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ABSTRACT 

 

RELATIVE TRANSITION OF NGOS DURING THE PROTRACTED REFUGEE 

SITUATION IN TURKEY 

 

 

Dilara Peker Yanmaz 

Master of Science, Migration Studies 

Supervisor: Assist. Prof. Dr. Kerem Kılıçdaroğlu 

 

June, 2021 

 

 

This thesis aims to examine the characteristics of the relative transition observed in 

Non-Governmental Organizations - Refugees (NGO-Rs), towards organizations that 

provide more need-based services, as a result of their different levels of engagement 

with the Turkish Government. The thesis argues that the transition observed in the 

foundation principles of NGO-Rs is related to the government's preference to increase 

control mechanisms on the NGO-Rs for specific purposes in line with the 

developments in domestic and international politics. Also, it argues that NGO-Rs are 

amenable to political influence because of their inevitable institutional relations with 

governments. A special focus is placed on the founding principle and political 

engagement nexus as the basis of NGO-Rs' transition under the Justice and 

Development Party (JDP) government, especially following the mass migration of 

Syrian refugees to Turkey in 2011, due to an unexpected increase in the number and 

potency of NGO-Rs observed. The research collects data from sources through the 

literature based on the concepts of needs-based and rights-based approaches, as well 

as the concepts of Government Oriented NGOs (GONGO), Quasi-Governmental 



 

vii 
 

NGOs (QUANGO), and Party Affiliated NGOs (PANGO) to provide the theoretical 

framework of the thesis. In addition, it uses theory-driven content analysis as a 

research technique of institutional and media reports, interviews, websites, press 

conferences, legal documents, and other open sources of relevant political parties and 

NGOs to examine the relevant developments to track the direction of NGOs-R' 

transition over certain themes. The main argument of the thesis is the following: There 

has been a new power balance formation in the NGO-government nexus that causes a 

politically oriented and relative transition of NGO-Rs to more need-based 

organizations, and the existence of the former in the civic area depends on the approval 

of the latter party after the arrival of Syrian refugees in Turkey.  

Keywords: Needs-Based and Rights-Based Humanitarian Aid Approaches, Protracted 

Refugee Situation, NGO-Rs, Government-NGO engagement, GONGO, QUANGO, 

PANGO 
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ÖZET 

 

TÜRKİYE'DE UZUN SÜREN (SÜRÜNCEMELİ) MÜLTECİ DURUMU 

ESNASINDA STK'LARIN NİSPİ DÖNÜŞÜMÜ 

 

Dilara Peker Yanmaz 

Master of Science, Göç Çalışmaları 

Tez Yöneticisi: Dr. Öğr. Üyesi Kerem Kılıçdaroğlu 

 

 

Haziran, 2021 

 

 

Bu tez, Türkiye’de göç alanında çalışan sivil toplum kuruluşlarının hükümet ile olan  

etkileşimleri sonucunda giderek ihtiyaca dayalı hizmet sağlayan kurumlara 

dönüşümlerini incelemeyi amaçlamaktadır. Tezde, STK'ların temel ilkelerinde 

gözlemlenen dönüşümün, iç ve dış politikada belirli amaçlara yönelik olarak 

hükümetin kontrol mekanizmaları uygulamayı veya özgürlük alanı sağlamayı tercih 

etmesi ile ilişkili olduğu savunulmaktadır. Ayrıca STK'ların, hükümetlerle kaçınılmaz 

kurumsal ilişkileri olması nedeniyle siyasi nüfuza da  elverişli oldukları 

tartışılmaktadır. Özellikle 2011 senesinden sonra, Suriyeli mültecilerin Türkiye'ye 

kitlesel zorunlu göçünün ardından, STK'ların sayı ve etkilerindeki beklenmedik artış 

nedeniyle hükümetin STK’lara ilişkin tutumunun neden olduğu STK faaliyetlerinde 

gözlemlenen nıspi dönüşümün temeli olarak, kurumların kuruluş ilkesi ve siyasi 

ilişkilenme bağlamlarına özel bir ağırlık verilmektedir. Tezin teorik çerçevesini 

oluşturabilmek adına, siyasi ilişkilenme altında Government Oriented NGOs 

(Hükümetle İlişkili STK’lar - GONGO), Quasi-Governmental NGOs (Hükümetle Yarı 

İlişkili STK’lar - QUANGO), and Party Affiliated NGOs (Siyasi Partilerle İlişkili 
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STK’lar - PANGO) kavramlarının yanı sıra kuruluş ilkesi bağlamında hak temelli ve 

ihtiyaç temelli yaklaşım kavramlarına dayanan literatür aracılığıyla kaynaklardan 

veriler toplanmıştır. Ayrıca,  teoriye dayanan içerik analizi, kurumsal raporlar ve 

medya raporları, röportajlar, web siteleri, basın toplantıları, yasal belgeler ve ilgili 

siyasi partilerin ve STK'ların diğer açık kaynakları incelenerek STK'ların 

faaliyetlerindeki dönüşümünün yönünü belirleyebilmek için temalar üzerinden 

incelenmiştir. Tezin temel argümanı Suriye’li mültecilerin Türkiye’ye kitlesel zorunlu 

göç etmesi ile birlikte STK-hükümet ilişkilerinde, STK’ların sivil toplumdaki etki ve 

varlığının hükümet onayına bağlandığı ve bu durumun bir çıktısı olarak STK’ların 

ihtiyaca dayalı yardım gerçekleştiren örgütlere nispi olarak dönüşmelerine neden olan 

güç dengelerinin oluştuğudur. 

Anahtar Kelimeler: İhtiyaca Dayalı ve Hak Temelli İnsani Yardım Yaklaşımları, Uzun 

Süreli Sığınma Durumu, STK'lar, Hükümet-STK ilişkilenmesi, GONGO, QUANGO, 

PANGO 
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CHAPTER I- INTRODUCTION 

 Background of the Study  

With the flare-up of an internal conflict that turned into a war in the Syrian Arab 

Republic in 2011, one of the most serious refugee flows occurred in recent world 

history, mostly towards the neighbouring countries such as Turkey, Jordan and 

Lebanon. According to the 1951 United Nations (UN) Convention Law No. 359,  

(Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, 1951) which Turkey has approved in 

1961, “Migrants who have crossed an international border to seek asylum should not 

be discriminated against, penalized or sent back to a place where they could be in 

danger.” In line with this clause, Turkey, like other countries neighbouring Syria, has 

opened its borders to people fleeing from the war. Ensuring emergency humanitarian 

assistance and later temporary protection as well as maintaining the principle of non-

repatriation, the main migration policies of Turkey have accompanied to open-door 

approach to the Syrian crisis (İçduygu, 2015). Today, according to the United Nations 

High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) data, the total registered Syrians under 

Temporary Protection (SuTP) was declared as 5,602,785 and of those 3,671,7611  are 

legally identified as resided in Turkey as of 5th of May 2021. This number added up to 

approximately 350.000 refugees of other nationalities, with Afghans, Pakistanis, and 

Iraqis topping the list2, maintaining the major strain on the country’s absorption 

capacity, in particular when considered along with close to half a million3 irregular 

migrants apprehended in Turkey in 2019 (down to 122,302 in 2020 and 31,623 in 2021 

mainly due to the coronavirus disease of 2019 – COVID-19 impact).  

At the onset of the refugee flow in 2011, public institutions, civil society, and all the 

relevant organizations responded to the newly emerged migration situation, seeking to 

                                                           
1 UNHCR Operational Portal Refugee Situations, Syrian Regional Refugee Response Statistics, 

accessed on 25.05.2021  

https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/syria 
2 Turkish Directorate General of Migration Management, data as of 21 April 2021, 
https://www.goc.gov.tr/uluslararasi-koruma-istatistikler# 
3 Turkish Directorate General of Migration Management, data as of 21 April 2021, 

https://www.goc.gov.tr/duzensiz-goc-istatistikler 

https://data2.unhcr.org/en/situations/syria
https://www.goc.gov.tr/uluslararasi-koruma-istatistikler
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expand their capacity and area of operation to access more individuals with specific 

needs. The unprecedented scale of the increasing number of SuTPs or applicants added 

year after year to International Protection applicants and regular or irregular migrants4, 

and the inexperience of the Turkish Government in managing mass migration put the 

government in a situation that requires it to develop institutions, projects, and strategies 

to respond to the needs of refugees by using its resources and obtaining support from 

national and international civil society organizations (CSOs) and donors. 

In parallel with the efforts to empower public institutions such as municipalities, 

registry offices, schools, hospitals, etc., new CSOs working in the field of migration 

have been established or existing organisations expanded their capacities and scopes 

in Turkey. In addition to Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs), and international 

humanitarian organisations, CSOs consisting of foundations, associations, trade 

unions, cooperatives, political parties, and religious groups have started to focus their 

studies more on the humanitarian field.  

The unexpected Syrian influx in 2011 caused a constitution of an emergency response 

mechanism that paves the way for the enlargement of the operations of Non-

Governmental Organizations. Non-governmental organizations—refugees -  NGO-R5, 

as an acronym to the term and as referred to in this thesis -  started to play a significant 

role among the CSOs, in providing services that are intrinsically attributed to the state, 

such as the provision of health, education, accommodation, protection, counselling to 

the most vulnerable, distributing relief items, in-kind and cash assistances, making 

referrals to available services, supporting the public institutions' staff on working with 

refugees as the vulnerable groups and other relevant services.  

According to the data presented by the Ministry of Interior (MoI) of Turkey, the 

number of active NGOs in Turkey grew rapidly from 69.762 to 122.109 from 2011 till 

2021 (DERBİS, 2021). Already in 2016, approximately 5 years after the influx began, 

                                                           
4 Herein after, these groups, irrespective of their legal status, will sociologically be referred to as 

“refugees” throughout the thesis. 
5 Sunata and Tosun   uses ‘NGO-R’, to imply NGOs engaged in refugee and migrant-related issues. 

This thesis uses NGO-R term adopted from Sunata and Ulaş to refer NGO’s providing services and 

implementing projects targeting refugees. 
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42 national and 14 international non-governmental organizations were providing 

support to Syrian refugees in Turkey, while over 90 NGOs were founded by Syrian 

refugees themselves (GIZ, 2021). As stated by the Directorate General of Migration 

Management (DGMM) representatives 1.047 NGOs are working directly in the field 

of migration in Turkey as of December 2020. Some of these NGO-Rs have greatly 

expanded their activities for refugees and opened tens of offices in various provinces. 

At the point where state institutions were trying to cope with the increasingly complex 

migration situation, NGO-Rs and voluntary organizations also started to provide 

numerous social, humanitarian, political and cultural services to the arriving people 

(Morgan, 2015). With the attractiveness of the issue among global humanitarian 

organizations, the field of migration has become a "third sector" in Turkey, by 

following the public and private sectors, (Garkisch, Heidingsfelder, & Beckmann, 

2017) with complicated structures, trained professionals, broad networks, and a flow 

of large amounts of money. 

According to the web application developed by UNHCR called Services Advisor, the 

number of available services provided by the humanitarian aid organizations as well 

as refugee coordination bodies to easily pin and access to these places, the 

geographical distribution of the number of services, including public facilities (2021) 

in Turkey is as follows (See Figure 1): 
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Figure 1. Services Advisor, the number and locations of services available for refugees 

International actors, especially the European Union (EU), as the biggest fund provider 

for the Syrian refugees in Turkey, preferred to transfer their funds for humanitarian 

operations to NGOs rather than to inert state institutions (Ketola, 2011). Turkey's 

aspirations for membership in the EU for years brought a new perspective and mission 

to the activities of NGO-Rs in Turkey. This view was endorsed as to promote 

participatory democracy that is strengthened through NGOs, which will be originated 

from increasing the capacities of NGOs for international dialogue (Baç, 2005).  

While Turkey and the EU were already negotiating on Turkey's membership, the 

dimension of the refugee crisis was included in the process and increased the level of 

complicatedness of the relationship between the two parties. The EU-Turkey 

Statement was signed on the18th March 2016 following the year in which Europe 

witnessed one million arrivals and an unexpected amount of people seeking asylum 

from Europe (Chouliaraki & Zaborowski, 2017). The framework for cooperation was 

mainly built on the requirements of Turkey's accession process to the EU, especially 

after the opening of accession negotiations in 2005, and later expanded with the launch 

of a visa liberalization dialogue in 2013. The 2016 EU-Turkey Statement came as a 

unique agreement for a joint response to a refugee crisis that neither the EU nor Turkey 

could handle alone. The main objective of the statement was to diminish the irregular 

arrivals to the EU by channelling a critical amount of financial support to Turkey to 

support the facilities targeting Syrian refugees and established a unique framework for 
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regional cooperation on an extremely complex and sensitive topic for both the EU and 

Turkey (European Comission, 2020). In addition to the main financial support 

instrument for pre-accession countries by the EU - the Instrument for Pre-Accession 

Assistance (IPA) - Facility for Refugees in Turkey (FRIT) was launched under the 

scope of financial cooperation framework of the statement, focusing on humanitarian 

assistance, education, migration management, health, community infrastructure, and 

socio-economic support. (The EU Facility for Refugees in Turkey, 2021). 

 In the same year, Turkey has passed the five-year mark for protracted displacement6 

in the spring of 2016 (UNHCR, 2004). Since then, it has become increasingly clear 

that responding to migration from Syria as a temporary problem that requires only 

emergency humanitarian interventions increases marginalization, inequality and 

fragility among protracted refugees. Therefore the long-term development and 

planning processes became essential. The financial support received through the FRIT 

programme deeply modified the attitude of the government towards NGO-Rs. The 

laissez-faire policy that had been pursued until then turned into a policy of permitting 

a controlled growth in the number of NGO-Rs, to increase the monitoring over the 

external financial aids (Nimer, 2020).  

