




ABOUT ISTANBUL POLICY CENTER

Istanbul Policy Center (IPC) is a global policy research institution that specializes in key social and 
political issues ranging from democratization to climate change, transatlantic relations to conflict 
resolution and mediation. IPC organizes and conducts its research under three main clusters: the 
Istanbul Policy Center-Sabancı University-Sti�ung Mercator Initiative, Democratization and 
Institutional Reform, and Conflict Resolution and Mediation. Since 2001, IPC has provided decision 
makers, opinion leaders, and other major stakeholders with objective analyses and innovative policy 
recommendations.

www.ipc.sabanciuniv.edu

ABOUT THE MERCATOR-IPC FELLOWSHIP PROGRAM

The Mercator-IPC Fellowship Program is the cornerstone of the IPC-Sabancı University-Sti�ung 
Mercator Initiative. The program aims to strengthen the academic, political and social ties between 
Turkey and Germany, as well as Turkey and Europe, by facilitating excellent scientific research and 
hands-on policy work. It is based on the belief that in an increasingly globalized world, the 
acquisition of knowledge, and an exchange of ideas and people are the preconditions for meeting the 
challenges of the 21st century.
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*The interpretations and conclusions made in this booklet belong solely to the authors and do not reflect 
IPC's offical position.
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AFAD  Disaster and Emergency Management Presidency 

CCTE  Conditional Cash Transfers for Education

DGLLL  Directorate General for Lifelong Learning 

DGMM  Directorate General of Migration Management

ESSN  Emergency Social Safety Net  

EU  European Union

INGO  International Non-Governmental Organization

LFIP  Law on Foreigners and International Protection

LGBTTI  Lesbian Gay Bisexual Transsexual Transgender and Intersexual 

MEED  Migration and Emergency Education Department 

MHC  Migrant Health Center

MoFLSS  Ministry of Family, Labor and Social Services

MoH  Ministry of Health 

MoNE  Ministry of National Education

NGO  Non-Governmental Organization

PDMM  Provincial Directorate of Migration Management 

PICTES  Project for Promoting the Integration of Syrian Children into the
  Turkish Education System 

TEC  Temporary Education Center

TP  Temporary Protection

TRC  Turkish Red Crescent

TVET  Technical Vocational Education and Training

UN  United Nations

UNHCR  United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees

UNICEF  United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund

WFP  World Food Programme

WHO  World Health Organization 

YÖK  Turkish Council of Higher Education (Yüksek Öğretim Kurulu)

YÖS  Examination for International Students (Yabancı Uyruklu Öğrenci Sınavı)

GLOSSARY
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Over the past seven years, Turkey has hosted 
and absorbed more than 3.5 million Syrians:
63% of the total number of Syrian refugees 
registered with UNHCR. When the influx began 
in 2011, Turkey expected to receive a small 
number of Syrians in the short term as “guests.” 
However, the protracted nature of the conflict in 
Syria and Europe’s incoherent refugee policies 
have paved the way for Syrians’ longer stay in 
Turkey. Especially following 2015, the Turkish 
state and international community have 
realized that Syrian “guests” are permanent and 
that the necessities with regards to their stay 
are long term in nature.

For many Syrians in Turkey language 
acquisition, access to healthcare, education, and 
labor/employment opportunities are their main 
concerns. At the same time, host communities in 
Turkey have had varying experiences in their 
encounters with Syrian refugees, making it 
important to analyze local dynamics, 
understand host communities’ sense of fairness, 

recognize political and gender-related 
sensitivities, encourage civil society initiatives, 
and ultimately strengthen social cohesion.

Developing models for integrating refugees into 
society is one of the subtopics under the 
EU/German-Turkish relations cluster of the 
Mercator-IPC Fellowship Program. To this end, 
this document presents a snapshot of the 
current situation of Syrians in Turkey and the 
policy responses that have been implemented 
since the start of their migration from Syria. 
The contributing Mercator-IPC Fellows bring 
the issue into focus through six policy areas:

Healthcare
Education
Labor
Gender-based Aspects
Civil Society
Social Cohesion

INTRODUCTION
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**Outside the camps and living in cities

*** Living in camps

*Data collected from the DGMM (July 19, 2018)

ISTANBUL
536,791

BURSA
151,477

IZMIR
138,150

MARDIN
91,832

MERSIN
209,089

HATAY
442,909

GAZIANTEP
390,204

SANLIURFA
471,935

ADANA
219, 848

KILIS
130,677

Max Min

TEN PROVINCES WITH THE HIGHEST DISTRIBUTION OF SYRIAN REFUGEES
WITH TEMPORARY PROTECTION*

NUMBER OF SHELTERED AND UNSHELTERED SYRIAN REFUGEES*

SHELTERED SYRIAN
REFUGEES***
210,177

TO
TA

L
3,

54
1,

57
2

UNSHELTERED
SYRIAN REFUGEES** 
3,331,395
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*Data collected from the DGMM (July 19, 2018)

