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Executive Summary:

As Turkey heads toward elections in 2023, the debate about the Syrian refugees is playing 
a big role in Turkish political discourse and on social media platforms. Meanwhile, opposition 
parties see the problem as an opportunity to gain votes and to criticize the AKP government for 
its inability to handle the crisis successfully.

The following study aims to analyze the attitudes of Turkish political parties towards Syrians 
living in Turkey by examining the prevailing views on their presence, the issue of citizenship, 
employment, normalization with the Syrian regime, and their future in Turkey. It compares 
attitudes and motives and forecasts the future of the Syrian refugees in the case that one of the 
parties wins the elections. To do this official party statements made by party leaders and prom-
inent members were reviewed as well as official websites and social media platforms. 

The main conclusion of the study is that a party’s ideological background, the nature of its 
electoral base, and its attitude towards the AKP government play a major role in determining 
its position on the topic of Syrians. This is especially true because the Syrian issue in Turkey is 
handled by the President and his government. 

The study found discrepancies between the attitudes of the electoral base and those of party 
leadership, which are believed to be caused by the influence of Turkish social media and the 
general lack of transparency regarding the problem.

Most Turkish parties agree on the need for Syrians to return to their homeland but disagree 
on timing and mechanism of return. Although they collectivity recognize the need for a political 
solution to the Syrian crisis, they hold different opinions regarding Turkish military presence in 
Syria. There is also major opposition to naturalization and informal employment.

The nationalist parties are known as the hardest of the hard-liners on the issue of Syrians, 
most notably the Victory Party, while the conservative parties are the most moderate in this, 
despite their disagreement with the AKP government regarding some of the issues. The Syrian 
problem is expected to be among the three main talking points of the 2023 campaigns occupy-
ing a large part of election strategies, especially the issues of employment and naturalization. 

The study found that the Syrian opposition is responsible to a great extent for the attitudes 
of some political parties in Turkey because generally its institutions have not been communi-
cating with Turkish parties about the Syrian refugees in Turkey. This has resulted in a lack of 
understanding among the Turkish parties about the issues, particularly the problems of return 
and normalization with the regime.

The study noted that the escalation of hate speech is generally linked to the economic crisis 
and its consequences from the cost of living and high inflation to the eagerness of opposition 
parties to exploit these pressures for electoral gain. 
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Introduction:

Since the outbreak of the Syrian revolution in 2011, the problem of Syrian refugees in Tur-
key has played an important role its domestic and foreign policy. Since then many actors have 
sought to reshape the popular uprising into internal, regional and international conflicts. Local 
actors are no longer the sole agents, as many external actors have come to exercise their control, 
especially when the revolution reached the stage of armed action and the opposition started to 
need support with weaponry and funds.

Turkish foreign policy has been prioritizing the Syrian issue given its direct impact on na-
tional security and internal politics. The challenges associated with Syrian refugees residing 
in Turkey have become central to Turkish politics and public opinion and an opportunity for 
political parties, be they loyal or oppositional to government, to gain votes in parliamentary, 
presidential and municipal elections. This is especially true of politicians and activists who are 
spreading rumors about Syrians. For example, they claim that the government is paying Syri-
ans large salaries, granting Turkish citizenship to all, admitting Syrian students to universities 
unconditionally, not requiring payment of taxes, and allowing work without permit, among 
other lies. Naturally, the issue of Syrians has also become the focus of conversations on Turkish 
social media. A hashtag used for this is trending every few days. For example, “I do not want a 
refugee in my country,” “stop the silent invasion,” “we do not want refugees,” “we do not want 
Syrians”. Meanwhile, Turks are worried because there is no hope right now for an imminent 
solution to the Syrian crisis and no guarantee that the refugees will return to their home country 
one day.  

Political parties in Turkey have had the Syrian problem on their agendas since the early years 
of the uprising in Syria, but its impact and ability to generate votes was limited at the time as 
it led to a decrease in votes for the AKP in the 2011 elections. The same was true for the 2015 
elections during which a more diplomatic phrase was used to communicate with voters about 
the Syrians problem. In 2018, it cost the AKP a chunk of votes, even though it was incorporated 
into campaigns as a marginal talking point. At the time the AKP had suggested the return of the 
refugees subject to international guarantees and pointed out that Tukey can benefit from Syrian 
talent. However, the HDP believed that naturalization and migration to eastern Turkey amount-
ed to a new settlement policy and a demographic change in those areas. Meanwhile, the CHP 
used the issue to incite against the AKP government. 

The impact of all these issues is expected to be greater in the upcoming 2023 elections. 
Currently, the problem of the Syrian presence in Turkey is highly polarized and following the 
increase in feelings of hostility against Syrians and refugees in general, opposition parties are 
seeking to exploit the issues for more votes. These feelings are arguably not born of the mo-
ment. Over the years, several of Turkey’s political parties have purposefully cultivated hatred 
towards Syrians so that they could use it for political gains in future elections and to exert 
pressure on the ruling AKP party. The current escalation in hate speech and incitement stems 
from the Covid-19 pandemic and the subsequent economic crisis, the devaluation of the Turkish 
currency and a high unemployment rate.
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An opinion poll conducted by IstanPol in mid-2020 to survey voters of parliamentary parties 
in Istanbul, shows that 8.9 of 10 voters belonging to the Good Party and 7.2 of 10 belonging to 
AKP viewed Syrians as a “threat to the economy in Turkey.” Poll Results(1)

An analysis of the political and ideological background of each party is necessary for under-
standing the attitudes of Turkish political parties towards Syrians — and the issues associated 
with them — and for appreciating each party’s stance and motives and how it compares to other 
parties.

Objective of the study:
The objective of the study is to make known the views of Turkish political parties regarding 

the issue of Syrians in Turkey and the relationship between these views as well as the mentality, 
approach and political and ideological background of each party. The most important questions 
to ask are: What is each party’s policy regarding the issue? What is the biggest motive behind 
this policy? What is the party’s role in inciting against Syrians, and what do we expect this 
party’s role to be in the future?

Importance of the study:
1. To clarify the nature of the interaction of these parties with the issue of Syrians 

in Turkey.

2. To answer questions that a wide segment of the Syrian population in turkey is 
repeated asking: what does their own presence in Turkey mean and what is its 
importance for Turkish political actors?

3.  To contribute to the development of a vision that explores the features of the next 
stages.

(1)  “Istanbul’s view of Syrians on red alert”, Turkish Evransel Website 15.06.2020, Viewed 08.03.2022   https://bit.ly/39dZJXx

https://bit.ly/39dZJXx


Harmoon Center For Contemporary Studies

9

The study analyzes the most prominent Turkish parties, not all of them. There are now 124 
parties in Turkey, some of which are inactive and have no weight or stance on the Syrians is-
sue. The study divides the parties into two groups: parliamentary parties, which are parties that 
entered the last parliamentary elections and managed to gain seats in parliament and non-par-
liamentary parties, which did not exceed the threshold of 10% sufficient to gain seats in parlia-
ment. Nevertheless, these non-parliamentary parties are active, maintain a clear position on the 
issues and are expected to have a greater role in the next stages. The Felicity Party, for example, 
has only one parliamentary seat gained through being on the Republican People’s Party list and 
the Victory Party that also occupies only one seat since its leader defected from the Good Party 
and founded his own. 
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Party Policies Regarding Syrian Refugees and the Syrian 
Issue

First: Parties Represented In Parliament

There are five parties represented in Parliament: The Justice and Development Party (AKP), 
the Republican People’s Party (CHP), the Nationalist Movement Party (MHP), the Peoples’ 
Democratic Party (HDP) and the Good Party.(2) 

We will address the position of these parties on a range of issues related to Syrians: 

• The policy of the Turkish government 

• Employment

• Granting Turkish citizenship 

• Agreement signed with the European Union in 2016

• Normalization with the Syrian regime

• The future of Syrians in Turkey

1. Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi):
It is the ruling party and is headed by Recep Tayyip Erdogan. It holds 286 of 581 seats in 

Parliament and forms along with its ally the Nationalist Movement Party (MHP) a majority in 
Parliament. It has been in power since 2002.(3) 

1.1 The Turkish government’s policy towards Syrians:
Beginning with the open-door policy, the successive AKP governments have been the ones 

responsible for the current policies toward Syrians in Turkey, including regulated their presence 
and deployment.(4)

In the early years of the Syrian revolution, the AKP strove to highlight the humanitarian 
aspect of the conflict and the religious emotions attached it to. The ordinary Turkish populace, 
especially the conservative class, which constitutes most of its voters, can be easily manipulat-
ed by religious emotions. In its speeches, the AKP referred to the necessity of treating Syrians 
as “brothers” and used the term “immigrants and their supporters”. As for the rest of Turkish 
society, the humanitarian approach was used by AKP in the hope of limiting some of the racist 

(2) For more information see Appendix 1

(3) “Justice and Development Party in its Nineteenth Year,” Anadolu Agency 03.11.2021. Viewed on 06.06.2022 https://bit.ly/3GVapXH

(4)  To read more about numbers of Syrians and their distribution in Turkey see Appendix 2

https://bit.ly/3GVapXH
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voices that have been emerging since the beginning of the Syrian presence in Turkey where 
racist slogans such as “The Arabs betrayed us in First World War. Why should we help them 
now?” were common. 

In several instances, the AKP was forced to deal with this issue in a more official way. There 
were several motives for this. For example, it did not want to provide an opportunity for the 
opposition to exploit the issues or adopt the criticisms voiced by a large segment of its support-
ers such as the unorganized and large presence of Syrians in some cities, especially in Istanbul.

Eventually, there was a change in AKP’s attitude towards the Syrians. This was caused by 
several factors: the failed coup in 2016; divisions within the ranks of the party itself; the pro-
longation of the Syrian crisis; and the absence of an imminent solution. This was especially 
pertinent after it lost the elections in the municipalities of Istanbul and Ankara in 2019, a big 
blow to the party. The loss was attributed by some voices within the party to the Turkish op-
position who exploited the issue of Syrians and the refugees for its own benefit and linked the 
country’s economic problems to them. It was also attributed to the spread of misinformation 
that condemned the refugees. For this reason, the government began in 2019 to steadily orga-
nize homes for Syrians(5), especially in Istanbul, and accelerate deportations. The government 
says that the deportations were due to violations, while human rights defenders say that some 
of the deportations were forced.(6)

Although the AKP government does take into consideration Turkey’s national and security 
interests as well as humanitarian conditions when formulating its policies regarding Syrians, 
its approach has been criticized even within the ranks of the party itself. This is especially true 
of the nationalist faction within it who did not want to allow Syrians to visit Syria during the 
Eid holidays.(7) The impact of these voices increased after AKP’s alliance with the Nationalist 
Movement Party. For example, the former mayor of Ankara, Melih Gokcek, one of AKP’s 
founders, called in 2019 for the recruitment of all Syrians under the age of 35 to fight in Syria 
alongside Turkish forces. These calls coincided with the government’s campaign to regulate 
residency and employment of Syrians. He said: “I am not against the refugees, for sure, but my 
blood boils when I find them sitting while we are fighting, many Syrians under the age of 35 are 
having fun in cafes smoking hookah, while our soldiers are fighting. They must receive military 
training and take part in the fighting. If they did, all controversy against them will end.” (8)

According to a study by SODEV, only 16 percent of AKP voters believe that the party’s 
policy was salutary regarding immigration. The head of SODEV, Artan Aksoy, has pointed out 
that “anti-immigrant sentiment has escalated in the populist incubator of the AKP, where they 
previously dealt with them more positively, for two reasons. The first is religious, they say: We 
are brothers in religion; the second is because of their support of President Erdogan, but now 
there is nothing left of that as far as I can see.”(9)

(5)  “Warning from Immigration Department to Syrians Who Do Not Have Residence Permit in Istanbul”, Turkish site (NTV) on 15.10.2019. 
Viewed on 27.02.2022 https://bit.ly/39KxD6s 

(6)  To read more about returnees and deportees to Syria see Appendix 3 

(7)  “New proposal from the Republican people on Eid visit to Syrians”,Turkish site (TL 1) 29.07.2019. Viewed on 21.03.2022  https://bit.
ly/3m6zSnD

(8)  “Melih Gokcak: Syrians Under the Age of 35 Must Take Up Arms and Defend Their homeland”, Turkish Independent 29.07.2019. Viewed 
on 28.02.2022  https://bit.ly/3yvQAEe

(9)  “Poll on Syrian refugees: communication is little, trials are many” – Turkish website “Dovar” 05.02.2022. Viewed 02.03.2022 https://bit.
ly/3N8I7ej

https://bit.ly/39KxD6s
file:///Users/muhammedtlas/Desktop/Design/InDesign/Attitudes%20of%20Turkish%20Political%20Parties%20Towards%20Syrians%20Living%20in%20Turkey%20/%20https://bit.ly/3m6zSnD
file:///Users/muhammedtlas/Desktop/Design/InDesign/Attitudes%20of%20Turkish%20Political%20Parties%20Towards%20Syrians%20Living%20in%20Turkey%20/%20https://bit.ly/3m6zSnD
file:///Users/muhammedtlas/Desktop/Design/InDesign/Attitudes%20of%20Turkish%20Political%20Parties%20Towards%20Syrians%20Living%20in%20Turkey%20/%20https://bit.ly/3yvQAEe
https://bit.ly/3N8I7ej
https://bit.ly/3N8I7ej
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There is great fear among the party’s voters that the opposition will continue to exploit the 
refugee issue to serve its own interests. This may very well reflect negatively on the party. For 
example, when President Erdogan said — the day after the launch of Operation Peace Spring 
in 2019 —  that Turkey has spent almost $40 billion on refugees, the opposition exploited the 
statement to a great extent even though it was directed at the West. 

The AKP’s policy has also faced criticism from Syrians for many reasons. Syrians feel there 
is no clear strategy in place for attending to their needs and that there are now many restrictions 
imposed on them, from preventing movement between states without a travel permit to the ban-
ning of residence in some areas. They are also concerned about the escalation of racist acts and 
hate speech without restraint by the government or other powers. 

Although the AKP government had previously succeeded in using the issue of refugees and 
Syrians to its advantage in elections and in its relationship with Europe justifying military oper-
ations in Syria — to return refugees to their homes —  the problem may now, because of grow-
ing feelings of hostility towards refugees in recent times, begin to reflect negatively on them. 

1.2 Employment of Syrians:
The opposition’s main point of criticism of the AKP government is the employment of Syr-

ians, especially since this issue gets great populist response from Turkish citizens experiencing 
the current economic crisis and high unemployment rates — 11.3% in April 2022(10). Employers 
who prefer to hire Syrian and other foreign workers are being blamed by a segment of Turkish 
workers for being affected by all of this.(11) These employers are paying their foreign workers 
lower wages They do not need to provide legal contracts and health insurance, fulfill other em-
ployment requirements, or pay the associated taxes.

The AKP is trying to manage this problem by forcing employers to offer legal contracts to 
Syrians and by setting quotas for non-Turkish employment in each facility. This has been es-
pecially important with elections approaching. Meanwhile, Syrians who wish to obtain work 
permits are finding it very difficult to do so. As a result, the party is currently focusing on two 
subjects regarding employment:

1- Highlighting the importance of Syrian employment in increasing production. The Interior 
Minister Suleiman Soylu pointed out in early May 2022 that “The first to rebel against the de-
parture of Syrians are the employers.”(12)

2- Legalizing the employment of Syrians, and stressing this, especially after the government 
announced a voluntary return plan aimed at returning one million Syrians to northern Syria. 
Turkey has been trying to obtain international funding for the plan but is not expected to suc-
ceed under the current circumstances.

(10)  Turkish Statistical Institution, viewed on June 20, 2022 https://bit.ly/3HJvVPR 
11   For more on the number of Syrian work permit holders, see Appendix 4

(11) 12 “A slip of the tongue from Soylu, do Syrians work without insurance?” Turkish Yurt Gazeté Website 05.05.2022. Viewed on 10.10.2022 
https://bit.ly/3McBfwy

(12) “A slip of the tongue from Soylu, do Syrians work without insurance?” Turkish Yurt Gazeté Website 05.05.2022. Viewed on 10.10.2022 
https://bit.ly/3McBfwy
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1.3 Granting Turkish citizenship to Syrians:
In 2016, the AKP government began granting exceptional Turkish citizenship to Syrians. By 

April 2022 the number of Syrians who had obtained Turkish citizenship reached 200,950 indi-
viduals.(13) The procedure is slow in terms of the quantity of applications processed as well as 
the flow plus the various steps take several months to several years to complete. Sometimes ap-
plications are canceled or frozen en masse without apparent justification as was the case when 
thousands of applications were cancelled in May 2022. Till today there has been no consistent 
or clearly stated criteria by which candidates are selected for citizenship. No one knows why 
someone’s application is rejected or accepted. The situation has been found unacceptable even 
among the party’s grassroots.

