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1.  Abstract 

 

Despite the diligent and often aggressive measures taken by nation-states to control the entry and 

stay of foreigners across borders, it is an accepted fact that millions of people live with irregular 

immigrant status every year. Large-scale human movements across these borders have undoubtedly 

increased in the last few decades due to factors such as economic and/or social deprivation, social 

conflict and political upheavals in the country of origin. While European countries have become 

major attraction areas due to their geographical proximity to these regions and their more advanced 

economic and humanitarian levels, countries such as Turkey, which borders Europe, have also 

been affected by irregular migration flows, both as destination and transit countries. Within the 

scope of this study, irregular migration, illegal immigrants and the routes they use from Turkey to 

EU countries were examined. 
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2.  Introduction 

 

The phenomenon of migration has existed in all periods of human history. Although the mobility 

of a certain community from one place to another comes to mind when it comes to migration, this 

phenomenon includes much more than geographical displacement. In terms of migration results, 

it contains many economic, political, social and cultural elements (Sağlam, S. 2006).  

Today, despite the diligent and often aggressive measures taken by nation-states to control 

the entry, transit and stay of foreigners across borders, it is an accepted fact that millions of people 

live as irregular migrants every year. While the European countries have become more developed 

economically and become a centre of attraction due to their higher humanitarian conditions, 

countries such as Turkey, a border neighbour to Europe, have been affected by irregular migration 

due to being both a destination and a transit country. Different trends are seen in the migration 

history of Turkey, which is a bridge between countries of immigration and countries of 

immigration. In the first years of the Republic, policies aimed at homogenising the population in 

Turkey left their mark (Ireland, P. W. 1939). In the 1980s, an unprecedented wave of migration to 

Turkey and European countries emerged due to different reasons, primarily the social, political and 

economic turmoil in neighbouring countries (İçduygu, A. – Aksel, D. B. 2012).  
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The refugee crisis in Turkey and the worldwide response to it can be viewed as a reflection 

of a global paradigm change. The lengthy refugee and humanitarian situations called into question 

traditional forms of support, as well as the capacities and resources of international and local relief 

organizations and host governments, which are currently being tested (Gibárti, S. 2021).  

When we look at the migration movements in Europe, it is seen that it started to receive 

immigration intensively, especially during World War II. As a result of the oil crisis that broke out 

in 1973 and the recession, local people supported anti-immigration policies. In the 1980s, migration 

showed many different characteristics and an intense labour migration was experienced. Migration 

flows to Europe continued in the 1990s, although not very large (Koçak, O. – Gündüz, D. 2016). 

With the 1999 Amsterdam Treaty, important steps were taken to harmonise migration management 

with the acquis and remove the obstacles to the free movement. Afterwards, member states had to 

produce common policies in order to ensure immigration control. With the Lisbon Treaty accepted 

in 2009, it was stated that the issues of repatriation and deportation would be applied in the fight 

against illegal immigration. With the Stockholm Program covering the years 2010–2014, it aimed 

to develop global migration policies, create a tighter adaptation policy, and accelerate the fight 

against irregular migration. At the same time, institutions such as Frontex and European Border 

Surveillance System (EUROSUR) were established to prevent irregular crossings, and controls 

were increased, and the EU gates were closed to immigrants, making it a European Fortress. This 

situation has brought various criticisms to the EU. Three different models are mentioned here. 

The first of these is the Assimilation Model. In this model, policies are envisaged that will accelerate 

the adaptation of immigrants to the place where they live, such as culture and language. The second 

model is the Multicultural Model. Here, contrary to the Assimilation Model, it is envisaged that 

practices will be implemented to have equal rights with the local people without losing their social 

identities. The last model is the Exclusion Model. Here, local people do not accept immigrants and 

immigrants are limited in terms of social, political and economic rights. These models effectively 

grant citizenship to immigrants, but globalisation on the one hand and efforts to create a common 

immigration policy on the other hand distance the EU from these models (Consterdine, E. 2015).  