DISTRIBUTION BY AGE AND GENDER OF REGISTERED SYRIAN 
REFUGEES, RECORDED BY TAKING BIOMETRIC DATA*

AGE MALE  FEMALE TOTAL
TOTAL  1,920,435 1,621,137 3,541,572

5-9 246,675 231,456 478,131

10-14 190,523 175,193 365,716

15-18 157,745 127,120 284,865

25-29 195,235 141,101 336,336

30-34 162,424 120,821 283,245

35-39 114,454 90,091 204,545

40-44 76,954 69,654 146,608

45-49 58,100 54,212 112,312

50-54 47,081 45,192 92,273

55-59 31,484 31,468 62,952

60-64 22,668 23,248 45,916

65-69 14,746 14,798 29,544

70-74 8,162 9,074 17,236

75-79 4,666 5,624 10,290

80-84 2,622 3,419 6,041

85-89 1,380 1,732 3,112

90+ 717 939 1,656

19-24   534,131

0

150k

300k
312,487

221,644

0-4   526,663

0

100k

200k 272,312
254,351
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Two hundred fi�y-two 
Syrian nationals
cross into Hatay 
province seeking 
protection.

APRIL 29, 2011

Twenty-two refugee 
camps are established to 
host 50,000 Syrians.

2014

A massive influx in 
immigration to Turkey 
and Europe becomes 
known as the "refugee 
crisis."

2015 

The main legislation 
concerning the status of 
Syrians: The Law on 
Foreigners and 
International Protection 
(LFIP) is enacted.

APRIL 4, 2013

The EU and Turkey 
agree on an Action Plan 
in order to limit 
irregular migration.

NOVEMBER 29, 2015 Turkey declares an open 
door policy towards 
refugees fleeing Syria 
and develops a legal 
framework known as 
“temporary protection” 
(TP).

OCTOBER 2011

MAY 2011

An old tobacco building 
in the district of 
Yayladağı in Hatay 
province is turned into 
the first tent city.

APRIL 11, 2013

The Directorate 
General for Migration
Management (DGMM) 
is established.

OCTOBER 13, 2015

The Circular on the 
Marriage and the 
Registration of Children 
of Refugees and 
Temporary Protection 
Beneficiaries is 
published.

OCTOBER 22, 2014

The Temporary 
Protection Bylaw is 
implemented.APRIL 2012

Syrian refugees in 
Turkey are officially 
considered to be under 
“Temporary Protection” 
of the Turkish state.

TIMELINE
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The Regulation on Work Permits for 
Foreigners under Temporary 
Protection allows Syrian refugees 
who have been in Turkey for more 
than six months and their employers 
to apply for work permits.

JANUARY 15, 2016 

The DGMM Circular is 
published. Provincial
Directorate of Migration 
Management (PDMM)
may impose reporting 
obligations on 
temporary protection 
beneficiaries, who are 
required to reside in the 
province where they are 
registered.

NOVEMBER 27, 2017

There are 3.5 million 
refugees registered 
with the DGMM.

2018 

Turkey-EU deal is signed.

MARCH 18, 2016

Responsibility for the 
management of 
Temporary 
Accommodation 
Centers and the 
provision of services 
such as healthcare now 
lie exclusively with the 
DGMM.

MARCH 16, 2018 

2016

The Emergency Social Safety 
Network Program begins in 
cooperation with the EU, 
Ministry of Family and Social
Policy, World Food Programme, 
and Turkish Red Crescent.

2017

MARCH 2017

The right to family 
reunification for Syrians 
under TP in Turkey is 
almost entirely suspended.

The Conditional Cash 
Transfer for Education 
(CCTE) Program launched. 
It provides cash assistance 
in return for school 
enrollment and a�endance.

MARCH 17, 2016

The Regulation on the 
Implementation of the 
LFIP is implemented.

NOVEMBER 29, 2017

The Circular of the 
DGMM on Principles
and Procedures for 
Foreigners under
Temporary Protection is 
published.

MARCH 2018

Only 12,778 Syrian 
refugees have so far 
been rese�led from 
Turkey to several 
European countries (two 
years a�er the 
Turkey-EU deal).

Visa restrictions for Syrians
entering Turkey by air/sea.

JANUARY 8, 2016 

A Roadmap for the 
Integration of All Syrian 
Children into Turkish 
Education System is 
adopted.

AUGUST 22, 2016
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Sources: 

h�p://turkishpolicy.com/article/828/syrian-refugees-in-turkey-towards-integration-policies

h�p://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/595328/IPOL_STU(2016)595328_EN.pdf

h�ps://www.fluechtlingshilfe.ch/assets/hilfe/syrien/faq-syrians-in-turkey-english.pdf

h�ps://openmigration.org/en/analyses/eu-turkey-deal-the-burden-on-refugees-in-greece/

h�p://www.asylumineurope.org/reports/country/turkey/overview-legal-framework (detailed 
documents a�ached but mostly in Turkish)

h�p://www.asylumineurope.org/reports/country/turkey/overview-main-changes-previous-report-u
pdate (detailed documents a�ached but mostly in Turkish)

h�p://timelineturkey.com/en/refugees/



H E A L T H C A R E
Access to healthcare is a crucial issue for Syrian refugees, 
international and Turkish stakeholders alike. Often faced 
with language barriers, lack of familiarity with the Turkish 
healthcare system, mobility restrictions, or discrimination, 
Syrian refugees find it difficult to receive healthcare 
services.

