
Syrian refugee women do not participate in the 
labor market, o�en facing intense pressure to 
ensure their families’ livelihood at home.
Border securitization, illegal trafficking, and 
patriarchal structures in both the Syrian 

community and the host society expose refugee 
women to sexual and gender-based violence. 
Common gender-based issues facing Syrian 
refugee women in particular include sexual 
exploitation, o�en in exchange for shelter 
and/or work. The disintegration of family 
solidarity and the breakdown of traditional 
family structures in migration as well as 
economic pressure increase domestic violence 
against women. While the Law to Protect 
Family and Prevent Violence Against Women 
protects the rights of refugee women with TP, 
gender-based and sexual violence still remain 
underreported and o�en unaddressed.
Early child marriage is also prevalent among 
refugee women due to economic pressure and/or 
necessity. Civil society organizations in Turkey 
report that Syrian women are sometimes taken 
as a second wife by men in Turkey without the 
legal rights of official, civil marriage. Second 
marriages are not recognized by law, and 
women who become second wives have no 
rights in terms of custody and financial support.

Syrian LGBTTI refugees

LGBTTI refugees face intersectional pa�erns of 
discrimination due to their nationality, their 
gender, and sexual orientations. O�en Turkey is 
seen as a transit country, and their cases are 
registered with UNHCR pending decision. 
LGBTTI refugees are in danger of social 
isolation within the refugee community as well 
as in the host society because of homophobic 
a�itudes. Nevertheless, LGBTTI individuals 
refer to the organized LGBTTI communities in 
Turkey as a supportive network.
Since social services and support for housing 
focuses on the support of families, LGBTTI 
refugees are o�en excluded. In addition to the 
general obstacles for refugees to access the labor 
market, entrance for LGBTTI individuals can be 
hindered due to lack of access to the support 
networks of the Syrian community. This can 
result in poverty. Hate crimes, sexual violence, 
and forced sex work are significant problems for 
both refugees and host society LGBTTI 
individuals.
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Civil society organizations in Turkey that are 
active in refugee support have developed 
gender-sensitive needs assessment procedures, 
services focusing on the specific needs of Syrian 
refugee women and girls, and empowerment and 
skills development programs for labor market 
integration. Some municipalities support 
programs specifically targeting refugee women 
and girls. The TP regulation includes a range of 
rights, services, and assistance including access 
to healthcare, education, social assistance, and 
the labor market.

Nevertheless, civil society organizations report 
that, in practice, the system is not always 
accessible for Syrian refugee women. Barriers to 
accessing resources like education, (formal) 
labor, and healthcare (especially reproductive 
and mental healthcare) remain, while Syrian 
refugee women and girls face problems of 
discrimination such as xenophobia and 
gender-based violence.

In situations of forced migration to Turkey, 
women and girls have fewer opportunities to 
learn or improve their Turkish language skills. 
The domestic roles of women, which can lead to 
social isolation, make it more difficult to include 
them into formal language programs without 
offering childcare support. 

In addition to the general obstacles refugees face 
accessing the education system, Syrian girls are 
less likely to receive formal education than boys. 
Domestic roles and concerns about girls’ security 
at school are factors that hinder their education. 
Furthermore, child labor is an issue hindering 
the enrollment of both boys and girls in schools. 
In the labor market, Syrian refugee women are 
o�en perceived as unskilled workers and are 
extremely poorly paid. Thus, the majority of 
Syrian refugee women do not participate in the 
labor market, o�en facing intense pressure to 
ensure their families’ livelihood at home.
Border securitization, illegal trafficking, and 
patriarchal structures in both the Syrian 

community and the host society expose refugee 
women to sexual and gender-based violence. 
Common gender-based issues facing Syrian 
refugee women in particular include sexual 
exploitation, o�en in exchange for shelter 
and/or work. The disintegration of family 
solidarity and the breakdown of traditional 
family structures in migration as well as 
economic pressure increase domestic violence 
against women. While the Law to Protect 
Family and Prevent Violence Against Women 
protects the rights of refugee women with TP, 
gender-based and sexual violence still remain 
underreported and o�en unaddressed.
Early child marriage is also prevalent among 
refugee women due to economic pressure and/or 
necessity. Civil society organizations in Turkey 
report that Syrian women are sometimes taken 
as a second wife by men in Turkey without the 
legal rights of official, civil marriage. Second 
marriages are not recognized by law, and 
women who become second wives have no 
rights in terms of custody and financial support.