The Turkish Government had to create space for NGO-Rs during this period in order 

not to conflict with the requirements of the negotiation process with the EU. Due to 

the limited resources problem, which makes it difficult for the country to accept 

refugees as they come, the need to strengthen the capacity to digest refugees by looking 

for new ways to cooperate with local and international NGO-Rs that will provide new 

resources for their needs has emerged. As arrivals continued and resources became 

more limited, more cooperation with local and international NGO-Rs was required to 

support the crisis management capacity of the Turkish Authorities (İçduygu, 2015). 

The increasing number of large-scale projects implemented by NGO-Rs targeting the 

immediate needs expanded their capacities. International bilateral and multilateral 

funds were channelled to these organizations, therefore new opportunities for 

cooperation and implementation arose for NGO-Rs much earlier than for public 

                                                           
6 If the refugee populations of 25,000 persons or more who have been in exile for five or more years in 

developing countries UNHCR (2004) defines this situation as the protracted refugee situation. 
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institutions. While the EU provided funds, it had the opportunity to shape the structures 

and implementation modalities of the funded projects. NGO-Rs accumulated 

knowledge and built capacity as they sought to gain an advantage in the heated 

competition for resources and to align their project development and implementation 

processes with European project implementation standards that pushed them toward 

professionalism and away from the voluntary ethos that characterised their work. 

The Justice and Development Party (JDP)7, the government party in Turkey since 

2002, during the peak of the refugee crisis and still, allowed the proliferation of NGO-

Rs, mostly due to the above-explained factors. As the influence of NGO-Rs was 

riveted by the demands of the EU accession process and the requirements of the newly 

emerging immigration environment, the JDP tried to keep as much under control as 

possible while trying to protect its reputation in the domestic and foreign sphere. 

The reasons for the rapid growth of NGO-Rs working in the migration sector and their 

ability to create a defined field in the sector were not only due to external 

developments. By taking advantage of the financial support received from the EU in 

return for hosting refugees, the government could have further strengthened the 

relevant state institutions and their social service mechanisms. Instead, it was observed 

that despite the government's stance to exclude NGO-Rs from emergency assistance 

and any kind of intervention towards refugees in the first years of the Syrian crisis, the 

capacities and implementation areas of certain NGOs were already much improved 

compared to state institutions (Şentürk, 2014). In the first two years of the crisis, the 

government, in particular, had a very conservative attitude towards the international 

NGO-Rs and these organizations were not allowed to work officially in Turkey. 

Although some of their activities were limited to cross-border aid operations, many 

NGOs continued their work without registering with the official Turkish authorities 

(Çorabatır, 2016). 

As the importance of the issue of migration and refugees increased in the country, as 

well as the number of institutions involved in the migration sector, the relationship of 

                                                           
7 The JDP has been in power as the ruling party in Turkey since 2002. In 2011 and beyond, which was 

the main period under consideration in this thesis, it has still been the government. Therefore, from 

now on, "the government", "JDP" and "the ruling party" will be used interchangeably. 
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NGO-Rs with the government and the opportunities that arose from this relationship 

became a subject of debate in Turkey's national and international politics. Considering 

these dilemmas, this thesis aims to analyse the characteristics of the relationship that 

emerged between the government and NGO-Rs in Turkey after the Syrian crisis and 

the impact of this relationship on the implementation modalities of these NGO-Rs. 

 Statement of the Problem 

There has always been a fragile relationship between the governments and the NGOs 

in Turkey since the establishment of the Turkish Republic (Yıldırım & Ayna, 2017).  

Recent developments in Turkey's international politics and their reflection on 

migration management strategies made this relationship even more fragile. After the 

Gezi protests, relations between NGOs and the government became very delicate, 

which eventually led to the termination of some of the NGOs' activities with legal 

decrees on account of the fact that fight against terrorism (İnsan Hakları Derneği, 

2017). In 2016, after the military coup attempt, another distancing was observed in the 

relations between civil society and public institutions, which ended with the 

termination of some services provided by NGOs.  

The study published by Mackreath and Sağnıç (2017) asserts that "needs-based" NGOs 

often focus on targeting the basic needs of refugees such as food, shelter, education, 

and health, while "rights-based" NGOs mostly focus on breaking the cycle of poverty 

and building resilience of the target group. To avoid the risks of political positioning, 

it has been observed that NGOs have shifted from refugee and human rights advocacy 

towards tamed activities (Yabancı, 2019), that is partially or completely free from the 

opposition politics, and to "need-based" approaches  (Mackreath & Sağnıç, 2017). 

Additionally, the government seems to prefer to use the operational effectiveness of 

NGOs but is much stricter about using their effectiveness at the political and opinion 

levels. There has been a new power balance in the NGO-government nexus, where the 

former's "rights-based" services to refugees depend on the latter's consent. Regardless 

of the intensity of their relationship with the government, NGOs at various levels 

undergo a policy-oriented and relative transition to a needs-based approach as their 

work is under firm control by public institutions. 
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The fact that NGOs are increasingly adopting a need-based service approach is quite 

problematic given the current migration situation in Turkey. If at least 25,000 refugees 

from the same country have been living in exile for more than five sequential years in 

one country, UNHCR (2004) characterizes this situation as a protracted refugee 

situation in which refugees find themselves in a long-lasting and intractable state of 

limbo. According to UNHCR, The protracted refugee situation often causes human 

rights challenges, perpetuating poverty, not being able to access livelihoods, education 

and also can give rise to imminent problems. UNHCR proposes that the countries that 

protracted refugee situations are present like Turkey should offer durable solutions and 

rights-based services to refugees, instead of the initial emergency responses where the 

focus is on basic needs and assistance. Those durable solutions are voluntary 

repatriation, local integration, and resettlement to a third country (UNHCR, 2020). 

Hosting Syrian refugees for more than ten years along with other refugees of different 

nationalities, the current migration situation in Turkey is no longer an emergency, thus 

fits the description of the UNHCR's protracted refugee situation. Needs-based 

approaches, increasingly adopted by NGOs in Turkey, fall short of addressing the 

vulnerability of refugees and the problems in the overall migration situation in the 

country. An effective response to the protracted refugee situation in Turkey is the 

responsibility of the Turkish Government with a joint response from other countries 

built on a whole-of-route approach8 to cover cooperation on dialogue with main 

countries of origin of irregular migrants arriving in Turkey as well as their country of 

destinations such as EU (Council of the European Union, 2019). NGOs are among the 

most important cooperating partners of the government in the field of migration as 

well. They are placed in a vital and indispensable position, in terms of the continuity 

and efficacy of the provided services to the refugees. The changing needs require 

cooperation among public institutions and NGOs, ensuring timely intervention and 

efficient response as well as effective use of scarce resources. To ensure an effective 

response to the protracted refugee situation in Turkey, it is necessary to use resources 

                                                           
8 According to the definition of the Council of the European Union the whole-of-route approach is 

described as looking at the different migration routes by taking into the different perspectives into 

account and studying the migration trends along the route from countries of origin, transit and the 

destination. The whole-of-route approach therefore entails a comprehensive understanding of the 

varying circumstances that may occur thorough the migration route. 
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efficiently and to ensure that projects run by NGOs serve for the ultimate improvement 

of the migration situation. In such cases, needs-based approaches adopted by the NGOs 

lead to increasing distance from the solution rather than seeking durable solutions. 

The thesis states that the problem in Turkey is that NGOs are becoming relative more 

need-based organizations because of their politically oriented engagement with the 

government. Unable to develop resistance in the context of government control, NGOs 

are getting away from fulfilling their pontificated raison d'être of advocacy for durable 

solutions for refugees. In line with the JDP's conservative-nationalist political agenda, 

the number and organizational development of pro-government NGO-Rs are rapidly 

growing in comparison to oppositional or unbiased  NGO-Rs, resulting in 

ideologically crossing over to this wing or providing temporary and ad hoc services 

rather than established policy recommendations for refugees. 

 Research Question 

Despite their steadily growing numbers there seems to be a univocality among the 

NGO-Rs in Turkey. This study associates the univocality of NGO-Rs to the Turkish 

Government’s political preference to cooperate with particular NGO-Rs over others. 

Therefore, the government’s perspective on national and international NGO-Rs along 

with the consequences of the NGO-government relationship is deemed as a valuable 

factor for investigation. In this context, for elaborating the theme of this study 

comprehensively and analytically, a research question is proposed “How the 

engagement of the Turkish Government has transformed NGO-Rs into relatively more 

need-based organizations?" 

The politically oriented transition of NGO-Rs towards a  relatively more needs-based 

stand in Turkey is a riveting subject to study, especially for three reasons. First, 

although NGOs are not a new phenomenon, they have recently started to attract the 

attention of academia in Turkey. Even though the number of studies conducted on the 

NGO-Rs is not very low, very few of them investigate their relationship with the 

government along with the outcomes of this engagement (Sunata & Abdulla, 2019; 

Nimer, 2020; Danış & Nazlı, 2018). The majority of the very few studies in this area 

(Doyle, 2017; Toprak, 1995; Üskül; Ketola, 2011) address NGO-government nexus, 
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by attributing to the lack of democratization in Turkey. Rather than discussing the 

issue in the context of democracy, this thesis argues that the state of relations with 

government seen in NGO-Rs, and the transformation that occurs in them as a result of 

this relationship, is due to the fact that NGOs are amenable to political influence 

because of their inevitable institutional relations with governments. 

Secondly, there seems to be insufficiency in categorical definitions of NGO-Rs in 

relation to their activity-based foundation principles in Turkey. It is essential to offer 

a categorization of NGOs in order to analyse the impact of the relative transition 

towards needs-based aid modalities considering the foundation principles of different 

organizations. There are very few studies on the adaptability of existing rights-based 

interventions and the impact of needs-based humanitarian interventions (Mackreath & 

Sağnıç, 2017). Moreover, the distinction between "rights-based" and "needs-based" 

interventions is important for planning and impact measurement of the operations of 

NGO-Rs, although the distinction between the two is not as sharp as such a duo 

implies. In Turkey, the distinction between these approaches is blurred as explained 

by Mackreath & Sağnıç in many cases considering the response to Syrians, and it can 

be observed that even interventions planned by NGOs on a rights-based basis may 

have redounded to needs-based interventions. 

And finally, related to the second reason, it is also noticeable that there is a lack of 

studies on the political engagement of NGO-Rs and governments, which could be 

elaborated in more detail by analysing the nexus between the Turkish Government and 

the NGOs' political standpoint. Leaving the first shock and adaptation period behind, 

grounds for a new period for dialogue between the NGO-Rs and the government seem 

to have emerged following the realization of the opportunities that could be seized with 

cooperation. The strategic and political interests of both parties enabled an engagement 

between NGO-Rs and government which causes a selectivity of actors working in the 

migration sector in Turkey as well as a transition in the structure of the NGO-Rs. The 

current studies fall short in addressing the political engagement of those institutions in 

the context of migration. Besides, studies observing the government’s relations with 

NGO-Rs may be perceived as delicate and cause disincentives to research due to 

political reservations.  
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 Objectives 

The thesis aims to overcome the shortness of comprehensive and methodical research 

that analyses the current status in Turkey in the context of migration management 

together with the discussion of the political positioning and operational approaches of 

NGOs in general. By exploring the engagement of the government with the NGOs 

especially after the proliferation of NGO-Rs following the Syrian refugee influx to the 

country, this thesis aims to analyse what has impacted the perspective of the Turkish 

Government on the NGO-Rs and what are the outcomes of this relationship in terms 

of NGO-Rs’ ideological and political positioning as well as their activities in the field. 

It looks at how these organizations have, in response, adapted their staffing, structures, 

and procedures, while being renouncing from the chance to develop right-based 

approaches for refugees which will make ways for durable solutions and dignity for 

refugees. In light of the above, this thesis plans to show how NGO-Rs have relatively 

transitioned to a structure where they carry out activities that meet the needs of the 

government due to the political ties it has to establish with the Turkish Government, 

rather than seeking permanent solutions for refugee communities and disadvantaged 

groups as claimed. 

Building on the findings of previous researches and other secondary sources, this thesis 

aims to elaborate more on the urge behind NGO-Rs as institutions that have the ability 

to fill an important gap to reach the refugee population. It aims to explore whether 

NGO-Rs in Turkey are institutions that can support lasting solutions to the protracted 

migration situation, given the current political engagement with the government. 

Remarkably, despite the growing interest and increasing literature on the subject, there 

are few attempts to categorize the NGO-Rs or the categorizations introduced so far are 

not very detailed (Vakil, 1997). Although NGO-Rs in Turkey have the capacity to 

predict crises, anticipate trends, and act proactively, within a planned manner; can 

advocate for allocation of necessary resources; and lower the consequences of mass 

influxes and flows from the foundation principle, their implementations concentrate 

more on ad-hoc needs-based perspectives. Additionally, they differentiate from each 

other considering their ties with the political actors and parties. Therefore, this thesis 
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intends to enhance the classification of NGO-Rs in the context of NGO-government 

relations by utilizing the foundation principle-political engagement nexus in the 

Turkish context. 

 The Structure of the Thesis 

After this introduction, the second chapter of the thesis introduces the methodology of 

the research by emphasising the research techniques, design and dimensions 

considered during the case selection process. The third chapter of a literature review 

focuses mainly on NGO-government relations. The literature is divided into two parts 

to present the prominent studies on the subject regarding the politicization of the NGOs 

in the world and politicization and correspondingly religionization of the NGOs in 

Turkey. The fourth chapter presents the theoretical framework of the study. First, a 

conceptual discussion on the definition, roles, and behaviours of NGOs is presented, 

followed by a discussion on how different socio-economic, ideological, and political 

models influence the idea of NGOs and their engagement with governments. In this 

sense, the liberal framework explaining the emergence of NGOs and the impact of 

neoliberal policies on shaping the roles and behaviours of NGOs are discussed. The 

chapter takes the NGO discussion a step further to highlight the prevailing 

categorisations for NGOs, particularly emphasising the foundation principles as well 

as the relationships between NGOs and governments. First, approaches to NGO-Rs 

are discussed based on needs-based and rights-based NGO terms introduced by 

Mackreath and Sağnıç (2017) based on the field of activity and mode of work of NGO-

Rs. And then, the terms Government Oriented, Quasi-Governmental, terms started to 

be used in the 1970s but later reclaimed and cleared by Gordenker and Weiss (1995) 

and Party Affiliated NGOs cleared by the World Association of Non-Governmental 

Organizations (2004) are presented. 