1.4 Agreement signed with the European Union (2016):
On March 18, 2016, the AKP government signed a migration agreement with the European 

Union by which Turkey would receive €6 billion to improve the humanitarian situation fac-
ing the refugees in the country. The deal also states that Turkish nationals would be granted 
visa-free travel to Europe. However, the EU is saying that it had already disbursed most of 
the agreed upon amount of aid by December 2020. It is also saying that under the conditions 
of the agreement it was required that the funds finance refuge assistance  projects and not the 
Turkish government directly. In mid-2021, the European Union announced the allocation of an 
additional €6 billion to Syrians in Turkey to be used until 2024.(14) Meanwhile, Turkey says 
that Europe has not fulfilled its pledges, especially the abolition of visas for Turkish citizens 
travelling to EU countries.(15)

A day after the launch of Operation Peace Spring in northern Syria (October 2019), Erdogan 
threatened to open the border to the influx of millions of refugees towards Europe if the EU de-
scribed the military operation as an invasion. He accused the EU of not committing to the deal 
by withholding the money it had promised. In early 2020, Turkey allowed the flow of refugees 
to Europe through Greece. This means that Turkey has not seen the agreement as binding and 
satisfactory and that the case may be repeated in the future. 

It seems that the AKP government is unhappy about the outcome of the deal it signed and 
what it has gained from it and has accused the EU on numerous occasions for not abiding by its 
pledges. This is especially relevant now that European aid packages directed at helping Syrians 
are no longer sufficient to meet their needs. Since the signing of the agreement with the EU 
the number of Syrian refugees has doubled. Another contributing factor is the fact that Turkish 
citizens have not been granted visa-free travel to Europe as promised.(16) There are now voices 
within the AKP that hold former defected Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu responsible for this 
agreement, which many in the country believe is unfair to Turkey.

(13) 13 “Number of Syrians in Turkey April 2022”, Turkish Refugee Association Website 21.04.2022. Viewed on 05.05.2022  https://bit.
ly/3MedZhu. To read more about number of Turkish citizenship holders see Appendix 5.

(14)  “The European Union dedicates 3 billion euros for Syrians in Turkey”, Anadolu Agency, 25.06.2021. Viewed on 08.03.2022  https://bit.
ly/3yziP55

(15)  “EU reimburses Turkey €6 billion to help refugees”, Deutsche Welle, 17.12.2020. Viewed on 09.03.2022 in https://bit.ly/3lbhhpO

(16)  “Erdogan: The European Union has not fulfilled its obligations in the refugee file”, Anadolu Agency, 03.03.2020. Viewed on 25.04.2022 
in https://bit.ly/3GHtZ9S

https://bit.ly/3MedZhu
https://bit.ly/3MedZhu
https://bit.ly/3yziP55
https://bit.ly/3yziP55
https://bit.ly/3lbhhpO
https://bit.ly/3GHtZ9S
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1.5 Normalization with the Syrian regime:
Since the time the Turkish government sided with the opposition and the Turkish ambas-

sador left Damascus in 2012, there has been no real change in the position of AKP regarding 
normalization with the regime in Syria. Despite ongoing talks between the two sides at the 
intelligence level — Presidential Spokesperson Ibrahim Kalin insisted on this fact in numerous 
meetings — bilateral communication continues to be about the Turkish military presence inside 
Syria with primary focus on security. According to repeated statements by President Erdogan, 
the AKP government still views the Syrian regime as a “murderous criminal regime” to which 
Syrians in Turkey cannot be extradited.(17)

There are some who believe that normalization between Ankara and the Syrian regime is 
possible depending on whether Turkey will resume its relations with some Arab countries. 
These countries such as Egypt, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates have had strained 
relations with Turkey for years. However, this argument seems to be, under the current circum-
stances, a bit thorny because the conditions for this are not ripe yet. Turkey’s goal of normal-
ization with these Arab countries is primarily economic. Not to mention, the legitimacy of the 
governments of these countries, in general, cannot be compared to that of the Syrian regime 
who gets its directives from Russia and Iran. And since Turkey has good relations with each of 
these two countries it can accomplish what it wants from the Syrian regime through them. 

1.6 The future of Syrians in Turkey:
In principle, the AKP rejects the calls of the opposition parties to return Syrians to their home 

country, collectively and forcibly, through normalization with the Syrian regime. It considers 
this a violation of international standards and rights and has repeatedly stressed that it will not 
return Syrians to their country forcibly as long as it remains in power. This was made clear 
in statements made by Erdogan in mid-2021 and in other repeated statements in 2022.(18) For 
example, on March 15, 2022 he said, “We are the children of a culture that is well aware of 
the meaning of migrants and their supporters,” and added, “Syrian refugees can return to their 
country whenever they want, but we will never expel them from our country.” 

However, it seems that the AKP does not really want to keep Syrians in Turkey or does not 
encourage them to do so, except those who now hold Turkish citizenship. Instead, it tries to 
pursue a policy that would secure peace inside Syria and encourage the refugees to return vol-
untarily, a different vision than that of the opposition.

With this in mind, the party has recently followed a policy of “restriction”, which controls 
the spread of Syrians in Turkish cities and regions, especially in the city of Istanbul. For ex-
ample, the residents registration offices of Fatih and Esenyurt districts of Istanbul, along with 
about 1200 neighborhoods throughout Turkey, discontinued issuing residency permits. The 
government also set a quota ordaining that foreigners cannot constitute more than 20% of the 
total population of any neighborhood. What’s more, it stopped granting temporary protection 
cards to Syrians in major cities that host large numbers of Syrians, such as Istanbul, Ankara, 
Gaziantep, Kahraman Marash and other cities since July 2019. It also stopped allowing Eid vis-
 (17)  “We’re not going to return them to the murderers... Erdogan vows not to expel Syrian refugees”, Al Jazeera Net, 09.05.2022. Viewed on
 12.05.2022 in https://bit.ly/3w9Cg2N

 (18)  “Erdogan’s era: We will not throw Syrian refugees into the arms of murderers”, Anadolu Agency, 21.07.2021. Viewed on 13.05.2022 in
https://bit.ly/3apsbpV

https://bit.ly/3w9Cg2N
https://bit.ly/3apsbpV
https://bit.ly/3apsbpV
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its beginning April 2022.(19) In June 2022, the government stopped granting Syrians temporary 
protection throughout Turkey. 

These restrictions were intended to create a climate for return, especially if we take into con-
sideration the voluntary return project whose features are now becoming clearer. The project 
targets one million Syrians in Turkey and ensures the construction of 250,000 homes for them 
in northern Syria, as announced by President Erdogan.(20) It is likely that the upcoming elections 
in 2023 are AKP’s main motivation behind its increased interest in the issue of return and the 
creation of the climate for it as the opposition has developed its own approach to the problem 
of the Syrians. AKP’s increased involvement is also related to the stance taken by its influential 
ally, the Nationalist Movement Party. 

2. Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi):
It is the largest opposition party in Turkey, with 135 seats in the current parliament. It heads 

the major municipalities of Turkey (Istanbul, Ankara, Izmir) and is currently lead by Kemal 
Kılıçdağlu.

2.1 The Turkish government’s policy towards Syrians: 
In general, the party leads the discussions on Syrian refugees. It exploits their issues and 

other related matters that are of concern to the Turkish citizen, such as unemployment and per-
ceived threats to the culture of Turkish society, to gain votes in elections and to undermine the 
AKP, which it holds responsible for the problem of Syrian presence in Turkey. 

The party has opposed the Syrian revolution since its beginning and has confirmed its sup-
port for the regime without fail. Pictures showing several CHP deputies visiting Assad at the 
beginning of the revolution have been publicized in a show of support for the Syrian President. 
Moreover, the party classifies opponents of Assad as “terrorists and jihadists”(21) and is always 
emphasizing the need for dialogue with the regime to reach a political solution. The party con-
siders the return of Syrians to their country a necessity, while most of its supporters view Syri-
ans negatively and support the option of deporting them. The party has criticized the open-door 
policy as well as adopting the temporary protection system. 

The mayor of Bolu, Tanju Özcan, stands out as one example of the racist voices within the 
party who show hatred towards Syrians and foreigners in general. Immediately after winning 
the mayorship in 2019, he cut off the aid that the municipality was providing to refugees in 
Bolu. He said that “the Syrians are 30 years behind the Turks”(22) and that “Syrians in Istanbul 
will turn into the mafia over time.”(23) He also raised water bills for foreigners, including Syr-
ians, and foreign marriage verification fees in his city. However, the Supreme Administrative 

Warning regarding the registration of Syrians from Soylu”, (CNN) Turkish, 19.02.2022. Viewed on 20.03.2022  https://bit.ly/3MdeLeC”  (19)

 Erdogan: We are preparing for a project that allows the voluntary return of one million Syrians”, Anadolu Agency, 03.05.2022. Viewed”  (20)
on 12.05.2022  https://bit.ly/3MdhbKi

 Republican People: The Turkish people do not want war with Syria”, American Cissé Turkish Website 20.02.2020. Viewed on”  (21)
22.02.20 https://bit.ly/3Mj9zWZ

Özcan: Syrians are 30 years behind us, and Afghans are 100 years behind”, Cumhuriyet 18.08.2021 https://bit.ly/3zkS70e ”  (22)

 Dramatic statements from Özcan: Syrians will become the Istanbul mafia”, Khobarlar Website 28.11.2021. Viewed on 17.03.2022”  (23)
 https://bit.ly/3xaigxs
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Court overturned his decisions. On the other hand, there are voices within the party that op-
pose these policies. The motives behind this are not clear and might either be humanitarian or 
self-serving. For example, Istanbul Mayor Ekrem Imamoglu did not exhibit the same degree 
of racism towards Syrians during his own election campaign, despite the presence of a large 
community of Syrians in his city. This could be attributed to an eagerness on his part to appeal 
to the conservative voters who reject the century-long racism of the CHP still fresh in the minds 
of many Turkish citizens.   

The position held by Istanbul MP Gürsel Tekin is not too different. He not only criticized 
the racist treatment of Syrians but said that he does not believe that Syrians fuel extremism or 
negatively impact the social environment of Turkey. He has also refused to believe that Syrians 
would vote for AKP, if they were to obtain Turkish citizenship.(24)

In April 2022, the party hung a large banner outside its main building in the capital Ankara 
demanding a set of clarifications. The banner was titled “Either Provide an Answer or Provide 
an Account” and contained four questions:

•	 Do you ask refugees to provide their real identity cards?

•	 Why do you handout citizenship to them? What are you preparing for?

•	 Do you conduct a security check before granting citizenship to refugees?

•	 Why do you allow the crossing of irregular refugee?

The party rejects the policy of the AKP government towards the entire Syrian issue and not 
just towards the Syrian refugees. It has refused from the start of the Syrian uprising to agree 
that Turkey be a party to the conflict. It believes that Turkey needs to be a neutral player with 
a positive role who maintains relations with the Syrian regime. The party rejects the open-door 
policy and does not want provide support to the Syrian opposition. The party now holds the 
AKP government responsible for the status quo and calls on it to normalize with the Syrian 
regime to ensure the return of Syrians to their country.

Several reasons play a role in determining the party’s position on the Syrian problem. For 
example, its background as a secular party that leans towards the West and holds negative views 
on Arabs and religiosity, unlike the AKP, which is a conservative party. Then there are those 
who believe that the party’s positions stem from sectarian attitudes, especially those of the head 
of the party Kemal Kilicdaroglu and his electorate. However, many Turks are no longer moti-
vated or impacted by sectarianism. Another explanation could be the party’s desire for Turkey 
to be a neutral actor in the region and to adopt Atatürk’s slogan “Peace at home, peace in the 
world,” and his statement “No Turkish life shall be lost anymore for the sake of the deserts of 
Arabs.” These statements represent a doctrine for those in the party base who are described 
as Kemalists or Republicans. For these reasons, the party opposed the Turkish position on the 
military coup in Egypt in mid-2013, as well as its presence in Libya. It also disagrees with the 
government’s hostility towards Europe. It goes as far as believing that Turkey has become iso-
lated in the international stage because of these policies.

(24) “Gürsel Tekin: Even if the war ends, half of the refugees will remain in Turkey”, Turkish Independent, 23.07.2021. Viewed 05.03.2022 
https://bit.ly/3PWXU1V
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Since the announcement of Operation Euphrates Shield in August 2016, the first military ac-
tion inside Syria, it has been clear that the party does not agree with Turkey’s military involve-
ment in the conflict. The party’s leader Kilicdaroglu believed that this move “may drag Turkey 
into a dangerous stage that is quite ominous.”(25) Nevertheless, it voted in favor of these military 
operations in parliament, because Turkish society was very eager at the time (2016-2017) to 
confront organizations such as ISIS and YPG and to ward off the dangers posed by them after 
they had carried out terrorist operations inside Turkey. However, in October 2021, the party 
voted against the decision to extend Turkish military missions and operations in Syria and Iraq(26) 
exploiting, perhaps, the change in the populists’ mood around the military operations. 

2.2 Employment of Syrians:
The party believes that Syrians are a major reason behind the rapid rise in unemployment 

and that Syrians who work informally at less than the minimum wage are detrimental to the  
employment opportunities of Turkish citizens. This party always links the employment of Syr-
ians to the rise in unemployment. For example, Republican MP for Hatay Ismet Tokdemir, said 
that unemployment in his province has reached 40% because of Syrians.(27)

The party has been focusing on this issue more than ever before given the economic crisis 
and its effects on the daily lives of Turkish citizens. Naturally, it is targeting the most affected 
segments of society, particularly workers who belong to AKP’s populist base. Several reports 
have come out that show the impact of the economic crisis, the high unemployment rate and the 
instability of the exchange rate on this segment of society foreshadowing a decline in the num-
ber of people who will vote for the AKP Party in the next elections, which is now only about a 
year ahead.(28) That is why this issue is of particular importance.

2.3 Granting Turkish citizenship to Syrians:
The party opposes granting citizenship to Syrians. The social reasons include changes to 

Turkish demographics and culture. The economic reasons point to the employment of Syrians 
versus Turks. As for the political reasons, the party believes that giving out Turkish citizenship 
means more votes for the AKP. The latter reason is perhaps the most important one, especially 
since the party believes that most of the votes of naturalized Syrians will go to the AKP. This 
was alluded to by party leader Kilicdaroglu during the referendum campaign on the constitu-
tional amendment in April 2017 where he said: “If the result is in favor of constitutional amend-
ment, then 3 million Syrians will be naturalized.”(29)

(25)  “Kılıçdaroğlu: Turkey may be dragged into a dangerous phase because of the Euphrates shield”, Turkish website Khobar Turk, 24.11.2016. 
Viewed on 25.03.202 https://bit.ly/3PSQwVs

(26)  “Turkey’s parliament extends mandate for operations in Syria and Iraq”, Al Hurra, 26.10.2021. Viewed on 25.03.2022 https://arbne.
ws/3map8Vn

(27)  “Republican People’s Parliamentarian Confirms Destruction: Hatay’s Unemployment Rate 40% Due to Syrians”, Turkish Korfez Website, 
10.12.2021. Viewed on 22.02.2022  https://bit.ly/3L2FHMP

(28)  “The Impact of the Economic Crisis on the Voices of Justice and Development”, Turkish newspaper Cumhuriyet, 22.06.2021. Viewed on 
6.03.2022  https://bit.ly/3PlB83x

(29)  Kılıçdaroğlu: The result being yes means that 3 million Syrians have citizenship”, Khobar Turk, 20.03.2017. Viewed 10.03.2022 https://
bit.ly/3w8GhEx
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2.4 Agreement signed with the European Union (2016):
The party opposes this agreement. Since its ratification in 2016, it has been criticized by Ke-

mal Kilicdaroglu who has refused to negotiate with Europe in this way. Instead, he said, “Let 
us give them 6 billion euros, and let them take the Syrians, the Afghans and the Pakistanis.”(30)

The party sees this agreement as a pledge from Turkey to European countries to be a guard 
on the borders and maintain the security of the European Union. However, if the CHP were in 
power, it would have perhaps done the same, especially since it is one of the keenest Turkish 
parties on the relationship with the West. 

The party is trying to exploit the terms of the agreement to repel AKP constituents, partic-
ularly the conservative and the nationalist segments. For example, former deputy head of the 
party Ozturk Yilmaz said in mid-2018, “The AKP has made Turkey a guardian of the border 
with Europe, a garbage dump for refugees, and tomorrow the Syrians will establish parties in 
Turkey, and new blocs may form in parliament.”(31)

If it wins the next elections, the party wants Europe to play a role in solving the Syrian 
problem in Turkey and to participate in the process of return. Referring to talks he had with 
European officials, the head of the party, Kemal Kilicdaroglu, said, “Once we assume power, 
we would put the infrastructure in Syria in good shape with money from the European Union.”(32)

2.5 Normalization with the Syrian regime:
The party opposes the AKP’s anti-regime stance and believes that normalization with the 

Syrian regime is necessary to ensure the return of refugees. It has made it clear that it is ready 
to achieve this normalization if it wins power. In August 2021, Kilicdaroglu promised that he 
would bring about a complete change in foreign policy when he said, “I would establish the 
Middle East Peace Initiative in cooperation with Turkey, Iran, Iraq and Syria, with the aim of 
achieving peace in the Middle East.”(33)

The Syria International Conference organized by the party on September 28, 2019, was a 
mini model of Kilicdaroglu’s plan. It was meant to be Syria’s Geneva conference to which 
journalists and notables affiliated with the Syrian regime were invited. The conference focused 
on the need to restore relations with the Syrian regime and criticized the policy of the Turkish 
government. The perspective it offered was that “the road between Ankara and Damascus is the 
shortest path to peace.”(34)

It is expected that if the party wins, whether in coalition or not, it would initiate normaliza-
tion with the Assad regime immediately. This is especially clear because the party has been 

(30)  “Kılıçdaroğlu: Let’s pay Europe 6 billion euros and keep the refugees with them”, Turkish Island, 11.03.2016. Viewed on 20.04.2022 
https://bit.ly/3taQ4bx

(31)  “Republican People’s People: Europe ContainsّTo Turkey for a landfill of refugees”, site (T24) Turkish 30.06.2018. Viewed on 12 March 
March 2022, in https://bit.ly/38ntUeQ

(32)  “Kılıçdaroğlu: I took a promise from the European Union, we will send the Syrians”, Turkish newspaper Hurriyet, 23.06.2021. Viewed 
on 21.04.2022 https://bit.ly/3MbguAx

(33)  “Kılıçdaroğlu answers the question: How will he send the Syrians?”, Khobar Türk YouTube Channel, 06.08.2021. Viewed on 10.05.2022 
https://bit.ly/3m4WqVZ

(34)  “Launch of the Syria International Conference in Istanbul”, Anadolu Agency, 28.09.2019. Viewed on 11.05.2022 https://bit.ly/3x8oxJY
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promoting, with several other parties, the idea that it is in Turkey’s interest to communicate 
with the Assad regime to eliminate the threats arising from terrorist organizations, particularly 
the PKK. Not to mention that other nationalist and Islamist parties, such as the Good Party and 
the Felicity Party, agree with the CHP regarding this. The topic of normalization is becoming 
increasingly popular in Turkey’s political circles where direct contact with the Syrian regime 
intersects with Turkey’s welfare. They also believe that normalization with Egypt would accel-
erates the possibility of a similar step with Syria, albeit to a lesser extent.  

