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The Swedish Association of  Local Authorities and Regions (SALAR, SKR 
with its Swedish acronym) is a member organization for all of  Sweden’s municipalities, 
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 
United Cities and Local Governments (UCLG), in its European branch, the Council of  
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 Turkish- 
Swedish 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.
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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 re-
addressing 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.

Foreword
Local Governance and Migration Book Series



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 decision-
makers.

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
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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: LIVING TOGETHER 
The Developing a Knowledge Base Project of  the Resilience in 
Local Governance Project (RESLOG Turkey), has produced three 
compilations of  municipal good practice examples in three thematic 
areas, in cooperation with the 12 RESLOG pilot municipalities. The 
first focused on success stories regarding general municipal responses to 
mass migration; the second on social services provided to the Syrians; 
and this third volume focuses on achievements in facilitating the practices 
of  living together and social cohesion between native communities and 
Syrian migrants. 

Since the start of  the Syrian mass migration, RESLOG municipalities 
have achieved remarkable results in promoting the integration of  Syrian 
migrants and their intercultural forms of  life with native communities. 
We see integration or achieving social cohesion and harmonious forms 
of  togetherness as a two way process in which both native and migrant 
communities are active participants, and both undergo change and 
development. Many Turkish municipalities have successfully managed 
rapid mass migration and the resulting significant population increases, 
but this is generally not well known.  The objective of  this publication 
is to document and share their good practices, and to promote them 
nationally and internationally.

The services, activities and projects described in this book supported 
the participation of  Syrians in social life and fostered a culture of  living 
together. This included enhancing relationships and friendships in 
neighborhoods, organizing family visits, cultural and musical activities 
and festivals, shared diners, outings and sporting events. Municipalities 
share their historical and prior experiences of  living together with 
migrants, and their services, activities and projects that promote the 
intercultural forms of  life of  Syrian migrants and local communities, 
and how they cooperated with other organizations in doing so, which 
created a new municipal culture and way of  addressing social needs. 

Intercultural forms of  life between migrants and native populations 
is largely a local matter which depends on local services, projects and 
activities at neighborhood and even street level, but it can be enhanced 
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by cooperation with national and international actors, as other 
books in this RESLOG series have shown.  While municipalities are 
responsible for leading the process, cooperation with other stakeholders 
is essential, including other public institutions, NGOs, universities, the 
media, and religious, cultural and sporting organizations, international 
development agencies and funders, and most importantly, the migrant 
and local communities themselves.

Official data shows that almost half  of  the 3.6 million Syrian refugees 
settled in Turkey reside in cities in the eastern border regions. According 
to March 2020 data, ±1.5 million Syrian refugees reside in the cities 
of  Hatay, Gaziantep, Kilis, Şanlıurfa and Mardin, all located along 
the Syrian border. Over time, many Syrians have migrated internally 
to larger industrialized cities to the west, such as İstanbul, Bursa and 
Kocaeli. 

The resilience of  these border city municipalities and those of  the larger 
industrialized cities is important, as they have all experienced significant 
and rapid population increases due to migration. Cities with the highest 
populations of  Syrian refugees are shown in the table below, including 
border cities such as Şanlıurfa, Gaziantep, Hatay and industrialized cities 
such as İstanbul, Adana, Bursa, İzmir, Konya and Kahramanmaraş. 
In August 2020, these six industrial cities hosted ±1.29 million Syrian 
migrants,1 and the 12 RESLOG Project municipalities were home to 
nearly 2.9 million Syrians under temporary protection, out of  a total of  
3.6 million in Turkey, or over 80%.

1  A consensus is yet to be reached on the definition of  Syrians in Turkey. Due the geographical limitation it 
imposes on the 1951 Geneva Convention Relating to the Status of  Refugees, Turkey grants refugee status only 
to individuals coming from Europe. (For this convention, see: http://www.danistay.gov.tr/upload/multecilerin_
hukuki_durumuna_dair_sozlesme.pdf  .)
Syrians are often referred to as refugees, guests, asylum seekers, immigrants or migrants under temporary 
protection. To avoid confusion, we mostly use the term migrants 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.  
The term migrant in this book is used as defined by the United Nations as: “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 temporary migrants such 
as seasonal farm-workers. For more information on the UN definition of  migrant, see: Glossary on Migration, 
https://publications.iom.int/sin system/files/pdf/iml31_turkish_2ndedition.pdf   Accessed on July 23, 2020
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2 Source: Directorate General of  Migration Management, https://www.goc.gov.tr/gecicikoruma5638 
Accessed on September 2, 2020

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: The increasing number of  Syrians in key cities in Turkey2
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Border cities such as Gaziantep, Hatay and Kilis have a large number of  
Syrians in proportion to their native populations, and have struggled to 
cope with the burgeoning needs, given the very limited assistance from 
central government. Despite financial hardship, they have managed 
to handle mass migration and achieve peaceful forms of  togetherness 
of  their native and Syrian communities, who fortunately share similar 
cultures. İstanbul, Adana, İzmir, Bursa, Konya and Kahramanmaraş 
also faced mass migration of  Syrians, especially after 2015.

This book includes stories of  municipal services that have successfully 
promoted living together, shared by officials involved, against the 
background of  each city’s historical experience of  migration and 
multiculturalism, often dating back for centuries, as Turkey has a long 
and rich history of  immigration and togetherness of  communities with 
diverse cultural, ethnic and religious backgrounds.

Each municipality set an example by cooperating with other 
organizations to provide services to Syrian migrants, and contributed 
to realizing the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (UN 
SDGs). And all did so without any discrimination, based on their 
commitment to the principle of fellow citizenship in Turkish Municipal 
Law, which requires the equal treatment of  all residents, regardless of  
whether they are legally Turkish citizens, or not.

The Storytelling Method

This book presents the success stories as narratives related by our 
municipal stakeholders.  We know the RESLOG municipalities, and 
that they have numerous stories to share which give insight into the life, 
values, history of  our people, and our traditions of  tolerance, acceptance 
and respect for the rights of  others, including migrants.

We all grew up with fairy tales and stories, which helped us to understand 
life, moral values and how to communicate with others. Stories also 
convey past experiences to the present generation, and as they are 
pictorial and engage our emotions, they are memorable, interesting, and 
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often instructive.3 The migration stories in this book also have heroes, 
and messages worth sharing with others.

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, as well as their services and the positive changes that resulted in 
the lives of  the beneficiaries.

Storytelling enabled our stakeholders to share the human experiences 
and benefits of  their projects and services, and 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. This book makes their success stories 
known, as good practice examples that can assist others in Turkey and 
elsewhere to respond to mass migration.

Key Elements in Storytelling
 
We developed the presentation format in consultation with our 
stakeholders, and the approach which emerged shares each cities’ 
historical experience of  migration and migrants, essential migration-
related demographic data, selected services and projects, and an 
individual story of  hope. 

We believed that it was important for municipalities to share their 
history, as a key factor that has 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 

3 Gadinger, et.al., 2016.
4 ALM Adorisio, 2009
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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 wrote positive stories that give hope 
for 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 positive stories, films, advertisements, 
photographs, dances and other cultural, literary and artistic activities 
that inspire 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 limitations 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 great deal from them. Rather than us 
drafting a book on them, with a pre-defined structure and content, 
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-to-face meetings, workshops and focus groups. 

Turkey: A Country with Diverse Migration Experiences

The ongoing Syrian migration since 2011 is not the only mass migration 
to Turkey in recent history, as similar forms of  mass migrations occurred 
in both the 19th and 20th centuries. In the late 19th Century, refugees 
arrived in the Ottoman Empire en masse due to wars, uprisings, ethnic 
conflicts, the emergence of  nation states, and the expansionist policies 
of  great powers such as Russia. By the end of  the century, the number 
of  immigrants reached hundreds of  thousands, and possibly millions.5 

5 Karpat, 2015.
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These migrations led to demographic, social, cultural and political 
changes and developments in the Ottoman Empire, in parallel with 
processes of  modernization, constitutionalization and economic 
liberalization, after the declaration of  the Tanzimat Edict in 1839. 
Migration continued in the 20th Century after the Turkish Republic was 
established in 1923, when Armenian, Greek and Syriac communities 
left Turkey en masse, and foreign Turkish and other migrants arrived 
from other countries. 

The emergence of  nation states often involved demographic and cultural 
homogenization.6 After World War II, large numbers of  Turks migrated 
as guest workers, first to Western European countries, and subsequently 
to Arabic Gulf  countries. Due to problems in Bulgaria during the final 
years of  the Cold War, hundreds of  thousands of  people of  Turkish 
and Muslim origin migrated to Turkey. In 1991, hundreds of  thousands 
of  Kurds migrated to Turkey to escape the political repression of  the 
Saddam Hussein regime in Iraq, and in 1993, hundreds of  thousands of  
Bosnians fled to Turkey to escape oppression and genocide perpetrated 
by the Serbs.7 

Having faced mass immigration on many occasions throughout history, 
Turkey has tried to address the migration-related problems in similar 
ways, based on its historical experiences. With a positive net migration 
rate even before the Syrian mass migration, Turkey has changed from 
being a migration sending country to a migration receiving country. 
In larger cities such as İstanbul, there are numerous groups of  people 
from many different parts of  the world, including from EU countries 
(particularly in the Aegean and Mediterranean regions), plus migrants 
from countries such as Russia, Azerbaijan and Moldova, (including 
through marriage).8 

Turkey is a major destination for regular migration and for refugees, 
and the millions of  Syrian migrants have changed the demographic 
profile of  cities such as İstanbul, Gaziantep, Hatay, Urfa, Kilis, Adana, 

6 For a detailed discussion on the matter, see Anderson, 2009; Gellner, 2008; Hobsbawm, 2010.
7 Kirişçi and Karaca, 2015.
8 Kaya, 2014
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Mersin, İzmir and Kahramanmaraş,9 while regular migration is more 
gradually changing the demographic profile of  coastal cities such as 
Antalya, Muğla, Aydın and Bursa.10

The types of  immigrants to Turkey have become more diverse with 
the advance of  globalization, and include highly skilled professionals, 
short and longer-term workers and students, retirees and ‘life style’ 
migrants, and refugees and asylum seekers. The latter are by far the 
most numerous, and have had the greatest impact on Turkish society 
due to their desperate plight. This has challenged municipalities to 
develop policies, practices, projects and services to meet their needs and 
facilitate their integration and harmonious cohabitation with native 
communities. 

Mass Migration of Syrians to Turkey

The migration of  millions of  Syrians to Turkey made it the country 
hosting the largest refugee population in the world, since 2015. In 
August 2020, there were over 4 million refugees in Turkey, of  whom 
3,605,152 were Syrians under the temporary protection.11 Turkey has 
managed the Syrian mass migration successfully, largely using its own 
resources, but also supported by international financial aid. Municipal 
responses in terms of  services and projects that support and include the 
Syrians have been a key success factor, together with Turkey’s history 
and experience in dealing with mass immigration. 

The mass migration of  Syrians to Turkey was described in Europe as a 
crisis from the outset. The photograph of  a Turkish coast guard carrying 
the tiny lifeless body of  Aylan Kurdi, a three year old Syrian boy washed 
up on a beach in Bodrum in 2015, catalyzed Western attention to what 
was defined as ‘the Refugee Crisis”.12 Refugees who reached Europe 

9 For detailed information on the matter, see ibid.
10 For detailed information on the matter, see Südaş, 2012; Südaş, 2014
11 For detailed, up-to-date statistics, see the website of  the Directorate General of  Migration Management 
(DGMM): https://www.goc.gov.tr/gecici-koruma5638 
12 For photos depicting Aylan Kurdi’s body washed up ashore, see https://www.theguardian.com/
world/2015/sep/02/shocking-image-of-drowned-syrian-boy-shows-tragic-plight-of-refugees  Accessed on 
August 2020
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in growing numbers, mainly with the goal of  entering Germany and 
Sweden, have provoked extreme right wing populist political tendencies 
throughout the EU, and especially in Germany, Sweden, France and 
the UK.13  It would appear that the ‘refugee crisis’ is a reality largely in 
Europe rather than in Turkey.

Germany and Sweden are preferred destinations due to the better 
opportunities they offer refugees, and already established relatives and 
social networks. Migrants and refugees naturally prefer destinations 
where they have relatives or friends, and where there are communities 
speaking their language.14 This also applies to the internal, mainly 
westward migration of  Syrians within Turkey.

In August 2020, there were 506,301 Syrians in İstanbul, of  whom 
±90% were Arabic speaking Sunnis from Aleppo, which used to be the 
Ottoman Empire’s third largest cosmopolitan city, after İstanbul and 
İzmir. Aleppo thus has historical, cultural, social, religious, commercial 
and even past political ties with Anatolia and İstanbul.15

Historical relationships and transnational social networks are key 
elements that define migration routes. Contrary to EU public opinion, 
many Syrians want to stay in Turkey permanently, and even more wish 
to return to Syria when the war ends, rather than move to Europe. 
Recent research found that only ±2% to 5% of  all Syrians want to move 
to Europe,16 which also indicates that they are  content with their social 
acceptance and basic services provided by Turkish municipalities. 

Unlike EU countries, Turkey does not define the presence of  the Syrians 
refugees as a crisis, though their daily life in Turkey is far from problem 
free. There have been situations where social tensions between Syrian 
migrant and native communities have emerged,17 but municipal and 

13 Kaya, 2019
14 Hear, 1998; Hear, 2004
15 Kaya, 2016; Kaya and Kıraç, 2016
16 For relevant studies, see Fabbe, et al., 2017; Kaya and Kıraç, 2016
17 There has been a recent increase in the number of  studies on growing tension between the native 
population and Syrians in different cities, and possible solutions. See the International Crisis Group (ICG), 
2018; Mackreath and Sağnıç, 2017; Herwig, 2017.
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NGO social cohesion projects and efforts have in general minimized 
their occurrence, or intervened to prevent their escalation. 

Nevertheless, with the emergence of  social movements and the threat 
of  increasing radicalization of  youth, government at all levels needs to 
review policies regarding Syrians under temporary protection in Turkey, 
and formulate even more effective social cohesion policies and practices, 
and positively influence public attitudes regarding migration and 
migrants.  The public institutions, NGOs, political parties, the media 
and universities can all contribute to combating reactionary tendencies 
that escalate social tensions and conflicts involving the Syrians. Given 
that both positive and negative migration-related dynamics occur in 
local contexts, positive municipal leadership is essential.

The Syrian mass migration to Turkey since 2011 has brought a series 
of  challenges in terms of  developing and implementing regulations and 
policies. Since the early 2000s, there has been a positive net migration 
rate, and the predominant view is that international migration 
enriches the country with the social, economic, cultural and scientific 
contributions of  migrants, rather than being a threat to national security 
and well-being. 

Turkey is in the process of  developing its laws, regulations and policies 
on migration, based on a  combination of  security-focused and 
developmental paradigms regarding migration.18 The Law on Foreigners 
and International Protection (Law № 6458 of  2013) embodies this 
approach.19 The temporary protection status of  refugees has its legal 
foundation in this law, and is regulated by the Regulation on Temporary 
Protection of  October 2014.20 

18 Kaya and Erdoğan, 2015.
19 The Turkish Law on Foreigners and International Protection (YUKK) was published in 11 languages: 
Turkish, English, German, French, Italian, Arabic, Russian, Bulgarian, Spanish, Greek and Farsi. For the 
Turkish text, see http://www.mevzuat.gov.tr/MevzuatMetin/1.5.6458.pdf  Accessed on November 13, 2020; 
for the English text, see https://en.goc.gov.tr/kurumlar/en.goc/Ingilizce-kanun/Law-on-Foreigners-and-
International-Protection.pdf   Accessed on November 13, 2020.
20 For the full text of  the Regulation on Temporary Protection, see https://www.goc.gov.tr/gecici-koruma-
kanunu-ve-yonetmeligi Accessed on September 3, 2020
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Turkey strives to formulate best practices with regard to migration 
management by continuously revising its policies, as do several other 
states in the region. Multifaceted processes of  migration management 
drive policy discussions in a complex and often politically sensitive 
direction. Pursuing an inclusive policy regarding migrants, though not 
universally supported, is essential to ensure social cohesion between the 
native and migrant communities, as are services of  equal quality for all.

