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Understanding	Responses	to	the	COVID-19	Pandemic	in	Turkey:	Politics	of	the	Local		

The	 COVID-19	 Pandemic	 harmed	 the	 livelihoods	 and	 mobility	 of	 vulnerable	 groups	
including	 displaced	 populations	 everywhere.1	 Already	 at	 risk	 before	 the	 pandemic,	
displaced	 people	 now	 face	 new	 barriers	 to	 work,	 education,	 food	 and	 social	 protection	
around	 the	world.2	 Initial	 attempts	 to	 analyze	 responses	 to	 the	needs	of	 these	migrants3	
focused	on	the	national	and,	to	a	lesser	extent,	international	levels	(on	the	EU	and	UNCHR,	
for	example4),	reflecting	the	academic	literature’s	predominant	focus	on	national	models	of	
integration	 policy.	 Responding	 to	 this	 nation-state	 bias	 in	 studies	 of	 the	 politics	 of	
migration	and	integration,	however,	the	recent	literature	suggests	a	local	turn,	pointing	to	
diverging	 logics	 of	migration	 at	 the	 local	 level.	 These	 approaches	 suggest	 that	 nationally	
and	internationally	determined	factors	such	as	migrants’	status	matter	less	in	provision	of	
their	needs,	and	puts	the	municipalities,	NGOs,	grassroots	mobilization,	and	migrant	groups	
under	the	spotlight.5		

The	 governance	 of	 migration	 at	 the	 local	 level	 can	 be	 both	 more	 exclusive6	 and	 more	
inclusive7	 than	the	national	 level	due	to	a	variety	of	factors.	Examining	local	responses	to	
the	needs	of	displaced	populations	especially	during	the	pandemic	offers	further	avenues	
for	exploring	the	utility	of	these	new	approaches	in	understanding	this	variation.	This	essay	
will	address	local	responses	to	the	pandemic’s	effects	on	displaced	populations	in	Turkey,	
the	 country	 hosting	 the	 largest	 number	 of	 forcibly	 displaced	 persons	 in	 the	 world.8	 I	
differentiate	 and	 explain	 good	 practice	 examples	 from	 the	 others,	 taking	 cues	 from	 the	
bourgeoning	literature	adopting	a	local	turn.	I	build	upon	my	earlier	work	on	two	Istanbul	
municipalities	with	Fulya	Memişoğlu	 and	 share	 the	 findings	 from	numerous	 interviews	 I	
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conducted	 over	 the	 course	 of	 a	 year	 and	 a	 half,	 with	 representatives	 of	 municipalities	
hosting	migrants	and	international	institutions	catering	to	the	needs.9	In	brief,	my	findings	
suggest	 that	what	 explains	 good	 practices	 in	 response	 to	 COVID-generated	 challenges	 is	
these	 municipalities’	 higher	 ability	 to	 increase	 their	 capacity	 and	 funds	 through	 pre-
existing	multilevel	 networks,	 established	 either	 through	 relations	 with	 the	 EU	 or	 in	 the	
course	of	humanitarian	aid	efforts	as	Syrians	fleeing	the	civil	war	arrived.	

The	 Turkish	 context	 constitutes	 an	 interesting	 case	 as	 it	 is	 neither	 fully	 a	 convention	
country	nor	fully	outside	of	it	as	a	country	of	first	asylum.	As	a	signatory	of	UN	Convention	
on	 Refugees	 with	 a	 geographical	 limitation	 to	 migrants	 coming	 from	 Europe,	 Turkey	
provided	 temporary	 protection	 status	 to	 refugees	 arriving	 from	 Syria	 en	 masse	 that	
granted	 them	 basic	 rights	 and	 access	 to	 services.	 This	 provision	 falls	 behind	 the	 rights	
granted	 to	 refugees	 in	 many	 signatory	 countries,	 especially	 in	 relation	 to	 employment	
rights.	Nevertheless,	this	provisionary	status	allowed	Turkey	to	host	3.6	million	Syrians,	as	
indicated	 numerous	 times	 during	my	 interviews	 with	 national	 policy-makers.	 The	more	
precarious	 legal	 status	 of	 more	 than	 200,000	 Afghans,	 as	 well	 as	 Iranians	 and	 Iraqis,	
estimated	to	 live	 in	urban	centers	 in	Turkey	presents	many	challenges	 to	cities	and	their	
host	 communities	 regarding	 integration	 to	 the	 labor	 market,	 access	 to	 health	 care	 and	
education,	 as	well	 as	 social	 cohesion.	 Given	 the	 high	 numbers,	 varied	 legal	 statuses,	 and	
urban	 concentrations	 of	 Turkey’s	 displaced	 populations,	 local	 responses	 present	 an	
important	case	to	our	research	on	migration	governance	and	politics	of	integration.	At	the	
same	 time,	 Turkey	 poses	 a	 “hard	 case”	 or	 good	 test10	 for	 local	 approaches	 due	 to	 the	
centralized	character	of	its	administrative	structure.		Put	differently,	if	we	find	evidence	of	
local	turn	in	a	country	like	Turkey,	chances	are,	it	should	matter	in	most	other	contexts.	