2.6 The future of Syrians in Turkey:
The party calls for the deportation of Syrians, an issue at the top of its list of promises for the 

upcoming elections and assures its voters that the refugees will be deported in just two years 
after it gains power. It is of note that the party has recently softened its harsh rhetoric and the 
racist tone of its statements.

For example, Kilicdaroglu used a racist approach when he addressed the issue of Syrians in 
a March 2016 statement. He said, “When I call for the deportation of Syrians, they criticize me. 
We don’t know how much the Syrians cost us. Tomorrow you will see how those who shatter 
our untroubled state shall come out of these people. Our entire system will be destroyed.”(35) 
On May 14, 2016, he stated, “We will help Syrians return to their country, we will give them 
enough support to return, and we will work to secure their livelihood in security and stability in 
their own country.” He has always repeated this: “We shall return the Syrians to their country, 
with drums and cliques.”

However, it has more recently toned down the rhetoric and started describing Syrians as 
“brothers.” It has even called for the Turkish people to not harass or incite against them. In 
a statement made by Kilıçdaroğlu in August 2021 he says, “Why are we getting angry at the 
refugees? We must get angry at those who brought them here and opened the doors for them. 
Once we are in power, we will send our Syrian brothers to their country within two years, God 
willing, with drums and cliques, after we prepare the necessary infrastructure for them.”(36)

It is believed that the motives for this change are linked to the party’s victory in Istanbul 
and Ankara in the local elections of March 2019, its preparations for the 2023 elections, and 
consolidation of its new political program that it talks much about. It seems that the republican 
base thinks that the use of moderate and soft language would ensure that a large segment of the 
Turkish population, who reject the racist approach, would not be angered. Although the party 
is critical of the government’s policy regarding Syrians, this move, among other moves, is an 
indicator of real change in the behavior and rhetoric of the republican base. The aim is to win 
over conservative segments affiliated with the AKP.

Seeking to control Turkey’s internal and external crises, including the presence and fate of 
Syrians and relations with the Syrian regime, the party is now preparing a scheme to send the 
refugees back to Syria in the event it wins the elections. However, the possibility of resorting to 
an internal strategy based on further restricting Syrians in Turkey and cutting off aid — in such 

(35)  “Kılıçdaroğlu: Mafia and misfortunes will emerge from the Syrians”, Turkish newspaper Mellit, 11.03.2016. Viewed on 13.05.2022 
https://bit.ly/3zdRHsw

(36)  “Kılıçdaroğlu: We should not be angry with the Syrians but at those who opened the doors for them”, Turkish Deccan Website, 25.08.2021. 
Viewed on 14.05.2022 https://bit.ly/3GKtxri
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a way that it would force them to migrate illegally or return to Syria — is likely and cannot be 
ruled out. 

If it wins in the upcoming elections, the CHP may try to gain international and regional sup-
port for its plan to return Syrians. However, this depends on the United States, who normally 
vetoes full normalization with the Syrian regime, aside from the fact that the party has strong 
relations with America and the West. 

3.  HDP (Halkların Demokratik Partisi):
The HDP is the third largest party in the Turkish parliament occupying 56 seats. It is a left-

wing socialist party affiliated with the Kurds. The party is facing a lawsuit aimed at dissolving 
it on charges of supporting the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), categorized by Turkey as a 
terrorist organization.

3.1 The Turkish government’s policy towards Syrians:
The party’s position on the Syrian issue is one of the more complex ones. For example, al-

though it is quite critical of the racist campaigns, especially in recent times, it has at the same 
time objected — more than once — to the mechanism that distributes the refugees throughout 
Turnkey, especially in areas of Kurdish majority, arguing that this may cause a change in the 
demography of the population. For instance, it protested the decision of the government in 
March 2016 to establish a residential camp zone to house about 25,000 Syrians in the Devul 
Kadiroglu area of Kahraman Marash province.(37) This area is the second largest in this province 
in terms of the number of Kurds living in it. The argument is that the settlement of this number 
of refugees in that area would threaten the demographic composition.

The party has also announced its support for what it calls “the Syrian peoples” criticizing the 
military campaign led by the international coalition against the Syrian regime following its use 
of chemical weapons.

The party has expressed its position on the Turkish government’s determination to drive Syr-
ians out of some major cities by describing the government’s insistence as “hypocrisy against 
the refugees.” It further believes that the climate of hostility created by the government has 
made Kurds and Syrians the target of nationalist racist attacks, and that the AKP government is 
using Syrians as a trump card against Europe. What’s more, the party described, in a tweet, the 
arrest and deportation of some Syrians by the state of Istanbul as a “witch hunt,” and said that 
the people who are being deported to their country are at “risk of death” there. 

The party stands against any attempts by the government to bring about demographic change 
in the Kurdish-majority states, east and southeast of Turkey. However, the party’s leaders are 
reluctant to issue racist statements or to oppose the refugees. This could be attributed to the 
experience of the Turkish Kurds in the last century when their language was banned and their 
identity and culture assaulted. Therefore, the party’s handling of this issue is inseparable from 
its view of the conflict and the distribution of power inside Syria.

(37)  “Protest by Republican People’s and Democratic People’s Deputies against the establishment of a refugee camp area”, Turkish website 
“Khobar” 28.03.2016. Viewed on 04.03.2022, in https://bit.ly/3Nj1XUU
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The HDP’s objection to racist campaigns against Syrians has separated it from the CHP and 
the Good Party and caused it to become a target of criticism on social media once and again.  
For example, on June 13, 2019, the party tweeted from its official account(38) criticizing the 
discrimination against Syrians only to receive negative comments expressing rejection of the 
presence of Syrians in Turkey.

It seems that the HDP is trying to deal with this issue according to its “principles and values.” 
It rejects racism and hatred, but at the same time does not hesitate to object to the policies of the 
government in this, especially the military operations carried out by Turkey in Syria.(39) In the 
past, it refused to send military forces to Syria or Iraq voting against those actions in parliament. 
The HDP does not consider the organizations Ankara is fighting against as terrorist organiza-
tions, as it shares with them its vision and political project. It has also objected to the settlement 
of Syrians in eastern Turkey.

The party does not agree with the policies of the AKP. Instead, it focuses on concepts such as 
peace, stability and security and seeks to promote this vocabulary every time it talks about the 
conflict in Syria and military operations there. It tries to link peace and stability in Syria to the 
unconditional withdrawal of Turkish forces towards the border and the handing over of areas of 
northeastern Syria back to its people whose wishes need to be respected — as expressed by the 
party’s co-chairman, Midhat Sinjar.(40)

As for the open-door policy and other questions, the party has not issued clear statements in 
support or rejection of them. However, it has emphatically refused the government’s self-im-
posed involvement in the Syrian conflict and objected to what it calls attempts to change the 
demography of Turkey. It has especially pointed out to the establishment, in the early years of 
their arrival, of government-sponsored Arab schools for Syrians in Turkey while no Kurdish 
schools are being set up for the Kurds.

The HDP’s main ambition is to achieve the goals of its political project and its defense of the 
rights of the Kurds in Turkey. This is where the difference lies between it and the CHP when it 
comes to the issue of the Syrians in Turkey, with the latter being less focused on this.

3.2 Employment of Syrians:
The party disapproves of the system that provides employment to Syrians because it believes 

that it exploits them with lower wages and deprives them of the right to insurance and social se-
curity. This is a move away from the argument that Syrians cause unemployment. HDP focuses 
instead on attacking the ruling party, which it considers to be the main cause of this problem.

However, the party’s anti-racist and anti-discriminatory stance on this issue does not prevent 
it and its populist base, especially in major cities such as Istanbul, from expressing feelings 

(38) Tweet on the official Democratic People’s account criticizing racism towards Syrians, Twitter, 13.06.2019. Viewed 05.03.2022 https://bit.
ly/3P9LL9D

(39)  Operation Euphrates Shield, 24.08.2016 in the city of Jarablus in support of Free Syrian Army forces with the aim of clearing the city of 
terrorist organizations, including ISIS (Anatolia 18.09.201). Viewed 02.03.2022 https://bit.ly/3Ps2XYe; Operation Olive Branch 20.01.2018 
in Afrin with the aim of clearing it of the Kurdish People’s Protection Units (Anatolia 20.01.2019). Viewed 02.03.2022 https://bit.ly/3supoSy); 
Operation Spring of Peace, 09.10.2019 against the Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG) and ISIS in northern Syria to establish a safe 
zone for the return of Syrians to their country (Anatolia 09.10.2020). Viewed 02.03.2022 https://bit.ly/3suIFmZ).

(40)  “Medhat Sinjar: The issue of Syria is the Kurdish issue in Turkey”, Euro News, 29.10.2019. Viewed on 01.04.2022 https://bit.ly/3NQ9uKx
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of discomfort around the employment of Syrians in professional and industrial sectors, which 
have been widely occupied by Kurdish youth since the nineties of the last century. A large seg-
ment of these workers may now feel that Syrian workers have gained control over their sector, 
especially in factories of major cities such as Istanbul.

3.3 Granting Turkish citizenship to Syrians:
After President Erdogan’s statement about his intention to grant Turkish citizenship to Syri-

ans in mid-2016, the party submitted a list of questions directed at Erdogan’s intentions and the 
purpose of his remarks. The party published a statement at the time stating that the move “raises 
the debate about the government’s use of Syrians as a tool and their political exploitation, and 
their use with the aim of changing the demographics in some areas.”(41)

The granting of Turkish citizenship to large numbers of non-Kurdish nationals has raised the 
fears of the HDP, which in the early years after the arrival of the Syrian refugees debated the 
government’s intention regarding Syrian settlement in the eastern and southeastern provinces 
of Turkey. As a result, the party disagrees with granting Turkish citizenship to Syrians, even 
though there are Syrian Kurds among the naturalized. The party clearly rejects the decision and 
calls for a referendum on the issue of naturalization.

3.4 Agreement signed with the European Union (2016):
The party did not welcome this agreement. It believes that the Turkish government is using 

refugees as a bargaining chip with the European Union, and that the main problem is not the 
pressure on European countries who want Turkey to “lock up refugees in it,” said Nazmi Gür, a 
former party MP, “The problem lies mainly in the policies of the AKP that got us to this point.”(42)

The party refuses to address the issue with temporary measures, such as the prevention of the 
transit of refugees to Europe in exchange for receiving funds from the European Union as aid 
to ensure that refugees are kept in Turkey. It sees this as just a bargaining chip through which 
Turkey has tried to gain advantage, such as speeding up EU entry processes and exempting 
Turks from EU visas.

The party believes that it is the refugee issue that prevents the EU from taking a tougher 
stance against Turkish military operations in Syria, which the party finds disturbing. For exam-
ple, when the co-chair in charge of its foreign relations, Hişıar Özsuy, visited the U.S. capital in 
2019, he summed up his meeting with members of the Congress by saying, “Europe is aware of 
the existence of a violation of rights in Turkey, but it is silent because of the refugee crisis and 
Erdogan’s repeated threats.”(43)

(41)  “Statement on the Granting of Citizenship to Syrian Immigrants”, Official website of the HDP, 13.06.2016. Viewed on 15.05.2022 https://
bit.ly/3zaCqJd

(42)  “Opposition’s reaction to the agreement with Europe”, Turkish Sputnik, 16.10.2015. Viewed on 21.04.2022
https://bit.ly/3ak4UWj

(43)  “Democratic peoples: EU recognizes injustice in Turkey but is silent because of refugee crisis”, Turkish Bayanet website, 02.10.2019. 
Viewed on 24.04.2022 https://bit.ly/3wXSzyS
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3.5 Normalization with the Syrian regime:
It deals with this issue differently than the rest of the Turkish opposition parties. This is 

linked to its own vision of the conflict in Syria, which is based on political support for the Kurd-
ish Protection Units and its view of it as an independent self-administrating entity in northern 
Syria. Therefore, any discussions about normalization with the Syrian regime will likely be 
attached to the position of these same organizations, in the sense that the party will be coordi-
nating with them first before it coordinates with the CHP.

It is believed the HDP would not be, in principle, against normalization with the Syrian 
regime headed by Bashar al-Assad. It links normalization with a complete Turkish withdrawal 
from the areas of northeastern Syria, de-classifying organizations as terrorists, and granting 
them the right to self-administration in the areas under their control, in a kind of federalism.   

3.6 Fate of Syrians and their deportation from Turkey:
The party does not usually issue statements promising the deportation of Syrians if they 

come to power, like the CHP. It does not demand the deportation of the refugees and does not 
blame them for Turkey’s economic crisis and other problems. On the contrary, it continues to 
criticize the government and the opposition alike for what it considers the “wrong” policy to-
wards the Syrians. 

The party considers the deportation of Syrians as part of the solution process in Syria. Its 
focus in the near term is on how to get Turkish forces out of Syria, ensure the security of the 
armed organizations it supports there, and then talk about a solution that guarantees an end to 
the conflict in Syria and the return of the refugees.

It seems that the voice of the HDP will be important in this matter in the event the opposition 
wins the elections and raises the issue of the deportation of Syrians. However, it is not guaran-
teed that at that point the party would maintain its anti-racism attitude and sympathetic stance 
towards Syrians. This is because these issues are not a priority for the party. It only uses them 
in repeated criticism of the ruling AKP be it about refugees or not.  

4. Nationalist Movement Party (Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi):
It is a right-wing nationalist party currently lead by Devlet Bahceli, who is considered the 

closest political ally to Erdogan, joint by the People’s Alliance. The party has 47 seats in the 
current parliament.

4.1 The Turkish government’s policy towards Syrians:
The MHP has 47 seats in parliament and does not generally welcome the presence of Syrians 

in Turkey for reasons related to the party’s nationalist ideology, which prioritizes the interests 
of Turks. It is this attitude that forms its views on Syrians and other foreigners despite the pres-
ence of large numbers of Syrians residing in Turkey who belong to the Turkmen ethnic group. 
According to an October 2014 poll, nationalists were the most antagonistic group towards the 
Syrians in Turkey and the most resentful despite the small number of Syrians living in Turkey 
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at the time. (44) The general view of the party is that the mixing of such large numbers of Syrians 
(Arabs) with Turkish society undermines the culture and traditions of the Turks. 

It is not surprising that Bahceli has said, “Irregular migration is an invasion without a name. 
It is a conspiracy against our demographic structure, and it is necessary to investigate the fin-
gerprints of global and regional powers in this irregular migration.”

But the intensity of the nationalist movement’s position on Syrian issues has declined or 
been contained, since the party entered an alliance with the AKP during the June 2018 elections. 
The party’s statements about the Surian refugees became more moderate compared to before 
when it had attacked AKP government policies. For example, in its statements in mid-2015, it 
attacked Erdogan accusing him of caring for Arabs and Kurds at the expense of Uyghur Turks.(45) 
It also strongly criticized Erdogan’s announcement in 2016 of his intention to grant Turkish 
citizenship to Syrians.(46)

Even though the position of the nationalist movement has not changed regarding Syrians, it 
does shy from issuing statements that might make it look as if it has differences with the AKP, 
something that can then be exploited by the opposition. In this way it has generally adopted a 
humanitarian approach, while explicitly expressing its rejection of the presence of Syrians in 
Turkey and the need to control the problem of illegal immigration. The party has influenced 
some of the government’s decisions. For example, some believe that the security campaigns 
that seek to control the residences and places of employment of Syrians, especially in Istanbul, 
were driven by pressure or encouragement from the MHP, who believes that these campaigns 
are welcomed by both the nationalist and the AKP. The party is known for its criticism of the 
government regarding allowing Syrians to spend Fitr and Al-Adha holidays in Syria every year 
saying that “those who manage to return to their country for Eid without a problem should have 
no need to return to Turkey.”(47)

It was precisely this position that prompted the AKP at beginning of April 2022 to stop Eid 
visits. The decision was linked to the government’s response to the opinion of “Mr. Bahceli 
in this regard and the MHP report on Syrians.”(48) However, the MHP strongly supports the 
military operations conducted by Turkish forces inside Syria and considers them necessary for 
expelling SDF fighters and the YPG far away from the Turkish border.

