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Abstract 

 

By examining how Turkey has strategically leveraged its immigration detention practices in its 

relationship to the EU, this article draws scholarly attention to the neglected international 

dimensions of detention policy-making. While narratives of national security bolster the 

justification for detention of asylum seekers and other migrants, this article focuses on 

additional roles that Turkey calls on detention to play in its relationship with the European 

Union. In particular, the article discusses ‘transit migration’ as a policy discourse Turkey has 

strategically adopted and leveraged to its advantage when dealing with the EU. As form of 

‘premature labelling’ (Oelgemöller 2011), this discourse undermines the claims of belonging 

that foreign nationals labelled as transit migrants have in Turkey. Thus it provides a narrative 

for justifying detention expansion. This international dimension of detention policy-making 

must be taken into account for future discussions around how to curb or abolish the practice at 

the borders of Europe and elsewhere. 
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Introduction 

 

This article examines the trajectory through which immigration detention in Turkey has 

become a normalised practice in border management. In doing so it demonstrates that while 

immigration detention may be couched in narratives of national security, it serves numerous 

functions within Turkey's relationship with the EU. Thus, this paper draws attention to the 

importance of addressing the international policy dimensions of immigration detention within 

debates on the abolition of immigration detention. 

The evolution of immigration detention in Turkey highlights the significance ‘global border 

regimes’ (Benslimane and Moffette 2019, 61) in how immigration detention becomes 

normalised. Detention became entrenched as a border management tool within Turkey’s 

relationship with the EU as part of negotiations to accede to the EU and as a neighbouring state 

of the EU. The normalisation of immigration detention is embedded in discourses on ‘transit 

migration’. Transit migration refers to irregular migration to Europe by migrants who have had 

to move through neighbouring countries to access Europe. While ‘transit migration’ has been 

extensively critiqued as an analytical concept, it is a cornerstone of Turkish asylum and 

migration policy. I draw on the conceptualisation of transit migration by Oelgemöller (2011) 

as ‘premature labelling’ of certain migrants by virtue of their perceived migration intentions 

arrival into Europe as the basis for creating ‘detainable’ (De Genova 2016) migrants in Turkey. 

Less scholarly and public attention is devoted to immigration detention and its abolition 

compared to other lived experiences of asylum and migration policies in Turkey such as 

xenophobia and racism towards migrants and refugees, challenges of the asylum system, and 

deportation (e.g. Ataç et al. 2017). Nevertheless, this research supplies ample evidence of the 

harms of immigration detention to support an abolitionist position. The violence of 

immigration detention practices in Turkey have been documented since their inception (e.g. 

Helsinki Citizens Assembly 2007). Even with a new legislative framework issues such as rights 

violations in detention, including difficulties applying for international protection, inadequate 

material conditions and deportation persist (e.g European Council on Refugees and 

Exiles 2020). 

In this paper I argue that on the borders of the EU, support for the abolition of detention must 

be sought as much within the uneven and dynamic relationships between the EU and its 

neighbours as within national politics on immigration and asylum. When Turkey seeks to 

leverage its position of a gatekeeper to Europe during political crises to obtain financial support 

for hosting refugees, exert influence over EU membership negotiations or obtain support for 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13621025.2020.1859192
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13621025.2020.1859192
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13621025.2020.1859192
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13621025.2020.1859192
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13621025.2020.1859192
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13621025.2020.1859192
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its military position in Syria, immigration detention functions as a ‘spectacle of migration 

enforcement’ directed at an international audience(Mainwaring and Silverman 2017). This 

international role of immigration detention is an additional barrier to its abolition. 

 

This article begins with an overview of the history, legislative framework and practices of 

immigration detention in Turkey. This discussion highlights the role of Turkey’s relationship 

with the EU in developing legislative framework and estate for detention. The second section 

of the paper posits that transit migration, conceptualised as a Euro-centric policy concept that 

externalises European border management to neighbouring nations, is essential for creating 

detainable migrants in Turkey. The readmission agreement and Turkish asylum regime sustain 

and expand on the categories of detainable migrants. In the final section of this article, I argue 

that barriers to immigration detention lie in the international dimension of the Turkish 

‘economy of detention’ (De Genova 2016). 

 

Immigration Detention in Turkey 

 

Turkey’s relations with the EU, both as a candidate state and a neighbour of the EU and of the 

‘broader Middle East’ (Kirişçi 2007: 3), have substantially shaped Turkish asylum and 

migration policy including its policy on immigration detention. As a candidate state, Turkey is 

expected to harmonise its asylum and migration policy with the acquis communautaire, EU 

Law. Some of the important issues in the negotiations with the EU that relate migration, such 

as lifting of the geographical limitation of the UN Convention on the Status of Refugees1 and 

policies to combat irregular migration, have significant implications for detention policy and 

practices in Turkey. This section discusses the emergence and significance of immigration 

detention within the context of Turkey’s evolving relationship to the EU.  

 

Turkey is typically described as evolving from being primarily a migrant sending country to a 

transit as well as a destination country over the recent decades. In the 1980s, Turkey began 

receiving a steady influx of migrants from the Middle East, Europe and parts of Africa. The 

number of these migrants has been rising steadily since the 1990s. İçduygu (2000) identifies 

seven strands of migration into Turkey during the 80s and 90s. Refugees arriving in Turkey at 

                                                                 
1 Turkey is signatory to the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol but it has maintained 

the ‘geographical limitation’ clause of 1967 Protocol, which restricts its protection obligations only to individuals who 

become refugees ‘as a result of events occurring in Europe’. Thus, asylum seekers from non-European countries are 

admitted to the temporary asylum procedure in Turkey but cannot get refugee status under Turkish law. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13621025.2020.1859192
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13621025.2020.1859192
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this time included Iranians fleeing the Khomenei regime, Iraqis fleeing the first Gulf War, 

persecuted Bulgarian Turks, Bosnian refugees escaping the Bosnian War and Albanian 

refugees fleeing the Kosovo War. The breakdown of the Soviet Union ushered in trader-tourists 

from former Soviet bloc countries. Finally, from the early 80s onwards migrants from parts of 

Asia and Africa begun arriving in Turkey. Similar trends of refugee arrivals from neighbouring 

countries and further afield from parts of Africa, Middle-East and Asia persisted throughout 

the 2000s as well as migrants arriving from former Soviet Block countries. There are currently 

over 1.1 million migrants with resident permits living in Turkey, which is a marked increase 

from 179.000 foreign residents in 2005.2 

 

The increase in applicants for international protection and undocumented migrants has pushed 

immigration and asylum up the political and public agenda. In a short period of time Turkey 

became the largest refugee hosting country in the world. Syrian refugees who have been 

arriving in Turkey since 2011 now number approximately 3.6 million. There are a further 

330.000 asylum seekers and refugees registered from nationalities such as Afghanistan, Iran 

and Iraq (UNHCR 2019). In addition, large numbers of migrants are apprehended each year on 

the borders of Turkey. Turkey has responded to these trends through a number of legislative 

and policy measures, including immigration detention, informed by position as both a 

candidate state and gatekeeper to the EU. 