Against the backdrop of the theoretical framework provided, chapter five presents the 

historical and conceptual framework that explains how the NGO-government 

relationship has evolved since the establishment of the Turkish Republic and explains 

the impact of NGO governance on migration management policies and institutions by 

dividing the period into two parts: before and after the Syrian refugee influx to Turkey.  
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The sixth chapter systematically highlights five main interacting factors that have 

influenced and shaped the Turkish Government's perspective of national and 

international NGO-Rs following the influx of Syrian refugees. These main 

developments and dimensions are listed as follows: the EU accession period, Turkey's 

unpreparedness for a mass influx of refugees and the lack of capacity of public 

institutions, the government's will to secure external financial support by benefiting 

from NGO-R experience and partnerships with multilateral and bilateral donors, again 

its will to maintain its reputation by appealing to its constituency, and finally its 

strategy to increase the number of NGO-Rs implementing the government's right-wing 

Islamist agenda. 

By focusing on three NGO-Rs; International Migration and Refugee Association 

(Uluslararası Göç ve Mülteci Derneği-IMRA), Turkish Red Crescent (Türk Kızılayı-

TRC), and Association of Bridging People (Halklar Arası Dayanışma Köprüsü 

Derneği -ABP) that belong to different categories in terms of their engagement with 

the government, chapter seven examines for each category the policy-oriented and 

relative transition of these cases to more needs-based NGOs. The behaviour patterns 

of the three NGOs representing three different political engagement are examined and 

observed based on specific themes. The transition in the NGOs is investigated in this 

chapter within the scope of their activities, in political engagement and also in their 

self-definition. Summarizing the findings from chapters six and seven, chapter eight 

discusses the findings on the directions and outcomes of the policy-oriented transition. 

Additionally, a summary of the research question is presented in the same chapter and 

the ultimate discoveries of the thesis are addressed and concluded by stating the 

contributions of the thesis to the literature, limitations of this research along with 

suggestions for further studies based on this thesis. 
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CHAPTER II – METHODOLOGY AND THE OUTLINE OF THE 

STUDY 

The extent of the thesis is to depict the politically oriented transition observed in NGO-

Rs in Turkey after the Syrian crisis. For this study, the qualitative research method was 

determined to understand concepts and opinions since it accords with the structure of 

the study.  In qualitative research, the research questions and review of the literature, 

instead of scientific empirical investigation and testing of the theory, lead and reinforce 

conceptual thinking and theory building, and this type of study tends to follow an 

explorative theory-building technique (Khan, 2014). For this purpose, instead of 

creating new data by performing fieldwork, thematic analysis of the secondary data, 

which is assumed to be more suitable for the requirements of the research question was 

preferred for classifying and summarizing the data.  

The thesis aims to discover the domestic and international developments that shape the 

relationship between NGO-Rs and the Government of Turkey. Different types of 

NGO-Rs and their political connection to the Turkish Government are explained based 

on the nexus between foundation principles and political engagement. Examining the 

constantly changing institutional relationships as a result of varying social, economic, 

and political processes requires a regular archiving of relevant documentation. To map 

the ambivalent relationship between NGO-Rs and the government after the Syrian 

crisis, the activities of those NGO-Rs and the government, their documents, reports, 

publications, press releases, campaigns, declarations as well as other relevant 

documents were examined. The disclosure of the content of the activities of NGO-Rs 

and the monitoring and evaluation outputs and press releases generated as a result of 

the application observations reflect the concrete outputs of the developing relationship 

between NGO-Rs and the government, as well as providing input for this thesis. In 

line with this aim, the most suitable method was determined as content analysis. 

Content analysis is a research technique for making successful derivations from 

writings or other meaningful items that can are replicable into the use of the contexts 

(Krippendorff, 2018). Content analysis is the study of documents and communication 

tools, which might be texts of various formats, pictures, audio or video. It is found 
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beneficial for academic studies that aim to examine forms and configurations in 

different types of communication tools in a replicable and systematic manner (Bryman 

& Bell, 2011). In this thesis, content analysis is used to find correlations and patterns 

as well as understanding the intentions of the groups and institutions (Luo, 2021). In 

line with the preferred methodology, data will be collected from diverse secondary 

sources through the literature on the acts and attitudes of mentioned institutions (NGO-

Rs and the government) to establish the practical framework of the thesis. Based upon 

specific observations of the NGO-R-government engagement, the thesis induces a 

broad perspective regarding the politically oriented transitions of the NGO-Rs. 

Thematic analysis of the content was chosen as a method that is used for classifying, 

analysing and reporting patterns within data as well as interpreting the various aspects 

of the research topic (Braun & Clarke, 2006). While identifying the way of structuring 

the categories of the analysis, the theory-driven approach was preferred for the 

thematic analysis of the qualitative data. Using thematic analysis and the existing 

knowledge, conceptual organization of the themes was made for the case analysis part 

of the thesis in line with the theory-driven approach's purpose of enhancing insight, 

interpretation, and rigour in qualitative research (MacFarlane & O'Reilly-de Brún, 

2011). 

The time period referred to in the thesis was chosen after the 2000s by taking into 

account the emerging relations between the EU and Turkey and the gradual growth of 

NGOs in line with global developments, especially by focusing on the beginning of 

the arrival of Syrian refugees in Turkey, namely 2011. The reason for this is to be able 

to track the relative transition in the migration situation and the institutions. The Syrian 

crisis that accelerated the migration towards Turkey unexpectedly started in 2011 and 

the effects of increased migration on the internal dynamics began to be observed 

immediately. During the same years, the government accelerated the development 

policies that affect NGO-Rs and the NGO-Rs started to go through a relative transition 

process as a response to the government’s interventions.  

The various categorizations that are used in academia have been analysed in detail to 

gain a better insight into the structure and functioning of various NGOs. These 
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categorizations were related to the nexus between foundation principles and political 

engagement in parallel with the direction of work. In the context of foundation 

principles, rights-based NGOs and needs-based NGOs were presented on the one hand 

(Mackreath & Sağnıç, 2017). On the other hand, for a better elaboration of the impact 

of the government's engagement on the politically oriented transition of NGO-Rs, 

associated NGOs are divided into three categories based on the relationships they have 

developed with the government and other political parties. In line with this aim and to 

focus more on the political motivations of NGO-Rs, the terms Government Oriented, 

Quasi-Governmental, and Party Affiliated NGOs are presented (Gordenker & Weiss, 

1995). It is planned to observe the circumstances that lead different types of NGOs 

with different political motivations to transform into organizations that provide needs-

based services, including the impact of relevant events on their relative transition. 

 The selection of the cases 

International Migration and Refugee Association (Uluslararası Göç ve Mülteci 

Derneği-IMRA), Turkish Red Crescent (Türk Kızılayı-TRC), and Association of 

Bridging People (Halklar Arası Dayanışma Köprüsü Derneği -ABP) are chosen as case 

studies to show the relatively needs-based transition of NGO-Rs. The cases are 

intended to reflect the relative transition to needs-based approaches that can be 

observed both in NGO-R activities and in the sector as a whole - e.g. the characteristics 

of newly established NGO-Rs - to align with government preferences, as well as 

hidden incentives from working with certain NGO-Rs that have pro-government 

characteristics. These NGO-Rs were selected because they are likely to reflect the 

outcomes of policy engagement at different levels with the government, which breaks 

down the relative transition differently for NGO-Rs. These three cases engage very 

intensively with political parties (with the government and with the opposition party), 

which is the reason why these cases are assessed as appropriate in line with the 

objectives of the thesis. 

Another reason for selecting these cases is that since they differ from each other in 

terms of scale, understanding of humanitarian aid, and political engagement with the 
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government, and because they represent different segments of the civil society, the 

findings of the examination of the cases are expected to be conducive to generalize. 

TRC is among the various solidarity and relief organisations that have adapted their 

existing activities to target refugees, which was presented as a general trend in Turkey 

by Mackreath and Sağnıç (2017) and selected as corresponding to QUANGO for this 

study due to its affiliation with Turkish Government as well as its partnership with the 

international organisations. IMRA, on the other hand, is an Association that was 

directly established to provide services to refugees and was directly established by a 

political figure serving in the ruling party and was therefore selected as a 

corresponding for GONGO. Finally, ABP was founded, much like TRC, to provide 

solidarity for vulnerable people from different cultures, but began working solely in 

the field of migration after the Syrian war. ABP has strong and open ties with one of 

the opposition parties in Turkey and was therefore chosen as a corresponding for 

(opposition) PANGO. Although these cases are a suitable example to reflect the 

relative transition of NGO-Rs to a relatively needs-based stance, other alternatives for 

GONGO could have been KADEM, for QUANGO could have been IHH, and for 

PANGO could have been MAZLUMDER. These NGO-Rs also include refugees in 

their activities, even if directly targeting refugees is not their main objective. These 

examples can be replicated in different cases, and the research to show whether there 

is a relative change in other NGOs, and if so, how this is transition is reflected, will 

shed light on the questions of whether there is a general politically motivated voluntary 

or involuntary transition in other institutions as well. 

  



 

18 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Diagram of the thesis search process 

The thesis merely focused on the migration-related analysis by examining the acts and 

attitudes of political actors, policy changes, and the activities in the issue by following 

a certain structure (See Figure 2.). That is, the relationship between the government 

and other CSOs including NGOs that do not operate in refugee-related fields is not 

within the scope of this thesis. Further analysis can investigate whether the political 

reflections of the relationship between the government and NGO-Rs can be observed 

in the activities of other institutions of the country such as universities, bar 

associations, etc. since the analyses that focus on the experiences of other institutions 

are also necessary to understand the overall political situation of the country. 
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CHAPTER III – LITERATURE REVIEW 

 The Politicization of NGO-Rs through Targeting Refugees 

NGO-Rs play a very crucial supporting role in enhancing institutional knowledge of 

the public institutions and provide policy recommendations for the establishment of 

coordination and implementation mechanisms as well as enhancing the access of the 

refugees to services provided by the public institutions. They have gained an observer 

status for the government actions and also been playing a technical role by providing 

relevant information to the government and policymakers during the development or 

implementation processes of the policies (Lage & Brant, 2008). Especially, since the 

1980s, new interest in literature has emerged from the academic world towards the 

subject, showing growing attention in the role of NGOs considering their relations with 

governments (Garilao, 1987). Studies covering the relationship between the NGOs and 

governments try to explain how the engagement between the two evolved and was 

influenced by social and economic aspects, from different angles. Yet, the academic 

literature is not thoroughly extensive on governments' engagement with the NGO-Rs 

operating specifically targeting the refugees. Though, a growing discussion within the 

several studies is examining the issue from different perspectives such as NGOs 

operating in various sectors both in the context of Turkey (Kadıoğlu, 2005) as well as 

at the global level (Tuijl, 1999).  

The precondition for the increase in the operational and geographical realm of NGOs 

is usually possible with the cooperation with governments. According to Dostál 

(2015), there is a mutual trust environment between NGOs and the governments which 

enables both parties to see each other as reliable allies and ease the burden-sharing 

during emergency cases. Governments’ cooperation with NGOs should not be 

perceived as it's pulling back from the responsibilities regarding the social aspects even 

though the services are planned to be provided through the NGOs. Even though a large 

amount of the first-hand service provision for refugees encumbered upon NGOs, 

(Dean & Nagashima, 2007) governments preserve their leading roles by undertaking 

monitoring and controlling mechanisms for the services provided by NGOs. In fact, 

contrary to the belief that NGOs emerged to fill the gaps of governments, as 
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governments deliberatively convey a certain amount of the service provision to NGOs, 

they start to represent alternative mechanisms for service provision to donor 

institutions and directions for financial aid flows (Agg, 2006). Jelinek (2006) argues 

this topic as a general phenomenon and states that NGO-government relations across 

the world have been uneasy from time to time, where a government has been fearful 

of being replaced by NGOs and/or exposed for a lack of accountability and 

transparency with donor or public funds. Dupuy et al. (2016) examine the reasons 

behind this intense relationship and control of governments over NGOs as well as 

restrictions on allocating external assistance to NGOs operating in low and middle-

income countries to run projects. Their analysis reveals that government policies 

concerning NGOs are shaped around three dimensions: the risk of damaged 

sovereignty and legitimacy, the need for external aid as an economic resource, and 

potential damages to their international reputation. 

By associating the root causes of the cooperation between NGOs and governments 

with good faith, some scholars  (Batley, 2011) claim that governments’ engagement 

with NGOs is determined by governments' control over NGOs and mostly depends on 

trust relationships between them. In NGO-government relations, it is observed that 

there are examples of governments adopting policies that support only system-

compliant NGOs, in times of crisis or normal times, and adopt actively intrusive and 

intervening policies as a prominent feature of authoritarian governments. At the same 

time, even pro-government NGOs are not tolerated when they are involved in 

solidarity activities with non-approved entities or when they adopt anti-governmental 

discourses (Kövér, 2021). Goodhand (2006) takes this discussion from a further point 

and looks from NGOs’ aspect. He states that NGOs working in intensified political 

engagements face a constant dilemma as they strive to maintain their neutrality and 

stay out of the fray while trying to build good relations with and influence key actors 

of change. Similarly, Wiktorovitz (2000) explains governments’ domination over 

NGOs by explaining the tendency for gathering the dispersed and non-assessable 

activities of NGOs under a single roof to guarantee their political power and increase 

the control mechanism.  To a government establishing full surveillance, the main 

necessity is to annihilate the elements that deteriorate the discipline.  Predictability and 

order enable the government to ease the controlling process of the institutions’ services 
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and increase surveillance. This surveillance, in turn, creates a state of the art that 

enhances state power.  