Nationwide healthcare services for Syrians in September 2013 

Fast-track training course for Syrian doctors and nurses in 2016

Free medical services in 11 cities in southern Turkey as of 2011-12 

158 clinics in operation as of April 2018 to offer over 1 million consultations 

1,580 refugee health professionals to be employed
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Syrian refugees were able to access medical 
services for free in 11 cities in southern Turkey 
from 2011-12, while those living in other cities 
had ad hoc access to primary and emergency 
medical services. In September 2013, the Disaster 
and Emergency Management Presidency (AFAD) 
extended access to healthcare services for 
Syrian refugees nationwide but tied access to 
Syrian refugees’ registration with the 
authorities. Certain types of medical care 
required them to gain the provincial governor’s 
approval. The Regulation for TP released in 2014 
outlined the details regarding Syrian refugees’ 
access to medical care and, again, tied access to 
the registration process—this time restricting 
Syrians’ access to healthcare to the city and 
province in which they registered.

Despite the changes since 2013, Syrian refugees 
continue to face problems in accessing medical 
services due to language barriers and, for some, a 
lack of knowledge about the healthcare system 
in Turkey. Institutionally, healthcare service 
providers have struggled to cope with the high 
numbers of new patients since 2011. 
Furthermore, TP and its geographic restriction 
on social and health services have further 
complicated Syrians’ access to healthcare. These 
restrictions as well as discriminatory practices 
towards Syrians are especially challenging in 
addressing women’s reproductive health 
concerns.

In 2016, the Ministry of Health (MoH) in 
coordination with the the World Health 
Organization (WHO) developed a fast-track 
training course for Syrian doctors and nurses 
(herea�er health professionals) who were 
trained and worked as medical professionals in 
Syria. The course makes it possible for the MoH 
to employ these professionals in the Migrant 
Health Centers (MHCs) that is opening across 
Turkey with EU funding. According to the 
Sıhhat Project, as of November 2017, 90 clinics 

H E A LT H C A R E

were operational, with the target of making a 
total of 178 clinics operational in the near future. 
The MoH has trained almost all health 
professionals out of an expected 1,580 
participants. The Syrian health professionals 
working in MHCs offer primary healthcare 
services for Syrian and other Arabic-speaking 
refugees. Each MHC is expected to offer primary 
healthcare services to 2,000-4,000 patients. In 
2017, an estimated one million consultations 
were given in MHCs. With 158 clinics now in 
operation, the number of consultations is 
expected to increase in 2018. The MHCs also 
facilitate patient access to secondary and 
tertiary (public, research, and university 
hospitals) medical services. In addition to 
training healthcare professionals, the MoH and 
WHO have so far trained over 960 bilingual 
system guides who will be assigned to clinics 
and state hospitals to assist patients in accessing 
medical services. Efforts to train Syrian 
healthcare professionals and auxiliary staff 
continue as part of a strategy to develop existing 
capacities and improve the resilience of 
healthcare institutions. 

In 2016, the MoH in coordination with 
the WHO developed a fast-track 
training course for Syrian doctors 
and nurses who were trained and 
worked as medical professionals in 
Syria.
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3. Institutional and Long-Term
(2016 to today)

In line with Turkey’s emerging “National 
Harmonization Strategy,” the Turkish 
government adopted a long-term vision for 
refugee education policy, aiming to integrate the 
whole of the Syrian school-age population into 
the national education system. In 2016, the 
MoNE founded the Migration and Emergency 
Education Department (MEED) within the 
Directorate General for Lifelong Learning 
(DGLLL). The MEED is designated as the key 
unit responsible for planning, legislation, 
implementation, and coordination of education 
and complementary services for “all refugees” 
residing in Turkey, regardless of duration of stay 
and residency status. In 2016, the Project for 
Promoting the Integration of Syrian Children 
into the Turkish Education System (PICTES) 
began through a 300 million EUR grant 
agreement between the EU and Turkey. 

For students, PICTES provides Turkish language 
classes, remedial courses, education materials, 
school transportation, outreach, counseling, and 
psychosocial support services.

The Turkish response to the influx of Syrian 
students into the Turkish education system can 
be divided into three strategic phases:

1. Impromptu Emergency
(2011-14)

A number of community-based education 
programs operated by Syrian community 
members and Temporary Education Centers 
(TEC) staffed by Syrian teachers and Turkish 
managers began operating during this period. 
The language of instruction at these educational 
institutions was Arabic, utilizing a modified 
Syrian curriculum. The underlying assumption 
of Turkish public authorities, international 
organizations, and the Syrian community in this 
period was that the Syrian conflict would soon 
end and Syrians would return to their 
homeland.

