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ABSTRACT

Discussions of transit migration in Europe 
and its peripheries are not simply descriptions 
of an existing reality, but to some extent also a 
part of the process of constructing that reality 
in such a way that discursive practices enable 
policy statements to conceptualise and talk 
about this phenomenon. The main goal of this 
paper is to explore this process through the 
politicisation of transit migration in Europe, 
with a particular focus on Turkey. The essay 
fi rst documents the irregular and transit 
migration experience of Turkey in the last 
thirty years with the help of several data sets. 
It particularly emphasises that there is a 
reality of transit migration in Turkey, but that 
there also exists other forms of irregular 
labour migration. The paper focuses on transit 
migration in Europe in the next section. It 
draws attention to the rather ironic fact that, 
while most European countries have adopted 
a range of restrictive control systems against 
incoming migrant fl ows, especially in the 
wake of September 11, their economies have 
been able to absorb thousands of irregular 
migrants. An important consequence of the 
economisation and securitisation of the 
European international migratory regime has 
been the politicisation of transit migration, 
precipitating an obsession with transit 
migration on the peripheries of the continent. 
Drawing on the insights from this discussion 
on politicisation of transit migration, in the 
following section, the paper examines the way 
in which transit migration in Turkey has been 
approached in Europe in the context of the 

country’s accession negotiation process with 
the European Union. Copyright © 2010 John 
Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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INTRODUCTION

At the heart of the debate on the phenom-
enon of transit migration is the evident 
case of Europe and its proximate regions. 

Discussions of transit migration in Europe and its 
peripheries are not simply descriptions of an 
existing reality, but to some extent are also a part 
of the process of constructing that reality in such 
a way that discursive practices enable policy 
statements to conceptualise and talk about such 
a phenomenon (Düvell, 2006a,b,c). This observa-
tion does not mean that we have to discard con-
ventional analytical and empirical frameworks 
that deal with the reality of transit migration. 
Rather, in order to have a more informed view 
of this phenomenon, we need to work with 
theoretical abstractions and discursive de-
constructions – that is, we should take a multidi-
mensional analytical approach to the study of 
transit migration. At the core of these theoretical 
and discursive ideas lies a new aspect of the long-
standing politicisation of the international migra-
tion system in the European Union (EU): its 
securitisation and the combination of securitisation 
with economisation. Thus, our core argument is 
that the political construction of transit migration 
in the European sphere should be interpreted 
through the intertwined processes of securitisa-
tion and economisation of international migra-
tory regimes, which are not only becoming more 
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restrictive and selective, but also more dynamic 
and multifaceted. This means that these interna-
tional regimes are often shaped by a complex, 
interacting, and even confl icting mixture of secu-
rity concerns (securitisation) and economic inter-
ests (economisation) in the migratory regimes of 
major receiving countries. It is within this context 
that, for instance, international migratory fl ows 
directed towards European countries seem to 
include a signifi cant proportion of migrants who 
fi rst came to the peripheral zones of Europe (such 
as Eastern Europe, Western Asia, or Northern 
Africa), with the intent to enter the continent 
from there (I

.
çduygu, 2000; Kaytaz, 2006; 

Papadopoulou-Kourkoula, 2008). Turkey consti-
tutes one of those transit zones for international 
migrants who intend to enter Europe.

The main goal of this paper is to explore the 
way in which the political construction of transit 
migration is associated with the processes of 
securitisation and economisation of international 
migratory regimes in Europe and its peripheries, 
through the case of Turkey. In doing this, our 
objective is to contribute to the unpacking of the 
notion of transit migration, by emphasising the 
connections between this notion and political 
preoccupations in Europe (Collyer et al., 2012), 
and its blurred boundaries and mixing with 
other forms of irregular migration (Düvell, 
201 ).

The essay begins by documenting the irregular 
and transit migration experience of Turkey in the 
last 30 years, with the help of a data set on the 
apprehension of irregular migrants, as provided 
by the security forces, as well as the fi ndings of 
several surveys. We show in this section that 
there is indeed a reality of transit migration in 
Turkey en route to EU countries, but that there 
are also other irregular migration fl ows such as 
circular labour migration, and that sometimes, 
transit migration and asylum seekers’ fl ows may 
be entangled. The goal of the next section is to 
unpack the notions of transit and irregular migra-
tion in Europe by demonstrating the economisa-
tion and securitisation of migration in the 
continent. In the following section, this investiga-
tion on the politicisation of migration in Europe 
helps us examine the way in which transit migra-
tion through Turkey is debated and represented. 
In the past decade, the implications of transit 
migration for Turkey’s EU membership accession 
process have received considerable policy and 

scholarly attention. Turkey has recently imple-
mented a number of policy changes in its migra-
tory regimes, changes that have been shaped by 
the dynamics and mechanisms of the Turkey-EU 
relationship. Through a discussion of these pro-
cesses, the essay seeks to relate the phenomenon 
of irregular and transit migration in Turkey to the 
wider context of the international migratory 
regimes around Europe.

IRREGULAR MIGRATION IN TURKEY: 
COMPLEX PHENOMENA AND 
BLURRED CATEGORIES

Turkey has long been defi ned as a ‘country of 
emigration’ based on labour migration to West 
European countries since the early 1960s. But this 
label no longer accurately captures Turkey’s 
international migration experience. Today, 
Turkey is also a ‘country of immigration’, as a 
result of intense migratory movements over the 
last two decades (I

.
çduygu, 2003, 2006; I

.
çduygu 

and Kirişci, 2009). In fact, migratory fl ows 
towards Turkey are not a new phenomenon; 
immigration has existed since the early years of 
the Republic. However, the migratory practices 
of these early periods followed a course substan-
tially different from the migratory practices of 
recent times, both in nature and scale.

