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The Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions (SALAR, SKR
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country councils and regions. SALAR, and its predecessors, has existed for over
100 years and strives to promote and strengthen local self-government and the
development of regional and local democracy. Due to the global nature of challenges
that municipalities face today, SALAR is also an important actor at the international
arena of local governments. It is active in the global organization for municipalities, the
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European Municipalities and Regions (CEMR), and as the secretariat for the Swedish
delegations to the EU Committee of Regions and for the Council of Europe Local and
Regional Congress.

SKL International is a fully-owned subsidiary of SALAR. Its role is to implement and
deliver international projects on behalf of SALAR, by drawing from relevant Swedish
and other country experiences to support the development of local government systems
and practice in developing countries and countries in transition or conflict.
Through its work in the MENA region and elsewhere, SALAR/SKL International has
generated extensive knowledge and thorough understanding of issues of decentralisation,
local governance, and local service delivery in fragile or close to conflict contexts;
including how this brings the need for responsive and conflict sensitive approaches and
flexible project management frameworks. SKL International is the long- term partner
and implementer of the projects financed by the Swedish Government in 12 countries
across the world, with its headquarters located in Stockholm.
SKL International has been operating in Turkey for over twenty years with the TurkishSwedish Municipal Partnerships Network Project (TUSENET), Turkish-Swedish
Partnership for Local Governance (TUSELOG) and ongoing Resilience in Local
Governance Project (RESLOG Turkey). In this scope, SKL International supports
municipalities and municipal unions in Turkey and also contributes to the establishment
of permanent relations and cooperation between the local governments in these two
countries.
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Resilience in Local Governance Turkey Project
(RESLOG Turkey)
M. Sinan Özden

RESLOG Turkey Project
National Project Manager

The local governments of Turkey and Lebanon have been impacted
by the unexpected and massive wave of migration resulting from the
Syrian civil war. As a result, it has become necessary to strengthen the
resilience* of local governments in accordance with the principles of
peace and inclusiveness.
RESLOG (Resilience in Local Governance) 2018-2020, is a project
implemented in these two countries which have been impacted by the
Syrian Migration Crisis, with the initiative of the Swedish Association
of Local Authorities and Regions (SALAR), financed by the Swedish
Association of Local Authorities and Regions (SALAR) and funded
by the Swedish Government. RESLOG Turkey is conducted with the
cooperation and project partnership of the Swedish Association of
Local Authorities and Regions, the Union of Municipalities of Turkey,
Marmara Municipalities Union, and Çukurova Municipalities Union.
In total, 12 pilot municipalities from Marmara and Çukurova regions
are included in the Project. RESLOG is a pioneer in the prioritisation
of the involvement of regional municipal unions in strengthening local
governance.
The Project is a part of the efforts of local governments and local
government organizations in the face of intense, rapid and unexpected
migration. In this regard, RESLOG Turkey aims to contribute to
national migration policies that reflect local realities and needs, to
strengthen inter-municipal learning and support structures through
regional associations, and to improve holistic planning and governance
at municipal level.
* Resilience is the ability to withstand destructive effects and return life to normal. Resilience is defined as the
ability of a substance or system to return to its original form and position after a problem or deformation.
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Preface
M. Sinan Özden

RESLOG Turkey Project
National Project Manager

RESLOG Turkey attaches significant importance to the development
of an information base for local governments. For almost 10 years,
since the beginning of the migration flow from Syria to Turkey, Turkish
municipalities have been working to meet humanitarian needs while
making great efforts to keep cities prosperous and develop them in the
face of this unexpected and massive population increase. They are
praised and considered successful in the international arena as well.
We believe that this experience should be recorded and shared.
Throughout this process, our municipalities have sought right answers to
many questions on the practical issues. For this reason, we have planned
a series of 12 meetings called “Knowledge Generation Meetings” and a
book series under the name Local Governance and Migration covering
the meeting outputs, to provide a discussion platform on innovative
topics and an information base for municipalities to facilitate their
participation during their intensive efforts.
Marmara Municipalities Union has been conducting highly competent
work for strengthening the information base on local governance and
hosting our meetings held every two months.
I hope that after the completion of the RESLOG Project, these meetings
and publications, aiming at facilitating access to information in Turkey
as well as saving and disseminating the information produced within the
municipalities, will be continued as a tradition with the contribution of
both our municipalities and municipal unions.

XVII

Foreword
Local Governance and Migration Book Series
Gül Tuçaltan, PhD

RESLOG Turkey Project
National Project Coordinator
Developmental Editor of the Local Governance and Migration Book Series

For the last decade, the local governments in Turkey have had to
produce immediate solutions for a number of increasingly varying
urban and social problems. The first test of local governments was
to welcome a fragile population forced to reside in a foreign country
and to coordinate humanitarian aid services at the local level. In this
process, as a natural consequence, the immigrants and refugees with a
different language and culture have become part of the labor market
and everyday life. This has made municipalities the main actors in two
challenging issues: infrastructure planning for the growing population
and identification of the services needed to live together with different
cultures and to ensure and maintain social harmony. However, the
municipalities’ radius of action has been restricted due to the limited
financial resources, personnel inadequacies, national migration policies
focusing on strategies at the national government level rather than
local governments’ needs in the fields of migration and urbanization,
and uncertainties related to the ongoing migration crisis (for example,
Turkey cannot predict whether there will be a new mass migration in
the near future or not).
In brief, the international mass migration and the Syrian refugee
crisis have resulted in fundamental demographic, social, cultural and
ecological changes in urban areas and also created the need for readdressing the matters of urbanization, infrastructure, municipal service
delivery and urban planning. In order to manage these multilayered and
complex processes and respond to migration-related urban problems,
municipalities municipalities need new tools for information, skills and
implementation enabling them to understand their existing working
area and to produce innovative solutions with limited resources within
this area as the traditional tools and understanding we have used to date
for urban planning are no longer sufficient to understand, handle, and
change this unstable situation.
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At this point, this series created within the “Knowledge Generation
and Dissemination for Policy and Planning Activities” as part of the
RESLOG Turkey Project is designed to address these exact needs of
the municipalities. RESLOG Turkey Local Governance and Migration
Series consists of 12 original publications at the intersection of
migration, urban planning and local governance, aiming to blend the
existing knowledge in these fields with new approaches that may have
a positive impact on the perspectives and practices of local decisionmakers.
The publications focus on three main areas. In other words, this series
includes three groups of books. The first group of books includes
Turkey’s experiences related to migration, basic concepts about
migration and local governance, existing approaches and the false
facts in these fields. Regarding the refugee crisis, we present in this
group the financial problems encountered by municipalities in the
provision of inclusive services, the resource management models and
alternative funding sources for these problems, as well as the challenges
faced by the municipalities in their practices related to migrants and
refugees within the scope of human rights and the legal framework and
certain information on administrative jurisdiction, supervision and the
regulations of other institutions. This group also includes the books about
urban profiling as an effective tool for data collection to identify spatial,
social and economic changes (such as housing, infrastructure, health,
education, open green spaces, etc.) experienced by the municipalities
affected by migration and to map this data in order to relate them to
development, spatial and urban planning, and books on the generation
of concrete and feasible solutions for the improvement of municipal
services. The issues addressed in this group of books also outline the
interventions and practices of municipalities in the field of migration
and local governance and identify their fields of work.
The second group of Local Governance and Migration books aims to
introduce to the municipalities new approaches and intervention tools
related to local governance used around the world and in Turkey. In this
group, we provide information to our municipalities on governance of
diversity for the construction of fair and egalitarian cities comprising
all social groups; preparation of the migration master plans to make
XX

the municipalities, prepared against the ongoing or potential effects
of migration, and the disaster risk reduction approach which can be
integrated into all stages and fields of local governance, addressing the
recovery and transformation of urban systems.
The third group of books focuses on practical experiences of Turkish
municipalities. In this group, those municipalities share their everyday
experiences in the areas of humanitarian aid, urban planning and
infrastructure management, use of the potential created by migration,
and development of alternative financing, in the context of inclusive
service provision, despite the increasing population, potential financial
limitations and personnel inadequacies. The authors of these
publications are the municipalities themselves. Thus, this group of
RESLOG Turkey Local Governance and Migration books supports the
mechanisms for municipalities to produce and disseminate knowledge
in their fields of work.
The approach summarized above is an output of the in-depth interviews
with the relevant units of the project partners, namely Turkish, Marmara
and Çukurova Municipalities Unions, the problem and needs analyses
conducted together with the pilot municipalities under the Project, and
the interviews with experts involved in both professional and academic
activities in the field. In particular, I express my sincere thanks to Ms.
Merve Ağca, Migration Policy Expert of the Marmara Municipalities
Union, for her valuable contribution in the process of identifying
themes and for our long-term exchange of ideas.
The RESLOG Turkey team believes that the Local Governance and
Migration publications will contribute to the development of the
intellectual and practical basis needed for the local decision making and
planning mechanisms as a prerequisite for inclusive and peaceful service
delivery. We hope that our publications can provide the municipalities
with insight into what approaches should be adopted for addressing the
issue of migration from an urban perspective.
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Introduction: Cities Experiencing Mass Migration

INTRODUCTION: CITIES EXPERIENCING
MASS MIGRATION
Since the beginning of the mass migration of Syrians in 2011, some
Turkish cities and districts that received many migrants have successfully
managed the migration process, including Şanlıurfa, Gaziantep, Hatay,
Kilis, Adana, İstanbul and Mersin. Their experiences and responses are
shared in this book, together with crucial factors that enabled them to
effectively manage mass migration.
Official data shows that almost half of the 3.6 million Syrian refugees
in Turkey reside in cities in the border regions, with İstanbul as one of
the key centers. According to official March 2020 data, approximately
1.5 million Syrian refugees reside in Hatay, Gaziantep, Kilis, Şanlıurfa
and Mardin, all located along the Syrian border. It is thus important
to assess the resilience (flexibility, endurance, and strength) of these
municipalities, and to share their stories, and projects and good practices
implemented to facilitate the well-being of Syrian migrants.
As Syrian migration continued, the list of cities facing mass migration
grew with the addition of cities in non-border provinces. We thus
considered cities with the largest populations of Syrians in border
cities such as Şanlıurfa, Gaziantep, Hatay, and non-border cities such
as Adana, Mersin and İstanbul. As shown in the table below, Syrians
in Turkey are inclined to migrate internally, with the industrialized
cities of İstanbul, Adana, Bursa, Mersin, İzmir and Konya being the
main centers of attraction. By March 2020, these six industrial cities
hosted 1.39 million Syrian migrants.1 The municipalities involved in
the RESLOG Project are home to nearly 2.9 million Syrians under
temporary protection, out of the total of 3.6 million, i.e. over 80%.
1 A consensus is yet to be reached on the definition of the Syrians in Turkey. Based on the geographical
limitation it imposes regarding the 1951 Geneva Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, Turkey grants
refugee status only to individuals coming from European countries. For the Geneva Convention, see: http://
www.danistay.gov.tr/upload/multecilerin_hukuki_durumuna_dair_sozlesme.pdf.
Syrians are often referred to as refugees, guests, asylum seekers, helpers (ansar), immigrants or migrants. To
avoid confusion, we use the term “migrant” in this book.
The Settlement Law № 5543 defines “migrants” as “people of Turkish descent and Turkish culture, who
migrate individually or in groups with the intention of settling in Turkey, and who are accepted pursuant to
this Law”. Also see https://www.mevzuat.gov.tr/MevzuatMetin/1.5.5543.pdf. However, in this book, the term
“migrant” is used as defined by the United Nations: “A migrant is an individual who has resided in a foreign
country for more than one year irrespective of the causes, voluntary or involuntary, and the means, regular or
irregular, used to migrate”.
However, common usage includes short-term migrants such as seasonal farm-workers who travel for short
periods to work in planting or harvesting farm products. For detailed information on the “migrant” definition
of the UN, see: Glossary on Migration, https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/iml31_turkish_2nd
edition.pdf Accessed on July 23, 2020.
1
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City

November 2014

July 21, 2017

March 18, 2020

İstanbul

330.000

495.027

496.485

Gaziantep

220.000

336.929

450.031

Hatay

190.000

397.047

438.741

Şanlıurfa

170.000

433.856

422.729

Mardin

70.000

96.062

88.062

Adana

50.000

165.818

246.462

Kilis

49.000

127.175

112.192

Mersin

45.000

153.976

210.623

Konya

45.000

79.139

113.736

Kahramanmaraş

44.000

93.408

92.293

Bursa

20.000

114.498

175.649

Batman

20.000

20.181

15.118

Şırnak

19.000

15.080

14.973

Kocaeli

15.000

34.957

55.183

İzmir

13.000

113.460

146.352

Osmaniye

12.000

46.157

49.544

Antalya

10.000

458

2.199

Kayseri

9.500

62.645

75.806

Diyarbakır

5.000

30.405

22.881

Adıyaman

2.500

27.084

21.688

Samsun

1.230

4.540

6.687

Niğde

1.100

3.848

5.192

Aydın

1.000

8.806

7.849

Table 1: Syrians under temporary protection in selected Turkish cities2

2 Source: Directorate General of Migration Management, https://www.goc.gov.tr/gecicikoruma5638
Accessed on June 17, 2020.
2
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We selected three cities, Şanlıurfa, Gaziantep and Hatay, all located
along the Syrian border, near the Aleppo Province of the Ottoman
Empire. Aleppo was the third most cosmopolitan province, after İstanbul
and İzmir, until early in the 20th Century. These municipalities face
challenges in terms of insufficient infrastructure and service capacity,
given their increased populations due to mass migration, and difficulty
in accessing additional financial and human resources.
These border cities which host a large number of Syrians in proportion
to their native populations have not received sufficient additional
resources from central government to enable them to cope with their
growing responsibilities. Yet despite financial limitations, they have
managed to handle the mass migration quite successfully by using their
past experiences, knowledge, and solution-oriented approaches. As
Syrians moved from the border cities to the larger inland cities over time,
cities such as İstanbul, Adana, Mersin, Bursa and İzmir were also faced
with mass migration, especially after 2015. Many municipalities have
successfully managed mass migration into cities, and avoided escalation
into a major crisis, yet until very recently, public acknowledgement of
these accomplishments has been very limited.
In this book, these municipalities tell the stories of how they provided
information, accommodation, employment, education, and health and
other services to migrants. These success stories were compiled from
texts provided to the RESLOG research team by municipal officials. The
stories include the history of each city or district regarding migration
and multiculturalism. We observed that knowledge and experience
dating back centuries guided municipalities in responding to the mass
migration of Syrians, as most Turkish cities have been home to diverse
cultural, ethnic and religious communities throughout history.

The Storytelling Method
This book presents municipal success stories and accomplishments
as narratives, with limited numerical data. The RESLOG pilot
municipalities have numerous success stories to share, which reveal their
history, traditions and values, such as respect, tolerance, acceptance,
human rights and devotion.
3
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We all grew up with fairy tales and stories we listened to as children, which
have helped us understand and communicate with others. Stories are a
bridge that connects our past and present experiences. They involve
our emotions, which makes them both memorable and interesting.3
The stories told by the municipalities in this book have heroes, unique
features, and messages for other lands. These municipalities have set
an example by embracing a culture of collaborative working to realize
the UN Sustainable Development Goals and the principle of fellow
citizenship in Turkish Municipal Law, and by successfully responding
to the challenges of Syrian mass migration with their own limited
resources.
Storytelling reveals and communicates the rich elements of actual, lived
experiences.4 Our project partners reflected upon and wrote about
their experiences, including the human element of personal values and
feelings. However, in this book we focus on their services and service
delivery processes, and the positive changes that resulted in the lives of
the beneficiaries.
Storytelling enabled our stakeholders to share their projects and
policies, and the historical, cultural and other factors that made it
possible for large numbers of migrants to continue their lives in the host
municipalities. We assisted them by providing a guidebook and online
webinar on storytelling. We engaged in two-way communication with
our stakeholders, and the process involved a great deal of consultation.
Despite limitations due to the pandemic, our project partners were
enthusiastic and supportive in sharing their voluntary contributions
to this book. Other municipal actors, civil society representatives and
migrants also supported and were included in the process. Their written
stories based on lived experience are now part of public life. This book
makes these success stories known, as good practice examples that can
assist others in Turkey and elsewhere to respond to mass migration.