Turkish	Refugee	Response,	Local	Variation,	and	the	COVID	Pandemic	

In	 line	 with	 Turkey’s	 strong	 state	 tradition,	 state-appointed	 provincial	 governors	 and	
provincial	 offices	 of	 relevant	 state	 agencies	 are	 mainly	 responsible	 for	 migration	
governance.	Still,	a	few	years	into	the	migration	crisis,	municipalities	have	also	been	at	the	
forefront	 of	 providing	 public	 services	 and	 support	 for	 the	 socio-economic	 integration	 of	
migrants	 –	 as	 much	 as	 the	 vague	 and	 somewhat	 limited	 mandate	 regarding	 their	
jurisdiction	 and	 budget	 emanating	 from	 the	 Municipal	 Law11	 allows.	 The	 share	
municipalities	 get	 from	 the	 national	 budget	 is	 heavily	 allocated	 based	 on	 the	 number	 of	
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Turkish	citizens	living	in	their	territories.12	This	poses	major	challenges	for	municipalities	
such	as	border	province	Kilis,	where	Syrian	inhabitants	outnumber	Turkish	citizens.	

The	 policy	 challenges	 at	 the	 local	 level	 have	 been	 further	 exacerbated	 by	 the	 pandemic,	
which	 severely	 affected	 the	 livelihoods	 of	 Turkey’s	 displaced	 populations	 in	 addition	 to	
host	communities:	approximately	80	percent	reported	loss	of	income,	mainly	due	to	losses	
of	 informal	 jobs	 as	well	 as	 challenges	 in	 accessing	 services	 such	 as	 education	 and	 social	
welfare.13	My	recent	interviews	show	that	this	impoverishment	produced	a	regression	to	a	
basic	needs	approach	to	be	addressed	via	humanitarian	aid.	Shortly	after	the	outbreak	of	
the	pandemic,	a	13	April	2020	presidential	decree	categorized	COVID-19	testing	and	care	
as	 a	 national	 healthcare	 emergency	 and	 committed	 to	 providing	 these	 services	 free	 to	
everyone,	even	those	not	covered	by	social	security.14	In	response	to	these	needs,	as	I	argue	
elsewhere	 with	 Başak	 Kale,15	 municipalities	 in	 different	 districts	 and	 regions	 provided	
information	 and	 service	 support,	 social	 aid	 (e.g.	 food,	 hygiene	 kits)	 as	 well	 as	 financial	
support.	However,	local	government	responses	were	inconsistent,	varying	across	cities	and	
regions.	What	explains	this	differentiation?	

Municipal	 governments’	 concerns	 with	 rising	 public	 resentment	 toward	 immigrants	
(especially	 Syrians),	 party	 ideology,	 and	 mayoral	 leadership	 are	 certainly	 potential	
answers.	 Furthermore,	 the	 aforementioned	 budgetary	 limitations	 of	 municipalities	 are	
increasingly	stressed	with	a	rise	in	the	number	of	people	needing	assistance	in	the	form	of	
social	 aid	 or	 vocational	 trainings	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	 pandemic.	 This	 further	 reduces	 their	
material	 capabilities,	 a	 common	 excuse	 given	 by	most	municipalities	 with	 limited	 or	 no	
targeted	policies	 for	refugees	as	suggested	in	my	interviews.	Yet	 interviewees	working	at	
international	and	local	 institutions	focusing	on	refugee	response	argue	that	this	 is	mostly	
just	an	excuse	for	excluding	refugees.	They	note	national	funds	of	municipalities	are	not	the	
only	 income	 source	 if	 a	 local	 government	 is	 eager	 to	 implement	 an	 inclusive	 refugee	
integration	policy.		