International migratory movements towards 
Turkey during the process of nation-state build-
ing were comprised mostly of ethnic Turks and 
Muslims living in neighbouring countries. In 
contrast to the early years of the Republic, in 
recent years Turkey has seen fl ows of migrant 
groups of diverse ethnic and religious back-
grounds and national origins migrating for 
various purposes. Ongoing immigration to 
Turkey of persons qualifi ed as aliens has altered 
Turkey’s position in the international migration 
system in Europe. Turkey’s former singular posi-
tion as a ‘migrant-sending country’ (which until 
recently continued due to family reunifi cation 
and the fl ow of asylum-seekers) is now being 
supplemented with that of a ‘migrant-receiving 
country’. More recently, Turkey has also become 
a transit country (transit zone) for migrants 
seeking to reach a third country. International 
migratory movements to Turkey since the end of 
the 1970s have included transit migrants, ir regular 
migrant workers, asylum-seekers, and refugees 
(Kirişci, 2002a; I

.
çduygu, 2003, 2006; Kaytaz, 2006; 
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Papadopoulou-Kourkoula, 2008). In addition, 
legal migration of professionals and retirees is 
also taking place.

As in other areas of the world, the intensity 
of the globalisation process has contributed to 
Turkey’s transformation into a ‘migrant-receiving’ 
and ‘transit’ country. Thus, Turkey’s international 
migration system, which to a large extent is an 
integral part of the European migratory system, 
has become rather complex, involving irregular 
migrants, transit migrants, asylum-seekers, refu-
gees, and at times, persons of regular (legal) 
migrant status. In a way, several international 
migratory systems have come to overlap in Turkey: 
regular and irregular migration between the Com-
monwealth of Independent States (CIS) and 
Turkey; circular labour migration from CIS coun-
tries; and fl ows of transit migrants, asylum-
seekers, and refugees from Iraq and Iran en route 
to Western Europe and North America.

Some of these migratory movements are closely 
related to Turkey’s geographical proximity to the 
countries of origin, but there are other important 
reasons as well. Political issues and security con-
cerns arising in neighbouring countries (e.g. Iran 
and Iraq) have been among the main reasons 
driving people to migrate to Turkey, whereas in 
other cases, economic collapse in the country of 
origin (e.g. the poorer republics of the CIS), but 
also a cultural affi nity with Turkey (as in the case 
of Turkish-speaking or Muslim groups from the 
CIS) are the main reasons behind the migrants’ 
choice of Turkey. Yet, while some see Turkey as 
their main destination country, others consider it 
only as a temporary station on their way to fi nal 
destinations in the North and West. Turkey’s 
position as a transit route partly derives from its 
geographical location at the crossroads of Asia, 
Europe, and Africa, but this transit position in 
part is also politically constructed. In the wake of 
EU expansion, Turkey has come to constitute 
both the sea and land border of the EU in the 
southeast. Its relatively lax migration regime, the 
diffi culty of patrolling its rugged land borders 
with Iran and Iraq in the East, the history of 
illegal border-crossings both in the East and the 
Southeast (across from Syria) – these all make 
Turkey a prime location for transit en route to the 
well-protected borders of the EU.

We will examine the above-described patterns 
of migration to Turkey under the general rubric 
of irregular migration, referring to forms of 

international mobility, several aspects of which 
are not legally regulated or documented. We will 
discuss irregular migration under three separate 
headings, based on the purpose and manner of 
migration as (a) transit migration, (b) shuttle or 
circular migration, and (c) asylum-seeker and 
refugee movements. Regular migration, which 
falls outside the scope of this paper, comprises 
persons who arrive in Turkey for employment or 
academic purposes, often with their family 
members, and who have the necessary residence 
and work permits (see Table 1). Our goal here is 
to emphasise that there is a reality of transit 
migration in Turkey, but also that we should not 
lose sight of other forms of irregular migration 
such as circular labour migration and asylum 
seeking.

It is a formidable task to obtain suffi cient and 
reliable data for determining the volume and 
trends of irregular migratory movements. Never-
theless, there are some indicative estimates avail-
able. For example, it is possible to comment on 
the extent of irregular migration towards Turkey 
by evaluating the fi gures concerning persons 
apprehended on charges of irregular migration, 
for which data is compiled by the Bureau for 
Foreigners, Borders, and Asylum within the 
Directorate of General Security of the Ministry of 
the Interior. This form of migration substantially 
accelerated from the mid-1990s to the early 2000s. 
Whereas in 1995, just over 11,000 irregular 
migrants were apprehended, and in 1996, 19,000, 
this fi gure reached 47,000 in 1999; by 2000, it was 
over 94,000 (Table 1). It is likely that this increase 
over the course of the 1990s is partly due to the 
increase in the number of migrants, and partly a 
result of improvements in law enforcement. 
Starting in 2001, the number of detained irregular 
migrants declined: this fi gure, nearly 83,000 in 
2002, dropped below 50,000 in the year 2005, but 
again rose to nearly 52,000 in 2006, and to almost 
66,000 in 2008 (Table 1). Given that these fi gures 
represent only apprehended irregular migrants, 
it is likely that the scale of irregular migration 
through Turkey is in fact much higher.