2. Systematic Emergency and 
Regulatory (2014-16)

During this phase, the the Ministry of National 
Education (MoNE) intensified its regulatory 
functions and adopted stronger emergency 
measures. The MoNE’s 2014 Circular emphasized 
public authorities’ responsibility in reference to 
international treaties on children’s rights and 
the right to education. It laid out the procedures 
concerning the educational services provided for 
all non-citizens in Turkey. A foreign 
identification document—not a residence 
permit—was stipulated as sufficient 
documentation for registration in public schools.

The Circular regulated the curricular, 
educational, and managerial processes in TECs 
and public schools in order to ensure all 
activities would comply with national standards. 

For teachers, PICTES provides staff training and 
capacity-development services. PICTES aims to 
facilitate all Syrian children’s transition to 
Turkish schools. It also includes 
program-development components such as new 
Turkish language testing and 
monitoring/evaluation modules.

Education Infrastructure: Construction of 
schools and educational environments is a major 
component of education strategies. A significant 

portion of EU and domestic funds are devoted to 
infrastructure development. Through the 
collaboration of the EU, MoNE, KfW 
Development Bank, and the World Bank, 155 
concrete structures and 60 prefabricated schools 
will be constructed and equipped across Turkey. 
Approximately 150,000 students will benefit 
annually from the new infrastructure. 

Complementary Services: New guidelines on 
providing counseling, guidance, special 
education, and referral services to refugee 
students were prepared and distributed. 

Technical Vocational Education and Training 
(TVET): The Turkish government has established 
“Special Provincial Commissions for Increasing 
Access of Syrians under Temporary Protection to 
TVET.” These commissions are tasked with (i) 
increasing the awareness regarding TVET 
opportunities through several activities in 
Turkish and Arabic; (ii) coordinating the 
certification of prior learning with other diploma 
equivalency commissions; (iii) facilitating 
Syrians’ access to TVET schools; (iv) collaborating 
with local TVET institutions such as chambers 

Migration and Emergency 
Education Department 

established within the DGLLL
of MoNE in 2016 Undergraduate 

programs in Arabic 
language

established at certain universities
in Turkey in 2015 

representing 4% of university-age Syrians 
in 2017/18 academic year

20,700 Syrians
at Turkish universities, 

HIGHER EDUCATIONK-12

PICTES
started in 2016

350,000 children 
attending school receiving financial support from 

the CCTE program since 2017 

The launch of a scholarship
program for Syrians covering

5,000 full
scholarships

within a five-year period in 2014

Syrian students given

right to register in 
public schools

by the MoNE in 2014

Tuition fees waived
at state universities since 2013

Out of 3.6 million Syrians under TP in Turkey, about 1 million are 
school-age children. Currently, 82% of Syrian university students are 
enrolled in undergraduate programs, and the number of applicants for 
bachelor programs has exceeded the number of available places.

E D U C A T I O N
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and employers’ associations. In 2017, a new legal 
framework aiming to facilitate Syrian youth’s 
enrollment to TVET was established. Students 
can obtain a vocational diploma a�er four years 
of training and education. During this time, 
Syrian students/apprentices will receive social 
insurance and a stipend. A�er qualifying for 
their degrees, students are allowed to open their 
own shops or apply for jobs. The MoNE and the 
Ministry of Family, Labor and Social Services 
(MoFLSS), in collaboration with international 
organizations, have worked on improving 
frameworks for the recognition of competencies 
and validation of previous learning and 
non-formal learning for refugees.

Cash Transfers: Cash transfers to the most 
vulnerable populations have been an integral 
part of social and educational strategies in 
Turkey and globally. The first large-scale cash 
transfer program for Syrians, the Emergency 
Social Safety Net (ESSN), started in 2016. It is run 
through Turkey’s existing social assistance 
offices, the local branches of the MoFLSS in 
collaboration with the World Food Programme 
(WFP) and Turkish Red Crescent (TRC).
The ESSN now covers 1.2 million individuals.

Building upon the ESSN experience, in 2017, the 
Turkish government initiated CCTE. The CCTE is 
funded by the EU and U.S. and Norwegian 
governments. It is implemented through a 
partnership between MoFLSS, TRC, and UNICEF. 

The CCTE aims to increase the enrollment of 
out-of-school children and to improve the 
a�endance and retention of students. The 
eligibility and a�endance criteria are aligned 
with those in place for Turkish children. 
Currently, more than 350,000 children are 
covered. Despite significant and commendable 
progress, Turkey’s challenge to enroll the whole 
of the Syrian school-age population into the 
national education system continues. The focus 
on access is to be coupled with a focus on quality, 
inclusiveness, and resiliency. 
 