Turkey has promulgated progressive laws and regulations regarding 
migration management, and has implemented significant projects and 
practical measures to address the needs of  migrants, and foster social 
cohesion. The Directorate General of  Migration Management in 2017 
Strategy Document and National Action Plan on Cohesion, which is based on the 
Law on Foreigners and International Protection of  2014, is currently 
gaining public visibility.21 

An effective cohesion policy should facilitate active social participation 
at local level by a range of  stakeholders, including NGOs, migrant and 
host communities, civic and cultural organizations, universities, the 
media, and especially municipalities, which need to play a leading and 
coordinating role. 

The national Harmonization and Communication Department of  
the Directorate General of  Migration Management was established to 
guide migration policy, developed with the participation of  a diverse 
range of  stakeholders. Guiding principles are peaceful togetherness, 
multilateral engagement, self-sufficiency, negotiation, dialogue, 
multiculturalism, solidarity, empathy, cooperation, reconciliation, and 
tolerance of  diversity, participation in social life, kindness, and respect 
for human rights. 

Social cohesion processes based on an intercultural approach emphasize 
voluntary participation, and two-way communication and cooperation 
which benefits all stakeholders.22 The Common Basic Principles adopted 
by the EU Council of  Justice and Home Affairs in 2004, which provide 
guidelines for social cohesion initiatives, are shared below.

21 For the Strategy Document and National Action Plan on Cohesion, see https://www.goc.gov.tr/uyum-strateji-belgesi-
ve-ulusal-eylem-plani Accessed on November 11, 2020 
22 For information about the Harmonization and Communication Department of  the Directorate General of  
Migration Management, see https://www.goc.gov.tr/uyum-ve-iletisim-dairesi-baskanliginin-gorevleri Accessed 
on September 3, 2020
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Social Cohesion Policies

Anatolian history includes numerous examples of  living together 
between ethnic and culturally diverse groups, but lacks written principles 
governing the togetherness of  migrant groups and native communities. 
The EU Common Basic Principles for Immigrant Integration Policy, 
adopted by the EU Council of  Justice and Home Affairs in 2004, 
provides a non-binding guide to the acceptance of  migrants, based on 
togetherness and integration principles adopted by relevant international 
organizations.23 As an EU candidate, Turkey needs to follow the basic 
principles below in developing migrant related cohesion policies.24

1. Integration is a dynamic, two-way process of  mutual accommodation 
by all immigrants and residents of  Member States.

2. Immigrant integration implies respect for the basic values of  the 
European Union.

3. Employment is a key part of  the integration process and is central to 
the participation of  immigrants, to the contributions immigrants make 
to the host society, and to making such contributions visible.

4. Basic knowledge of  the host society’s language, history, and institutions 
is indispensable to integration; enabling immigrants to acquire this basic 
knowledge is essential to successful integration.

5. Efforts in education are critical to preparing immigrants, and 
particularly their descendants, to be more successful and more active 
participants in society.

6. Access for immigrants to institutions, as well as to public and private 
goods and services, on a basis equal to national citizens and in a non-
discriminatory way is a critical foundation for better integration.

23 For the Common Basic Principles for Immigrant Integration Policy in the EU, see https://www.eesc.europa.
eu/resources/docs/common-basic-principles_en.pdf  Accessed on September 3, 2020
24 As the original text of  the Common Basic Principles uses the term integration, we have also used it here.
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7. Frequent interaction between immigrants and native citizens is a 
fundamental mechanism for integration. Shared forums, intercultural 
dialogue, education about immigrants and immigrant cultures, and 
stimulating living conditions in urban environments enhance the 
interactions between immigrants and native citizens.

8. The practice of  diverse cultures and religions is guaranteed under 
the Charter of  Fundamental Rights and must be safeguarded, unless 
practices conflict with other inviolable European rights or with national 
law.

9. The participation of  immigrants in the democratic process and in the 
formulation of  integration policies and measures, especially at the local 
level, supports their integration.

10. Mainstreaming integration policies and measures in all relevant 
policy portfolios and levels of  government and public services is an 
important consideration in public policy formation and implementation.

11. Developing clear goals, indicators and evaluation mechanisms are 
necessary to adjust policy, evaluate progress on integration and to make 
the exchange of  information more effective.

These principles emphasize that migrant integration needs to address 
not only issues of  culture, values and language, but practical issues 
such as employment, education, social interaction, and political 
participation. It is a complex process that involves more than cultural 
and linguistic adaptation. In Turkey, we see integration as including 
equal rights to health care, social and other services and employment, 
reception, orientation and social integration support processes, as well 
as knowledge of, and compliance with laws and regulations.  

Social cohesion requires a two-way process involving migrants’ 
participation in social, economic, political, cultural and humanitarian 
spheres, and the active engagement and transformation of  the host 
community.25 Large numbers of  immigrants invariably change a host 

25 European Union documents also clearly specify that integration/cohesion is a two-way process. See Justice 
and Home Affairs Council 2004 Common Basic Principles, http://www.eesc.europa.eu/resources/docs/
common-basic-principles_en.pdf  Accessed on September 3, 2020.



14 

SYRIAN MIGRATION AND MUNICIPAL EXPERIENCES IN TURKEY
LIVING TOGETHER AND SOCIAL COHESION

community in social, economic, political, cultural and psychological 
terms, as native communities and migrant groups mutually influence 
one another. The 2017 Strategy Document and National Action Plan 
on Cohesion provides detailed guidelines on all aspects of  migrant 
integration.

Most public institutions, municipalities, NGOs, universities and the 
media are aware of  UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
adopted by the United Nations in 2015.26 SDGs are widely accepted 
internationally, including in Turkey. These goals have set the post-2015 
global agenda regarding ecological, economic and social development, 
gender equality, and sustainable development and well-being in general. 
The SDGs directly concern migrants, refugees and disadvantaged 
social groups, and require local level provision of  healthy natural and 
urban environments, adequate education and employment, and decent 
living conditions, which all affect social cohesion between the migrants 
and native communities. To the extent that these goals are not realized, 
and people cannot live a better life as equal and free individuals, social 
problems arise. The municipalities in this book have worked hard to 
provide services and develop projects that contribute to achievement of  
the UN SDGs. 

Turkish municipalities follow the principle of  fellow citizenship 
embodied in Article 13 of  the Municipal Law, and strive to provide 
equal services to non-citizen residents, and initiate projects that foster 
social cohesion between native and migrant communities. The Syrian 
refugees have been forced to migrate, and most have suffered extreme 
trauma and impoverishment due to the civil war, and are extremely 
vulnerable, and face significant challenges, including the language 
barrier, as they struggle to rebuild their lives and meet their many needs 
with minimal resources in a foreign country. It is not surprising that 
their vulnerability and inability to communicate with locals tends to 
make Syrians introverted.27

26 For detailed information on the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) recommended by the United 
Nations, see https://www.tr.undp.org/content/turkey/tr/home/sustainable-development-goals.html Accessed 
on September 3, 2020.
27 Erdoğan, 2015.
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Togetherness of Migrant and Native Communities

The development of  togetherness between migrant and native 
communities has three aspects: personal relationships, official 
relationships with state institutions, and socio-economic relationships. 
To form healthy relationships in these three areas, migrants need a 
measure of  self-confidence, and social acceptance by locals. If  these are 
lacking and they struggle to form relationships, they may  experience 
alienation from and resentment towards the host society, which 
undermines social integration and cohesion. Different approaches to 
promoting integration are considered below. 

There are three approaches to managing ethno-cultural, religious 
and linguistic diversity in modern heterogeneous societies shaped by 
international migration: the Separatist, Republican and  Multicultural 
approaches. Germany followed a Separatist approach until very recently, 
France adopted a Republican approach, and countries including the 
Netherlands, the UK, Belgium and Sweden embraced a multicultural 
approach, however imperfectly. Germany did not try to integrate  
‘guest workers’ into the social life until after 2000, when it officially 
acknowledged that it is a migration-receiving country, and started to 
develop a multicultural approach. 

The French Republican approach entails assimilation, and claims to 
be egalitarian. Countries implementing a multicultural approach 
have unfortunately often seen migrants becoming introverted ‘parallel 
communities’. Both these models aim to integrate migrants into 
the public sphere, but they often regrettably tend to result in further 
ghettoization, alienation, and isolation from social life, and increased 
radicalization of  segments of  migrant groups, especially among the 
youth.28

Migration literature acknowledges the success of  multiculturalist 
policies, especially since the 1960s in ‘migrant nations’ where the 
majority of  the population is of  migrant origin, such as the United States 

28 For detailed information on the matter, see Kaya, 2016; Kymlicka, 2010; Vertovec and Wessendorf, 2010.
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of  America, Canada and Australia, but they have not been effective in 
Continental Europe.29 Criticism of  the multicultural approach is that 
migrant groups as minorities tend to remain within their own ethno-
cultural and religious boundaries, which separates and marginalizes 
them, rather than promoting integration and social cohesion.30 

Historically, Turkey has experienced both approaches. The Ottoman 
Empire used a multicultural approach to manage religious diversity, 
while the Republic of  Turkey has endeavored to manage  ethno-cultural 
and religious diversity using a Republican approach.31

The concept of  acculturation, or assimilation, i.e. migrants adapting to 
a recipient country’s culture, language, customs and values as the route 
to social cohesion is still prevalent among the general public in many 
countries. However, this traditional and reductionist 19th Century 
colonial understanding of  culture and cohesion, which defined a nation 
on the basis of  common cultural values and language, does not respect, 
accept or value the different ethnic, cultural, religious backgrounds of  
migrants, which they are supposed to abandon, which makes it very 
difficult for them to find a place within that nation. 

This view rejects the fact that cultural identity is formed in the course 
of  historical, social and anthropological processes, and changes 
gradually with changing geographical, ecological, political, social and 
economic circumstances. It also rejects the fact that culture is created by 
individuals, and changes over time, as individual material and spiritual 
conditions and needs change, as has happened rapidly in the era of  
modern technological development.32 However, culture can also become 
static, and this tendency can be seen among individuals and groups of  
migrant origin who are marginalized and feel excluded. The danger 
is that, taken to the extreme by radical fundamentalists, cultural and 
religious dogmatism becomes the basis for irreconcilable differences, 
violent conflict and terrorism.
 

29 Kymlicka, 2010; Vertovec and Wessendorf, 2010.
30 For a criticism on multiculturalism, see Radtke, 1994; Radtke, 2003; Rosaldo, 1989; Rath, 1993; Russon, 
1995; Kaya, 2016.
31 Kaya, 2013.
32 Kaya, 2000.
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The Importance of Social Cohesion
and Living Together

When social solidarity and the togetherness of  diverse groups breaks 
down, migrant communities tend to withdraw, become introverted and 
cling to traditional culture and values to protect themselves. In recent 
decades, Muslim migrant communities in Western countries are seen 
by many as having failed to adapt to host societies, preferring to live in 
‘parallel communities’. This is caused by natural disadvantage relative 
to native inhabitants, but also structural inequalities in terms of  access 
to socio-economic, political and legal resources, rather than cultural, 
religious or ethnic differences and problems. 

Legal, political, social and economic projects are thus needed to assist 
migrants to relate to host communities in these respects, and to live 
together and actively participate in forming a common yet diverse 
society based on shared human values and equal human rights.

Laws and regulations are also needed to enable the political participation 
of  migrants at local and national levels, including in trade unions, 
political parties and NGOs, to involve them in raising and  resolving 
their own issues through legitimate channels. As seen in a number of  
countries, failure to do so can lead to migrants feeling excluded, and 
sometimes even resorting to violence as a response to exclusion and 
discrimination.

It is thus essential to create a secure legal status for migrants, which 
enables them to take part equally in the public sphere, and access their 
rights to services, including access to education, vocational training and 
the labor market on an equal basis. On the other hand, the international 
mobility and communications technologies that globalization has 
brought, at least for some, can contribute to migrants developing a sense 
of  belonging in both their homeland and their new home country, as 
‘global citizens’. 

The legal acceptance of  multiple belonging and dual citizenship for 
international migrants and their children by nation-states is now a 
growing trend, which contributes to a climate of  mutual respect and 
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trust between migrants and their host countries.33 Today, when migration 
and integration are seen as problematic by many in host countries, 
scholars and decision makers involved in migration studies and policy 
making need to draw public attention to the fact that forced migration 
is the result of  problems, rather than a problem in itself. And though it 
presents significant challenges for both migrants and host countries and 
communities, it also creates development opportunities for both, if  well 
managed.

Developing social cohesion and integration policies should not be 
viewed as an option, but a necessity. Adopting equal access to services 
and resources by everyone as a fundamental principle, and developing 
inclusive social policies as a matter of  human rights, justice and 
humanity, is necessary at both national and local levels.  Failure to 
do so alienates migrants struggling to access socio-economic, political 
and cultural resources and services, and promotes marginalized, self-
protecting parallel migrant communities, and anti-social reactions of  
varying degrees.

Ibn Khaldun, a renowned 13th Century scholar, asserted that in times 
when social cohesion breaks down (when Asabiyyah is disturbed), 
communities tend to withdraw and become introverted to protect 
themselves, and give prominence to traditional values including integrity, 
honor and religion,34 and this is still true today. In recent decades, 
Muslim communities in Western countries have been criticized for 
failing to integrate and for creating parallel communities, a view which 
is also held by some in Turkey regarding Syrian migrants. However, 
these inclinations are a protective response triggered by their inability 
to access employment and educational and other opportunities on an 
equal basis.

33 Kaya, 2016.
34 Ibn Khaldun, 1969.
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Living Together: Interculturalism
and International Practices

The discourse on interculturalism and togetherness has recently gained 
practical traction. Interculturalism promotes interaction and exchange 
between cultures, and advocates living together without confining 
cultures within distinct boundaries. Interculturalism challenges 
racism, xenophobia and ethnic-centralism. Unlike multiculturalism, 
interculturalism emphasizes the similarities between people and groups 
rather than their differences. It thus provides an approach to tackling 
problems of   social alienation, which can be created, at least to some 
extent, by multiculturalism. 

The intercultural approach, especially in education, can develop world 
citizens with broader views and universal thinking skills. It emphasizes 
the importance of  interaction between people and groups, and that 
cultures, in the anthropological sense, should not be constrained by 
traditional and fixed boundaries, as cultures develop via continuous 
interaction and exchange.35

The multicultural approach tends to maintain cultures as separate 
islands or private areas in a country. The Republican approach 
promotes conformity with the dominant host culture or cultural 
assimilation, which in practice can cause further marginalization 
of  migrant minorities, which pushes them to retain their threatened 
cultural, ethnic and religious identity, and deepens the divide between 
the host majority and migrant minorities. Both of  these approaches 
fail to promote understanding of, and empathy with minorities, and 
enable the majority culture to dominate others,  set the rules, norms 
and principles, which tend to prevent members of  minority groups from 
participating in the social and political life.

Examples of  the intercultural approach can be seen, especially in the 
field of  education at a local level, in several EU cities with a more 
cosmopolitan character that have become places of  great diversity 

35 Neumann, 2007; Boos-Nünning, 2007.
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hosting numerous groups with a wide range of  ethno-cultural and 
religious identities.36 The intercultural perspective has been advocated 
and highly praised by the EU since the mid-2000s, as it has delivered 
greater cohesion through mutual interaction between host and migrant 
communities at the local level.
 
The European Network of  Cities for Local Integration Policies for 
Migrants (ENCLIP), defines local-level intercultural integration policies 
as: “specific policies, programs and activities of  local authorities and 
organizations that aim to influence the social interaction, communication 
and mutual understanding between native and migrant populations of  
different ethno-religious backgrounds and their organizations and to 
bridge differences between ethnic and religious groups in a city”.37  

For example, intercultural policies developed for diverse ethnic and 
religious migrant groups have been successfully implemented in Lisbon, 
where an intercultural library, exhibition center and multimedia area 
were established. Zürich has also achieved similar levels of  awareness 
and projects, especially regarding intercultural interaction with Muslim 
groups.

Similar examples are found in other European cities.38 The Central 
Library of  Malmö in Sweden has become increasingly cosmopolitan, 
and developed a ‘Living Library’ project that encourages the active 
participation of, and interaction with migrants. Members of  the public 
‘borrow’ a migrant person rather than a book for forty five minutes, to 
find out more about their particular experiences. The ‘person on loan’ 
changes weekly, and has the opportunity to convey his/her personal 
experiences to others, on a voluntary basis. The project aims to enable 
the native population to gain insight into the lives and experiences of  
migrants, and develop empathy with them. 