Some analyses (Young, 2000) on NGO-government nexus in the context of economic 

theories indicate that the financial link established between NGOs and governments 

affects the practices of NGOs. There are debates on whether NGOs depending on 

government funds, can endanger their mission and autonomy. Brown & Troutt (2004) 

state that NGOs are threatened by the increasing use of funding provided to them by 

the governments therefore they are dissuaded from participating in political dialogue. 

Government funding suppresses NGOs' ability to discuss political issues and 

involvement in political activities that depend on the financing of the government or 

another donor. By doing so they stay away from opposition political activities and are 

estranged from engaging advocacy movements that are not deemed suitable by fund 

providers (Chaves, Stephens, & Galaskiewicz, 2004). Some scholars (Dupuy, Ron, & 

Prakash, 2016), on the other hand, reconsider the financial dependency of NGOs with 

the political context and their findings reinforce that governments are not opposed to 

proliferation NGOs per se, rather; they oppose their proliferation with the help of 

foreign aid especially during times of domestic political competition since 

governments’ political survival may be threatened. As a result of interconnected 

relationships, some studies  (Martens, 2002) have concluded that even grassroots 

NGOs are increasingly getting dependent on government support, and their ability to 

sustain themselves when government grants are withdrawn decreases as they become 

too dependent on government funding. 

Banks, Hulme, and Edwards (2015) claim that NGOs fail to solve systemic problems 

and government failures through advocacy and mobilization when they engage in 

providing services to meet the ad hoc needs of citizens for a certain period of time. 

This situation is linked to NGOs’ adoption of the relative transition to project-based 

methods of work that force them to follow certain logical frameworks shaped by the 

donor institutions. While the project application allows for the maintenance of more 

indirect dominance and control relations than in the past, certain ideological 

approaches to NGOs are also applied within the framework of certain concepts, 

principles, and procedures (Bayraktar, 2017). In this case, NGO-Rs, which provide 
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specific project-based services to governments and governments that receive project-

based services from NGO-Rs in migration management, constitute both sides of this 

engagement.  

Lately, migration management strategies’ effect on coordination and cooperation 

relations with the NGO-Rs that are directly or indirectly operating in the migration 

field or have some activities that are crosscutting with the migration field is also 

reflected in the relationship between the public institutions and the non-governmental, 

local, international, civil society organizations trying to be involved in the 

management process with policy recommendations, funding or provision of the 

counselling that links the target groups to the services delivered by the governments. 

Some authors (Thouez, 2003) attribute the delay in the new formation of NGO-Rs 

compared to its role in other areas to both the nature of this area and the existing 

relationship between governments, NGOs, and society. To him, NGOs can and must 

play a critical role in the development of international migration policy to ensure that 

the migration agenda reflects existing standards of international law that protect 

refugees as well as defining the migration agenda, lobbying for basic principles, 

providing timely and reliable information, imposing its moral authority in this area, 

and monitoring the implementation of the obligations of states. 

Regarding the foundation principles and service provision modality of the NGO-Rs, 

although the literature is not extensive, most scholars argue that the trend in NGO 

service delivery approaches in the world is moving from needs-based to rights-based 

approaches (Kindornay, Ron, & Carpenter, 2011). While in the 1990s the number of 

NGOs providing aid services was higher than the number of NGOs engaged in 

advocacy (Kabeer, Mahmud, & Castro, 2044–2062), in recent studies (Slim, 2010), 

the tendency for NGOs in the world to move from philanthropic discourse to the 

ideology of political, egalitarian, and empowering rights and duties is being discussed. 

Although migration NGOs are primarily contracted with international donors and 

government ministries for service delivery, the decision to offer their organizational 

skills to the government to make demands and implement them can be a force for 

political participation (Khemani, et al., 2016). According to some authors (Moser & 

Norton, 2001), although the government plays an important role as the "primary duty-
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bearer", the rise of NGOs has led not only to the expansion of civil and political rights 

of individuals, but also to the recognition of social, economic, cultural, and 

environmental rights. Therefore, the idea that advocacy for rights is the primary role 

of NGOs and NGOs should have a dialogue about rights, faith, and legitimacy and 

closely examine these issues is highly being supported (Harris-Curtis, 2003). Some 

authors (Ketola, 2011), on the other hand, interpret a rights-based transition in NGO’s 

activities observed as a result of endeavours of the government to guarantee the 

external funds. The activities of advocacy NGOs often focus on influencing 

government policy, and in doing so their rhetoric is framed in rights-based rhetoric. 

EU financing policy directly feeds the core activities of NGOs, such as the 

dissemination of ideas through publications and conferences. While the process of 

converting ideas into concrete actions has been facilitated, foreign aid has become a 

short way to achieve goals that previously required a large amount of individual effort. 

 The Politicization and Religionization of NGOs through Targeting 

Refugees in Turkey 

The subject of NGO government relations in Turkey is not a widely discussed topic 

due to the sensitivity of the subject. Still, there are very important studies on the issue. 

Recognizing NGOs as the diversity of institutions that are actively participating in the 

process of contention on diverse norms and perceptions provides an insight into the 

way of NGOs function in politically sensitive issues, and levels of reflection of the 

political influence of governments on NGOs to the public. The progress in terms of 

academic and operational field of NGOs around the world is not valid in Turkey due 

to the shortcomings that prevent NGOs from working freely and at the desired level, 

and the state remains an obstacle for some of the NGOs because it has been suspicious 

of the presence of NGOs for many years and keeps strict control mechanisms over 

them in order to maintain the power and legitimacy of public institutions (Özdemir, 

Başel, & Şenocak, 2010). 

There are constraints for national or international NGOs to be entirely free from the 

surveillance of the Turkish Government. The lack of control mechanisms and 

accountability and the degree of openness of NGOs to the participation of civil society 
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groups within themselves are cited by the government as relevant elements that 

characterize a crisis of legitimacy (Clark, 203). Additionally, collaborations between 

NGOs and the government in Turkey have developed under the pressure of various 

processes, such as the long-standing and stagnant EU accession process, government’s 

concerns about external and internal reputation and relations with the neighbours, the 

need for financial assistance from external sources, increasing nationalist and anti-

Syrian movements among Turkish citizens, and competition among NGOs.  

Nimer (2020) analyses the aspects that migration has shaped, the relationship of the 

government and civil society, and the evolution of greater control of the government 

over humanitarian assistance that is being provided to refugees in Turkey. She analyses 

that the Turkish Government intentionally outsourced a certain part of the service 

provision from the NGOs to avoid being perceived as spending the resources of the 

public to aliens especially by the right-wing and nationalist citizens that consists the 

potential power base of the government party. Additionally, she states that by acting 

so, the government also avoids the tensions in the society arising from the anti-refugee 

expressions of the right-wing as well as ensures the continuation of the funding while 

keeping great control over NGOs. 

Despite the deteriorating democratic credentials under Turkey's competitive 

authoritarian regimes, the diversification of Turkey's civil society in terms of both 

number and issue-oriented repertoire, Yabancı (2019) discusses two main strategies 

that shape the JDP’s approach to civil society as containment through selective 

repression and appropriation and building an alternative civil society. If the 

government is confronted with NGOs that have been criticizing the government or 

maintain a highly volatile stance against the government’s policies, the government 

targets the legitimacy and functioning of these NGOs. Articles analysing the NGOs as 

the normative agencies of local actors in the context of Turkey by associating them 

with selective repression and appropriation based on the engagement of the 

government with NGOs are very crucial for examining the role of pro-government 

NGOs in society (Ün, 2019). Danış and Nazlı (2018) argue the ongoing alignment of 

the government with pro-government NGOs by mostly emphasising that this alliance 

that has been occurred between the government and some certain selected NGOs is 
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based on religious references and loyalty. By embarking on the “subcontractor” 

terminology to refer to certain NGOs, Mackreath & Sağnıç (2017) conclude that the 

JDP government promotes the NGOs, particularly the ones considered to be faithful 

to the state and its institutions.  

Considering the current situation in Turkey, it is observed that NGOs working in the 

migration field are often delicate about their relations with the government due to the 

pressure that arose from the closure of numerous NGOs. By stating that, Sunata and 

Tosun (2018) examine the NGO-government relationship even more deeply and 

conclude that the religious references and the expression of their proximity to the 

ideology of the JDP partially relieve NGOs working in the field of migration from the 

pressure.  

In addition to the studies mentioned above, there have been a variety of authors, 

articles, and reports discussing NGO government engagement in other countries 

(Jelinek, 2006; Wiktorowicz, 2000; Dupuy, Ron, & Prakash, 2016) as well as in 

Turkey (Doyle, 2017) especially following the increase in NGOs working in the field 

of migration with Syrian refugees coming to Turkey. Despite the continuous expansion 

of academic studies on the engagement of NGOs and the government, the outcomes 

of the engagement and its politically-oriented impact on NGOs working in the field of 

migration is still an important issue that requires further academic studies. Moreover, 

there are very few studies on the founding principles of NGOs. The needs and rights-

based mode of operation of NGOs are very important to understand and shape the 

long-term migration strategies. Therefore it necessitates a further investigation 

especially in a country that currently faces a protractive refugee situation such as 

Turkey.  Finally, in most of the studies (Kubicek, 2007; Şahin & Yıldız, 2010) the 

government’s control over NGOs continues to be studied in the context of democracy, 

freedom, and suppression which fell short in explaining the political transition of 

NGOs in Turkey. This thesis will endeavour to bring a different perspective to the 

issue by rejecting the view that the growth of NGOs in number and power is directly 

proportional to the democratisation of the country by discussing the authenticity of the 

political co-dependence of NGOs and the government to sustain their work.  
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CHAPTER IV - THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK ON 

FOUNDATION PRINCIPLE AND POLITICAL ENGAGEMENT 

NEXUS 

The lack of consensus for the academic community on how to define NGOs is not only 

a theoretical but also an empirical matter. With the increasing involvement of NGOs 

in addressing and interfering with the resolution of problems in various public spheres, 

a large body of literature aimed at identifying and classifying NGOs, making the 

definition, and analysing their impacts has begun to emerge (Pearce, 2000) especially 

in the late 1980s and early 1990s.  

There are various terminologies developed to describe non-governmental, non-profit 

organizations for referring more or less the same meaning such as non-profit 

organizations (NPOs), non-profit sector (NPS), third sector, voluntary organizations, 

private voluntary organizations (PVOs), NGOs, not-for-profit organizations, 

independent sector, charitable organizations, tax-exempt organizations, and social 

movements (Özdemir, Başel, & Şenocak, 2010). However, NGO is the most 

commonly used term of the recent years in Turkey in referring to the non-profit 

organizations implementing projects through the funding of partners such as UN 

Organizations, the EU, or other national or international organizations. 

Initial efforts to define NGOs tend to take NGO activities in developed countries as a 

benchmark and generally limit their activities to certain areas. Gorman (1985), for 

example, uses the term PVO and defines those organization’s features as non-

governmental (private), tax-exempt, non-profit agencies engaged in the overseas 

provision of services for relief and development purposes. Salamon and Anheier 

(1992) broaden this definition a little bit further from its spatial and contextual 

shortcomings and describe a structural/operational definition for the NPOs, whose 

main features are formal or institutionalized, separated from the government, not-for-

profit distribution for property owners or managers, having internal procedures and 

voluntary participation of staff. They additionally categorize NGOs as representing a 

subset of NPOs considering their field of work as economic and social development.  
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Scholars from various disciplines classify NGOs based on organizational types such 

as size, geographical area of operation, or types of institutions they are mainly involved 

with. For example, Vakil (1997) proposes organizational attributes as the approach to 

be used for the problem of describing or conceptualizing NGOs instead of 

organizational types. She identifies two descriptions within the framework of the 

proposed approach and imparts the essential descriptors as orientation and level of 

operation, and the contingent descriptors as sectoral concentration and other evaluative 

aspects. Even though this classification brings a certain amount of relief to the 

exhaustive literature of NGOs, the necessity of putting the state and interstate relations 

forward while defining NGOs is necessary for facilitating a broader understanding of 

the economic and political relations that connects those institutions with the real world 

where the state relations constantly affects the objectives and the outcome of the 

implementation.  

Towards the mid-1990s, by emphasizing and criticizing the increasing professionalism 

in the NGOs, Gordenker and Weiss (1995) exclude the term of voluntariness from the 

definition and define NGOs as private, self-governing, formal, and non-profit 

organizations. With the acknowledgement of this definition of NGOs based on their 

relationship with the state, debates have started. Another party  (Fernando & Heston, 

1997) highlights the definitions made over NGOs’ relationship with the civil society 

and the state separately. This discussion is very much related to the topic of this thesis 

since the NGO-government relationship in Turkey will be discussed in details in the 

coming chapters while investigating if the NGOs in Turkey are the representative of 

the advocacy work for the refugee communities or they are the private pillars of the 

public service provision in the country. 