4.2 Employment of Syrians:
In August 2021, at the height of its alliance with the AKP, the party’s “Cross-Border Mi-

grations” committee prepared a report, which stated that the informal employment of migrants 
has deprived hundreds of thousands of Turks from work and criticized the government for not 
tightening control over the labor market.

(44)  “Fifty percent of the people do not want to be next door to the Syrians”, Cumhuriyet, on 23.10.2014. Viewed on 10.06.2022 https://bit.
ly/3zCaRc0

(45)  “Erdogan responds to Bahceli about Turkish Uyghurs”, Location 24 T, 28.06.2015. Viewed on 07.03.2022 https://bit.ly/3tbUa34

(46)  “Bahceli: We cannot accommodate the granting of citizenship to Syrians”, Hurriyet, 04.07.2016. Viewed 05.03.2022 https://bit.ly/3su-
ZT3B

(47)  “Statement by Bahceli on refugees contradicts the AKP”, Cumhuriyet, 31.07.2021. Viewed on 5.03.2022 https://bit.ly/3w8s5eJ

(48)  “Statement by Minister Soylu on Eid Visit to Syrians”, Sozcu, 19.04.2022. Viewed on 5.05.2022. https://bit.ly/39LHk4A 
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4.3 Granting Turkish citizenship to Syrians:
The party has strongly criticized the granting of Turkish citizenship to Syrians. In fact, it is 

the decision that it has opposed the most. It believes that Turkish citizenship cannot come with-
out a price, and that it is attached to a certain glory and responsibility that need to be fulfilled. 
Bahceli described the decision in mid-2016 as “a tearing of the heart of the Turkish nation.”(49) 
Following the Turkish government’s announcement that it was going to grant citizenship to 
Syrians he said, “Statements regarding the granting of citizenship to Syrians are unacceptable 
and should not be at the whim of the President. Turkish citizenship demands its own respect 
and reverence and granting citizenship to millions of Syrians is an obstacle in the face of our 
national unity, a decision that would lead to the shattering of Turkish nationalism.”

The party disagrees with granting of citizenship without preconditions, such as mastery of 
the Turkish language. However, it is remarkable that this position of the nationalist movement 
has come to be accepted albeit through conditions and controls — following its alliance with 
AKP. A report issued by its “Cross-border Migrations” committee recommends the applica-
tion of the French and German model in granting citizenship, such as language competency 
and passing integration courses and other conditions.(50) This, however, does not mean that the 
MHP has come to support the idea of naturalizing Syrians. All it is doing in its latest report is 
addressing a situation that has been a fait accompli for years by attempting to rectify decisions 
and make recommendations. 

4.4 Agreement signed with the European Union (2016):
When Turkey signed the statement of cooperation — refugee return agreement — with the 

European Union in early 2016, the MHP was still among the most prominent opposition parties. 
At the time, it maintained that “the AKP wants to turn Turkey into a refugee camp, and that 
Turkey has become a border guard for Europe.”(51)

Overall, the party saw this agreement as a threat to Turkey’s national interests, or at the least 
a disregard for it. It feared that this agreement would contribute to a greater increase in the 
number of Syrian and other refugees and that these numbers would have a negative impact on 
Turkish society and its regime.

However, the intensity of its criticism eased following its alliance with the AKP, particular-
ly in its use of phrases such as “turning Turkey into a camp” or “a border guard.” During the 
border crisis between Turkey and Greece following Turkey’s permission for refugees to cross 
into Europe in March 2020, we found Bahceli strongly criticizing the accusations hurled against 
Turkey such as exploiting the issue of migration for political purposes. He has also criticized 
the European Union for its repudiation of the March 2016 agreement saying that it has not ful-
filled its pledges to Turkey.(52)

(49)  Bahceli: We cannot accommodate the granting of citizenship to Syrians”, Hurriyet, 4.07.2016. Viewed on 5.03.2022 https://bit.ly/3su-
ZT3B

(50)  “Report of the Nationalist Movement on Syrians”, Yenicag, 31.08.2021. Viewed 05.03.2022
https://bit.ly/3woS2Wp

(51)  “MHP: We have real concerns about the Refugee Convention”, Anadolu Agency, 19.03.2016. Viewed on 12.03.2022 https://bit.ly/3l5V8cB

(52)  “Bahceli: Europe’s support for Greece is a partnership in barbarism”, Location (TGRT) Turkish, 10.03.2020. Viewed on 22.04.2022 
https://bit.ly/3x2uVBo
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4.5 Normalization with the Syrian regime:
The party rejects dialogue with the Syrian regime for humanitarian reasons and on moral 

gounds. On several occasions Bahceli has stated that “dialogue with a criminal who kills his 
people, is not worthy of Turkey.”(53)

The party sees the Syrian regime as criminal. Even though its generally unsympathetic at-
titude towards Syrian refugees, whom it sees as fleeing a “murderous regime,” might seem 
contradicting, the party does not believe so. To it receiving and hosting refugees is a humanitar-
ian necessity that needs to be undertaken within a framework. It also thinks that Syrians must 
eventually return to their country. This causes it to insist on a humane treatment of refugees 
and to extending support. The same ideals have pushed Bahceli to criticize Tanju Özcan, the 
Republican People’s Party mayor of Polo municipality, calling him a “racist” because of his 
stance against refugees and foreigners.(54)

On the other hand, the MHP’s rejection of issues such as naturalization, employment without 
controls, or dispersion across Turkish cities and states is based on nationalist motives. This it 
shares with a wide segment of the opposition and the ruling AKP.

4.6 The future of Syrians in Turkey:
In the recent period, the alliance between the party and the AKP has been strong. The MHP 

has softened its statements as the AKP has begun to change some of its policies towards Syri-
ans. Both parties are avoiding issuing any statements that may be understood as a split in their 
alliance. For example, Erdogan’s announcement of the voluntary return project and the Min-
istry of Interior’s imposed restrictions on the spread and registration of Syrians provided an 
escape for the MHP to satisfy its populist base. This is especially pertinent in light of the recent 
campaigns against Syrians and refugees in general that started in April 2022. Bahceli describes 
refugees as guests and speaking in Amasya state he blamed the United States for security prob-
lems at Turkey’s southern border and called for a gradual return to the safe zone.

Keen to take the AKP into account, MHP spokesmen choose their words carefully. For ex-
ample, an MHP committee has indicated that approximately 88 percent of the MHP voters 
support the return of Syrians, and that the tendency of Turkish men to marry Syrian women has 
damaged the Turkish social fabric.

But perhaps what distinguishes the stance of the nationalist movement from its ally the AK, 
which focuses heavily on the human and religious dimension, is clarity. Recently, the party 
has entered the debate regarding Syrians threatening violators with deportation and confirmed 
the existence of incitement plans that exploit the refugee problem. The party’s position played 
a role in canceling the Eid visit, as it demanded that those who go to Syria not be allowed to 
return to Turkey again.

(53)  “Bahceli: Those who say that it is necessary to talk to the murderer Assad must come to their senses”, Turkish Sputnik, 22.09.2018. 
Viewed on 11.05.2022  https://bit.ly/3zdWkCZ

(54)  “Devlet Bahceli criticizes Tanju Özcan: racist and discriminatory decision”, Ghazeteh, 31.07.2021. Viewed on 15.03.2022 https://bit.
ly/37Jg46g
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In one of his statements Bahceli has said, “We are forced to deal with the issue of irregular 
migration in a wise and strategic way, while thinking about the demography and independence 
of the country. We are forced to analyze the fate of people in Turkey after 100 and 500 years. 
Turkish citizens shall not be, today or in the future, ostracized strangers in their own country. 
Therefore, migration must be viewed realistically and be removed from the Turkish agenda.”

He has further said that “MHP’s policy regarding irregular migration is clear. It sees it as a 
takeover and those arrested must be deported immediately. Syrian refugees cannot be sent to 
their country right away, but when the conditions that led to their displacement and asylum are 
removed, they will be sent back as they came to Turkey. This is one of the party’s priorities. 
The period of hosting is always limited, and every citizen has the right to live safely within the 
borders of his own country.”

Through its nationalist influences the party has played a role in changing AKP’s policy to-
wards Syrians, and if it continues to ally with it and they win the next elections, it will begin to 
play a more major role in shaping these policies in the future. 

5. Good Party (İyi Parti)
It is a nationalist center-left party that defected from the Nationalist Movement Party. It cur-

rently has 37 seats in parliament and is led by Meral Aksener. It led the Nation Alliance along 
with the Republican People’s Party to array against the People’s Alliance in the 2018 elections. 

5.1 The Turkish government’s policy towards Syrians:
The Good Party is against the presence of Syrians in Turkey and party leader Miral Aksener 

has pursued an anti-Syrian policy. On May 9, 2018, she said during a campaign in Mersin prov-
ince, “The people of Mersin live alongside 200,000 Syrians, and these came here as a result of 
President Erdogan’s erroneous policy. If I win the elections, hopefully by Ramadan 2019, we 
will break our fast with our Syrian brothers in Syria.”

This means that Aksener blames Erdogan for the arrival of Syrians, while the party’s vice 
president, Lutfi Turkan, has been inciting against Syrians on his personal social media account 
showing photos of Syrian and Turkish citizens in queues. He wrote that while Syrians are wait-
ing to receive their salaries, Turks are standing in front of employment offices.

The party harbors prominent members who are notorious for their racist rhetoric towards 
Syrians and foreigners, such as Yilay Aksui.(55) She is the party’s former local elections candi-
date for the municipality of Fatih (March 2019) infamous for the sentence “We will not hand 
over Fatih to the Syrians.” Along with Ümit Özdağ, a former MP in the Good Party who left in 
March 2021 to found, in August of the same year, a new party called the Victory Party, Aksui 
has been accused of inciting against Syrians and provoking hatred within society. In addition to 
them, there is the deputy head of the parliamentary bloc, Lotfo Turkan, who described Syrians 
as “no different than occupiers” and advised them to prepare for deportation to their country 
with the first elections to be held.(56) These and other members of the party have characterized

(55)  Migrated to the Democratic Party in March 2022 

(56)  “Turkan vomits a grudge against refugees: either they go to Syria or Europe”, Yeni Safak, 08.04.2021. Viewed on 18.03.2022  https://bit.
ly/3afz3Gn
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 it with hostility towards Syrians and refugees. This is especially true of the clear stance it 
has adopted, which is based on ending the open-door policy, developing a plan for the return of 
Syrians to their country and the restoration of relations with the Syrian regime.

However, there has been a change in the party’s discourse recently. In a speech to her par-
liamentary bloc Aksener has said, “ We do not want refugees to be treated unscrupulously. Mr. 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan is solely responsible for the arrival of refugees to this country.” She has 
also said, “We condemn the discriminatory and hostile language that is used against the refu-
gees. Hateful rhetoric and racist acts are the methods of those who are unable to solve problems, 
and such concepts do not lead to a solution.”

Following the withdrawals of Umit Özdağ and Yilay Aksui, who joined the Victory Party 
and the Democratic Party, respectively, the party witnessed a change in its attitude towards ref-
ugees and has abandoned some of the hateful rhetoric which it had adopted after its founding.

The party believes that its opposition to the Syrian presence in Turkey is driven by the in-
convenience that their presence causes. They have become a source of concern for the Turkish 
citizen, both in terms of job opportunities, due to the cheap labor of Syrians, and in negatively 
affecting the demographics of Turkey.

Apparently, it is not the nationalist attitude alone that is driving this policy. There are other 
factors involved in this as well, which are related to the fact that it is a newly formed party. For 
example, it has realized the importance of finding thorny issues to adopt that could help it form 
a well-defined policy against the AKP government, while at the same time expressing the senti-
ments of the segment it represents. As such, it views the problem of Syrians and their presence 
in Turkey as one of the starting points it needs as a new party to strengthen the foundation of 
its political program.

Accordingly, we find that in December 2019, only a year and a half after its establishment,  
the party held a workshop on the presence of Syrians in Turkey and the Syrian issue more 
generally. The results it came up with were the party’s policy in the event it comes to power, in-
cluding the deportation of Syrians from Turkey and the restoration of relations with the Syrian 
regime. Since then, the Syrian question has been considered a key case for the party’s criticism 
of the government.(57)

Among the AKP policies that the party opposes are the open-door policy and allowing Syr-
ians to spend Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha holidays in Syria. Although the Good Party is one of 
the most vocal advocates of restoring relations with the Syrian regime, it separates this from 
its stance on Turkish military operations inside Syria or those launched by Turkey against the 
PKK in northern Iraq. The party has not opposed Turkish military operations in Syria. When its 
ally CHP voted against the memorandum to extend the mission of Turkish forces in Syria and 
Iraq in late 2021, it voted in favor of operations.(58) This is connected primarily to the ideology 
of the Good Party and to its treatment of these issues as points affecting its electorate as well as 
public opinion. It also has to do with the fact that the party is still far-removed from attempting 
to appease the HDP like its ally the CHP is doing.

(57)  “Good Party: When we come to power, we will stop the open-door policy”, Turkish Independent, 16.12.2019. Viewed on 20.03.2022 
https://bit.ly/3taCuEK

(58)  “Parliament Accepts Memorandum to Extend the Mission of Forces in Iraq and Syria”, Euronews in Turkish, 26.10.2021. Seen in 
05.03.2022  https://bit.ly/3N8rboi
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However, the party’s position on Turkish military presence in Syria is not very clear and 
what it will look like if it comes to power is unknown. The party supports the restoration of 
relations with the Syrian regime and other matters, which it is silent about. It only talks about 
its goal i.e., the deportation of Syrians and the restoration of relations with the Syrian regime 
without addressing the mechanism required  to achieve this. The party believes that most of the 
factions in Idlib are either expiatory or extremist, including fighters who have participated in 
Turkish operations inside Syria.

5.2 Employment of Syrians:
Not only does the party oppose the employment of Syrians because their labor is cheap and 

uncontrolled, which encourages Turkish employers to prefer Syrians and similar immigrants to 
the employment of Turks, but it is also against Syrians starting their own business projects in 
Turkish cities. It believes that most of these projects / companies are not licensed and rely on 
smuggled goods that are not subject to control and taxation, thus harming Turkish producers 
and entrepreneurs. This narrative, which is popular within the party’s base, is being exported 
to the public sphere. Yilay Aksui is perhaps the most vocal politician publisizing this narrative. 
For example, in a visit to a Turkish food store in the southern Turkish city of Gaziantep, she re-
counted this narrative in detail during her interview with the owner of the Turkish store,(59) that 
the party links Turkey’s current economic crisis to the presence and employment of Syrians.

5.3 Granting Turkish citizenship to Syrians:
The party opposes naturalization and promises to end it if it or its electoral alliance comes to 

power, according to repeated statements made by the party’s president, Meral Aksener.(60) This 
position is consistent with its general attitude towards the presence of Syrians and the urgent 
need for their return. Meanwhile, the party’s former vice president, Umit Ozag, said, “We will 
not give Syrians citizenship, but we will give them a homeland to which they will return again.”

On the other hand, when looking at how small the number of Syrians who have been granted 
Turkish citizenship is, the Good Party is not expected to carry real concerns about the possibil-
ity of the naturalized Syrian’s influence on the results of the elections — in favor of the ruling 
AKP. It seems that the party’s opposition to naturalization is part of  their anti-Syrian rhetoric 
and its desire to exert pressure on the ruling party.

5.4 Agreement signed with the European Union (2016):
Given that it was established only a year and a half after the ratification of the agreement 

in March 2016, the party did not adopt a specific stance on the issue at the time. However, the 
party’s statements about the agreement or talks held with European officials in this regard are 
clearly adversarial. According to the statements made by Akshner in August 2021, the agree-
ment with the European Union is a “betrayal and short-sighted.” (61)

(59)  “Yilay Aksui in the Shahin Bey neighborhood of Gaziantep listens to a Turkish merchant who lost because of the Syrians”, Yilay Aksui 
YouTube Channel, 17.01.2021. Viewed on 12.05.2022 https://bit.ly/3GWT1lL

(60)  “Aksener announces a 3-stage plan that provides for the return of Syrians”, Turkish Anadolu Agency, 16.12.2019. Viewed 08.03.2022 
https://bit.ly/39h8gZZ

(61)  Aksener: Doing what Europe asks for in exchange for Turkey’s neglect is a betrayal”, Suzcu, 05.08.2021. Viewed on 22.04.2022 https://
bit.ly/3zbMBwW
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Therefore, it is likely that the party would support the cancellation of this agreement, or the 
holding of new talks with the European Union regarding the presence and fate of Syrians in 
Turkey. In conclusion, the party’s position on this is consistent with that of its ally the Repub-
lican People’s Party.

5.5 Normalization with the Syrian regime:
The Good Party is one of the biggest advocates of direct talks with the Syrian regime. It be-

lieves that talks can facilitate the return of Syrians whose only obstacle is the lack of an existing 
relationship between Turkey and the Syrian regime. It refuses to consider the other obstacles: 
the absence of an unhindered and transparent political solution and the real reason why Syrians 
are forced to seek asylum and migration in the first place. Akshner has addressed Erdogan more 
than once by saying: “If you don’t want to talk to Assad, send me to him to talk to him, so that 
he can take his people back. We will be the guarantors.”(62)

Following a workshop organized by the Good Party in December 2019 on the future of 
Syrians residing in Turkey, the party developed a plan based on the work of a joint committee 
between Turkey and the Syrian regime. The aim of the committee would be to create the condi-
tions for the return of Syrians to homes they left before the war.(63)

Considering how similar is the stance of the Good Party to the position of its ally CHP, which 
is the largest opposition party in Turkey, it looks like talks with Assad will be, if it wins elec-
tions, a top priority for the opposition regarding the future of Syrians.