3 Gadinger, et.al., 2016
4 ALM Adorisio, 2009

4
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Key Elements in Storytelling
We selected the content of the stories in consultations with our
stakeholders, and the approach which emerged focuses on cities’
historical relationship with migration and migrants, and shares
individual experiences and stories of hope.
Cities’ historical relationship with migration and migrants
We believed that it was important for our stakeholders to share their
history, as a key factor that enabled Turkish society and government
to respond successfully to the Syrian migration. Sharing individual
experiences of hosts and Syrian migrants enhanced the stories. This
included sharing the sense of cultural and religious belonging in their
host cities that emerged among the Syrians, the social networks they
have established, and the rights-based approach adopted by host
municipalities, which emphasized the principle of fellow citizenship.
Telling these stories is important, as the world is largely unaware of
Turkey’s success in dealing with mass immigration, relative to examples
in other countries. Our stakeholders wanted to write stories that focused
on hope and the future. If we go beyond the statistics and listen to their
stories, migrants give us hope, and plant the seeds of a better future
in our consciousness. We all agreed that stories, films, advertisements,
photographs, dances and other cultural, literary and artistic activities
that speak of hope are much needed in these troubled times.
Our municipalities worked with great devotion and in close cooperation
with the RESLOG team throughout, despite the inconveniences
imposed by the COVID-19 Pandemic. We were truly inspired by
their contributions, recommendations and questions during our
collaboration in preparing this book, and we learned a lot from them.
Rather than us drafting a book with pre-defined boundaries for them,
we developed it together, and they made an invaluable contribution.
The only requirement was to use the storytelling method, with mutual
interaction and consultation. We believe this was successful, although the
COVID-19 Pandemic prevented us from organizing the planned face-
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to-face meetings, workshops and focus groups. We aimed to complete
the process via online meetings, discussions, and consultations, and
open communication via telephone and email.

Literature on Turkey and Mass Migration
Voluntary migration in search of a better life is natural, and all
migration, whether voluntary or not, is needs-driven. People have
always migrated in groups and individually to seek a new homeland,
to find fertile land, to meet their material and spiritual needs, and to
escape oppression, violence, discrimination and genocide, or drought,
harsh climate conditions and economic hardship.5 Tribal migrations
in history resulted in the permanent relocation of groups that left
their homeland to find new land to call home, e.g. the Turkish tribal
migration.
In more recent history, migration to places such as America, Canada,
New Zealand and Australia after their discovery, resulted in permanent
settlement. Migration to Anatolia before and after the establishment
of the Ottoman Empire was also permanent. Migration to Anatolia
and the Balkans in the early years of the Ottoman Empire involved
Muslims, Christians, Jews and others. The growing Empire witnessed
a mass migration of Jewish people, and during its 18th Century decline,
mainly Muslim migrations.6 Anatolia became increasingly Muslim in
the 19th Century. In the early 20th Century, migration to Anatolia during
the Balkan Wars caused social and psychological trauma, poverty,
tensions, diseases and death in cities such as İstanbul, and in other parts
of Anatolia.7
In the latter part of the 19th Century, forcibly displaced migrants
arrived en masse due to wars, uprisings, ethnic conflicts, the emergence
of nation-states, and the expansionist policies of great powers such as
Russia. Mass migration brought changes in migration and settlement

5 Kaya and Erdoğan, 2015.
6 For more detailed information on the matter, see Kaya and Erdoğan, 2015.
7 Ibid.
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policies. By the end of the century, the number of migrants reached
hundreds of thousands, or possibly even millions.8 These migrations led
to changes and evolution in the Ottoman Empire’s political, economic,
social, cultural and demographic character. These changes progressed
in parallel to the process of modernization, constitutionalization, and
economic liberalization following the declaration of the Tanzimat Edict
in 1839.
Throughout history, forced migration has given rise to social, cultural,
societal, economic and political effects that in many cases had a profound
impact on empires, states, societies and communities, and changes and
challenges often occurred in both countries of origin and destination.
Today, forced migration is a global phenomenon. Historically, forced
migration in different forms also resulted in the change or evolution of
the systems or regimes of countries, empires and states.9
The Syrian mass migration that began in 2011 and continues to date
is not the only mass migration to Turkey in recent years. Hundreds of
thousands of Turks and Muslims were forced to migrate to Turkey by the
conflict in Bulgaria in 1989, and hundreds of thousands of Kurds fled
to Turkey to escape political repression under Saddam Hussein’s regime
in Iraq in 1991.10 Having faced mass migration on several occasions in
its history, Turkey strived to resolve migration-related problems with
similar responses on each such occasion.
Migration is not good or bad per se, and its contribution to world
history and the development of civilization far outweighs its drawbacks.
However, mass migration involves various risks, and may give rise to
conflicts in certain situations. The determining factors in this regard
are the host community’s response to migrants, and the efforts made by
migrants to integrate. Both parties are thus responsible for benefits or
problems that emerge.

8 Karpat, 2015.
9 Kale, 2015.
10 Kirişçi and Karaca, 2015.
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The modern approach to managing mass migration in an appropriate
and multilateral manner can play a significant role in shaping its
outcomes and impacts. Every significant migration creates different
impacts within a unique set of conditions. Immense differences in the
development levels of regions, countries and continents, and ongoing
ethnic, religious and political conflicts in poor countries and regions,
together with advances in technology and transportation, have led to a
sharp rise in migration trends and numbers in recent times.
Today, the number of people who live outside their home country, or
who were born in a country other than their parents’ country of birth,
i.e. international migrants and people of immigrant origin, is over 240
million. It is estimated that this trend will continue and accelerate.
Currently, Turkey is home to the world’s largest and most diverse
immigrant population.

Local Government and Municipal Law
The role of municipalities in responding to mass migration is of great
significance, and has now surpassed that of international and national
actors.11 Given the 2016 UN Sustainable Development Goals, the
challenges faced by nation-states in managing migration have increased
significantly, and have become a priority at local level.12
The concept of local focus was introduced in migration studies literature
by experts to emphasize that local governments need to assume a
more active role in migration management.13 Municipalities in Turkey
now play the leading role in migration management in line with the
Sustainable Development Goals and the EU-Turkey Refugee Statement
of March 2016.14 The environment in which migrants and the native
population live and interact has a significant effect on migration and

11 Scholten and Penninx, 2016.
12 For detailed information on the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) recommended by the United
Nations, see https://www.tr.undp.org/content/turkey/tr/home/sustainabledevelopmentgoals.html Accessed
on June 27, 2020.
13 For a more detailed discussion on the concept of “Local turn”, see Scholten and Penninx, 2016.
14 For detailed information on the EU-Turkey Refugee Statement, see https://www.ab.gov.tr/files/AB_
Iliskileri/18_mart_2016_turkiye_ab_zirvesi_bildirisi_.pdf Accessed on July 23, 2020.
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cohesion processes. The availability of public and private infrastructure
and services and adequate accommodation is of critical importance in
terms of social harmony, integration and cohesion.
Joint and coordinated efforts by local, national and international public
institutions in cohesion processes are essential, as is the involvement of
NGOs, civil society organizations and migrants themselves, yet local
actors and administrations are the key players. The fellow citizenship
principle embodied in Turkish municipal law, makes municipalities
responsible for meeting the day-to-day needs of all their residents,
including migrants. Article 13 of Municipal Law № 5393 states that
“Everyone is a fellow citizen of the district in which they reside. Fellow
citizens shall be entitled to participate in the decisions and services
of the municipality, to be informed about municipal activities and
to benefit from the aid of the municipal administration. Aid shall
be extended in such a way so as not to hurt human dignity. The
municipality shall perform necessary activities to improve the social
and cultural relations between fellow citizens and to preserve cultural
values. While performing these activities, it shall take measures to
enable participation of universities, professional organizations public
institution status, trade unions, non-governmental organizations and
experts. Each person, who is settled or domiciled or has relations
within the municipal territory, shall be liable to comply with the
municipality’s legal decisions, orders and notifications, and to pay
municipal taxes, levies, duties, contributions and participation
shares.”15
It is important to frequently reiterate the above on local and national
levels, and to communicate these rights and municipal responsibilities
to the general public, and that they apply equally to migrants, and
are based on the fellow citizens principle in municipal law, in order to
encourage positive community attitudes and actions regarding migrants,
integration and social cohesion.

15 For the full text of the July 3, 2005 dated Municipal Law № 5393, see http://www.resmigazete.gov.tr/
eskiler/2005/07/200507136.htm Accessed on June 30, 2020.
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Social assistance and relief activities for migrants are carried out by
Turkish municipalities, and the legal basis for this is Article 14 of
Municipal Law № 5393, according to which social services and assistance
are among the “Duties and Responsibilities of Municipalities”, and
should be provided to “people of low income, the poor and the destitute,
the desolate and the disabled.” This is also listed as an expenditure item
in Article 60 on Municipal Expenditure.
Moreover, Article 13 stipulates that “aid shall be extended in such a
way so as not to hurt human dignity,” and Article 38, titled “Duties and
powers of the mayor”, vests mayors with the responsibility to “spend the
budget appropriation set aside for the poor and the destitute, to carry
out services for the disabled and establish centers for the disabled”.
Article 7 of the Metropolitan Municipality Law № 5216, specifies
managing and developing “health care services, hospitals, mobile health
care units and social and cultural services of all kinds for adults, the
elderly, the disabled, women, children and the youth” and “establishing
social facilities for these purposes” as the “duties and responsibilities of
metropolitan and district municipalities”.
In Article 24 of this Law, “social services and assistance for people on
low income, the poor and the destitute, the desolate and the disabled”
is listed as an expenditure item. However, despite Article 13 containing
the principle of providing services on an equal basis to everyone living
in a municipality, Municipal Law № 5393 is not entirely consistent. For
instance, Article 14 appears to make a distinction between citizens and
non-citizens in the formulation “Municipal services shall be rendered
in the most appropriate manner at places nearest to citizens.” There
thus appears to be scope for different interpretations of the law with
regard to migrants. However, most municipalities stand by an inclusive
interpretation.
Regarding equal distribution of services, it is important that
municipalities deliver the same services to migrants and citizens without
discrimination, and inform migrants regarding the availability of
services and their right to them, as an important aspect of promoting
integration and social cohesion.
10
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However, ensuring the sufficiency and quality of services in the face
of rapid population increases is a major challenge for municipalities,
given their limited resources and central government transfers based
on the number of citizens, which does not take account of resident
migrants. They thus need to provide services to far more people with
the same capacity and financial and other resources, and failing to do
so adequately can have a significant negative impact on the attitude of
local communities regarding migrants, and on social cohesion.16
There is clearly a need for legislation to ensure that municipalities are
allocated budgets by the national treasury that are proportionate to their
responsibilities with respect to migrants. This is particularly important
for municipalities and cities with a high proportion of Syrian migrants
relative to Turkish citizens.
Until this is realized, assistance provided to Syrians will continue to
provoke jealousy among the native population and intensify the hostile
feelings toward them, particularly in neighborhoods where poverty and
inadequate services are problems for the native population as well as
for migrants. Perceived and actual competition for scarce resources
and services, and resulting tensions, are a key barrier to integration,
intercultural harmony and social cohesion.

The Scope of the Study
This study shares the success stories of Adana, Gaziantep, Hatay,
Mersin, and Şanlıurfa metropolitan municipalities, and Reyhanlı and
Zeytinburnu district municipalities in responding to the Syrian mass
migration. For each municipality, the introduction gives an overview
of their historical experiences with migration and migrants, and brief
demographic data regarding the progression of and response to the
Syrian mass migration, followed by an account of how the municipality
has addressed the needs of Syrian migrants in a particular focus area,
including stories related by key involved officials.

16 For a detailed discussion on significant contributions that municipalities can make regarding the social
cohesion of Syrians and other migrant groups, see Genç, 2018.
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Aspects highlighted by different municipalities
Metropolitan municipalities
• Adana - successful collaborations with other organizations
• Gaziantep - international cooperation and its achievement in becoming
an intercultural city
• Hatay - being an inclusive city of culture
• Mersin - its multicultural history
• Şanlıurfa - priority services provided to vulnerable groups.
District municipalities
• Reyhanlı Municipality - being a child-friendly district
• Zeytinburnu Municipality - successful and sustainable activities for
women migrants.
Although their success stories differ, all municipal migration management
approaches have in common successful cooperation with public, private
sector, international, and non-governmental organizations, and with
migrants. This participatory approach was clearly a key success factor,
which was also evident in their working with the RESLOG team in
preparing this book.
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ADANA METROPOLITAN MUNICIPALITY:
A CITY OF SUCCESSFUL COOPERATIONS
Adana’s Migration History
With an 8 000 year history, and located at one of the key junctions
in Anatolia, Adana has a heterogeneous ethno-cultural demography.17
Adana had a population of 300,000 in the first Turkish census in 1927,
which increased to 362,000 in the 1935 census. Most of this 21%
growth was due to Turks who migrated from the Balkans.
Adana and many other cities saw a rapid growth in agriculture and
related industries in the 1950s. The growth of cotton cultivation, which
dates back to the 19th Century, and the subsequent development of the
textile industry resulted in large migrations to Adana, particularly from
other cities in the vicinity. The city’s population of 509,000 in 1950
increased by 23% to 629,000 in 1955, and reached 761,000 in 1960,
an increase of 20%. Adana’s population on a provincial level grew by
almost 50% in this 10-year period. Continuing to grow at a staggering
pace, Adana’s population reached 1,240,475 in 1975; 1,485,743
in 1980 and 1,725,940 in 1985. As an industrial region, Adana was
the recipient of substantial inward migration, and maintained a
population growth rate well above Turkey’s average. The majority of
this increased provincial population settled in or near the city center,
due to employment opportunities.
Mechanization in agriculture, based on aid provided by the USA under
the Marshall Plan in the 1950s, accelerated the development of cotton
production and the textile industry, with thousands of hectares of
cotton farmed by large land owners. During this period, people came
from eastern and south eastern Anatolian cities to work in the cotton
fields and textile factories such as Milli Mensucat, Güney Sanayi, Bossa
and Paktaş.