Syrian LGBTTI refugees

LGBTTI refugees face intersectional pa�erns of 
discrimination due to their nationality, their 
gender, and sexual orientations. O�en Turkey is 
seen as a transit country, and their cases are 
registered with UNHCR pending decision. 
LGBTTI refugees are in danger of social 
isolation within the refugee community as well 
as in the host society because of homophobic 
a�itudes. Nevertheless, LGBTTI individuals 
refer to the organized LGBTTI communities in 
Turkey as a supportive network.
Since social services and support for housing 
focuses on the support of families, LGBTTI 
refugees are o�en excluded. In addition to the 
general obstacles for refugees to access the labor 
market, entrance for LGBTTI individuals can be 
hindered due to lack of access to the support 
networks of the Syrian community. This can 
result in poverty. Hate crimes, sexual violence, 
and forced sex work are significant problems for 
both refugees and host society LGBTTI 
individuals.

Syrian Refugees Under Temporary Protection According to Gender*

MEN WOMEN

1,920,435
54% 46%

1,621,137
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Civil society organizations in Turkey that are 
active in refugee support have developed 
gender-sensitive needs assessment procedures, 
services focusing on the specific needs of Syrian 
refugee women and girls, and empowerment and 
skills development programs for labor market 
integration. Some municipalities support 
programs specifically targeting refugee women 
and girls. The TP regulation includes a range of 
rights, services, and assistance including access 
to healthcare, education, social assistance, and 
the labor market.

Nevertheless, civil society organizations report 
that, in practice, the system is not always 
accessible for Syrian refugee women. Barriers to 
accessing resources like education, (formal) 
labor, and healthcare (especially reproductive 
and mental healthcare) remain, while Syrian 
refugee women and girls face problems of 
discrimination such as xenophobia and 
gender-based violence.

In situations of forced migration to Turkey, 
women and girls have fewer opportunities to 
learn or improve their Turkish language skills. 
The domestic roles of women, which can lead to 
social isolation, make it more difficult to include 
them into formal language programs without 
offering childcare support. 

In addition to the general obstacles refugees face 
accessing the education system, Syrian girls are 
less likely to receive formal education than boys. 
Domestic roles and concerns about girls’ security 
at school are factors that hinder their education. 
Furthermore, child labor is an issue hindering 
the enrollment of both boys and girls in schools. 
In the labor market, Syrian refugee women are 
o�en perceived as unskilled workers and are 
extremely poorly paid. Thus, the majority of 
Syrian refugee women do not participate in the 
labor market, o�en facing intense pressure to 
ensure their families’ livelihood at home.
Border securitization, illegal trafficking, and 
patriarchal structures in both the Syrian 

community and the host society expose refugee 
women to sexual and gender-based violence. 
Common gender-based issues facing Syrian 
refugee women in particular include sexual 
exploitation, o�en in exchange for shelter 
and/or work. The disintegration of family 
solidarity and the breakdown of traditional 
family structures in migration as well as 
economic pressure increase domestic violence 
against women. While the Law to Protect 
Family and Prevent Violence Against Women 
protects the rights of refugee women with TP, 
gender-based and sexual violence still remain 
underreported and o�en unaddressed.
Early child marriage is also prevalent among 
refugee women due to economic pressure and/or 
necessity. Civil society organizations in Turkey 
report that Syrian women are sometimes taken 
as a second wife by men in Turkey without the 
legal rights of official, civil marriage. Second 
marriages are not recognized by law, and 
women who become second wives have no 
rights in terms of custody and financial support.

Syrian LGBTTI refugees

LGBTTI refugees face intersectional pa�erns of 
discrimination due to their nationality, their 
gender, and sexual orientations. O�en Turkey is 
seen as a transit country, and their cases are 
registered with UNHCR pending decision. 
LGBTTI refugees are in danger of social 
isolation within the refugee community as well 
as in the host society because of homophobic 
a�itudes. Nevertheless, LGBTTI individuals 
refer to the organized LGBTTI communities in 
Turkey as a supportive network.
Since social services and support for housing 
focuses on the support of families, LGBTTI 
refugees are o�en excluded. In addition to the 
general obstacles for refugees to access the labor 
market, entrance for LGBTTI individuals can be 
hindered due to lack of access to the support 
networks of the Syrian community. This can 
result in poverty. Hate crimes, sexual violence, 
and forced sex work are significant problems for 
both refugees and host society LGBTTI 
individuals.
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In recent years, the need for urgent humanitarian 
response has waned. As it has become clear that refugees 
are no longer “temporary guests,” the search for social 
cohesion has intensified.