 

Immigration detention is a recent phenomenon in Turkey. Until 2010, foreign nationals in 

Turkey were held in euphemistically titled ‘Foreigners Guesthouses’. The first mention of the 

Foreigner Guesthouses in official Turkish documents in regulation by the Ministry of Interior 

from 1983 which regulated the administration of guesthouses.3 These were facilities often 

attached to local police stations and airports (Helsinki Citizens Assembly 2007). In 2010,  the 

presence of 13 ‘Foreigners’ Guesthouses’ had been confirmed.4 Migrants were also reported 

to be detained in police stations, a juvenile detention centre in Istanbul and the Istanbul Airport 

transit zone (Amnesty International 2009; Helsinki Citizens Assembly 2007). The ‘Foreigners’ 

Guesthouses’ were renamed ‘Removal Centres’ in a circular in 20105, which also stipulated 

                                                                 
2 According to figures provided by Turkish Ministry of Interior available at: https://www.goc.gov.tr/ikamet-izinleri  
3  Regulation on Refugee Guesthouses Regulation No.: 18032, 29 April 1983.  
4 Global Detention Project. 2010. ‘Turkey Detention Profile: 2010”. Available at: 

http://english.madde14.org/index.php?title=Global_Detention_Project_-

_Turkey_Detention_Profile_(2010)http://english.madde14.org/index.php?title=Global_Detention_Project_-

_Turkey_Detention_Profile_(2010) 

5. The Circular on Combatting Irregular Migration (Article 2(b1)) renamed ‘Foreigners’ Guesthouses’ as ’Removal Centres’. 

https://www.goc.gov.tr/ikamet-izinleri
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that Foreigners’ Police Departments in every city would be responsible for facilities that would 

hold up to 50 persons. Migrants in these facilities would be moved across Turkey in the event 

of overcrowding and additional centres would be built if necessary. Until 2014 detention was 

governed through a patchwork of legislative measures primarily constituted of administrative 

tools.6 Turkish authorities disputed that foreign nationals held in guest houses were detained, 

contending instead that they were ‘guests’ (Author 2015). Beginning with the case of 

Albdolkhani and Karimnia v. Turkey7 in 2009, the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) 

ruled in 17 cases that immigration detention in Turkey was unlawful and thus in violation of 

Article 5(1) of the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) (Ibid.) until the new 

legislative framework was introduced in 2014. 

 

Turkey’s relationship with the EU has directly influenced the infrastructure and legislation that 

governs immigration detention in Turkey today. The construction of detention facilities has 

featured in negotiations with EU and EU funding has been used to construct detention facilities. 

There are currently 28 Removal Centres in Turkey with a holding capacity of 20.000.8 The 

capacity for detention has more than doubled since 2017 (DGMM 2019). Turkey’s detention 

capacity has grown significantly over the past few years with financial and logistical support 

from the EU. (ECRE 2020; Author 2014, 2015; Özçürümez and Șenses 2011). The 

establishment of detention centres, or Removal Centres, was mentioned both in the 2003 

Turkish National Plan and the 2005 Asylum and the Migration National Action Plan. 

Furthermore, the Twinning Project9 (2009-2011) titled ‘Support to Turkey’s Capacity in 

Combating Illegal Migration and Establishment of Removal Centres for Illegal Migrants’ 

provided for the construction of Removal Centres in the cities of Ankara and Erzurum with 

financial support from the European Commission. The project also included non-pecuniary 

support in the form of developing guidelines and training. Finally, five of the six EU-funded 

Reception and Accommodation Centres as part of this twinning project have been repurposed 

as Removal Centres following the recent negotiations between Turkey and the EU.  

 

                                                                 
6. For a discussion of the legal framework on detention prior to the LFIP, see: Helsinki Citizens Assembly (2007), Author 

(2014; 2015). 

7. Council of Europe (2009) Abdolkhani and Karimnia v. Turkey, Appl. No. 30471/08, European Court of Human Rights, 22 

September 2009 
8 Information on the location and capacity of Removal Centres is available at: https://www.goc.gov.tr/geri-gonderme-

merkezleri33 
9 The European Commission’s Twinning System’ aided EU candidate states such as Turkey as a ‘Pre-Acquision Instrument’ 

to restructure their public institutions and to implement and enforce EU laws.  
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The numbers of detainees in each Removal Centre or the total number of detainees at any given 

time are not publicly available. Figures on irregular migrant apprehensions by the Turkish 

authorities offer some clues in this regard. Over 450.000 foreign nationals with irregular status 

were apprehended in 2019.10 The numbers of apprehensions have been in steady increase since 

2013. The majority of the migrants apprehended in 2019 came from Afghanistan, Pakistan, 

Syria, Palestine and Iraq respectively. The data provided by the DGMM does not state whether 

these migrants were held in Removal Centres, the length of their detention or whether these 

include migrants who were detained several times within the same year.  

 

The legislative framework for immigration detention is set out by the Law on Foreigners and 

International Protection (henceforth, LFIP). LFIP is Turkey’s first law on international 

protection and asylum and the backbone of the legislative framework governing migration. It 

was enacted in 2014 as part of the harmonisation process to ensure compliance with the EU 

acquis11 and amended in December 2019. The law also established the Directorate General of 

Migration Management (DGMM) as part of the Ministry of Interior to implement migration 

policies and strategies.12  

 

The LFIP lays down the legal grounds for detention as well as procedural safeguards. LFIP 

allows for the detention of applicants for international protection under exceptional 

circumstances on these four grounds13: where there is serious doubt  regarding the identity and 

nationality the applicant has provided;  at the border gates to prevent irregular entry; where it 

would not be possible to identify the elements the applicant’s claim for international protection 

unless subjected to administrative detention and when the applicant poses a serious threat to 

public security or safety. ECRE (2020: 88) found that there is ‘no substantial information’ on 

detention being ordered on these grounds. Instead, most asylum seekers appear to be detained 

as part of pre-removal procedures (Ibid). Pre-removal detention may be mandated14 in case the 

foreign national is at risk of absconding;  has breached the rules of entry into and exit from 

Turkey; uses false or forged documents; does not leave Turkey after the period of voluntary 

departure, without a reasonable excuse or is deemed to be a threat to public order, public 

security or public health. The 2019 amendment to the law introduced alternatives to pre-

                                                                 
10 Statistics provided by the Ministry of Interior are available at: https://www.goc.gov.tr/duzensiz-goc-istatistikler 
11 The official justification of the law is available at: https://www.goc.gov.tr/genel-gerekce18 
12 Article 103 
13 Article 68 (2) 
14 Article 57 (2) 
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removal detention such as residence at a particular address, reporting duties, counselling on 

return and electronic surveillance.15  

 

The LFIP establishes some legal safeguards around the duration of detention. Detention should 

be ceased immediately if no longer deemed necessary.16 The LFIP sets a six-month limit to 

detention, which can be extended for a maximum of a further six months.17 There is a 30-day 

limit on the detention of applications for international protection.18 Furthermore, the LFIP 

introduces a monthly review by the governorate which may take place sooner if necessary.19 