3. Institutional and Long-Term
(2016 to today)

In line with Turkey’s emerging “National 
Harmonization Strategy,” the Turkish 
government adopted a long-term vision for 
refugee education policy, aiming to integrate the 
whole of the Syrian school-age population into 
the national education system. In 2016, the 
MoNE founded the Migration and Emergency 
Education Department (MEED) within the 
Directorate General for Lifelong Learning 
(DGLLL). The MEED is designated as the key 
unit responsible for planning, legislation, 
implementation, and coordination of education 
and complementary services for “all refugees” 
residing in Turkey, regardless of duration of stay 
and residency status. In 2016, the Project for 
Promoting the Integration of Syrian Children 
into the Turkish Education System (PICTES) 
began through a 300 million EUR grant 
agreement between the EU and Turkey. 

For students, PICTES provides Turkish language 
classes, remedial courses, education materials, 
school transportation, outreach, counseling, and 
psychosocial support services.

K-12  E D U C AT I O N

In 2016, PICTES began through 
a 300 million EUR direct grant 
agreement between the
EU and Turkey. 

The Turkish response to the influx of Syrian 
students into the Turkish education system can 
be divided into three strategic phases:

1. Impromptu Emergency
(2011-14)

A number of community-based education 
programs operated by Syrian community 
members and Temporary Education Centers 
(TEC) staffed by Syrian teachers and Turkish 
managers began operating during this period. 
The language of instruction at these educational 
institutions was Arabic, utilizing a modified 
Syrian curriculum. The underlying assumption 
of Turkish public authorities, international 
organizations, and the Syrian community in this 
period was that the Syrian conflict would soon 
end and Syrians would return to their 
homeland.

2. Systematic Emergency and 
Regulatory (2014-16)

During this phase, the the Ministry of National 
Education (MoNE) intensified its regulatory 
functions and adopted stronger emergency 
measures. The MoNE’s 2014 Circular emphasized 
public authorities’ responsibility in reference to 
international treaties on children’s rights and 
the right to education. It laid out the procedures 
concerning the educational services provided for 
all non-citizens in Turkey. A foreign 
identification document—not a residence 
permit—was stipulated as sufficient 
documentation for registration in public schools.

The Circular regulated the curricular, 
educational, and managerial processes in TECs 
and public schools in order to ensure all 
activities would comply with national standards. 

For teachers, PICTES provides staff training and 
capacity-development services. PICTES aims to 
facilitate all Syrian children’s transition to 
Turkish schools. It also includes 
program-development components such as new 
Turkish language testing and 
monitoring/evaluation modules.

Education Infrastructure: Construction of 
schools and educational environments is a major 
component of education strategies. A significant 

portion of EU and domestic funds are devoted to 
infrastructure development. Through the 
collaboration of the EU, MoNE, KfW 
Development Bank, and the World Bank, 155 
concrete structures and 60 prefabricated schools 
will be constructed and equipped across Turkey. 
Approximately 150,000 students will benefit 
annually from the new infrastructure. 

Complementary Services: New guidelines on 
providing counseling, guidance, special 
education, and referral services to refugee 
students were prepared and distributed. 

Technical Vocational Education and Training 
(TVET): The Turkish government has established 
“Special Provincial Commissions for Increasing 
Access of Syrians under Temporary Protection to 
TVET.” These commissions are tasked with (i) 
increasing the awareness regarding TVET 
opportunities through several activities in 
Turkish and Arabic; (ii) coordinating the 
certification of prior learning with other diploma 
equivalency commissions; (iii) facilitating 
Syrians’ access to TVET schools; (iv) collaborating 
with local TVET institutions such as chambers 
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and employers’ associations. In 2017, a new legal 
framework aiming to facilitate Syrian youth’s 
enrollment to TVET was established. Students 
can obtain a vocational diploma a�er four years 
of training and education. During this time, 
Syrian students/apprentices will receive social 
insurance and a stipend. A�er qualifying for 
their degrees, students are allowed to open their 
own shops or apply for jobs. The MoNE and the 
Ministry of Family, Labor and Social Services 
(MoFLSS), in collaboration with international 
organizations, have worked on improving 
frameworks for the recognition of competencies 
and validation of previous learning and 
non-formal learning for refugees.

Cash Transfers: Cash transfers to the most 
vulnerable populations have been an integral 
part of social and educational strategies in 
Turkey and globally. The first large-scale cash 
transfer program for Syrians, the Emergency 
Social Safety Net (ESSN), started in 2016. It is run 
through Turkey’s existing social assistance 
offices, the local branches of the MoFLSS in 
collaboration with the World Food Programme 
(WFP) and Turkish Red Crescent (TRC).
The ESSN now covers 1.2 million individuals.

Building upon the ESSN experience, in 2017, the 
Turkish government initiated CCTE. The CCTE is 
funded by the EU and U.S. and Norwegian 
governments. It is implemented through a 
partnership between MoFLSS, TRC, and UNICEF. 