Humanitarian assistance, protection, case management, 
education, livelihood support and community 
building/cohesion are the primary civil society activities in Turkey

Turkish civil society relies on locally grounded approaches 

A diverse range of civil society organizations play a

key role in assisting self-settled refugees 

State and civil society discourses have shifted from humanitarian aid to 

integration and from emergency assistance to resilience

Community centers in Turkish cities host large numbers of refugees

Civil society in Turkey has been active in 
responding to refugees’ needs since the first 
influx in 2011. In particular, a diverse range of 
civil society organizations (international, 
national, local, Syrian, etc.) have played a key 
role in assisting self-se�led refugees (those not 
living in camps), which constitute the vast 
majority of Syrian refugees inside Turkey. In 
recent years, Syrian civil society organizations 
in Turkey have also been expanding. Most 
activities planned for refugee response are 
linked with humanitarian assistance, protec-
tion, case management, education, livelihood, 
and community building/cohesion. Their 
implementation, though, varies at the provincial 
level, being shaped by local dynamics (e.g., the 
ratio of newcomers to local population, shared 
ethnicity and language, the openness with 
which the refugees are met, etc.). This locally 
grounded approach has been one of the main 
strengths of the civil society response in Turkey. 
A powerful example of this is the emergence of 
many community centers in different Turkish 
cities hosting large numbers of refugees. These 
centers offer variable services, including 
individual support (e.g., in accessing local public 
services), psychosocial support, educational 
training, and awareness-raising workshops, as 
well as socio-cultural activities. While targeting 
primarily refugees, the centers also actively try 
to include host communities, particularly in the 
la�er activities.

In recent years, the need for urgent humanitari-
an response has waned. As it has become clear 
that refugees are no longer “temporary guests,” 
the search for social cohesion has intensified. 
Accordingly, the discourse of both the state and 
civil society has shi�ed from humanitarian aid 
to integration and from emergency assistance to 
resilience. As this transition has been taking 
place, notably, the presence and role of INGOs in 
Turkey has been decreasing. One reason is that 
such organizations have a tendency to concen-
trate on emergency situations and humanitari-
an aid. Another reason is linked directly with 
the national context. A�er the initial 
overwhelming inflow subsided, the state became 
more controlling in terms of introducing 
regulations and taking over existing activities. 
This has been particularly forceful in the 
education sphere, where the state has perceived 
civil society’s educational activities (e.g., in 
language and vocational courses) as a violation 
of the state’s monopoly on education.

C I V I L
S O C I E T Y

With this reasoning, in January 2017, the MoNE 
issued a statement banning all on-going 
educational activities undertaken by INGOs or 
NGOs, and requiring special permissions from 
the MoNE for all future activities. The aim was 
partly to integrate refugees into existing 
national educational structures and prevent the 
formation of parallel structures. However, it has 
to be noted that the current political context in 
Turkey was also influential, especially with 

regards to the stance of the state towards 
INGOs and NGOs. While civil society activities 
in areas of primary state concern, such as 
education and health, have become more 
restricted, the state also recognizes the 
strengths of civil society, particularly in terms 
of reaching out to the most vulnerable popula-
tions and, more recently, in dealing with social 
cohesion and community-building issues.

26



Civil society in Turkey has been active in 
responding to refugees’ needs since the first 
influx in 2011. In particular, a diverse range of 
civil society organizations (international, 
national, local, Syrian, etc.) have played a key 
role in assisting self-se�led refugees (those not 
living in camps), which constitute the vast 
majority of Syrian refugees inside Turkey. In 
recent years, Syrian civil society organizations 
in Turkey have also been expanding. Most 
activities planned for refugee response are 
linked with humanitarian assistance, protec-
tion, case management, education, livelihood, 
and community building/cohesion. Their 
implementation, though, varies at the provincial 
level, being shaped by local dynamics (e.g., the 
ratio of newcomers to local population, shared 
ethnicity and language, the openness with 
which the refugees are met, etc.). This locally 
grounded approach has been one of the main 
strengths of the civil society response in Turkey. 
A powerful example of this is the emergence of 
many community centers in different Turkish 
cities hosting large numbers of refugees. These 
centers offer variable services, including 
individual support (e.g., in accessing local public 
services), psychosocial support, educational 
training, and awareness-raising workshops, as 
well as socio-cultural activities. While targeting 
primarily refugees, the centers also actively try 
to include host communities, particularly in the 
la�er activities.