Considering the countries of origin of irregular 
migrants,1 we argue that those migrants appre-
hended on the eastern and southern borders of 
Turkey intended to use Turkey as a bridge to 
reach their destination countries in the West and 
North, and therefore, are most likely transit 
migrants. Based on the data available on migrants 
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detained by security forces, it can be assumed 
that in the beginning of the 2000s, 51,000–57,000 
migrants annually intended to use Turkey as a 
transit country, while this fi gure has dropped to 
below 20,000 today. Most of these transit migrants 
enter Turkey illegally with the help of human 
smugglers and leave or attempt to leave Turkey 
using similar ways (I

.
çduygu and Toktaş, 2005). 

From 1996 to 2006, almost 620,000 irregular 
migrants were apprehended in Turkey; nearly 
52% of these seemed to be transit migrants 
according to the assumptions stated above 
(Table 1).2 Over this period, the most important 
fi ve source countries of migrants, mostly 
transit migrants, were: Iraq (114,000), Pakistan 
(51,000), Afghanistan (38,000), Iran (25,000), and 
Bangladesh (20,000) (Table 2).

A new data set compiled by the General 
Command of the Gendarmerie and the Coast 
Guard Command on irregular border-crossings 
since September 2006 provides us with some 
fi gures that implicitly refl ect the nature of transit 
migration through Turkey. This new information 
on irregular border-crossings complements the 
data on apprehended irregular migrants, as elab-
orated above. According to this data set, approxi-
mately 48,000 foreign citizens were apprehended 
in the period between September 2006 and Feb-
ruary 2007 as they violated the rules of border-
crossings in Turkey: more than one-fi fth were 
from Palestine, less than one-fi fth from Iraq, 
more than 10% from Afghanistan, another 10% 
from Mauritania, 9% from Pakistan, and 7% from 
Somalia (Table 3). Data have indicated that nearly 
four-fi fths of these irregular border-crosser were 
caught on the borders between Greece and 
Turkey or Bulgaria and Turkey, while they were 
departing; the remaining one-fi fth were appre-
hended on the eastern borders of Turkey (mostly 
on the Iraqi, Iranian, and Syrian borders), while 
they were entering Turkey (Table 4).

Shuttle or circular migration can also be con-
sidered part of the irregular migratory fl ows to 
Turkey. By shuttle migration, we refer to the 
mobility of persons making multiple trips to 
Turkey in search of economic opportunities. In 
circular migration, entry into Turkey is typically 
legal, but visas may be overstayed. Or, some 
people may engage in circular movements in 
order to avoid overstaying their visas.

One important mode of shuttle migration is 
the suitcase trade (or shuttle trade), primarily 
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from CIS countries. Suitcase trade is motivated 
by an effort to take advantage of the demand for 
and supply of various merchandise and cost dif-
ferentials – including taxes, tariffs, and transpor-
tation – between origin and destination countries. 
Although it is diffi cult to estimate the number 
of suitcase traders since they enter the country 
on tourist visas, it is likely that hundreds 
of thousands of people have visited Turkey 
annually for this purpose since the early 1990s 
(Yükseker, 2004).

Another signifi cant mode is the circular labour 
migration of people from the poorer republics of 
CIS as well as several Balkan countries, who 
arrive in Turkey on tourist visas to work infor-
mally in domestic services, the entertainment 
sector, sex work, construction, the tourism sector, 
agriculture, and garment workshops. Based on 
several case studies on specifi c groups or sectors, 
it is possible to say that the majority among these 
are women who hail from Romania, Bulgaria 
(Parla, 2007), Gagauzia (Keough, 2006; Eder, 
2007; Kaşka, 2009), Moldova (Ünal, 2008), the 
Ukraine, Azerbaijan, Armenia, Georgia, and 
Turkmenistan. As in the case of the suitcase trade, 
it is diffi cult to estimate the number of circular 
labour migrants. According to the above-
mentioned fi gures on apprehensions by security 
forces, the top fi ve source countries of circular 
irregular migrants are: Moldova (53,000), 
Romania (23,000), Georgia (18,000), Ukraine 
(18,000), and the Russian Federation (18,000) 
(Table 2).

In recent years, Turkish authorities have imple-
mented measures for regulating irregular migra-
tion; in the context of harmonising procedures 
with the EU, penalties for human traffi cking and 
smuggling have been increased, and the issue of 
protecting the borders is now dealt with more 
seriously.3 As a preliminary hypothesis, one may 
argue that these measures have been more effec-
tive in curbing transit migration, as the appre-
hension fi gures suggest (Table 2), and less 
effective in stemming irregular circular labour 
migration. This may be partly due to the fact that 
labour migrants most often enter Turkey legally, 
unlike many transit migrants. In fact, Turkey’s 
visa regime seems to contribute to irregular 
labour migration from the CIS, while it tends to 
prevent fl ows from various African and Asian 
countries and consequently pushes the citizens of 
these countries to enter the country illegally. For 

instance, Turkey implements relatively liberal 
visa regimes to CIS countries with many of which 
it has signifi cant cultural and economic relations; 
however, it has stricter visa requirements for 
many Asian, Middle Eastern, and sub-Saharan 
African countries (Brewer and Yükseker, 2009), 
partly because of the EU’s pressure to combat 
irregular migration and partly in order to control 
the infl ow of asylum-seekers (Kirişci, 2008). 
Another reason might be that, although periods 
of economic stagnation and intense unemploy-
ment may have made the Turkish labour and 
commodity markets less attractive for both suit-
case traders and some circular labour migrants, 
in the specifi c case of female domestic labour, the 
growing demand for elder and child care in 
middle-class urban homes continues to be a pull 
factor for migration.