36 Wood, 2009; Vertovec, 2007.
37 CLIP, 2010a.
38 CLIP, 2010b.
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Another good practice example is the International Cooking Night 
organized in Arnsberg in the German state of  North Rhine-Westphalia, 
to promote intercultural interaction. The municipality appointed 
an NGO to organize the event, which is attended by members of  
numerous groups with diverse ethno-cultural backgrounds. In Athens, 
the Intercultural Centre of  the Migrant Services Department of  
the municipality works to integrate migrant children into the scout 
movement.39 

Several European cities also organize intercultural festivals to 
encourage different communities to interact. For instance, Luxembourg 
has organized the “Festival des migrations” for over 26 years. Initially 
launched as a multicultural festival, this event has developed a more 
intercultural character in recent years. The objective of  the festival is 
to foster interaction between groups by informing people about other 
cultures, cuisines, cultural organizations and lifestyles.40

Similar intercultural policies and activities are also implemented in 
countries outside Europe. Canada leads the way in terms of  official 
intercultural policies at a local and national level. Since 2014, the 
government’s Inter Action Program41 provides funding for projects that 
preserve social and political memory, foster a sense of  belonging, and 
uphold democratic values by encouraging interaction among groups of  
diverse ethno cultural and religious communities.  

Another Canadian example is the Passages Canada Program, which 
enables new migrants to share their personal migration experiences and 
cultural heritage with the native community, to foster pro-migrant public 
opinion. The Engage Work Project implemented in Quebec from 2011 
to 2014, raised awareness among over 25,000 middle school students 
on the issues of  prejudice, discrimination and intolerance. Canadian 
cities also provide funding for other projects that support intercultural 
interaction.

39 CLIP, 2010c.
40 CLIP, 2010c.
41 Canadian Government, 2020
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Education is a key area in which intercultural policies and practices 
need to be implemented, to respond to the day-to-day needs of  migrant 
children and develop the intercultural knowledge, attitudes and skills 
of  all learners. Many EU countries are still far from implementing 
such intercultural education policies.42 However, countries including 
Australia, Belgium, Canada, New Zealand, Norway, Sweden and the 
UK have adopted an intercultural approach in education, and curricula 
provide all students with citizenship education, where they learn to 
respect cultural diversity, and discover similarities among diverse 
cultures and religions. 

Another example is the incorporation of  the cultural backgrounds of  
migrant children into the Portuguese Citizenship Education curricula, 
by the Ministry of  National Education.43 The pre-school education 
curricula of  a number of  countries include lessons on other cultures, and 
in Norway,  teachers are trained to teach in a multicultural environment 
and embrace an intercultural approach in the classroom.44 The 
Norwegian government spends 30 million Kroner annually on a 5-year 
training program which covers 600 schools, which includes intercultural 
pedagogy, multilingualism, and second language education.

Municipalities, Living Together and Municipal Law

Municipal responsibilities include ensuring that native and migrant 
communities coexist in peace, and their role in this is far more important 
than that of  national and international actors.45 Challenges faced 
by nation-states in realizing the 2016 UN Sustainable Development 
Goals and in managing migration and social cohesion have increased 
significantly, and it is essential that they are also addressed at local 
level. Migration studies literature46 confirms that this is happening, and 
Turkish municipalities have recently started to play a more active role 
in this regard, which was given further impetus by the 2016 EU-Turkey 
Refugee Agreement.47

42 Sacramento, 2015.
43 MIPEX, 2015.
44 Ibid.
45 Scholten and Penninx, 2016.
46 For detailed information on the matter, see Scholten and Penninx, 2016.
47 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 Thursday, September 3, 2020.



Introduction: Living Together 

23 

The local environment for which municipalities are responsible is where 
migrants and native populations live, work, interact, use infrastructure 
and receive services, the availability and quality of  which affect social 
harmony, inclusion and living together. Turkish Municipal Law includes 
the principle of  ‘fellow citizenship’, and municipalities are responsible 
for meeting day-to-day needs of  all residents, and for promoting a 
culture of  living together. 

Article 13

Everyone is a fellow citizen of  the city in which he resides. 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 the fellow citizens and 
to preserve cultural values. While performing these activities, it 
shall take measures to enable participation of  the universities, 
professional organizations public institution status, trade unions, 
non-governmental organizations and experts. Every person 
who is settled or domiciled in the municipal territory shall be 
liable to comply with the municipality’s legal decisions, orders 
and notifications and to pay municipal taxes, levies, duties, and 
other required contributions.48

This article makes municipalities responsible for improving social and 
cultural relations among ‘fellow citizens’, and grants equal rights and 
responsibilities to all, whether legal citizens or not, and it is important 
that the general public is made aware of  this, in relation to togetherness 
and social cohesion between the native and migrant communities.

48 For the full text of  the July 3, 2005 dated Municipal Law № 5393, see https://www.mevzuat.gov.tr/
mevzuat?MevzuatNo=5393&MevzuatTur=1&MevzuatTertip=5 Accessed on September 3, 2020.
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However, Article 14 makes an implicit distinction between citizens and 
non-citizens in the statement “Municipal services shall be rendered 
in the most appropriate manner at the places nearest to the citizens”, 
which appears to be inconsistent with Article 13 which refers to ‘fellow 
citizens’, defined as all residents. Nevertheless, most municipalities 
accept and act according to the principle of  fellow citizenship in Article 
13, rather than trying to avoid their equal responsibilities regarding 
resident migrants by appealing to Article 14, and a literal interpretation 
thereof.

It is thus generally accepted that it is important for a municipality to 
provide services to migrants on an equal basis, and to inform them and 
the general public that this is both a legal requirement, and necessary 
in terms of  promoting togetherness and social cohesion. Municipal 
budgets need to take into account the needs of  migrant residents 
for infrastructure and services, and national government funding to 
municipalities needs to be based on the number of  residents including 
migrants, not only on the number of  Turkish citizens, as has been the 
case to date. This is particularly important for municipalities hosting 
large numbers of  migrants, as their resources are especially inadequate 
relative to the needs of  the total population, and of  the local population. 

Some argue that the financial aid provided by the EU under the 
Emergency Social Safety Net / Social Cohesion Assistance Program 
for Syrians (SUY/ESSN)49 is creating an increasingly dependent and 
passive population of  migrants, and discussions on this issue have been 
heated. The Ministry of  Family, Labor and Social Services prepared an 
Exit Strategy from the Social Cohesion Assistance Program for Syrians in 2018, 
to define strategies for incorporating migrants into social life as active 
participants, particularly as registered, formal participants in the labor 
market.50 

49 For detailed information about the Emergency Social Safety Net (ESSN), see http://www.essncard.com/tr/ 
Accessed on October 28, 2020.
50 See https://www.ailevecalisma.gov.tr/uigm/duyurular/04042019-nolu-duyuru/ Accessed on November 
12, 2020.
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However, the COVID-19 Pandemic has increased unemployment and 
prevented realization of  this objective. The deepening economic crisis 
has seriously impacted both native and migrant communities, and 
increased tensions between them. This makes it even more important for 
municipalities to prioritize projects, activities and services that promote 
living together in order to reduce such tensions before they escalate.

The Scope of the Study

This book shares success stories regarding municipal services provided 
by Kahramanmaraş and Konya metropolitan municipalities, and 
Konak, Mezitli, Seyhan and Şişli municipalities to ensure peaceful 
living together with ‘fellow citizens’ of  Syrian origin. Each municipality 
gives a brief  account of  its  historical experiences of  migration and 
migrants, demographic information regarding migration, an overview 
of  municipal services that support integration and social cohesion, and 
an illustrative story written by municipal officials involved in this work.

All six municipalities referred to the principle of  fellow citizenship in 
Article 13 of  the Municipal Law as the basis for providing equal services 
to all residents, regardless of  whether they are Turkish citizens or not. 
Kahramanmaraş Metropolitan Municipality focused on its promotion 
of  multi-lingualism; Konya Metropolitan Municipality emphasized 
its social response to migration; Konak and Mezitli municipalities 
highlighted their intercultural cohesion approach; Seyhan Municipality 
focused on its egalitarian approach; and Şişli Municipality showcased 
its social projects.

Although these success stories differ, all the municipalities used their 
own and additional resources effectively to enable the togetherness of  
native and migrant communities by adopting a participatory approach 
in cooperation with other public institutions, private corporations, 
international organizations, NGOS and the migrants themselves. Our 
municipal project partners also cooperated with the RESLOG team, 
and participated wholeheartedly in the preparation of  this book.
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KAHRAMANMARAŞ METROPOLITAN MUNICIPALITY: 
MULTILINGUAL ACTIVITIES

Kahramanmaraş’s Migration History

Like many Anatolian cities, Kahramanmaraş has a history dating back 
to prehistoric times, with the first permanent settlement established in 
the Paleolithic Period. The area was controlled by the Hittites in the 
12th Century BC, until they were superseded by the Syro-Hittites. The 
Syro-Hittite territory included the Maraş Region, then called Gurgum. 
The capital of  Gurgum was Marqas, which was later conquered by 
the Assyrians, as a strategic city located on a key trade route at that 
time.51 The city was subsequently controlled by the Medes, Persians, 
Macedonians, and the Roman and Byzantine empires.

After being conquered by the Arabs in the 7th Century A.D., the city 
was conquered and re-conquered several times by Muslim Arabs and 
Christian Byzantines in the following centuries. It was captured by the 
Seljuks in the 11th Century AD, and then by the Byzantine Empire, the 
Crusaders and Danishmends. The Crusaders held it for a long time, 
followed by the Ilkhanate, Mamluks and the Dulkadirs from 1337 to 
1522. 

It was annexed by Selim I to the Ottoman Empire in 1515 and made 
an eyalet of  the empire in 1531.52 The Eyalet of  Dulkadir was renamed 
Maraş in 1831. After World War 1, Maraş was first controlled by the 
British and then the French. It eventually gained its independence and 
played an important part in the foundation of  the Republic of  Turkey 
in 1923.

During its history, Maraş was influenced by diverse ethno-cultural 
peoples, and hosted various groups as settlers and sojourners, owing to 
its location on key migration routes. It has traces of  the Roman Empire 
in Germanicia, which was an important city at the time,53 as well as 

51 For detailed information about the history of  Kahramanmaraş, see https://kahramanmaras.bel.tr/
kesfedin/kahramanmarasin-tarihi Accessed on September 5, 2020
52 Ibid.
53 For information about the Ancient City Germanicia, the history of  which dates back to 300 AD, see 
https://kahramanmaras.bel.tr/kesfedin/germanicia-antik-kenti Accessed on September 6, 2020
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traces of  Seljuk and Ottoman architecture. It was also the capital of  the 
Dulkadirs for hundreds of  years. 

Since the last quarter of  the 19th Century, Muslim Circassians and 
Chechens migrated to Kahramanmaraş from the North Caucasus.54 It 
has thus been a prominent city experiencing migration and diversity 
throughout its history.

Syrian Migrants in Kahramanmaraş: Demographic Data

Due to its proximity to Syria, its location as a hub that connects regions, 
and its developing economic capacity in the fields of  industry, agriculture 
and construction, Kahramanmaraş is a center of  attraction for Syrian 
refugees, and hosts nearly 100,000.55 According to Turkish Statistical 
Institute (TÜİK) 2019 data, the city had a total population of  1,145,000, 
of  which 8% were Syrian migrants. Appropriations from the national 
budget for municipalities in 2019 indicate that the average income per 
person in Kahramanmaraş was TL81. According to representatives of  
the municipality, if  the city’s Syrian population was taken into account, 
the city needed an additional TL7.5 million to address their needs.

The ratio of  the Syrian to the native population in Kahramanmaraş is 
high compared to many other provinces in Turkey. At the end of  2019, 
the average in Turkish provinces was 4.47%,56 and in the following 
12 provinces it was higher: Kilis 81.73%, Hatay 27.39%, Gaziantep 
22.29%, Şanlıurfa 21.11%, Mersin 11.29%, Adana 10.82%, Mardin 
10.61%, Osmaniye 9.53%, Kahramanmaraş 8.12%, Bursa 5.91%, 
Kayseri 5.80% and Konya 4.98%.

Some of  the Syrians hosted by the province live in a container city 
established in 2016 in the Sivricehöyük Neighborhood to accommodate 
25,000 people. However, the majority reside in the city center and other 
districts of  Kahramanmaraş. Refugees in the tent city previously built 

54 For detailed information on the matter, see Kaya, 2011.
55 According to DGMM data of  August 6, 2020, there are 92,012 Syrians under temporary protection in 
Kahramanmaraş. https://www.goc.gov.tr/gecici-koruma5638 Accessed on September 5, 2020.
56 Erdoğan, 2020, p. 27
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by the Disaster and Emergency Management Authority (AFAD) in 
September 2012 in the expansion area of  the Small Industrial Zone of  
the Central Dulkadiroğlu district were later on moved to the container 
city.
 
The container city covers an area of  374,000m², and consists of  5,008 
containers, including a 16-classroom Public Education Center, four 
24-classroom schools, a mosque, condolence houses, a market, two 
rehabilitation centers, eight children’s playgrounds, four football fields 
and four basketball courts.57 According to the municipality, ± 14 000 
Syrians lived there in September 2020.

Many of  the Syrians in Kahramanmaraş are university students. 
Kahramanmaraş Sütçü İmam University mid 2019 data indicates 
that it had 2,255 foreign students, including 1,406 Syrians (808 male 
and 598 female). 409 are studying two-year degree programs, 962 are 
undergraduate students, 18 are post-graduate students, and 17 are 
studying at PhD level.58 NGOs working with the municipality provide 
aid to Syrians in the city, via various projects and funds.

In 2019, the municipality conducted a survey to understand the current 
situation, needs and future expectations of  Syrians in the city, in order 
to plan services for them. Survey interviews were done by Syrian 
women, who visited each household. The 500 respondents comprised 
56.6% women and 43.4% men, 85% were aged 20 to 55, and the 
survey covered ±2,500 Syrians, taking into account respondents’ family 
members. 

To validate the results of  the survey, interviews were also held with 
representatives of  various public institutions, private sector organizations 
and NGOs, to obtain their views regarding the Syrian migrants.  The 
results of  the survey are summarized below:

57 For further information about the container city, see https://www.haberturk.com/gundem/haber/1337364-
kahramanmarasta-suriyeliler-icin-25-bin-kisilik-konteyner-kent-aciliyor Accessed on September 5, 2020.
58 For information about Syrian students studying at Sütçü İmam University, see http://www.ksu.edu.tr/
default.aspx?DId=35722 Accessed on September 5, 2020.
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• 57% of  men were high school and university graduates, while 65% of  
women had completed primary school or middle school
• 62% of  men and only 47% of  women could speak Turkish
• 66% had been living in Kahramanmaraş for more than 4 years
• 50% reported that they had achieved a moderate or low level of  
cohesion, and that they felt they lacked cohesion skills
• 32% of  men and 43% of  women wanted to stay in Kahramanmaraş
• 28% had had a job in Syria, and 19% were now employed. Respondents 
stated that it was very difficult to find employment.
• The families of  69% of  the respondents had a monthly income of  less 
than TL2000.
• Respondents were completely unaware of  the legal regulations 
pertaining to rent contracts, the employment processes, their legal status 
and daily life, and did not know how to find out about these. 
• Syrians had more or less established a niche in the labor market, and 
managed to become accepted by the employers in Kahramanmaraş. 
The employers’ main reasons for preferring Syrian workers were “They 
are hardworking”, “They do whatever job we give them”, “They work 
for low wages”, “They are faster” and “They are willing to do jobs that 
Turkish workers are reluctant to do.”
• Approximately 78% of  the tradesmen in Kahramanmaraş are content 
with their Syrian employees.
• 38.4% of  Syrians in Kahramanmaraş are not considering returning to 
Syria, and ±30% would consider doing so. 
 