17 For detailed information on Adana’s history, see http://www.adana.gov.tr/tarih Accessed on July 20, 2020.
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Ginneries and textile factories employed tens of thousands of workers,
and continued to create job for migrant workers for many years. This
rapid transformation in Adana had socio-economic and political
consequences, which were portrayed in the works of artists and writers,
including Etem Çalışkan, Orhan Kemal, Yaşar Kemal, Yılmaz Güney,
Yılmaz Duru, Demirtaş Ceyhun and Ali Özgentürk.18
Migration slowed down after 1995, with the development of the South
East Anatolia Project and other similar projects in East and South East
Anatolia. In 2010, Adana’s urban population was 1,623,545 and the
total population was 2,085,825. The urban population comprised 77%
of the total, while the rural population declined to 23%. 71% of the
population was born in Adana, and 29% elsewhere.19
Owing to its location on the fertile plain between the great Seyhan and
Ceyhan rivers, and its bridges over these rivers, Adana was traditionally
a favored place for settlement and a center of attraction for migrants.
In addition to population growth in existing settlement areas, new
settlement areas such as Ceyhan developed, which were entirely
populated by internal migrants and immigrants. The first settlement
in Ceyhan dates back to 1865, and was established by the Nogays in a
village called Kopçak, which means “separated from one’s homeland”
in the Nogay language.
After the Ottoman-Russian War of 1877-1878, Crimean, Tatar,
Circassian, Papak and Rumelian migrants were settled on the Ceyhan
Plain by the Ottoman Empire. As the majority of the settlers were
engaged in animal husbandry and had to access the river to provide
water to their animals, one of the first names of Ceyhan was “Yarsuvat.”
Following the ascent of Sultan Abdülhamid II, it was made the district
center and given the name “Hamidiye”.20

18 For a more detailed mapping on Adana’s migration-enriched cultural texture, see. Karabıyık, 2017.
19 For detailed information about the structure and the historical evolution of Adana’s population, see https://
adana.csb.gov.tr/ilimizitaniyalimi1222 Accessed on July 10, 2020.
20 For detailed information on Ceyhan’s history, see http://adana.cukurova.edu.tr/ceyhan.asp Accessed on
July 5, 2020.
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Syrian Migrants in Adana
The province of Adana hosted an increasingly large number of Syrians
in recent years. Owing to its location near the Syrian border, the
relatively low cost of living, variety of job opportunities and migrationrich history, Adana has been a center of attraction for Syrians. In July
2020, the number of Syrians under temporary protection in Adana was
reported to be 247,671.21
Although Syrian migrants were initially housed in tent cities and
temporary accommodation centers, due to their increasing number,
they are now spread across almost all city districts. The constantly
growing migrant population significantly increased the need for
employment, housing, infrastructure, and other goods and services,
and the Syrians became increasingly visible in the social fabric of the
city. Adana Metropolitan Municipality and district municipalities
have provided various services to meet the growing needs of migrants.
Workshops have also been run to raise awareness regarding migrants,
and formulate effective approaches to meeting their needs, which
include psychological support, particularly for women and children.

Reception Services Provided
to Syrian Migrants in Adana
The first group of Syrians to arrive in Adana in 2011 comprised 16,000
persons, and the number of registered Syrians in the city reached 50,000
in November 2014, 165,818 in July 2017, and 246,462 in March 2018.
According to the Provincial Directorate of Migration Management,
Adana is home to 236,015 migrants under temporary protection status,
and ranks 5th among Turkish provinces hosting the largest number of
Syrians. In July 2020, the number of Syrians in Adana was reported to
be 247,671.

21 For data published by the DGMM, see https://www.goc.gov.tr/gecicikoruma5638 Accessed on July 5, 2020.
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In 2018, Adana Metropolitan Municipality prepared to respond to the
needs of Syrian migrants for basic life necessities and housing, and the
Migration and Migrant Affairs Section was established in February
2018. During the preparation process, successful collaboration was
established with public institutions, international organizations and
NGOs, including the Directorate General of Migration Management
(DGMM), the International Organization for Migration (IOM), the
International Labor Organization (ILO), the International Centre for
Migration Policy Development (ICMPD), the German Corporation
for International Cooperation (GIZ), and the Association for Solidarity
with Asylum Seekers and Migrants (ASAM).
The municipality used its City Council effectively to evaluate the city’s
problems and find solutions, with the participation of citizens. In
December 2015, a workshop was organized to assess the changes in the
city due to migration, to identify needs and to develop possible solutions,
with the participation of a number of public institutions and NGOs.
As a result of this workshop, the urgent clothing, food and health care
needs of the Syrian community were met.
To further develop services for the Syrians, a series of programs was
implemented, including training of trainers to teach Turkish to the
migrants, and international donors were found to fund these programs,
including from the United States, the Netherlands, Japan, Germany
and Sweden. Local cooperation was also increased via partnerships and
collaboration with several NGOs, to ensure that Syrians living outside
the city center could also benefit from these services, and especially the
Turkish language courses.
In 2008, the Migrant Coordination and Cohesion Center was established
under the Migration and Migrant Affairs Section, to coordinate
services for migrants, together with the International Organization
for Migration.22 This Center promoted migrants’ integration and
social cohesion, and provided counseling and advice on health and
social services, employment and education, and legal and community

22 For more detailed information on Adana Metropolitan Municipality’s Migrant Coordination and Cohesion
Center, see https://www.koordinasyonplatformu.org/tr/content-details/adana-buyuksehir-belediyesiapos;nden-ornek-alinacak-goc-ve-multeci-calismalari.html?I=79 Accessed on July 10, 2020.
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issues. It also organized Turkish language courses, and information
and awareness-raising regarding rights, education, child protection,
parenting disabled children, enuresis and reproductive health. In
addition, vocational courses for migrants supported their access to the
formal labor market.
The Center both provides services and refers migrants to other service
providers, depending on their needs, and follows up to see that problems
have been resolved. The Center also assists migrant families to access
financial means that enable them to help themselves, and offers a
job placement service, in cooperation with the Turkish Employment
Agency (İŞKUR), the IOM and the World Bank.

Adana - The City of Successful Cooperation
The Migrant Coordination and Cohesion Center is a true success story
which yielded significant results within two years, with support from all
relevant municipal departments and the mayor. Our partner, Ayhan
Akkaya, Head of Migration and Migrant Affairs Section of Adana
Metropolitan Municipality, summarized the key elements of their
success story in providing the Syrians with municipal services.

The laundry established in Adana’s Seyhan District through corporate cooperation
17
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Adana: The City of Successful Cooperations
Ayhan Akkaya / Head of the Migration and Migrant Affairs
Section of Adana Metropolitan Municipality
We organize informative training programs to support social
cohesion and interaction with the Syrians who apply to
our Center. We promote living together by ensuring joint
participation of Syrians and the native population in training
programs and other activities. We use an intercultural approach
to facilitate good mutual communication, including via Turkish
language courses for migrants. We also offer computer courses
to enable migrants to develop their knowledge and skills, and
use these skills in business.
Our Educational and Social Activities Coordination Office
organizes social events to promote social cohesion and
coexistence between the Syrians and local community. We plan
our social activities based on requests from the Syrians. We also
cooperated with the International Organization for Migration
(IOM) in organizing several events to promote social cohesion
in 2019, including a nature excursion, a Mothers’ Day Iftar
Dinner, short film screenings, social cohesion meetings, e.g.
“Our Similarities Make Us Siblings and Our Diversity Makes
Us Rich”, painting and terrarium workshops, , children’s
theater, tree planting, a Migration Film Festival, and a museum
tour. These activities were attended by thousands of adults and
children, who were warmly welcomed by all participants.
Our municipal motto is “People First”, and our aim is to offer a
hopeful future to migrants. Our There is Hope in the Kitchen
Project soup kitchen, in cooperation with the UN World Food
Programme and GIZ, provided food to 1 500 people from
migrant and local families in need for three months during
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the COVID-19 Pandemic. Our objective was to promote the
self-sufficiency of vulnerable groups and strengthen social
cohesion between the local and migrant communities. We also
opened a laundry with a capacity to serve 100 persons daily in
the Şakirpaşa Neighborhood of Seyhan District, in July 2020.
We try our best to make everyday life easier for all our fellow
citizens in need, including the migrants.
Essential principles for our collaborative work are:
• To support migrants in accessing public services, and to
provide equal services to migrants and the native population
• To engage municipal units in activities to inform the local
population about combating prejudice and stereotypes
regarding migrants, and eliminating disinformation
• To invest in measures to remove the language barrier
• To encourage cooperation between the municipality and the
private sector regarding migrants’ access to the labor market
• To work towards the establishment of a migration committee
in the Grand National Assembly of the Republic of Turkey
• To use rights-based language and prevent hate speech in all of
our communications
• To include the host community together with refugees in
projects
• To facilitate access to education for children of school age
• To share our experiences and good practice examples with
stakeholders in Turkey and in other refugee-hosting countries
• To develop special projects for conducting migrant-related
field surveys
• To provide social and psychosocial support for migrants
• To raise awareness through information and promotion
activities
• To provide vocational training for the migrant population of
working age in order to increase employment opportunities
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• To offer training and seminars to women on personal
development and modern social life (birth control, finding a
profession, child care, etc.)
• To offer professional orientation services to female migrants,
based on the training they receive
• To provide day care services for the children of working female
migrants
• To organize special activities on embracing the city, preserving
the environment, and environmental cleanliness and security
• To carry out studies and awareness-raising activities on “false
facts” which influence public opinion regarding migrants.
The key elements of our success story are cooperation, a
participatory and scientific approach to identifying and resolving
problems, commitment to creating awareness of belonging to
the city, and ensuring direct participation of migrants in urban
life.
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GAZİANTEP METROPOLITAN
MUNICIPALITY: AN INTERCULTURAL CITY
Gaziantep’s Migration History
The city of Gaziantep was one of the first settlements in Anatolia.
Founded between the Mediterranean and Mesopotamia, Gaziantep
maintained its importance throughout history as a center where several
civilizations, cultures and beliefs merged over the centuries. The
city’s neighbors are Suriye, Kilis, Şanlıurfa, Hatay, Kahramanmaraş,
Osmaniye and Adıyaman. The provincial population of 214,499
in 1927 has increased to over 2 million today, with migration as the
primary cause.
Due to its location, Gaziantep is ethnically and culturally heterogeneous,
and includes native Turkish, Kurdish and Arab populations, plus
many students from numerous countries who come here for university
education. The provincial population density is 290 persons per km²,
and the most densely-populated district is Şahinbey, with a population
of 923 000. The annual population growth rate of Gaziantep is
reportedly 2.20%.23
On account of its location and industrial and commercial activities,
Gaziantep is an important economic hub in the wider region. Over 25%
of its land is arable plains, some irrigated from the Euphrates River.
Gaziantep is a rich agricultural region where high-value crops such
as pistachios, olives, cotton, grapes, paprika, lentils, wheat, barley and
linen are grown. It is also an industrial and commercial hub where the
products of Eastern and South Eastern Anatolian regions are processed
for domestic and international markets. The organized industry zones,
small industrial areas and free economic zones located throughout the
city are important for the country’s economy and industry.24

23 For detailed information on Gaziantep’s history and demographic structure, see https://gaziantep.bel.tr/
sayfa/gazianteptarihi21 Accessed on July 18, 2020.
24 For detailed information on Gaziantep, see https://gantep.bel.tr/sayfa/
gazianteptarihi21#:~:text=Antep%20harbinde%2010%20ay%209,birlikte%20h%C4%B1zla%20
geli%C5%9Fmeye%20devam%20etmi%C5%9Ftir; For detailed information on agriculture in Gaziantep, see
https://gaziantep.tarimorman.gov.tr/Belgeler/2018/gida_tarim_dergi_sayi1.pdf; For detailed information on
Gaziantep’s industry, see https://gso.org.tr/tr/genelsayfa/gaziantepsanayisi/sanayiyapisi53.html Accessed on
July 18, 2020.
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Gaziantep has an extensive transportation network, including an
international airport, railways, and road links to major highways serving
Turkey’s commercial relationships with Middle Eastern countries. With
its distinctive culture, significant investment and great potential, tourism
has also become a leading sector of the local economy. Renowned for
its industrial and commercial capabilities, Gaziantep accounts for 13%
of all Turkey’s exports, which indicates its significance for the Turkish
economy. The city is the source of 90% of pistachios, 85% of dried
nuts, 60% of pasta, 45% of cotton yarn, and 10% of towels exported
from Turkey.
Gaziantep is also one of Turkey’s leading cities in gastronomy, with a
rich multicultural, cuisine offering over 300 different dishes. Gaziantep
became a member of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) Creative Cities Network, and was
chosen as the 2015 City of Gastronomy. With its unique history and
museums, Gaziantep is a city of culture and tourism, and with four
universities, it is also a city of learning.25

Syrian Migrants in Gaziantep
Although Gaziantep was one of the cities most affected by Syrian
migration since 2011, it has managed to successfully absorb a large
number of migrants in a spirit of solidarity and unity, and with the
committed collaborative efforts of public institutions, international
organizations and NGOs, led by Gaziantep Metropolitan Municipality.
With its geographical proximity to, and its long-standing historic,
cultural, social, economic and commercial ties with Syria, plus its
housing and employment opportunities, Gaziantep became one of the
main destinations for Syrian migrants. By July 2020, there were 448,917
registered Syrians residing in Gaziantep.26

25 For detailed information on Gaziantep’s cuisine and Gaziantep’s inclusion in the UNESCO Creative Cities
Network as a City of Gastronomy, see https://gantep.bel.tr/haber/gaziantepdunyagastronomisehrioldu4287.
html Accessed on July 18, 2020.
26 For detailed information about the Syrian population under temporary protection in Gaziantep, see.
https://www.goc.gov.tr/gecicikoruma5638 Accessed on July 18, 2020.
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The Turkish Statistical Institute (TÜİK) estimated that Gaziantep’s
population, which was 1,800,000 in 2012, will reach 2,257,278 by 2023.
However, with the addition of Syrians who have settled in the city since
2015, the city’s current population is over 2,300,000, already above the
2023 estimate. This rapid population growth has increased the demand
for all services, and created a considerable additional need for social
assistance, drinking water, sewer systems, environmental health services,
housing, parks and green areas, transportation, health care, solid waste
management and education.
The municipality had to go beyond its traditional mandate and initiate
new activities in education, health care, employment and social cohesion.
The initial response of the municipality to the Syrian crisis focused on
emergency aid and humanitarian relief, but over time, the municipality
started to engage in capacity building and social development activities.
Gaziantep ranks second after İstanbul among Turkish cities with the
highest number of new Syrian residents, which reportedly reached
220,000 in November 2014, 336,929 in July 2017, 438,741 in March
2020 and 448,917 in July 2020. The Syrian population in Gaziantep
continued to grow in the recent period despite its decline in border cities
such as Şanlıurfa, Kilis and Hatay, which demonstrates that the city has
a very high absorption capacity. Without doubt, the reception services
provided by the municipality since 2011 have been a key attraction and
contributor to the growth in the number of Syrians in the city.