Importantly, the LFIP also states that the detainee or the legal representative will be informed 

of all aspects of the detention review.20 Detainees who want to appeal the decision to detain 

but do not have the financial means to retain a representative or lawyer may be provided with 

legal aid.21 The 2019 amendments to the LFIP have introduced alternatives to pre-removal 

detention such as residency requirements, financial guarantees, return counselling and 

electronic surveillance.22 

 

While the enactment of the LFIP is seen as a positive consequence of Turkish-EU relations as 

Turkey’s first law on asylum and international protection, there are concerns around its 

limitations and implementation with regard to detention and deportation procedures. The 

provisions in the LFIP that have been criticised include, for instance, that the 15-day limit for 

appealing against deportation orders is too short a time period for migrants in detention. This 

was reduced to seven days with the amendment in 2019. The decision of the criminal court on 

appeals to deportation is final, therefore cannot be challenged at a higher court. In practice, 

asylum seekers have been found to be held in detention longer than the 30-day limit on their 

detention (ECRE 2020).23 Human rights organisations have criticised the introduction of 

electronic surveillance as an alternative to detention for further criminalising migrants. While 

the 2019 amendment to LFIP has removed the provisions for the detention of unaccompanied 

                                                                 
15 Article 57/A  
16 Article 57(4) 

17. Article 57(3) 

18. Article 68 (5) 

19. Article 57(4) 

20. Article 57(6) 

21. Article 57(7) 
22 Article 57/A 
23 See also Joint Assessment: Proposed Amendments in the Law on Foreigners and International Protection of Turkey. 4 

December 2019. signed by multiple human rights organisations working with refugees available at: 

http://www.multeci.org.tr/en/haberler/english-joint-assessment-proposed-amendments-in-the-law-on-foreigners-and-

international-protection-of-turkey/ 
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minors. Children continue to be detained with their families.24 

 

Concerns around the implementation of LFIP centre on the lack of communication between 

detainees and the outside world, their inability to access legal counsel in detention and not 

being informed of the grounds for their detention, in violation of their rights under the LFIP 

(DCR and ECRE 2016; Izmir Bar Association 2017). The difficulties faced by lawyers in 

obtaining the power attorney is a barrier the right to effective legal remedy (Refugee Rights 

Turkey 2016). Notaries, for example, do not accept the documents issued to those by the 

Turkish Government under LFIP as ‘official documents’ or accept witness testimonies (Ibid.). 

Instead they require identity documents other than those issued by the Turkish state. Persons 

apprehended in airport transit zones, asylum seekers apprehended outside of their designated 

province of residence and Syrians under the temporary protection regime face challenges in 

giving power of attorney to their legal representatives (Ibid.). The lack of translators and staff 

with necessary language skills is a significant barrier to accessing rights detention (e.g. Human 

Rights Inquiry Commission of the Parliament 2012, 2014, 2017). Lawyers report face 

numerous challenges visiting their clients (e.g. ECRE 2020; Izmir Bar Association 2017). Izmir 

Bar Association, for instance, reported that eight of their lawyers and an interpreter were 

arbitrarily detained in the Removal Centre in Izmir for two hours in May 2019.25 Since the 

earliest reports on detention, there have been reports of alleged mistreatment in detention 

facilities (Helsinki Citizens Assembly 2007, Human Rights Watch 2008), which continue until 

today(Amnesty International 2019; Ataç et. al. 2017).26  

 

ECRE (2020) identify are two frequently reported circumstances of unlawful detention. Firstly, 

asylum seekers found outside of their provinces of designated residence without authorisation, 

also called ‘satellite cities’, may be detained for the purposes of transfer to their satellite cities.27 

Asylum seekers are required to provide the Governorate their address in the satellite city and 

may have reporting requirements to the police.28 Services such as healthcare and education are 

                                                                 
24 Article 59 (1)f 
25 Izmir Bar Association press statement on this incident is available at: 

https://www.izmirbarosu.org.tr/HaberDetay/1598/meslektaslarimizin-ugradigi-kotu-muamele-nedeniyle-harmandali-geri-

gonderme-merkezinde-basin-aciklamasi-yapildi 
26Evrim Kepenek. 2019. “Harmandalı Removal Center Told from Inside: Battery, Attempted Suicide, Illness, Death.” BIA 

News Desk. 23 July, 2019.  BiaAvailable at: https://bianet.org/english/women/210765-harmandali-removal-center-told-from-

inside-battery-attempted-suicide-illness-death 
27 This practice of assigning applicants for international protection to a city of residence can be traced back to 1950 Law on 

the Residence and Travel of Foreigners (Article 17). Satellite cities are defined in the 2016 Regulation on the 

Implementation of the Law on Foreigners and International Protection (Regulation No: No 29656) (Article 3(hh)) as 

provinces where applicants for international protection reside. 
28 The LFIP (Article 71(1)) states that applicants for international protection may be required to reside in a reception centre 
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accessible in the designated satellite city. Asylum seekers need authorisation from authorities 

to leave their cities. If they are found not to be residing at their given address or to be away 

from their satellite cities without authorisation, asylum seekers may face serious sanctions 

including withdrawal of status of temporary protection.29 Although the LFIP does not cite being 

outside of the satellite city without permission as a ground for detention, asylum seekers found 

outside of their cities of residence have been detained for transfer to their satellite cities.30 

Secondly, applicants for international protection may be detained at facilities at airports when 

designated as ‘inadmissible passengers’. Turkish authorities do not formally recognise this 

practice as a form of detention as they argue that foreign nationals may leave these areas by 

travelling to another country. The 2019 amendment to the LFIP31 that allows for inadmissible 

passengers to be held at the gates until they can leave raises concerns regarding procedural 

safeguards. 32 

 

There have been numerous reports of deportations from detention facilities in violation of the 

principle of non-refoulement since the enactment of the LFIP, in particular following the EU-

Turkey Joint action plan in 2015 and the subsequent EU- Turkey Statement of 18 March, 2016. 

These reports state that non-Syrian returnees have been denied the opportunity to access 

asylum, given false or misleading information on the grounds of their detention and forced to 

sign return or repatriation documents (e.g. Alpes et al. 2017; Ataç et. al. 2017; Izmir Bar 

Association 2017; Ulusoy and Battjes 2017).33 More recently following the declaration of the 

Istanbul governorate it was reported Syrians apprehended in Istanbul on the premise of being 

returned to their satellite cities were forced or misled into signing so-called forms saying they 

were willing to be return to Syria before being deported to Syria (Amnesty International 2019). 