Between 38% and 70% of  all Syrians in Kahramanmaraş may thus 
become permanent residents of  the city, even if  the war in Syria ends, 
which makes their integration and living together with the native 
community a municipal priority. A rehabilitation center for both 
Syrians and other vulnerable residents is planned, which will include 
units for migrants’ health, physical therapy and rehabilitation, youth, 
children, psychosocial support, family education, nutritional health, 
social cohesion, employment and career counseling, legal assistance,  a 
classroom for computer courses, a kitchen-cafeteria, a day care center, 
and a vocational and hobby workshop.
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Municipal Services for Syrians in Kahramanmaraş

In addition to meeting the basic and humanitarian needs of  the 
Syrians such as shelter, food, security and cleaning, Kahramanmaraş 
Metropolitan Municipality actively supports the migrants’ participation 
in social and cultural life, and the social inclusion of  Syrian children 
and adolescents.  Examples of  the social inclusion projects for children 
include: 

Theater festival for Syrian children: The Çanakkale Odyssey 
play was performed for 1,200 Syrian children as part of  the municipal 
program commemorating the 100th anniversary of  the Çanakkale 
Victory. The play, staged three times a day at the Culture Center by the 
Anadolu Jet Theater Group, included two translators who translated 
the play into Arabic for the children.59

Presentation for Syrian children: As part of  the commemoration 
activities, the Interactive Truck visited the accommodation center to 
present performances to ± 1,000 children, including a brief  history of  
Maraş and Kahramanm, which gained independence in 1920, in an 
epic form, using visual elements.60 

Volunteer training programs for Syrian adolescents: The Search 
and Rescue Support (AKMOD) Unit of  the Municipal Fire Brigade is 
a group of  over 4,000 volunteers which responds to natural disasters 
such as fires, floods and earthquakes. The municipality, in cooperation 
with the Turkish Red Crescent’s Kahramanmaraş Community Center, 
provided Syrians, including adolescents, with first-aid, fire prevention 
and search/rescue training.61 The Syrian trainee volunteers will also be 
included in other AKMOD activities such as sports and mountaineering. 
This project will enable Syrians to support emergency response teams 
during emergencies such as fires and earthquakes.

59 For detailed information about one of  the theater plays staged for Syrian children, see https://www.
marasyenigun.com/suriyeli-cocuklara-tiyatro-senligi/2681/ Accessed on September 5, 2020
60 For detailed information about the children’s shows organized, see https://www.haberturk.com/
kahramanmaras-haberleri/74986264-suriyeli-cocuklara-marasin-tarihi-anlatildi Accessed on September 5, 
2020.
61 For detailed information about the first aid, fire protectionans search-rescue volunteer training programs 
provided for Syrian adolescents, see https://www.dirilishaber.com.tr/buyuksehirden-turkiyede-bir-ilk-
suriyelilere-gonulluluk-egitimi-13089h.htm Accessed on September 5, 2020
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Multilingual Activities in Kahramanmaraş

Based on its past experience of  ethno-cultural diversity, Kahramanmaraş 
provides services and  language learning activities to achieve social 
cohesion, using its own resources.  The municipality places particular 
emphasis on projects that enable children and adolescents to become 
a part of  social life.  The municipality have in the process contributed 
to the realization of  a number of  UN SDGs, including Good Health 
and Well-Being (Goal 3), Quality Education (Goal 4), Peace, Justice and 
Strong Institutions (Goal 16), and Partnerships for the Goals (Goal 17). 

In the story below, Kübra Kırmacı, who works in the Foreign Affairs 
Department and who supported us in the RESLOG Project, shares how 
the municipality supports Syrian children’s participation in social life 
via multilingual activities and Arabic written materials. 

Information coloring book in Arabic
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Kahramanmaraş:
Promoting Multilingualism

Kübra Kırmacı, Kahramanmaraş Metropolitan Municipality, 
Projects and Financing Section

Kahramanmaraş Metropolitan Municipality has implemented 
a number of  projects to support the social inclusion of  Syrians 
and to increase the rate of  school attendance by Syrian children. 
In 2017, we produced 5,000 copies of  Getting to Know and 
Paint Kahramanmaraş, a coloring book with scenes from 
daily life with Arabic captions, for Syrian children. It includes 
information on traffic rules, the norms of  communal life, and 
the city, which children can learn in an enjoyable way. 

As municipal workers, we are well aware of  how important a 
good command of  the Turkish language is for the Syrians in 
daily life. To develop the children’s language skills, we first 
provide  information in their native language and Turkish, and 
organize activities in Arabic, and have translators available to 
help them. We also offer Turkish Language Courses for adults, 
which we have implemented using our own resources, and of  
which we are truly proud.62

We would like to share the story of  two sisters, Reyyan and 
Meyyaz, who we met during home visits that we conduct from 
time to time on behalf  of  the Foreign Affairs Department. They 
are originally from Aleppo. Reyyan is 10 and Meyyaz is 16 years 
old. Both girls shine like diamonds when they smile. When they 
arrived in Kahramanmaraş, Reyyan was three and Meyyaz was 

62 For further information about the project, see https://www.marasmedyamerkezi.com/egitim/
buyuksehirden-suriyelilere-yardim-h20200.html Accessed on September 6, 2020
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nine years old. They came to the city with their mother after 
losing their father in the war in Aleppo. They have now been 
living in Kahramanmaraş for seven years, in an apartment with 
members of  their extended family.

They both speak Turkish as if  it were their native tongue, and 
have a good command of  Arabic, which they speak at home. 
They learned Turkish at school in two years. Their mother 
attended our Turkish language courses and learned Turkish. 
They have watched the videos of  the municipal We Are All Safe 
Project which explains how to avoid Covid-19, in both Turkish 
and in Arabic. They wear colorful face masks given to them 
by the municipality whenever they go out of  the house, having  
learned to do so from the very entertaining cartoon video.63

Both girls continue to learn Turkish and something new that 
makes their lives a little easier every day, with the help of  
the bilingual books, animations and videos provided by the 
municipality. We are delighted to see how they have developed 
a sense of  belonging in our city, which strives to support migrant 
and refugee children in every possible way.

We also offer Turkish language courses for Syrians living in 
the Container City, through the Art and Vocational Training 
Courses (KAMEK) of  our Department of  Health and Social 
Services. There are eight training groups, four on weekdays 
and four on weekends (three for women and five for men), 
plus vocational training courses, including Jewelry, Design 
and Painting. Approximately 400 Syrians have attended these 
courses to date.

63 For the animated film, see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SJSEWU-DTfA&feature=youtu.be; 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3Nr5WoppjAs&feature=youtu.be Accessed on October 13, 2020
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To promote the use of  face masks by children, we distributed 
children’s masks and hygiene kits bearing cartoon characters as 
part of  the We Are All Safe Project, funded by GIZ.  We made an 
animated film with Turkish and Arabic subtitles and dubbing, 
to increase awareness of  measures to combat Covid-19, which 
is shown on LED displays in the city center, in public buses and 
on municipal social media platforms.63

We provide services for both Syrian children and adults using 
similar techniques to promote social cohesion, and have found 
bilingual animated films, videos and other visual materials to be 
highly effective.
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KONYA METROPOLITAN MUNICIPALITY: 
SOCIAL INCLUSION OF MIGRANTS

Konya’s Migration History

Konya is one of  the world’s most ancient cities. Archaeological research 
shows that Çatalhöyük, 30km from Konya city center, was one of  the 
first settlements in history where people lived in a city and engaged in 
agriculture, in 9,000 BC.64 During its long history, Konya has hosted 
14 different civilizations, including the Hittites, Phrygians, Lydians, 
Romans, and Byzantines, and was an important city in the Seljuk and 
Ottoman empires, as it is today in Turkey.65

As the capital of  the Turkic-Seljuk State, Konya was a key destination 
for migration, and one of  the most prominent cities in the world.66 
The largest migration in Anatolian history was that of  Turks from the 
Central Asian region called Transoxiana, which became the subject of  
a mythic narrative, but is based on historical facts.67 The great migration 
story begins with the Turkish victory at Manzikert in 1071 under the 
leadership of  Sultan Alparslan, and continues with his conquest of  
Konya. After their migration to Anatolia, the Turks were attacked by 
the Crusaders and Byzantines from the west, and Anatolia eventually 
became the Turkish homeland with the Turkish victory in the Battle of  
Myriokephalon in Konya.

The great victories of  Turks in Konya, and the civilization they 
established afterwards attracted the attention of  Muslims from all 
around the world, including educated people who arrived here in the 
12th century. Rumi, one of  the great literary figures of  the Turkish and 
Islamic world, migrated to Konya with his father Bahaeddin Veled, a 
great religious scholar from the city of  Balkh in northern Afghanistan, 

64 Braudel, 2001
65 For detailed information about the history of  Konya, see https://www.konyakultur.gov.tr/index.
php?route=pages/pages&page_id=1 Accessed on September 7, 2020
66 Mammadova, 2017, p.31.
67 Çolak, 2002, p.192.
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which was called the ‘mother of  cities’ at the time.68 Another important 
Islamic mystic, Ibn Arabi, migrated to Konya from Andalusia (now 
Spain) and lived in Konya for ten years.69 Others included Şemsi 
Tabrizi, who migrated to Konya from Tabriz in Iran, Kazeruni from 
Qazvin, and Siraceddin Urmevi from Urmia, who contributed to 
shaping Turkish culture and identity since the 12th century.70

Migration and foreign settlement continued in the following centuries. 
For example, when Yavuz Sultan Selim conquered Egypt, Arab families 
from Egypt were settled in Konya in the area of  Araplar. Between 1890 
and 1905, ±20,000 Crimean and Caucasian immigrants were settled in 
the city of  Konya and its districts.71 In the 1920s, in the last period of  
the Ottoman Empire and the early years of  the Republic of  Turkey, ± 
11,000 Yugoslav emigrants from the Balkans were settled in Konya.72  
Kurdish families from Van in the east were then settled in Konya city,73  
and between 1950 and 1955, ±6,000 Turkish migrants from Bulgaria 
were settled in Konya and its surroundings.74

Konya also received Christian Maronite migrants from Lebanon in 
1861, who contributed to the social and economic development of  the 
city. For example, Atatürk House and the old Town Hall were built by 
the Maronites.75 The district of  Konya also received migrants during 
the Ottoman Period, including Chechen Ingush immigrants who settled 
in Beyşehir, Russian Cossacks in Beyşehir Mada, Nogai immigrants 
near Kulu, and Meskhetian Turks in Mecidiye Village, Ilgın.76

Konya also became a destination for internal rural-to-urban migration 
during the period of  industrialization from the 1950s. In the early 
2000s, the provincial population grew rapidly, as immigration exceeded 

68 For detailed information about the life of  Mevlana Celaleddin-i Rumi, see http://konya.com.tr/en/
mevlana-celaleddin-i-rumi/ Accessed on September 7, 2020.
69 Bayram, 2011.
70 Üremiş, 2010.
71 Gökçebay, 2006, s.36; Kaya, 2011.
72 Kurtulgan, 2016, p.349.
73 Koçal, 2015.
74 Başpınar and Tekin, 2018, p.113.
75 Çelik, 2019, p.95.
76 Ibid.
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emigration.77 Konya received a substantial migration from Eastern and 
South eastern Anatolian cities during the 1990s.78 

Konya Municipality’s transparent, inclusive and public benefit-oriented 
approach and effective projects have also made it a preferred destination 
for internal migrants seeking an affordable and peaceful lifestyle. From 
1989, this included projects to make Konya water, bread and transport 
the most affordable in Turkey. The results of  a study in 2010 showed 
that people preferred Konya for economic reasons and better living 
conditions,79 which have also made Konya a preferred destination for 
Syrians.
 
Syrian Migrants in Konya: Demographic Data

Although the Syrian migration began in 2011, migration to Konya 
only gained momentum in 2014.80 In September 2020, there were 
115,568 Syrians in the Province of  Konya,81 which was 5.17% of  the 
total population of  2,232,374. Konya is renowned for its conservative 
culture, and many Syrians come here due to its cultural similarities 
with their home country,82 including traces of  Mevleviyeh culture and 
the Sufi Movement, which give Konya a special place in the world of  
Islam. There are numerous Mevlevi monasteries in Turkey and Syria, 
and Aleppo and Damascus were significant sites in the development 
of  Mevleviiyeh culture. Syrians, especially from Aleppo, were naturally 
inclined to choose a destination that they felt close to historically.83

The Syrian population is spread throughout the city, with relatively 
higher concentrations in certain neighborhoods, rather than living in 
a single Syrian neighborhood, and they have integrated well with the 

77 Dinç, 2014, p.31.
78 Özkiraz, 2006; Koyuncu, 2011, p.143.
79 Karakoç, 2010, p.119.
80 Alptekin, Ulutaş and Gündüz, 2018 p.96.
81 For the distribution of  persons under temporary protection by provinces, updated as of  August 28, 2020, see 
https://www.goc.gov.tr/gecici-koruma5638 Accessed on September 8, 2020
82 For a detailed discussion on the relationship between cultural similarity and migration, see Herzfeld, 2005, 
2013, 2016; Rottmann and Kaya, 2020.
83 Emren, 2019, p.302.
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native residents. A survey in 2018 with 1,100 participants found that 
40% of  the city’s native residents had at least one Syrian neighbor,84 and 
that the majority accepts the Syrians as residents.85 

An indicator of  this acceptance is their integration into the labor 
market. Most men and adult members of  Syrian families work in 
Konya’s industrial sector, and  Syrian adults and adolescents can easily 
find a job in small and medium sized businesses which required part-
time workers. Migrants who are able to earn a living and sustain their 
families lead the way towards social integration and cohesion in cities.

Municipal Services Provided for Syrians in Konya

Konya Metropolitan Municipality and the central district municipalities 
of  Konya provide various services for Syrians in a systematic manner.86  
The Province of  Konya is Turkey’s largest urban area, and most of  
its 31 districts host Syrian migrants. Several NGOs in the city work 
to ensure social acceptance and living together, alongside municipal 
services provided to the Syrians. 

An important form of  municipal support for Syrian migrants is food 
and fuel aid, which the Health and Social Affairs Department provides 
to both migrants and native residents, as the municipality does not 
have a separate office that assists migrants. The department responds 
to applications and does on-site inspections to confirm needs declared 
by applicants, and then provides aid, to the extent permitted by its 
budget.87 The municipality employs Arabic-speaking personnel to 
facilitate assistance to Syrians.

The municipality also supports Syrian migrants by offering Turkish 
language and vocational training courses, which include computer 

84 Örselli and Bilici, 2018, p.325.
85 Çimen and Quadir, 2018, p.339.
86 Alptekin, Ulutaş and Gündüz, 2018, p.102.
87 For detailed information about the services provided by the Konya Metropolitan Municipality’s Department 
of  Health and Social Services, see https://www.konya.bel.tr/kurumsalayrinti4.php?id=22 Accessed on 
September 9, 2020.
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skills and handicrafts for women.88 Though migrants are targeted, 
native residents in need may attend. The municipality prioritizes 
women’s participation in social life, and have facilities for women such 
as swimming pools and fitness centers, which are open to all female 
residents. These facilities provide sites for interaction between Syrian 
and Turkish women, enabling them to learn about each other’s lifestyles 
and cultures via an intercultural approach.89

Other municipal social cohesion activities include an annual dinner 
for Syrian migrant students studying in Konya and municipal officials, 
hosted by the mayor, which treats guests to traditional Konya cuisine, 
and enables discussion of  students’ problems, and possible solutions.90  
The International Student Counseling Center at the municipal youth 
center just outside the campus of  Selçuk University (Konya’s biggest 
university with 80,000 students), provides various services to meet the 
needs of  international, and especially Syrian students.

Participation in Social Life in Konya

Konya Metro Municipality is a successful example of  a municipal social 
approach to the inclusion of  migrants, which includes providing housing, 
health care, education and environmental protection services on an 
equal basis to all, which promotes social solidarity and togetherness 
between native and migrant communities, as ‘fellow citizens’.91 

Municipal social service and cohesion projects also contribute to the 
attainment of  a number of  UN Sustainable Development Goals, 
e.g. Reduced Inequalities (Goal 10), and Peace, Justice and Strong 
Institutions (Goal 16), and cooperation with other stakeholders 
contributes to Partnerships for the Goals (Goal 17). 

88 Emren, 2019, p.303.
89 For a more comprehensive evaluation of  the social municipal approach adopted by Konya Metropolitan 
Municipality, see Akkan, 2017.
90 Konya Metropolitan Municipality also provides substantial support for primary and secondary level 
Syrian students. An example is the book support offered to around 3,000 Syrian students in 2017. For 
detailed information on the matter, see http://www.komek.org.tr/haberdetay.php?haberID=371 Accessed on 
September 9, 2020.
91 Akkan, 2017
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Mücahit Sami Küçüktığlı, Head of  Konya Metropolitan Municipality’s 
Foreign Affairs Section, shared the following story of  a Syrian migrant, 
which shows that the municipality has embraced an intercultural 
cohesion model which emphasizes migrants’ social participation and 
the provision of  social services to all, according to the principle of  
‘fellow citizenship’ in Turkish Municipal Law.

