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cal, economic, social and cultural rapprochement lasting 
from 1998 until the outbreak of conflict in Syria in 2011. In 
May, 2009, the improved relations reached such a level 
that for the first time in history, the Turkish President vis-
ited Syria. Following this visit, in September, 2009, the visa 
requirements for citizens of both countries was mutually 
lifted. Nevertheless, parallel to the turmoil in the region 
and the Arab Revolts, Turkish foreign policy shifted rapidly 
against the regimes of, initially, Gaddafi and Mubarek and, 
finally, Assad. Turkey re-positioned itself openly to side 
against the Syrian government and started to support pro- 
actively the opposition groups, both civilian and armed. 
This re-positioning had a direct impact on the formation 
of Syrian refugee camps in Turkey, their management, their 
image among the Turkish citizens, and the discourse re-
volving around them. 

The active involvement of Turkey in the conflict paved the 
way into the erosion of the distinction between refugees 
and rebels within the imagination of many Turkish citi-
zens. Those opposing the government’s intervention poli-
cy often perceive refugees as “trouble-makers”. More- 
over, the outbreak of conflict in Syria coincided with the 
devastating Van earthquake in the eastern part of Turkey, 
as well as the post-disaster humanitarian relief works for 
both emergency situations. The prompt response of the 
government to the refugee crises was compared with the 
highly unsatisfying post-earthquake relief work. 

Since the outbreak of conflict in Syria, Turkey had been ex- 
periencing a massive and increasing influx of refugees 
from its neighbour. Thousands of Syrians continue to seek 
refuge in well-established, highly controlled and centrally 
managed tent and prefab camps along the border, and 
many more moved into cities. Refugee camps are not only 
a spatial manifestation and victimisation of a political con- 
flict, but also active agents of politics. Hence, unlike the 
reductionist representation of the refugees in the camps 
as being passive recipients of humanitarian aid in need of 
urgent protection and shelter, from the very beginning 
the people brought their own subjectivity to the physical 
space and engaged with the broader political conflict.

This article discusses particularities of Syrian refugee 
camps in Turkey with regards to the dynamic nature of 
politics within and outside the camp boundaries. Firstly, 
the article sets the ground for the formation of the 
camps by explaining the changing relationship between 
Turkey and Syria. Secondly, an overview of the Syrian ref-
ugees and their camps is given. Thirdly, the reclaimed 
and invited spaces of participation within the camps are 
articulated by contrasting supply-driven policies with de-
mand-driven interventions of refugees.

Background: Turkey-Syria relations

Historically, bilateral relationships between the two 
neighbouring countries of Turkey and Syria have almost 
always been with tensions. According to the former, for a 
long time Syria was considered to be “an enemy of the 
state” due to harbouring “terrorists”, creating problems 
in the use of cross-border water resources, and claiming 
territory (Hatay Province) over Turkey. For the latter, Tur-
key has not equitably shared water resources, was an 
ally of the “West”, and occupied Syrian land. After being 
forced to send the Kurdish Guerrilla leader Abdullah Öca-
lan out of the country and signing a treaty with Turkey on 
anti-terrorism cooperation, there was a period of politi-
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Figure 1: Syrians are cross-
ing the border via the Orontes 
River in North Western Syria 
with the help of Free Syrian 
Army. Photo by Onur Çoban
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The lack of tents and limited number of prefab barracks 
in Van were contrasted with the so-called “dream camps” 
at the Syrian border. For instance, cunningly capitalising 
on nationalist sentiments, Tayfun Talipoğlu, a famous TV 
presenter, commented on the two humanitarian aid ef-
forts in his TV programme in 2012, stating that “the Syrian 
refugee camps are the best camps that I have seen so 
far, including those established after the earthquake. 
From laundry rooms to schools, occupational training 
centres to sport areas, they have all the necessary ser-
vices. They are like holiday resorts… When I listen to 
those refugees and think about our citizens in Van stay-
ing in emergency tents, I want to become a Syrian refu-
gee” (Talipoğlu Apr. 5 2012).