Tracing	Multilevel	Networks	of	Municipalities	in	COVID	Response	

Some	 Turkish	 municipalities	 created	 near-sanctuary	 cities,	 which	 are	 welcoming	 of	
refugees	beyond	the	national	level,	as	an	outgrowth	of	their	previous	cooperative	projects.	
These	 projects	 had	 engaged	 with	 the	 international	 community	 to	 address	 vulnerable	

 
12	The	second	and	fifth	articles	of	the	Law	No.	5779	regarding	the	transfer	of	the	resources	from	the	general	
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populations	such	as	LGBTI+	communities	and	disabled	members	of	society.16	Some	started	
establishing	 these	 networks	 with	 arrival	 of	 Syrian	 refugees	 and	 received	 support	 from	
national	 and	 international	NGOs	 and	 international	 organizations	 such	 as	 the	UNHCR	and	
IOM	(International	Organization	for	Migration)	in	setting	up	information	centers,	migration	
departments,	 conducting	 needs	 assessments,	 vocational	 training	 centers,	 implementing	
cash	 for	work	projects	and	providing	social	aid.	Here	 I	argue	that	 these	mechanisms	also	
helped	 them	 better	 respond	 to	 the	 COVID-19	 pandemic	 in	 protecting	 both	 the	 host	
communities	 and	 displaced	 populations.	 For	 instance,	 many	 districts	 and	 (larger)	
metropolitan	 municipalities	 (MM)	 seized	 this	 opportunity	 by	 reaping	 the	 fruits	 of	
multilevel	network	mechanisms	they	put	in	place	earlier.		

For	example,	Ankara,	Istanbul	and	Izmir	MMs	set	up	solidarity	funds	to	address	the	needs	
of	 all	 communities	 by	 delivering	 food	 packages	 and	 providing	 aid	 for	 rent	 and	 utilities.	
Seven	 municipalities	 –	 Adana,	 Ankara,	 Kilis,	 Sisli,	 Urfa-Haliliye,	 Izmir-Menemen,	 and	
GaziAntep-Sahinbey	 –	 also	 set	 up	 Soup	 Kitchens,	 serving	 about	 11,500	 bowls	 daily,	
supported	by	GIZ,	WFP	and	 IOM.17	Adana	MM’s	Meryem	Women’s	Entrepreneurshıp	and	
Production	Cooperative	focused	on	production	and	processing	of	agricultural	goods	as	well	
as	 protective	 materials	 against	 COVID	 with	 the	 assistance	 of	 GIZ.18	 Bursa-Osmangazi	
municipality	 targeted	 the	 needs	 of	 refugee	 children	with	 the	 support	 of	 UNICEF.	 Ankara	
MM	also	 established	 a	 support	 center	 for	 refugee	women	and	 youth	with	 the	 support	 of	
UNFPA,	 along	 with	 enrollment	 campaigns	 for	 children	 with	 UNHCR.	 In	 response	 to	 UN	
reports	 on	 increased	 domestic	 violence	 against	 women	 in	 Turkey	 during	 the	 pandemic,	
Istanbul	 MM	 launched	 a	 Women’s	 Support	 Call	 Center	 with	 a	 24/7	 service	 in	 four	
languages	 including	 Arabic.	 Having	 completed	 a	 comprehensive	 needs	 assessment	 of	
women	 with	 the	 support	 of	 UNHCR,	 Izmir-Konak	 Municipality	 quickly	 put	 together	 a	
migration	master	plan,	included	its	Refugee	Council	in	the	decision-making	processes,	and	
initiated	a	women’s	cooperative.19	 Izmir-Buca	Municipality	distributed	food	packages	and	
hygiene	kits	with	 the	 support	of	UNHCR	and	 initiated	a	 language	and	vocational	 training	
program	 for	 disabled	 refugees	 with	 the	 support	 of	 Australian	 Embassy	 Direct	 Aid	
Program.20		
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What	unites	these	service-providing	municipalities	is	that	prior	to	the	pandemic	they	had	
established	multilevel	networks	to	receive	and	distribute	international	funds	as	part	of	the	
2016	 EU-Turkey	Migration	 Deal21	 that	 provided	 fertile	 ground	 for	 cooperation	 for	 them	
and	 easier	 access	 to	 the	 field	 for	 international	 donors.	 Several	 projects	 and	 institutions	
eased	 this	 process	 by	 providing	 knowhow,	 mutual	 learning,	 and	 links	 between	
municipalities	 and	 international	 donors.	 For	 instance,	 the	Marmara	Municipalities	 Union	
established	 a	 common	 platform	 for	 its	 members	 to	 formulate	 regional	 policies	 on	
migration,	 facilitating	 knowledge	 exchange	 among	 member	 municipalities	 regardless	 of	
political	 affiliation	 and	 encouraging	 their	 members	 to	 enhance	 capacities	 and	 establish	
international	 partnerships	 to	 mobilize	 more	 resources.	 The	 Swedish	 International	
Development	 Agency-funded	 project	 RESLOG	 created	 a	 network	 of	 12	 municipalities,	
helping	 them	 assess	 their	 needs	 systematically	 and	 turning	 them	 into	 full-fledged	
partnered	 projects.	 The	 Turkish	Municipalities	 Union	 liaised	 between	 the	municipalities	
and	 the	 FRIT,	 the	 EU	 agency	 responsible	 for	 the	 distribution	 of	 EU-Turkey	Refugee	Deal	
Funds.		

