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Since the May 2023 elections, Turkey has sought to 
mend fences with liberal democracies in the West, 
among them Germany. Yet, Germany’s and Turkey’s 
differing official views of the Israel-Hamas war1—
where Turkey has shown solidarity with Hamas and 
Germany has sided with Israel—have complicated 
the reconciliation. This difference in views could have 
been a well-argued reason for Germany to postpone 
an already agreed meeting between President Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan and Chancellor Olaf Scholz. However, 
the two leaders met in Berlin on November 17, large-
ly to discuss the two countries’ interdependence on 
one major issue: migration.

Germany’s Governing Coalition Is In 
Need of Curbing Migration

In Germany, migration is back on the agenda. Com-
pared to the same period last year, the number of 
asylum applications increased by 67.5 percent, to 
286,638, as of October 2023.2 So far this year, 46,237 
Turkish citizens have applied for asylum, which is 
the second highest number of applications from any 
country following Syria. In a recent opinion poll,3 
more than 70% of the German population expressed 
dismay over the government’s handling of immigra-
tion. This has boosted the popularity of the far-right 
Alternative for Germany (AfD) party,4 which threat-
ens the Social Democratic (SPD)-led governing coali-

tion. In response to popular sentiment, the chancellor 
has announced stricter measures for asylum seekers, 
cutting their social benefits.5

Following years of cooperation on this issue, Ger-
many is once again looking to Turkey as a partner in 
tackling migration. Since its implementation in 2016, 
the framework provided by the EU-Turkey statement 
has lowered migration from Turkey to the EU, includ-
ing Germany.6 According to the statement, Turkey is 
responsible for preventing irregular border crossings 
to Greece. All irregular migrants who arrive on the 
Greek islands face being forcibly returned to Turkey. 
For every Syrian that is returned to Turkey from the 
Greek islands, another Syrian is to be resettled from 
Turkey to the EU. The returns are conditioned under 
the EU-Turkey Agreement on Readmission.7 In ex-
change for its cooperation, Turkey has so far received 
EUR 6 billion under the Facility for Refugees in Tur-
key for concrete projects related to migration.8 

Yet, the agreement has proven to be less effective 
in the past three years. In 2020, the Turkish govern-
ment attempted to blackmail the EU by threatening 
to send a flood of refugees over the border unless 
Turkey received more funds for the care of refugees.9 
The 2023 EU Progress Report noted that the return 
of migrants from the Greek islands was effectively 
suspended in 2020, which has increased pressure 
on EU countries.10 Additionally, Germany has only 
accepted 14% of all Turkish asylum applications—in 
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contrast to the 87% acceptance rate for Syrian and 
76.8% for Afghan nationals.11 Furthermore, there is 
no functioning mechanism for the return of rejected 
Turkish asylum applicants, which is a point of con-
tention between the two governments.12

Thus, for Germany, the November 17 meeting was 
crucial to facilitate returns and make steps toward 
the revitalization of the EU-Turkey migration deal. 
During the meeting the parties discussed the estab-
lishment of a German-Turkish bilateral working group 
on the organized return of rejected Turkish asylum 
applicants.13 In addition, the German government 
expressed that it is prioritizing the continuation of 
the EU-Turkey migration deal.14 Although the details 
were not disclosed, Scholz stressed the mutual im-
portance of the agreement during the press briefing. 

The Price of Cooperation: Easing 
of Visa Restrictions and Further 
Financial Assistance

Solving migration-related headaches does not come 
without a price for the German governing coalition. 
First, Germany gave the floor to Erdoğan to spread 
his views15 on the Israel-Hamas war despite de-
mands from local stakeholders to cancel the visit.16 
Not uninviting him was risky in Germany’s political 
culture, which is loaded with pro-Israel sentiments. 
Second, Germany is expected to deliver on Turkey’s 
concrete demands related to the EU-Turkey migra-
tion deal and visa liberalization, the latter being a 
particularly challenging issue to present to the EU. 

The continuation of the EU-Turkey migration deal 
is in the interest of Ankara, too. Although Erdoğan 
promised the repatriation of one million Syrian ref-
ugees before the May 2023 elections,17 it is likely 
they will continue to stay in Turkey for a long time. 
The project-tied aid provided by the EU for refu-
gees thus eases the pressure on the Turkish gov-
ernment,18 which is fighting skyrocketing inflation,19 
post-earthquake reconstruction,20 and preparing 
for the March 2024 local elections. In addition, the 
bleak prospects of arriving from Turkey to the EU 
may make Turkey a less attractive destination for 
migrants. This seems to be beneficial for the incum-
bent, considering the increasing anti-refugee senti-
ments in Turkish society.21

Not least, the long-awaited visa liberalization for 
Turkish citizens was also on the meeting agenda. 
Turkish politicians and businesses have lamented the 
increased rejection rate of Turkish visa applications 
in Germany this year.22 Germany’s almost 3 million 
residents with Turkish immigration background and 
the around 80,000 Turkish-German businesses op-
erating in Germany are in need of eased travel re-
strictions.23 Yet, the increasing number of asylum 
applications from Turkey complicate the situation. 
During the meeting Erdoğan and Scholz discussed 
the visa liberalization process. Although the Turkish 
president had hoped to declare a victory by gaining 
a simplified procedure for students and businesses, 
Scholz did not deliver. During the press briefing, the 
German chancellor referred indirectly to this theme 
by bringing up the mutual need for unhindered con-
nection between the citizens of the two countries, 
but no concrete steps were announced.