5.6 Fate of Syrians and their deportation from Turkey:
The party’s leaders stress the need for the eventual return of Syrians to their home country. 

They believe that communication with the Syrian regime and the formation of a joint committee 
is necessary for developing a plan that ensures an unhindered return to Syria.

The party believes that the return should take place in integrated stages starting with ending 
the open-door policy i.e., not receiving any Syrians coming from Syria for any reason what-
soever. The plan includes ending the naturalization process, launching inspection campaigns 
with the aim of arresting and deporting all those who do not have identity cards, and searching 
places where they work, with the aim of controlling unlicensed projects or workers who work 
informally.(64)

These steps are almost like an internal policy of restriction, which the party might follow, if 
it wins power, with the aim of reducing the number of Syrians present in Turkey. By launching 
search campaigns, they would push Syrians to leave Turkey, whether by looking for a new des-
tination for those who can or by returning to Syria forcibly to face an unknown fate.

(62)  “Good Party: When we come to power, we will stop the open-door policy”, Independent in Turkish, 16.12.2019. Viewed on 14.03.2022 
https://bit.ly/3stWqCw

(63)  “Erdogan’s era: We will not throw Syrian refugees into the arms of murderers”, Anadolu Agency, 21.07.2021. Viewed on 13.05.2022 
https://bit.ly/3apsbpV

(64)  “Good Party: When we come to power, we will stop the open-door policy”, Independent in Turkish, 16.12.2019. Viewed on 14.03.2022 
https://bit.ly/3stWqCw

https://bit.ly/3stWqCw
file:///Users/muhammedtlas/Desktop/Design/InDesign/Attitudes%20of%20Turkish%20Political%20Parties%20Towards%20Syrians%20Living%20in%20Turkey%20/%20https://bit.ly/3apsbpV
file:///Users/muhammedtlas/Desktop/Design/InDesign/Attitudes%20of%20Turkish%20Political%20Parties%20Towards%20Syrians%20Living%20in%20Turkey%20/%20https://bit.ly/3apsbpV
https://bit.ly/3stWqCw


Harmoon Center For Contemporary Studies

31

Since the party’s position is consistent with that of its ally CHP, the road map for the return 
of Syrians under opposition rule will be unclear. After all, the parties agree on the return and the 
deportation of Syrians with no clear vision about the details and ramifications of the process.
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Second: Non-Parliamentary Parties

Turkey has 124 political parties some of which are sham parties that have no political influ-
ence. For this reason, we will focus on the parties that play an active role in the political arena 
and in the issues related to Syrians: (65)

1. Felicity Party (Saadet Partisi):
It occupies one parliamentary seat and received 1.34% of the vote in the 2018 elections. The 

party aligns itself with opposition parties known for their negative attitude towards refugees 
and Syrians. Despite being a conservative party with an Islamic background whose ideology is 
the closest to that of the Muslim Brotherhood, the Felicity Party rejects several aspects of this 
discourse. It views Syrian is Turkey as refugees who were forced to leave their country due to 
war and other severe conditions.

The party believes that the AKP government has failed to address the issues of asylum, il-
legal immigration, integration and border security protection. The party does not hold Syrians 
responsible for this failure. In August 2021, the leader of the party, Temel Karamollaoğlu, stated 
that a special committee of the government and the opposition must be established to address 
these issues. He believed that the committee must include migration experts, sociologists, his-
torians and Turkish experts in various fields related to this question to develop a road map that 
defines migration policies and plans in the short and long term.(66)

The party has recently been trying to balance its sympathetic stance towards Syrians with 
its criticism of the AKP in what it calls a “failure” to address the problems of asylum and ille-
gal immigration. This is because it is simultaneously a conservative and an opposition party. 
It wants to maintain its public image as an anti-racist party that opposes incitement and hatred 
— in line with the party’s identity and ideological make up — and affirm at the same time its 
opposition to the policies of the ruling party especially regarding integration, cheap labor, and 
depriving a large segment of Syrian children from enrolment in schools.

The party is politically moderate when it comes to Syrians. As the deputy head of the party, 
Mustafa Kaya, said in a press release in mid-2020, “ In politics, sympathy alone is not enough. 
It may cause problems to worsen over time, therefore the social and psychological dimensions 
of this issue must be discussed as soon as possible. The society must be informed correctly 
and transparently and the requests, concerns and problems of citizens in this regard must be 
addressed.” (67) 

As for the issue of the return of Syrians, the party believes that the fate of Syrians living in 
Turkey is to return to their country eventually. It calls for the facilitation of a safe return but 
does not agree with all of Turkey’s foreign policy regarding the Syrian issue. As Mustafa Kaya 

(65)  To read more about non-parliamentary parties and their background information see Appendix 6

(66)  “Karamuloglu: Turkey has failed on the refugee issue and a migration committee must be formed”, Ghazeteh, 11.08.2022. Viewed on 
21.03.2022 https://bit.ly/3FGcshL

(67)  “A common solution must be found for the refugee problem”, official website of the Felicity Party, 03.06.2020. Viewed on 21.03.2022 
https://bit.ly/3Pmzsai
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said in the same press conference, “The country’s foreign policy must be reviewed, ensuring 
that new waves of migration are at least reduced in the future. Political power must be used 
alongside soft power as much as possible, ensuring that these people return to their country.”(68)

The party is open to holding talks with the Syrian regime as long as it leads to the return of 
Syrians and to finding a political solution to the crisis. Evidently, it agrees on this issue with the 
Republican People’s Party and the Good Party as they are all part of the Nation Alliance. In a 
meeting in late 2019, party leader Karamollaoğlu called for a direct conversation with Assad, 
or at least a mandate to talk to him if Erdogan is refusing to do so.(69) 

In January 2012, Karamollaoğlu had visited Damascus and met Assad there, with the aim 
of what he described as contributing to a solution to the crisis and preventing bloodshed — he 
had said at the time.(70)

This position can be explained by pointing to the party’s close relationship with Iran. Based 
on the ideas of its founder Najmuddin Erbakan, the party is opposed to any tension or rupture 
in Turkey’s relations with Tehran. Erbakan believed that Israel would be the biggest beneficiary 
of any disagreements between Turkey and Iran and that instability in Syria will be spread to 
Turkey. Moreover, the party disagrees with AKP’s policy in Syria, and believes that the revolu-
tion in Syria and elsewhere falls within what it calls the Greater Middle East project or Israel’s 
project, whose primary beneficiary according to the party is Israel.(71)

On that account, it can be argued that the Felicity Party will not oppose a relationship with 
the Syrian regime if it or its alliance succeeds in elections.

2. The Future Party (Gelecek Partisi):
It is a new party that was founded in 2021 by former Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu. 

Even though it is an opposition party and a candidate for opposition alliances, its approach to 
the question of the presence of Syrians in Turkey is distinct in almost all aspects except what 
concerns Turkey’s domestic and foreign policies. This is because the head of the party used to 
be one of the most present Turkish figures regarding the Syrian issue since the beginning of the 
Syrian revolution and its aftermath as Minister of Foreign Affairs (2011-August 2014) and as 
Prime Minister (August 2014-June 2016).

Davutoğlu’s handling of the Syrian question and the issue of their presence in Turkey has 
not changed from the time of his membership in the AKP and his days in power. Davutoğlu 
still views the Syrian regime as illegitimate and Syrians as victims. This was apparent during a 
meeting in which he said that Syrians “are victims of this regime. They had no other choice but 
to knock on the door of asylum and migration, especially after the Syrian regime used chemical 
weapons in the last quarter of 2013 as well as the fall of Aleppo as a result of Russian interven-

(68)  “A common solution must be found for the refugee problem”, official website of the Felicity Party 03.06.2020. Viewed on 21.03.2022 
https://bit.ly/3Pmzsai

(69)  “New Backstage, Erdogan’s Interesting Meetings”, Opinion piece by Turkish writer Abdelkader Salafi in Hurriyet newspaper, 16.09.2019. 
Viewed on 22.04.2022  https://bit.ly/3NhMDYr

The head of the Felicity Party meets Bashar al-Assad”, IHA Broadcast, 07.01.2012. Viewed on 18.03.2022”  (70)
https://bit.ly/3am5XW1

(71)  “Felicity Party: The National Vision opposes it!”, Yeni Akit, 21.01.2020. Viewed on 21.03.2020 https://bit.ly/3Pir4II
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tion in late 2016.”(72)

The Future Party refuses to deal with the issue of Syrians in a racist manner and of all the 
other opposition parties within the conservative segment is the most sensitive in this. It has 
defended the agreement with the European Union made by its then-prime minister, which re-
quires European countries to receive about one million Syrians present in Turkey, out of more 
than 2 million at the time. Davutoğlu has said, “It was planned that European countries would 
receive at least one million Syrians present in Turkey, along with our exemption from visa to 
enter the European Union countries. But this did not happen, and the government overlooked 
the application of these provisions after I left the post of Prime Minister two months after this 
agreement... If that had been done, only about a million Syrians would have remained in Tur-
key. We could have distributed them in areas inside Syria under security cover.”(73)

In a meeting with several Syrians, Davutoğlu stressed that he was trying to oblige the oppo-
sition alliance to depoliticize the Syrian issue and dissociate it from economic problems. The 
party does not say that the Syrian refugees should remain in Turkey indefinitely but makes their 
return conditional on international protection and not through talking with the Syrian regime, 
who it considers the main cause behind Syrian migration.  This stems from the position of their 
party leader Davutoğlu,(74) who confirms that no actor should compel the Syrians to return to 
their country forcibly without first providing the appropriate conditions. 

Davutoğlu disagrees with CHP and its ally the Good Party’s idea that talks with Assad will 
decrease the existing spread of Syrians in Turkey. He thinks that the concept in unrealistic and 
views the triumphant Syrian regime as a criminal system that caused the displacement of mil-
lions of Syrians towards Turkey and other countries. Davutoğlu’s alternative solution is to hold 
talks at the international level and provide UN protection inside Syria that can guarantee a safe 
return.

The Future Party’s approach as an opposition party could play an influential role within the a 
future opposition alliance in which the party might be a member. However, it is not possible to 
bet on the size and effectiveness of this role, especially without a defined populist base to date 
(May 2022) where the CHP and the Good  Party, the largest opposition parties in this potential 
alliance, have agreed to normalize relations with the Syrian regime.

3. Democracy and Progress Party (Demokrasi ve Atılım Partisi):
It is a new party that was founded by former minister Ali Babacan in 2020. The party is 

largely in agreement with the Future Party in its anti-racist and humane approach towards Syr-
ians and refugees in general. However, it disagrees with it on the issue of normalization with 
the Syrian regime.

Babacan focuses on the need to promote integration in places where Syrians and Turks live 
together and to stay away from racist and inhumane campaigns. He has also been criticizing 
the Republican People’s Party indirectly. During one of his tours in Hatay, southern Turkey, he 

(72)  Interview with Ahmet Davutoglu on Haberturk TV YouTube channel, 17.08.2021. Viewed on 21.03.2022 https://bit.ly/3lYnVA8

(73)  Interview with Davutoglu on Global News YouTube Channel, 26.02.2021. Viewed on 21.03.2022
 https://bit.ly/3Mcr0as

(74)  Interview with Ahmet Davutoglu on Haberturk TV YouTube channel, 17.08.2021. Viewed on 21.03.2022, in https://bit.ly/3lYnVA8
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told citizens, “When you attend the elections, you see some parties promising voters to send all 
Syrians to their country. But this is not possible, neither from a humanitarian point of view nor 
from the perspective of international laws. They can’t do that. We are realistic. We say that the 
solution to the issue of Syrians is linked to a solution within Syria itself.”(75) 

Babacan believes that only a political solution can contribute to the voluntary and safe return 
of Syrians to their country saying, “A political solution can only be achieved through construc-
tive and realistic dialogue with all parties.”(76)

Babacan did not name, in all his statements, the Syrian regime or Assad, but the term “all 
parties” necessarily includes the Assad regime. This was confirmed in a tweet published by the 
official account of the party in October 2021 quoting Ali Babacan, “Turkey should unite with 
all parties in Syria. If it refuses to talk saying so and so is an enemy and so and so is such and 
such, then Turkey will suffer a great loss. It will reside in the narrow circle of interests with a 
narrow point of view”(77). Clearly, he was presenting the position of the Turkish government, 
which describes the Assad regime as the “enemy.”

This definitive attitude suggests a division within the opposition alliance. Because the party 
has been nominated to support the expanded opposition alliance led by the CHP whom Baba-
can has directly criticized. More importantly — as is the case regarding the Future Party — is 
the extent to which the AKP and those who agree with it are buying into this vision. Most of 
these are small parties that the CHP and the Good Party may use to mobilize electoral segments 
against Erdogan. However, the role of these small parties may fade out, if the opposition wins 
power and may subsequently lose influence over consequential decisions that will affect Tur-
key’s domestic and foreign policy towards Syria and Syrians. 

4. Homeland Party (Memleket Partisi):
It is a new party that was founded in 2020 by former presidential candidate Muharrem Ince. 

The party’s stance on Syrians in Turkey is almost entirely consistent with that of the CHP. This 
is not surprising since the party has its roots in the CHP. Also, that its leader had promised the 
deportation of Syrians to Syria during his CHP candidacy in the 2018 presidential elections and 
the appointment of an ambassador to Damascus.(78)

The party stresses the need to close and control the border properly and to end the open-door 
policy. It promises to cease the movement of Syrians between Syria and Turkey during the hol-
idays of Fitr and al-Adha, deport the refugees who need to return to their country and begin full 
normalization with the Syrian regime. 

The party can be considered an extension of the CHP when it comes to the issue of Syrians 
residing in Turkey. Both parties believe that Syrians are a threat to Turkey regarding demo-
graphics and the employment rate and feel that the issue has exhausted the country both eco-

(75)  “Discussion between a citizen of Hatay and Ali Baba Jan on Syrians”, Nokta TV YouTube channel, 20.07.2021. Viewed on 24.03.2022  
https://bit.ly/3xaK0SM

(76)  “Paragraph: Constructive and realistic dialogues are the way to a lasting solution in Syria”, statement on the official website of the party 
06.08.2021. Viewed on 20.05.2022  https://bit.ly/3md7wrG

(77)  Tweet on AKP account quoting Ali Baba Jan, Twitter, 09.10.2021. Viewed on 25.05.2022 https://bit.ly/3t3SisX

(78)  “ Muharrem Ince: When I win, I’ll appoint an ambassador to Syria and send Syrians to their country”, Dailymotion, 13.06.2018. Viewed 
on 22.05.2022  https://bit.ly/3aBRPrL
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nomically and militarily.

As for the racist discourse, the party, under Ince’s leadership, has not kept back from us-
ing xenophobic language. There is no effort made in addressing the human dimension of the 
problem, and the party does not concern itself with the broader aspects of the issue, such as the 
mechanism of deportation of millions and the form that normalization with the Syrian regime 
would take. Moreover, the party is inclined to play back content and wording that have become 
widespread, especially on social media. Meanwhile, refugee rights associations have described 
these comments as fallacious or inaccurate. They include ideas such as, “Syrians enter universi-
ties without an exam, while Turkish soldiers are killed in Syria”, and  “the government spends 
billions of dollars on Syrians, while unemployment and poverty rates are sky rocketing”. Of 
this, Ince has said, “Turkey is not a charity, and its hosting of Syrians has been prolonged.”(79)

Moreover, Ince agrees with Umit Ozdag, who is known for his hardline stance on Syrians,  
on several points. These involve the question of Syrian presence and their danger to Turkey and 
Turkish society, as well as a draft resolution that would deny naturalized Syrians the right to 
vote in elections for ten years.(80)

5. Victory Party (Zafer Partisi):
Established in 2021 and led by its founder Umit Ozdag, the party is the most oppositional 

voice in Turkey regarding the presence of Syrians and is adamant about the need to deport them. 
The party was founded on the notion of hostility towards refugees in general, and Syrians in 
particular, raising the question of whether this has been its moving force. Since the party’s base 
is quite small, there seems to be a need for votes and members through exploiting the Syrian 
problem. Ironically, Ozdag’s family came to Turkey in the nineteenth century from Dagestan as 
refugees fleeing war. Ozdag was a member of the nationalist movement but was expelled from 
it in 2016. In 2017, he joined the Good Party and was also expelled three years later due to his 
racist attitude. He went on to establish the most extreme and radical party — Victory Party — 
on August 26, 2021. 

Ozdag has described Turkey as a “country occupied by refugees” and uses inflammatory 
rhetoric on social media profusely. What’s more, he tours Turkish cities and enters the shops 
of Syrians to candidly invite them to return to their homeland. His incitement reached a new 
level when he funded a short film entitled “The Silent Invasion” depicting Turkey in 2043 and 
how Istanbul’s cities will be taken over by Syrians and destroyed. The authorities responded by 
filing lawsuits against him, because of the misinformation it contained, and arresting the film’s 
director briefly.