At the beginning of the 21st century, human trafficking, human smuggling and irregular 

migration issues have started to take more place on the agenda in Turkey, both within the country 

and internationally. Turkey is making efforts to harmonise with the EU acquis in the field of 

migration by improving its technical infrastructure along with its legal and administrative structure 

and cooperates with EU countries in reducing the number of illegal immigrants in this regard 

(İçduygu, A. – Aksel, D. B. 2012).  

One of the most important reflections of the migration phenomenon, which is accepted to 

have started with the history of humanity, is international migration and illegal migration. Due to 

its geographical location and development compared to neighbouring countries, Turkey comes to 

the fore both as a destination country and a transit country in international migration and illegal 

migration. Turkey has implemented a number of steps to combat illegal migration and has 

cooperated in a number of projects to protect victims of human trafficking and secure their safe 

return home (Kirisci, K. 2008). Efforts to enter countries with high economic and living standards, 

especially EU countries, by illegal and irregular routes have increased considerably in recent years. 
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In order to enter these countries, illegal immigrants use the countries that act as bridges, especially 

Turkey, for transit. 

 

 

3.  Conceptual Framework 

 

3.1.   Concept of Migration 
 

The concept of migration, which means reflecting people’s history, appears as an eternal 

phenomenon. The phenomenon of migration appears before us as a phenomenon that proves that 

people continue their lives. Migrations affect the quantity and quality of demographic structures 

and affect and change societies’ material and spiritual lives. Migrations affect the receiving country 

and the sending countries in every way, as it is a collective movement that influences social change 

(Isaias, E. B. 1989).  

The Turkish Language Association (TDK) defines migration as “moving or emigration of 

a community from one place to another due to political, economic or social reasons”. The 

International Organization for Migration (IOM) has defined it as “the movement of a community 

from one place to another outside or within its country, regardless of the time or reason” (IOM 

2011). Migration means going to different areas by crossing a distance. In other words, a person 

has to move, and this must be done by decision. However, it is not possible to draw clear lines 

about the boundaries, size and definition of space (Yavuz, S. 2013). Although it is not possible to 

come up with a single definition due to the complexity of the concept of migration and sometimes 

the concept of a political form, we will accept and continue with the definition of the International 

Organization for Migration (IOM).  

A person who takes refuge in another country by leaving the country he/she has been in 

order to provide “personal comfort” and without certain coercion is called an immigrant (Epic 

Migrations 2020). The position of the immigrants in the country they left and the position in the 

country they entered are legal. An illegal immigrant has entered the country and has immigrated 

illegally against that country’s regulations. “Unwilling to be a citizen because of ethnic origin, 

religion, ethnicity, social group, political affiliation or the right to defend one’s country from fear” 

refers to an individual who is entitled to United Nations protections (UN 1951). On the other 

hand, asylum seekers are people who want to be accepted as refugees in a country under the 

relevant national and international documents but have not yet decided whether they are refugees 

or not (UN 1951).  

International migration is a shocking movement that changes the world’s social, economic, 

and political structures and causes a great conflict (Haas, H. et al. 2019). Migration is cause and 

effect, and migration occurs due to political, social and economic events, and thus migration itself 

creates social movements (Castelli, F. 2018). The impact of globalisation, especially on the “people, 

media, technology, finance, ideas, dimensions”, has changed the nature of migration. As 

globalisation progresses, migration becomes more accessible than in the past, and the nature and 

scope of migration are diversifying and increasing (Czaika, M. – Haas, H. 2014). As a result, more 
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and more people are being left behind due to migration. The combined effects of globalisation and 

increasing international migration mobility have begun to increase the pressure on the states’ 

authorities. In addition, the globalisation that has occurred obliges countries to act within the 

framework of certain behaviours along with the changes in the economy (McAuliffe, M. et al. 2019). 

Globalisation cause specific changes in the understanding of development; this change also causes 

management changes. With the globalisations experienced, especially the understanding of power 

and the state authority have become a complex situation, changes in the form of powers have 

begun to occur, and the power and sovereignty of the states have begun to decrease (Reddy, C. S. 