Reception Services Provided
to Syrian Migrants in Gaziantep
After the election of Fatma Şahin as Mayor of Gaziantep in 2014, the
services provided to Syrians were assessed as lacking discipline and
order. Subsequently, Syrian muhktars were elected in neighborhoods
with many Syrian residents, to determine their needs and communicate
them to the municipality.27

27 Aksoy, 2018.
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Gaziantep Metropolitan Municipality was one of the first municipalities
to respond to the mass migration of Syrians. The Migrant Affairs
Section, established in January 2016 under the Department for Women,
Family, Education and Social Services, was the first and the only one of
its kind established by a Turkish municipality to increase its capacity to
manage migration.
The objective of the Migrant Affairs Section is to ensure efficient social
services based on the principles of human rights and social equality. The
Section also coordinates cooperation with international and national
organizations operating in Gaziantep, and among municipal units
established to manage migration. It effectively plans and implements
its activities by constantly increasing its capacity and developing its
services.
Another achievement was the establishment of community centers
managed by the Migrant Affairs Section in 2016, which provide
reception and information services for Syrians, and address their urgent
needs. As a proud city of ansar (helpers), Gaziantep established the
Ensar Community Center in 2016, with technical and financial support
from, and ongoing collaboration with the International Organization
for Migration (IOM). The Centre provides guidance, information and
counseling services to the Syrians on legal matters and in areas such
as health, employment, education, social services, and cultural and
sporting activities, etc.
Ensar Center services and activities for women and children include
educational, sporting, social and cultural activities, English, Turkish
and Arabic courses by the Turkish and Foreign Languages Application
and Research Center (TÖMER), far eastern sports, football, basketball,
amputee basketball, badminton, gymnastics, painting courses,
photography, a children’s club, computer and technology courses, and
out-reach to vulnerable and disadvantaged families by field workers.
Syrian volunteers train both Syrian and Turkish children, and are
responsible for running other activities.
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Another Community Center was established jointly by the municipality
and the Blue Crescent Foundation.28 Its services to Syrians and locals
include counseling, a mini movie theater, a laundry, and hobby and arts
courses. It also provides child-friendly spaces and psychosocial support
for children and women, as priorities. The German Corporation for
International Cooperation (GIZ) has assisted with comprehensive
renovations to increase the capacity of the municipal centers providing
social services, doubling their capacity to serve migrants as well as locals.
Another municipal achievement was the establishment of the Social
Research Center (SARMER) to prepare the city’s social risk map.
To date, needs analyses for nearly 3 500 Syrian families have been
done.29 In addition to the community centers and research center, the
municipality opened a shelter for women, who remain one of the most
vulnerable groups, and gave priority to providing social assistance. The
Women’s Shelter provides accommodation, psychosocial support and
counseling services to Syrian and Turkish women victims of violence,
and their children, and runs projects to prevent child marriages.30
In addition to the above, the municipality provides the Syrians with
social assistance to improve their quality of life in a manner that respects
human dignity, and humanitarian relief has been provided to thousands
of Syrian families in need.

28 For detailed information on the Blue Crescent Community Center, see https://www.ibc.
org.tr/TR/176/uluslararasi-mavi%CC%87-hi%CC%87lal-vakfi-ki%CC%87li%CC%87s-vegazi%CC%87antep-beledi%CC%87yeleri%CC%87yle-i%CC%87sbi%CC%87rli%CC%87gi%
CC%87-i%CC%87ci%CC%87nde-suri%CC%87yeli%CC%87-multeci%CC%87leri%CC%87ni%CC%87sti%CC%87hdam-egi%CC%87ti%CC%87m-ve-turk-toplumuyla-kaynasma-sorunlarina-cozumlerureti%CC%87yor Accessed on July 10, 2020.
29 For more detailed information on SARMER, see https://www.haberturk.com/gaziantephaberleri/67538974-gazi-sehir-sosyal-projeler-sehrine-donustugaziantep-buyuksehir-belediye-baskani-fatmasahin Accessed on July 10, 2020.
30 For a news report on the Women’s Shelters in Gaziantep, see Tekin, A., 2020. What are local administrations
doing for women during the pandemic? Duvar Gazette, May 3, 2020, https://www.gazeteduvar.com.tr/
kadin/2020/05/03/yerelyonetimlerpandemidekadinlaricinneyapiyor/ Accessed on July 10, 2020.
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Gaziantep: An Intercultural City
The key to Gaziantep Metropolitan Municipality’s success is its ability
to develop and realize projects together with national and international
partners. Gaziantep is a leader among the municipalities in terms of
successful cooperation. The story below by Önder Yalçın, Head of the
Migration Management Section, focuses on the services for women
and children, and successful intercultural cohesion and rights-based
approach. A key feature of almost all the projects since 2014 is that they
respond to the needs of both Syrians and the native population.

Gaziantep: An Intercultural City
Önder Yalçın / Head of the Migration Management Section,
Gaziantep Metropolitan Municipality
The focus of our migration management activities is to ensure
that Syrian and Turkish communities develop the ability to
coexist and create a tension and conflict-free life of peace and
prosperity. Mass immigration can lead to undesirable outcomes,
if not well managed. Looking at history, countries that manage
migration effectively and recognize the potential of migrants
have enjoyed increased levels of development and welfare as a
result. We thus strive to transform migration into an advantage
and contributor to development via activities that reveal this
potential and provide equal opportunities for both communities.
Our municipal migration policy is based on a humanitarian
approach that embraces the principles of social justice, human
rights, and conflict prevention. We consider our work as not only
a gesture of goodwill, but an international and humanitarian
responsibility in accord with the UN Universal Declaration of
Human Rights.

26

Gaziantep Metropolitan Municipality: An Intercultural City

Migration is as old as the history of mankind, and led to
many significant historical developments, and continues to do
so today. At this point, the whole world needs to understand
migration as an opportunity that needs to be managed, rather
than a problem. Our municipality is aware that the Syrians are
refugees who have been forced to migrate.
Thus, unlike some other countries, rather than protecting our
borders, we choose to protect people and preserve our humanity.
We believe that this will make the world a better place for all. We
see our municipal services as important in maintaining social
peace, equity and welfare, and supporting the fundamental
rights of both communities. The very low rate of crime and
social incidents involving the nearly half a million Syrians, as
well as the mutual recognition and the ability to coexist in the
two communities demonstrate the importance of our work, and
motivates us to work even harder.
To share our local perspective and policy on migration
management with wider audiences, raise awareness, and
possibly contribute to national migration-related legislation,
we organized the International Forum on Local Solutions to
Migration and Displacement in Gaziantep on November 2627, 2019. This forum was organized in collaboration with the
United Nations Development Program (UNDP), the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the
International Organization for Migration (IOM), the World
Academy for Local Government and Democracy (WALD), the
Union of Municipalities of Turkey (TBB) and United Cities
and Local Governments Middle East and West Asia Section
(UCLGMEWA).
The Gaziantep Declaration adopted by the Forum includes
the key elements of successful transition from emergency to
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resilience and development-oriented local migration responses,
underlines the need for policy change, and emphasizes the
importance of multi-level governance, civil society, gender
equality, social cohesion and inclusive access to quality services,
as critical factors for long-term success.
We are honored to have had this declaration, which enshrines
the basic migration management principles for municipalities,
adopted at an international level and signed in our city, in a
Forum co-hosted by our municipality.
The success of Gaziantep Metropolitan Municipality in
responding to the Syrian mass migration is based on our rightsbased service approach, which sees migration as a phenomenon
that needs to be managed, not prevented. Another key success
factor was our ability to realize successful projects in cooperation
with national and international organizations. Our projects for
women and children, being among the most vulnerable groups,
include the following:
The Project for Preventing Child Abuse and Child Marriage
was implemented in cooperation with the United Nations
International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF). Its
objectives are to prevent marriage before the age of 18 in order
to ensure equality for all children living in Gaziantep, including
girls and boys from the most disadvantaged groups, and to
eliminate barriers that prevent the integration of girls in social
and economic life.31
The Gaziantep Womens Centers Providing Livelihood Support
Project was organized in cooperation with the United Nations
Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women

31 For detailed information on the project history, see https://www.unicef.org/
turkey/%C3%A7ocukya%C5%9Ftaevlilik Accessed on July 16, 2020.
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(UN Women), the International Labour Organization (ILO),
and the Association for Solidarity with Asylum Seekers and
Migrants (ASAM).
The SADA Womens Development and Solidarity Centre
provides access to aid, services, vocational training and job
opportunities, skills training on living together with the host
community, Turkish language courses, life skills training, and
integration and social cohesion activities for Syrian and local
women.32
The Support Through Sport Project, implemented together
with the Turkish National Olympic Committee at the Ensar
Community Center, trains mostly Syrian children to socialize
with others and develop physically through sport. Approximately
300 children aged between 6 and 12 have been trained in the
specially equipped sports hall.33
The People Empowered by the Heart Project, implemented
together with the Dream Partners Association and the Young
Guru Academy (YGA),34 has since 2016 educated children
aged 12 to 14 who are under protection and care in Gaziantep,
to become confident, capable and socially conscious leaders
of the future. Participants, including disabled, orphan and
migrant children are given training in leadership skills, and their
development is monitored.35

32 For detailed information on the SADA Women Development and Solidarity Centre, see https://sgdd.org.
tr/sadakadinguclendirmevedayanismamerkeziprojesi/ Accessed on July 16, 2020.
33 For a newspaper report on the project published in the national mainstream media, see
Support for Syrian children through sports, Hürriyet, January 27, 2017, https://www.hurriyet.com.tr/
suriyelicocuklarasportifdestek40348088 Accessed on July 16, 2020.
34 For information about the Young Guru Academy, see https://www.yga.org.tr/tr Accessed on July 16, 2020.
35 For detailed information about the project, see https://www.ailevecalisma.gov.tr/istanbul/projeler/
tamamlananprojeler/yuregindengucalanlar/. Also, for a newspaper report about the project, see They will
be raised by the ‘People Empowered by the Heart’ project, Sabah, October 22, 2016, https://www.sabah.com.tr/
guney/2016/10/22/yuregindengucalanlarprojesiyleyetisecekler Accessed on July 16, 2020.
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HATAY METROPOLITAN MUNICIPALITY:
AN INCLUSIVE CITY OF CULTURE
Hatay’s Migration History
Hatay was Turkey’s thirteenth largest city in 2013, with a population of
1,628,894. Located at the crossing point of Turkey’s North-South and
East-West axes, Hatay is an important juncture between trade centers.
It is also home to many different cultural, religious and denominational
groups, and is called “The City of Civilizations” due to its rich historical
heritage. Hatay is indeed a multicultural city, where believers of three
monotheistic religions and different denominations have lived together
in harmony for centuries.
The first church ever built in the world (St. Pierre’s), and the first mosque
built in Anatolia (Habib-i Nejjar Mosque) are in the Antakya District
in the center of Hatay, which is also home to the world’s second largest
mosaic museum. Hatay was the first settlement of Jews in Anatolia,
and the only Armenian village in Turkey, Vakıflı, is in the district of
Samandağ.36
Archeological findings show that Hatay was one of Anatolia’s oldest
settlements dating from the Middle Paleolithic, Neolithic, and
Chalcolithic periods, and remnants of Early Bronze Age settlements
were discovered on the Amuq Plain, one of Anatolia’s most fertile
agricultural areas. Hatay was later part of the Akkadian, Yamhad,
Hittite and Egyptian kingdoms respectively. Following the collapse of the
Hittite Empire around 1200 B.C., the Neo-Hittite Kingdom of Hattena
was founded by Samian Arameans, and came under the domination of
the Assyrians in the 9th Century B.C., and of the Urartians thereafter.
In 333 B.C., Alexander the Great’s forces defeated Darius III of Persia
in the region. Hatay’s İskenderun District was named after Alexander,
to commemorate this victory. The city was subsequently controlled by

36 For detailed information on Hatay’s history, see https://www.hatay.bel.tr/hatay/hatayintarihi/ Accessed on
July 16, 2020.
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the Roman Empire, and became an important religious center with the
rise of Christianity. It is recorded that disciples of Jesus Christ were
first called Christians in Antakya (Antioch). In the 7th Century A.D, the
Emevis took control of Hatay, before being conquered by the Abbacies,
and then the Byzantines. The city first became Turkish with the arrival
of the Seljuks in Anatolia in the late 11th Century A.D
In the following centuries, the city remained under the rule of the
Crusaders and was destroyed to a great extent, until their reign was
ended by the Mamluks in the 13th Century A.D. After the Mamluks,
several principalities known as beyliks were founded in the city, before
it became part of the Ottoman Empire during the Egyptian reign of
Selim I (Yavuz Sultan Selim). During the Ottoman reign, Antakya was
made a sub-province (sancak) of the province of Aleppo, and maintained
its significance as the center of this sub-district for hundreds of years.37
The city of Hatay, historically known as Antakya (Antioch), was
conquered many times by different rulers throughout history, due to
its location on migratory routes, and its fertile land. Ibrahim Pasha,
Mehmed Ali Pasha’s (governor of Egypt) son, who threatened the
integrity of the Ottoman Empire during the 19th century, conquered
Syria in 1832 and advanced into Anatolia after defeating the Ottoman
forces in Belen. In 1839, the Ottomans re-conquered the region as far
as Aleppo. Following the Tanzimat Edict, Antakya and its surroundings
underwent administrative restructuring. Antakya sub-province was
declared a District Governorship and became part of the Province of
Aleppo.
Hatay was home to the Circassians who settled in the city during the
last quarter of the 19th Century, and large numbers of Turkish citizens
who were resettled from various places in Anatolia as a result of natural
disasters during the 20th Century, as well as many other groups.38 After
World War I, the region was invaded by the French and remained under
their rule for 18 years. As the population of the Hatay region was

37 For detailed information on the history of the ruling powers in Hatay, see http://hatay.gov.tr/
tarihselsurecicindehataydakulturveuygarlik Accessed on July 18, 2020.
38 For detailed information on Hatay’s migration history and multicultural heritage, see http://hatay.gov.tr/
tarihselsurecicindehataydakulturveuygarlik Accessed on July 15, 2020.
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mostly Turk and Arab, when the French left in 1938, an independent
State of Hatay was established, but in 1939, Hatay joined the Republic
of Turkey, following a referendum.39 As history shows, Hatay shared a
common fate with Syria in many respects, for hundreds of years.
Home to many civilizations, and with a culinary culture influenced
by this diversity, Hatay has a special place in the world of global
gastronomy. Hatay cuisine has several elements that are unique to the
city, and among its over 460 different dishes, over 200 are distinctly
attributable to the city. Hatay is one of 15 cities included in the Brand
Cities Project of the Ministry of Culture and Tourism.40 Due to its
multicultural character and geographic location, Hatay has been and
remains an attractive destination for migrants.

Syrian Migrants in Hatay
Hatay is one of Turkey’s provinces most affected by the on-going conflict
in Syria since 2011. While Hatay enjoyed a growth in exports until
2011, the city’s exports declined thereafter. The 2020-2024 municipal
strategic plan was based on a situation analysis of the entire city,
with contributions from TÜİK, DOĞAKA (Eastern Mediterranean
Development Agency),41 which found that the priority problem was the
Syrian migration and its impacts. Other significant problems were the
rapid population growth among the Syrians, increasing divorce rates,
the educated population of Hatay increasingly migrating to foreign
countries, high and above Turkish average unemployment rates, and a
shortage of doctors.
Hatay has long been home to Syrians forced to flee their country due
to war, and the Syrian civil war that started in 2011 resulted in mass
migration, particularly to Turkey and Lebanon. Hatay has the longest
border with Syria of all Turkish municipalities, and due to kinship,
cultural ties and geographic proximity, Hatay is among the Turkish cities

39 Ibid.
40 For detailed information on Hatay’s gastronomic characteristics, see http://hataygastronomi.com/en/
home2 Accessed on July 15, 2020.
41 For detailed information on the matter, see https://www.dogaka.gov.tr/doguakdeniz/hatay/
hataykulturveturizm Accessed on July 17, 2020.
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hosting the largest numbers of Syrian refugees, which has significantly
affected its social composition and economy.
According to the Address Based Population Registration System 2018
data, Hatay’s total population is 1,609,856, and according to the
Directorate General of Migration Management July 2020 data, Hatay
is home to 433,235 of the 3,594,961 Syrians in Turkey.42 Hatay ranks
third among Turkish cities with the highest number of Syrians, after
İstanbul and Gaziantep, and the ratio of Syrian to the native population
in Hatay ranks second after Kilis, with a ratio of 27% (Kilis has 116,289
registered Syrians, and a ratio of 81%, the highest of the 30 metro
municipalities). Reyhanlı, Antakya, Kırıkhan, Yayladağı, Altınözü and
Kumlu are the preferred districts for Syrian asylum seekers. The Syrian
percentage of the total population of the province is around 28%, and
12% of all Syrians under temporary protection in Turkey are in Hatay.