 A Liberal Framework for Explaining the Emergence of NGOs 

Although plagued by definitional ambiguity, civil society organizations as the superset 

of NGOs is generally seen as the constellation of associational forms that occupy the 

terrain between individuals and the state (Wiktorowicz, 2000). Very well known in the 

academic field, Gellner argues that: “Civil society is that set of diverse non-

governmental institutions, which is strong enough to counterbalance the state, and, 
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whilst not preventing the state fulfilling its role of keeper of the peace and arbitrator 

between major interests, can nevertheless prevent the state from dominating and 

atomizing the rest of society” (Gellner, 1995, p.32) His definition of civil society is 

mostly considered as neutral or liberal by the opponents since his common 

characteristics attributed to civil society organizations are being independent, being 

non-state, and claiming to represent the benefits of a group of individuals against the 

ruling class. Likewise, Hall (1995) defines civil society as the self-organization of 

powerful and independent groups that balance the state. Another similar approach to 

the definition of NGOs came by Mercer (2002) as, despite the nuances between them, 

civil society and NGOs are essentially 'good things' since they form small worlds of 

the liberal democratic process, they include ordinary/grassroots people, their 

commitment to normative liberal ideals that they act both as separate and autonomous 

from the state and as a shield against it.  

From a liberal democratic perspective, NGOs are seen as a cover against the 

inordinateness of the government, and the large number of NGOs are taken as an 

indicator of higher democratic progress. This kind of logic is unquestionably 

reproduced in the approaches adopted by international donor organizations, including 

the EU, which tend to see their support for civil society as a means of democratic 

development (Ketola, 2011). The above perspectives advocate that civil society and, 

NGOs since they are the subgroup of it, have occurred as an autonomous entity without 

associating or evolving with the state, society or have not effected by bilateral or 

multilateral relations.  

Liberal explanations fall short for explaining NGOs working with the government as 

support mechanisms for the implementation of government policy, given that not all 

NGOs are inherently democratic, nor are they all are established to have a cushioning 

effect on the activities of states that are perceived by the community to be flawed or 

inconvenient. It is possible that certain NGOs, depending on their ideological harmony 

with governments, implement activities under the strategic or ideological frameworks 

shaped by the political parties in power. As Kubicek (2010) states, civil society may 

exist more as a slogan than as a reality. 
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 Effect of Neo-Liberal Policies on Shaping the Roles of NGOs 

The growth of NGOs is a worldwide phenomenon and deeply rooted in political, 

economic, philosophical, intellectual, and religious aspects. There are various 

explanations for interpreting the fast proliferation of NGOs after the 1980s worldwide. 

According to some definitions (Bibua, Lisetchi, & Brancu, 2013), NGOs are social 

actors as they can obtain their financing from private sources and often do not include, 

or include to a limited extent, government agencies or representatives. 

Petras (1997) argues that the politicians began to promote and finance anti-statist 

ideologies and support the neo-liberal models to hide the state behind the curtains and 

let the civil society, local leaders, and communities solve their own problems by the 

early 1980s. The extensive growth of NGOs is associated with the aggressive 

privatization movement and the trend of outsourcing the responsibilities of the states 

to the private sector. Parallel to this view Bolton and Nash (2010) indicate that growing 

neoliberal enthusiasm for privatisation meant that significant public services, 

including foreign aid, were contracted, or left, to NGOs, which were considered less 

bureaucratic and closer to beneficiary communities. 

Petras (1997) correlates the rise of the neo-liberal policies and their effect on shaping 

the roles of NGOs while drawing attention to the financial dependency of NGOs to the 

neo-liberal sources and competition among them to get the big slice of the cake in 

financial and reputation terms. The international financial institutions such as World 

Bank, European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD), or such have 

switched their choice of implementing partners from the national authorities to NGOs 

and they started to provide extensive funds to those institutions especially after the 

1980s. For this reason, some authors (Sampson, 1996) see NGOs as mechanisms 

deployed for the creation of civil society by external intervention. 

Carapico (2000) shows a different approach in defining the role of NGOs. She takes 

NGO activities in the Middle East as an example and defines NGOs as agents of 

political, economic, and social change that influence the distribution of scarce 

resources in their own societies and the standing of national authorities abroad, 

although they consider themselves marginal actors, charities, or interest groups. While 
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advocating for the vulnerable groups or implementing projects, NGOs have developed 

an organic force that allows them to become one of the most important actors on the 

ground, building complicated relationships with both governments and communities. 

One particular element that explains the role of NGOs is the funding and dependency 

that allows them to carry out the projects that are implemented with the participation 

of governments. Although a large number of NGOs are still funded by donations and 

their scope of activity is limited to groups such as civic movements, religious 

organisations, and independent experts, the states of the west are crucial actors for 

NGOs to obtain funds to continue their implementations.   

 Foundation Principle Vis à Vis Political Engagement with the Government 

  

4.3.1. Foundation principles: Rights-Based and Needs-Based NGOs 

Mackreath and Sağnıç refer to the terms “needs-based” and “rights-based” while 

defining and categorizing NGOs operating in the field of migration in their report by 

identifying rights-based NGOs’ field of study as advocating, the fulfilment of legal 

rights and empowerment; while stating that needs-based NGOs mainly provide 

material assistance such as food, shelter, and support to access education and health 

services to immediately respond to the lack of basic needs. Especially in the mid-

1990s, rights-based approaches for humanitarian NGOs, have increasingly been 

adopted globally as a societal politicizing area that focuses on mobilization, advocacy, 

and governments’ actions. (Nyamu-Musembi & Cornwall, 2004) 

According to this categorization made over the activity modalities of the NGO-Rs, 

needs-based NGOs focus on securing resources through donors and governments 

during providing services to refugees, while rights-based NGOs seek to draw attention 

to equal and rights-based sharing of the existing resources by working towards 

securing access to rights, for empowering vulnerable groups, preventing 

discrimination and equal access to resources, and holding service providers to account 

in terms of human rights and naturally endeavour to convert for the process to be made 

explicitly political. Instead of ad-hoc and temporary needs-based services, rights-based 

NGOs focus more on legal, institutional and societal goals that are longer-term and 



 

31 

 

sustainable. Therefore, the distinction between these two different approaches adopted 

by the NGO-Rs affects their way of designing and implementing services targeting 

refugees as well as their level of criticism towards relevant government policies by 

inevitably politicize the work of NGO-Rs adopting a rights-based approach in process 

of refugee response. 

Although Mackreath and Sağnıç (2017) argue that there are needs-based and rights-

based approach differentiation in service delivery to the refugees, this distinction is 

blurred in Turkey. Many NGOs work within a framework that combines these different 

types of approaches. This intertwinement of the activity-based approaches among the 

NGO-Rs in Turkey is directly related to the inability of NGO-Rs to evaluate the long-

term results of their short-term project-based activities and the hardship faced by them 

to develop strategies accordingly. For example, according to the authors, aid for 

Syrians that initially planned as rights-based interventions often fail and lean relatively 

towards the needs-based interventions, which lessen the effectiveness of the planned 

humanitarian aid especially in protracted refugee situations. In connection with this, 

in some other cases, the manner and frequency of delivery of aid slow down Syrians' 

processes of self-sufficiency and resilience. This leads to the simultaneous adoption of 

needs-based and rights-based approaches by NGOs in the long run. Additionally, 

reactive response adaptation to an emergency and the extensive load of the tasks 

caused this distinction between the two kinds to fade out. 

Based on UNHCR's (2008), it can be asserted that in countries such as Turkey, which 

have hosted more than a certain number of nationals of the same nationality, needs-

based approaches are not eligible for producing long-term and permanent benefits for 

those refugees who have been in limbo due to the protracted refugee situation that the 

country has been in and therefore have become vulnerable and open to many violations 

of rights. The longer the refugees stay, the more the host communities see refugees 

increasingly as a burden and a risk to their limited resources which may eventually 

cause a second or more displacement of the refugees. In this kind of circumstances, 

UNHCR (2008) states that the needs-based model of service delivery may be 

inefficient and aberrant if it follows the regular steps of emergency assistance and 

therefore, introduces a new approach based on self-reliance and resilience to 
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intervening in protracted refugee situations to prepare refugees for durable solutions. 

It is suggested that the services provided to refugees should be comprehensive and 

complementary actions that carry visions for long-lasting and rights-based solutions 

(Milner & Loescher, 2011). In such cases, it is recommended to the national and 

international institutions operating in the migration field cooperate to develop rights-

based approaches that will protect displaced persons caught in chronic exile from 

limbo and help developing permanent solutions.  

4.3.1. Political Engagement with the Government: Government-Organised, Quasi-

Autonomous, and Party Oriented Non-Governmental Organizations 

In most countries, NGO-Rs are the main contributors to delivering services to refugees. 

Relations with the government and costs and benefits arising from these relationships 

constitute the important factors affecting the service capacity of NGO-Rs. In some 

cases, NGO-Rs act directly as a branch of the government, while others try to get 

government support by also benefiting from external resources as well as connections. 

In some cases, in addition to their operational role, NGO-Rs support the ideological 

leadership of various political parties and they shape the main axis of their work within 

this ideological framework. It is important to explain the characteristics of the 

relationship developed with the government by focusing on the issues affecting the 

power of NGO-Rs to influence both target groups and the public opinion and 

policymakers, and the cooperation between NGO-Rs and the government and public 

institutions under their direction. When governments develop policies to improve 

overall migration management and the quality of their services for refugees residing 

in the country - increase access mechanisms for vulnerable groups or reduce social 

tensions between refugees - existing migration management mechanisms may remain 

inadequate. One of the most important reasons for this situation is that the countries' 

economic and social infrastructures and regulations rarely target refugees.  

On the other side, NGO-Rs are institutions that try to provide face-to-face services to 

the refugees, although they do not have official authority like public institutions in the 

field of migration. Although they have extensive knowledge regarding the details of 

public mechanisms and the referral pathways to access public services for refugees, 
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they are not authorized to be the providers of public services. Therefore, they can carry 

out activities within the capacity of government policies and public institutions acting 

in line with these policies. For example, if the governments implement inclusive 

policies that promote social cohesion for refugees, NGO-Rs can direct refugees to the 

existing mechanisms created as the outcomes of the government actions. However, if 

the government's policy is contrary to the above, in this case, NGO-Rs will not be able 

to provide the same service as their tools will be limited.  

Governments can affect the operational work of NGO-Rs in many ways, such as legal 

frameworks and permissions, tax policies, public relations and developing public 

opinion, level of willingness for coordination and cooperation. In addition to those, 

official support mechanisms such as financial and political supports are the factors that 

determine how active NGO-Rs can be. Even if a strong NGO-R sector has the capacity 

to encourage governments to follow their priorities and potential to shape the policies, 

the measure of how successfully those NGO-Rs depends on to what extent the 

governments are open to cooperation.  

The confusing fact that NGOs, referred to as Non-Governmental because their 

implementation supposed to fall outside the realm of governments are able to maintain 

their functionality by developing close relationships with the government has begun 

to create confusion about the concept of NGO, and it hinders communication and 

understanding in the context of academic and international policy. 

The categorization of NGOs through their relationship with governments arose both 

as a necessity and an oxymoron in academia. Gordenker and Weiss set out to create 

categories for NGOs and they define NGOs as purely non-governmental. They refer 

to NGOs that are associated with the government in some way as 'deviation' even 

though they all have the same status and functionality. 

 “Apart from the function of representing people acting of their own volition, 

rather than by some institutional fiat, NGOs have other defining 

characteristics. They are formal organisations that are intended to continue in 

existence; they are thus not ad hoc entities. They are or aspire to be self-

governing on the basis of their own constitutional arrangements. They are 
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private and separate from governments and have no ability to direct societies 

or to require support from them. They are not in the business of making or 

distributing profits. The NGOs of interest here have transnational goals, 

operations or connections, and have active contacts with the UN system.” 

(Gordenker & Weiss, 1995, para.5) 

Upon making the definition of the NGOs as above, Gordenker and Weiss state that 

there are at least three deviations from the specifications identified. They introduce 

GONGO, Government-Organised Non-Governmental Organizations as the NGOs that 

are pure production of the governments, QUANGOs, Quasi-autonomous Non-

Governmental Organizations that receive the bulk of their resources from public offers 

while aiming at internationally-endorsed objectives and initiating distinct operations 

from governments. Finally, they mention the third type as DONGOs as Donor-

Organised Non-Governmental Organizations. Gordenker and Weiss' categorization is 

made about the affiliation of NGOs with other organizations in terms of funding, thus 

distinguishing how NGOs find or even depend on financial resources from other 

organizations. 

The affiliation of the NGOs with the government is not only over the financial 

resources. The engagement and the dependency may still occur in some cases where 

the funding is not the priority. Taking the social and political relations, the engagement 

of the NGOs and the governments may put a different complexion on the terms 

GONGO and QUANGO. Additionally, in addition to the concepts mentioned above, 

institutions that are associated with a political party, but still seem to be compatible 

with the traditional NGO concept in some aspects, are called Party Oriented Non-

Governmental Organizations that is PANGO (World Association of Non-

Governmental Organizations, 2004).  

These abbreviations, which are not official definitions, have entered the common 

dictionary of useful terms as descriptors of certain types of organizations that everyone 

can easily recognize, and are therefore used to serve a variety of purposes and 

sometimes to different meanings. In terms of being connected with the subject of this 

thesis and what it wants to prove, not only a financial dependency but also a social, 
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cultural, and political engagement with the government of the institutions mentioned 

under the framework of the terms GONGO and QUANGO will be grounded on. 

Additionally, the PANGO term will further be discussed along with GONGO and 

QUANGO as the three main terms categorizing the NGOs in terms of their 

engagement with the governments. 

Although it is possible to name these organizations according to their relations with 

the government or a political party in theory, what is important here is the point that 

these terms seek to explain what is common for all categories. Even though there are 

many more types of NGOs active or had been operating in the field engaging in diverse 

relations with the governmental institutions, donors, or other types of relevant 

organizations, these terms show that NGOs need a budget along with non-financial 

support from the donor to be operative (even if it is a large institution or even a person) 

or a bureaucratic relationship with governments, government-provided documents 

permitting that it can operate within the borders of the country, a private or public 

financial power or a  political power is necessary.  