2012). The state’s power, which is an actor in the international arena, is decreasing due to these 

reasons, and states have begun to be subject to violations of security measures (Oji, E. A. – Ozioko, 

M. 2011). 

 

 

3.2.   Refugee and Asylum Seeker Concept 
 

With the clear expression of paragraph (c) of Article 2 of the Council of Europe Directive 

2004/83/EC (EC)2 “refugee” means a third-country national who, owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted 

for reasons of race, religion, nationality, political opinion or membership of a particular social group, is outside the 

country of nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself or herself of the protection of 

that country, or a stateless person, who, being outside of the country of former habitual residence for the same reasons 

as mentioned above, is unable or, owing to such fear, unwilling to return to it. 

The 1951 Geneva Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and the 1967 Protocol 

Relating to the Status of Refugees are the only global legal instruments that affect refugee life 

(UNHCR 1951). The concept of “refugee” is defined in Article 1, paragraph 2, of the 1951 

Convention3 as follows: As a result of events occurring before 1 January 1951 and owing to well-

founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a 

particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable 

or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not 

having a nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual residence as a result of 

such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it.  

In the case of a person who has more than one nationality, the term “the country of his 

nationality” shall mean each of the countries of which he is a national, and a person shall not be 

deemed to be lacking the protection of the country of his nationality if, without any valid reason 

based on well-founded fear, he has not availed himself of the protection of one of the countries of 

which he is a national. 

At the regional level, the Organization of African Unity has further expanded the previous 

definition, in paragraph 2 of article 1 of the 1969 African Convention on Human and Peoples’ 

Rights4 the term “refugee” shall also apply to every person who, owing to external aggression, 

                                                 
2 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:32004L0083&from=EN  
3 https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/documents/atrocity-crimes/Doc.23_convention%20refugees.pdf  
4 https://www.achpr.org/legalinstruments/detail?id=50  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:32004L0083&from=EN
https://www.un.org/en/genocideprevention/documents/atrocity-crimes/Doc.23_convention%20refugees.pdf
https://www.achpr.org/legalinstruments/detail?id=50
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occupation, foreign domination or events seriously disturbing public order in either part or the 

whole of his country of origin or nationality, is compelled to leave his place of habitual residence 

in order to seek refuge in another place outside his country of origin or nationality. 

The 1984 Cartagena Refugee Declaration5 recommends that [...] persons who have fled 

their country because their lives, safety or freedom have been threatened by generalised violence, 

foreign aggression, internal conflicts, massive violation of human rights or other circumstances 

which have seriously disturbed public order should also be included as refugees. 

If an asylum seeker is found to be ineligible for refugee status, they must leave the country 

or may be deported unless permission is granted to stay on humanitarian or other relevant grounds 

(IOM 2011). 

 

 

4.  Main Findings on Irregular Migration to Europe via Turkey 

 

People, who have become unable to live in their countries due to the civil war and political 

uncertainties, especially in Syria and the Middle East countries, are trying to enter European 

countries illegally and irregularly to obtain their economic freedom and right to live through Turkey 

and various countries. Although Turkey, which is a transit country, tries to prevent these illegal 

crossings, it cannot prevent some of these crossings. Turkey has undergone a major reform in the 

management of migration and asylum issues in the last ten years, and the European Union 

accession process has had a significant impact on this reform (İçduygu, A. – Aksel, D. B. 2014). 

Although the relations between the two sides were not always stable during this period, the 

increasing flow of immigrants to the Turkish borders and the demands of European countries 

pushed the Turkish government to take stricter measures. With the re-acceleration of negotiations 

on a Readmission Agreement between Turkey and the EU in 2009, the prevention of transit 

migration, especially at the country’s borders, became a priority. Turkey has started to cooperate in 

border management projects with EU bodies and mechanisms such as Frontex, which began 

operating on the Turkish-Greek borders in 2010.6 

Due to the civil crisis in Syria, immigrants who wish to move to EU countries to find work 

and continue their lives utilise Turkey as a transit country, which is a transit route to these countries. 

Although it is unknown how many illegal and irregular migrants have travelled from the Aegean 

Sea to EU countries via Greece and Turkey, it is thought that the figure is well over 3 million. 