As discussed above, Turkey as a transit zone 
between Asia, Europe, and Africa has become an 
important stopping point, or stepping stone, not 
only for transit migrants, but also for many 
asylum-seekers since the 1980s. Without a doubt, 
the political irregularities, problems and turmoil 
on its periphery make Turkey’s borders all the 
more open to entries for asylum purposes. A 
great majority of these asylum-seekers are citi-
zens of Iran and Iraq. Actually, this situation con-
stitutes a non-compliance with the geographical 
limitation clause notation that Turkey signed at 
the UN Geneva Convention of 1951. According 
to this limitation, Turkey would consider only 
asylum applications of persons from European 
countries.4 Although such a limitation is in effect, 
almost none of those who seek asylum in Turkey 
are European. Turkey’s geographical limitation 
makes the asylum regime in the country incon-
venient and causes serious criticism from the 
international community. As part of various 
measures to make its migration and asylum 
regimes conform to the Acquis Communautaire, 
Turkey has promised to the EU that it would 
eventually lift the geographical limitation. 
However, concerned that without this limitation 
it would become a ‘buffer zone’ (I

.
çduygu, 2007b; 

Kirişci, 2008) between Western Europe and coun-
tries in political turmoil, and that hence, it would 
be faced with a wave of asylum-seekers, Turkish 
authorities have tended to oppose the abrogation 
of this limitation clause until and unless concrete 
progress towards full EU membership has taken 
place. Nevertheless, in practice this limitation is 
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Table 5. Asylum applications in Turkey, 1997–2007.

Iranians Iraqis Other Total

Cases Persons Cases Persons Cases Persons Cases Persons

1997 746 1,392 1,275 2,939 83 117 2,104 4,448
1998 1,169 1,979 2,350 4,672 124 187 3,643 6,838
1999 2,069 3,843 1,148 2,472 184 290 3,401 6,605
2000 2,125 3,926 791 1,671 108 180 3,024 5,777
2001 1,841 3,485 497 998 372 709 2,710 5,177
2002 1,456 2,505 402 974 219 315 2,077 3,794
2003 1,715 3,092 159 342 373 514 2,247 3,948
2004 1,225 2,030 472 956 540 922 2,237 3,908
2005 1,021 1,716 490 1,047 753 1,151 2,264 3,914
2006 1,343 2,297 364 724 1,094 1,527 2,801 4,548
2007 1,024 1,668 1,738 3,470 1,651 2,502 4,413 7,640
Total 15,734 27,933 9,686 20,265 5,501 8,414 30,921 56,597

Source: Compiled by the authors from data obtained from the UNHCR Ankara Offi ce and Bureau for Foreigners, Borders, and 
Asylum at the Directorate of General Security of the Ministry of Interior.

only partially implemented: in the aftermath of 
the infl ux of Kurdish refugees from Northern 
Iraq in 1998 and 1991, Turkey started to grant 
temporary asylum to non-European asylum-
seekers. In cases where asylum-seekers are 
granted refugee status through a joint procedure 
of the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) and the Ministry of the Inte-
rior, the phase of re-settlement to a third country 
is initiated (Kirişci, 2002b).

Asylum-seeker and refugee movements have 
not constituted a signifi cant proportion of 
migrant infl ows into Turkey over the last two 
decades. Between 1997 and 2007, Turkey received 
only 31,000 asylum applications (Table 5). While 
the approximate annual number of asylum-
seekers towards the end of the 1990s had been 
6000, by around 2005 this fi gure dropped to 
below 4000. The greatest number of asylum 
applications to Turkey has come from Iran and 
Iraq. Of the asylum applications, 46% were fi led 
by Iranians and 44% by Iraqis. In 2000, nearly 
4000 Iranians and over 1600 Iraqis sought asylum 
in Turkey (I

.
çduygu and Toktaş, 2005). In 2006, 

asylum fi gures were less than 2300 for Iranians, 
and less than 800 for Iraqis. In 2007, with over 
4400 applicants, again a notable increase was 
observed in the number of asylum-seekers, in 
particular with the arrivals of people from Iraq 
and several African countries; when including 
their family members, this number was over 7600 
(Table 5). In fact, between 1997 and 2007, more 

than 27,000 of the total 56,000 asylum seekers 
(more than 48%) were granted refugee status and 
re-settled in countries such as the US and Canada. 
This means that their situation constituted a type 
of ‘legalised transit’, in the sense that they entered 
illegally but eventually left Turkey legally.5 
Several surveys indicate that the asylum applica-
tion process can take several years (e.g. I

.
çduygu, 

2003; Brewer and Yükseker, 2009). Currently, 
while more than 7000 refugees are waiting for 
resettlement, another 5000 asylum seekers are 
waiting for their status to be determined. This 
asylum procedure itself makes Turkey a transit 
country for those who have been granted refugee 
status and now wait for resettlement.

Based on the empirical evidence, one can also 
say that the movements of asylum-seekers and 
transit migrants often intermingle. A survey of 
African migrants in Istanbul indicated that 
African asylum-seekers remain in Turkey until 
and even after their cases are fi nally rejected and 
then attempt to illegally cross into Greece. In 
other words, asylum-seekers whose applications 
have been rejected turn into irregular transit 
migrants (Brewer and Yükseker, 2009). The same 
survey also indicates that the blurred boundaries 
between transit migration and asylum-seeking 
are partly related to the increasing securitisation 
of migration regimes in Europe (Baldwin-
Edwards, 2006), as we will discuss in the next 
section. The great majority of Somali and Mauri-
tanian respondents to the survey reported that 
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they had paid human smugglers to take them to 
Greece or Italy by boat, but that they were left on 
the Turkish coast. Thus, they had not intended to 
come to Turkey and/or to apply for asylum; 
rather, they became involuntary transit migrants 
(Brewer and Yükseker, 2009). On the other hand, 
some transit migrants and/or asylum seekers 
who originally intended to go to EU via Turkey 
may end up staying in Turkey, as a study on Iraqi, 
Iranian, and Maghrebi migrants demonstrates 
(Danış et al., 2009).