Ozdag has confirmed more than once that he intends to return refugees to Syria forcibly. 
He even shared a picture of a bus with the party’s name and the word “tourism” on it saying, 
“Asylum seekers will be returned on this bus.” In an interview with a Turkish media outlet 
where Interior Minister Soylu was making a series of statements about the asylum issue, the 
announcer asked him what he thought of some of Ozdag’s positions. Soylu replied by saying, 

(79)  “ Muharrem Ince Answers. What do you think about the problem of migrants?”, talk with Muharrem Ince on Habertürk TV YouTube 
channel, 10.08.2021. Viewed on 21.05.2022  https://bit.ly/38XxCwc

(80)  “Proposed law from Umit Özdağ to prevent naturalized Syrians from voting”, Dailymotion, 02.12.2021. Viewed on 23.05.2022  https://
bit.ly/3x6WBGu
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“Don’t ask me, otherwise I will leave this place. I don’t believe he’s a man… (and he cursed 
him). He is the product of political operations, Soros’ boy. Obviously, an intelligence officer,” 
Ozdag responded by going to the building of the Interior Ministry and asking Soylu to come 
down to him, “if he had the courage and was ready for a challenge.”

The party has adopted all the ideas of CHP and the Good Party in particular, however in a 
more hawkish way. For example, while other political parties consider the issue of Syrians as 
one of the many domestic and foreign policy problems that they need to deal with, albeit the 
most important one, the Victory Party has all but limited its discourse to this one issue. This is 
especially evident considering that it promises to deport all refugees. Its official slogan and the 
tagline on its website reads, “When the Victory Party arrives (wins power), all refugees will 
leave.”

In September 2021, Ozdag stated that the number of Syrians in Turkey exceeds 5.3 million, 
while the official number is 3,762,385. He also said that the number of naturalized Syrians has 
reached 900,000 when the official number is only 200,950.(81) Adding on, he believes that in 20 
years the number of Syrians in Turkey will be 20 million and that 90% of the Turkish people 
support the deportation of Syrians to their country. Furthermore, he has accused the government 
of feeding and securing homes and work for about 3 million Syrians inside Syria.(82) 

Ozdag’s theory is that those refugees who are received for political purposes harm the fabric 
of society and threaten national security and that there exists among them populations of Salafi 
jihadists — in major cities — that pose these threats.

Ozdag strongly defends the idea of normalization with the Syrian regime and talks with 
Assad. He announced in April 2022, “The party will start a process of communication with the 
Damascus government for the return of Syrians and fugitives. Party officials will begin diplo-
matic contacts later. It will be a multilateral diplomatic process.”(83)

It is of note that when Ozdag announced that he would visit Damascus to facilitate the return 
of the refugees, he also announced that one of the signatories to the Adana Agreement — be-
tween Turkey and Syria — former Turkish Foreign Minister Sukru Sina Gurel, had joined the 
Victory Party. Gurel who had served as Minister of State for Foreign Affairs for a few months 
in 2002 has now been nominated to head a delegation going to Damascus for talks with the 
Syrian regime.(84) 

There are two things that distinguish the Victory Party regarding the Syrian issue. First is 
explicit incitement, and second is the fabrication of enlarged numbers. The party does not stop 
at racist discourse, which is shared by other opposition parties and leaders, but goes beyond 
that to explicitly incite against Syrians. This can be seen in its defamation of Syrians whom it 
approaches during inspection visits to Turkish cities and in its campaign to collect 10 million 
signatures to deport Syrians. It has also been pointing out to individual acts or crimes carried 
out by some Syrians to conclude that it applies to all Syrians.

(81)  “Number of Syrians in Turkey April 2022” website of the Turkish Refugee Association April 21 / April 2022. Viewed on 5.05.2022  https://
bit.ly/3MedZhu

(82)  Interview with Umit Özdağ on Global News Channel, June 14, 2022 https://bit.ly/3xvXasl 

(83)  “Özdağ: We will start a process of communication with the government of Damascus”, Turkish website Per Gün, 19.04.2022. Viewed on 
15.05.2022 https://bit.ly/3m5eJtR

(84)  Ibid.
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6. Free Cause Party (HÜDAPAR - Hür Dava Partisi)
Known by its acronym HÜDAPAR, the party won by 0.31% of the votes in the 2018 elec-

tions. It does not concern itself with the question of the Syrians much but when faced with it 
resorts to its Islamic values, which form its ideological identity. It has called for ending the 
bloodshed of Muslim women, children and youth and believes that Turkey should contain Syr-
ians and refugees in general. It also rejects the practice of racism, discrimination and hatred 
against them. 

The party’s position can be understood through two points: first, its religious identity — on 
which it is based — that promotes the values of integration and rejects racism before all else; 
and second, the size of the party, its modest influence, and its interest in Turkish internal af-
fairs, especially in education. It has rarely taken any political stances, even in internal matters. 
However, from a religious standpoint, it holds the West and what it describes as colonial powers 
responsible for the bloodshed. It says that all refugees around the world are Muslim, and that 
Muslim countries should take responsibility for this by imposing sanctions against the West to 
end wars within Muslim lands.

The party is generally sympathetic towards Syrian presence and does not call for their de-
portation — does not consider it necessary in the first place. However, it published on World 
Refugee Day 2020 a speech on its official website in which it called the world to provide social 
and economic support for countries hosting refugees. It said that low or middle-income coun-
tries hosting refugees are vulnerable to worsening living conditions, of refugees firstly, and to 
economic difficulties in the hosting countries themselves secondly.(85)

The party strongly supported the Turkish government’s move in 2016 to grant Turkish citi-
zenship to a segment of Syrians believing it would make their lives in Turkey easier. It rejected 
criticism of this decision by some opposition parties and considered it racist.

In general, the party does not address the issue of Syrians frequently — being low on the list 
of its priorities. Therefore, it does not put forward a vision to solve the problem and has no say 
on the question of talks with the Assad regime.

7. New Welfare Party (Yeniden Refah Partisi):
It is led by Fatih Erbakan, son of Najmuddin Erbakan. It defected from the Felicity Party in 

2018 and therefore holds a position very close to it. Both are ultimately the legacy of the late 
Necmettin Erbakan, who led the Felicity Party before his departure in 2011. 

Although the party does not deal with the presence of Syrians in a racist way — because of 
its conservative identity—  it does emphasize the need for them to return to Syria as soon as 
the war ends and believes that their stay in Turkey may cause social and economic crises. It is 
worthy of note that its sense of nationalism has affected its discourse on Syrians. For example, 
the head of the party, Fatih Erbakan, stressed during a television interview in August 2019 that 
“receiving Syrians and opening doors for them is a religious duty for the us, the duty of sup-
porters towards migrants. But ultimately, we see that return to their country when the conditions 
are ripe is in their interest as well as ours, for their stay may cause crises at the economic and 

(85)  “Radical solutions must be put in place for refugee problems”, statement on the party’s official website on the occasion of Refugee Day, 
20.06.2020. Viewed on 21.05.2022  https://bit.ly/3NT4jtw
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social levels, especially the spread of Syrians in Turkey may cause Turks to become a minority 
in some of the provinces bordering Syria.” (86)

The party believes that Turkey’s role lies in finding a political solution in Syria, away from 
a military solution. However, it does not see anything wrong with holding talks with the Syrian 
regime to find this solution. It also calls for the need to continue talks with Iran for the same 
reason. In fact, its position on Iran is the same as the Felicity Party. Iran is a Muslim country, 
and therefore it should not be hostile it, as was the opinion of Erbakan the father.(87)

At the end of the day the focus on Iran here is ideologically and religiously motivated and 
unrelated to political considerations or an analysis of what is happening in Syria. However, fix-
ating on Iran will not lead to a solution because it is up to Russia and the U.S. to allow change. 
In conclusion, the New Welfare Party does not offer a realistic proposal that can result in a 
political solution. It stresses that the return of Syrians is inevitable, but it relies on a political 
solution that is unrealistic.

8. Democratic Party (Demokrat Parti):
The party has two seats in parliament. It won by 0.69% of the votes and was part of the 

Good Party’s election list. In the past, the party was anti-racist, but has now undergone a major 
shift in attitude. With the intensification of the debate between Turkish parties on the issue of 
refugees and Syrians in 2022 specifically, the party began to use racist language stressing the 
need to “expel refugees”, according to the party’s deputy chairman Celsius Ingin Yurt. On May 
9, 2022, he said, “We, the Democratic Party, promise that we will expel Syrians from Turkey 
and return them.”(88)

This language was not typical of the overall few statements that were made by party officials 
on the problem of the refugees. Although it had in the past criticized the AKP for its open-door 
policy and its behavior in Syria — by saying that it had turned Turkey into a detention center 
for migrants who want to cross into Europe — it had not attacked Syrians directly or used racist 
language. On the contrary, the party had always been critical of the opposition’s racist handling 
of the issue, as seen in several statements by the leader of the party Gultekin Uysal.(89)

Perhaps the old anti-racist attitude was due to the party’s conservative nationalist identity, 
for its roots go back to the Democratic Party that was founded by Adnan Menderes as well as 
the Righteous Way Party, which was founded in the eighties of the last century by Suleiman 
Demirel.

As for the new proposition, it cannot be explained through the nationalist character of the 
party alone. The party may be influenced by the position of its allies, the CHP and the Good Par-
ty, and by the debate involving the opposition parties and ordinary citizens. This is in addition 
to the arrival to the party of Yilay Aksui, a former member of the Good Party, who is one of the 

(86)  “Interview about Syrians with Fatih Erbakan”, “E TV” YouTube channel, 29.08.2019. Viewed on 22.03.2022 
https://bit.ly/3NQPsPY

(87)  “A proposal for a solution in Syria from Fatih Erbakan”, Islam Annalise Turkish Website, 29.10.2020. Viewed on 16.03.2022 https://bit.
ly/3FEC1Qm

(88)  “Statements from the Democratic Party about Syrians”, Turkish T24 Website, 09.05.2022. Viewed on 12.05.2022 https://bit.ly/3yv1Qkp

(89)  “Uysal: We have to address the refugee issue properly”, site (KRT/ TV) Turkish 28.07.2021. Viewed on 13.03.2022 https://bit.ly/3l4lo7l
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most hostile politicians to Syrians and refugees. 

On the foreign policy front, the party supports direct talks with the Syrian regime and crit-
icizes AKP’s policy of taking sides in the Syrian conflict from the beginning. It describes this 
policy as “adventures and dreams”, a policy that, according to the leader of the party Gultekin 
Uysal, must be abandoned.(90)

However, this position does not have much to do with the issue of the return. It has more 
to do with the party’s belief that normalization with the Syrian regime would help eliminate 
the threat of PKK organizations near the Turkish border. It also believes that a political rupture 
between Ankara and Damascus harms Turkey’s interests.

9.  Patriotic Party (Vatan Partisi):
It won 0.23% of the votes in the 2018 elections. The party refuses to deal with the presence 

of Syrians in Turkey in a racist manner and does not issue any statements of this kind. Instead, 
it criticizes the opposition parties — more than it does the government — for blaming the refu-
gees for the country’s political and economic problems. The party believes that the opposition, 
especially the CHP and the good Party, is controlled by racism, accuses them of hostility to-
wards Arabs, and of blaming the Syrians for Turkey’s problems. 

Party Chairman Dogu Perincek has stressed the need to deal with this issue from a humani-
tarian standpoint and blames the West’s “imperialist” policies for the flow of refugees towards 
Turkey and other countries.

The party supports the eventual return of Syrians to their country by restoring relations 
with the Syrian regime and taking guarantees from it not to harm the returnees. The Patriotic 
Party stands out as the most prominent defender of the need for normalization with the Syrian 
regime believing that holding talks it is not enough. Since 2011, Perincek has met Assad more 
than once and stands with Russia and Iran against the American/western presence in Syria. He 
has called for the discontinuation of support of the armed opposition and for beginning direct 
conversation with Assad with the aim of preserving the unity of Syria and expelling the SDF 
organizations from northeastern Syria.

The party supports the Turkish government’s talks with Russia and Iran and believes that 
Turkey was deceived into fighting in the conflict by the United States, who along with Israel are 
the biggest beneficiaries of this war.(91) Therefore, a political solution would ensure the peaceful 
return of Syrians and prevent feelings of hostility between them and Turkey. This proposition of 
the Patriotic Party proceeds entirely from its socialist identity comparable to the western-poli-
tics-opposing communist ideology.

10.  Great Unity Party (Büyük Birlik Partisi):
It is one of the parties of the People’s Alliance that includes the AKP and the Nationalist 

Movement. It has one parliamentary seat and has entered elections through the AKP lists. Be-
ing a nationalist party, it takes an approach that is very similar to that of the People’s Alliance 

(90)  Ibid.

(91)  Interview Habertürk TV YouTube channel, 19.08.2021. Viewed on 16.03.2022 https://bit.ly/3MnQMJK
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regarding the presence of Syrians in Turkey and their fate. 

The party has been addressing the issue of Syrians in a largely racist manner and is clearly 
critical of the government both in terms of its policy in Syria and its intervention as a party 
to the conflict. It also opposes the open-door policy and the proliferation of Syrians in large 
numbers in Turkish cities, such as Kilis and Gaziantep in southern Turkey, describing this as 
risking demographic change in the long run. (92) However, the party has changed its position 
after joining the Alliance in 2018 becoming more moderate. and has eased the issue while 
maintaining some important points that it has not neglected, such as the requirement to control 
borders, preventing the influx of refugees in a random way, and the need for Syrians to return 
to their homes eventually — within a safe environment. This position is similar to that of the 
Nationalist Movement Party.

The party does not seem to be rejecting the idea of holding talks with the Syrian regime and 
with Bashar al-Assad specifically. When asked in early 2020 about a meeting — news of it was 
echoing in Turkish media — that had taken place between the head of the Turkish intelligence 
services Hakan Fidan and his Syrian counterpart Ali Mamlouk, the leader of the party Mustafa 
Destici said, “I think it is a new step, which could result in a solution to all the steps taken pre-
viously. Syria needs peace now (...) Turkey has already taken many steps, but if these steps have 
not yielded positive results, then there is no point in insisting on them as they are the wrong 
steps.”(93)

If we linked the position of the Great Unity Party to that of the MHP, we would see how the 
AKP is being pressured from within the Alliance. This pressure might fluctuate from time to 
time and change the way the AKP deals with the issue of Syrians. Or it might drive it to estab-
lish safe zones on the borders to reduce distribution within Turkey, a move that the Great Unity 
Party continues to explicitly advocate for. 

11.  Party for Change in Turkey (Türkiye Değişim Partisi):
It is a new party that was founded in 2020. The party does not address the issue of refugees 

and Syrians in any significant way. However, the founder Mustafa Sarigul is quite tolerant in his 
language when he speaks about the problem and has taken moderate positions on it.(94) He be-
lieves that Turkey’s embrace of Syrians fleeing the war was appropriate from the humanitarian 
point of view. He has issued a statement which says that the only solution to the Syrian crisis is 
an equal distribution of the refugees among EU countries.(95) On the other hand, he calls on the 
government and the opposition to sit down together to address the refugee issue in general by 
talking to “international bodies.” 

(92)  “Criticism from Destici of the government’s policy towards Syria”, Bursa Today Turkish Website, 21.03.2014. Viewed on 16.03.2022 
https://bit.ly/3LfDDkB

(93)  “ Destici: Syria needs peace”, Mynet Turkish Website, 15.01.2020. Viewed on 16.03.2022
https://bit.ly/3swPXX8

(94)  A politician and businessman with a long career in Turkish politics. He began his political life in the eighties moving between parties, then 
returning to the Republican People in 2013, which he left in early 2019 to establish his own party in late 2020.

(95)  “ Party for Change in Turkey President: The only solution to the Syrian crisis is to distribute them to European countries equally”. Viewed 
on 14.07.2022  https://bit.ly/3HjzGvb 
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The party’s direct position on talks or normalization with the Syrian regime is unknown. 
However, in late 2021 Sarigul attacked Assad for promising to retake Turkey’s Hatay again 
and called on both the opposition and the government to respond to Assad’s statements.(96) This 
position is natural for Sarigul who is known among the leftist parties as a nationalist.

12.  Workers’ Party of Turkey (Türkiye İşçi Partisi):
It has 4 seats in parliament and entered elections through the Peoples’ Democratic Party’s 

lists. The position of the party is like that of the HDP, especially since the two parties were on 
the same mid-2018 parliamentary list.

The party rejects hatred against refugees but holds the ruling party responsible for the ongo-
ing crisis. It calls on opposition parties and Turkish citizens to avoid incitement and violence 
against refugees and had a prominent stance in this regard during the events of “Altendağ” in 
the capital Ankara in mid-August 2021. At the time, Turks had attacked the homes and shops 
of Syrians in Altendag neighborhood in protest for the killing of a young Turkish man named 
Amirhan Yalgin by a young Syrian. The party issued a statement commenting on the incident 
and calling on Turkish citizens to stop attacks and incitement against the refugees. It advised 
that these attacks fuel “racism and hatred throughout the country.”(97)

To form its own vision regarding refugees and Syrians in particular, the party has come up 
with six main principles: 1- Give up fanning the fire of war, which is the cause of migration, and 
adopt a different foreign policy. 2- Reset borders to agree with international law. 3- Repeal the 
2016 EU-Turkey Statement. 4- Prevent informal employment of anyone residing in Turkey. 5. 
Promote integration and provide rights to justice and equality for everyone who lives in Turkey, 
regardless of race, origin and religion. 6- Strive to provide for everyone an equal, free, demo-
cratic and secular society, regardless of origin.(98)

As to the issue of return, the party does not agree with this ideologically. The party avoids 
blaming refugees and Syrians for Turkey’s internal crises, such as the cost of living and high 
unemployment — it blames the ruling party for this — and calls for the inclusion of vulnerable 
and working groups, who must not be targeted. 