Reception Services Provided
to Syrian Migrants in Hatay
Under the leadership of Mayor Lütfü Savaş, Hatay municipality has
developed projects to respond to the needs of the Syrians and ensure
cohesion between them and the native population. The municipality
also support projects developed by other organizations, including
establishing temporary camps, service roads, and water and sewer
infrastructure.
Other services which the Syrian migrants needed, particularly in the
early period of migration, were housing, employment, waste disposal,
burial services and cemeteries, access to public spaces, parks and green
areas, social aid, vocational and language courses, transport to health
facilities, and food aid.43 The municipality responded to these needs,
and others that emerged over time, to the extent of its capacity.44

42 See https://www.goc.gov.tr/gecicikoruma5638 Accessed on July 15, 2020.
43 For some services provided by Hatay Metropolitan Municipality for the Syrians, see https:// www.hatay.bel.
tr/media/5731/hbb2018yilifaaliyetraporu.pdf Accessed on July 16, 2020.
44 For detailed information on the matter, see http://www.reslogproject.org/yerelyonetisimderezilyansprojesi/
Accessed on July 16, 2020.
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Hatay Metropolitan Municipality, like others, owes its success in
responding to the Syrian mass migration to cooperation with other
organizations. Adopting a participatory approach, the municipality
developed a network of all relevant stakeholders, including local
community representatives, universities, NGOs and migrants. The City
Council was actively involved in the migration governance process,
enabling rapid resolution of problems and threats. This network of
cooperation enabled more resilient and flexible municipal practices,
and the municipality developed numerous projects responding to the
Syrian migration. Due to the multicultural historical background of the
city, the municipal partners contributing to the RESLOG project chose
to highlight their cultural projects.

Hatay - An Inclusive City of Culture
The Hatay E-Tourism Map Project is a cultural partnership project
with the Eastern Mediterranean Development Agency (DOĞAKA)
and Hasan Kalyoncu University. Led by Gülseren Malcı, Head of
the Financial Services Department, it promotes the city as a tourist
attraction, given its rich history and culture, mild climate and spectacular
natural attractions.45 The e-map includes pictures of tourist attractions,
and information is in Turkish, English and Arabic, which enables
Turkish and foreign tourists and Syrian migrants to access the city’s
cultural heritage. Following the success of this project, other projects
were launched, including the New Perspective on the Adaptation and
Integration of Urban Refugees: A Social Innovation Experiment Aimed
at Building Inclusive Cities.
This social cohesion project emphasizes cultural pluralism, and aims
to enable Syrians feel and be accepted by local communities. It was
implemented simultaneously in İstanbul, İzmir and Hatay provinces. In
Hatay, the Hatay Mustafa Kemal University coordinated the project,
with the municipality as implementing partner. Financed by the

45 For a 2015 dated newspaper report regarding the Hatay E-Tourism Map project, see Hatay E Turizm
Haritası Yapılması, Projesi Hayata Geçiyor. Hatay Vatan, July 25, 2015, https://www.hatayvatan.com/
hatayeturizmharitasiyapilmasiprojesihayatageciyor.html Accessed on July 17, 2020.
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Scientific and Technological Research Council of Turkey (TÜBİTAK),
the project is a social innovation experiment that aims to build inclusive
cities.46 Project development expert Sinem Malcı Tümer shared Hatay
Metropolitan Municipality’s migration response success story with the
RESLOG team.

Hatay Gastronomy House

46 The national project titled “A New Perspective on the Adaptation and Integration of Urban Refugees: A
Social Innovation Experiment Aimed at Building Inclusive Cities” (Project code:117K826, Hatay sub-project
code: 117K829) that was launched in 2018 is supported under TÜBİTAK’s 1003 Support Program for R&D
Projects in Priority Areas and carried out in partnership with Yıldız Technical University, İzmir Democracy
University and Hatay Mustafa Kemal University. For further information on the project aka “POTA (Pot of
Acculturation)”, see https://www.pota.org/ Accessed on July 17, 2020.

35

SYRIAN MIGRATION AND MUNICIPAL EXPERIENCES IN TURKEY
MASS MIGRATION, LOCAL RESPONSES

Hatay: An Inclusive Cultural City
Sinem Malcı Tümer / Project Development Expert,
Hatay Metropolitan Municipality
Hatay City has been under great pressure since the start of the
refugee migration, and continues to host a large population
of Syrians. We are searching for a new model to facilitate the
adaptation of Syrians to urban life, social living and urban
functions. We encounter cohesion-related problems in all areas,
and our approach is based on the understanding that cohesion is
not a unilateral but a bilateral process. It involves the adaptation
of migrants to a community of which they are not yet part, and
a change in perspective, attitudes and responses on the part of
the local community towards migrants.
Given the wide range of problems faced by both migrants
and the native population in the past, mutual cohesion is the
most important focus for us. The ongoing war in Syria has
negatively affected Turkey, which faced major socio-economic
and political problems. Despite all the challenges, we strive to
maintain hope in the future and pass this hope on to our fellow
residents, whether native or migrant.
As a UNESCO City of Gastronomy,47 Hatay is also preparing
to host EXPO 2021. In this regard, we greatly value social
cohesion projects that maintain the city’s fabric and spirit, and
promote communication between diverse communities. Our
projects aim to develop a city that supports the urban life styles
of all resident communities, without any discrimination. We are
a ‘living laboratory’ in search of ways to increase inclusiveness
and social cohesion in our city.

47 For detailed information on the matter, see http://hataygastronomi.com/ Accessed on July 17, 2020.
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The TÜBİTAK-1003 Project, coordinated by Dr. Bilge
Çakır, Head of the City and Regional Planning Department
of Hatay Mustafa Kemal University, in partnership with our
municipality, aims to contribute to a national migration policy,
and provide a road map for municipalities on how to increase
urban inclusiveness and the harmonious coexistence of native
and migrant communities. We regard the Syrians in our city as
permanent rather than temporary fellow citizens, and we aim
to establish a society that includes everyone in our social life,
culture and economy, without discrimination.
The project field studies revealed the need for further efforts
to improve mutual interaction, communication and cohesion
between native and migrant urban populations. Field research
in areas with many Syrian migrants enabled us to determine
the needs of both Syrian and the native population. Hatay has
historically provided an enabling environment for coexistence,
and our research indicates that the best way to facilitate
coexistence is to create spaces that can be shared by the native
population and the Syrians. These inclusive and unifying
spaces enable mutual interaction, relationship building, and
overcoming of prejudice.
The Project did field studies in Kırıkhan, Reyhanlı and Antakya
districts, a ‘living laboratory’ was established in Antakya District,
and a social innovation experiment was undertaken with a
group of volunteer representatives of Syrian migrants and
native communities. During the experiment , the varying levels
of competence of individuals representing different sub-groups
in terms of co-production practices, urban perspectives, and
problem identification and solving capacities were observed, as
were interactions between individuals in 10 ‘living laboratory’
activities with different themes.48

48 The interactive web portal of the “POT-A (Pot of Acculturation)” project - formerly https://www.pot-a.
org/ - which was not yet active during the preparation process of this publication, can now be reached via the
following link: https://geohubpota.yildiz.edu.tr/
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Most of the ‘living laboratory’ activities were conducted in the
municipal Vocational Training Courses (HATMEK) building.
The workshops started with orientation and meeting exercises,
and included sessions on legal matters, migration stories, urban
history, culinary arts, entrepreneurship, urban perceptions,
design-production, and music. As a social innovation
requirement, each ‘living laboratory’ workshop included local
cooperation.
Another ‘living laboratory’ activity organized under the project
was the Culinary Workshop held in the UNESCO Hatay
Gastronomy House, the first in Turkey,49 where participants
jointly prepared Hatay’s unique Hataylı dessert in small groups,
following the recipe given by Süleyman Demirel, the Chef of
the Gastronomy House. Groups shared ingredients that they
could not find, or needed more of. After preparing rose water,
a main ingredient of the dish, everyone had the chance to taste
the Haytalı dessert that they had made.50 The Hataylı dessert
brought together Syrian and local people, and became a symbol
of solidarity.
Participants were also taken on a tour of old Antakya houses,
were informed about their architectural characteristics, and
experienced the striking feature of old mosques and churches
built right next to each another. This again highlighted how
multicultural Antakya was, having hosted many civilizations
throughout history.
These workshops showed us that the ancient city of Hatay is
still a city that embraces different races, cultures, communities,
religions and ethnicities, as it has done throughout history. We
know that coexistence is possible in these difficult times, but that
it requires tolerance rather than prejudice.

49 For detailed information on the Hatay Gastronomy House, see https://hatay.bel.tr/guncel/haberler/
unescohataygastronomievininacilisigerceklestirildi/ Accessed on July 17, 2020.
50 For a newspaper report on the activity, see https://www.hatayzafer.com.tr/pot-a-gastronomi-evinde/
Accessed on July 17, 2020.
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MERSIN METROPOLITAN MUNICIPALITY:
A MULTICULTURAL CITY
Mersin’s Migration History
Mersin, formerly named İçel, is a Mediterranean city in Southern
Turkey, which has been home to numerous civilizations since the
13th Century B.C. Despite its rich history, Mersin resembled a small
fishing town with only a few households in the 1830s. Subsequently,
the city witnessed several migrations parallel to political and economic
developments over different periods of time, and hosted migrants from
diverse backgrounds.
Ibrahim Pasha, the son of Mehmed Ali Pasha, who controlled in the
region as Governor of Egypt, ruled it as an independent province
for eight years in the 1830s. During the same period, Arab farmers
or fellahs were brought to the region from Syria, Lebanon and Egypt
as agricultural workers. In this period, Arabs working in the port of
Latakia migrated from Syria to Mersin to work on the construction of
13 piers for berthing ships.
An important event that shaped the future of Mersin was the Tanzimat
Edict, which granted commercial privileges to non-Muslim minorities
living in the Ottoman Region. Greeks, Maronite Arab Christians,
Orthodox Arabs, Latin Catholics and Jews started to arrive in Mersin
to exploit the region’s commercial potential. In exchange for support
provided to the Ottoman State by the Italian Piedmont State during
the Crimean War of 1854, the sultan of the period granted Italian
Levantines the privilege to engage in trade in the region, which opened
the door for them to come to the region.51
The cedar wood used in the construction of the Suez Canal in 1859
was cut from forests near the Taurus Mountains, and shipped from
the port of Mersin. This undertaking required a very large workforce,

51 For detailed information on Mersin’s history, see https://mersin.ktb.gov.tr/TR73152/tarihce.html Accessed
on July 16, 2020.
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and thousands of people, mainly from the mountain villages in nearby
provinces and districts such as Tarsus, Adana and Silifke were employed.
During these years, the mountain villagers gradually relocated to coastal
land. In the 1860s, many Maronite families were forced to migrate to
Mersin due to conflicts in Lebanon, and in 1889, 70 families from Crete
settled in today’s İhsaniye Neighborhood.52
In 1861, the year the American Civil War began, the cotton trade in
Europe was dominated by the English. As America’s cotton-growing
capacity shrank due to the civil war, attempts were made to find
alternative land for growing cotton in various parts of the world. Owing
to its ideal soil and climate conditions, Çukurova quickly became a
cotton growing center. Mersin, the regions only city with a pier, was
now used for processing and shipping the cotton, as well as cereals
needed during the Crimean War.
Over the years, migrants to Mersin included Nusayri Arab farmers from
Syria, Maronites from Lebanon, Orthodox Arabs, Sunni Arabs from
Latakia, and Italian Levantines. In addition, due to the commercial
privileges granted to non-Muslims, English and French bankers, and
due to the population exchange act, Cypriot and Cretan Turks, plus
large numbers of people from Central Anatolia, Tarsus and the Taurus
Mountains settled in Mersin, and made it a multicultural city.53
The Lausanne Peace Treaty Convention Concerning the Exchange of
Greek and Turkish Populations signed in 1923 was another milestone
that shaped the migration map of Mersin. During and after the
exchange, Mersin welcomed migrants from the islands of Crete and
Rhodes. People affected by the Erzincan Earthquake of 1939 also
migrated to Mersin. Since the early 1990s, a large number of people,
particularly from South Eastern Anatolia, have settled in Mersin

52 For detailed information on urban planning, migration and the multicultural demographic structure in
Mersin before and after the construction of the Suez Canal, see Ünlü, T.S., 2009. http://apbs.mersin.edu.tr/
files/tselvi/ Publications_003.pdf Accessed on July 20, 2020.
53 The concept of multiculturalism has long been embraced by the city’s residents and the Mersin
Metropolitan Municipality, and was the preferred focus for our project stakeholders. The concept of
multiculturalism as used here indicates a rich ethno-cultural heritage that survived for hundreds of years, rather
than a governance policy. For detailed information on Mersin’s multicultural heritage, see Keyder, et.al., 1994.
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through internal migration.54 As a growing and developing city, Mersin
continues to receive migrants due to political and economic causes,
which contributes to the rich mosaic of cultures in the city.
According to Turkish Statistical Institute 2019 data, Mersin’s population
is 1,840,425, which makes it the 10th largest city in Turkey. Mersin
is Turkey’s second biggest port in terms of container volume, and the
country’s main maritime gateway to the eastern regions. Due to its
well-developed logistics infrastructure, companies in Eastern Anatolia,
Western Mediterranean and Central Anatolia use the port of Mersin for
their import and export operations, which contributes to the population
density in the region.55
Mersin’s Free Zone is Turkey’s second largest, with 433 companies.
Mersin also has significant tourism relationships with the surrounding
regions, being located on the tourism development corridor, and as a
center of attraction for areas in its vicinity. Mersin also has extensive
economic ties with Marmara, Central and South Eastern Anatolia,
and the Eastern Mediterranean Region, as a major transportation hub
and a crossing point for several socio-economic associations. Large
scale infrastructure investments in transportation, logistics and energy
planned at national level should make the region an even greater center
of attraction, particularly for nearby regions.

Syrian Migrants in Mersin
Between 2013 and 2014, when the internal conflict in Syria grew more
violent and the humanitarian crisis deepened, Mersin hosted migrants
coming from various parts of Syria. In July 2020, there were 213,846
Syrians under temporary protection in Mersin. The distribution of
Syrians in Mersin’s four central districts is: Akdeniz 70,082, Mezitli
25,243, Toroslar 26,447 and Yenişehir 17,092.

54 For detailed information about the internal migrations to Mersin that emerged in the 1990s, see Kaya,
2009.
55 For detailed information on Mersin Free Zone, see https://www.mesbas.com.tr/MersinSerbestBolgesi,60.
html# Accessed on July 16, 2020.