Social Cohesion Project

‘Will You Be My Brother?’ Project
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Konya: Participation in Social Life

Mücahit Sami Küçüktığlı,
Konya Metropolitan Municipality, Foreign Affairs Section

Ahmet Abdülkerim was born in 1994 in Idlib in Syria and grew 
up speaking Arabic. He fled the Syrian war and came to Hatay 
with his family in 2012. His family later returned to their village 
on the Syrian border, but he moved to Konya by himself, at the 
age of  17.

In Konya, Ahmet lived in a dormitory, where he learned 
Turkish in just eight months. Through an acquaintance who 
worked at the municipality providing assistance to Syrians, he 
started to work as a translator to support Syrians applying to 
the Social Services Office for aid. During the year he worked at 
the Municipality, Ahmet studied Theology at the university, and 
discovered an assistance association, via which he continued to 
help migrants in his free time.

Ahmet was granted Turkish citizenship in 2018. He subsequently 
provided Arabic translation services to companies in Konya, and 
learned about foreign trade. He now specializes in e-commerce 
and exports, and supports companies exporting a wide range 
of  products, from food to agricultural machinery, to several 
countries.

Ahmet tells us that his life changed and that he learned to work 
for social justice and to help others at the municipality. He is 
now 26 years old, and earns a good living as a businessman. 
His goal is to support the development of  Konya and Turkey by 
increasing foreign currency earnings through exports.
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Our services for students, and those promoting women’s 
participation in social life, have been particularly successful 
in promoting the social acceptance of  Syrians and achieving 
social cohesion. This success was based on our past experiences 
with migrants and migration, and our sensitive, intercultural 
approach to bringing together native and Syrian communities.
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KONAK MUNICIPALITY:
AN INTERCULTURAL COHESION MODEL

Konak’s Migration History

Due to its location, climate and rich history, the Province of  Izmir has 
been an important economic and cultural center throughout history. 
Izmir was the birthplace of  Homer, whose legendary works, the Iliad and 
Odyssey, have survived until today.92  The history of  Izmir dates back to 
before 3,000 BC, but it was not until the 8th Century BC that it became 
a city. Ancient Izmir claimed its place in history as a city state with its 
orderly geometric structure, temples, a harbor that allowed maritime 
trade, and its civic and defense facilities. Izmir’s strategic location and 
wealth were both advantages and disadvantages, as its wealth attracted 
attacks, which often damaged its buildings and infrastructure. 

After one such attack, the city was rebuilt on the slopes of  the hill where 
Kadifekale is located today. Izmir has hosted various civilizations, 
and was a distinguished city of  the Ancient Greek civilization and the 
Roman Empire. Izmir was one of  the religious centers of  the Byzantine 
Empire and was one of  its key cities. It was later ruled by the Turkish 
Principalities, and was annexed to the Ottoman Empire in 1425, and 
renamed Sığla Sanjak. 

The city, initially included in the Anadolu Eyaleti, was later attached to 
Istanbul as an independent sanjak, and then to Aydın Eyaleti in 1811. 
Izmir became the eyalet center in 1850. With the Vilayet Law of  1864, 
Aydın Vilayeti was established in May 1867, with Izmir as its center. 93 
It became the gateway of  the Ottoman Empire to the world from the 
beginning of  the 17th Century, and in the 19th  Century it was one of  
the three most cosmopolitan vilayets in the Empire, along with Istanbul 
and Aleppo. İzmir’s cultural heritage included its rich ethno-cultural 
diversity.94

92 For detailed information on the matter, see https://izmir.ktb.gov.tr/TR-77461/konak.html Accessed on 
September 7, 2020.
93 For detailed information on the history of  Konak, see http://www.konak.bel.tr/sayfa/gecmisten-bugune-
konak Accessed on September 7, 2020
94 For detailed information on the history of  the province of  İzmir, see https://www.izmir.bel.tr/tr/
IzmirinTarihi/225/257 Accessed on September 7, 2020
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Izmir had English, French, Venetian, and Dutch merchant colonies 
and neighborhoods, which were  granted commercial privileges by the 
Ottoman Empire. Numerous ships arrived and departed, loading and 
unloading goods and people, and the city suffered many epidemics, 
earthquakes, and fires.95 However, the number of  foreigners in İzmir 
declined during and after the formation of  the Turkish nation-state, 
from 6,813 in 1927 to 4,768 in 1935 and 2,527 in 1945, and it continued 
to decline thereafter.96

Konak Municipality was established in July 1988, and included the 
districts of  Narlıdere and Karabağlar. However, the municipality’s 
population and area decreased over time, and today it has 113 
neighborhoods, 2,905 streets, 90 avenues, 19 boulevards and 14 squares. 
The population of  Konak city fluctuates daily due to its extensive 
commercial and tourist activities, and the registered and unregistered 
populations differ significantly.97

Syrian Migrants in Konak: Demographic Data

The mass migration from Syria to Turkey since April 2011 has had a 
significant impact on the Province of  İzmir. Like other migrants the 
majority of  Syrian migrants prefer the Basmane neighborhood, due to 
its history as an area of  foreign migrants. Konak has been a destination 
for transit migrants since the early 2000s, and has hosted a large 
population of  Syrians since 2011, many of  whom settled in the district 
due to available job opportunities, the dangers and difficulty of  illegally 
crossing to Greek islands, and negative reports from relatives who had 
reached Europe.

In November 2020, there were 147,205 registered Syrians in İzmir 
Province.98 According to municipal data, the total number of  registered 
and unregistered Syrians living in the District of  Konak is ±48,000. 
Nearly 8,000 Syrians reside in the Basmane neighborhood, mostly in an 
area known as the ‘Hotels Street’.

95 Ibid.
96 For detailed information on the matter, see Yakar and Südaş, 2019
97 https://www.izmir.bel.tr/tr/IzmirinTarihi/225/257 Accessed on September 7, 2020
98 https://www.goc.gov.tr/gecici-koruma5638 .
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A municipal study, conducted in cooperation with the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), found that there was an 
almost equal number of  Syrian women and men in Konak, and that 
their level of  education was remarkably low. Most were illiterate, or 
only had primary or secondary education, with very few university 
graduates. More than half  of  Syrian women were illiterate. 

Syrians mainly work in the automotive and footwear industrial estate 
in Işıkkent. Smaller numbers work as porters in fruit and vegetable 
markets, as waste and paper collectors, scrap dealers, in the construction 
industry, and as waiters and shop assistants. Some Syrians, especially 
tailors and those working in textile manufacturing facilities, have skills 
and experiences gained in their home country.  A number of  educated 
Syrians work as translators, including for the municipality.

Migrants and neighborhood centers

The district hosts a high concentration of  low income families and 
vulnerable groups, including a large population of  refugees and asylum 
seekers. It is a center of  attraction for migrants due to its location as a 
transit point to Europe. Konak Municipality prioritizes social support 
for refugees, and strengthens togetherness between them and the 
native population. Neighborhood centers have been established by the 
Women and Family Services Section, which provide on-site services in 
disadvantaged neighborhoods.99 The 17 centers develop face-to-face 
contact with members of  the community, and organize educational, 
hobby, arts and sports activities. 

The centers also offer vocational, foreign language, traditional handcrafts, 
and hobby and skills courses to empower women to participate in social 
and economic life and production.  Thousands of  women attend these 
certified courses each year. The municipality also organizes workshops 
and summer school activities for adolescents, children and pre-school 
children. These centers also contribute to the social acceptance and 
participation of  migrants.

99 For detailed information about the neighborhood centers, see http://www.konak.bel.tr/sayfa/gecmisten-
bugune-konak Accessed on September 7, 2020
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The Basmane Neighborhood Center is a good example, which 
contributes significantly to the  social inclusion of  migrants. It provides 
services in a building on the Hotels Street in Basmane, purchased from 
the Child Protection Agency and renovated in 2005. The center has 
served very many migrants since 2007.100 At first it mostly provided 
services for migrants and refugees from Somalia, Sudan, Ethiopia, 
Eritrea, Nigeria, Senegal, Iran, Iraq and Afghanistan. As the language 
barrier was a serious obstacle in communicating with migrants, the 
municipality employed personnel with foreign language skills, thus laying 
the foundations of  its current projects on migrants’ social participation 
and togetherness with the native communities.

Municipal Services Provided for Syrians in Konak

From the mid-2000s, Konak has received migrants from African 
countries, Afghanistan, the Turkic Republics, and later on, from Syria, 
who generally stayed for a day or two, before continuing on their  
journey westward by boat. It was not possible to do much to assist these 
in-transit refugees, and municipal officials who did, often experienced 
the trauma of  finding out that some of  them had died while trying to 
cross the Aegean Sea.

Migrants who stayed in Konak preferred to settle in Basmane 
neighborhood where Arabic was widely spoken. They then benefited 
from free health care, education and social services, and became eligible 
for employment, family establishment assistance, and humanitarian aid 
provided by the EU and the UN.

Since the start of  the mass migration, the municipality did its utmost 
to meet the needs of  the Syrian refugees under temporary protection, 
in cooperation with other organizations, including NGOs and  
international organizations working with migrants and refugees. Joint 
field studies, needs analyses and projects were organized, and basic 
needs such as food and shelter, access to education, health care were 
prioritized.

100 For detailed information on the Basmane Neighborhood Center, see http://www.konak.bel.tr/sayfa/semt-
merkezleri/basmane-semt-merkezi Accessed on September 7, 2020.
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The food packages, blankets and hygiene kits which the municipality 
distributed were financed by the International Organization for 
Migration (IOM). All unregistered Syrians were registered by the 
Provincial Directorate of  Migration Management so that they could 
receive aid, including from international relief  agencies such as UNHCR 
and the Association for Solidarity with Asylum Seekers and Migrants.

The Together Konak Project

The municipality successfully provided services to support migrants’ 
social participation and living together with native communities. To 
develop data-based social policies, the municipal Women and Family 
Services Section obtained funding from UNHCR for the Together 
Konak Project, which conducted a survey of  Syrian and local families 
in streets with many migrants. 40 municipal personnel from Women 
and Family Services Section were trained on case management, referral 
mechanisms, the national International Protection and Temporary 
Protection Regime regulations, and migrants’ rights and obligations.

Health care services

Konak Municipality has played a crucial role in enabling Syrians and 
other migrants to access health services. The Women and Family 
Services Section cooperated with İzmir Provincial Directorate of  Health 
and the District Governorship of  Konak to ensure that migrants’ health 
care needs were met by the Alsancak State and Tepecik Training and 
Research hospitals. The municipality paid for prescriptions issued by 
these hospitals.

General health screening was also done, and medication was provided to 
migrants by the Health Affairs Section, who work devotedly to provide 
health care services to migrants.

The principle of  fellow citizenship,
employment and social assistance

Based on the principles in the Municipal Law, Konak Municipality 
recognizes everyone living within the district as ‘fellow citizens’, and 
strives to ensure that they benefit equally from all municipal services. 
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The municipality assists migrants with job counseling and guidance 
to secure employment, from those engaged in animal husbandry and 
agriculture, to lawyers, doctors, engineers and teachers with higher 
education. Employment is a key factor that contributes to social 
integration and cohesion.

Another municipal priority is social assistance. Household items 
donated by members of  the local community are given to migrants in 
need via the Household Item Bank, operated by the Social Assistance 
Affairs Section. The District Governorship of  Konak and Konak 
Municipality also cover the costs of  migrants in need living in temporary 
accommodation, especially families with children and special needs, for 
six months. 

The Parks and Gardens Section provides wood from tree trimming 
to migrant families during the winter, and in collaboration with the 
Turkish Red Crescent, the municipality distributes hot soup on winter 
evenings, and provide food and clothing packages regularly to migrant 
families. In addition to these services, the municipality offers social and 
psychological support to migrants, and support the educational needs 
of  migrant children.

Public relations

We regularly provided information about the services for migrants to 
students and scholars from Turkish and foreign universities, and to 
NGOs supporting migrants. This has increased incoming aid such as 
food and clothing donations to İzmir and other districts in Turkey.  A 
number of  businessmen support families in difficulty by paying their 
rent or bills.

Turkish language courses

Municipal personnel at the neighborhood centers emphasize the 
importance of  consultation in meeting the needs of  migrants and the 
native population. A frequent request of  migrants is to learn Turkish, 
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and the centers offer Turkish language courses, which are also attended 
by foreign women who have married local residents. Learning together 
enables social meeting and contributes to mutual understanding, 
better relationships, and living together with neighbors. Some female 
participants have continued their university education, and others were 
able to find jobs and earn an income.

As their Turkish improved, women became interested in other courses 
offered at the centers, which were also attended by local women. They 
shared their traditional food with each other during lunch, and these 
meals at the neighborhood centers surely laid the foundations of  future 
culinary activities. Neighborhood centers have been a key aspect of  
successful intercultural approach and projects. 

An Intercultural Cohesion Approach in Konak

Konak Municipality’s work in managing and responding to migration, 
in cooperation with other public institutions, local, national and 
international NGOs, academic and scientific institutions and the media, 
has contributed to realizing the UN Sustainable Development Goals 
of  Good Health and Well-Being (Goal 3), Peace, Justice and Strong 
Institutions, Reduced Inequalities (Goal 10), Sustainable Cities and 
Communities (Goal 11), Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions (Goal 16) 
and Partnerships for the Goals (Goal 17). 

Meryem Sezgin, Head of  the Women and Family Services Section, 
and Elif  Sezen, who works in the section, shared the following story 
as an example of  how the municipality has fought against prejudice 
regarding migrants, and successfully ensured cohesion between migrant 
and native communities.  
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Konak: An Intercultural Cohesion Model

Meryem Sezgin and Elif  Sezen, Konak Municipality, 
Women and Family Services Section

As Syrian refugees settled not just in Basmane but in other 
neighborhoods of  Konak, some in the native population falsely 
believed that aid designated for their use was being used for 
Syrians. The media contributed to this confusion, which resulted 
in polarization and alienation, and made it difficult to establish 
cohesion between the Turkish community and Syrians.

However, Konak Municipality, worked to contribute to healthy 
and peaceful interaction between the native and migrant 
communities via our neighborhood centers. The story of  the 
Basmane Neighborhood Center below could equally have been 
told about any of  the other centers.

Our Basmane Neighborhood Center developed several projects 
to meet the cultural, social, psychological and economic needs 
of  migrants. Centre staff first interviewed Syrian refugees 
regarding their needs, and informed them about the activities, 
courses and guidance offered by the Center. Based on our past 
experiences, we prioritized women and children. 

Initially offered at only a few centers, the Turkish language 
courses quickly spread to almost all centers. We personally 
visited men who were reluctant to send their wives or daughters 
to the courses and convinced them that they should. Women 
warmly welcomed the hobby and skills courses which they had 
requested.

We developed a project called ‘A World of  Voices’ to 
communicate our social services to everyone and to convey a 
message of  love, peace and brotherhood. Musicians, whose 
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paths had brought them to İzmir from Sudan, Palestine, Syria, 
Iran, Japan, Taiwan, India, the Netherlands, Cuba, Nigeria, 
Guatemala, Mexico, Scotland, Italy, Malavi, Equador and 
Greece, supported the project, and performed together on a 
shared stage. The concert, which brought together people from 
such  diverse cultures was the first of  its kind in Turkey, and 
received a great deal of  attention from the media.101

Some women were unable to continue attending courses, as they 
had nowhere to leave their small children, so the ‘Our Children 
Project’ organized a 3-month workshop for socio-economically 
disadvantaged children and families with no access to pre-school 
education and psychological support. It included activities to 
support the physical, mental and psychosocial development 
of  children aged 4 to 6, establish healthy communication 
and relationships between mothers, fathers and children, and 
promote the development of  positive values among children.102

We also organized workshops on Rhythm and Music, 
Communication and Drama, Fiction and Story-Telling, 
Recycling and Creative Works, attended jointly by Turkish 
and Syrian children. The children were trained together using 
the Montesssori Method. We also organized support meetings 
with translators for many mothers and fathers, linked to our 
Family Education, Guidance and Psychological Counseling 
services. In the same year, we launched our Summer School 
Project for children aged 7 to 12, where they both learned and 
played in workshops such as Fun with Math, Astronomy-Space, 
Philosophy, Local Games, My Movie, How Does It Work?, Fun 
Science, and Dance and Rhythm.