As for relations with the Syrian regime, the party does not have an explicit position in this re-
gard. However, it holds HDP’s position on the fighters of the Syrian Democratic Forces and the 
People’s Protection Units. Therefore, any solution that would be acceptable to the two parties 
must take into consideration primarily the future of these fighters — whom Ankara classifies as 
terrorist organizations. On the other hand, the party’s socialist/communist identity may allow 
for an opening up to Russia as the main actor in Syria. This would distinguish it from its ally 
Democratic Peoples’ Party, which seeks the support of the U.S. and Europe primarily.

 

(96)  “ Sarigul: We must respond collectively to the Hatay attack”, Leblebi Tv on Facebook, 08.12.2021. Viewed on 24.05.2022  https://bit.
ly/3x9p9ip

(97)  Statement from the Workers’ Party of Turkey about the Altendag events, The Independent in Turkish, on 12.08.2021. Viewed on 
10.06.2022 https://bit.ly/3MIDDut

 The policy of migrants and asylum seekers of the Turkish Workers’ Party within 6 principles”, official website of the party, on”  (98)
09.05.2022. Viewed on 10.06.2022 https://bit.ly/3zvy5Au
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Third: Results and Conclusions

The varied approaches that the parties have taken towards the issue of Syrians in Turkey are 
determined by several factors:

1- Relationship with the ruling Justice and Development Party

2- Ideological background of the party

3- Electoral base of the party, its breadth, or its desire to gain a base through this 

4. Party Foreign Relations

The positions taken by  the parliamentary and non-parliamentary parties on Syrian issues can 
be determined as follows:

Green: Supports

Red: Opposes

Yellow: Supports some aspects and opposes others, or does not have a clear position
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The positions taken by a party’s electoral base may sometimes differ from those of the 
party itself and its leaders, especially on issues related to people’s livelihoods and lives. A 
study carried out in 2021 by SODEV shows the positions of supporters of each party on issues 
related to Syrians as follows:(99) 

Justice and Develop-
ment Party

Republican Peo-
ple’s Party

Peoples’ Demo-
cratic Party

 Nationalist
Movement

Party

 Good
Party

 Believe Syrians should return to
their country 42.6% 67.5% 66.4% 63.7% 69.6%

Believe Syrians provide cheap labor 29.7% 43.1% 54.2% 42.2% 48.9%

Affected by the Syrian problem 12.0% 16.7% 19.6% 20.6% 20.7%

 Believe Turkey should have helped
the Syrians 15.1% 1.4% 8.4% 11.8% 1.1%

 Believe Syrians starting business/
workplace is positive 15.9% 2.9% 9.3% 8.8% 3.3%

 Believe the Turkish government’s
 policy towards the Syrians was

correct
16.1% 8.6% 5.6% 4.9% 7.8%

 Agree to grant Turkish citizenship to
Syrians easily 4.6% 0.5% 0% 4.0% 4.4%

The management of the refugee issue is still in the hands of the President of the Republic, 
who has ongoing discussions with the European Union on the issue of aid. After 2011, the AKP 
tried to strengthen its policy with ideological discourses on “immigrants and supporters”, but 
there were about 80% of AKP voters in the 2019 elections who said they were uncomfortable 
with its policies towards Syrians. A poll conducted by Kadir Has University last year shows 
that the percentage of Turks who reject the presence of Syrians has reached 67% up from 10% 
in 2016.(100) And more than that about 46% of AKP voters stressed that Syrians should return 
to their country. Clearly criticism is no longer limited to opposition parties and those affiliated 
with them and is now being generated by columnists and correspondents, such as Abdulkadir 
Selvi and Hande Fırat, who are proteges of the government to a degree. 

As a result of the pressure exerted on the AKP and the opposition, the government was 
forced to tighten its grip on refugees, end the open-door policy, permanently suspend asylum 
applications effective June 2022, and control the movement of Syrians between cities without 
a travel permit. On June 9, 2022, the Minister of Interior granted taxi drivers the authority to 
follow up on refugee papers and documents for travel between cities.(101) Moreover, the govern-
ment announced that starting July 1, 2022, the percentage of foreigners living in each neighbor-
hood will be reduced to 20%,(102) meaning that foreigners will be prevented from registering in 

(99)  Suriye Göçünün 10. Yılında Türkiye’de Göçmenler, S O D E V, 29.11.2021. https://bit.ly/3MOu0KG

(100)  Report documenting the rise of hatred and racism towards Syrian refugees in Turkey, January 9, 2021, at the following link: https://bit.
ly/3aVMSdg 

(101)  Interior Minister Soylu: Taxi drivers will be tasked with checking travel permits for foreigners between cities, 9.06.2022  https://bit.
ly/3HjrF9o

(102)  Minister Soylu: Reducing the percentage of foreigners allowed to live in neighborhoods to 20% beginning 1 July, 11.06.2022  https://
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neighborhoods that have reached the 20% threshold. The number of neighborhoods where 
foreigners and Syrians are blocked from has reached 1200, up from 781 neighborhoods. The 
government 

has already begun tightening its policies around deportation to Syria, or another state. Now 
any problem could trigger governmental procedures. For example, following the trouble caused 
by the well-known “banana video” last year, Eid visits were permanently suspended (in 2022), 
leaving the door open for those who wish to return to Syria voluntarily and conclusively i.e., 
without the chance of going back to Turkey.

Most Turkish parties agree that a peaceful solution to the crisis in Syria must be found, be-
cause without this solution the refugees will not return. Except for the HDP, all parties believe 
that the return of those who want to return is dependent upon the creation of a peaceful envi-
ronment in Syria.

Except for the Future Party, and to a lesser extent the Democracy and Progress Party, the 
opposition alliance has agreed to hold talks with the Syrian regime. Similarly, most opposition 
parties except for the Future Party and the Democracy and Progress Party hold Erdogan’s gov-
ernment responsible for the arrival of refugees and for the lack of a clear strategy in dealing 
with this thorny issue.

A few of the parties have tried to distance themselves from racist rhetoric against Syrians 
but were forced by popular pressure to keep up with it. Attitudes towards Syrians and their in-
fluence on social life vary depending on the size of the population in a region or a city. As the 
economic crisis worsens and the Turkish pound declines in value, hate speech and incitement 
against Syrians and negative perception of them in major cities has increased. The most nega-
tive attitudes are held by of the supporters of the Victory Party, the Republican People’s Party, 
the Good Party and the Nationalist Movement Party, while the most extreme view is held by the 

bit.ly/3xO6rNN
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Victory Party. This is the first time in Turkish political history that a party has established itself 
based on hostility to refugees and displaced persons. The most moderate in this issue are the 
Future Party and the Party of Democracy and Progress. According to a study conducted by the 
IstanPol Institute, the supporters of the Good Party and the Nationalist Movement Party are the 
most unaccepting of Syrians — this was before the founding of the Victory Party.

There is a prevailing view that the areas near the Syrian border as well as the more conser-
vative areas of Turkey are the most intolerant of Syrians, where negative attitudes are above av-
erage. However, this hypothesis seems to be incorrect. By analyzing the attitudes of the various 
parties as well as their constituents it can be said that the heart of Anatolia and the major cities 
are the areas were people hold the most negative views on the issue.

Despite its nationalist ideology, the MHP has recently abandoned its anti-Syrian stance and 
seems to have adopted a more moderate tone — the change came about after it joined forces 
with the AKP. This is understandable because the other opposition parties interpret any differ-
ence of opinion as a confrontation to the People’s Alliance.

Political considerations and partisan interests seem to play a major role in these parties’ 
attitudes toward Syrians; the more the party opposes the AKP, the more hostile it is to Syrians.

Naturalized Syrians do not yet constitute a significant electoral weight — although the op-
position wants us to think otherwise — since 87,296 out of 200,950 Syrians with Turkish citi-
zenship are under 18, the legal age for elections. Therefore, the opposition’s claim that the goal 
of naturalization is to win electoral votes is not accurate.(103) This is especially true because the 
number of naturalized citizens who are entitled to vote in the upcoming elections is too low to 
have an impact on the election results. Moreover, not all naturalized Syrians are expected to 
vote for the AKP necessarily.

Alarmed by the hostile tone against Syrian refugees, the HDP has raised a human rights alert 
regarding this and described the reactions as racist, nationalistic, and marginalizing. Ironically, 
it has concurrently criticized the naturalization and settlement of Syrians in some eastern re-
gions of Turkey, for racist reasons linked to the Kurdish majority in those areas. 

The issue of refugees, including Syrian refugees, is going to be one of the top three hot but-
tons in the upcoming elections along with the presidential system and the financial crisis. It may 
even precede fighting terrorism and the Kurdish issue, both of which had an important role to 
play in previous elections.

The Turkish government has put forward a project that aims at the voluntary return of about 
one million refugees saying that it will not expel any Syrian from its territory. According to the 
government, the return will be to areas in northern Syria supervised by the Turkish government 
following the construction of housing units and the preparation of infrastructure, such as small 
projects, hospitals, schools and other institutions. This move has been welcomed by Turkish 
parties and the average person.

While the statements of opposition parties used to focus on security and demographics, they 
have in the recent period been zeroing in on the economic challenges and the issue of return. 

(103)  May 2022 report on Syrians, Turkish Refugee Association, 26.05.2022. Viewed on 10.06.2022
 https://bit.ly/3tA7QF4
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The CHP has been focusing mainly on the funds that have been spent on Syrians, to satisfy its 
constituency, while the nationalist parties focus on demographic change and national security. 
The HDP is the only party that focuses on the legal aspects.

As part of their 2023 election campaigns the parties will put forward their projects and plans 
of how to deal with the refugees as the issue is expected to be decisive, following its popularity 
with the Turkish public.

The AKP’s focus on the religious fraternity bond has had its impact on its voters and a large 
segment of the conservative right, except for the nationalists who reject Syrian presence. How-
ever, the AKP must gain control over this issue if it seeks to win the elections.

The institutions that claim to represent the Syrian opposition must shoulder responsibility. 
They have only been communicating with the AKP and ignoring the opposition parties and 
even the parties close to the AKP who stand unfavorably towards Syrians, such as the Nation-
alist Movement Party and the Great Unity Party. The reason for this is that those in charge of 
the opposition institutions in Syria do not fully understand the nature of Turkish society and 
its political life. Moreover, the Syrian officials who are in positions of direct contact with their 
Turkish counterparts, such as members of the Syrian-Turkish Joint Committee — the commit-
tee formed to communicate with the Turkish Interior Ministry to solve the Syrians’ problems 
— have formed their own alliances. This is to the extent that most of the Syrian members of the 
committee do not speak the Turkish language, and some have even employed their own rela-
tives in it. Furthermore, many Syrian activists have been shut out from the committee. Had this 
committee and the Syrian opposition communicated with Turkish parties, the AKP would have 
had a much lesser burden to deal with.

As evidenced by the experiences of Syrian activists, discussions around this issue can have 
great impact, for there is a willingness on the part of Turkish parties to hold dialogue with Syr-
ians. Unfortunately, the Syrian opposition has failed in this and the Syrian opposition coalition 
has not yet declared its intention to communicate with the Turkish media. Additionally, it is 
not strategizing to increase its influence on Turkish social media. In like manner, Syrian media 
institutions must be held responsible for this. Notably, most Turkish institutions do not host 
Syrian speakers to talk about the Syrian issue. The problem is almost always discussed among 
the Turks themselves and is presented from the Turkish point of view alone. 

Syrians living in Turkey have not been able to have any influence over the decisions that af-
fect them, because the institutions that claim to represent them have been absent from the scene. 
Obviously, talks with Turkish opposition parties will not translate into immediate  change, but 
it could gradually increase their understanding of the issues.

The current plans of the opposition parties to return Syrians to their country involve dialogue 
with the Syrian regime. However, the mechanisms for this are not yet clear. How can there be 
talk of a safe and voluntary return by means of communicating with the Syrian regime when 
this same regime has caused the refugees to flee?

Coalition with the HDP poses a challenge for the opposition alliance, especially when it 
comes to the CHP and the Good Party. This is a dispute over the Kurds and was made abun-
dantly clear when they were voting to send Turkish military forces to Syria: the CHP along 
with the HDP voted against the measure, while the Good Party supported military interference 
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— Kilicdaroglu considered the yes vote a betrayal. Even though some of HDP’s positions re-
garding Syrians are similar to the AKP’s position, it is — to date — unlikely that there will be 
an alliance between them in the upcoming elections. This is because AKP is connected to the 
People’s Alliance along with the MHP and the Nationalist Great Unity Party.

Although there is a discrepancy among the different actors in the how and what of the Syrian 
presence in Turkey, the differences have been more severe in the last two years (2020 and 2021) 
compared to previous years. According to a survey conducted by Metropole (a leading local 
reconnaissance company) in July 2021, 70% of Turkish citizens said that the country’s borders 
should be closed to refugees. 

The increased pressure on Syrians seems to be due to a variety of reasons, including the op-
position’s rise after winning important municipalities, such as Istanbul and Ankara in the local 
elections in March 2019. This has given the opposition the confidence to take over the reins of 
power in the upcoming elections and to talk within a wider space about the issue of the Syrian 
presence in Turkey. This has also allowed them to discuss the fate of the Syrian refugees from 
the perspective of the next “potential” rulers. Among these issues are the economic crisis and 
the repercussions of the Corona pandemic, all of which have had a noticeable negative impact 
on the Turkish ordinary people, including AKP’s populist base. These same problems have 
prompted many parties to get involved in the Syrian crisis, especially regarding unemployment. 
For example, that Syrians are replacing Turkish citizens in the labor market so much so that 
head of the Victory Party Ozdag tweeted: “Turkey cannot overcome any of its problems, before 
the return of Syrian refugees. With their return, Turkey will feel real relief in various sectors 
particularly in the economy, unemployment and the high cost of living, along with health and 
educational services.”(104)

Currently, the opposition alliance in Turkey includes 6 parties, namely the Republican Peo-
ple’s Party, the Good Party, the Felicity Party, the Democratic Party, and two new allies, the 
Future Party and the Democracy and Progress Party, all of whom have agreed in principle to 
return to the parliamentary system if they win the elections. However, the alliance may not last 
long, especially that the six parties have not been able to agree upon a candidate who could face 
Erdogan in the next elections. Not to mention that they have not yet reached a consensus on 
how to deal with the Syrians in Turkey and do not share the same vision around this.

It seems that the Turkish opposition, if it wins the elections, will prioritize the issue of the 
Syrian refugees, and will seek to communicate with Assad. However, will it succeed in formu-
lating a clear policy, and will it be able to restore the relationship with Assad for this purpose? 
To date, this is not expected to succeed. The biggest examples are Lebanon and Jordan who 
have not been able to return the Syrian refugees despite having a relationship with the Syrian 
regime.

Radically racist politicians, such as Umit Ozdag, Tanju Ozcan and Yilay Aksui, are being 
treated with much leniency, which in itself is incomprehensible, while their speeches have 
fueled the fire of racism behind many crimes. This has forced the government to put in place 
legal procedures that prohibit inciting against certain groups of people because of their race and 
punish those who do so. It is now also requiring that the problem be controlled through clear 
and transparent laws, so that the Syrians know their rights and responsibilities Moreover, the 

(104)  Tweet on Umit Özdağ official account, Twitter, 22.07.2021. Viewed on 25.02.2022 https://bit.ly/3FCLyaF

file:///Users/muhammedtlas/Desktop/Design/InDesign/Attitudes%20of%20Turkish%20Political%20Parties%20Towards%20Syrians%20Living%20in%20Turkey%20/%20https://bit.ly/3FCLyaF
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government has advertised the real number of Syrians residing in Turkey, as well as the amount 
of funds that has been spent on them and the aid that has arrived from other countries.

It is not expected that the opposition parties will shy away from the campaigns of incitement 
during the next stage, be it the use of false or misleading information, or keeping Syrians away 
from the tug-of-war of Turkish domestic politics. Syrians are being used as a trump card in the 
current negotiation of the Turkish parties. However, the escalation of racist discourse may neg-
atively affect Turkish society itself in the future, even after the departure of Syrians. Because 
similar discourse based on ethnic difference still exists among Turkish citizens themselves.

Turkish civil society organizations having been very active, compared to the Syrian orga-
nizations, in helping Syrians understand Turkish law. They have also been educating Turkish 
society about the war in Syria and how is not over yet; that at least half a million Syrians died 
during the years of war; Syrians are being forced to emigrate because of that war; and that much 
of the information circulating about the Syrians is false and needs to be reconsidered. 

As such, institutions belonging to the Syrian opposition have a duty to start dialogue with 
Turkish parties, associations and civil society organizations to explain the Syrian issue to them 
more clearly. They especially need to point out that there are no safe areas in Syria for Syrians 
to return to and to choose representatives form among Syrian activists recognized for their com-
petence to communicate with the Turkish side in defending the rights of Syrians.