41

SYRIAN MIGRATION AND MUNICIPAL EXPERIENCES IN TURKEY
MASS MIGRATION, LOCAL RESPONSES

Given its international port, Mersin became the destination of choice
for better-off Syrians who wished to engage in commercial activities.
Businesses established by Syrians created job opportunities for both
asylum seekers and the city’s native population. In Akdeniz District,
the old city center, Syrian tradesmen reopened shops that had been
abandoned by local businesses, and boosted the area’s commercial
activity. Compared to Syrians in the nearby provinces of Adana, Hatay,
Gaziantep and Kilis, Syrians in Mersin appear to have had a greater
impact on the city’s socio-economic life.56
The participation of the Syrians in economic life, and their ability to
achieve social cohesion through access to means of livelihood, may be
attributed in part to Mersin’s multicultural heritage, and the historical
economic success of migrants created enabling conditions for Syrian
businesses. 25% of all Syrian businesses established in Turkey are in
Mersin,57 which ranks third among Turkish provinces with the highest
number of foreign companies.
According to Ercan Akın, Advisor to the Chairman of the Mersin
Chamber of Commerce and Industry, 1524 Syrian companies are
registered with the Mersin Chamber of Commerce and Industry, and
most are in service and manufacturing sectors such as food (bakery
shops, restaurants, etc.), wooden furniture, real estate, and electronics,
cosmetics, medical and plastics industries.58
Mersin Metropolitan Municipality embraces the principle of “Everyone
is a fellow citizen of the county in which they reside”, as stipulated
in Article 13 of the Municipal Law № 5393, and strives to provide
services to everyone without discrimination. With 213,846 Syrians
under temporary protection plus seasonal agricultural workers, the
total number of migrants in the city is over 250,000. Mersin’s mostly

56 For detailed information on the increase recorded in Mersin’s exports volume through the contributions
of 56 Syrian entrepreneurs, see https://www.akib.org.tr/files/documents/2020/Dergi/Say%C4%B1%2099.
pdf Accessed on July 16, 2020.
57 For detailed information on the matter, see https://www.dunya.com/isdunyasi/
suriyelisirketlermersin039iusyaptihaberi255561 Accessed on July 18, 2020.
58 For detailed information about the distribution of the Syrian entrepreneurs in Mersin by sectors, see
TEPAV, 2019.
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Syrian migrant residents have an important place in the city’s cultural
makeup and in other respects. This is apparent also in the services that
respond to their needs, and social cohesion activities and infrastructure
investments in areas where there are many Syrians.

Reception Services Provided
to Syrian Migrants in Mersin
Migrants with diverse socio-cultural backgrounds move to cities that
are centers of attraction, with economic and social expectations. This
results in the transformation of cities and the diversification of their
social character. The province of Mersin is colored by the diverse
social, cultural and economic backgrounds of the Syrian migrants,
and they have contributed to increasing the city’s enterprises, exports
and economic wealth. However, as in other Turkish cities, this intense
migration also gave rise to social and spatial cohesion problems due to
rapid urbanization and inadequate resources.
Municipalities needed to take more initiative from the onset of the
Syrian migration in planning for cohesion, enabling migrants to learn
the language, prioritizing their schooling, and providing information
regarding their rights and available services. The municipality
established a Cohesion Desk unit in the Department of Social Services,59
which cooperates with Mersin University, local public representatives
and NGOs to determine responses to the needs of the city’s growing
Syrian population. In December 2019, a one-day symposium titled
“National Migration Symposium: Problems and Solution Proposals”
was organized.60 The municipal ‘road map’ for migration response
and social cohesion was developed based on this symposium and the
Needs Analysis of Syrians Residing in Mersin field study, conducted in
cooperation with Mersin University.

59 For detailed information on the Cohesion Desk, see https://www.mersin.bel.tr/haber/
buyuksehirdenyeniprojeuyummasasi Accessed on July 18, 2020.
60 For a newspaper report published in a local newspaper about the symposium, see http://akdenizgazetesi.
net/haber/5873/gocunyarattigisorunlarvecozumonerilerikonusuldu.html Accessed on July 18, 2020.
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As per the principle of “Everyone is a fellow citizen of the county
in which they reside”, in Article 13 of the Municipal Law № 5393,
the municipality acknowledges all refugees living in the city as fellow
citizens, and provides equal services to them all. The city acted to meet
the needs of the refugees in the city in times of natural disasters and
epidemics, when social solidarity was most needed.
For example, the flood in December 2016 mostly affected Syrian
agricultural workers living in make-shift structures and tents, and the
municipality accommodated them in indoor sports halls in Tarsus.61
7,200 servings of soup were distributed and 1,125 items of clothing
items were provided until the weather improved. The municipality
applied to the International Organization for Migration (IOM) for cash
assistance to flood victims, and they provided TL960 to the 300 mostaffected families, from both refugee and host communities.62
Mersin Metropolitan Municipality has successfully provided health care
services to Syrians since the start of the mass migration and during
the COVID-19 Pandemic. The municipality launched a campaign
to prevent the spread of the pandemic in the city, and as a result,
Mersin had the lowest number of COVID-19 cases of all Turkish
cities.63 The first step was to conduct regular health screening among
migrant seasonal agricultural workers living in tents in the Tarsus and
Akdeniz districts. The IOM provided 1,000 boxes of face masks, gloves,
disinfectant and soap to these refugees living in unhygienic conditions.
Baby-care kits were distributed to refugee and native families with 0 12
month old babies, who were most affected by the economic impact of
the pandemic. Supporting families in need, some of whom had lost their
jobs and incomes due to the pandemic, strengthened social solidarity.64

61 For a newspaper report published in the national media about the flood disaster, see https://www.milliyet.
com.tr/yerelhaberler/mersin/selfelaketindemahsurkalansuriyelitarimiscilerikurtarildi11744501 Accessed on
July 17, 2020.
62 For detailed information on healing after the flood disaster, see https://www.mersin.bel.tr/haber/
mersinbuyuksehirilebirlesmismilletlerinisbirligiselmagdurlarininyaralarinisariyor Accessed on July 17, 2020.
63 For more detailed information on the matter, see Pancar S., 2020. Mersin Kovid19’daki başarısını
tedbirlerin uygulanmasına borçlu. AA, April 10, 2020, https://www.aa.com.tr/tr/turkiye/
mersinkovid19dakibasarisinitedbirlerinuygulanmasinaborclu/1800112 Accessed on July 17, 2020.
64 For a newspaper report published in a local newspaper about the matter, see https://www.tarsusakdeniz.
com/haberbuyuksehirbelediyesimevsimliktarimiscilerinindeyaninda/45439 Accessed on July 17, 2020.

44

Mersin Metropolitan Municipality: A Multicultural City

Mersin - A Multicultural City
Mersin experienced a significant population increase due to Syrian
migrants in recent years, and thus needed to prioritize infrastructure
development. The city had about 45,000 Syrian residents in
November 2014, 153,976 in July 2017, 201,623 in March 2020, and
213,846 in July 2020. This rapid population growth over-burdened
the infrastructure and services, and the municipality initiated various
successful infrastructure projects, outlined below. Çağan Coşkuner from
Mersin Metropolitan Municipality explained their success story with
the following words.

Mersin: A Multicultural City
Çağan Coşkuner / Cohesion Desk Officer,
Mersin Metropolitan Municipality
One consequence of the city’s rapid population increase was
increased water consumption. For example, Akdeniz, Mersin’s
most densely populated central district increased to 346,000
in 2020 with the addition of over 70,000 Syrians. Measures
implemented were based on the global climate scenarios in the
Mersin Water and Sewerage Administration (MESKİ) 20202024 Strategic Plan. These included steps to preserve and
promote water resources, and technological advances to reduce
water losses.65
The population of Toroslar, the city’s second most populated
district increased to 307,000 by 2020, with more than 26,000
Syrian newcomers,66 necessitating the Toroslar District and

65 See https://www.meski.gov.tr/files_upload/belgemenu/2020202024.pdf Accessed on July 16, 2020.
66 See http://www.mersin.gov.tr/nufus Accessed on July 16, 2020.
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Homurlu-Kazanlı Neighborhoods Sewerage System Project. It
will be funded by the EU Financial Aid Program for Refugees in
Turkey, at an estimated cost of TL74,000,000.00. The project
is currently awaiting approval from İller Bank. This project will
transfer waste water to the existing Adanalıoğlu and Kazanlı
elevation centers via a 66km pipeline and pump station.
Another key infrastructure initiative is the Mezitli Drinking
Water Project. The district’s population surpassed 190,000
in 2020, with the addition of over 25,000 Syrian newcomers.
Mersin University Çiftlikköy Campus is located in this district,
and Syrians in this area are better off than those living in other
areas of Mersin. This project to conserve and promote water
resources in the area will be funded by the French Development
Agency under the FRITII Program. The estimated cost of the
586km of pipelines, 48km of distribution lines and 14 drinking
water reservoirs of varying sizes is €17 million.
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REYHANLI MUNICIPALITY:
A CHILD - FRIENDLY DISTRICT
Reyhanlı’s Migration History
Reyhanlı’s history dates back to the Paleolithic Period, B.C., and traces
of settlements from the Neolithic and Chalcolithic Periods and the
Bronze Age have been found in and near Reyhanlı. Reyhanlı and Hatay
were ruled by the Hittites, the Hurri Mitanni Principality, the Egyptians,
the Assyrians, the Romans, the Arabs, the Byzantines, the Seljuks, the
Crusaders, the Mamluks and the Ottomans in historical succession.
Turkish raids into the region intensified after the Battle of Manzikert
(Malazgirt) in 1071, and Antakya was conquered by Süleymanşah
in 1084. Hatay and Reyhanlı were conquered by different rulers
several times after Antakya was ruled by the Crusaders. Hatay and
the surrounding area became part of the Ottoman Empire after the
Battle of Marj Dabiq (Mercidabık) in 1516. As the Empire weakened
in military, political and economic terms, it sought to settle tribes in
the region in order to recruit soldiers, increase agricultural production
and strengthen its economy. During the Konya meeting in April 1690,
regional tribes including the Reyhanlı, vowed to fight alongside the
Ottomans. While Turkmen tribes were settled around Rakka, Aleppo
and Antakya; Arab tribes were forced to settle around Hama in 1720,
but subsequently departed and became nomads. In the 1830s, Hatay
region was conquered by Ibrahim Pasha, son of the Egyptian Governor
Kavalalı Mehmed Ali Pasha. Towards the end of the 19th Century,
Muslim migrants from the Caucasus and Thrace were settled in and
around Reyhanlı.67
By January 2019, Reyhanlı’s population was reportedly 98,534. The
district’s economy is mainly agricultural, and after the Amuq Lake
dried up in 1972, cotton and cereal cultivation increased, and became
the region’s main products. Cattle farming, dairy farming and sheep
and goat breeding are also practised in the district. Industrialization,

67 For detailed information on Reyhanlı’s history, see https://www.reyhanli.bel.tr/reyhanlitarihi Accessed on
June 17, 2020.
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agriculture and agriculture based industrial sectors are well developed
in the district, and include ginneries and pressing plants, and yarn, flour
and cotton wool plants.68
Border trade via the Cilvegözü border post, and the fertile land of
the Amuq Plain contribute significantly to agricultural production
and commercial activities. Reyhanlı is Turkey’s most eastern city, is
surrounded by Syria on three sides, and has a relatively low population
density.

Syrian Migrants in Reyhanlı
According to 2020 data, Reyhanlı hosts approximately 130,000 Syrians
under temporary protection, nearly 1.31 times the native population,
due to its proximity to Syria, and the Cilvegözü Border Post in Reyhanlı,
which is north of Idlib, and thus the main point of entry for migrants
from Syria. The majority of the native population also has kinship
connections and commercial ties with Syria,69 and Reyhanlı is close
to Syria.70 Reyhanlı ranks 711th among the 970 districts in Turkey in
terms of its level of socio-economic development, and thus offers poor
migrants a low cost of living.71
The findings of a study conducted by Karan, Çakır and Kurtarır
indicate that while Syrians living in Antakya and Kırıkhan districts felt
alienated, those living in Reyhanlı did not; on the contrary, they felt at
home.72 Cultural and geographic proximity, the demographic balance
and close kinship connections, coupled with affordability and economic
opportunities, are the main reasons for the sense of belonging among
Syrians in Reyhanlı.

68 For detailed information on the district’s economy and agricultural production, see http://reyhanli.gov.tr/
ilcemizdetarimsalfaaliyetler Accessed on June 17, 2020.
69 For a detailed discussion on the matter, see Karan, et. al., 2020.
70 An evaluation by Nicholas van Hear of forced migration experienced in Sri Lanka and Somalia due to
violence found a correlation between refugees’ economic and social capital and the distance they traveled, with
poor refugees mostly migrating to places closer to their homeland. For more detailed information , see van
Hear, 2004.
71 Antakya Chamber of Commerce and Industry, ATSO, 2020. Statistical Reports, Province of
Hatay, Special Incentive Demand Analysis, http://www.antakyatso.org.tr/dokumanlar/2020istatistiki/
HATAY%20%c4%b0L%c4%b0%20%c3%96ZEL%20TE%c5%9eV%c4%b0K%20TALEP%20
ANAL%c4%b0Z%c4%b0%20%202020.pdf Accessed on July 16, 2020.
72 Karan, 2020, p 85.
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Reception Services Provided
to Syrian Migrants in Reyhanlı
To address the increased demand for housing due to the Syrian mass
migration since 2011, the municipality revised and updated the city
plans. Additional staff were employed, funded through the İşKur Work
Programs for Public Benefit (TYÇP), and services were provided to all
dwelling units, including newly established ones.
The municipality also obtained loans from the İller Bank and other
banks. Technical capacity was increased via service procurement, and
the municipality purchased additional trash containers, waste collection
and street cleaning vehicles, fire and water trucks, ambulances, etc.,
with grant funding from the Union of Municipalities of Turkey, the
Union of Municipalities of Çukurova and the Governorship of Hatay.
The cooperation, skills and performance exhibited to achieve this were
quite impressive for a district municipality.
Reyhanlı Municipality mobilized all its facilities to ensure children’s
health and happiness. In 2011, there were 10 playgrounds in Reyhanlı,
which the municipality increased to 13 in 2013, 17 in 2017, and 43
in 2020, with a total area of 97,000m², and three more are under
construction. The municipality planted trees to create green areas
covering 75,000m². The municipality also developed projects children
such as73 the Trail of Love, the Welcome Baby, and the Legendary
Characters Games projects, and organized activities including kiteflying and picnics. Reyhanlı Municipality indeed deserves to be called a
child-friendly municipality.
Two projects providing services for children, both involved successful
international and national cooperation. The RAF-IHH Children’s
Living Center74 in Reyhanlı, 3km from the Syrian border, opened
in May 2017, with support from the Ministry of Family, Labor and
Social Services, the Foundation for Human Rights and Freedoms, IHH
Humanitarian Relief Foundation, and the Qatari RAF Foundation.

73 For some of these projects, see https://www.reyhanli.bel.tr/projelerimiz Accessed on July 16, 2020.
74 For detailed information on the RAF-IHH Children’s Living Center, see https://www.ihh.org.tr/
rafihhcocukyasammerkezi Accessed on July 18, 2020.
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The Center accommodates 990 Syrian child war victims in 55 houses
of 350m² (35 for boys and 20 for girls) built on a 100,000m² plot. Each
house accommodates 18 children, with living, dining, study and playing
areas on the ground floor, and bedrooms and bathrooms upstairs. It
has two primary and two middle schools on a 3,000m² plot, carpet
football, basketball and volleyball fields, a 300-child capacity meeting
and theater hall, a 670m² therapy center, a 70m² clinic, 16 guest house
apartments, a 525m² mosque, a central kitchen and laundry facility,
plus a 30,000m² olive orchard and a 2,500m² playground.
Another children’s project is the Reyhanlı Vocational Training and
Community Center for World Citizens, started in 2019. This Center,
jointly funded by the Taiwan Government’s Taipei Economic and
Cultural Mission and Reyhanlı Municipality, is on a 7,000m² plot
belonging to the municipality, and consists of 53 prefabricated multipurpose classrooms and training units. The estimated construction cost
is TL2.5 million, and it should be completed by December 2020.75 The
objective is to provide a facility where local and Syrian children receive
vocational education and training together.