The CCTE aims to increase the enrollment of 
out-of-school children and to improve the 
a�endance and retention of students. The 
eligibility and a�endance criteria are aligned 
with those in place for Turkish children. 
Currently, more than 350,000 children are 
covered. Despite significant and commendable 
progress, Turkey’s challenge to enroll the whole 
of the Syrian school-age population into the 
national education system continues. The focus 
on access is to be coupled with a focus on quality, 
inclusiveness, and resiliency. 
 



3. Institutional and Long-Term
(2016 to today)

In line with Turkey’s emerging “National 
Harmonization Strategy,” the Turkish 
government adopted a long-term vision for 
refugee education policy, aiming to integrate the 
whole of the Syrian school-age population into 
the national education system. In 2016, the 
MoNE founded the Migration and Emergency 
Education Department (MEED) within the 
Directorate General for Lifelong Learning 
(DGLLL). The MEED is designated as the key 
unit responsible for planning, legislation, 
implementation, and coordination of education 
and complementary services for “all refugees” 
residing in Turkey, regardless of duration of stay 
and residency status. In 2016, the Project for 
Promoting the Integration of Syrian Children 
into the Turkish Education System (PICTES) 
began through a 300 million EUR grant 
agreement between the EU and Turkey. 

For students, PICTES provides Turkish language 
classes, remedial courses, education materials, 
school transportation, outreach, counseling, and 
psychosocial support services.

The Turkish response to the influx of Syrian 
students into the Turkish education system can 
be divided into three strategic phases:

1. Impromptu Emergency
(2011-14)

A number of community-based education 
programs operated by Syrian community 
members and Temporary Education Centers 
(TEC) staffed by Syrian teachers and Turkish 
managers began operating during this period. 
The language of instruction at these educational 
institutions was Arabic, utilizing a modified 
Syrian curriculum. The underlying assumption 
of Turkish public authorities, international 
organizations, and the Syrian community in this 
period was that the Syrian conflict would soon 
end and Syrians would return to their 
homeland.

2. Systematic Emergency and 
Regulatory (2014-16)

During this phase, the the Ministry of National 
Education (MoNE) intensified its regulatory 
functions and adopted stronger emergency 
measures. The MoNE’s 2014 Circular emphasized 
public authorities’ responsibility in reference to 
international treaties on children’s rights and 
the right to education. It laid out the procedures 
concerning the educational services provided for 
all non-citizens in Turkey. A foreign 
identification document—not a residence 
permit—was stipulated as sufficient 
documentation for registration in public schools.

The Circular regulated the curricular, 
educational, and managerial processes in TECs 
and public schools in order to ensure all 
activities would comply with national standards. 

For teachers, PICTES provides staff training and 
capacity-development services. PICTES aims to 
facilitate all Syrian children’s transition to 
Turkish schools. It also includes 
program-development components such as new 
Turkish language testing and 
monitoring/evaluation modules.

Education Infrastructure: Construction of 
schools and educational environments is a major 
component of education strategies. A significant 

portion of EU and domestic funds are devoted to 
infrastructure development. Through the 
collaboration of the EU, MoNE, KfW 
Development Bank, and the World Bank, 155 
concrete structures and 60 prefabricated schools 
will be constructed and equipped across Turkey. 
Approximately 150,000 students will benefit 
annually from the new infrastructure. 

Complementary Services: New guidelines on 
providing counseling, guidance, special 
education, and referral services to refugee 
students were prepared and distributed. 

Technical Vocational Education and Training 
(TVET): The Turkish government has established 
“Special Provincial Commissions for Increasing 
Access of Syrians under Temporary Protection to 
TVET.” These commissions are tasked with (i) 
increasing the awareness regarding TVET 
opportunities through several activities in 
Turkish and Arabic; (ii) coordinating the 
certification of prior learning with other diploma 
equivalency commissions; (iii) facilitating 
Syrians’ access to TVET schools; (iv) collaborating 
with local TVET institutions such as chambers 
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Integrating 1 million students 
into an education system is a 
massive and complex task, 
requiring infrastructure, staff, 
training, programs and budget.

and employers’ associations. In 2017, a new legal 
framework aiming to facilitate Syrian youth’s 
enrollment to TVET was established. Students 
can obtain a vocational diploma a�er four years 
of training and education. During this time, 
Syrian students/apprentices will receive social 
insurance and a stipend. A�er qualifying for 
their degrees, students are allowed to open their 
own shops or apply for jobs. The MoNE and the 
Ministry of Family, Labor and Social Services 
(MoFLSS), in collaboration with international 
organizations, have worked on improving 
frameworks for the recognition of competencies 
and validation of previous learning and 
non-formal learning for refugees.

Cash Transfers: Cash transfers to the most 
vulnerable populations have been an integral 
part of social and educational strategies in 
Turkey and globally. The first large-scale cash 
transfer program for Syrians, the Emergency 
Social Safety Net (ESSN), started in 2016. It is run 
through Turkey’s existing social assistance 
offices, the local branches of the MoFLSS in 
collaboration with the World Food Programme 
(WFP) and Turkish Red Crescent (TRC).
The ESSN now covers 1.2 million individuals.