The Syrian refugees in Turkey

Together with Jordan, Lebanon, Iraq, and Egypt, Turkey is 
one of the host countries in the region sheltering Syrian 
refugees. Having its longest border with Syria (almost 900 
km), since the beginning of the conflict Syrian refugees 
have been arriving to Turkey from formal and informal 
crossing points along the border. [Fig. 1]

The Turkish government has kept its borders open since 
the early days of arrivals and declared a “temporary pro-
tection” policy in October, 2011, which entailed “unob-
structed admission to Turkish territories, no forcible re-
turns, and the provision of basic needs upon registration 
with the authorities” (hCa-RASP Nov. 16  2012). As of 18 July 
2014, there are 218,847 persons registered in 22 camps 
in Turkey and over a million refugees living in urban areas, 
according to the Government Agency for Disaster Man-
agement (AFAD), the chief public agency in charge of pro- 
viding humanitarian support for Syrian refugees.

Turkey’s temporary protection policy for Syrians does not 
represent the official “temporary asylum” policy for “non-
European” refugees in Turkey. Non-European refugees 
and asylum-seekers are dispersed and placed in more 
than 50 urban centres, called satellite cities, where they 
are required to stay until the end of their asylum process. 
According to this system, durable solutions for non-Euro-
pean refugees, following the formal refugee status deter-
mination process carried out mainly by UNHCR, are lim-
ited to voluntary repatriation or resettlement in third 
countries, but exclude local integration. Syrian refugees 
are not addressed by the temporary asylum policy: they 
have been provided refuge in well-established, highly 

controlled and centrally managed tent and prefab camps 
along the border.

The overview: Syrian refugee camps in Turkey 

From the very beginning of the refugee influx to Turkey, 
the government kept the gates of camps wide open to 
Syrians but strictly closed to the outside world. Both press 
and international humanitarian organisations had a very 
limited access to the camps, hence the commentary be-
low mostly reflects the analysis of official press releases, 
photo archives and secondary resources. [Fig. 2 and 3]

Camps are planned, constructed and operated by the 
Government Agency for Disaster Management (AFAD), 
tied directly to the Prime Ministry, in coordination with 
the Turkish Red Crescent. Of the 22 camps at 10 different 
provinces in Turkey, six consist of prefab barracks and the 
rest of tents. In terms of population size, the camps range 
from 7,549 people in Malatya to 24,884 people in Akçakale 
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Figure 4: The Plan for 
Öncüpınar Prefab Camp. 
Source: Hürriyet Newspapar 

�
Figures 2 and 3: Camps  
are planned, constructed and 
operated by AFAD, the Gov-
ernment Agency for Disaster 
Management. Photos: AFAD
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Camp in Şanlıurfa. Most of the camps are located in close 
proximity to the border. There are barracks (prefab or tent), 
schools, mosques, commercial units, centres for police 
and health services, press briefing rooms, children play 
areas, units for watching TV, water depots, water treat-
ment facilities, generators, and power transformers in the 
camps. The AFAD provides infrastructure for water and 
electricity as well as pre-paid cards for buying food prod-
ucts at private supermarkets established by the AFAD. 

The “dream” refugee camp:  
The prefab city of Öncüpınar

Opened on 17 March, 2012, the Öncüpınar Camp con- 
sists of over 2,000 prefab barracks, covering an area of 
315,000 square metres and sheltering more than 13,000 
refugees in the Kilis Province of Turkey. The AFAD provid-
ed the infrastructure for the site, including ground im-
provement, a water and sanitation system, an electricity 
grid, wastewater treatment facilities, roads, and telephone 
and Internet connections via contracting construction 
companies. [Fig. 4] Other than the rows of uniformed pre-
fab barracks, there are 6 children playgrounds, banking 
services, commercial units, a kindergarten, internet cafes, 
TV rooms, occupational training areas, laundry rooms, 
2 mosques, and 174 classrooms for the education of the 
over 11,795 Syrian children in the camp. For the security, 
there are 14 watchtowers and 98 CCTVs around the camp. 