Implications for EU-Turkey and 
Germany-Turkey Relations

The meeting between Scholz and Erdoğan show-
cases the interdependence between Germany and 
Turkey on migration. This linkage has forced Berlin 
to give the stage to the Turkish leader even in times 
of deep disagreements. Despite their differences on 
the Middle East and the dire rule of law situation in 
Turkey,24 Germany is reliant on Turkey because of 
migration. Nonetheless, Berlin has leverage over An-
kara. Turkey needs Germany’s influence in Brussels 
on the visa liberalization process, and the same goes 
for the EU-Turkey migration deal, which can mitigate 
Ankara’s thirst for financial assistance.

Even if Turkey disappoints Germany on value-driven 
themes, such as the rule of law situation or views 
on the Middle East, Ankara remains a major part-
ner in the field of migration. Although Turkey often 
presents unsatisfiable demands, such as full visa lib-
eralization and EU membership, it can always win 
enough concessions that can be sold in Turkey as 
a victory. In this case the meeting’s realization was 
a victory in itself for Erdoğan. Yet, with this trans-
actional conduct of foreign policy, Turkey remains a 
semi-external partner to the EU, a candidate country 
but without realistic prospects for accession in the 
near future.



N OV E M B E R  2 0 2 3  /  0 1  |  C O M M E N TA R Y

3

Endnotes
1	 Hans von der Burchard, “Germany has ‘psychology of guilt’ 

when it comes to Holocaust, Israel, Erdoğan says,” Politico, 
November 17, 2023, https://www.politico.eu/article/er-
dogan-and-scholz-clash-over-israel-hamas-war/.

2	 “Asylgeschäftsstatistik oktober 2023,” BAMF - Bundesamt 
Für Migration Und Flüchtlinge, November 8, 2023, https://
www.bamf.de/SharedDocs/Meldungen/DE/2023/231108-
am-asylgeschaeftsstatistik-oktober-2023.html.

3	 Ellen Ehni, “ARD-DeutschlandTrend: Unzufriedenheit mit 
deutscher Migrationspolitik wächst,” Tagesschau, Septem-
ber 29, 2023, https://www.tagesschau.de/inland/deutsch-
landtrend/deutschlandtrend-3406.html.

4	 “ARD-DeutschlandTrend: AfD erreicht neuen Bestwert,” Ta-
gesschau, July 7, 2023, https://www.tagesschau.de/inland/
deutschlandtrend/deutschlandtrend-3372.html.

5	 Kate Connolly, Lisa O’Carroll, and Lorenzo Tondo, “German 
Chancellor Olaf Scholz Agrees ‘Historic’ Stricter Migration 
Policy,”  The Guardian, November 7, 2023, https://www.
theguardian.com/world/2023/nov/07/german-chancel-
lor-olaf-scholz-agrees-historic-stricter-migration-policy.

6	 European Council, “EU-Turkey Statement,” Press release, 
March 18, 2016, https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/
press-releases/2016/03/18/eu-turkey-statement/.

7	 EUR-Lex, “EU - Turkey agreement on the readmission of 
persons residing without authorization,” Summaries of EU 
Legislation, October 31, 2018, https://eur-lex.europa.eu/
E N / l e g a l - c o n t e n t /s u m m a r y/e u - t u r key - a g re e -
ment-on-the-readmission-of-persons-residing-without-au-
thorisation.html. 

8	 European Commission, “The EU Facility For Refugees in 
Turkey,” Press release, June 2023,  https://neighbour-
hood-enlargement.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2023-08/
frit_factsheet.pdf.

9	 “Turkey Threatens to Let Asylum-Seekers Flood into Eu-
rope,” The Economist, March 5, 2020, https://www.econo-
mist.com/europe/2020/03/05/turkey-threatens-to-let-
asylum-seekers-flood-into-europe.

10	European Commission, “Key findings of the 2023 Report 
on Türkiye,” November 8, 2023, https://ec.europa.eu/com-
mission/presscorner/detail/en/QANDA_23_5630.