101 For a newspaper report published in the mainstream media about the festival organized in September 
2017, see https://www.hurriyet.com.tr/konakta-bi-dunya-ses-yankilandi-40592981 Accessed on September 7, 
2020
102 For details of  the Our Children Project implemented in 2019, see http://www.konak.bel.tr/files/sayi-
88pdf_04-01-2019_14-39-47.pdf  Accessed on September 7, 2020.
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We did not forget the adolescents, and organized the İzmir Chain 
of  Youth Workshop at our Basmane Center, and adolescents 
of  several different nationalities participated in the Stronger 
Together Project.103 The three-day workshop brought together 
Syrian and Turkish youth to understand one another, to share 
their expectations, and develop solutions for the problems of  
youth.104

On November 25th, the International Day for the Elimination of  
Violence Against Women, we took part in the activity organized 
with the hash tag Be A Firefly, Light Up the Dark, to raise global 
awareness and strengthening advocacy on this matter.105

We informed local and migrant communities about our centers 
and municipal services, and attendance of  our vocational and 
hobby courses has grown, and our centers are more active than 
ever.

Konak Municipality has also attracted national and international 
attention to its projects for refugees and intercultural cohesion 
efforts.  We are continuing our projects to empower migrant 
and local women socially and economically, and to ensure 
their participation in local processes. Despite the difficulty of  
meeting during the pandemic, we have continued to develop 
new projects and human-centered services.

103 For further information about the workshop organized in 2018, see https://ilksesgazetesi.com/haberler/
kultur-sanat/haydi-gencler-55464 Accessed on September 7, 2020
104 For further information about the”Stronger Together” project, see http://www.mudem.org/birlikte-
gucluyuz/ Accessed on September 7, 2020.
105 For detailed information on the matter, see https://www.milliyet.com.tr/gundem/utanc-haritasi-6096133 
Accessed on September 7, 2020.
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Konak Municipality prioritizes activities and services designed to 
bring native and migrant communities together. Other priority 
goals are ensuring women’s participation in the public sphere 
and developing projects to respond to the needs of  children 
and adolescents. In all our projects, we encourage intercultural 
interaction to enable our ‘fellow citizens’ to live together in 
peace and harmony.
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MEZİTLİ MUNICIPALITY:
INTERCULTURAL MUNICIPAL ACTIVITIES

Mezitli’s Migration History

Mersin is a city that has experienced immigration throughout its 
history, and different ethno-cultural and religious groups have lived here 
together in peace since the 19th Century. Early inhabitants of  the city 
included nomadic Yoruks, Arabs, Latin-Italians and Levantines. Mersin 
has an important place in the history of  the Mediterranean as a port 
and industrial city.106 The city has retained its multicultural character, 
and remains an important commercial and industrial center.

The cedar wood used in the construction of  the Suez Canal in 1859 was 
cut from the slopes of  the Taurus Mountains and shipped from Mersin’s 
pier. This project employed a large workforce, including thousands of  
people from the mountain villages in nearby provinces and districts such 
as Tarsus, Adana and Silifke. During these years, the mountain village 
populations were gradually relocated to coastal land. 

In the 1860s, large numbers of  Maronite families migrated to Mersin 
due to conflicts in Lebanon, and in 1889, 70 families from Crete settled 
in today’s İhsaniye Neighborhood.107 These developments in the 19th 
Century made Mersin a more multicultural, dynamic and cosmopolitan 
city in socio-economic and cultural terms.

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 lands for growing cotton in various parts of  the world. 
Owing to its ideal soil and climate conditions, Çukurova quickly became 
a cotton cultivation center, with Mersin processing and shipping the 
cotton, as it had the only pier in the region. Cereals were also shipped 
from Mersin during the Crimean War.

106 Braudel, 2001
107 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, 2009
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108 For detailed information on Mersin’s multicultural heritage that dates back to the 19th century, see Keyder, 
et.al., 1994.
109 For detailed information about the ancient city of  Soli Pompeiopolis and the history of  Mezitli, see 
https://mersin.ktb.gov.tr/TR-73146/mezitli.html Accessed on September 19, 2020
110 For detailed information about the history of  Mersin, see https://mersin.ktb.gov.tr/TR-73152/tarihce.
html Accessed on July 16, 2020.
111 For a booklet prepared by Mezitli Municipality in Turkish and English about Mezitli’s history, culture and 
social environment, see https://www.mezitli.bel.tr/mezitli-kitabi Accessed on September 19, 2020.

Throughout history, migrants have come to Mersin, including Nusayri 
Arab farmers from Syria, Maronites from Lebanon, Orthodox Arabs, 
Sunni Arabs from Latakia, Italian Levantines, and English and French 
traders and bankers (due to commercial privileges granted to non-
Muslims), Cypriot Turks (due to population exchanges), Cretan Turks, 
and large numbers of  internal migrants from Central Anatolia, Tarsus 
and the Taurus Mountains, making Mersin a truly multicultural city.108

Mezitli, one of  Mersin’s central districts, bears many traces of  the city’s 
multicultural heritage. The historic Soli Pompeiopolis in the district was 
an important harbor that survived from ancient times to the present 
day.109 Archeological findings in the ancient city of  Soli Pompeiopolis 
provide evidence of  the different cultures, religions and lifestyles over 
the ages of  this important trading city and port.110 In the 2000s, the 
district’s character, mainly composed of  summer house complexes, 
apartment blocks and houses concentrated around the district’s 
perimeter, changed, with numerous buildings in the central business 
district becoming residences for internal migrants, and since 2011, 
Syrian refugees, who have been welcomed, according to the tradition 
of  mutual intercultural respect.111

Syrian Migrants in Mezitli: Demographic Data

The District of  Mezitli has 40 neighborhoods, 17 of  which are rural. 
Given the ratio of  recent migrants to the total population, Mersin is 
among the ten Turkish provinces most affected by the Syrian migration. 
Mezitli is one of  Mersin’s 13 districts. With a growth rate of  5.27%, it is 
the fastest-growing district in Mersin. According to Mezitli Municipality 
August 2000 data, the district hosts 26,000 registered and at least as 
many unregistered Syrians and irregular migrants of  other nationalities. 
There are a total of  86,350 households in the district.
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In the second half  of  2019, a needs analysis was done by the Strategy 
Development Section, in cooperation with the sister-city Berlin 
Tempelhof-Schöneberg Municipality’s Foreign Affairs Section, to 
identify the service needs of  Mezitli’s residents, to measure their level of  
satisfaction with services, and to elicit their suggestions. In November 
2013, a comprehensive meeting attended by representatives of  Berlin 
Tempelhof-Schöneberg Municipality, Mezitli City Council’s Migration 
Group and Syrian migrants evaluated the impacts of  migration and 
discussed possible solutions for migration issues. A booklet containing 
the results of  this assessment was printed in English and Turkish, as the 
final product of  the project.112

Needs were identified via interviews conducted with Syrian migrants, 
the majority of  whom reported that they had a satisfactory and stable 
life in Mezitli. Several interviewees had higher levels of  education levels 
and economic status. The number of  Syrians who had applied for, and 
had been granted Turkish citizenship was relatively high in the district. 
Many remarked on the cleanliness of  the district, saying,  “Mezitli is 
very clean; the Municipality does a very good job; parks, beaches and 
the coastline are much cleaner now, compared to the first years here.”

In the early stages of  the migration, most migrants met their daily needs 
in small groups of  friends and family members. During this period, the 
Syrians did not interact much with Turks, and used Syrian grocery stores, 
restaurants, cafeterias, coffee shops, doctors, repairmen, electricians and 
other service providers. This situation, referred to as a ‘niche economy’ 
in the literature, is a natural and language-based phenomenon among 
migrants, but it does not build togetherness between migrants and native 
communities.113 This situation has changed over time, encouraged by 
municipal services that promote social acceptance and participation, 
and foster living together.

112 For a newspaper report published in the local media about the booklet The Needs Analysis of  Syrians 
and Turkish Citizens Living in Mezitli, see https://www.pirha.net/mezitli-belediyesi-ilcedeki-suriyelilerle-ilgili-
kitap-yayinladi-203845.html/05/02/2020/ Accessed on September 19, 2020.
113 For a discussion on examples of  niche economies created by migrants living in the Netherlands, see Bolt 
and Kempen, 2003. For examples of  niche economies created by Turkish migrants in Germany, see Kaya, 
2000.
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Following the needs analysis, a RESLOG workshop called Reviewing 
the Migration Master Plan and Waste Management for Mezitli was 
organized in February 2020, during which Mezitli’s plans were discussed 
in detail with various stakeholders. Solutions were also proposed for 
environmental cleanliness and health-related issues, which had emerged 
due to the inadequacy of  the existing infrastructure relative to the 
district’s growing population. Participants included Mezitli Mayor Mr. 
Neşet Tarhan, Deputy Mayors, and representatives of  16 municipal 
departments, including the Strategy Development Section, and the 
RESLOG regional team. 

The findings of  the workshop indicated that new projects, especially on 
social acceptance and participation, were needed to address new issues 
that resulted from the mass migration, and that artistic and cultural 
activities could contribute to social cohesion and diminish discrimination 
against migrants.114 Mezitli Municipality’s Migration Master Plan was 
prepared via a participatory process involving various stakeholders. 
In addition to the workshop, interviews were conducted with other 
stakeholders, including mukhtars, before and after the workshop. 

Municipal Services Provided for Syrians in Mezitli

Central government does not provide support to municipalities 
for services to Syrian migrants. From the start of  the influx, Mezitli 
Municipality adopted a scientific approach to identify the needs of  
its migrant fellow citizens, in close cooperation with the Union of  
Municipalities of  Çukurova and the RESLOG team. The Mayor 
ensured the participation of  all municipal units in the needs assessment 
and strategic planning process, and a City Council Migration Study 
Group was established. 

114 For a newspaper report in the local media on the workshop Reviewing the Migration Master Plan and 
Waste Management for Mezitli, organized on February 6-7, 2020 under the RESLOG project, see http://
www.ozyurtgazetesi.com/reyhanlinin-goc-ana-plani-sunumu Accessed on September 19, 2020.
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Mezitli City Council Migration Group

The Migration Group was founded in June 2019 by the Mezitli City 
Council’s Executive Board, to increase capacity to respond to the 
needs of  Syrian migrants, and resolve problems at a district level. The 
Chairman of  the group met with migrant associations in Mezitli, and 
invited them to join the group, along with a few Syrian migrants who 
wished to support the group as individuals. 

In the group’s  first meeting with representatives of  Mezitli Municipality, 
Mezitli City Council Women’s Assembly and Syrian migrants, the 
migrants requested Turkish language courses for Syrians, Arabic 
language courses for Turks, English language courses for all citizens, 
and vocational courses on automobile repair, carpentry, electrical work, 
elevator repair, hairdressing, natural gas mechanics, etc. 

Syrian ‘fellow citizens’ also expressed their wish to participate in the 
Women Producers Markets, a collective organization comprising 650 
women and nine markets, which recently won international awards 
in China and France. They also requested a venue where they could 
exhibit artistic work and host cultural and intercultural activities. Public 
poetry and book readings, painting exhibitions, plays and singing events 
in Arabic were subsequently organized in the Mezitli City Council 
hall, in cooperation with the Migration Group and Syrian migrant 
associations. 

Mezitli City Council Migration Group continued to respond to Syrian 
requests, and involved different stakeholders in organizing activities and 
projects including pre-school education of  Syrian migrant children aged 
3 to 6; an Active Aging Center developed in collaboration with Berlin 
Tempelhof-Schöneberg Municipality; the ‘Down Cafe’ where Turkish 
and Arabic singing and other performances and activities are held; 
Regular music, science, technology, literature and cultural meetings are 
held every Saturday at the AINOUR Culture Hall operated by Nurhan 
At Taha, a member of  the Mezitli City Council Migration Group, and 
other members attend as guests.
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A ‘Migrant Stories’ event, organized in 2020 at the Culture House by 
the Maya Education, Culture, Assistance and Solidarity Association, 
which works with City Council Migration Group, was attended by 
members of  the group and the native community. The Migration 
Group also carries out joint studies, seminars and activities to reach out 
to vulnerable groups, and educational programs in cooperation with 
other NGOs, including the Support to Life Association.

Mezitli City Council Migration Group activities are closely monitored 
by the Mayor, Mr. Neşet Tarhan. In February 2020, a meeting attended 
by Mezitli City Council Chairwoman Mrs. Sibel Gelbul, members of  
the Mezitli City Council and the Migration Group, the mayor and 
Head of  the Strategy Development Section, approved the migrants’ 
requests outlined above, and decided to collaborate with the legally 
established migrant associations. The Mezitli City Council Migration 
Group worked actively for over a year, until its meetings and activities 
were suspended due to the pandemic. 

The above activities and projects clearly show that Mezitli Municipality 
has promoted the migrants’ social acceptance and participation in 
the public sphere, based on the principle of  ‘fellow citizenship’. The 
municipality has provided, organized and created spaces, activities and 
opportunities to bring together native and migrant residents using an 
intercultural approach, without discrimination of  any kind.

Intercultural Municipal Activities in Mezitli

Supported by the multicultural heritage of  Mersin, and based on the 
principle of  fellow citizenship embodied in the Municipal Law, Mezitli 
Municipality works to prevent discrimination against migrants and the 
use of  discriminatory language in the provision of  municipal services. 
The intercultural approach provides equal services to all ‘fellow citizens’, 
and prioritizes meeting the needs of  migrants and local residents most 
in need, in cooperation with other stakeholders and service providers. 
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Mezitli municipal projects have contributed to realizing the following 
UN SDGs: Good Health and Well-Being (Goal 3), Quality Education 
(Goal 4), Reduced Inequalities (Goal 10), Responsible Consumption 
and Production (Goal 12), Climate Action (Goal 13) and Life on Land 
(Goal 15), and Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions (Goal 16), and 
Partnerships for the Goals (Goal 17). 

The success story below, shared by Hürrem Betül Levent Erdal, 
Head of  the Strategy Development Section, bears traces of  the above 
Sustainable Development Goals.
 

Mezitli Needs Analysis Project
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Intercultural Municipal Activities in Mezitli

Hürrem Betül Levent Erdal,
Mezitli Municipality, Strategy Development Section

At Mezitli Municipality we are proud of  our ongoing Waste 
Management Project, which raises environmental consciousness 
and awareness among our fellow citizens living in the district. 
The objectives of  the project are to: 

- promote interaction between the native and migrant 
communities
- integrate Syrians into social life and enable intercultural 
communication
- organize artistic activities and training programs to promote 
cultural richness and diversity
- create awareness regarding environmental cleanliness and 
waste management. 

Each activity and training program, and all communication 
materials promote a healthy and clean environment, and 
contribute to social acceptance and participation. In order to 
create a robust waste management system in the district in line 
with the UN SDGs, and fulfill our municipal responsibility 
regarding the Zero Waste Regulation, others objectives are to:

- increase the awareness and capacity of  society regarding waste 
management
- create a sustainable waste management system that prevents 
excessive waste generation
- ensure that waste collected is separated at source to enable 
reuse and recycling.
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In view of  the above objectives, we plan to:

1) prepare and distribute educational materials (posters and 
brochures) for children and adults

2) organize socio-cultural events (art workshops, painting 
exhibitions, philosophy classes, sports activities, poetry and 
music concerts) to promote integration of  migrants 

3) organize informative and educational neighborhood and 
housing complex meetings

4) organize Household Waste Collection Management and 
Awareness Raising Training, which includes waste management 
in homes and workplaces

5) organize activities for cleaning parks, green areas, beaches 
and the coastline, in cooperation with the Mezitli City Council 
Migration Group, the Women’s Assembly and the Youth and 
Children’s Assembly. 

6) carry out educational and awareness raising activities for 
teachers and students in schools

7) distribute informative materials on environmental cleanliness 
and waste management to schools, including informative posters 

8) carry out environmental cleaning projects in pilot schools

9) organize painting contests on the importance of  environmental 
cleanliness

10) organize award programs to encourage Zero Waste 
Management.
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All training programs and activities aim to: promote contact 
and cooperation between the Mezitli Municipality and migrant 
leaders, communities and association members; support the 
establishment of  migrant volunteer groups; ensure collaboration 
with local NGOs; contribute to a culture of  living together in 
peace and harmony with all fellow citizens, regardless of  their 
race, religion, language or nationality; and involve native and 
migrant communities in strengthening Mezitli’s resilience to 
migration. 

In view of  potential future increases in the migrant population 
and the needs of  residents of  our district, we developed this 
project to provide services and create permanent values 
regarding environmental cleanliness and waste management. 
Our educational, promotional and awareness-raising activities 
focus on developing a clean and healthy environment, and a 
culture of  living together in peace and harmony, with the 
participation of  native and migrant groups. 

We believe that educational, artistic, cultural and sporting 
activities in which all communities participate contribute to 
intercultural communication, social cohesion and peaceful 
togetherness, environmental and social resilience, and an 
improved quality of  life for all.