There are various definitions made for GONGO in academia. For example, the 

International Encyclopaedia of Civil Society describes GONGO as an organization 

that is created, either directly or indirectly, by the actions of a government or one of 

its agencies (Anheier, Toepler, & List, 2010). The term GONGO, which is oxymoronic 

in itself, simply refers to NGOs run by the governments. They are set up by a 

government, financed or otherwise supported, to advance a state's political interests in 

local and foreign platforms (Hasmath, Hildebrandt, & Hsu, Conceptualizing 

Government-Organized Non-Governmental Organizations, 2019). GONGOs could be 

viewed as a social arm of the state (Skjelsbaek, 2009). 

GONGOs are special-purpose organizations created to respond to tasks in which a 

direct governmental involvement may not be politically appropriate (Moisés, 2007). 

GONGOs exist because they can bypass local and international restrictions in a more 

practical way than governments, and can be found as an immediate extension of 

government in areas where governments' political involvement would be problematic. 

Since NGOs are less capable of providing direct forms of government intervention, 
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these organizations are partly justified by the need for complex social tasks that require 

a more sophisticated "soft power" approach (Kleinschmit & Edwards, 2017). 

GONGOs are preferable institutions compared to oppositional NGOs because they can 

easily be integrated into the government's corporatist structure and are less likely to be 

a threat to the government's power or reputation. Their functions are multidimensional, 

as they can adopt and support certain agendas of government as their own policy on 

behalf of the government. For this reason, they are not only institutions that create 

benefits for governments, but also institutions that contribute to lower political and 

economic costs and risks for the government (Hasmath, Hildebrandt, & Hsu, 2019). 

GONGOs are not successful in innovating their programs due to their proximity to the 

host government. In situations of taking an innovative initiative, they may be 

threatened with exclusion from government programs or abandonment altogether 

(Hasmath & Jennifer, 2014). 

Academics use the term GONGO to make complex NGO-government relations in 

various countries more explainable. For example, Wu (2012), states that the GONGOs 

in China were ultimately created by the state as an "organic" part of the state. Pallin 

and Oxenstierna (2017) examined think tanks and NGOs, which are dependent on the 

Russian state for financial support, and made inferences about how the Russian 

government displayed its soft power in the western world through these GONGOs. 

They used the term GONGO to explain the structure of the relationship between those 

NGOs and the Russian Government. They have found that the main mission of the 

GONGOs in Russia is to convey the Russian official message to the international 

policy arena and to create networks with experts, organizations, and institutes in the 

region. For the UK on the other hand, Naim (2007) gives National Endowment for 

Democracy as one of the best-known GONGOs that was initiated by President Regan 

and created in 1983 by the United States Congress.  

The situation in Turkey is not very different. The political-institutional environment 

and the government's control and pressure on institutions encourage organizations to 

be closer to the government. Commonly close relatives of politicians often take charge 

in GONGOs in Turkey and by so they make sure not only that the common good is 

served but also that the wishes of the government are carried out (Vahlhans, 1994). 
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Even though there are studies on NGOs that are affiliated with the government in 

Turkey, not much academic study includes the term GONGO except some studies 

(Diner, 2018) state Woman and Democracy Association (KADEM)9 10and the Youth 

and Education Service Foundation (TÜRGEV)  as the most prominent of these 

organizations fit into the definition of GONGO.  

In the world of complex political relations where it is increasingly impossible for 

governments to reach politics and the public through a single and traditional method, 

new types of NGOs have emerged that interact with governments at different levels 

and structures. Especially in countries where the structure of the public sector is shaped 

by the governments, many administrative structural changes take place. When 

necessary, politicians can exert informal influences which are ideally should not be the 

case looking into the lexical meaning of NGOs. The term QUANGO was first 

introduced as a new term in the 1970s and soon began to be used to cover large groups 

that had a strict relationship with government or local government institutions (Hague, 

1975). 

According to Pifer (1967), the President of Carnegie Corporation, although these 

organizations appear to be traditional voluntary associations, they are largely funded 

by the government resources and established by or continue their operations in the 

order of the government. The main purpose of these QUANGOs is to provide specific 

services to the government and to offer independent judiciary and flexibility (Hasmath, 

Hildebrandt, & Hsu, 2019). 

As a result of the institutional structure and political relations in each country, the 

number of QUANGOs, the sectors they are mainly operating in, their effects and 

competencies on the public may vary. Greve et al. (1999), carried out one of the most 

                                                           
9 Founded in 2013, KADEM has close links with the JDP Government and supports and legitimizes the 

party's views on the subjects relating to refugee women. Sümeyye Erdoğan Bayraktar, daughter of 

President Erdoğan, who is one of the founders of the organization and the current deputy director-

general of the Association, served as her father's volunteer political advisor and consultant to the JDP 

Chairman during Erdoğan's prime ministry period 

 
10 TURGEV was established in 1996 with the leadership of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan. In the board of 

directors TURGEV Esra Albayrak and Bilal Erdoğan serves who are the daughters and the son of the 

President Erdoğan.  
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detailed studies on this subject by making a comparative analysis of such institutions 

sprouted in Denmark, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom. They concluded that 

there is no common definition for all QUANGOs but that there are different types of 

QUANGOs in different countries that share specific common characteristics.  This is 

because most of the time, although constitutional or legal frameworks guarantee the 

independence of the NGOs, in practicality the situation is different. Although these 

institutions are formally autonomous from politicians, in practice they are not 

autonomous from elected politicians or states. According to the authors, the NGOs 

may demand autonomy, but not necessarily from the state. Sometimes NGOs want to 

be autonomous from the market or interest groups and therefore they constitute 

QUANGOs. Since these complicated relationships between the governments and the 

NGOs are impossible to specify and be officially stated on paper there are degrees of 

non-governmental-ness.  

While this risk is much greater for the GONGOs; the resignation of a government and 

its replacement can endanger the continuity of QUANGOs, discredit them, or even 

cause them to disappear in the last instance. There are some variations on the definition 

of QUANGO such as ‘quasi-independent NGOs, quasi-autonomous NGOs or quasi-

nongovernmental organizations. However, since the autonomy affiliated explanation 

used by Greve et al. (1999), provides the appropriate and simple explanation,  this 

thesis uses the quasi-autonomous NGOs descriptor for QUANGOs.  

By common definition, a QUANGO receives a significant portion of its income from 

official sources rather than voluntary contributions from private sources. However, 

there are some exceptions to this statement that a few key examples will confirm. For 

example, the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), which many refer to 

as the most famous QUANGO in the world, receives most of its funds from public 

donations (Anheier, Toepler, & List, 2010). 

Academicians argue that the QUANGO is a big phenomenon in the northern 

industrialized countries (Vakil, 1997), especially in the United Kingdom (Thiel, 2012). 

Although QUANGOs recently become an important discussion point in the world 

political debate regarding their definitions, numbers, or accountability, there is a lack 
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of academic studies on their corresponding in Turkey. This may be due to the fact that 

the term QUANGO does not refer to an officially structured institution, that the 

government relations with NGOs in Turkey are more complex and less transparent 

than in western countries, and therefore QUANGOs are difficult to identify. 

Finally, PANGO (or PONGO) is an NGO acronym that has been used and researched 

quite a few in the academic literature. In general, the acronym is used to describe an 

NGO created or driven by a political party. In some studies (Bahri, n.d.), it is 

elaborated as NGOs that are set up by political parties and disguised as NGOs to serve 

their political matters. In the last decade, especially after the dispersal of Syrian 

refugees in neighbouring countries and Europe, NGOs have been recognised as 

important actors in the field of migration, and their influence in the political arena has 

increased in parallel measures. Although migration is not a new phenomenon, with the 

social and economic pressures that mass migration has created in the country, political 

parties have been able to create an ideological space where they can make their voices 

heard through refugees and raise awareness in line with their political views. PANGOs 

are the NGOs who act in the interest of the political parties in matters that affect society 

as a whole. This political party can be the ruling party or one of the opposition parties 

at the time. PANGOs, if they are affiliated with the opposition parties, often draw 

attention to the negative impact of political manoeuvres and policies led by the ruling 

party on refugees in academic research or independent situation reports. Opposition 

PANGOs primarily target disadvantaged groups that are deliberately ignored or 

marginalised by the government. In addition to the activities of PANGOs in the field 

of migration, their activities are directed at specific groups on behalf of political 

parties. 

Although its examples are claimed to be most common in countries such as China, 

PANGO's are not unique to eastern countries. Hasmath et al. (2019). lists Friederich-

Ebert-Stiftung that is closely aligned with the Social Democratic Party; Konrad-

Adenauer-Stiftung, which is strongly allied with the Christian Democratic Union; 

Heinrich-Böll-Stiftung, that is linked to The Greens; Friedrich Naumann- Stiftung for 

Freedom, that is closely related to the Free Democratic Party; Hans-Seidel-Stiftung, 

that is allied with the Christian Social Union; and, Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung, that is 
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strongly linked to the Party of Democratic Socialism among the PANGOs that are 

indigenous to Germany and the eastern world.  

The following table presents the main characteristics of GONGOs, PANGOs, and 

QUANGOs and the characteristics of their engagement with the government (See 

Table 1). The table shows that when an NGO is established at the initiative of the 

government, the expected salient characteristics are that it is conservative regarding 

the migration policies and has very close kinship ties with members of the government. 

It is expected that these salient features will enable a GONGO to establish a link with 

the government as a reliable ally based on a politically and ideologically parallel 

structuring. It is expected that this allyship will bring some privileges to GONGOs that 

other NGOs cannot enjoy. However, if an NGO is more associated with an opposition 

political party, the government is likely to react with some meticulousness to keep a 

close eye on the PANGO due to its ideological behaviours and discourses aimed at the 

government's failure in migration policies. Ultimately, a QUANGO will have to act in 

parallel with the government's directives to maintain its position, but its ties to the 

government will likely change shape with the changing political environment. All in 

all, QUANGO and the government should make an engagement that is mutually 

beneficial to both parties, which will ultimately lead to QUANGO taking a tentative 

and supportive stance towards the government's migration policy. 
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Table 1 Political Engagement of NGOs with the Government 

Categories GONGO PANGO QUANGO 

 

Prominent 

Features 

 

 Conservative on 

the new policy 

recommendation 

 

 Employs 

relatives or the 

close kins of the 

political party 

members 

 

 

 Organisational 

ideology 

 

 Anti-

government 

rhetoric 

 

 Commitment 

to the 

government 

depends on 

the persons 

NGO- 

Government 

Relationship 

 Dependable 

allies 

 

 Politically and 

ideologically 

parallel 

structuring 

 

 Privileges and 

benefits 

 

 The constant 

risk of closure 

or limitations 

 Mutual 

satisfaction at 

the optimal 

level 

 

 Timid 

activities 

targeting 

refugees 

 

To make it clearer the presented terminology’s correspondence for NGO-Rs in Turkey, 

an observation of the current situation as well as the adaption of the definitions made 

by the other authors are necessary. Although defining NGOs by referring to their 

relationship with the public institutions seems to be an attempt to define the term in an 

oxymoronic way, it is a valid method to depict the relationship between them. Danış 

and Nazlı (2018) state that in the refugee field, many of the recently established CSOs 

in Turkey prefer to maintain robust ideological and organizational links with the 

governmental institutions or representatives of the public institutions. In this respect, 

they use the term “pro-governmental organizations” to address those organizations 

operating in Turkey.  The term pro-governmental provides a designation of the 

limitations of those organizations due to state relations  

Despite their presence in more than adequate quantity, the ability of NGOs to influence 

decision-making processes or force governments to pass radical reforms for 

comprehensive political change regarding migration management has been narrowed 
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to a very small extent (Yabancı, 2019). Therefore the definition of NGOs is disengaged 

from liberal theory explanations which define NGOs as autonomous organizations 

which hold the power to influence the government policies and balance their 

unpleasant activities. In Turkey, the implementation of NGOs is not possible when one 

of these institutions comes out of the equation.  Another characteristic that is used in 

the traditional definitions of NGOs and that should be reviewed is voluntarism; due to 

NGOs' tendency to leave voluntary work strategy and started paying high salaries to 

their qualified staff. There is evidence pointing that a certain level of 

professionalization was observed in NGOs operating in Turkey even though the origin 

of this professionalization cannot directly be linked to EU funding or the sudden 

increase in the number of refugees (Zihnioğlu, 2018). This inevitably, causes 

bureaucratization, standardization in the implementation, standardization of the 

outputs of the projects, growing use of strategic planning mechanisms; and a rise in 

the utilization of the external and professional monitoring and evaluation tools or 

companies to measure the achievements.  

NGO-Rs, like the governments, are exposed to the inevitable impact of the changing 

migration dynamics in the world on their functioning. NGO-Rs have turned to select 

working areas that they can benefit from in the long-term for their practices targeting 

refugees. Not only guidance and identified needs of the refugees, but also international 

relations, strategic decisions of states, views of donors on what field to transfer money 

in, changes in domestic political dynamics, and the reflection of these dynamics on 

government policies affect the decision-making mechanisms of NGO-Rs. 
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CHAPTER V - HISTORICAL AND CONCEPTUAL 

FRAMEWORK 

 History of Migration in Turkey and the Rising Influence of NGOs 

The policies affecting migration management differed in Turkey in line with internal 

and international policies. Turkey, which is considered as one of the countries that 

stands at the core of migration phenomenon regarding both its past experiences as well 

as its location in the intersection of migration routes, attempted to develop migration 

policies and a migration management perspective in line with the internal and 

international policies conducted since the establishment of the country. While 

transitioning to the modern Republic of Turkey the characterization of the period was 

shaped with nation-building via the forced migration that was managed by the state, 

including population exchanges, expulsions, and forced displacements (Yıldırım, 

2006). Internal and international migration policies were directed towards the creation 

of Turkish identity in the 1920s-30s. In the 1960s and 1970s, human mobility was seen 

as a chance to maximize the benefits from the remittances and intellectual 

accumulation from abroad, especially from Europe, through the migrant workers who 

were sent to Europe. Endeavours for decreasing unemployment and conditioning the 

flow of foreign exchange reserves through remittances, which were used to keep the 

Turkish Lira’s value artificially high, shaped the policies of those years (PL, 1990). 