Collaborating	 with	 municipalities	 also	 helps	 international	 organizations.	 Local	 polities’	
less-bureaucratic	 structures	 provide	 flexible	 ground	 for	 implementation	 of	 international	
donors’	projects.	One	may	argue	that	negative	factors	can	intervene	in	these	seemingly	ad	
hoc	 relationships,	 such	 as	 bilateral	 tensions	 with	 donor	 countries	 at	 the	 national	 level.	
Nevertheless,	 interviews	conducted	with	municipalities	and	municipality	unions	attest	 to	
the	 opposite,	 suggesting	 that,	 regardless	 of	 these	 tensions	 at	 the	 international	 level,	
projects	and	programs	continue	to	function	and	are	expected	to	be	long-lived.	For	instance,	
as	argued	by	the	MBB,	the	tense	relations	between	the	EU	and	Turkey	do	not	spill	over	into	
reluctance	to	cooperate	with	EU	institutions	or	its	member	states	for	the	municipalities	in	
the	 Marmara	 Region.	 In	 fact,	 as	 argued	 by	 a	 representative	 of	 RESLOG	 and	 two	 local	
municipalities,	when	 facing	 the	 additional	 pressures	 imposed	 by	 the	 pandemic,	 they	 are	
even	 more	 eager	 to	 collaborate	 with	 international	 NGOs	 even	 on	 small	 projects.	 One	
municipality	 representative	 challenged	 the	 perspective	 of	 partnership	 for	 funds	 and	
emphasized	how	these	partnerships	increase	their	capacity	for	a	methodological	approach	
and	 help	 them	 speak	 a	 common	 language	 with	 the	 international	 community.	 	 From	 the	
donor’s	perspective,	when	they	have	difficulty	in	getting	permissions	for	their	operations	at	
the	national	level,	municipalities	facing	integration	pressures	are	eager	to	collaborate	with	
them	 and	 bypass	 the	 national	 level.	 Representatives	 of	 IOM,	 GIZ,	 Care	 International	
elaborated	 further	 on	 this	 point,	 describing	 municipalities	 as	 perfect	 solution	 partners	
when	NGOs	have	difficulty	in	securing	partnerships	at	the	national	level,	getting	permits	for	
conducting	needs	assessments	in	the	field,	or	bringing	aid.		

The	 struggle	 to	 respond	 to	 the	 needs	 of	 refugees	 and	 host	 communities	 is	 a	 bigger	
challenge	 for	municipalities	with	 the	COVID-19	Pandemic.	 Even	 in	 a	 country	 like	Turkey	
with	 a	 very	 centralized	 character,	 this	 response	 varied	 greatly	 at	 the	 local	 level.	 Some	
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municipalities	 shined	 thanks	 to	 the	 expansion	 of	 the	 multilevel	 networks	 they	 had	
established	 earlier.	 That	 is	 not	 to	 say	 that	 political	 affiliation,	 social	 acceptance	 of	 voter	
bases,	 and	 leadership	 of	 mayors	 do	 not	 matter.	 They	 do,	 but	 so	 do	 the	 networks	
municipalities	 create,	 so	much	 so	 that	 their	 economic	 constraints	no	 longer	hinder	 them	
from	 building	 and	 implementing	 an	 inclusive	 policy	 framework	 regarding	 refugees.	 The	
implications	are	significant	not	only	for	municipalities	but	also	international	organizations	
and	NGOs	with	a	humanitarian	aid	 focus,	as	 local	governments	can	be	natural	allies	with	
which	they	form	long-lasting	partnerships.	It	is	therefore	not	surprising	to	hear	a	potential	
larger	role	foreseen	for	municipalities	in	the	new	EU-Turkey	Refugee	Deal.		
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