During her second visit to the Syrian refugee camps in 
Turkey in September, 2012, the UNHCR Goodwill Ambas-
sador Angelina Jolie was quoted by the Turkish media 
with the following statement on the conditions she ob-
served at the Prefab City of Öncüpınar: 

  “It is very generous of the Turkish government to set 
up such a wonderful camp. This is really impres-
sive … I haven’t seen such a camp anywhere else in 
the world” (NTVMSNBC Sept. 13 2012).

The prompt, comprehensive and high-quality response of 
the Turkish government to the influx of Syrian refugees 
into the country was praised by various international or-
ganisations. From a bird’s-eye view, indeed, the infra-
structure and services provided at the numerous camps 
along the border is impressive. In June, 2012, a UNHCR re-
port stated that “the emergency response by the Turkish 
authorities has been of a consistently high standard, with 
new arrivals rapidly settled in the camps prepared by the 
Turkish authorities and set up by the Turkish Red Cres-
cent. Food, accommodation and medical assistance have 
been provided for the camp populations without inter-
ruption” (UNHCR June 2012).

Lack of or too much participation –  
The veil of secrecy 

Other than the delivery of relief items by a couple of local 
NGOs to complement the Turkish Red Crescent, there has 
not been any substantial operational presence of NGOs 
inside the camps. Despite the fact that numerous human 
rights and refugee advocacy NGOs requested to be al-
lowed to visit the camps, the officials turned them down 
on confidentiality reasons. Helsinki Citizens Assembly, a 
credible human rights organisation based in Istanbul, 
states that “the lack of transparency regarding the proce-

dures and practices at the borders and in camps is a ma-
jor problem” (hCa-RASP Nov. 16 2012).

Comparing the extent of the partner organisations in-
volved in the provision of humanitarian aid to Syrian refu-
gees between Turkey and other host countries reveals a 
“veil of secrecy” in the former. For instance, UNHCR lists 
more than 180 national and international NGOs and inter-
governmental organisations as partners and service pro-
viders in Jordan, whereas in Turkey only four UN organi-
sations (i.e. IOM, UNHCR Turkey, WFP Turkey, WHO Turkey) 
are allowed to be involved, with but limited responsibili-
ties and functions (UNHCR 2013).

In November, 2012, three renowned intellectuals, Antho-
ny Giddens, Hany el Banna and Fuat Keyman, sent an 
open letter to the Minister of Foreign Affairs Ahmet 
Davutoğlu, requesting him to accept the financial and 
technical support of the international community. They 
stated that “all refugee-hosting countries must allow in-
ternational humanitarian organisations to operate within 
their borders. We urge Turkey to join Jordan and Lebanon 
in enabling these specialist organisations into the country 
to support this effort with their technical skills and re-
sources” (Todayszaman.com  Nov. 27 2012).

One could argue that the extreme secrecy and lack of 
collaborative space in Turkey is related to the “culture” of 
non-participatory governance in general and linked to the 
perceived “political” importance of the conflict in particu-
lar. Turkey’s handling of the Syrian refugee crises is amal-
gamated with the government’s involvement in the Syr-
ian conflict. Turkey has not been shy to promote regime 
change in Syria, both by providing direct support to the 
Free Syrian Army (or other armed groups) and by seeking 
the international community’s more direct intervention. 
Hence, the more Turkey is involved in the conflict, the 
less other potential stakeholders (camp communities, 
national and international non-governmental organisa-
tions, UN agencies, etc.) are allowed to involve them-
selves in the planning, governing and monitoring of the 
Syrian refugee camps. Nevertheless, the Syrian refugees 

Figure 5 (top left): Standard 
bunk bed with metal frame. 
Photo: Onur Çoban  
 
Figure 6 – 10 (smaller ima- 
ges): The multiple uses of 
standard bunk beds as com-
mercial unit, as outdoor patio, 
as playground, as sleeping 
facility. Source: Hürriyet News- 
paper
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have been appropriating and reclaiming their spaces in 
the camps, hence initiating a bottom-up participatory 
process in various ways.