 

                                                 
5 https://web.archive.org/web/20161230110917/http://www.refworld.org/publisher,RRI,,,3ae6b36ec,0.html  
6 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/MEMO_11_130  

https://web.archive.org/web/20161230110917/http:/www.refworld.org/publisher,RRI,,,3ae6b36ec,0.html
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/MEMO_11_130
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Figure 1. Illegal border crossings on the Eastern Mediterranean route in numbers since 
Frontex operates 
Source: Own edition according to data from Frontex 

 

Since Turkey is the main transit country for migration routes to the EU, the EU has urged Turkey 

to expand its cooperation in the fight against illegal migration and protection of borders. According 

to Frontex, Turkey has the position of a transit country on the two main migration routes to the 

EU (Eastern Mediterranean and Western Balkans). The Eastern Mediterranean route reaches 

Greece, south of Bulgaria or Cyprus via Turkey. According to Frontex, this route was the second 

most popular among migration routes to the EU, with 52,300 migrants arriving in 2010, 57,000 in 

2011, 50,830 in 2014, 885,000 in 2015 and started to decrease after as it is shown in Figure 1. The 

Greek and EU authorities took additional measures at this point due to the frequent illegal 

crossings along the Meriç River on the Turkish-Greek border. Frontex deployed Rapid Border 

Intervention Teams (RABIT) to the border in November 2010 in response to Greece’s request for 

assistance.7 Greece also increased border controls by collaborating with Turkey and began 

construction of a new 12.5 km fence in the north-eastern city of Orestiada. Meanwhile, immigrants 

began to use alternative migration routes, such as the Aegean islands and the Turkey-Bulgaria 

highway. In 2014 and 2015, Rhodes, Kos, Samos, Lesbos and Chios became the transit points used 

more and more by migrants going to EU countries, generally to escape from the civil war in Syria, 

and this situation has put the refugee hosting capacities of the islands to a great extent. The 

objectives of EU-Turkey migration relations were to avoid migrant deaths in the Mediterranean 

Sea, to establish legal access points into Europe, and to improve living conditions for refugees in 

Turkey (Engler, M. 2019). 

 

                                                 
7 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/MEMO_11_130  
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Figure 2. Illegal border crossings on the Western Balkans route in numbers 
Source: Own edition according to data from Frontex 

 

The Western Balkan route, on the other hand, is a growing migration route from Turkey’s sea and 

land borders with Greece and Bulgaria, through Macedonia and the Western Balkans, and finally 

into Hungary. According to the data of Frontex, the number of people using this road, which was 

passed by 3090 immigrants in 2009, increased to 764,000 in 2015 (Figure 2). With the granting of 

visa-free access to the Schengen Area to the Western Balkan countries, immigrants and refugees 

began to prefer this route more and more to cross the EU borders. Immigrants who choose this 

route are given the opportunity to apply for asylum after reaching Hungary and are directed to 

open centres after this application. However, data show that many refugees leave these centres for 

Western Europe (Frontex 2015). 

In terms of irregular migration, there was a clear decline in the identification of illegal 

border crossings in Turkey in 2020, which was primarily due to the pandemic's influence 

(International Centre for Migration Policy Development 2021). As of the end of December 2021, 

the number of irregular migrants increased to 162,996. In comparison to 2020, this is a 33% rise, 

as it is shown below (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3. Apprehension of Irregular Migrants in Turkey by Years 
Source: Own edition according to data retrieved from the Department of Migration 
Management (DGMM), Turkey (as of 31 December 2021) 

 

Turkey is often accused of not doing what is necessary to combat illegal human smuggling 

networks and preventing immigrants from turning to Europe, and not removing the geographical 

restriction it imposed while being a party to the 1951 Geneva Convention. On the other hand, 

most countries have overruled these time constraints. Turkey is the only remaining of Europe's 

"persistent objector." (Kale, B. et al. 2018). However, the excessive pressure on Turkey’s migration 

management system, both transiting and residing within the borders of the country, has now 

become a problem that Turkey cannot solve alone. Although it is generally seen as a transit country 

used by immigrants, Turkey has also become a destination country for many immigrants from 

Africa, Asia and Eurasia.  