As the examination of existing data sets and 
surveys above indicates, there is indeed transit 
migration in Turkey en route to EU countries. But 
the data indicate that there are also circular 
labour migrants whose fi nal destination is not 
Europe. On the other hand, asylum seekers’ 
fl ows are to a certain extent entangled with transit 
migration. In order to better understand this 
entanglement and the co-existence of transit and 
circular labour migration, we should contextu-
alise these migratory fl ows within the EU context, 
whereby the securitisation and economisation of 
migration contribute to the reality of transit 
migration, and the re-construction of that reality.

TRANSIT MIGRATION IN EUROPE: 
THE QUESTIONS OF ‘SECURITISATION’ 
AND ‘ECONOMISATION’

The reality as well as the re-construction of the 
reality of transit and irregular migration and 
asylum-seeking in Turkey should be analysed 
within a broader perspective. In order to do so, 
we want to utilise two notions mentioned at the 
beginning of this paper – namely, the securitisa-
tion and economisation of migration. As Euro-
pean immigration policies and practices in the 
1990s and 2000s have increasingly been driven by 
both so-called selective choices of economic inter-
ests and restrictive measures of security concerns, 
one of the consequences of these economisation 
and securitisation processes for the European 
international migratory regime has been the 
politicisation of transit migration. Not only 
various individual European countries, but also 
their international or supra-national organisa-
tions have become obsessed with the notion of 
transit migration on the continent’s peripheries. 
For instance, when one examines various 
immigration-related documents of organisations 
such as the Council of Europe (CoE, 2000, 2001) 

the EU, particularly since Tampere, and of the 
International Organisation for Migration (IOM, 
1996) written since the mid-1990s, one can see 
frequent references to the phenomenon of transit 
migration (Düvell, 2006a).

As discussed elsewhere (I
.
çduygu 2007a), while 

thousands of transit migrants ‘illegally’ cross 
borders, or work ‘informally’ in the European 
economies, it appears that two paradoxical but 
complementary phenomena occur: on the one 
hand, in the market-driven environment on the 
continent, there are complementary demands 
between the economies in need of labour and the 
economies with surplus labour. As a result, then, 
labour fl ows occur from the latter to the former. 
On the other hand, since the material conditions 
of state border control and labour markets make 
free international migration unviable in Europe, 
many of these migrant labourers fi nd that 
although they are unable to obtain the necessary 
authorisations for migration or work, they are 
still able to migrate to and work in these econo-
mies. When these migrants are not able to migrate 
directly from their own homelands to European 
countries, transit migration – or, in other words, 
step-by-step migration – often becomes a strat-
egy to enter the targeted destination country. In 
short, when European national economies need 
labour, it seems that the status of labour in these 
economies – whether it is regular or irregular – 
becomes irrelevant; the case of southern Euro-
pean countries amply illustrates this tendency.

It is rather ironic that, while most European 
countries tend to advocate or adopt a range of 
restrictive control systems against incoming 
migrant fl ows, their economies are able to absorb 
thousands of irregular migrants. Often relying on 
a restrictionist rhetoric of costs rather than 
benefi ts of immigration, which precludes a ratio-
nal assessment of immigration fl ows, these states 
emphasise the need for continuous, intense inter-
vention to restrict and regulate migration fl ows. 
However, within a liberal frame of economic 
rationality, it appears that, as these economies 
start to experience labour shortages, concerns 
about the availability of labour in domestic 
markets arise; consequently, calls for immigrant 
labour increase. In addition to these develop-
ments, irregular migrants, often using the migra-
tion strategy of step-by-step movement, enter 
these countries and become indispensable to the 
economies. Even if they initially work without 
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documentation, they can sometimes become reg-
ularised.6 Both in public and academic debates, 
this picture should be supplemented by the 
observation that migration has not accelerated at 
a pace comparable to movements of trade and 
capital.

As migration discourses, policies, and prac-
tices in Europe over the last decades have tended 
to concentrate on the benefi ts that migrant labour-
ers bring to different countries’ economies, the 
subsequent economisation of national migration 
policies and programmes has become a wide-
spread trend in international migration (Iredale, 
1997; Hugo, 2002; Richardson et al., 2002; 
McNamara, 2007), not only attracting skilled and 
temporary migrants, but also practically relying 
on irregular immigrants who provide these econ-
omies with cheap labour, especially in the ser-
vices sector and agricultural seasonal work. This 
has been particularly evident in southern Euro-
pean countries that have strived to be regionally 
competitive in Europe by accepting these immi-
grant workers into their booming economies. In 
this context, irregular transit migrants serve the 
needs of certain sectors of European economies. 
However, it should be noted that, despite the 
wide-spread presence of various benefi t-based 
arguments, arguments concerning the ‘cost of 
immigration’ are still prevalent in the European 
migration discourses and have become more 
visible during the economic crisis of 2008 
onwards.