Additionally, Turkish migration policy was viewed as a way of ensuring that rural 

migrant workers acquisition of new skills and training that could be tapped upon their 

return when they would bring foreign capital to invest in their local countries (Sayari, 

1986). Between the 1920s and 1980s, there were no prominent NGO discussions in 

the migration management field or academia.  It would not be accurate to contend that 

NGOs are entirely newly emerging institutions in the 1980s for Turkey. However, it 

is commonly agreed that they were not among the popular topics of the political 

debates since they were playing a small part in social and political life until the 1980s 

(Boztaş, 2019).  

After the 1980s, Turkey started to face immigrants who were from Muslim as well as 

Non-Muslim countries but mostly from the Middle East. Turkey started to experience 
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the movement of people who either immigrate to Turkey as a final destination or set it 

as a transit while trying to reach mostly Europe and the United States of America 

(USA). İçduygu (2015) refers to the estimations on more than half a million transit 

irregular migrants’ apprehension between 1980 and 2010 in the country predominantly 

from Middle Eastern, Asian and African countries as they tried to reach Europe. The 

political downturns, internal and external tensions, and security concerns in Turkey’s 

neighbour countries caused the displacement of the people. The major crossroads 

triggering immigration to Turkey were; regime change and the establishment of an 

Islamist Republic in Iran in 1979, the Iran-Iraq wars or Persian Gulf War with Kuwait 

during Saddam Hussein’s power in the late 1980s and 1990s, dissolution of the Soviet 

Union on December 1991, the USA’s invasion of Afghanistan and finally Libyan Civil 

War and the Syrian Civil War which are still present.  

Even though the reasons for the proliferation of NGOs in Turkey are indistinguishable 

from global trends, the fertile environment in the country has not been as favourable 

for NGOs as in the Western world for a long time due to historical and political aspects. 

In the history of the Turkish Republic, it can be seen that interventionist state views 

prevailed in Turkey until the 1980s, and in such an environment, there was almost no 

need for NGOs as the state made arrangements to fully cover both the social and 

economic spheres. For these reasons, the state is seen to have been at the forefront of 

the provision of social services with industrialization and for a long time, it has been 

the sole actor in the function of providing social services (Özdemir, Başel, & Şenocak, 

2010). The restrictions by politicians and the political parties against any type of 

organized movements affected NGOs’ activities, as well. Some recovery activities of 

the NGOs after the war in Bosnia at the beginning of the 1990s or the earthquake 

disaster in the Marmara region in 1999, soften the attitude of the society and the state 

toward those organizations.  

In addition to the political dissidents and the wars, the increasing trend in globalization, 

ease of mobilization, and the financial difficulties caused by the economic downturns 

in the origin countries encouraged people to search for more liveable but culturally 

affiliated places in terms of language or religion such as Turkey (İçduygu & Yükseker, 

2012). In addition to these developments in neighbouring countries, economic 
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liberalism advocated by post-1980 governments also served as an important catalyst 

for political liberalism discussions (Toprak, 1995). Arguments supporting economic 

and political liberalism dominated by neo-liberalism aimed to limit the field of action 

and intervention of states in all aspects of life. As in other countries, in Turkey, the 

rise of civil society has occurred simultaneously with the idea of minimizing the role 

of the state and limiting its activities. Thus in Turkey, with the influence of the global 

conjuncture promoting civil society, NGOs started to gain importance both in political 

discourse as well as in practice in the 1980s and 1990s. 

The most important developments related to civil society in Turkey started to take 

place in the period from 1980 onwards. The reasons why NGOs began to develop as a 

new phenomenon in Turkey were foreseen by the liberalization policies, privatizations 

in the economy, the transfer of power to local governments, the emergence of various 

social movements, and the liquidation of ideological groups that tried to change the 

system completely (Heper, 1992). The liberal worldview that surrounds the world is 

the main external factor that increases the development and influence of NGOs in 

Turkey. In the post-1980 period, the environment, health, tourism, education, human 

rights, women's rights, religious rights, ethnic rights began to come to the fore. In 

response to this rhetoric, numerous new NGOs have started to appear in public. After 

1980, a "pluralistic" and "civilian" public space developed in Turkey, and new 

identitarian social movements played an important role in this development (Çaha, 

Çaylak, & Tutar, 2013).  

In those years, todays’ very important humanitarian and refugee NGO-Rs have become 

operational such as Human Resource Development Foundation (HRDF) that was 

established in 1988, Association for Solidarity with Asylum Seekers and Migrants 

(ASAM) that was established in 1995, Mavi Kalem that was established in 1999 after 

the Marmara earthquake. Because of the small number of refugees in the country at 

the time, these organizations were concerned with different tasks than they implement 

today. They gradually appeared on the scene of governance, but they were not large or 

important enough to attract the attention of governments politically. 
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Most strikingly, EU accession has become the basis for a more dynamic relationship 

between NGOs and government in Turkey (Varon, Dereci, & Ersen, 2017). In the 

wake of globalization and neoliberalism, efforts to engage with the EU began in the 

late 1990s and 2000s, and international developments once again shaped the country's 

migration policies. These years are the same years when civil society movements and 

NGOs in the field formed, gained operational and political importance and began to 

actively engage in the field of social services. When Turkey gained candidate status at 

Copenhagen Summit in December 2002 and began negotiations for EU candidacy in 

2005, the period of NGO development and self-management began, which will be 

discussed in more detail in future chapters of the dissertation. During this period, 

NGOs became more visible and increasingly important in the political arena. 

 The Effects of the Syrian Refugees 

After the civil war has caused the deaths of thousands of people in the country, security 

became a real concern in the Syrian Arab Republic. Millions of people were forced to 

migrate from their homes and spread to the neighbour countries of Syria such as 

Turkey, Egypt, Lebanon, Jordan, and Iraq. Initially, mostly due to economic reasons, 

and also not having a refugee status guaranteed by the Turkish state, Turkey was not 

considered as the final destination country for most of the newcomers. Rather they 

draw their route towards Europe or even farther. However, due to the EU-Turkey 

Statement signed on the 18th of March 2016, Turkey committed to taking any 

necessary measures to prevent new sea or land routes for irregular migration opening 

from Turkey to the EU. Additionally, according to the statement, all irregular migrants 

and asylum seekers arriving from Turkey to the Greek islands and whose applications 

for asylum have been considered insufficient to obtain refugee status should be sent 

back to Turkey (Corrao, 2019). 

The real and tremendous increase in the establishment of the new NGOs or adaptation 

of most of the existing NGOs to the new conjuncture by adjusting their activities to 

target the refugees was observed after the flow of migrants Syrians under Temporary 

Protection. Turkey now hosts a refugee population of more than 5 million, has already 



 

47 

 

been acknowledged as a regional destination country and a key transit country for 

refugees on route to the third countries.  

During Turkey - EU accession process the improvement of civil society engagement 

was one of the burning topics emphasized in the annual progress reports. In line with 

the accession adjustments, legal frameworks were brought in compliance with the EU 

standards resulting increase in the number of associations and diversity in the work 

area of CSOs, NGO-public cooperation was tried to be enhanced.  The Syrian 

migration crisis paved the way for the NGO-Rs to show themselves in involving the 

humanitarian emergency response activities. NGO-Rs have actively operated in the 

field especially after 2014 and had a chance to work with vulnerable groups, hired 

high-profile employees who are equipped with lingual skills and academic 

backgrounds.  

As can be expected, in the first years of the refugee crisis of Syria, the Turkish 

Government was not in favour of delegating humanitarian response to any other 

institution including national and international NGO-Rs as well as the international 

organizations due to political reasons and not to jeopardise its reputation. According 

to DGMM statistics, the number of Syrian refugees in Turkey was no more than 

225,000 until 2013.11 Therefore the number of Syrian refugees was still in a 

manageable amount and the increase was not expected. International agencies were 

not allowed to have access to the refugee camps for a long time. Even the UNHCR, 

which is a central branch of the UN for refugee protection, was able to access camps 

only after February 2012 when it deployed a team of advisers to the Turkish authorities 

(Gokalp Aras & Sahin Mencutek, 2015). However, the atmosphere, as well as the need 

for NGO-Rs, changed rapidly. The number of refugees who live in the urban increased 

drastically in a couple of years and the total number of Syrians in Turkey jumped to 

millions in 2014. This situation brought extra liabilities to public institutions that were 

not officially assigned for refugee response such as municipalities, schools, and 

hospitals and such. Even though it was not the plan at first, after a couple of years, 

                                                           
11 DGMM Temporary Protection Statistics, accessed on 02.03.2021 

https://www.goc.gov.tr/gecici-koruma5638 
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Turkey left the decision of managing the refugee crisis through its own sources and 

started to look for alternatives. 

Towards 2013 and 2014 the institutional migration management system was being 

newly established in Turkey. As the number of refugees increased in Turkey the 

relations with Europe evolved differently from other affiliated states for the EU 

membership. Even though it is not directly the subject of this thesis, the relations with 

the EU have never been as expected for Turkey. The refugee crisis only caused the 

addition of dimensions that are needed to be discussed through the long EU journey of 

Turkey. The changing subject affiliations abroad affected the list of institutions that 

can be cooperated by the government internally. And as the consequence, the Turkish 

Government had to figure out the ways of collaborating with NGO-Rs that became 

essential to work with, without boxing itself into a corner. 

While the number and potency of NGO-Rs were increasing, the government was 

obliged to constitute legal arrangements that were lack before determining cautions 

had to be taken and overcoming the potential problems arising with the mass 

immigration.  Issues such as meeting refugees’ basic needs such as access to food, 

education, and accommodation or ensuring social harmonization and other relevant 

issues are subjected to migration management. Even before the Syrian influx, Turkey 

was not very experienced in migration-responsive operations. While UNHCR was 

providing international protection status which is not legally recognized by the Turkish 

State and caused duality and confusion in the status determination of the applicants, 

the public institutions did not have the capacity to take over the registration operation 

of the Non-Syrian refugees until 2018. Inadequate and sometimes mismatching 

features of the legal framework considering the real-life lend itself to be suitable for 

the proliferation of NGO-Rs. The intermediate step, which supports the refugees in 

accessing the services provided by the public, was necessary since there are multiple 

barriers for refugees such as lack of information, language, and social exclusion. After 

the establishment of the DGMM as the main body in authority for the registration of 

all persons under the temporary protection system, which entitles registered 

individuals to access to fundamental rights including health care services, education, 

and social assistance under the MoI in 2014 and facilitating migration framework 
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through the Law on Foreigners and International Protection and the Temporary 

Protection Regulation temporary protection status was provided to Syrian refugees. A 

gradual take-over of the operative tasks from NGO-Rs and the UN was planned 

afterwards.  

The government let NGO-Rs grow in number, at the same time increased its control 

over NGO-Rs and confine them within a certain place that they can implement. The 

government’s strict policies towards NGO-Rs in the country have been increasing in 

sternness hand in hand with the proliferation of the NGOs.  Particularly since the 2013 

Gezi demonstrations started as an environmental protest in Istanbul and spread all over 

the country selective pressure on civil society has developed in the form of arbitrary 

implementation of the legal framework to suppress civil participation and freedoms of 

expression, and the application of direct oppression targeting certain organizations 

such as some of the NGOs (Yabancı, 2019). During the state of emergency after the 

failed coup attempt of 2016, many NGOs working in different fields were closed by 

claims of associating with or being defendants of terrorist groups. As of 20 March 

2018, the number of closed associations in Turkey was 1419 (Human Rights Joint 

Platform, 2018).  

Efforts to increase the control mechanisms on NGOs, which began in parallel with the 

increase in their numbers, are still ongoing. Finally, on 17 December 2020, a draft bill 

was issued in the Turkish Parliament about preventing the spread of chemical weapons 

of mass damage attached with an additional part related to the NGOs. In the event of 

the proposal’s passing into law, the MoI and the governorships would be able to 

dismiss the administrators of the NGOs who are under investigation or temporarily 

suspend the activities of the association and appoint trustees to their executives if 

deemed necessary. The bill also permits the MoI and governor's offices to monitor and 

limit the fundraising activities of those organizations.  Brought to the parliament floor 

by deputies of the current government party, and although 520 NGOs in Turkey issued 

a joint statement against its enforcement (Deutsche Welle, 2020), the bill was passed 

on the 27th of December, 2020 (Özdoğan, 2021).   
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Looking at the current situation on the distribution and total numbers of NGOs in 

Turkey, the below table provides a general idea  (See Figure 3.). According to the 

table, professional solidarity, sports, religion, research, tourism, and humanitarian aid 

associations are the top six most topics that associations in Turkey mostly organized 

within. However, the number of NGOs that are categorised as humanitarian 

associations, working by targeting the refugees is greater than seen below. It is very 

common for many NGOs to carry out activities for refugees after Syrians arrive in 

Turkey, even if their regular implementations are not primarily targeting the refugees. 

Another important issue that stands out in the table below is the high number of 

associations organized around the realization of religious services. This topic will be 

reworked later in the thesis. 

 

Figure 3. : Distribution of Associations by Field of Activity 

In this chapter, a historical framework of the migration situation in Turkey has been 

introduced, starting from the founding of the country until recent times, with a special 
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focus on the Syrian migration crisis, which paved the way for the adaptation of 

migration institutions in the state. The influence of this historical background on the 

development of the current relationship between the government and NGOs and the 

current functioning of institutions in the country is very important. However, five 

important issues have a great impact on the current NGO-government nexus. In the 

next chapter, the dimensions that have been a great impact on shaping the government's 

perspective of NGOs and its outcomes on relative transition in NGO-Rs will be 

evaluated. 
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CHAPTER VI – DIMENSIONS SHAPED THE TURKISH 

GOVERNMENT’S ENGAGEMENT WITH THE NGOs: THE 

PATH TO TRANSITION 

The following sections of this chapter will cover five different developments and 

phenomenon that have shaped the government's perspective of NGO-Rs in Turkey that 

leads to a relative transition of them after the Syrian crisis. 