                                                                 
or a particular province where they may be under reporting obligations. Article 71(2) requires that applicants for 

international protection provide their address to the Governorate. 
29 DGMM Circular 2017/10 on Principles and Procedures for Foreigners under Temporary Protection, 29 November 2017  
30 See below for the discussion on the satellite cities system in the context of transit migration.  
31 Article 7 (3) 
32 Joint Assessment: Proposed Amendments in the Law on Foreigners and International Protection of Turkey. 4 December 

2019. signed by multiple human rights organisations working with refugees available at: 

http://www.multeci.org.tr/en/haberler/english-joint-assessment-proposed-amendments-in-the-law-on-foreigners-and-

international-protection-of-turkey/  
33. Amnesty International UK. "Press Release: Turkey: Illegal Mass Returns of Syrian Refugees Expose Fatal Flaws in EU-

Turkey Deal", March 31, 2016, https://www.amnesty.org.uk/press-releases/turkey-illegal-mass-returns-syrian-refugees-

expose-fatal-flaws-eu-turkey-deal 

Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. "UNHCR Urges Immediate Safeguards to Be in Place before 

Any Returns Begin under EU-Turkey Deal." News Release, April 1, 2016, 

http://www.unhcr.org/uk/news/briefing/2016/4/56fe31ca9/unhcr-urges-immediate-safeguards-place-returns-begin-under-eu-

turkey-deal.html. 

http://www.multeci.org.tr/en/haberler/english-joint-assessment-proposed-amendments-in-the-law-on-foreigners-and-international-protection-of-turkey/
http://www.multeci.org.tr/en/haberler/english-joint-assessment-proposed-amendments-in-the-law-on-foreigners-and-international-protection-of-turkey/
https://www.amnesty.org.uk/press-releases/turkey-illegal-mass-returns-syrian-refugees-expose-fatal-flaws-eu-turkey-deal
https://www.amnesty.org.uk/press-releases/turkey-illegal-mass-returns-syrian-refugees-expose-fatal-flaws-eu-turkey-deal
http://www.unhcr.org/uk/news/briefing/2016/4/56fe31ca9/unhcr-urges-immediate-safeguards-place-returns-begin-under-eu-turkey-deal.html.
http://www.unhcr.org/uk/news/briefing/2016/4/56fe31ca9/unhcr-urges-immediate-safeguards-place-returns-begin-under-eu-turkey-deal.html.
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3435   

 

The material conditions in removal centres across Turkey vary with consistent inadequacies. 

The ECtHR has ruled between 2008 and 2015 that conditions of immigration detention in 

Turkey constituted inhuman and degrading treatment in seven cases in four Removal Centres, 

none of which are operational anymore.36 More recently, reports by the Human Rights Inquiry 

Commission of the Parliament (2012, 2014, 2017), the Association for Human Rights and 

Solidarity of the Oppressed (MazlumDer 2014), the National Human Rights Institution of 

Turkey (2014), the Turkish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2018a, 2018b, 2018c) 

and ECRE (2020) highlight the varied conditions of detention. These reports document 

overcrowding, insufficiency of nutrition, unhygienic conditions, inadequate medical care and 

limited recreational activities in facilities across Turkey.  

 

Transit migration as a logic for ‘detainability’ 

 

Transit migration is an enduring yet nebulous concept problematized by many migration 

scholars. There is no agreed definition of transit migration or who a transit migrant is. Turkey 

has been long identified as a country of transit migration by migration scholars (e.g İçduygu 

1995, 2000) and by policy makers (e.g. Oelgemöller 2011). Turkish authorities define Turkey 

as a country of ‘transit migration’ in official documentation (e.g. DGMM 2017). Transit 

migration forms a cornerstone of the logic of immigration detention in Turkey. Firstly, it 

underpins policies on irregular migration. Secondly, it helps create a category of deportable 

migrants, asylum seekers and refugees who do not ‘belong’ in Turkey. In this section, I will 

first provide an overview of the concept of transit migration arguing that transit migration is 

central to the creation of a category of detainable migrants through its logic of ‘premature 

labelling (Oelgemöller 2011).  Then I will demonstrate how Turkey has adopted the notion of 

                                                                 
34 The DGMM disputes these claims and maintains that it has been upholding its obligations under international law in 

accordance with the principle of non-refoulement (Amnesty International 2019:7). 
35 For voluntary return forms see also: Gerry Simpson.  2019. “ ‘Repatriation’ of Syrian in Turkey Needs EU Action”. 7 

November, 2019. Human Rights Watch News. Available at: https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/11/07/repatriation-syrians-

turkey-needs-eu-action  

36. Tehrani and Others v. Turkey, Applications nos. 32940/08, 41626/08, 43616/08, Council of Europe: European Court of 

Human Rights, April 13, 2010; Charahili v. Turkey, Application no. 46605/07, Council of Europe: European Court of Human 

Rights,  April 13, 2010; Kurkaev v. Turkey, Application no. 10424/05, Council of Europe: European Court of Human Rights,  

October 19, 2010; Asalya v. Turkey, Application no. 43875/09, Council of Europe: European Court of Human Rights, April 

15, 2014; Yarashonen v. Turkey, Application no. 72710/11, Council of Europe: European Court of Human Rights, June 24, 

2014; Musaev v. Turkey, Application no. 72754/11, Council of Europe: European Court of Human Rights, October, 21 2014; 

S.A. v. Turkey, Application no. 74535/10, Council of Europe: European Court of Human Rights,  December 15,  2015. 

https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/11/07/repatriation-syrians-turkey-needs-eu-action
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/11/07/repatriation-syrians-turkey-needs-eu-action
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transit migration during the harmonization process. Finally, I argue that Turkish asylum 

policies expand the category of detainable migrants to include asylum seekers and refugees on 

its territory.  

 

Transit migration 

Transit migration emerged as a Euro-centric policy concept for describing certain migration 

trends in and around the EU, rather than an analytical concept for understanding migration 

dynamics. The concept of transit migration can be traced to the concept of ‘new migration’ in 

1990s relating to the break-up of the USSR and ‘new wars’ of the post-Cold War era (Collyer, 

Düvell and de Hess 2012). Düvell (2006: 22) argues that the emergence of the discourse of 

transit migration in the 1990s ‘seemed to have coincided with European efforts to negotiate 

specific return, deportation and readmission policies with all its non-EU neighbours.’ Transit 

migration is intertwined with fears around irregular migration and its management (Collyer, 

Düvell and de Hess 2012; Düvell 2006.)   

 

At the heart of the concept of transit migration is the perceived intention of migrants to migrate 

to another country. UN Economic Commission for Europe (1993: 7), for instance, defines 

transit migration as ‘migration in one country with the intention of seeking the possibility there 

to emigrate to another country as the country of final destination, by means that are partially, 

if not fully, illegal.’ İçduygu (1995:127) defines transit migration occurs when ‘migrants come 

to a country of destination with the intention of going and staying in another country.’ The 

DGMM defines Turkey as a country of transit migration for its ‘position as a bridge to Europe’ 

for migrants (DGMM 2017: 95). Academic research on transit migration identifies several 

limitations with this approach to transit migration which centres migrant intentions. Migrants 

may arrive at their country without the intention to migrate and change their intentions 

(Papadopoulou-Kourkoula 2008). Even when migrants arrive at a country with the intention of 

transiting through, they may decide or be forced to settle there (e.g . Papadopoulou-kourkoula 

2008; Schapendonk 2013; Sutter 2012). Intentions to migrate may continue despite living in 

these countries after long periods of time (e.g. Danış 2006, Düvell 2006, Wissink, Düvell and 

van Eerdewijck 2013). Although the so-called European refugee crisis of 2015, when large 

numbers of refugees from countries such as Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq arrived at the EU by 

crossing the Mediterranean or overland through Southeastern Europe, has re-ignited public and 

policy discourse on transit migration due to fears of large numbers of migrants arriving in 

Europe (Oelgemöller 2017; Phillips and Missbach 2017), research conducted into the decision-
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making processes of migrants on the crisis continues to problematize the notion of migrants 

setting out with intentions of onward movement, and to migrate to the EU (e.g Collyer 2015, 

Crawley 2016, Crawley et al 2017). As Oelgemöller (2017) argues this portrayal is driven by 

a perceived threat in Europe.  