Another criticism directed at Turkey is about the liberal visa policy it applies to Middle East 

and African countries. In this way, many immigrants and refugees come to Turkey relatively easily 

and try to pass through the EU. Turkey’s liberal visa policy was developed as part of an active 

foreign policy program that began in the 2000s, aimed at expanding its international influence and 

increasing trade and cultural exchange between Asian, African and Eurasian countries.  

Since most of these countries included in Turkey’s liberal visa policy are also on the 

Schengen black list, Turkey’s open border policy basically runs counter to the full member 

candidate countries’ commitment to align their laws with EU laws. But on the other hand, due to 

the deadlock in the Turkey–EU accession negotiations and the blocking of the opening of the 24th 

chapter on “Freedom, Security and Justice” by Southern Cyprus, it is also possible to say that the 

EU has largely lost its chance to use Turkey’s legal harmonisation as a trump card.  
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5.  Conclusion 

 

Irregular migration is closely related to European countries, which are the main targets of migrant 

flows, starting from the 1990s until today. Increasing migration pressures as a result of problems 

such as economic and political deprivation, social and political turmoil concern not only the target 

countries but also the countries that share the same border with these countries. Especially in recent 

years, the fact that Turkey has better social and economic conditions compared to the surrounding 

countries has made Turkey a target country for immigrants. Turkey is making more efforts to 

improve migration management due to its increasing role in migration and asylum systems as a 

result of being both a destination country, a source country and a transit country, and being a 

candidate for the European Union. 

Organised crimes such as illegal immigration, human smuggling and human trafficking have 

ceased to be an event that concerns only one or a few states and have turned into a phenomenon 

that concerns almost all countries. It is known that the political stability, demographic security, 

cultural identity, social security system, and cultural characteristics of states are negatively affected 

by international migration. It also threatens the safety of states as it creates an entry channel for 

terrorists. 

One of the most critical problems regarding illegal migration in Turkey is the difficulties in 

collecting data. Turkey is both a transit and a destination country for various immigrants, as well 

as a sending country. The measures to be taken in this regard can be expressed as follows: In order 

to ensure effective border security as soon as possible, Turkey should identify problematic border 

points and increase its observations and inspections by making use of technology there. The most 

sensitive issues in this regard are the East and South-East borders. Turkey must cooperate with the 

source countries in the fight against the illegal immigration problem. Elements/advertisements that 

make illegal immigration attractive, such as the need for cheap labour, need to be used more 

carefully. 

The role of social conditions facing immigrants, the attitude of the host country’s 

population, and the way political leaders talk about the benefits of diversity and pluralistic societies 

are more important than ever for successful immigration policies.  

It is vital to provide the necessary tools for the immigrants to fulfil their functions in the 

society they live in, to protect their cultural and ethnic identities, to develop their potential, and to 

guide the local population towards the dual purpose of promoting the rights, culture, traditions 

and needs of the immigrants (Bednov, A. 2009). 

Within the scope of irregular migration, it can be said that Turkey has developed itself at 

an advanced level, both legally and administratively. It would not be wrong to say that the desire 

to become a member of the EU with the changing conjuncture and the conditions for fulfilling the 

membership criteria in this context were influential in all these developments. However, although 

Turkey does its best to join the European Union, the EU persistently ignores them by making 

various excuses. Here, besides its efforts to fully comply with the progress reports, which results 

from its desire to become a member of the EU, Turkey should also develop local solutions 

regarding the irregular migration issue, which is a regional problem. As a result, when we evaluate 
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the EU progress reports within the scope of irregular migration, it would not be wrong to say that 

Turkey has been significantly effective by making many important legal and administrative reforms 

in this regard. 

In many countries, activities such as information and integration programs and language 

programs are organised to ensure the social integration of immigrants. Turkey should also focus 

on such measures. Despite the regional and global measures taken and the policies implemented, 

it does not seem possible to eliminate illegal migration, even in the long run completely. 
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