NGOs working with the Mezitli City Council Women’s 
Assembly and Migration Group report that Syrian migrants in 
Mezitli are satisfied with amenities in the district, and with the 
activities, services and events organized by the municipality in 
cooperation with the Mezitli City Council Migration Group.
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SEYHAN MUNICIPALITY:
AN EGALITARIAN APPROACH

Seyhan’s Migration History

The district of  Seyhan is one of  five central districts in Adana, which 
was originally founded at a crossing point on the Seyhan River.115 With a 
history of  over 8,000 years and located at one of  the traditional crossing 
points in Anatolia, Adana has always been heterogeneous in ethno-
cultural terms.116 The Phoenicians named Adana after Adonis, god 
of  fertility and beauty, due to its fertile soil.117 The city’s cosmopolitan 
character was enhanced in late 19th Century and early 20th Century 
with the arrival of  Turks migrating from the Balkans. 

The 1950s marked an era of  rapid growth in agriculture and agricultural 
industries. Cotton cultivation, which dated back to the 19th Century, 
and the subsequent development of  the textile industry, resulted in 
significant migration to Adana, particularly from other cities in the 
vicinity. As an industrial region, Adana maintained a population growth 
rate above Turkey’s average. Most migrants settled in the city center due 
to employment opportunities, including in the District of  Seyhan.

Owing to its location on the fertile plain between the great Seyhan and 
Ceyhan rivers and the bridges over these rivers, Adana has traditionally 
been a favored place for settlement and a center of  attraction for 
migrants. Mechanization in agriculture from the 1950s accelerated the 
development of  the textile industry, and thousands of  migrant workers 
came to Adana 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 which became prominent during this period. 

115 For detailed information about the history of  the district of  Seyhan, see https://seyhan.bel.tr/seyhan.
asp?menu=ilcemiz&Id=1 Accessed on September 19, 2020.
116 For detailed information about the history of  Adana, see http://www.adana.gov.tr/tarih Accessed on 
September 20, 2020.
117 See https://seyhan.bel.tr/seyhan.asp?menu=ilcemiz&Id=1 Accessed on September 19, 2020
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The ginneries and textile factories employing tens of  thousands of  
workers continued to create jobs for migrant workers for many years. The 
rapid transformation that took place in Adana, had both socioeconomic 
and political consequences.118 The migration rate started to slow down 
after 1995, with the realization of  the Southeast Anatolia Project (GAP) 
and other similar projects in Eastern and South Eastern Anatolia.119

Syrian Migrants in Seyhan: Demographic Data

The District of  Seyhan, where the foundations of  the province of  Adana 
were laid, is the largest of  Adana’s four central districts by population. 
According to the address-based population registration system, Seyhan 
has a total population of  793,480, covers an area of  384km² and has a 
population density of  2,066 persons per km², making it Adana’s most 
densely populated district. The gender balance is almost equal, with 
399,608 women and 393,872 men. 

The rapid population growth after 1950 led to increased squatting, but 
the district managed to develop a planned urbanization model with the 
Northern Adana Satellite City Project at its center.  According to TÜİK 
2017 data, Seyhan is Turkey’s sixth most highly populated district, with 
an average annual population increase rate of  ± 0.35%.120

In August 2020, Adana ranked fifth among Turkish provinces hosting 
the highest number of  Syrians under temporary protection, with a 
total of  248,789 Syrians,121 and a total population of  793,480, which is 
nearly 36% of  the total provincial population. Due to the concentration 
of  businesses, workplaces and official institution in the district, the 
population is at least 1,174,300 during business hours (over 1,000,000 
native residents and ±174,300 Syrians). 

118 The rapid social change is portrayed in the works of  several artists and writers who were born in the city, 
including Etem Çalışkan, Orhan Kemal, Yaşar Kemal, Yılmaz Güney, Yılmaz Duru, Demirtaş Ceyhun and Ali 
Özgentürk. For a more detailed mapping on Adana’s migration-enriched cultural texture, see Karabıyık, 2017
119 For detailed information about the structure and the historical evolution of  Adana’s population, see 
https://adana.csb.gov.tr/ilimizi-taniyalim-i-1222 Accessed on September 19, 2020
120 For detailed information on the demographic structure of  the district of  Seyhan, see https://seyhan.bel.tr/
seyhan.asp?menu=ilcemiz&Id=4 Accessed on September 19, 2020.
121 Source: Directorate General of  Migration Management, https://www.goc.gov.tr/gecici-koruma5638 
Accessed on September 2, 2020.
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Besides its large population and high population density (2,066 persons/
km2), the district is characterized by its cosmopolitan character and 
culture as one of  the city’s oldest central districts and a migration-
receiving neighborhood, and its many poor families.

Nearly 70% of  all Syrian migrants in Adana live in the District of  Seyhan, 
mainly concentrated in the neighborhoods of  Kocavezir, Meydan, 
Mirzaçelebi and Gülpınar, which also host many people of  Turk, Arab, 
Kurdish and Roman origin. The majority of  Syrians are originally from 
Aleppo, and many make ends meet by renting houses and workplaces. 
The neighborhoods of  Kocavezir and Mirzaçelebi, also known as the 
Flea Market, are now referred to as the ‘Aleppo Neighborhood’ by the 
native population, on account of  the many Syrian residents. From time 
to time, the native population reacts to the ‘self-ghettoization’ trend 
among the Syrians living in these neighborhoods.122

Evaluations by Seyhan Municipality and the RESLOG Project identified 
the inability of  Syrian migrants without official IDs to benefit from the 
services as a key issue in terms of  living together. However, municipal 
representatives complain that they lack a software system that enables 
the registration and follow up of  migrants without an ID.123

Municipal Services Provided for Syrians in Seyhan

Since 2013, Seyhan Municipality sent a significant amount of  
humanitarian aid to the refugee settlement known as the world’s largest 
container city, established by AFAD in the Sarıçam District of  Adana.124  
The relief  packages delivered for the winter of  2020 included 1,150 
pairs of  children’s boots, 1,150 coats, 350 boxes of  hygiene kits, 400 
boxes of  baby diapers and 1,250 boxes of  food packages.

122 For a newspaper report about social tensions between the Syrians and the native community, see 
September 22, 2019 dated Evrensel Newspaper, https://www.evrensel.net/haber/387316/seyhanda-saldiriya-
ugrayan-suriyeliler-can-guveligimiz-yok September 2, 2020.
123 Gültaşlı, et.al., 2019.
124 For information about the Sarıçam Container City, which hosted ±35,000 Syrian migrants in 2017, see 
https://www.hurriyet.com.tr/video/dunyanin-en-buyuk-konteyner-kenti-havadan-goruntulendi-hemde-
turkiyede-40669504 Accessed on September 19, 2020.
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Seyhan Municipality develops projects and services to respond to the 
needs of  disadvantaged groups as an aspect of  the general municipal 
services provided by its various departments and sections. Needs-based 
projects and social services are accessible to all disadvantaged individuals 
and families in both local and migrant communities. Sustained services 
and assistance offered to Syrian migrants include education, health care, 
care for the disabled, soup kitchens, laundries, a shop-sharing project, 
in-kind and cash assistance, and newborn baby assistance. 

In 2018, in cooperation with the UNHCR, Seyhan Municipality 
implemented the Dreams Workshop Project to promote cohesion 
between Syrian migrants and the native population, and to increase 
employment among migrants.125 This project trains 150 migrant and 
local trainees per annum in various fields at the project workshop. 
Trainees who complete the program have the opportunity to secure 
employment in a number of  fields, and particularly in the textile sector. 
Products manufactured in the project’s textile workshop are sold at 
affordable prices, contributing to both the economy and employment. 
The municipality helped create a demand for the project’s products by 
ordering clothing issued to personnel from the workshop.

Seyhan Municipality believes in gender equality and has developed 
projects to empower women, such as the Women’s Solidarity Center, 
supported by the German Corporation for International Cooperation 
(GIZ).126 As the largest women’s solidarity center in the region, it provides 
language education, psychological, legal and social support services and 
vocational training programs. Its lawyers and psychologists provide 
counseling, and support women facing physical, social and economic 
abuse.  The Center also organizes out-of-town tours to promote cohesion 
and enhance motivation among trainees. At the Center, migrant and 
native women get together in an intercultural environment and prepare 
traditional dishes and desserts to celebrate the successful completion of  
their courses.

125 For a newspaper report about the launching of  the Dreams Workshop Project by the mayor of  the period, 
Mr. Mayor Zeydan Karalar, see https://www.cnnturk.com/yurttan-haberler/adana/dusler-atolyesi-acildi 
Accessed on September, 2020
126 For a newspaper report about the Women’s Solidarity Center opened in 2018, see https://www.hurriyet.
com.tr/yerel-haberler/adana/merkez/seyhan-belediyesi-kadin-dayanisma-merkezi-acild-41005118 Accessed 
on September 19, 2020. For information about the tree planting activity organized by the Women’s Solidarity 
Center on 8 March, International Women’s Day, see the official website of  Seyhan Municipality https://www.
seyhan.bel.tr/haber.asp?Id=2180 Accessed on September 19, 2020.
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The Center’s vocational skills training includes clothing and soap 
making courses, and ceramics and painting workshops, which contribute 
to improving the employment prospects of  women, and enable them 
to earn income via the sale of  the products and items they produce. 
Gender and rights awareness training programs are also offered.

The municipal Knowledge House has a library and a classroom of  
computers with internet connection in the Yeşilyurt Neighborhood, 
open to all residents in the district from 8am to 10pm daily. During the 
COVID-19 outbreak, children without internet access to the Education 
Information Network (EBA) could attend their online classes from the 
Knowledge House, free of  charge. Following the success of  these services, 
the municipality now plans to set up a new library and knowledge house 
in another neighborhood, to enable more Syrian migrants and native 
residents to benefit. The municipality plans to offer free hot soup to 
Knowledge House users on certain days of  the week. 

The Municipality also has plans to organize a series of  gastronomy 
activities to bring together Syrian and native ‘fellow citizens’, 
and contribute to developing social cohesion via an intercultural 
communication approach.

Seyhan: An Egalitarian Approach

Seyhan Municipality uses an intercultural approach which facilitates 
the participation of  migrants in all areas of  social life, and creates 
platforms that bring together and enable communication between 
migrants and local residents, as ‘fellow citizens’. Education, health care, 
and rehabilitation services are provided to all on an equal basis, as are 
the training programs which help participants to become more self-
reliant and employable. The municipality has implemented a variety of  
projects that facilitate the social acceptance and inclusion of  migrants, 
with the support of, and in cooperation with international and local civil 
society organizations.

The municipality prioritizes its services for women of  native and 
migrant origin, and has projects that focus on women. These services 
and projects also contribute to the realization of  a number of  UN 
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Sustainable Development Goals, e.g. Good Health and Well-Being 
(Goal 3), Reduced Inequalities (Goal 10), Peace, Justice and Strong 
Institutions (Goal 16), and Partnerships for the Goals (Goal 17). 

Burcu Çimen, Deputy Head of  the Foreign Affairs Section, shared 
the following story of  how their work has improved the daily lives of  
migrant women, and contributed to achieving the SDGs.

Migrant women painting at the Women’s Solidarity Center
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Seyhan: An Egalitarian Approach

Burcu Çimen, Seyhan Municipality, Foreign Affairs Section

At Seyhan Municipality, a key aim is to facilitate the social 
acceptance and participation of  Syrian migrants, and to identify 
and help to solve their problems. We have many examples of  
successful services, projects and programs that have done so, 
including the following story of  how we helped  a 37 year-old 
Syrian woman with leukemia.

She had escaped the war in Syria, and arrived in Turkey in 
2014 with her husband. After living in the same house with 
her mother-in-law for some time, they were forced to move to 
a single-room. Her father, mother and most relatives were still 
in Syria, and she was deeply concerned about their safety and 
well-being. As if  that were not enough, she learned that she had 
breast cancer, and faced the further difficulty in the treatment 
process, of  not understanding or speaking Turkish. 

During her chemotherapy treatment at the hospital, a friend 
told her about our Women’s Solidarity Center, and she enrolled 
in the A1 and A2 Turkish language courses and learned Turkish. 
Her life then started to change in positive ways, e.g. she could 
travel to the hospital on her own and communicate with the 
staff. The Women’s Solidarity Center has become her new 
second ‘family’, where she enjoys the family atmosphere and 
support provided, which help her to feel much better. 

She attended the computer courses at the Center, and the 
painting courses, in which she learned to use colors to express her 
emotions, including sadness and sorrow. Whereas she previously 
lacked self-confidence and distrusted everyone around her, she is 
now confident and more self-reliant. The psychological support 
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at the Center helped her develop courage, and she now believes 
that she can do anything she sets her mind to. She has made 
peace with herself  and her life. She still knocked on the door 
of  the Center whenever she felt sad, and her cancer treatment 
started to yield positive results. She believes that finding the 
Women’s Solidarity Center was a turning point in her life.

She used to be an insecure individual who refused to accept that 
she had cancer, but she is now an example of  a strong Syrian 
women for other migrants. She won her struggle with cancer, 
and even held an exhibition of  her paintings. Her success story 
is one that profoundly affected us all. 
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ŞİŞLİ MUNICIPALITY: SOCIAL PROJECTS

Şişli’s Migration History

Şişli is one of  İstanbul’s western districts, and 25 neighborhoods. It is 
neighbor to the districts of  Beşiktaş to the east, Kâğıthane to the north 
and west, and Beyoğlu to the south. The first settlement in the district 
is believed to have been Tatavla in the 16th Century, now known as 
Kurtuluş. During the maritime conquests of  Suleiman the Magnificent 
(1520-1566), captured artisans from the Aegean and Mediterranean 
islands were settled in this region. 

With the growth of  the Haliç Shipyard, the region grew in importance, 
and a community of  Greek Orthodox sailors was brought to work 
here, including prisoners of  war from Chios.127 The region got its name 
from the horse stables of  the Genoese living in Pera. In Greek, tavla 
means horse stable. Over time, foreigners who arrived in Istanbul for 
commercial purposes settled in Tatavla and its vicinity. There were 
quite large rural areas in Şişli, where no other important settlement 
existed until the mid-1800s. In addition to agricultural activities such 
as vegetable and fruit growing, flowers were grown in gardens in the 
region.128

The vast majority of  Şişli residents in the 19th Century were Levantines, 
Armenians, Greeks and Jews. The social character of  the region 
became more diverse as non-Muslim communities settled here, bringing 
their diverse cultures and social practices with them.  Institutions 
that contributed to  the development of  the area included Artigiana 
Workhouse, Saint Esprit Church, Pangaltı Bath, Pangaltı Armenian 
High School, Aya Dimitri Church, Mıhitaryan High School, and High 
Patisserie.129 

127 For detailed information about the history of  Şişli, see the website of  Şişli Municipality, https://www.sisli.
bel.tr/icerik/sisli-tarihcesi Accessed on September 20, 2020.
128 Ibid.
129 Ibid, and the website of  the District Governorship of  Şişli, http://www.sisli.gov.tr/ilcemizin-tarihi 
Accessed on September 20, 2020
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After the establishment of  the Turkish Republic in 1923, Şişli’s 
demographic character changed, and significant migration to 
İstanbul in the 1950s led to the development Çağlayan and Gültepe 
neighborhoods to the north of  Şişli. By the 1970s, Şişli had a population 
of  over 250,000. In the 1980s, Halaskârgazi, Rumeli and Valikonağı 
streets became the most prominent shopping area in İstanbul, and 
several apartment blocks converted into places of  work. 