 

Central to the operation of transit migration is what Oelgemöller (2011:407)  terms ‘premature 

labelling’ which is ‘the imposition of judico-political status from one sovereign state into the 

realm of another, assumes that people are illegal immigrants — either trafficked or smuggled 

— before they have even entered the territory of the state passing judgement of them’. In other 

words, transit migration is a discourse that pre-emptively illegalizes certain migrants in by 

virtue of their perceived migration intentions or threat of undesired arrival into Europe, before 

their arrival.  In this article I argue that it is within this juridico-political space of premature 

labelling that migrants become detainable (de Genova 2016) and deportable (de Genova 2002). 

Therefore, transit migration is central to the analysis of immigration detention in Turkey and 

for understanding the barriers to abolishing it.  

 

Turkey was the first country to be called ‘a country of transit migration’ in the aftermath of the 

Iranian Revolution during the Informal Consultations as part of the Intergovernmental 

Consultations of Asylum, Migration and Refugees (ICG) which began in 1985 (Içduygu 2005, 

Oelgemöller 2011). Turkey applied to accede to the EU in 1987, the same year as the Informal 

Consultations, and was recognised as a candidate for full membership in 1999. As a candidate 

state Turkey is expected to harmonise its migration and asylum policy with the acquis, EU 

Law. Transit migration as a ‘tool of governance’ (Oelgemöller 2011) has been central to 

Turkey’s immigration and asylum policies developed within the context of accession to the 

EU. These have included negotiations over lifting of the geographical limitation of the 1951 

UN Refugee Convention37 (thus enabling Turkey to offer asylum to refugees coming from 

outside of Europe), the signing of the readmission agreement measures for combating irregular 

migration and trafficking, and the restructuring of the visa system in accordance with the 

Schengen visa regime (Kirişçi 2009; Vukašinović 2011). Turkey has also adopted the language 

of transit migration in its official documents. In the official justification for the LFIP provided 

in 2013, Turkish authorities claim that the law was necessary given Turkey’s transition from 

                                                                 
37 Turkey is signatory to the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol but it has maintained 

the ‘geographical limitation’ clause, which restricts its protection obligations only to individuals who become refugees ‘as a 

result of events occurring in Europe’. Thus, asylum seekers in Turkey coming from non-European countries are admitted to 

the temporary asylum procedure in Turkey but cannot get refugee status under Turkish law. 
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being a transit country to a destination as a result of ‘its increasing economic prowess and 

stability’. In official documentation the Turkish migration authorities still refer to Turkey as a 

country of transit migration as well as a country of destination (e.g. DGMM 2017). 

 

Immigration Detention in the harmonisation process 

The harmonisation process enables standardisation of regulations and norms to ensure the 

eventual incorporation of candidate states within the boundaries of the EU. As such is a process 

of boundary negotiation. Babül (2017) describes the harmonisation process as part of Turkey’s 

accession to the EU ‘as a pedagogical process, which revolves around the uneven yet dynamic 

process between the learner and learned’. Transit migration can be viewed as part of the 

pedagogical process on defining and managing irregular migration.  

 

The process of harmonisation has been ongoing without the certitude that Turkey will become 

a member state. Negotiations with EU have been long drawn with negotiations on various 

chapters being stopped and started. Turkey has resisted elements of the harmonisation process 

that relate to its status as a country of transit migration (e.g. Baklacıoğlu 2009; Üstübici 2019; 

Vukašinović 2011). Negotiations in these areas of resistance have allowed Turkey to leverage 

its status a country of transit migration. Thus, the mobilities of migrants that are labelled as the 

most problematic within the discourse of transit migration, are beneficial bargaining tools for 

Turkey in its negotiations with the EU.  

 

The transit migration paradigm is a ‘governance tool’ (Oelgemöller 2011) directed at transit 

states. The transit migration paradigm shifts responsibility and blame onto the transit states to 

manage their borders so as to prevent unwanted migrants entering EU borders. Readmission 

agreements are expressions of this paradigm. The readmission agreement between EU and 

Turkey obliges Turkey to readmit migrants who have passed through Turkey before entering 

Europe irregularly. Turkey has long resisted signing the agreement for fear of becoming a 

‘dumping ground for Europe’s unwanted migrants’ (Kirişçi 2008). Scepticism on the part of 

Turkish authorities was especially informed by the fact that Turkey was the only country in the 

process of negotiating membership to be asked to sign a readmission agreement. The 

readmission agreement especially significant in the aftermath of the Syrian humanitarian crisis 

as the pressure. The readmission agreement was signed in 2013 with the promise of the 

liberalisation of the visa regime for Turks entering Europe and the re-opening of negotiations 

on Chapter 24 of the acquis on ‘Justice, Freedom and Security.’ It also formed the legal basis 
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of the 1:1 scheme under the EU-Turkey Agreement of 18 March 2016, whereby all new 

irregular migrants crossing from Turkey to the Greek Islands would be returned to Turkey, and 

for every Syrian returned to Turkey, another Syrian would be resettled to the EU. Turkey 

unilaterally suspended the readmission agreement with the EU in July 2019, after many threats 

to do so since it was signed such as delays in the visa liberalisation process an insufficiency of 

funds.38   

 

This signing and suspending of the readmission agreement is important for the purpose of this 

article for two reasons. Firstly, it demonstrates how the discourse on transit has become 

embedded in Turkish migration policy. In its reference to readmission agreements, the DGMM 

in its annual report claims that ‘states should take responsibility for irregular migrants who use 

their territories as transit routes and avoid activities that may cause harm to their neighbours’ 

(DGMM 2017: 60, my own translation). Readmission agreements are thus described as a 

means through which transit states ‘take responsibility for problems caused in their own 

territories’ (Ibid.). The commitment taking responsibility for actions of irregular migrants who 

‘may cause harm to neighbours’ (Ibid.) demonstrates that internalisation of the logic of 

‘premature labelling’ of migrants for future actions they have not yet undertaken. Secondly, 

the readmission agreement, resulted in the detention of 1959 migrants returned from Greece 

while it was in place39 and if re-instated would continue to do so.  

 

Turkey’s continued refusal to lift the geographical limitation on the 1951 UN Refugee 

Convention means that it offers temporary protection to approximately 3.7 million Syrian and 

several tens of thousands of Iraqi and Afghan asylum seekers 40 among other nationalities on 

its territory. The temporary protection regime further reinforces its position as a country of 

transit migration in three ways which expands on its function of premature labelling 

(Oelgemöller 2011) to intersect with international protection.  