Building upon the ESSN experience, in 2017, the 
Turkish government initiated CCTE. The CCTE is 
funded by the EU and U.S. and Norwegian 
governments. It is implemented through a 
partnership between MoFLSS, TRC, and UNICEF. 

The CCTE aims to increase the enrollment of 
out-of-school children and to improve the 
a�endance and retention of students. The 
eligibility and a�endance criteria are aligned 
with those in place for Turkish children. 
Currently, more than 350,000 children are 
covered. Despite significant and commendable 
progress, Turkey’s challenge to enroll the whole 
of the Syrian school-age population into the 
national education system continues. The focus 
on access is to be coupled with a focus on quality, 
inclusiveness, and resiliency. 
 



3. Institutional and Long-Term
(2016 to today)

In line with Turkey’s emerging “National 
Harmonization Strategy,” the Turkish 
government adopted a long-term vision for 
refugee education policy, aiming to integrate the 
whole of the Syrian school-age population into 
the national education system. In 2016, the 
MoNE founded the Migration and Emergency 
Education Department (MEED) within the 
Directorate General for Lifelong Learning 
(DGLLL). The MEED is designated as the key 
unit responsible for planning, legislation, 
implementation, and coordination of education 
and complementary services for “all refugees” 
residing in Turkey, regardless of duration of stay 
and residency status. In 2016, the Project for 
Promoting the Integration of Syrian Children 
into the Turkish Education System (PICTES) 
began through a 300 million EUR grant 
agreement between the EU and Turkey. 

For students, PICTES provides Turkish language 
classes, remedial courses, education materials, 
school transportation, outreach, counseling, and 
psychosocial support services.

The Turkish response to the influx of Syrian 
students into the Turkish education system can 
be divided into three strategic phases:

1. Impromptu Emergency
(2011-14)

A number of community-based education 
programs operated by Syrian community 
members and Temporary Education Centers 
(TEC) staffed by Syrian teachers and Turkish 
managers began operating during this period. 
The language of instruction at these educational 
institutions was Arabic, utilizing a modified 
Syrian curriculum. The underlying assumption 
of Turkish public authorities, international 
organizations, and the Syrian community in this 
period was that the Syrian conflict would soon 
end and Syrians would return to their 
homeland.

2. Systematic Emergency and 
Regulatory (2014-16)

During this phase, the the Ministry of National 
Education (MoNE) intensified its regulatory 
functions and adopted stronger emergency 
measures. The MoNE’s 2014 Circular emphasized 
public authorities’ responsibility in reference to 
international treaties on children’s rights and 
the right to education. It laid out the procedures 
concerning the educational services provided for 
all non-citizens in Turkey. A foreign 
identification document—not a residence 
permit—was stipulated as sufficient 
documentation for registration in public schools.

The Circular regulated the curricular, 
educational, and managerial processes in TECs 
and public schools in order to ensure all 
activities would comply with national standards. 

Number, Percentage and Enrollment Ratio of School-Age
Syrian Children (2014-2018)*

*Data collected from the MoNE (June, 2018)

Number of 
Students Enrolled 
at Public Schools

40,000

62,357

201,505

388,475

Percentage of 
Students 
Enrolled at 
Public Schools

17.39%

20.03%

40.91%

63.64%

Number of 
Students 
Enrolled at 
TECs

190,000

248,902

291,039

222,943

Percentage 
of Students 
in TECs

82.61%

79.97%

59.09%

36.46%

Total 
Number of 
Registered 
Students

230,000

311,259

492,544

611,418

School-Age 
Population

756,000

834,842

833,039

611,418

Years

2014-2015

2015-2016

2016-2017

2017-2018

30%

37%

59%

63%

Enrollment
(Schooling) Ratio

2014/15

2015/16

2016/17

2017/18

For teachers, PICTES provides staff training and 
capacity-development services. PICTES aims to 
facilitate all Syrian children’s transition to 
Turkish schools. It also includes 
program-development components such as new 
Turkish language testing and 
monitoring/evaluation modules.

Education Infrastructure: Construction of 
schools and educational environments is a major 
component of education strategies. A significant 

portion of EU and domestic funds are devoted to 
infrastructure development. Through the 
collaboration of the EU, MoNE, KfW 
Development Bank, and the World Bank, 155 
concrete structures and 60 prefabricated schools 
will be constructed and equipped across Turkey. 
Approximately 150,000 students will benefit 
annually from the new infrastructure. 

Complementary Services: New guidelines on 
providing counseling, guidance, special 
education, and referral services to refugee 
students were prepared and distributed. 