Reyhanlı - A Child - Friendly District
Hereunder, Necip Porsnok, the Director of Strategy Development
in Reyhanlı Municipality, shares Reyhanlı’s child-friendly success
story through the eyes of Rahaf, a Syrian migrant child who came to
Reyhanlı in 2014 at the age of 9. According to Rahaf, there are no
tensions between the local and Syrian communities in Reyhanlı, thanks
to the efforts and services of the municipality to assist Syrian asylum
seekers and war victims.

75 For a newspaper report published in the local media about Reyhanlı Vocational Training and
Social Center, see http://www.iskenderunses.net/haber/reyhanliyatoplumveegitimmerkezi9800.
html Accessed on July 18, 2020. Also see https://www.reyhanli.bel.tr/guncel/guncelhaberler/
dunyavatandaslaritoplumveegitimmerkeziprojesinintemelatmatoreni Accessed on July 18, 2020.
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Reyhanlı Vocational Training and Social Center

Reyhanlı Children’s Living Center
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Rahaf ’s Story in Reyhanlı a Child - Friendly District
Shared by Necip Porsnok / Director of Strategy Development,
Reyhanlı Municipality
“My name is Rahaf, and I came to Reyhanlı, the district of
hope, in 2014. I had heard of Reyhanlı in 2011 when the war
broke out in Syria and people didn’t know what to do or where
to go. It was surrounded by Syria on three sides.
They say that Reyhanlı took its name from the basil flower,
which has small, aromatic leaves. It is not as striking as a rose,
but it is simple and special. It doesn’t shout “I am here”, yet it
is special. When you touch its leaves, it offers you an incredible
scent that you have never smelled before. It does not go out of
its way to present itself like the honeysuckle, the lilac or the
chrysanthemum, but it knows that one who deserves it will
eventually find it. That is how special, how beautiful the basil
flower is. Reyhanlı too, is humble but special.
Reyhanlı gave us hope in our darkest times. We planned to
depart early in the morning. My dad went out to make the final
arrangements, but he never came back. We later heard that he
was struck by a bomb. I was a young child then, 9 years old, and
I needed my dad very much. We were two brothers. I held my
brother in my arms and I cried and cried. My mom said “We
won’t have another chance”, and she took me and my brother
and the three of us left for Reyhanlı.
I was a child and I had lost my dad, whom I loved deeply. We
were thinking about all that happened and walking towards
hope, when we heard a violent blast. My brother was crying
and holding on to me tightly in fear. I looked at my mom who
was lying on the ground. I tried to get her up, but she wouldn’t
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move. I tried to wake her up, but she couldn’t. I heard from the
crowd that surrounded us that she was dead. Her heart could
not bear all this anymore. Now, my mom was gone too.
The group of people who surrounded us brought me and
my brother to Reyhanlı. Think about two small children who
had lost their parents and who had witnessed war - we were
frightened, we were scared. First, soldiers welcomed us when we
got closer to Reyhanlı. They were so warm, so understanding.
They immediately took us to the camp. We were dressed and
fed by the municipality and aid organizations. We did not stay
there long. They brought all orphan children, including us, to
an orphanage built on a plot that the municipality owned. They
treated us with generosity and took care of us. I and my brother
were happy there.
I grew up and reached high school age. I went to the same
school with the Turkish students. The teachers did their best
and worked hard to make sure that we were able to understand
the lessons. I was still staying at the orphanage with my brother.
One day, I came to the orphanage from school and saw a
different kind of happiness in everyone’s faces. They quickly
gave me the good news: A big orphanage was being built in
Reyhanlı by the IHH Humanitarian Relief Foundation and the
Qatari RAF Foundation. We would soon be able to move there!
It had big, beautiful playgrounds, new buildings, new rooms,
new beds, and it was called the Children’s Living Center, not
an orphanage. As thoughtful as always, Reyhanlı gave our new
home a name that would not remind us that we were orphans:
The Children’s Living Center.
We soon moved to our new home. It was so beautiful. They had
built villas for us to live in. There was a big meeting hall. Our
new home had two primary schools, two middle schools, and
carpet football and basketball fields. Just like in our old village,
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there was a large olive grove. Everyone was so happy because
they had thought of everything for us here. They gathered all of
us in that huge hall and talked to us. That’s when I learned that
our home was the biggest orphanage in the world. Once again,
I was proud of Reyhanlı. We were happy. What more could we
ask for when we had a home like this and we were able to go to
school? What more could we possibly ask for?
Reyhanlı meant hope for us. It meant family, it meant home.
With so many children’s playgrounds, Reyhanlı is a celebration
for us children. Reyhanlı works hard to make sure that we don’t
miss our homeland. I will work hard with the hope you give
me, and I will be your hope in the future Reyhanlı, with my
achievements and my determination. I am so glad I have you
Reyhanlı... You embraced us in the past, and still continue to
do so...”
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ŞANLIURFA METROPOLITAN MUNICIPALITY:
MUNICIPAL PRACTICES FOR
VULNERABLE GROUPS
Şanlıurfa’s Migration History
Known as the city of prophets, Şanlıurfa’s history dates back 12,000
years to 10 000 B.C. The city’s rich historical heritage is evident from
the ruins of the ancient temple discovered in Göbeklitepe.76 Şanlıurfa’s
Harran University is believed to be the first university ever built in
the world. In early times, the city was ruled by the Sumerians and
the Babylonians. It then became a part of the Hittite Empire that
established the first political alliance with Anatolia. After the Hittites,
the city was conquered by the Assyrians, and then by the Babylonians,
the Medes and the Persians. After the Macedonian king Alexander the
Great defeated the Iranian Persian State in the 4th Century B.C., the
city became part of the Macedonian Empire.
Then Hurri Mitanni Kingdom of the Hurrians was founded here.
In the 1st Century A.D., the region was conquered by the Romans,
and then the Sasanians, followed by the Byzantines, the Aramaeans,
the Samians and the Abbacies, and in 1086, by the Seljuk Turks. The
city was invaded by Europeans during the Crusades, and a crusader
state was established in the region. From the 13th Century, the city
was ruled by the Ilkhanids, then the Mongols and Egypt Mamluks, the
Akkoyunlus and the Karakoyunlus. In 1516, Şanlıurfa became part of
the Ottoman Empire. After the declaration of the Tanzimat Edict in
1839, Şanlıurfa was made the center of one of the five sub-provinces
(sancak) of the Province of Aleppo.77

76 For detailed information on Göbeklitepe, see https://muze.gov.tr/
muzedetay?SectionId=SGT01&DistId=SGT Accessed on July 18, 2020.
77 For detailed information on Şanlıurfa’s history, see https://www.sanliurfa.bel.tr/icerik/1/1/sanliurfatarihi
Accessed on July 16, 2020.
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Şanlıurfa’s mainly agricultural economy was boosted by the Southeast
Anatolia Project (GAP), and the city also has a developed service sector,
and offers a comprehensive cultural tourism experience. Its multicultural
heritage and historical spirituality, influenced by diverse beliefs over
centuries, and its rich gastronomic tradition and architectural legacy
are features that make Şanlıurfa unique.78
The city of Şanlıurfa, where communities of diverse cultures and
religion migrated and lived throughout history, was one of the first
cities that the Syrian mass migration reached in 2011. It soon became a
destination for migrants, due to its Turkish citizens of Arab origin, who
have kinship and tribal connections with Syrians living in and around
Aleppo.
According to the Turkish Statistical Institute (TÜİK), Şanlıurfa had a
population of 2,073,614 in 2019. 55% of the city’s population lives in
urban areas and 45% in rural areas. The province is 19.451 km², and
the city has a population density of 97 people per km². Şanlıurfa has
13 districts and 1160 villages and small towns, which are served by 14
municipalities.
The city’s economy is mainly based on agriculture, energy, tourism
and livestock farming. Fishing in Atatürk Dam has also contributed
to Şanlıurfa’s economy in recent years. The textile and food sectors
account for 71% of the manufacturing and industrial sector, and all
other sectors combined, only 29%. The composition of this dominant
sector is 38% textiles, 33% food, 10% chemicals, 9% metal items and
machinery, 8% ceramics, glass and stone products, and 1.5% wood,
paper and cork products. Textiles and food production are clearly the
mainstays of the local economy.79

78 For detailed information on the city’s rich culture and history, see http://www.sanliurfa.gov.tr/sehrimiz
Accessed on July 16, 2020.
79 See https://www.sanliurfa.bel.tr/kategori/2/0/sanliurfa Accessed on July 18, 2020.
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Syrian Migrants in Şanlıurfa
According to the Directorate General of Migration Management
(DGMM), there were 420,725 Syrians under temporary protection in
Şanlıurfa in July 2020.80 Şanlıurfa ranks fourth after İstanbul, Gaziantep
and Hatay among Turkish cities hosting the largest populations of
Syrians, and third after Kilis and Hatay among Turkish cities with the
highest ratio of Syrians to the local population. Historically located
on the border of the Ottoman Empire’s Aleppo Province, the city has
kinship connections with people coming from Syrian cities such as
Aleppo, Deir ez-Zor, Rakka, Rasulayn and Kobani, and its multicultural
character offers a familiar atmosphere for the Syrians.81
Syrian migrants prefer to migrate to Şanlıurfa mainly due to cultural
similarities and social ties. The distribution of migrants in the province
is uneven, and the districts of Eyyübiye, Haliliye, Siverek, Viranşehir
and Karaköprü host large populations of Syrians compared to other
districts.82 Syrians are able to freely maintain their identity in Şanlıurfa,
and there are many Syrian businesses on Şehit Nusret Street and Atatürk
Boulevard, Sarayönü and Divanyolu Streets, and Haşimiye Square.83
Syrians value kinship and tribal ties, and were able to rebuild their social
networks in Şanlıurfa. Ibn Khaldun, a 13th Century scholar, asserted
that in times of war, when social cohesion and solidarity are broken,
and chaos and irregularity prevail (when Asabiyyah is disturbed),
Muslim communities tend to withdraw and become introverted to
protect themselves, and emphasize traditional values such as integrity,
honor, religion and identity.84 This is still true today, and Syrian Muslim
migrant communities tend to form parallel communities to protect
themselves and their families, as in the central Neighborhood of Hayati
Harrani.

80 DGMM data: https://www.goc.gov.tr/gecicikoruma5638 Accessed on July 18, 2020.
81 Kaya, 2017.
82 Karademir and Doğan, 2019.
83 Ibid.
84 For a detailed discussion on the concept of “asabiyyah”, see Khaldun, 1969 and also see Kaya, 2012
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This tendency may also be due to their poverty, declining tolerance
in the host community due to their prolonged stay in Şanlıurfa, and
difficulties in finding employment, and in accessing education, political
processes and other opportunities on an equal basis.85 Nevertheless,
Syrian migrants, who are struggling to cope with the trauma of the civil
war while having to deal with the above challenges, generally appear to
be getting along well with the native population, with the exception of
a few individual incidents, which they try to resolve before these escalate
into bigger problems.

Reception Services Provided
to Syrian Migrants in Şanlıurfa
The Migration Affairs Section of Şanlıurfa municipality established
the Migrant Information and Coordination Center in cooperation
with the IOM (International Organization for Migration), to help
migrants deal with the effects of war and displacement. The Center
facilitates adaptation to Turkish society through activities that promote
social cohesion, language courses, vocational training, job and legal
counseling, education and health services, psychosocial support, and
social services.
The 750m² Center, established in 2017, enabled refugees to benefit
from services provided by NGOs and the municipality. It has offices,
private counseling and meeting rooms and a reception lounge on three
floors, and is an example of successful cooperation between public
and private organizations.86 The Center staff promote social cohesion
cooperation between the local and migrant communities by organizing
educational activities in 13 municipal Support Centers for Women, 3
Youth Centers, a Conservatoire and the Coordination Center for the
Disabled.
Since the start of the migration, the municipality has provided a
wide range of services to the Syrians, including training courses on
the arts, legal matters (the “I Know My Rights” program), health,

85 Kaya, 2016
86 For detailed information on the Center, see http://sanliurfa.bel.tr/icerik/7781/21/
gockoordinasyonveisbirligitoplantisiyapildi Accessed on July 18, 2020.
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employment and domestic violence, and tours for women and youth.
The Conservatoire has 60 Syrian children enrolled in its music course,
and a choir of both Syrian and local children, to enhance intercultural
cohesion.87
Given the large number of disabled Syrian war victims, Şanlıurfa
Metropolitan Municipality has prioritized services for the disabled, from
which many benefit via the Coordination Center for the Disabled.88
Migrant Information and Coordination Center of the municipality
coordinates and provides migrant reception services.89

Municipal Practices for Vulnerable Groups in Şanlıurfa
The municipality cooperates with international and national
organizations including the International Organization for Migration,
the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR),
the Support to Life Association, the IHH Humanitarian Relief
Foundation, and the International Blue Crescent to address the needs
of the migrants. Together with these partners, the municipality serves
a Syrian population of over 420,000, with a focus on providing services
for vulnerable migrants.
Yasemin Baysan, a municipal
project expert, shares the story
of the efforts of Şanlıurfa
Metropolitan municipality below,
which shows that for us, migration
is not merely about the numbers,
but real people and their life
stories.
A Boat trip in Şanlıurfa