 

Firstly, it explicitly designates the residence asylum seekers as ‘temporary’. The DGMM 

describes the protection system to which Syrian and non-Syrian asylum seekers are admitted 

to as temporary protection until there is a possibility of resettlement to a third country or a 

                                                                 
38  “The readmission agreement with EU no longer functional Ankara says”. Daily Sabah. July 23, 2019. Available at: 

https://www.dailysabah.com/eu-affairs/2019/07/23/readmission-agreement-with-eu-no-longer-functional-ankara-says 
39 https://www.goc.gov.tr/geri-alim 
40 I use the term asylum seeker here to refer to anyone who has sought or attempted to seek asylum in Turkey in order to avoid 

the confusion between the different protection categories offered by the Turkish state.  
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return is possible. Syrian and non-Syrian asylum seekers are treated differently. Syrians, 

referred to as ‘guests’, are admitted under the ‘temporary protection regime’. The protection 

claims of ‘non-Syrians’ are assessed as ‘conditional refugees’. The DGMM defines conditional 

refugee as ‘a person who as a result of events occurring outside European countries alleges to 

be subject to conditions which are stated in definition of refugee and applies for international 

protection in Turkey until he/she is resettled to a third country.’41 It is possible for Syrians to 

obtain Turkish citizenship. As of December 2019, approximately 110.000 Syrians acquired 

citizenship, of whom 53.000 were adults and remainder were children.42 Naturalisation may 

occur under three circumstances: legal continuous residency for five years, marriage to a 

Turkish citizen and under ‘exceptional circumstances.’ In citizenship applications, time spent 

with temporary protection may not count towards fulfilling the five-year residency 

requirements for citizenship. Temporary protection status holders can apply for citizenship 

under ‘exceptional circumstances procedure’. The criteria for eligibility and the decision-

making for acquiring citizenship is opaque and appears to extend only to some high-skilled 

professionals such as doctors, engineers and teachers (ECRE 2020).43 Therefore citizenship is 

still out of the reach of many Syrian refugees. Furthermore, children of Syrian refugees born 

in Turkey risk becoming stateless due to discriminatory nationality laws in Syria and loss of 

documentation during flight.44 Refugee and subsidiary protection are temporary by nature 

because surrogate protection host states offer is intended to until the persons of concern are no 

longer refugees by either becoming citizens of the receiving country or are able to return to 

their countries of nationality. The temporariness of the Turkish system, however, means that 

there is limited opportunity for rights of asylum seekers to increase the level of attachment to 

the state grows as would be the case in Turkey as a state party to the Refugee Convention if 

the geographical limitation was lifted (Hathaway 2005).  

 

Secondly, the temporary nature of protection and the lack of access to services in Turkey puts 

incentives for irregular onward movement in place for persons seeking permanent protection. 

Migration decisions are complex and informed by a number of circumstances. However, the 

limitations of the asylum system in Turkey has been cited as a contributing factor that informs 

                                                                 
41. https://en.goc.gov.tr/conditional-refugee 
42 See for instance: https://multeciler.org.tr/turkiyedeki-suriyeli-sayisi/  
43 See press briefing by Turkish Minister of Interior Süleyman Soylu on August 2, 2019 available 

at:  https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/turkey-granted-citizenship-to-over-92-000-syrians-145480 
44 Institute on Statelessness and Inclusion and European Network on Statelessness. 2020. Joint Submission to the Human 

Rights Council at the 35th Session of the Universal Periodic Review. (Third Cycle, January 2020) Available at: 

https://www.statelessness.eu/sites/www.statelessness.eu/files/attachments/resources/ENS-

ISI_UPR%20Submission%20Turkey.pdf 

https://multeciler.org.tr/turkiyedeki-suriyeli-sayisi/
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the decisions of migrants to leave Turkey (e.g. Crawley et al 2017; Kuschminder 2017; Oner 

and Genc 2015). Both Syrian (e.g. Baban, Ilcan and Rygel 2017) and non-Syrian refugees 

(Leghtas and Sullivan 2017) face many challenges in Turkey as a result of the precarity and 

forms of exlusion inherent in the asylum system. The situation of non-Syrians is reported to 

have worsened significantly after UNHCR transferred registration and status determination for 

non-Syrian asylum seekers to the DGMM (e.g. ECRE 2020; Leghtas and Thea 2018).  

 

Thirdly, the asylum system increases the likelihood of irregular residence of asylum seekers in 

two ways: through barriers accessing the system and residency requirements of the system.  As 

irregular stay in countries bordering the EU signifies the potential to engage in irregular travel 

in the discourses of transit migration (Collyer, Düvell and de Hess. 2012), the asylum system 

can be said to be expanding on the category of transit migrants through a logic of premature 

labelling in this third way. Non-Syrian asylum seekers have faced challenges in registering 

their applications for international protection after UNHCR has transferred the duties of 

registration to the DGMM. Afghan asylum seekers, for instance, have reported difficulties 

registering their asylum applications and obtaining identity cards (e.g. Leghtas and Thea 2018) 

and are thus ‘kept as unregistered irregular migrants’ (ECRE 2020: 33). Large numbers of 

Syrian and non-Syrian asylum seekers live outside of their satellite cities, particularly in 

Istanbul, to access employment and services not available to them otherwise (e.g Leghtas 2019) 

or be closer to family members.  Asylum seekers found not to be complying with residency 

requirements, such as leaving their satellite cities without authorisation or overstaying their 30-

day permit can be said to be residing in Turkey irregularly. The International Protection 

Applicant Identification Card asylum seekers are issued with to prove their status in Turkey is 

valid only in province the document was issued. Their application for international protection 

may be withdrawn if they fail to comply with residency requirements as asylum seekers will 

be considered to have withdrawn their application for protection if not residing in their satellite 

cities.45 Although the LFIP does not allow for the detention of asylum seekers for the purpose 

of removal to their cities of residence, it is a commonly reported practice (ECRE 2020). In July 

2019, for example, over 4000 registered Syrian temporary protection status holders were 

detained in Istanbul for the stated purpose of repatriating them to their satellite cities.46  

 

                                                                 
45 LFIP Article 77(1)(ç)  
46. ‘Turkey: Mass Detention Following Istanbul Push for Return of Refugees to “Satellite Cities”’ August 30, 2019. Available 

at: https://www.ecre.org/turkey-mass-detention-following-istanbul-push-for-return-of-refugees-to-satellite-cities/ 



 

 17 

Discussion: Barriers to the abolition of immigration detention in Turkey 

 

Academic research and social activism in Turkey have so far focused on issues such as 

xenophobia and racism towards migrants and refugees, the harms of the asylum system, and 

deportation (e.g. Ataç et. al 2017). Immigration detention and arguments for its abolition has 

received relatively less attention, although detention features in each of these aspects of Turkish 

immigration and asylum addressed in this literature. This relative lack of attention to detention 

practices reflects the normalisation of immigration detention in Turkey. I argue that the barrier 

to abolishing immigration detention lies in the role of immigration detention for Turkey in 

leveraging its position as a country of transit migration.   