Technical Vocational Education and Training 
(TVET): The Turkish government has established 
“Special Provincial Commissions for Increasing 
Access of Syrians under Temporary Protection to 
TVET.” These commissions are tasked with (i) 
increasing the awareness regarding TVET 
opportunities through several activities in 
Turkish and Arabic; (ii) coordinating the 
certification of prior learning with other diploma 
equivalency commissions; (iii) facilitating 
Syrians’ access to TVET schools; (iv) collaborating 
with local TVET institutions such as chambers 
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and employers’ associations. In 2017, a new legal 
framework aiming to facilitate Syrian youth’s 
enrollment to TVET was established. Students 
can obtain a vocational diploma a�er four years 
of training and education. During this time, 
Syrian students/apprentices will receive social 
insurance and a stipend. A�er qualifying for 
their degrees, students are allowed to open their 
own shops or apply for jobs. The MoNE and the 
Ministry of Family, Labor and Social Services 
(MoFLSS), in collaboration with international 
organizations, have worked on improving 
frameworks for the recognition of competencies 
and validation of previous learning and 
non-formal learning for refugees.

Cash Transfers: Cash transfers to the most 
vulnerable populations have been an integral 
part of social and educational strategies in 
Turkey and globally. The first large-scale cash 
transfer program for Syrians, the Emergency 
Social Safety Net (ESSN), started in 2016. It is run 
through Turkey’s existing social assistance 
offices, the local branches of the MoFLSS in 
collaboration with the World Food Programme 
(WFP) and Turkish Red Crescent (TRC).
The ESSN now covers 1.2 million individuals.

Building upon the ESSN experience, in 2017, the 
Turkish government initiated CCTE. The CCTE is 
funded by the EU and U.S. and Norwegian 
governments. It is implemented through a 
partnership between MoFLSS, TRC, and UNICEF. 

The CCTE aims to increase the enrollment of 
out-of-school children and to improve the 
a�endance and retention of students. The 
eligibility and a�endance criteria are aligned 
with those in place for Turkish children. 
Currently, more than 350,000 children are 
covered. Despite significant and commendable 
progress, Turkey’s challenge to enroll the whole 
of the Syrian school-age population into the 
national education system continues. The focus 
on access is to be coupled with a focus on quality, 
inclusiveness, and resiliency. 
 



In the 2017/18 academic year, about 20,700 Syrian 
students were enrolled at Turkish universities, 
representing 3-4% of university-age Syrians (in 
contrast to some 20% who a�ended university in 
pre-war Syria). Syrians are registered as 
international students and must apply—in 
contrast to Turkish students—at universities 
individually. Each university determines the 
number of international students they accept; 
however, according to Turkish regulations the 
number must not exceed the number of Turkish 
students. Generally, a valid high school diploma 

H I G H E R  E D U C AT I O N

Total Number of Syrian Students at Turkish Universities*

*Data collected from the statistics of YÖK

and a transcript as well as an equivalency 
certificate obtained by the MoNE are needed for 
enrollment. Interested students can also a�end 
the “TEC High School Proficiency and 
Equivalency Examination” offered at each TEC. 
Additionally, language certificates are o�en 
required (Turkish C1 level) but can also be 
obtained within the first year of enrollment. 
Most universities ask for the results of the 
Examination for International Students (YÖS).
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5,560
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The number of Syrians enrolled in associate 
programs has increased from 7% in 2016/17 to
9% in 2017/18.

Since 2013, the Turkish government has waived 
the tuition fees for Syrian students at state 
universities. Within the scope of the state 
scholarship program, Türkiye Bursları, a 
scholarship program specifically for Syrians was 
launched in 2014 covering 5,000 full scholarships 
within a five-year period. Apart from Turkish 
state institutions, civil society initiatives and 
international and foreign organizations 
contribute to facilitating access to Turkish 
universities for Syrians by, for instance, 
providing scholarships, Turkish and English 
language courses, or counseling. To handle an 
increasing number of applicants in the future, 

Syrian Students per Level 2017/18*

16,944 1,492

404

1,861 Associate Degree

Bachelor’s

PhD

Master’s
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distance learning programs will play a more 
important role, not only in Turkey but also 
globally. 

Currently, 82% of Syrian university students are 
enrolled in undergraduate programs, and the 
number of applicants for bachelor programs has 
exceeded the number of available places. 
Therefore, Turkish and international 
stakeholders have increasingly promoted the 
benefits of two-year associate degree programs. 
As an initial result, the number of Syrians 
enrolled in associate programs has increased 
from 7% in 2016/17 to 9% in 2017/18.

*Data collected from the statistics of YÖK



Due to labor conditions and the restrictions on labor in 
particular sectors and locations, the majority of Syrians in 
Turkey are working across different sectors without formal 
authorization.

L A B O R

MoFLSS releases Regulation on Work Permits of 
Refugees Under Temporary Protection in 2016

Limitations on work and a 10% workforce quota system 
established for Syrians working under TP

Refugees under TP given legal right to work in October 2014

Many Syrians still working without authorization due to restrictions

Work permits dependent on sector, province, and location; only 
exceptions are workers in seasonal agricultural and animal husbandry

More than 20,000 work permits have been issued to Syrians 
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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

24

*Data collected from the DGMM (July 19, 2018)



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.
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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.

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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