87 For more information on the Syrian Children’s Choir established by the Şanlıurfa
Metropolitan Municipality to facilitate recovery of children from the impacts of
war through music and other fine arts, see https://gaziantep.bel.tr/tr/etkinlikler/
uluslararasigocmenlergunukutlamalarindabuyuksehirbelediyesisuriyelicocuklarkorosusahnealdi Accessed on
July 19, 2020.
88 For detailed information on the Coordination Center for the Disabled, see https://www.sanliurfa.bel.tr/
icerik/5568/41/engellilerkoordinasyonveyasammerkezi Accessed on July 19, 2020.
89 For a newspaper report published in the national media about an activity implemented
by the Migrant Information and Coordination Center, see https://www.haberturk.com/
sanliurfahaberleri/67588615gockoordinasyonveisbirligitoplantisiyapildi Accessed on July 19, 2020.
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Şanlıurfa: Municipal Practices
for Vulnerable Groups
Yasemin Baysan / Project Expert,
Şanlıurfa Metropolitan Municipality
From the start of the mass migration, a number of municipal
units were established to provide services for the migrants on
psychological, legal, health and social matters. Our activities and
training programs have contributed significantly to harmony
and social cohesion between migrants and locals communities.
The native population, despite previously being reluctant to
welcome the Syrians, learned through shared activities to
understand their culture and language, and to embrace them
with empathy.
Our Migrant Information and Coordination Center has helped
many war stricken women, children and disabled migrants living
under very difficult conditions to heal the wounds of war. The
Center facilitated their well-being through job and vocational
training programs, social activities, and psychological and legal
counseling services.
As a result of the success and positive contribution of the
Migrant Information and Coordination Center, we decided to
open a Community Center to continue this work in another
neighborhood with many Syrians. This new project, supported
by United Nations International Organization for Migration
(IOM), will establish a Migrant Community Center adjacent
to the Süleymaniye Support Center for Women to provide
harmonization services for migrants and refugees, and
encourage social cohesion with the host community.
One day, a women in her 40s came to one of the training
centers to apply for social assistance. Her pain and struggle
were evident in her face. Our co workers noted her information
and promised to contact her. After she left, they all agreed social
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assistance alone could not possibly solve her problems. The fear,
panic and pain in her face had to have another cause.
When the workers visited her house, they discovered that
she was being abused by her husband, and was living under
extremely difficult conditions. She had a 19 year old son, who
had fled to İstanbul to escape his father’s abuse. When asked,
she said that she too was very hurt, but that she did not know
what to do. They told her about the Center’s legal counseling
services and the right of protection of all women in Turkey. She
was assured that she need not fear, and that any and all support
would be provided.
After three weeks, we learned that she had been stabbed by her
husband. She then came to the Center to seek help to escape
her situation. She was placed in a women’s safe house, and was
counseled by the Center’s legal experts. Six months later, she
completely cut ties with her husband and went to İstanbul to
her son. When we contacted her, we learned that she found
a job, met someone in İstanbul whom she had married, and
turned her life around completely. This story affected us deeply,
and we were proud to have helped to steer her life in a much
better direction.
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ZEYTİNBURNU MUNICIPALITY:
A PARTICIPATORY APPROACH
FOR EMPOWERING WOMEN
Zeytinburnu’s Migration History
Zeytinburnu has been shaped by migration, given its location on a key
trading route just outside the ancient walls surrounding İstanbul. The
district’s gates have always been open to migrants throughout its history.
After the conquest of İstanbul, Zeytinburnu became a production center
fueled by heavy industry, particularly during the late Ottoman period
and the early years of the Turkish Republic. The ample employment
opportunities it offered made Zeytinburnu a very attractive place for
migrants coming from Bulgaria, Greece, Macedonia, Afghanistan and
East Turkestan.
Zeytinburnu hosts two main migrant groups of Turkish origin, the
Uighur and Kazak communities that moved to Turkey after 1950
from East Turkestan (Xingjiang Autonomous Region of the People’s
Republic of China), and the Uzbeks, Turkmen, Kazaks and others
who migrated from Afghanistan after 1980. These groups are settled
migrants, admitted to Turkey through official channels during different
political administrations.90
Possibly on account of its rich migration history and multicultural
demography, the first comprehensive international migration symposium
in Turkey for municipalities was hosted by Zeytinburnu Municipality
in 2005.91 This symposium addressed all aspects of migration, and
emphasized the value that migrants add to city and country, while
underlining that Turkey is a country of migrants. This was followed by
the Women and Migration International Symposium in 2007, which
addressed the problems encountered particularly by women refugees.

90 For details about Zeytinburnu’s ethno-cultural and demographic structure, see Çakırer, 2012.
91 For detailed information about the International Migration Symposium organized by the Zeytinburnu
Municipality on December 8-11, 2005, see https://www.zeytinburnu.bel.tr/Document/FileManager/goc_
sempozyum_brosur.pdf Accessed on July 18, 2020.
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The outcomes of these symposiums served as guidelines for Zeytinburnu
Municipality in managing migration, and the need to establish a
dedicated municipal unit to serve migrants and refugees became clear.
At that stage, irregular migrants from Afghanistan were the main focus
for the district. The Women and Migration Symposium helped the
municipality to implement a successful project that earned it recognition
as a woman-friendly municipality.
The Centre for the Support of Families, Women and the Disabled
(AKDEM)92 gave the municipality the capacity to resolve migration
problems and facilitate coexistence, and its Urban Cohesion Unit
focused on projects to ensure that women and children could participate
in the city.93

Syrian Migrants in Zeytinburnu
A common theory in migration related work is the Network or Social
Networks Theory, which holds that migrants follow social, cultural,
religious and economic networks between their homeland and their
place of destination. While the points of entry to, and initial destinations
in Turkey for most Syrians are border cities such as Şanlıurfa, Hatay,
Gaziantep and Kilis, many have subsequently migrated to other cities
including Adana, Mersin, Bursa and İzmir.94 Most Syrians coming to
İstanbul indicate that they did so based on existing family and kinship
connections in certain neighborhoods of İstanbul. These neighborhoods
are also preferred due to the job opportunities they offer, often facilitated
by these social networks.95
According to DGMM data, there are 502,674 Syrians under temporary
protection in İstanbul, of which approximately 22,300 reside in
Zeytinburnu. The district also hosts 21,600 foreigners with residence
permits, and the number of unregistered foreigners is estimated at

92 For detailed information on Zeytinburnu AKDEM, see https://akdem.org.tr/tr/ Accessed on July 18, 2020.
93 For detailed information on AKDEM Urban Cohesion Unit, see https://akdem.org.tr/tr/uyumbirimi/
Accessed on July 18, 2020.
94 Kaya and Kıraç, 2016.
95 Ibid.
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about 30,000, as actual data is lacking.96 However, research shows that
Zeytinburnu Municipality sets an example with the services it provides
for migrants.97

Reception Services Provided
to Syrian Migrants in Zeytinburnu
After the initial Syrian mass migration in 2011, migration to İstanbul
gained momentum, and the metro and district municipalities had to
focus on responding to mass migration. Zeytinburnu Municipality
prioritized Turkish language courses for the Syrians, and children in
particular attended, with follow-up courses to familiarize them with
Turkey’s history and cultural background. AKDEM’s Urban Cohesion
Unit developed an educational module called Cohesion School, covering
important topics pertaining to daily life. Children who successfully
completed the language course were enrolled in the Cohesion School to
strengthen their language skills.

A Participatory Approach
for Empowering Women in Zeytinburnu
Zeytinburnu Municipality decided to focus on its work with migrant
women, via AKDEM. Bihter Dazkır Erdendoğdu, the General
Coordinator of AKDEM, shared how they empower migrant women
and ensure their active participation in social life. She describes how
women were enabled to participate in production processes and
social life through the Snow Finch Project. This success story is also
significant in that it revives the district’s historical relationship with the
textile sector, and shows how women can improve their lives and social
integration through voluntary participation in production, supported
by international and national organizations.

96 Gültaşlı, 2019, p. 23.
97 For a detailed discussion on Zeytinburnu Municipality’s services for migrants, see Biehl, 2012 and ÇakırerÖzservet, 2015.
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Zeytinburnu: A Participatory Approach
for Empowering Women
Bihter Dazkır Erdendoğdu / General Coordinator
of AKDEM, Zeytinburnu Municipality
By 2015, the migrant population in our district was growing
rapidly, and AKDEM’s Urban Cohesion Unit was providing
services to many women with diverse ethnic backgrounds. These
women all had similar stories of the struggle to become rooted
in their new place of settlement away from their homeland,
irrespective of their social status and previous positions. Some
were university graduates, some had only completed elementary
school, while others had never been to school. Most had married
at an early age.
All of them regularly attended AKDEM’s Turkish language
courses and managed to remain closely involved in their
children’s education, despite all of the difficulties in their lives.
This helped to reduce their social deprivation, at least to some
extent. One day, a Syrian migrant woman voiced her feelings,
saying: “This place is now like my home”. We were touched
by her sincerity. Although her sense of belonging had been
destroyed, it had now been restored, as an essential human
emotion. Nurturing the common ground of belonging is of
great importance in meeting people’s spiritual needs.
It was a difficult experience for us to observe their severe
struggles, and like them, at times we felt helpless, but we also
learned something new together every day. We all believed that
we would eventually succeed in living together in peace, as parts
of a rich cultural mosaic. We believed in the power of women,
and we did all we could to pave the way for them to learn more
and become stronger.
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In November 2015, we established the Migrant Women’s
Club, to bring women together to listen to each other’s stories,
to help them feel that they are not alone or helpless. We also
helped them to develop practical life skills related to child care
and education, women’s health, hygiene and nutrition. We
then added craft activities, for which we needed materials and
trainers, which we found via the Public Education Centers, free
of charge.
All we lacked was the materials, but one day, a lady visiting our
Center told us that she had a large amount of jewelry-making
materials which she was not going to use, which she wanted to
donate to the Center. We were overjoyed, and our first craft
became clear - Jewelry Design! Subsequent activities included
felt handbag, scented stone and cross stitch workshops.
The women loved our craft activities, and counted the hours
until workshops began. A key benefit was that they could bring
their children, who we divided into age groups and trained
while their mothers were busy. AKDEM became a safe place
for them all. Working in two groups of 12, the women created
numerous works of art during the course of training.
We didn’t know where to put everything they produced. Options
included giving these products as gifts, holding an exhibition,
or offering them for sale. Everyone was keen to sell them, but
the question was how and where. We thought of Olivium, our
neighborhood shopping center, and met with the management,
who welcomed us warmly, and agreed to us setting up an
exhibition stand throughout March 2017, without having to
pay a cent.
We built our exhibition stand with furniture from an abandoned
shop - another sign of how luck was on our side during the
process. We arranged the products for display, and who would
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work at the stand when, although with difficulty, as the shopping
center operated from 10.00am to 10.00pm, while the Centre
operated from 8.30am to 5.00pm. Fortunately, AKDEM staff
had wide experience in social work, and raised an army of
volunteers to support us.
Mr. Murat Aydın, the mayor at the time, visited our exhibition
on the first day and encouraged us with his complimentary
words. He also asked how we came by the name Snow Finch,
which everyone liked, saying. “What a beautiful name you
have chosen!”. The positive feedback, and excitement and
enthusiasm of our new initiative encouraged us, and we made
quite a few of sales on our first day!
However, as the days passed, our enthusiasm was replaced by
concern as purchases declined. We sold only one purse on some
days, and none at all on others. We felt a deep obligation to keep
our promise to the women that we would sell their products and
reward them for their hard work, but how could we do so?
March 30th came quickly, and I will never forget how concerned
I was on that day. I could not help but think “We made a
mistake, we forgot to think about something somewhere, but
what?”, although I never gave up hope. I then noticed that
our purses lacked sales appeal. People did not buy our purses
because they liked or needed them, but to help us. Even if they
did buy a purse, they would probably never use it. Looking at
the purses that we created, I genuinely wished I could see more
professional products on our stand. It was time to ‘up our game’.
We decided to make purses that everyone would love and be
happy to use - small, big, beautiful but practical purses and bags!
We shared our predicament and dream with United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugees, and they decided to support
our project.
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Finally, we had the resource we needed, and we planned a wellequipped workshop and set out to learn all we could about
textile design and manufacturing processes. Each door we
knocked on provided us with some new insight regarding fabric
types, machinery, and production processes. We stepped into
the whole new world of the textile sector, about which we knew
nothing, despite having lived many years in Zeytinburnu, the
center of the textile industry. I would never have thought that
one day I would be so involved in the textile business.
After acquiring nine industrial sewing machines and other
required equipment, we set up our textile workshop within a
year. We received training from a lecturer specializing in the
field, on topics such as business planning, production and sales.
We determined our designs, fabrics, our brand and our product
range. During this year we learned the fine details of our new
field and took our first steps toward professionalism.
Finally, it was time for the women’s workshop training programs,
and we selected participants who had successfully completed
the Turkish language course and Migrant Women’s Club
training courses. We then started to train them in groups of 12
to sew purses and bags, while doing an apprenticeship to gain
experience under favorable conditions, during suitable hours.
We started to sell our purses to institutions that supported us,
until we had to temporarily close the workshop due to the
Covid-19 outbreak. Confucius said: “Either find a way, or open
a path, or get out of the way”. We had no intention of getting
out of the way. We felt stronger with the support that mayor
Ömer Arısoy gave the “Snow Finch” at every step we planned
and took. We then started to make face masks in our workshop,
as the most needed product during the pandemic. These days
will eventually come to an end, and we are already planning
for the beautiful days ahead of us. We will continue to develop
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ourselves to ensure the sustainability of the Snow Finch Project,
and to create a business that will support more women.98
We chose the name Snow Finch because it is a migrant bird.
This small, homeless bird, hardly noticeable when not flying,
attracts attention and fascinates everyone with its contrasting
colors when it flies.
It is possible to build a sustainable life together, woman to
woman, human being to human being. If success is the point,
it will surely be possible for women to achieve it, who are
determined to make a new life for themselves and their families,
despite everything. Women, who attain a fascinating power
when given the opportunity to fly ... just like the Snow Finch!

98 For a March 20, 2017 dated YouTube video providing extensive information about the exhibition, where
the products manufactured under the Snow Finch Projects were displayed, see https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=7SGYiN8fm0g Accessed on July 19, 2020.
For detailed information provided on Zeytinburnu Municipality’s website about the project, see http://www.
zeytinburnu.istanbul/Haberler/GocmenKadinlarinUrunleriKarSercesiyleMarkalasti Accessed on July 19,
2020.
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CONCLUSION
Municipalities assumed a very important role in managing the mass
migration of Syrians that began in April 2011 and continues until today,
making Turkey the country hosting the largest population of migrants
in the world. As municipalities undertook an ever more effective role in
addressing problems in line with the 2016 United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), the concept of local focus started to
emerge in migration studies literature. At the same time, the role played
by municipalities in Turkey in migration management gained further
prominence following the EU-Turkey Refugee Statement in March
2016.
Provinces and municipalities on the Syrian border, including Gaziantep,
Hatay and Şanlıurfa received a significant mass migration of Syrian
asylum seekers after 2014, as did others such as İstanbul, Adana and
Mersin, due to onward migration. These metropolitan and district
municipalities successfully managed the Syrian mass migration, based
on practical learning from experience, and the egalitarian and inclusive
service approach they adopted, guided by Municipal Law № 5393 and
its core concept of fellow citizenship.
The metropolitan municipalities (Adana, Gaziantep, Hatay, Mersin and
Şanlıurfa) and the district municipalities (Reyhanlı and Zeytinburnu)
included in this book, put into practice a range of critical reception
services in responding to mass migration. Each municipality is
recognized for different achievements in this book, which was compiled
from the success stories they shared with the RESLOG research team,
the project Resilience in Local Governance: Syrian Migration and
Municipal Experiences in Turkey.
Among the metropolitan municipalities, Adana successfully cooperated
with several national and international actors in a very short period
of time; Gaziantep focused on international cooperation and the
intercultural approach; Hatay prioritized being an inclusive city
of culture, in line with its historic identity; Mersin highlighted its
multicultural historical heritage and the diverse socio-economic
backgrounds of the Syrians it hosts; and Şanlıurfa showcased the
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services it provides to orphans and vulnerable migrants. As for the
two district municipalities, Reyhanlı focused on being a child-friendly
municipality with the services it provides for children, and Zeytinburnu
showcased its projects and success story in enabling migrant women to
become a part of social and economic life.
All municipalities included in this book have contributed to the
realization of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals via
successful migration governance, and particularly Reduced Inequalities
(Goal 10), Sustainable Cities and Communities (Goal 11), Peace, Justice
and Strong Institutions (Goal 16) and Partnerships for the Goals (Goal
17).
Migrants and refugees build relationships through social networks,
and use their historical, cultural and religious ‘capital’ in the process,
and the municipalities developed their responses, taking into account
this important perspective. During the preparation of this book, two
points emerged from the success stories, which have often been lacking
in migration studies, i.e. the value of host communities’ historical
background regarding migration, and a human rather than statistical
emphasis. This book thus included brief historical vignettes, and the
subjective experiences, hopes and expectations of migrants, and of the
municipal officials responding to their needs and the challenges of rapid
mass migration. This included expanding services to meet the needs of
a greatly increased and more diverse population, developing projects
and services specifically for refugees, and facilitating intercultural
integration and social cohesion.
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