 

Understanding barriers to immigration detention require understanding the function of 

immigration detention. Governments may deploy immigration detention as a tool for deterring 

migrants or to signal control over borders to national audiences (Silverman and Aiken, this 

issue). The role of immigration detention as a deterrent to migrants or a signal of control 

towards domestic audiences of control does not appear a significant rationale for immigration 

detention in Turkey. In press and government reports on the apprehension and deportation of 

irregular migrants on Turkey’s borders, the role of immigration and the detention estate in 

achieving these acts is underemphasised. The legal purpose of immigration detention is to 

ascertain the identity of applicants for international protection and ensure deportation. While 

detention is a necessary step for deportation, the discrepancy between the number of 

apprehensions and deportations suggests that detainees are not always deported.47 Research 

demonstrates that some detainees are released with deportation orders and those deported may 

return back to Turkey (e.g. Author 2016). As such migrants in transit contexts who are unable 

or unwilling to return to their countries of nationality but are also unable to leave may become 

‘stuck in mobility’ (Hess 2012). Furthermore, while the detention estate has grown 

significantly recently and numbers of deportations have increased, the capacity for detention 

would nevertheless appear low relative to the population of irregular migrants apprehended 

each year.48  

 

                                                                 
47 The DGMM reports that as of October 2019, 72.029 foreign nationals were deported in 2019. 

(https://www.goc.gov.tr/duzensiz-gocle-mucadele-araliksiz-devam-ediyor). The number of foreign nationals apprehended in 

Turkey as of December 2019 is 448.938 (https://www.goc.gov.tr/duzensiz-goc-istatistikler).  
48 The capacity for detention is reported to be 20.000 (https://www.goc.gov.tr/geri-gonderme-merkezleri33), which is well 

below the numbers of the foreign nationals that are apprehended which number more than 400.000 in 2019 

(https://www.goc.gov.tr/duzensiz-goc-istatistikler). 
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While detention in Turkey is important domestically for facilitation deportation, I argue that 

barriers to its abolition must also be sought in its function internationally, both as a part of the 

harmonization process and of Turkish negotiation with the EU over issues such as membership 

status, support for refugees and its military strategy in Syria. Drawing on Mainwaring and 

Silverman (2017)’s conceptualization of ‘detention-as-spectacle’, I argue that immigration 

detention in Turkey is a form a ‘border spectacle’ for an international audience primarily 

constituted of EU states. Much like Mainwaring and Silverman’s (Ibid: 33) example of Malta, 

Turkey’s detention spectacle signals ‘simultaneous chaos and control’ to an international 

audience. Turkey’s repeated threats opening up its borders to allow migrants passage to Europe 

since 2015 exemplify such spectacles. These threats have taken place against the backdrop of 

increased migrant apprehensions, thus signalling ‘simultaneous chaos and control’ (Ibid.). The 

In 2016, President Erdoğan threatened to open the ‘border gates’ in response to a temporary 

break to EU membership talks.49 After the meeting between the heads of the EU states and 

Turkey on 29 March 2016 where the earmarking of 3 billion Euros for Turkey was announced, 

for instance, almost 3000 migrants who were attempting the journey to Lesvos were detained.50 

In July 2019 the same month when the readmission agreement was suspended with the EU, the 

Governorate of Istanbul began a mass campaign of detention and deportation of irregular 

migrants and Syrian refugees residing in Istanbul without authorisation, which resulted in over 

16.000 detentions Removal Centres in August.51 The DGMM boasted that Turkey has reached 

its highest levels of migrant apprehensions in a year in 2019 and of a single month in September 

2019 in its pursuit of combatting irregular migration.52 The following month in October 2019, 

President Erdoğan again threatened to allow Syrians refugees passage to Europe in response to 

criticism of his plan for the ‘safe zone’ in Syria and perceived lack of support towards Turkey.53  

 

President Erdoğan’s announcement on February 27, 2020 that Turkey ‘would not stop’ 

                                                                 
49 Caroline Mortimer, ‘President Erdogan: I will open gates for migrants to enter Europe if EU blocks membership talks’, 

The Independent, November 25, 2019, Available at:  

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/president-erdogan-turkey-eu-membership-migrants-refugees-europe-

warning-a7438316.html 
50 Doğan News Agency. ‘2,933 migrants detained in four days in Turkey’s West’, Hürriyet Daily News, December 14, 2015 

http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/Default.aspx?pageID=238&nID=92074&NewsCatID=341; Özkan, Yusuf and Ali 

Çelikkan, ‘Parayı görünce düğmeye basıldı’, Cumhuriyet, December 2, 2015,  

http://www.cumhuriyet.com.tr/haber/turkiye/439281/Parayi_gorunce_dugmeye_basildi.html 
51 ‘16-bin-423-multeci-istanbuldan-gonderildi’ Gazere Duvar. Available at:  

https://www.gazeteduvar.com.tr/turkiye/2019/08/27/16-bin-423-multeci-istanbuldan-gonderildi/ 
52 ‘Düzensiz Göçle Mücadele Aralıksız Devam Ediyor’. DGMM. October 15, 2019. Available at: 

https://www.goc.gov.tr/duzensiz-gocle-mucadele-araliksiz-devam-ediyor 
53 Chris Baynes, ‘Turkey’s Erdogan threatens to send millions of refugees to Europe unless it backs Syria ‘safe zone’, The 

Independent, October 26, 2019. Available at: 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/erdogan-syria-turkey-refugees-safe-zone-kurds-trump-europe-borders-

a9172311.html 

http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/Default.aspx?pageID=238&nID=92074&NewsCatID=341
http://www.cumhuriyet.com.tr/haber/turkiye/439281/Parayi_gorunce_dugmeye_basildi.html


 

 19 

migrants trying to reach Europe is the latest and perhaps the boldest example of the Turkish 

border spectacle buttressed by detention. President Erdoğan’s made his announcement after the 

Turkish Army sustained 33 fatalities during a single attack in Syria’s Idlib Province as part of 

the ‘Operation Spring Shield’. Shortly after his announcement migrants began arriving at the 

‘Pazarkule’ border crossing between Turkey and Greece. These movements were also 

orchestrated by Turkish authorities who ‘facilitated and encouraged the movement of asylum 

seekers and migrants’ to the Pazarkule border crossing (Amnesty International 2020:10). A 

settlement emerged around the crossing as migrants made attempts at crossing the border. 