Şişli has retained its character as a cosmopolitan district where people 
of  diverse ethnic and religious backgrounds live. The district hosted 
Christian and Jewish settlers prior to 1980, migrants from Iraq and 
Bulgaria after 1980, and migrants from Iran, Iraq and Syria after 2000. 
As during the 20th Century, Şişli continues to be a migration-receiving 
district in the 21st Century.130

Şişli’s character started to change after the 1920s, when the garden 
houses and mansions in many neighborhoods were gradually replaced 
by high-rise apartment blocks, and functional roads became prominent 
streets. In the 1920s and 1930s, it was fashionable for wealthy people to 
own an apartment block or apartment in Şişli and its vicinity.131

The population of  Kâğıthane, then a village, increased rapidly, and 
Şişli, which used to be a township of  Beyoğlu, was given district status in 
1954, while Kâğıthane and Ayazağa became villages in the District of  
Şişli.132 In the 1960s, housing complexes were built in the neighborhoods 
of  Esentepe and Gayrettepe, and due to increasing migration, the 
settlements of  Hürriyet, Örnektepe, Kuştepe and Çeliktepe were 
established to the north of  the district. In 1963, a municipality was 
established in Kâğıthane, which had become a prominent industrial 
center, but it was abolished in 1981, and integrated into İstanbul 
Municipality. An increasing number of  factories where built in and 
around Bomonti, including along the western side of  Büyükdere 
Street.133 

130 Döker, 2012.
131 Ibid.
132 Ibid.
133 For information about the process of  transformation that the District of  Şişli underwent in modern times, 
see https://www.istanbulgazetem.com/sisli/ Accessed on September 20, 2020
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Şişli is home to 33 mosques, including the renowned Teşvikiye and Şişli 
Mosques, 1 djemevi, 17 churches and 2 synagogues. The Georgian 
Catholic Church owns five acres of  land in the district. Şişli has hosted 
diverse ethno-cultural and religious communities throughout its history, 
and its diversity has increased in the past decade with the influx of  
Syrian refugees.

Şişli was declared an urban district in the 1980s. The annual population 
growth rate of  the district from 1980 to 1985 was 2.5%, due largely 
to developments in Kâğıthane and Ayazağa. Şişli’s population doubled 
between 1965 and 1985.

In 1987, Kâğıthane was declared a district in its own right, which 
reduced the area and population of  Şişli by ±50%, to 272,380.  Ayazağa 
in the north had a lower population density, as it hosted military facilities 
and industrial zones. The nearby areas, including Maslak, became a 
financial center hosting several banks and businesses in the 1980s. By 
2011, Şişli had 320,763 residents.

Syrian Migrants in Şişli: Demographic Data

The migration due to the Syrian civil war since 2011 has brought 
settlers from Damascus, Afrin, Idlib, Deir ez-Zor and most importantly, 
Aleppo. According to DGMM data, there were 506,301 Syrian 
migrants residing in İstanbul under temporary protection in August 
2020.134 Şişli municipal officials estimated that in early 2020, the district 
hosted ±7,000 Syrian migrants under temporary protection, and a 
similar number of  irregular Syrian migrants who are registered in other 
provinces.135 

There are also ±14,000 migrants from Afghanistan, Iran, Armenia, 
Egypt and various African countries in Şişli.136 Syrian residents mostly 
live in Mahmut Şevket Paşa Neighborhood, which they prefer due to the 

134 Source: Directorate General of  Migration Management, https://www.goc.gov.tr/gecici-koruma5638 
Accessed on September 2, 2020.
135 Memişoğlu and Yavcan, 2020.
136 Ibid.
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affordable rents, the many informal textile workshops, its multicultural 
character, well-developed service sector, and its established Arabic-
speaking Syrian community and social networks.

The socio-economic status of  migrants in Şişli varies in different 
neighborhoods. For example, in Harbiye and Kuştepe there are 
significant socio-economic, denominational and cultural differences 
among migrant and local communities. The District of  Şişli is proud 
to have avoided major social tensions, despite hosting migrant groups 
from many different parts of  the world, including Africa, Uganda, 
Egypt, Nigeria, Iran, Iraq, Azerbaijan and Uzbekistan.137 The majority 
of  migrants in Şişli work in the construction, food, textiles and service 
sectors.

Municipal Services Provided for Syrians in Şişli

Şişli Municipality, which is also involved in other components of  the 
RESLOG Project, has conducted needs analyses and implemented 
projects to promote the social acceptance and participation of  Syrian 
and other migrants, to ensure cohesion between the native population 
and migrants. The municipality provides services and implements 
projects in cooperation with the Refugee Counseling and Support 
Center (MÜDEM) and the international relief  organization Save the 
Children at municipal community centers in migrant neighborhoods. 
Staffed by psychologists, lawyers and translators, community centers 
primarily provide psychosocial and legal counseling services.

The Refugee Counseling and Support Center

Founded in 2016 by Şişli Municipality and the Migrant Women 
Solidarity Association, the Center works to meet basic needs such as 
food, shelter, health care, education and employment, of  refugees and 
others in need.138 Center projects promoting social acceptance and 

137 For a current assessment of  attitudes towards Syrian asylum seekers in İstanbul, see Şar and Kuru, 2020.
138 For detailed information about the Refugee Counseling and Support Center, see http://gocmendd.org/
multeci-danisma-ve-destek-merkezi.php Accessed on September 20, 2020.
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participation are financed by municipal resources and funding from the 
EU, Germany, France and Canada.139

The Patient Admission Training Project and the Soup Kitchen Project 
are funded by UNHCR. 24 Syrian refugees were trained on patient 
admission procedures. A municipal soup kitchen project titled There is 
Hope in the Kitchen, launched in June 2020, promotes social cohesion 
among mixed groups of  migrant and native individuals.140 

The Social Kitchen Project launched in September 2020, funded by 
GIZ and the UN World Food Programme (WFP), provides cooking 
training to prepare trainees for employment,141 and provides food to 
people in need. The Social Kitchen is open to all ‘fellow citizens’ in 
need including the Syrians, and distributed food to 1,500 people daily 
during the pandemic. It has also created employment for 25 people, 
(13 Syrian migrants and 12 locals). During the first three months, food 
purchased and staff wages were covered by the project partners.142   
The Women’s Health Education Program (KSEP) is a group learning 
program implemented in cooperation with the Turkish Family Health 
and Planning Foundation. KSEP educates women and families on basic 
preventive health behaviors, and raises awareness on the importance of  
seeking preventive health care services from health institutions.143

Şişli Municipality prioritizes women’s empowerment and participation 
in social life, and projects include a women’s workshop and group work 
activities conducted in cooperation with the International Migrant 
Women Solidarity Association.144 The municipality also leads projects 
in cooperation with several local NGOs and universities, which focus 
on social cohesion using an intercultural approach which includes both 
native and migrant groups. 

139 http://gocmendd.org/proje-ortaklarimiz.php Accessed on September 20, 2020.
140 For information about some of  the services offered by Şişli Municipality’s Social Support Services Section 
regarding the social cohesion process of  migrants, see https://www.sisli.bel.tr/icerik/sosyal-destek-hizmetleri-
mudurlugu Accessed on September 20, 2020
141 https://www.sisli.bel.tr/icerik/”sisli-sosyal-mutfak”-hayata-geciyor Accessed on September 20, 2020.
142 For detailed information about the Social Kitchen Project, see http://sosyalup.net/sisli-sosyal-mutfak-
hayata-geciriliyor/ Accessed on September 20, 2020.
143 For detailed information about the Women’s Health and Education Program, see https://ikadder.org/
stklara-y%C3%B6nelik-sekreterya-e%C4%9Fitimi/ Accessed on September 20, 2020
144 For projects jointly conducted with the International Migrant Women Solidarity Association, see https://
www.facebook.com/pg/GKDD.MIWOSA/posts/ Accessed on September 20, 2020. For detailed information 
about Şişli Municipality’s ‘Syrian Women Empowerment Project’ funded by the Norwegian Government, see 
http://www.swep.org.tr/faaliyetler.html Accessed on September 20, 2020.
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Social Projects in Şişli

Şişli Municipality is a cosmopolitan district which hosts individuals 
and groups of  people with diverse socio-economic levels, cultures and 
religions, compared to other districts of  İstanbul. Residents include 
numerous middle and upper-class Syrian and international migrants, 
who prefer to reside in the district. Şişli Municipality implements 
sustainable projects that provide services, particularly for vulnerable 
residents and women, in cooperation with local, national and 
international NGOs and local universities.

Through the above, the municipality also contributes to realizing UN 
SDGs, including No Poverty (Goal 1), Zero Hunger (Goal 2), Good 
Health and Well-Being (Goal 3), Gender Equality (Goal 5), Reduced 
Inequalities (Goal 10), Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions (Goal 16) 
and Partnerships for the Goals (Goal 17). 

Ramazan Ferhat Ölkü and Ayşegül Kılıç, who work in the Migration 
Unit of  the Social Support Services Section, share the story of  the 
successful Şişli Social Kitchen Project below. 

Solidarity in the Kitchen Cooking in Şişli Social Kitchen
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Social Projects in Şişli

Ramazan Ferhat Ölkü and Ayşegül Kılıç,
Şişli Municipality, Social Support Services Section

Şişli has a well-developed civil society with several NGOs 
working in the district, which enables us to easily establish 
relationships and cooperate with communities. The municipal 
Migration Unit, founded in 2015, works with relevant NGOs to 
develop solutions to migration-related problems.

The COVID-19 outbreak seriously affected many people, 
especially those who lost their jobs or were unable to find work. 
We started our Soup Kitchen and launched the “There is Hope 
in the Kitchen” Project to provide food for people in need, and 
employment for a number of  fellow citizens, both Turkish and 
Syrian.

The project, funded by the UN WFP and GIZ, is implemented 
jointly with our stakeholders, including Syrian migrants. The 
Kitchen is a training school staffed by professional cooks, which 
develops skills for employment, provides healthy food for those 
in need, provides permanent jobs for 25 people, and strengthens 
social cohesion between Turkish and Syrian individuals and 
communities. 
 
The project also demonstrates how municipalities can access 
funding for special projects from international donors to 
supplement their budgets. The Şişli Social Kitchen Project is a 
sustainable good practice example which other municipalities 
can replicate.
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CONCLUSION

Turkish municipalities have played a key role in managing the mass 
migration of  Syrians since 2011 through the services they provide to 
migrants, and by facilitating their integration and living together with 
native communities. Despite the lack of  central government funding for 
social cohesion, many municipalities have used their own resources to 
develop services, projects and activities that meet the needs of  refugees 
and locals in need, and foster living together. Municipal involvement in 
the integration of  migrants is an increasing trend internationally,145 as is 
their role in achieving the UN Sustainable Development Goals. 

This book contains an overview of  migration-related projects and services 
provided by Kahramanmaraş and Konya metropolitan municipalities 
and Konak, Mezitli, Seyhan and Şişli district municipalities. Each 
municipality first gives a brief  account of  their historical experiences 
of  migration, geographic and demographic data, before sharing their 
work for and with Syrian migrants since 2011. Each then concludes 
with a human story which gives a picture of  the benefits of  these 
projects and services for individual migrants and their families, and of  
the commitment of  the municipal staff involved.

All these municipalities used their own resources and cooperated with 
other organizations in responding to the needs of  migrants, including 
organizations established by and representing migrants, as well as 
international development and funding agencies. They also all embraced 
the principle of  ‘fellow citizenship’ contained in Turkish municipal law, 
as the basis for their equal provision of  services to migrants, though 
they are not legal citizens, and national government does not take them 
into account in calculating its per capita-based financial allocations to 
municipalities. 

145 See Scholten and Penninx, 2016.
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All six municipalities implemented services, projects and activities to 
enable migrants and native communities to interact and coexist, based 
on an intercultural approach which promotes communication and 
interaction between diverse cultural communities, in order to foster 
social integration and cohesion, while maintaining, respecting and 
valuing different cultures and languages.

This book concerns the concepts and processes for facilitating 
integration, social cohesion and  harmonious togetherness in diverse 
local communities, as applied by six Turkish municipalities that are 
leaders in this field. These concepts have only recently become topics of  
discussion in the public sphere in Turkey, as both ruling and opposition 
parties are concerned about the possible negative reactions of  
conservative voters and groups, particularly in the face of  an economic 
recession. After nine years of  mass migration and relatively successful 
togetherness over many years, it would appear that the government and 
many members of  the public are not ready to go beyond the temporary 
protection status granted to Syrian migrants. 

Despite this political and partial public reticence, migrants and native 
communities have demonstrated mutual good will and a willingness to 
coexist. When appropriate participation platforms, projects and services 
are developed by municipalities together with other stakeholders, and 
when human rights and values are prioritized and communicated, 
diverse fellow citizens of  good will are able to coexist peacefully and 
even actively help each other, based on fundamental human values, 
respect for human rights, and their common humanity.

This book also provides evidence that long-term if  not permanent 
residence and harmonious togetherness is not only an ideal, but 
an established fact in many metros and districts with large Syrian 
migrant communities. It also shows that municipalities can manage 
the challenges of  rapid population increases successfully in terms of  
initial humanitarian aid, and then ongoing service provision and social 
integration. These municipalities have succeeded, despite the extreme 
poverty and comprehensive needs of  most refugees when they arrive. 
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Key factors that have enabled these municipalities to respond successfully 
appear to be:

1. Turkey’s history of  receiving and accommodating migrants, and as a 
multicultural society

2. The shared history, culture and religion of  Syrian migrants and 
Turkish communities

3. The good will and humanity of  municipal officials, local politicians 
and ordinary local citizens

4. Municipal commitment to the principle of  ‘fellow citizenship’ in 
Turkish municipal law

5. Municipal cooperation with other stakeholders, including local, 
national and international NGOs and funders, and with local migrant 
organizations

6. An intercultural approach which emphasizes communication and 
interaction between migrants and locals, and equal access to all services 
for all in need, whether migrant or local 

7. A multicultural approach that values diversity and recognizes the 
potential of  migrants to contribute to society and its development in 
cultural, social and economic spheres 

8. The participation of  migrants in addressing their own needs and 
problems

9. Services and projects based on, and responding to the identified 
needs of  migrants

10. A commitment to gender equality and the empowerment of  women

11. Alignment of  migration responses with the 2016 UN Sustainable 
Development Goals and the 2016 EU-Turkey Refugee Agreement

12. The support of  SALAR and the Resilience in Local Government 
(RESLOG) Project, and other international development and funding 
organizations.
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The municipalities covered in this book have implemented various 
successful projects and services for migrants, which are also provided 
to locals needing these services, to encourage intercultural interaction. 
There are marked similarities in the services, projects and approaches 
developed in these municipalities, as refugee needs are similar in all 
municipalities, and the RESLOG Project has enabled and facilitated 
sharing and learning amongst its 12 pilot municipalities. 

These municipal migration-related projects and services include:

• Initial humanitarian assistance to meet basic needs e.g. food, shelter, 
clothing, etc.
• Resource and cash assistance for individuals and families in need 
• Health services, and rehabilitation for the injured and disabled
• Counseling – psychological and trauma-related; social and legal; aid 
and service-related; vocational and employment-related 
• Education for children at all levels
• Pre-school education and child care (e.g. while mothers attend training)
• Environmental services – parks and public spaces, environmental 
cleaning and health
• Skills training – Turkish language courses, vocational skills, e.g. 
cooking, hand crafts and hobby skills 
• Social integration and cohesion projects – social skills learning, social 
interaction, and sports and recreational activities with migrant and local 
participants, including for children and youth
• Cultural and artistic activities, performances and exhibitions
• Services provided by migrants to migrants, e.g. migrants’ needs surveys, 
social work, soup kitchens
• Women’s support groups, social and cultural activities, training, 
production groups, centers and safe houses
• Migrant associations and joint structures including municipal and 
migrant representatives
• Migrant-municipal and municipal-NGO partnership projects which 
access international development funding not available directly to 
municipalities

Many of  the projects shared in this book are inspiring good practice 
examples, from which other municipalities in Turkey and elsewhere can 
learn. A significant proportion of  projects and services for migrants have 
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also been undertaken in cooperation with other stakeholders, including 
migrants and local community members. Partner organizations include 
other public institutions and agencies, international development 
funding and support organizations, local, national and international 
NGOs, universities, media organizations and private companies. 

These municipalities benefited from their past experiences and 
knowledge of  migration, and have used their own resources effectively 
to provide services to migrants, and promote their social acceptance, 
participation in the public sphere, and living together with the native 
population. 

The municipalities covered in this book regard all people residing within 
their municipal boundaries, regardless of  whether they are Turkish 
citizens of  not, as fellow citizens who require municipal services and 
support in terms of  social integration and cohesion and living together. 
They are also committed to an intercultural approach.

In responding successfully to the challenges of  rapid mass migration 
and significant population increases, these municipalities have also 
contributed to realizing the UN Sustainable Development Goals, 
especially: No Poverty (Goal 1), Zero Hunger (Goal 2), Good Health 
and Well-Being (Goal 3), Quality Education (Goal 4), Gender Equality 
(Goal 5), Reduced Inequalities (Goal 10), Sustainable Cities and 
Communities (Goal 11), Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions (Goal 16) 
and Partnerships for the Goals (Goal 17). Their example in this regard 
should raise awareness and encourage commitment to these universal 
Sustainable Development Goals in other municipalities, and in society 
in general. 
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