Moreover, Syrian civil society organizations have the responsibility to influence Turkish 
communities by representing Syrians in a greater way and calling for togetherness in crises. 
Syrians in general must refrain from responding to provocation that aims to sow seeds of dis-
cord and hatred between two communities in one country. Instead, they must resort, as much as 
possible, to legal routes, adhere to the quota for foreign residency in neighborhoods and avoid 
violating the laws on movement without a travel permit, and walking without carrying the tem-
porary protection card “Kimlek.”
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Appendix 1

Table containing basic information on each parliamentary party

History of Gover-
nance

Strength In-
dex(105(

 Current
LeaderFounderDate of Found-

ing
 Party

Identity
Turkish
NameEnglish Name

Its first govern-
 ment won power
 without the need

 for a coalition
 government 03.10.
 2002.(106( In power

.today

 seats in 286
 parliament out
 of 581. Makes

 up the majority
 of parliament

 with its ally the
MHP

 Recep
 Tayyip
Erdoğan

 Recep
 Tayyip
Erdoğan

14.08.2001Right-wing

 ADALET VE
 KALKINMA

PARTİSİ

 Justice and
 Development

Party
(AKP(

 Ruled in a
 one-party system

from its found-
 ing in 1923 until

 1950 when a
 multiparty system
 was declared and

 it won over the
 Democratic Party.

 It has not been
 able to regain
a parliamenta-
 ry majority in

 any subsequent
 election since and
 needed a coalition

 government,
 such as Bülent

 Çavuşoğlu, who
 became prime
 minister four

.times

seats in par- 135
 liament out of
 581 in the 2018

.elections
 The party

 advanced in the
March 2019 lo-

 cal elections and
 won the towns
 of Istanbul and
 Ankara, which
 was seen as an
 important gain
 for the party in
terms of domes-

.tic politics

 Kemal
Kilic-

daroglu 

 Mustafa
 Kemal
Atatürk 09.09.1923Center-left

Secular

CUMHURİ-
 YET HALK

PARTİSİ

 Republican
 People’s

Party
(CHP(

 Has ruled neither
 alone nor through

 a coalition
 government,

 managed to enter
 parliament with
the first parlia-

 mentary elections
 in 2015, and

 faces a lawsuit to
 close it down on
charges of sup-

 porting Turkey’s
terrorist-desig-

 nated Kurdistan
 Workers’ Party

.((PKK

seats in par- 56
 liament out of
 581 in the 2018

.elections

 Sezai
Temelli 

 Pervin –
Buldan

mem- 10
bers15.10.2012

 Socialist
leftist

 Protects
Kurds

 HALKLARIN
DEMOKRA-
TİK PARTİSİ

 The Peoples’
 Democratic

Party
(HDP(

(105)  Distribution of parties in the Turkish Parliament, official website of the Turkish Parliament. Viewed on 06.06.2022 https://bit.ly/3ND-
kcod

(106)  AKP in its Nineteenth Year. Anadolu Agency, 03.11.2021. Viewed on 06.06.2022 https://bit.ly/3GVapXH

https://bit.ly/3NDkcod
https://bit.ly/3NDkcod
https://bit.ly/3GVapXH
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 Did not rule at
 any time, was
 a partner in

coalition govern-
(107(.ments

 Bahçé is now the
 closest ally of

 Erdogan, united
 by the “People’s
 Alliance” since

(108(2017

seats in Par- 47
 liament out of
the current 581

 Devlet
Bahçeli

Alp Arslan 
 Turkesh

 Alparslan
Türkeş

08.02.1969
Nationalist
right wing

Turkish

 MİLLİYETÇİ
 HAREKET

PARTİSİ

 Nationalist
 Movement

Party
(MHP(

 Did not rule either
 alone or through

a coalition gov-
.ernment

 The party was
able to enter par-
 liament months

 after its founding,
 in the June 2018

 elections, and
 together with
 the CHP has

 been leading the
 Nation’s Alliance
 against the ruling
 People’s Alliance

 since the 2018
.elections

seats in Par- 37
 liament out of
the current 581

 Meral
Akşener

 Meral
Akşener25.10.2017

 defector
 from the

 nationalist
move-

 ment, but
 it can be

 considered
 a centrist
 Turkish

 nationalist
 party or
 closer to
 left-wing
.politics

İYİ PARTİGood Party
(İYİ(

(107)  In the following order: Government of 14.10.1973 by 2 ministers, government of 05.06.1977 by 5 ministers, government of 18.04.1999 
by 12 ministers. Fifty-One years in history of the nationalist movement. Anadolu Agency, 08.02.2020, Viewed on 06.06.2022 https://bit.
ly/38SKHGR

(108)  The People’s Alliance faced off the Nation Alliance in the 2018 elections. The People’s Alliance won by 344 seats with the victory of its 
candidate Recep Tayyip Erdogan, while the Nation Alliance won 189 seats and its candidate Muharram Ince was defeated.

https://bit.ly/38SKHGR
https://bit.ly/38SKHGR
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Appendix 2

Number of Syrians in Turkey and their distribution
The number of Syrians classified under temporary protection status in Turkey reached 3, 

763,652 on May 26, 2022. This number has increased by 26,283, since the beginning of 2022, 
according to official statistics.(109) This number includes Syrians who live in the camps (50,351) 
and those who live outside the camps (3,713,301) and represents 4.26% of the number of Turk-
ish citizens (84,680,271), according to the data of the Turkish Statistical Authority in December 
31, 2021.(110)

According to the data of the Turkish Directorate of Migration published on May 26, 2022, 
the province of Istanbul tops the list of the number of Syrians living in one area followed by 
Gaziantep, Hatay, Sanliurf, and Adana. The province of Ertvin represents the least dense state 
with only 71 Syrians living there. 

The city of Kilis on the border of Syria is the city with the highest percentage of Syrians 
living in it. Syrians constitute 42.8% of the population (109,87) compared to 145,826 Turkish 
citizens.(111)

(109)  May 2022 Report on Syrians. Turkish Refugee Association, on 26.05.2022. Viewed on 10.06.2022
 https://bit.ly/3tA7QF4

.Ibid  (110)

.Ibid  (111)

https://bit.ly/3tA7QF4
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Distribution of Syrians in Turkish Cities

Number of SyriansCityRanking by number of Syrians

544.296Istanbul1

463.387Gaziantep2

430.639Hatay3

427.191Sanliurfa4

256.593Adana5

243.411Mersin6

184.560Bursa7

149.889Izmir8

123.734Konya9

109.087Kilis10

100.433Ankara11

96.177Kahramanmaras12

91.872Mardin13

83.635Kayseri14

56.643Kocaeli15

42.607Osmaniye16

32.331Malatya17

24.511Diyarbakir18

23.286Adiyaman19

16.035Batman20

15.800Sakarya21

14.904Sirnak22

14.231Manisa23

14.093Denizli24

13.867Nevsehir25

13.230Elazig26

12.610Tekirdag27

12.591Afyonkarahisar28

11.773Mugla29

9.175Burdur30

4.496Bolu31

171Bayburt32

124Ardahan33

82Egirdir34

74Tunceli35

71Artvin36
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Distribution of Syrians in Turkey by Age and Gender

TotalFemaleMaleAge group

502.606242.653259.9534 – 0

574.662278.491296.1719 – 5

445.207215.783229.42414 – 10

263.215121.875141.34018 – 15

480.946206.822274.12424 – 19

399.807166.574233.23329 – 25

289.793122.801166.99234 – 30

230.326100.167130.15939 – 35

162.96974.69488.27544 – 40

120.53659.48661.05049 – 45

91.23245.12746.10554 – 50

72.92236.57936.34359 – 55

48.03824.51823.52064 – 60

32.04716.63515.41269 – 65

19.72810.3509.37874 – 70

20.55711.6478.910and above 75

3.754.5911.734.2022.020.389Total
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Appendix 3

Number of returnees and deportees to Syria as of June 2022
As of June 3, 2022, the number of Syrian returnees stood at 505,190.(112)

From 2016 to 14 April 2022, the number of Syrians deported outside the Turkish border was 
19,336.(113) In May 2022, the number of Syrians deported from the Bab al-Hawa crossing alone 
was 1,222 people.(114) 

(112)  Number of Syrians returning to their country, Turkish NTV website, 03.06.2022. Viewed on 10.06.2022 https://bit.ly/3tzDcM1

(113)  May 2022 Report on Syrians. Turkish Refugee Association, on 26.05.2022. Viewed on 10.06.2022 https://bit.ly/3tA7QF4

(114)  The official website of Bab Al-Hawa border crossing. Viewed on 16.06.2022 https://bit.ly/3Oevfny 

https://bit.ly/3tzDcM1
https://bit.ly/3tA7QF4
https://bit.ly/3Oevfny
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Appendix 4

Number of Syrians with a work permit 
The number of Syrians who obtained a work permit in Turkey reached about 58,000 in 2020. 

There are no official figures published for 2021 yet. The reason for the decline in numbers in 
2020 is that a segment of those who had previously needed a work permit are now naturalized. 
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Appendix 5

Number of Syrians holding Turkish citizenship 
As of May 10, 2022, the number of Syrians who have obtained Turkish citizenship was 

200,950. Of these, 87,296 were under the age of 18.(115)

Distribution of the number of Syrians with citizenship over the years

(115)  May 2022 Report on Syrians. Turkish Refugee Association, 26.05.2022. Viewed on 10.06.2022 https://bit.ly/3tA7QF4

https://bit.ly/3tA7QF4


Harmoon Center For Contemporary Studies

58

Appendix 6

Table containing background information on the non-parliamentary parties covered in the 
study

 History of
GovernanceStrength Index Current

LeaderFounder Date of
Founding

 Party
Iden-
tity

Party Name

 Has never
.ruled

 .One parliamentary seat 
of the total votes in the par- 1.34%

 (116(.liamentary elections 24.06.2018 
of the total votes in the mu- 2.76%

 nicipal elections 31.03.2019.(117( The
 party joined the opposition Nation
Alliance led by the Republican Peo-
 ple’s Party in June 2018 elections.
 The party’s votes are estimated at
 about 1% across Turkey, but its

strength is in the provinces of Istan-
 bul, Konya, Adiyaman, Malatya and

.Ordu

Temel Kar-
amollaoğlu

 Necmettin
Erbakan20.07.2001 Far

Right
Felicity Party
Saadet Partisi

 Has never
.ruled

The party has not run in any elec-
 tions yet. Polls project less than 1%

 popularity. This opposition party
 is somewhat important in light

 of the electoral alliances that the
 opposition is preparing to confront

.Erdogan with

 Ahmet
Davutoğlu
 Former
 Turkish
 prime

 minister
 and former
 prominent

 figure in the
 AKP before
 leaving in
.late 2019

Ahmet Davu-
toğlu12.12.2019

Lib-
 eral
con-

serva-
tive

Future Party
Gelecek Partisi

 Has never
.ruled

 Has not run in any elections yet, but
 many opinion polls project 1–2%

 popularity. The party has economic
significance, as it is the most prom-
 inent contributor to the Turkish
 economic renaissance in the first

.decade of this century
.It has one parliamentary seat

Ali 
Babacan
 Former

 economy
 minister

 and former
AKP prom-
 inent figure

 before
 leaving in

.2019

Ali 
Babacan09.03.2020

Lib-
 eral

Demo-
cratic

 Democracy
 and Progress

Party
 Demokrasi ve
Atılım Partisi

(116)  Felicity Party Votes in Elections 2018. Haberler website, 24.06.2018. Viewed on 06.06.2022 https://bit.ly/3NmjoUr

(117)  Felicity Party Votes in Local Elections 2019. Sozcu, 31.03.2019. Viewed on 06.06.2022 https://bit.ly/3zg9rUp

https://bit.ly/3NmjoUr
https://bit.ly/3zg9rUp


Harmoon Center For Contemporary Studies

59

 Has never
.ruled

.Has two seats in Parliament
.Has not run in any elections yet
 Emerged from the Republican

 People’s Party (CHP(, the largest
 opposition party. It was founded by
 Muharram Ince, and according to
many recent opinion polls, its popu-

.larity is no more than 1%

 Muharrem
Ince

 The former
 presidential
 candidate

 of the
 Republican

 People’s
 Party
 (CHP(
 in the

 mid-2018
 presidential

 election,
 before Ince

 left the
 party in
.2020-21

Muharrem Ince17.05.2021

Re-
pub-

 lican
Demo-
 cratic
Leftist

 Homeland
Party

 Memleket
Partisi

 Has never
.ruled

 Has one parliamentary seat. Has not
.run in any elections yet

 Its policies are anti-refugees and
 anti-Syrians. There are no polls that

 show its popularity. The number
 of party members does not exceed

 109, yet party leader claims that his
.party has 3.7% of the vote

Ümit Özdağ
 Who left
 the Good
 Party in
 March

.2021

Ümit Özdağ26.08.2021

Ex-
 treme

na-
tion-
 alist
right

Victory Party
Zafer Partisi

 Has never
.ruled

 It won 0.31% of the total votes
 in the 24.06.2018 parliamentary

(118(.elections
 He is aopposed to the leftist and

 Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic Party
 (HDP(. The party does not have a

.large popular base
 Its popularity is concentrated in

 Turkey’s Kurdish-majority eastern
.and southeastern regions

 Zekariya
Yapıcıoğlu Mehmet Hüse-

yin Yılmaz19.12.2012

Is-
 lamic
Right
Kurd-

ish

 Free Cause
Party

 HÜDAPAR
 - Hür Dava

Partisi

 Has never
.ruled

 It is one of the more important
 smaller parties and the biggest rival

 to the Felicity Party, which it left
 just before its founding. The party

 has not yet entered any elections yet,
 but has managed to increase than

 number of its members to 165,000 in
 3 years. Opinion polls indicate that
it could get 0.90% of the vote. Over-
 all, the party is closer to People’s
 Alliance than to the oppositional

.Nation Alliance

Fatih Er-
bakanFatih Erbakan23.11.2018

Right-
 wing
con-

serva-
tive

 New Welfare
Party

 Yeniden Refah
Partisi

 Has never
.ruled

.Has two seats in Parliament
 Entered the elections of 24.06.2018
.(on the list of the Good Party (ally

 Won a 0.69% in the 31.03.2019 local
(119(.elections

Its origins go back to the Democrat-
 ic Party founded by former Turkish

.Prime Minister Adnan Menderes
 It is one of the more important

 smaller parties, with 0.50-0.70%
 popularity, according to the results

.of the elections it has contested

 Gültekin
UysalMehmet Ağar27.05.2007Center

 Democratic
Party

 Demokrat
Parti

(118)  Presidential & General Election Results 24.06.2018. Sabah Turkish Newspaper 24.06.2018. Viewed on 06.06.2022 https://bit.ly/3zjnw3b

(119)  Democratic Party Vote Percentage in the 2019 Local Elections. Turkish newspaper Sozcu, 31.03.2019. Viewed on 06.06.2022 https://
bit.ly/3GUMuI1

https://bit.ly/3zjnw3b
https://bit.ly/3GUMuI1
https://bit.ly/3GUMuI1
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 Has never
.ruled

 It won 0.23% of the total votes
 in the 24.06.2018 parliamentary

.elections(120(

 The party is not affiliated with the
 opposition, and is not part of the

 ruling People’s Alliance, but is closer
to the latter because of its national-
 ist views. The party does not have
 a large popular base, and its vote

.stands at only 0.25%

Doğu Per-
inçekDoğu Perinçek

02.03.1992
 It was first

 named Labor
 Party but

 changed its
 name to the
Patriotic Par-

.ty in 2015

Na-
 tional

So-
 cialist
Popu-

list

Patriotic Party
Vatan Partisi

 Has never
.ruled

 .Has one parliamentary seat 
Entered the 24.06.2018 parliamenta-

.ry elections on the AKP list
 The party joined People’s Alliance

led by AKP in the mid-2018 elec-
 tions. It is one of the more important

 smaller parties. It gained strength
 in the March 2019 local elections,

.winning 1.8% of the total vote

 Mustafa
Destici

 Muhsin Yazsin
Yazıcıoğlu29.01.1993

con-
ser-

 vative
na-

tion-
 alist
right

 Great Unity
Party

 Büyük Birlik
Partisi

 Has never
.ruled

 Has not yet entered any elections
 yet. It used to have a small popular
 base due to his influential name in
 the history of Turkish politics, but
 recent opinion polls projected only

.1% popularity

 Mustafa
SarıgülMustafa Sarıgül17.12.2020

Re-
pub-

 lican
leftist

 Party for
 Change in

Turkey
 Türkiye

Değişim Partisi

 Has never
.ruled

A left-wing party that takes social-
 ism and Marxism-Leninism as its
 motto. Its former name was The

 Turkish People’s Communist Party
 (between 13.07.2014 to 07.11.2017(.
 It entered parliamentary elections
 in June 2018 on the HDP list and
gained 4 seats in parliament. How-
 ever, the party has no influence on

 the ground, and its members do not
(121(.exceed 8,279 individuals

Arkan BashArkan Bash07.11.2017leftist

Workers’ Par-
ty of Turkey
 Türkiye İşçi

Partisi

(120)  General Election Results 2018.  NTV Turkish 25.06.2018. Viewed on 06.06.2022 https://bit.ly/3x8mBjE

(121)  According to data provided by  the Turkish Supreme Court on 12.05.2022. Viewed on 10.06.2022 https://bit.ly/3N2FOcx 

https://bit.ly/3x8mBjE
https://bit.ly/3N2FOcx
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