Self-help Interventions

Even though, initially, the camp space was produced by 
the Turkish state as a fully-serviced, humanitarian 
“dream”, the refugees quickly adapted to, altered and 
re-produced the space according to their needs. One 
such interesting example is the multiple uses of standard 
bunk beds with metal frames, provided in each of the 
container shelters at the Öncüpınar camp in Kilis. Other 
than using them for the most obvious purpose (sleeping), 
bed frames have also been utilised for/as: 

 
 

 

the camp community. [Fig. 5 – 10]

Refugees have made numerous attempts to shape and 
redesign the highly uniform built environment tinged with 
a heavy sense of the Turkish state’s presence, such as:  

 
 

 
 
 

 

Moreover, as soon as the refugees settled in the camps, 
they started to engage in small business activities and 
searched for ways to generate extra income to fulfil their 
needs. Going beyond the image of “passive victims” of 
the conflict and “helpless receivers” of the government 
hand-outs without any other option, the refugees have 
even been reported to sell the relief items, such as cook-
ing oil, flour, sugar, to the local small businesses at the 
nearby Turkish settlements (Tanış T. 2012). This little infor-
mal trade activity in a highly formal/official management 
system could easily be interpreted as an act of refugee-
initiated participation in the camp life. The refugees alter 
the supply-driven humanitarian aid with their demand-
driven strategies to serve the self-identified needs. 

Maybe the most extreme case of “agency” in the camps 
is related to the way in which the refugees participate in 

the broader political framework that caused their initial 
displacement. It is reported that the camps serve as “lo-
gistical hub, rest and recuperation place[s] by the Free 
Syrian Army (FSA)”, and that the agents of FSA openly 
carry out recruitment and political mobilisation activities 
in the camps. Clearly, in terms of maintaining the civilian 
and humanitarian character of asylum, the militarisation 
of refugee camps is not a legitimate practice. However, it 
demonstrates that the camp space is a highly politicised 
one and various actors and agendas are at work, thus 
redefining the meaning of the space and its inhabitants. 

 “Role-playing” democracy: camp elections

The disparities between Turkey’s supply-driven policies 
and the demand-driven strategies of refugees have been 
causing discontent and upheavals in the camps. In order 
to alleviate the conflicts arising from the non-participa-
tory, centrally-commanded camp management, in Janu-
ary, 2013, Turkish officials introduced “camp elections” in 
which refugees aged 18 and over could vote for the ad-
ministrative representatives of different camp neighbour-
hoods.

In the Öncüpınar Container City, a total of 17 candidates, 
including three women, ran to be the chief of their dis-
tricts. An 18-member administrative council was also 
elected during the camp elections. Each of the six dis-
tricts in the camp had to have at least one female candi-
date, who was also required to be over the age of 30. The 
elected representatives support the administrative ser-
vices of their districts – such as the coordination of hu-
manitarian assistance, security, health, education and 
religion – together with the local governor’s office. 

The elections were promoted in the media as enabling 
refugees “to practice democracy in the camps, which is 
currently not possible in their homeland” (Küçükkoşum  
S. 2013). Moreover, this was an “invited space” of partici-
pation for refugees with an attempt to regularise the par-
ticularities of participatory governance. 

Conclusion

According to the Helsinki Citizen Assembly, “overall, the 
Turkish government has done a commendable job of tak-
ing responsibility for the refugees from Syria, declaring 
from the onset that the borders would be kept open and 
quickly setting up camps entirely on own resources. It 
appears that the principle of non-refoulement is respect-
ed and the basic humanitarian needs of the population in 
the camps are met. That said, ongoing uncertainties about 
the legal status of Syrian refugees and lack of consistent 
and adequate official guidance, coupled with shortages 
of transparency and oversight, are cause of concern” 
(hCa-RASP 2012: 4). 

From the very beginning of the conflict, “politics” has been 
an indispensible part of the formation, management and 
imagination of Syrian refugee camps in Turkey. Although 
highly praised for the excellence of its supply-driven poli-
cies, Turkey prefers to govern this process with a veil of 
secrecy, and hence has kept very limited room for parti- 
cipation. Nevertheless, refugees have brought their own 
subjectivity to, and have reclaimed, the physical space, 
and engaged in the broader political conflict.
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Figure 11: Refugees have 
made numerous attempts  
to shape and redesign their 
highly uniformed built en- 
vironment, Source:  
<www.genelgundem.com>