Greece responded to these developments with a temporary suspension of the asylum system, 

practices of arbitrary detention and violent pushbacks from the border (Ibid.). Turkish 

authorities began dismantling the camp that emerged on the border on March 19, 2020 amid 

fears of the spread of Covid-1954, declaring the camp shut on March 27, 2020 (Ibid.; Çoban 

2020). During the disbanding of the camp, migrants were taken to Istanbul and across different 

locations in Turkey (Ibid.). Turkish authorities orchestrated this border spectacle by mobilising 

migrants as pawns for political gains. Detention made this border spectacle possible by 

enabling authorities to exert a degree of control over the spectacle from start to end. It was 

reported, for instance, that some of the initial migrants to arrive on the Greek border were first 

detained and then taken to the border.55 After the settlement was disbanded some migrants were 

held in quarantine in removal centres (Çoban 2020). The Minister of Interior announced that 

5.800 migrants were taken from Pazarkule to be ‘housed as guests’ in Removal Centres across 

9 different locations.56 Some of these migrants were issued deportation orders upon release.57 

While hundreds of migrants after being released following the 14-day quarantine period were 

sent to the Removal Centre in Izmir on Turkey’s Aegean Coast where they were detained for 

two days.58  

 

İşleyen (2017) argues Turkey has internalised EU borders through its asylum and migration 

                                                                 
54 Hikmet Adal ‘Refugees at Turkey-Greece Border Being Sent to Istanbul Esenler Bus Terminal’ Bianet. March 20, 2020. 

Available at: http://bianet.org/english/migration/221670-refugees-at-turkey-greece-border-being-sent-to-istanbul-esenler-

bus-terminal 
55 “Geri Gönderme Merkezinde Zorla Sınıra Götürülüyoruz Çığlığı” Müteci Net. March 4, 2020 Available at: 

http://multeci.net/2020/03/geri-gonderme-merkezinde-zorla-sinira-goturuluyoruz-cigligi/?fbclid=IwAR36nKG-

DZXlCCEplpcnJWcta_cWWBJq_4E1isiUcxbJYf8xdo68vm4F4kM 
56 “Çadırlar yakıldı, Pazarkule boşaltıldı: Yunanistan sınırındaki mülteciler sessiz sedasız illere götürüldü”. Sendika.Org. 

March 28, 2020. Available at: https://sendika63.org/2020/03/cadirlar-yakildi-pazarkule-bosaltildi-yunanistan-sinirindaki-

multeciler-sessiz-sedasiz-illere- goturuldu-581793/ 
57 Burcu Karakaş “Bir göçememe hikâyesi: ‘Her yere gidiyoruz, bir yere yetişemiyoruz’”, DW, April, 23, 2020. Available 

at: 

https://www.dw.com/tr/bir-göçememe-hikâyesi-her-yere-gidiyoruz-bir-yere-yetişemiyoruz/a-53221085 
58 “Karantina sonrası İzmir’e getirilen mülteciler kaldıkları illere yollandı.”Müteci Medyası, April 14, 2020.  

https://multecimedyasi.org/2020/04/14/kamplardan-izmire-getirilen-multeciler-gemiye-bindirecegiz-diye-kandirdilar/ 

http://bianet.org/english/migration/221670-refugees-at-turkey-greece-border-being-sent-to-istanbul-esenler-bus-terminal
http://bianet.org/english/migration/221670-refugees-at-turkey-greece-border-being-sent-to-istanbul-esenler-bus-terminal
https://sendika63.org/2020/03/cadirlar-yakildi-pazarkule-bosaltildi-yunanistan-sinirindaki-multeciler-sessiz-sedasiz-illere-%20goturuldu-581793/
https://sendika63.org/2020/03/cadirlar-yakildi-pazarkule-bosaltildi-yunanistan-sinirindaki-multeciler-sessiz-sedasiz-illere-%20goturuldu-581793/
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policy. Removal Centres act as physical manifestations of these of these internalized borders. 

Transit migration creates the category ‘detainable’ (De Genova 2016) non-citizens through its 

logic of ‘premature labelling’ (Oelgemöller 2011). It underpins the policy and legislative 

framework for what De Genova (2016) refers to as the ‘economy of detention’: distribution of 

state power in selecting whom to detain and maybe deport among all the foreign nationals who 

could be detained or deported. This paper argues that it is in the international dimension of 

‘economy of detention’ in Turkey that the barriers to abolish it are situation. How the Turkish 

authorities mobilise their powers to detain foreign nationals and choose which foreign nationals 

to detain is determined within Turkey’s geopolitical positioning vis-à-vis Europe. 

 

A key criticism of immigration detention, and an argument for its abolition, is that detention 

criminalises and punishes foreign nationals who have moral and legal claims of belonging to 

the countries they are detained in. As De Genova (2016:1) argues, detention of migrants is 

‘incarceration on the basis of little more than their sheer existential predicament as 

“undesirable” non-citizens.’ The categories of detainable specific national context perpetuating 

structural violence based on intersection of factors such as race, ethnicity, class and gender (e.g 

Garcia-Hernandez 2017; Griffiths 2015, Turnbull 2018). The discourse of transit migration 

further weakens non-citizens’ moral, legal or social claims belonging to Turkey. Migrants 

typically thought of as being in transit who, for instance, have been immobilized through 

European border regimes despite intentions of onwards movement or who have revised their 

intentions of onward movement (e.g. Suter 2012; Schapendonk 2013) are permanently 

detainable. Within this paradigm such migrants are seen as having no intention or opportunity 

for settling in Turkey since the intention of onward movement or return is paramount to the 

definition of transit migration. 

 

Transit migration is Euro-centric policy tool that identifies migrants on the fringes on Europe 

whose presence was unwanted within Europe (e.g. Collyer, Düvell and de Hess 2012; 

Oelgemöller 2011, 2017). In response to Syrian humanitarian crisis and persisting conflict and 

insecurity in its neighbouring regions, Turkey has continued to uphold the geographical 

limitation of the 1951 Refugee Convention. By doing so, Turkey has denied pathways to 

permanent residence to large numbers of refugees on its territories and erected barriers to 

accessing effective international protection or settlement. Thus, the category of detainable non-

citizens ‘in transit’ has expanded to include those in the asylum system and persons who come 

from countries with ongoing conflict and insecurity such as Afghanistan, Iraq and Palestine 
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who cannot access international protection in Turkey. This population is detainable in Turkey 

in part because they are perceived as a threat in Europe. To challenge immigration detention in 

Turkey it is therefore necessary to address the exclusionary logic of externalisation which 

govern multi-faceted levels of ‘precarious inclusion’ (Rytter and Ghandchi 2020) into Turkish 

society (Baban, Ilcan and Rygel 2017; Üstübici 2019).  

 

Conclusion 

 

In focusing on immigration detention in Turkey, this article sought to call attention to the 

international dimensions barriers to the abolition immigration detention. Immigration detention 

has become a normalized practice of border management frequently justified as a measure of 

national security in countries typically seen as ‘destination countries’. Arguments for the 

abolition of immigration detention in response to the practices of immigration detention of non-

citizens particularly along racial identities and harms caused detainees (Benslimane and 

Mofette 2019; Garcia-Hernandez 2017; Silverman and Aiken, this issue) are also relevant for 

Turkey. The discourse of transit migration has created a group of ‘detainable’ migrants by 

weakening claims of belonging to Turkey. A further challenge of putting forward an agenda to 

abolish immigration detention in Turkey is that detention is the manifestation of internalised 

EU borders and accompanying restrictive rhetoric and policy practices. Turkey’s ability and 

willingness to detain migrants unwanted within European territories has become an 

indispensable tool in its negotiations with the EU both as part of the formal harmonisation 

process as well as border spectacles directed at the EU.  
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Izmir Bar Association. 2017. İzmir Geri Gönderme Merkezlerinde Adalete Erişim Hakkı 
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