It is widely recognised that, initially following 
the collapse of the communist regimes in the 
early 1990s and later, in the wake of September 
11, immigrants to Europe have increasingly come 
to be viewed as factors of insecurity in the conti-
nent’s economic, social and political spheres. As 
noted by Ibrahim, this view ‘has been possible 
through the broadening of the concept of security 
and the linking of risk and threat to migrants’ 
(Ibrahim, 2005: 164). It is within this context that 
‘the process in which migration discourse shifts 
towards an emphasis on security’ is known as the 
securitisation of migration. Because of its mostly 
irregular nature, its dynamics, which entail a 
state of uncertainty and insecurity, and its impact 
on people and societies, transit migration is per-
ceived as posing a serious challenge to the long-
standing paradigms of certainty and order 
in migrant-receiving countries (Ceyhan and 
Tsoukala, 2002). Therefore, one of the prominent 

features of this process of securitisation has been 
the production of a discourse of fear and prolif-
eration of danger in reference to the potential 
transit migrants in neighbouring countries and 
regions. In fact, the securitisation of migration in 
Europe can be examined as a discourse that 
enables policy statements to address the notion 
of transit migration. An investigation of the dis-
courses on transit migration in the European 
sphere reveals how the securitisation of the 
migration discourse is built upon the concept 
that transit migration leads to a chaotic migra-
tory system. A very obvious manifestation of the 
securitisation of migration in Europe has taken a 
tangible form with the discussion concerning 
transit migration in Turkey, as it is critically ques-
tioned in the country’s EU accession process.

It is for this reason that the economisation and 
securitisation of migration regimes in Europe 
should also be assessed in terms of their impact 
beyond EU borders. The globalisation of migra-
tion (the fact that directions and motivations of 
immigration and emigration are currently much 
more diverse than they were until the 1980s) 
requires us to view these twin processes from a 
global perspective. The number of potential 
migrants to the EU has risen since the 1980s, as a 
result of developments within the global political 
economy – such as the debt crisis, structural 
adjustment policies and ensuing unemployment, 
the collapse of the Soviet bloc, internal wars, and 
international confl icts. Yet, globalisation has also 
transformed the labour markets of many middle-
income countries in such a way that for the fi rst 
time they allow the use of migrant labour in both 
low-wage and high-wage sectors (e.g. domestic 
labour and the high-skilled labour of business 
experts). Processes of globalisation have also 
affected the EU economies; while unemployment 
has increased, new labour needs in both high- 
and low-wage sectors have emerged. It is within 
this context that the securitisation and economi-
sation of the European migration regimes has 
taken place, as discussed above.

TRANSIT MIGRATION IN TURKEY: 
THE EU CONTEXT

When examining Turkey’s current position 
within the European migration systems in the 
light of the discussion above, the following 
picture emerges: fi rst, since the 1980s Turkey has 
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become a transit route for migrants and asylum-
seekers uprooted because of the above-mentioned 
global processes. Second, the securitisation of 
migration has had repercussions for Turkey, in 
terms of channelling an increasing number of 
migrants who want to reach the EU to travel 
through or remain in Turkey. Related to this, 
since Turkey’s candidature to union membership 
in 1999, the EU has demanded from Turkey to 
both securitise migration within its borders and 
conform fully to the norms of the international 
refugee regime. Third, irregular migration to 
Turkey is also economically motivated. Thus, it 
is possible to talk about the economisation of the 
migration regime in Turkey itself. On one hand, 
irregular labour migrants especially from CIS 
and Eastern European countries have circulated 
to fi ll the low-end service labour demands of the 
Turkish urban middle classes. On the other hand, 
irregular transit migrants who have to enter the 
Turkish informal economy in order to survive or 
fi nance their onward journey also become part of 
the economisation of the migration regime.

Although the reality of transit migration in 
Turkey emerged in the early 1980s, it was not an 
issue of concern in the country until the mid-
1990s. In fact, in Turkey there was no discussion 
using the term ‘transit migration’ or ‘transit 
migrants’, even though there were actually thou-
sands of migrants who came from Afghanistan, 
Iran, and Iraq to the country with the intention 
of moving on to a third country. In other words, 
transit migration was ontologically present, but 
epistemologically absent. Thus, the study of 
transit migration in Turkey suffered from aca-
demic and public neglect in its early stages. Also, 
transit migration was not an area of study until 
it became a ‘risky’ reality for its fi nal destinations 
in the European core countries – in particular, as 
noted above, until it came to be defi ned as a haz-
ardous phenomenon by various international 
bodies, such as the EU, the CoE, and the IOM. In 
brief, once transit migration had been conceptu-
alised and talked about in Europe, it also became 
an issue of discussion in Turkey.

Due to reasons such as the intermingling of 
international migration issues with the EU’s eco-
nomic, social and political areas of integration in 
general, and Turkey’s signifi cant position as a 
sending country, receiving country, and transit 
country (especially within the Eurocentric 
international migration and asylum regimes) in 

particular, international migration debates have 
become central to Turkey–EU relations. Within 
this framework, one can observe that in discus-
sions on international migration in the EU in rela-
tion to Turkey the following question is repeatedly 
asked: will Turkey, in its position as a transit 
country, be able to manage migration control at 
the southeast gate of Europe, and if so, to what 
extent, will it be able to produce and implement 
policies in compliance with the EU-centric inter-
national migration and asylum regimes? There is 
also concern as to whether, even if the accession 
issue is removed from the agenda, the question 
of how Turkey will protect the EU’s south-eastern 
border from migration waves will remain an 
important item on the agenda.