In recent years, the need for urgent humanitari-
an response has waned. As it has become clear 
that refugees are no longer “temporary guests,” 
the search for social cohesion has intensified. 
Accordingly, the discourse of both the state and 
civil society has shi�ed from humanitarian aid 
to integration and from emergency assistance to 
resilience. As this transition has been taking 
place, notably, the presence and role of INGOs in 
Turkey has been decreasing. One reason is that 
such organizations have a tendency to concen-
trate on emergency situations and humanitari-
an aid. Another reason is linked directly with 
the national context. A�er the initial 
overwhelming inflow subsided, the state became 
more controlling in terms of introducing 
regulations and taking over existing activities. 
This has been particularly forceful in the 
education sphere, where the state has perceived 
civil society’s educational activities (e.g., in 
language and vocational courses) as a violation 
of the state’s monopoly on education.

C I V I L  S O C I E T Y

With this reasoning, in January 2017, the MoNE 
issued a statement banning all on-going 
educational activities undertaken by INGOs or 
NGOs, and requiring special permissions from 
the MoNE for all future activities. The aim was 
partly to integrate refugees into existing 
national educational structures and prevent the 
formation of parallel structures. However, it has 
to be noted that the current political context in 
Turkey was also influential, especially with 

regards to the stance of the state towards 
INGOs and NGOs. While civil society activities 
in areas of primary state concern, such as 
education and health, have become more 
restricted, the state also recognizes the 
strengths of civil society, particularly in terms 
of reaching out to the most vulnerable popula-
tions and, more recently, in dealing with social 
cohesion and community-building issues.
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Civil society in Turkey has been active in 
responding to refugees’ needs since the first 
influx in 2011. In particular, a diverse range of 
civil society organizations (international, 
national, local, Syrian, etc.) have played a key 
role in assisting self-se�led refugees (those not 
living in camps), which constitute the vast 
majority of Syrian refugees inside Turkey. In 
recent years, Syrian civil society organizations 
in Turkey have also been expanding. Most 
activities planned for refugee response are 
linked with humanitarian assistance, protec-
tion, case management, education, livelihood, 
and community building/cohesion. Their 
implementation, though, varies at the provincial 
level, being shaped by local dynamics (e.g., the 
ratio of newcomers to local population, shared 
ethnicity and language, the openness with 
which the refugees are met, etc.). This locally 
grounded approach has been one of the main 
strengths of the civil society response in Turkey. 
A powerful example of this is the emergence of 
many community centers in different Turkish 
cities hosting large numbers of refugees. These 
centers offer variable services, including 
individual support (e.g., in accessing local public 
services), psychosocial support, educational 
training, and awareness-raising workshops, as 
well as socio-cultural activities. While targeting 
primarily refugees, the centers also actively try 
to include host communities, particularly in the 
la�er activities.

In recent years, the need for urgent humanitari-
an response has waned. As it has become clear 
that refugees are no longer “temporary guests,” 
the search for social cohesion has intensified. 
Accordingly, the discourse of both the state and 
civil society has shi�ed from humanitarian aid 
to integration and from emergency assistance to 
resilience. As this transition has been taking 
place, notably, the presence and role of INGOs in 
Turkey has been decreasing. One reason is that 
such organizations have a tendency to concen-
trate on emergency situations and humanitari-
an aid. Another reason is linked directly with 
the national context. A�er the initial 
overwhelming inflow subsided, the state became 
more controlling in terms of introducing 
regulations and taking over existing activities. 
This has been particularly forceful in the 
education sphere, where the state has perceived 
civil society’s educational activities (e.g., in 
language and vocational courses) as a violation 
of the state’s monopoly on education.

With this reasoning, in January 2017, the MoNE 
issued a statement banning all on-going 
educational activities undertaken by INGOs or 
NGOs, and requiring special permissions from 
the MoNE for all future activities. The aim was 
partly to integrate refugees into existing 
national educational structures and prevent the 
formation of parallel structures. However, it has 
to be noted that the current political context in 
Turkey was also influential, especially with 

regards to the stance of the state towards 
INGOs and NGOs. While civil society activities 
in areas of primary state concern, such as 
education and health, have become more 
restricted, the state also recognizes the 
strengths of civil society, particularly in terms 
of reaching out to the most vulnerable popula-
tions and, more recently, in dealing with social 
cohesion and community-building issues.
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In recent years, the need for 
urgent humanitarian response 
has waned. As it has become 
clear that refugees are no 
longer “temporary guests,” 
the search for social cohesion 
has intensified.

Accordingly, the discourse of 
both the state and civil society 
has shifted from humanitarian 
aid to integration and from 
emergency assistance to 
resilience.