11	 BAMF - Bundesamt Für Migration Und Flüchtlinge, “Aktuel-
le Zahlen,” Data set, October 2023, https://www.bamf.de/
SharedDocs/Anlagen/DE/Statistik/AsylinZahlen/aktuelle-
zahlen-oktober-2023.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=3; 
“Fast ein Drittel aller Asylsuchenden im Oktober kam aus 
der Türkei,” Rbb24, November 11, 2023, https://www.rbb24.
de/politik/beitrag/2023/11/berlin-brandenburg-asyl-an-
traege-gefluechtete-schutz-tuerkei-zuwachs.html.di

12	 “Besuch Des Präsidenten Der Türkei: Scholz Pocht Bei Er-
dogan Auf Rücknahme von Migranten Ohne Bleibe-
recht,”  Tagesspiegel, November 18, 2023,  https://www.ta-
gessp iege l .de/pol i t ik/besuch-des-pras identen- 
der-turkei-scholz-pocht-bei-erdogan-auf-rucknahme-von-
migranten-ohne-bleiberecht-10798312.html.

13	 “Erdogan bei Scholz: Klarer Dissens auf offener Bühne,” Ta-
gesschau, November 18, 2023, https://www.tagesschau.de/
inland/erdogan-scholz-100.html. 

14	 “Umstrittener Besuch - Erdogan bei Scholz und Steinmeier 
- ‘mit Nachdruck’ deutsche Position zum Nahost-Konflikt 
betont,” Deutschlandfunk, November 20, 2023, https://
www.deutschlandfunk.de/erdogan-bei-scholz-und-stein-
meier-mit-nachdruck-deutsche-position-zum-nahost-kon-
flikt-betont-100.html. 

15	 “Extraordinary Clash between Erdogan and Scholz in Ber-
lin,”  Twitter, November 17, 2023,  https://twitter.com/von-
derburchard/status/1725578522138181919.

16	 Susanne Güsten, “Billige Entrüstung,” Rheinische Post, No-
vember 7, 2023, https://rp-online.de/politik/analyse-und-
meinung/erdogan-besuch-in-deutschland-ausladen-heu-
chlerisch-und-politisch-unklug_aid-101050315.

17	 Burcu Karakas, Ece Toksabay, Huseyin Hayatsever, and 
Maya Gebeily, “Turkey’s Erdogan Faces Struggle to Meet 
Syrian Refugee Promise,”  Reuters, May 31, 2023,  https://
www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/turkeys-erdo-
gan- faces-st ruggle-meet-syr ian-refugee-prom-
ise-2023-05-31/. 

18	 European Neighbourhood Policy and Enlargement Negoti-
ations (DG NEAR), “EU Support to Refugees in Türkiye,” 
September 26, 2023, https://neighbourhood-enlargement.
ec.europa.eu/enlargement-policy/turkiye/eu-support-refu-
gees-turkiye_en.

19	 World Bank, “Inflation, Consumer Prices (Annual %) – Tur-
kiye,” International Monetary Fund, International Financial 
Statistics and Data Files, 2022, accessed November 20, 
2023,  https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/FP.CPI.TOTL.
ZG?locations=TR.

20	Ceyda Caglayan and Burcu Karakas, “Turkey Earthquake: 
Why Reconstruction Could Miss Erdogan’s Goal,” Reuters, 
October 16, 2023,  https://www.reuters.com/world/mid-
d l e - e a s t / t u r key - e a r t h q u a ke - w h y - re c o n s t r u c -
tion-could-miss-erdogans-goal-2023-10-13/.

21	 Sude Akgundogdu, “Turkish Backlash: How Street Inter-
views Spread Anti–Syrian Refugee Sentiment,” The Wash-
ington Institute for Near East Policy, March 20, 2023, htt-
ps://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/
turkish-backlash-how-street-interviews-spread-anti-syri-
an-refugee-sentiment.

22	Marion Sendker, “Türkei und Europa: Das Gegenteil von 
Willkommen,” Zeit, June 10, 2023, https://www.zeit.de/po-
litik/ausland/2023-06/tuerkei-europa-visa-ablehnung-
auswandern.

23	BAMF - Bundesamt Für Migration Und Flüchtlinge, 
“Türkeistämmige Personen in Deutschland,” Data set, Sep-
tember 2018, https://www.bamf.de/SharedDocs/Anlagen/
DE/Forschung/WorkingPapers/wp81-tuerkeistaem-
mige-in-deutschland.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=12; 
Can Selcuki and Dilan Tulan, “The State and Future of Tur-
key and Germany Relations: Assessment of Existing and 
Emerging Economic Relationships,” The Centre for Eco-
nomics and Foreign Policy Studies (EDAM), February 2021, 
https://edam.org.tr/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/
TURGEREconomicsFNF_EN.pdf.

24	Freedom House, “Turkey,”  accessed November 20, 2023, 
https://freedomhouse.org/country/turkey/freedom-
world/2022.