Turkey and the EU started negotiations target-
ing full membership on 3 October 2005. In this 
new situation, issues of international migration 
are considered the key items on the agenda relat-
ing to Turkey’s relations to the EU. Since then, 
various reports by the European Commission on 
Turkey have emphasised that this enlargement 
will be different from previous ones, frequently 
making references to the issue of transit migra-
tion. For instance, in the recommendation on 
Turkey’s progress towards accession to the EU in 
the Commission’s Statement for the European 
Union and European Parliament dated 6 Novem-
ber 2004, the following point was stated: ‘in terms 
of Turkey, managing the new and long external 
borders of the EU will constitute a signifi cant 
political challenge and will require large invest-
ment . . . Closer cooperation before and after the 
accession shall make it easier . . . to handle 
migration and asylum issues in addition 
to . . . human traffi cking.’7

As can be clearly observed in the discourse in 
Turkey’s EU membership debate, the notion of 
transit migration and many issues associated 
with it have become vital for discussions regard-
ing EU–Turkey relations. For instance, in its rec-
ommendations on Turkey’s progress towards 
accession in early October of 2004, the European 
Commission noted:

‘ . . . with over three million, Turks constitute 
by far the largest group of third-country nation-
als legally residing in today’s EU [. . .] the man-
agement of the EU’s long new external borders 
would constitute an important policy chal-
lenge . . . managing migration and asylum as 
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well as fi ghting . . . traffi cking of human 
beings . . . would be facilitated through closer 
cooperation both before and after accession’.8

Consequently, possible cooperation areas such 
as ensuring the security of the external borders 
of the EU, asylum, human smuggling, and human 
traffi cking have become major issues of debate 
(I
.
çduygu and Toktaş, 2003). One of the most 

widely debated issues in this context is the ‘man-
agement of migration and asylum fl ows’ arriving 
in the country, and in particular the question of 
how Turkey’s state institutions and legal frame-
works would handle the phenomenon of irregu-
lar transit migration and asylum. As elaborated 
elsewhere (I

.
çduygu, 2007b), these debates have 

made clear that the health and stability of Tur-
key’s integration with the EU depends not only 
on the economic, social, and political transforma-
tions in the country, but also on specifi c policy 
matters. The issue of ‘migration management’ is 
seen here as a component of the country’s Euro-
peanisation or ‘EU-isation’ process.9 Moreover, as 
the ‘Europeanisation’ of national immigration as 
well as asylum policies and practices is not only 
a matter of policy, but also a matter of politics, 
the efforts to develop this process appear to be 
uneven and vigorously debated (I

.
çduygu, 2004: 

93; Kirişci, 2005: 355–357). The notion of ‘migra-
tion management’ remains very central to Euro-
peanisation, defi ned as ‘processes of construction, 
diffusion, and institutionalisation of formal and 
informal rules, procedures, policy paradigms, 
styles, “ways of doing things” and shared beliefs 
and norms to a European model of governance, 
caused by forms of cooperation and integration 
in Europe’ (Bulmer and Radaelli, 2004: 4). In few 
countries is this more evident than in Turkey, 
where different kinds of national immigration 
and asylum policies and practices are infused 
with historical legacies, social validity, cultural 
notions, and political importance, which in turn 
are intensely contested by the European 
infl uence.

It is undisputable that the EU process of intro-
ducing a new perception and new legal arrange-
ments on the management of the immigration 
and asylum fl ow in Turkey plays a role in the 
changing climate of the migratory and asylum 
regimes in the country. Consequently, it is 
possible to make two main observations con-
cerning the impact of the EU process on the 

transformation of irregular transit immigration- 
and asylum-related policies and practices in 
Turkey. First, the ongoing discussion implies the 
presence of a ‘positive’ impact of this process on 
these policies and practices in Turkey. For 
instance, the introduction of penal codes con-
cerning traffi cking and smuggling is a good 
example in this context. Yet, although new legis-
lation is welcome, the shortage of trained person-
nel dealing with asylum-seekers and irregular 
migrants as well as the inadequacy of facilities 
for apprehended irregular migrants raise con-
cerns about human rights violations in detention 
centres. While this impact is rather moderate, at 
the same time it is growing, probably a refl ection 
of the general opinion that while the EU process 
on the whole is for many quite positive, at the 
same time it is less so than expected. Second, as 
far as Turkey’s reaction, or resistance, is con-
cerned, the infl uence of the EU process on irregu-
lar transit immigration- and asylum-related 
policies and practices seems to vary: for instance, 
the impact of the EU process on some specifi c 
and practical asylum issues has been stronger in 
general than on a number of general and norma-
tive immigration concerns. It seems that Turkey’s 
sceptical perspective on the Europeanisation of 
national immigration and asylum policies and 
practices is strongly linked to the question of 
burden-sharing versus burden-shifting (I

.
çduygu, 

2007b). Of course, this is again not surprising, 
since the whole Europeanisation process often 
proceeds as a top-down process originating from 
the core – in this case the EU – which is also often 
met with the resistance of a bottom-up process 
coming from the periphery –in this case Turkey.