Civil society in Turkey has been active in 
responding to refugees’ needs since the first 
influx in 2011. In particular, a diverse range of 
civil society organizations (international, 
national, local, Syrian, etc.) have played a key 
role in assisting self-se�led refugees (those not 
living in camps), which constitute the vast 
majority of Syrian refugees inside Turkey. In 
recent years, Syrian civil society organizations 
in Turkey have also been expanding. Most 
activities planned for refugee response are 
linked with humanitarian assistance, protec-
tion, case management, education, livelihood, 
and community building/cohesion. Their 
implementation, though, varies at the provincial 
level, being shaped by local dynamics (e.g., the 
ratio of newcomers to local population, shared 
ethnicity and language, the openness with 
which the refugees are met, etc.). This locally 
grounded approach has been one of the main 
strengths of the civil society response in Turkey. 
A powerful example of this is the emergence of 
many community centers in different Turkish 
cities hosting large numbers of refugees. These 
centers offer variable services, including 
individual support (e.g., in accessing local public 
services), psychosocial support, educational 
training, and awareness-raising workshops, as 
well as socio-cultural activities. While targeting 
primarily refugees, the centers also actively try 
to include host communities, particularly in the 
la�er activities.

In recent years, the need for urgent humanitari-
an response has waned. As it has become clear 
that refugees are no longer “temporary guests,” 
the search for social cohesion has intensified. 
Accordingly, the discourse of both the state and 
civil society has shi�ed from humanitarian aid 
to integration and from emergency assistance to 
resilience. As this transition has been taking 
place, notably, the presence and role of INGOs in 
Turkey has been decreasing. One reason is that 
such organizations have a tendency to concen-
trate on emergency situations and humanitari-
an aid. Another reason is linked directly with 
the national context. A�er the initial 
overwhelming inflow subsided, the state became 
more controlling in terms of introducing 
regulations and taking over existing activities. 
This has been particularly forceful in the 
education sphere, where the state has perceived 
civil society’s educational activities (e.g., in 
language and vocational courses) as a violation 
of the state’s monopoly on education.

With this reasoning, in January 2017, the MoNE 
issued a statement banning all on-going 
educational activities undertaken by INGOs or 
NGOs, and requiring special permissions from 
the MoNE for all future activities. The aim was 
partly to integrate refugees into existing 
national educational structures and prevent the 
formation of parallel structures. However, it has 
to be noted that the current political context in 
Turkey was also influential, especially with 

regards to the stance of the state towards 
INGOs and NGOs. While civil society activities 
in areas of primary state concern, such as 
education and health, have become more 
restricted, the state also recognizes the 
strengths of civil society, particularly in terms 
of reaching out to the most vulnerable popula-
tions and, more recently, in dealing with social 
cohesion and community-building issues.
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Social cohesion cannot be evaluated on the national level as 
it is experienced differently at the local level.

Social cohesion is experienced differently at the national and local level

Many rumors circulate about how “all Syrians” are receiving monthly salaries 
and are being easily granted Turkish citizenship

There is growing recognition that the vast majority of

refugees in Turkey are here to stay 

Schools are becoming sites of

discriminatory discourses and practices 

S O C I A L
C O H E S I O N
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Consequently, the 
issue of social 
cohesion and 
cross-cultural 
engagement between 
refugee and host 
communities has 
come to the forefront 
as a social issue that 
needs to be tackled. 

While both refugees and host communities 
initially expected that displacement would be 
temporary, in recent years this expectation has 
proven to be increasingly unrealistic. There is 
now growing recognition that the vast majority 
of refugees in Turkey are here to stay. 
Consequently, the issue of social cohesion and 
cross-cultural engagement between refugee and 
host communities has started coming to the 
forefront as a social issue that needs to be 
tackled. Social cohesion cannot be evaluated on 
the national level, as it is experienced differently 
at the local level. In some provinces and 
districts, harmonious and peaceful co-existence 
has been achieved between the communities 
thanks to shared ethnic, religious, and linguistic 
affinities, whereas in most others, engagements 
across the communities are kept to a minimum, 
leading to isolated existences. Even though open 
conflict is minimal, the risk of cross-communal 
tension remains ever present. Host 
communities, in particular, are resentful 
towards refugees, blaming them for rising local 
rent costs and decreasing wages. There are also 
many rumors in circulation about how “all 
Syrians” are receiving monthly salaries from the 

state and/or the UN agencies and are being 
easily granted Turkish citizenship. In recent 
years, with a sizeable number of refugee 
children being integrated into Turkey’s public 
education structures, discriminatory discourses 
and practices of both parents and teachers 
towards refugees have also become more 
evident. 

S O C I A L  C O H E S I O N
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