From the Turkish side, indeed, there is a feeling 
that EU policies and practices for managing 
migration and the array of related restrictive 
measures shift the burden of controlling migra-
tion to countries on the periphery, like Turkey, 
with the conclusion of readmission agreements 
often being cited as a case in point (I

.
çduygu, 

2007b; I
.
çduygu and Kirişci, 2009). Likewise, pre-

venting Turkey from turning into a buffer zone 
between the immigrant-attracting European core 
and the emigrant-producing peripheral regions 
has been a similar area of concern for Turkish 
policy-makers (I

.
çduygu, 2007b; I

.
çduygu and 

Kirişci, 2009). Therefore, Turkish authorities 
advocate the need for burden-sharing instead of 
what is perceived as burden-shifting, especially 
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in relation to a phenomenon such as irregular 
transit migration or asylum, which ultimately 
targets various European countries. Yet, it appears 
that EU authorities are urging Turkey to devote 
more resources and energy to the management 
and control of migration and asylum fl ows 
across and within its borders. Of course, these 
demands and considerations are central to 
Turkey-EU relations and create many areas of 
concern for both sides, from security and human 
rights issues to economics and politics. Practi-
cally and naturally, however, the likelihood of 
any progress in this fi eld is strongly linked to the 
negotiations between the Commission and the 
Turkish authorities concerning burden-sharing.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

It is possible to make two main observations on 
the accumulating scholarship on transit migra-
tion: fi rst, there are an increasing number of 
inquiries into cases of transit migration; second, 
there is an ongoing discussion about the meaning 
and nature of transit migration. The former often 
locates the phenomenon in a migration system 
approach, taking it for granted in terms of its 
presence in a wider migratory context, while the 
latter usually questions whether the phenome-
non is a mere re-construction of reality rather 
than something original in terms of its content. 
In other words, transit migration today is not 
only an ontologically recognized phenomenon, 
but also an epistemologically debated concept. 
Emphasising this problem, Düvell (2006b) has 
argued that ‘transit migration is as much a dis-
course as it is a scientifi c concept’, which in some 
ways for the EU constitutes a ‘war cry’ against 
countries expected to keep migrants outside the 
EU borders.

What we have sought to achieve in this paper 
is to unpack the term transit migration in the 
Turkish case in order to point out both its discur-
sive and analytical aspects. First, through a dis-
cussion of existing empirical evidence on irregular 
migrants, we have shown on the one hand that 
there is a reality of transit migration in Turkey. 
Particularly, we have demonstrated that transit 
migration is only one form of irregular migration 
to Turkey, and that circular or shuttle migration 
and asylum-seeking are also signifi cant. On the 
other hand, the boundaries between transit 
migration, other forms of irregular migration and 

asylum-seeking are grey areas, rather than clear-
cut demarcations. Second, in order to make sense 
of these blurred boundaries, we have sought to 
contextualise the irregular migration experience 
of Turkey within the context of the securitisation 
and economisation of European migration 
regimes, as well as the securitisation and eco-
nomisation of Turkey’s own migration regime 
under the EU’s impact. In doing so, we have also 
attempted to clarify the discursive dimension of 
transit migration, without dismissing its reality. 
Specifi cally, the securitisation of international 
migration in the EU has had repercussions for 
Turkey, not only in terms of channelling many 
migrants en route to Western Europe into ‘transit’ 
through the country, but also in terms of creating 
a discourse about migration control in the process 
of Turkey’s EU membership negotiations. In 
addition, Turkey’s migration regime has also 
become economised alongside that of Europe, as 
people from CIS countries engage in circular 
migration in response to Turkish labour demand. 
Thus, Turkish visa and border control policies 
intend to curb the infl ow of asylum-seekers and 
transit migration, while they also contribute to 
irregular labour migration.

NOTES

(1) Here, based on the country of origin, we 
assume that all migrants coming from coun-
tries in the Middle East, Asia, and Africa 
(such as Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan, 
Sudan, and Somalia) are transit migrants 
who have the intention of going to third 
countries, while all of the migrants originat-
ing from Eastern Europe and the CIS are 
circular migrants who frequently come to 
Turkey. Various empirical studies present evi-
dence supporting this assumption (I

.
çduygu, 

2003; Eder, 2007; Parla, 2007; Kirişci, 2008; 
Brewer and Yükseker, 2009).

(2) It should be noted that these fi gures pertain 
to the number of apprehensions; therefore, 
they also include repeated apprehensions of 
migrants.

(3) It has been observed in the EU’s 2007 Turkey 
Progress Report that there have been improve-
ments regarding the issue of human traffi c-
king in the spheres of legislation and 
implementation. For details, please see: 
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http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/key_
documents/2007/nov/turkey_progress_
reports_en.pdf.

(4) This is partly related to the nature of the 
refugee problem in post-World War II Europe 
and partly a ramifi cation of the anti-
communist policies that Turkey adopted 
during the Cold War. According to these, it 
would grant asylum to persons arriving from 
the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. 
However, the refugee fl ow to Turkey during 
this period was rather limited (less than 8000 
asylum applications from the Soviet Union 
and Eastern Europe) (I

.
çduygu, 2003).

(5) For a detailed elaboration of these fi gures, see 
the UNHCR Ankara Offi ce webpage http://
www.unhcr.org.tr/MEP/index.aspx?pageId
=158.

(6) For instance, there were more than 4.5 million 
irregular immigrants who were regularised in 
the southern European countries in the last two 
decades. For a detailed analysis of these regu-
larisation programmes, see I

.
çduygu (2007a).

(7) The European Commission released a Prog-
ress Report on Turkey and a Recommenda-
tion based on the report on 6 October 2004. 
These documents stated that Turkey has ade-
quately met the political criteria and recom-
mended that Turkey’s accession negotiations 
to the EU be initiated.

(8) See Commission of the European Communi-
ties, Communication from the Commission to the 
Council and the European Parliament, COM 
(2004) 656 fi nal, Brussels, 6.10.2004, http://
www.avrupa.info.tr/Files//Recom.pdf.

(9) In a different context, on the issue of Europe-
anisation of civil society, Diez et al. (2005) 
refer to the notion of ‘EU-isation’ as a domi-
nant form of Europeanisation in Turkey’s 
European integration process.
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