 EU Accession  

Negotiations for the EU accession of Turkey can be described as a very long and 

painful process. Even though Turkey applied for full membership on 14 April 1987 

(Müftüler-Bac, 1997), the negotiations had not been initiated until the 3rd of October, 

2005 (European Commission, 2004). Contrary to Turkey’s constant representation as 

one of the key partners of the EU by the representatives of the Council of the European 

Union (Anadolu Agency, 2014), accession negotiations had been decelerated after a 

certain period.  

Civil society support became instrumental in Turkey’s EU accession period and has 

changed the effects of the NGOs in Turkey. In 2001, the European Commission started 

Civil Society Dialogue and introduced specific fields for development including an 

emphasis on upgrading the dialogue mechanism between the states and the civil 

society. In line with the EU’s requirements for fully engaged civil society, in 2008, 

the Civil Society Facility (CSF) has been established as a structured and 

comprehensive strategy to support civil society under the framework of IPA 

(Zihnioğlu, 2018). The three strands of the facility are as follows: 

        i.       Support civic initiatives and capacity-building thereby enforcing 

the role of civil society at the national level. 

      ii.       A people 2 people programme supporting visits to EU institutions 

and bodies to exchange experience, know-how, and good practice between 

Turkish and EU CSOs 
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    iii.      Partnership Actions carried out between Turkey and the EU CSOs 

leading to a transfer of knowledge and creation or strengthening of networks 

(Civil Society Facility, n.d., para. 4). 

This facility entered its tenth year (MFA, 2012), is still being implemented in Turkey 

(as well as in the candidate countries of Western Balkans) and the achievements 

regarding the key performance indicators under the framework are monitored and 

assessed yearly by the European Commission.  

The Syrian refugee crisis came as the Turkish Government was in the midst of 

overhauling its migration management system to meet international and, in particular, 

European Union standards (İçduygu, 2015). The increasing number of Syrian refugees 

right next to the EU has inevitably affected the relations between the EU and Turkey. 

EU-Turkey relations have entered a new period in which the EU was allowed to speak 

knowledgeably or authoritatively about the migration management processes and the 

migration institutions of Turkey. Turkey, a buffer zone for millions of refugees, has 

made extra efforts to be positively assessed on the NGO-public relationship in 

migration as a part of ongoing negotiations on EU accession. The civil society sub-

sector in the Country Strategy Paper (CSP) was published in 2014 aiming to support 

civil society through their active participation in the democratic decision-making 

process (European Comission, 2014). Although it later became clear that it was not, 

initially the 2016 EU-Turkey Statement and the start of the visa liberalisation dialogue 

were perceived as an attempt to revive Turkey's protracting accession process (Ker-

lindsay, 2007).  

Direct grant programs for the projects in the migration field or trainings have been 

provided in Turkey to meet the obligations required by the Europeanization process of 

the NGOs. Those projects directly or indirectly supported NGOs in increasing their 

capacity and strengthening their roles in the migration field. With strategical 

tendencies, those organizations were engaged with the “EU-style of running projects” 

since the EU standards were represented as the optimal way for designing, 

implementing, and reporting the achievements of projects. EU civil society policies 

and what is offered to beneficiaries has continued to be criticised because EU policies 
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are driven by specific ideas about what civil society should be like in the implementing 

countries. From this perspective, it can be seen that EU policy represents the hegemony 

of a particular worldview that promotes certain values through the EU development 

policy (Hurt, 2003). The better-designed projects in terms of the EU standards moved 

ahead of the others. That competition caused most of the NGOs to adopt measures in 

line with the EU standards to benefit from the big amount of funds provided. The 

European Commission has a say in which projects will be prioritized for 

implementation or declined to a large extend.  

EU funds are activity-oriented, that is, the main purpose of grants is to implement a 

set of predetermined activities. To meet visibility and output expectations, NGOs carry 

out several activities during the relatively short life of the projects (Zihnioğlu, 2018). 

It deteriorates competition for projects among NGOs and their relationship with the 

Turkish Government to ensure the inclusion of certain elements in their logical 

framework, in line with the preference of the donor institution. However, even though 

the EU itself emphasizes the independent nature of the NGOs, financial dependency 

to European Commission and its financial instruments for the member countries 

resulted by the steps that were taken for harmonization increased the dependency level 

of the NGOs to the EU and its institutions as well as its principles (Seyidov, 2018). 

Financial dependency and the EU tailored project frameworks strengthen the NGOs’ 

position as the support mechanism in the migration field that can always be controlled 

by the public authorities.  

In Turkey, due to the EU’s inevitable involvement in migration management of the 

country, there occurred a dual system for NGO-Rs where the funds necessary for the 

implementation and the continuation of humanitarian aid projects were obtained from 

the EU, while the monitoring and evaluation of those projects carried out by the public 

authorities. This dual system meant a possible power loss in internal affairs for the 

government and the establishment of an international community that holds the 

probability to act against the interests of international politics in Turkey. 

The EU accession requirements have complicated the relationship between the 

government and the NGO-Rs. As the Turkish Government was constantly criticized, 
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it had to offer affordances for civil society to be in line with the EU requirements. 

NGO-Rs were supported and their number and area of operation grew rapidly, 

especially in metropolitan areas. The government had to create space for NGO-Rs in 

order to be consistent with the assessments made in the annual reports published by 

the European Commission on the progress of candidate countries under the 

Copenhagen criteria during the accession process (Directorate for EU Affairs, 2020). 

Although relations between Turkey and the EU are prone to tensions and fractures 

from time to time, NGO-Rs in Turkey can be said to a large extent to have maintained 

the EU perspective and has undergone radical changes in the course of 

Europeanization. These changes reflected a growing interest in limiting state power, 

promoting active citizenship, and lobbying for European integration (İçduygu, 2011). 

Policy practices responding to neoliberal demands for accession, such as stimulating 

and expanding the space for NGO’s involvement in the social and economical spheres 

more, were at the same time evaluated as a decrease in public authority over the 

management of migration by the government. The government strengthened its 

instruments of control over NGO-Rs. The Turkish Ministry of Family, Labour, and 

Social Services (MoFLSS) instructed its Provincial Directorates (PDoFLSS) in 81 

provinces (Directorate of Social Assistances, 2021) to screen NGO-R projects for 

vulnerability and household visits for refugees with specific needs (Şahin Mencutek 

& Gökalp, 2020). NGO-Rs were only allowed to provide these services within 

protocols or project scopes set by provincial directorates (Presidency of Strategy and 

Budget, 2020). Once cleared, the PDoFLSSs, as well as Provincial Directorates of 

Migration Management (PDMM), required the NGO-Rs to report on their activities 

concerned with refugees. By closely monitoring and auditing procedures, NGO-Rs 

were allowed to serve as a support and complement to the government. Without 

interference in politics, NGO-Rs have been benefited by the usage of their manpower 

and incoming project funds in times of crisis. The stalled growth of NGO-Rs as 

independent or possible counter-institutions did not serve the purpose of government. 

The dilemma of EU membership has increased the political pressure on NGO-Rs under 

the tight control of the central authority and has contributed to the needs-based support 

role that NGO-Rs have today. 
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Ultimately, especially after the coup attempt in 2016 lots of national and international 

NGOs were closed with decree-law and this caused an upwards tendency of criticizing 

Turkey by the European Commission in the annual progress reports.  According to the 

annual progress reports, there are administrative difficulties such as administrative 

procedures and repetitive frequent inspections and fines hampering civil society 

activities including NGO-Rs providing humanitarian aid to refugees (European 

Commission, 2020). One of the problem areas observed was the absence of NGOs in 

legislative consultation. The European Commission assessed that the profile of 

implementing NGOs has started to change considerably and they have the chance to 

be more visible and widen their field of operation if they choose to be more pro-

governmental (European Commission, 2020). 

The recent migration situation and the EU accession process have undoubtedly 

accelerated the development of legal and institutional frameworks in the field of 

international protection, as well as increased inter-agency cooperation, opening up a 

new space for NGO-Rs. At the same time, the future of EU support, which will provide 

income to NGO-Rs in Turkey through FRIT or similar complementary mechanisms, 

remains uncertain in terms of framework, structure, or amount. The European 

Commission's proposal to extend EU support to Syrian refugees in neighbouring 

countries such as Turkey, Lebanon, and Jordan in 2021 can be read as an indication 

that a new consensus is being reached on cooperation in the strategic interests of both 

the EU and Turkey in the field of migration (European Council, 2021). How this new 

pattern of cooperation will be reflected in the relationship between the government and 

the NGO-Rs will become perceptible in the coming days while political hurdles are 

likely to continue to shadow the broader agenda for the advancement of NGO-

government relations. 

 Lack of Capacity 

Since the establishment of Turkey, especially after the 1960s, the country has mostly 

faced emigration, and therefore there were no efficient immigration policies shaped to 

be institutionally prepared. Currently, Turkey has been commemorated as the country 

that hosts the world’s largest number of asylum seekers and migrants, for so many 
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years. The nascent legislation, asylum systems, and migration policies in Turkey were 

not sufficiently equipped to deal with this development. The volume of immigration 

of refugees from Syria was higher than the existing absorption capacity of Turkey 

therefore it was essential to restructure the relevant institutions as well as the migration 

management policies of the country. For example, Sunata & Abdulla (2019), focusing 

mainly on refugee education, show that Turkey was not prepared to respond to this 

large scale of immigration institutionally and physically as expected due to the rapid 

and sharp process and that there was a remarkable situation of adaptability to find 

solutions to the ever-increasing challenges. Turkey had and still has difficulties in fully 

implementing and enforcing laws and by-laws and in strengthening administrative and 

human capacities in the migration sector. Inter-institutional coordination and 

cooperation between line ministries in providing services to migrants is weak and 

efforts have been needed to reach effective service provision to vulnerable refugees as 

well as integrate them. 
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Figure 4. The Number of Syrians under Temporary Protection by Year 

The unpreparedness of the public officials and institutions was revealed itself by their 

failure to develop a roadmap and complementary policies to facilitate access to 

services in different sectors such as education (McCarthy, 2018), mental and physical 

healthcare (Almoshmosh, 2015), and labour market integration (Kadkoy, 2017). When 

the Syrians first started to come to Turkey, since the whole strategy of the government 

was based on the temporariness of this mobility, the first act of the government was to 

mobilize the capacity of camps. As no authority can manage and control the outcomes 

of the mass migration among the branches of the state, the Disaster and Emergency 

Management Authority (AFAD) has been appointed as the primarily responsible 

institution (World Bank, 2015). The primary role of AFAD in Turkey is to prevent 

disasters and minimize disaster-related damages, plan and coordinate the post-disaster 

response, and promote cooperation among various government agencies (AFAD, 

2019). That is, it is neither expert in refugee protection mechanisms nor did not have 

experience in working with immigrants as vulnerable groups. AFAD was successful 

by providing temporary housing facilities with schools, hospitals, and similar 

interventions. However, the capacity of the camps was not enough for such a 

significant influx. According to the report of AFAD (2016), called Our Syrian Guests 

are in the Soils of Brothers in 2012, there were only almost half of the Syrian refugees 

(148.527) were accommodating in the camps, and, in 2013, the capacity could only be 

increased to 210.336 shows that the capacity of the camps was exhausted considering 

the number of Syrian refugees residing in Turkey in 2013 (See Figure 4.). In 2021, 
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when looking at the statistics of the DGMM – the national migration management 

authority in Turkey – 56.583 Syrians reside in the shelters today and the rest, that is 

almost the entire population of Syrian Temporary Protection status holders, live in 

urban areas (More than 98%)12. 

The latency of identifying status for Syrian refugees is in line with the perception of 

the authorities regarding international relations, and political stance. The statements of 

the authorities were signalling the preconceived opinion that the crisis in Syria was 

expected to end soon, and the ones who arrived in Turkey were expected to return to 

their countries. The Turkish Government was not very sure about how to place the 

Syrians in the legal system since; the return was seen as inevitable and secondly the 

state was not ready and equipped for a proper response. Such as the headline of the 

report published by AFAD in 2016, the word “guest” is overly used to identify Syrians 

in Tukey by other authorities and institutions as well even though the term “guest” has 

no place in international refugee law (İçduygu & Millet, 2016). In 2012, during the 5th 

Meeting of Foreign Ministers of the Turkish-Arab Cooperation Forum, the Prime 

Minister of Turkey indicated that Turkey is hosting approximately 200.000 Syrian as 

guests and try to fulfil their needs as the necessity of the historical bond as relatives of 

two nations. (T24, 2018). Ahmet Davutoglu’s, the Minister of Foreign Affairs of the 

time, speech in the press conference conducted in 2012 as follows: “We will keep our 

efforts and continue to pursue the approach applied so far in ensuring the return of our 

Syrian brothers whom we welcome as a guest in Turkey to their villages and towns. 

We hope that in Syria, a process of political change and reform will take place by the 

demands of the Syrian people, the transition process will be completed, and our Syrian 

brothers will return home in peace, soon.” (MFA, 2012, para. 8) This intentioned 

language of discourse was to support the adoption of the same perception in all local 

institutions as well as in society.  

On the other hand, the interventions that need to be made had already begun to be done 

through international organizations and their NGO-R implementing partners. For 

example; UNHCR (2016) was undertaking an exercise to verify the registration data 

                                                           
12 DGMM Temporary Shelter Centres Statistics, accessed on 21.04.2021 

https://en.goc.gov.tr/temporary-protection27 

https://en.goc.gov.tr/temporary-protection27
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of the Syrian refugees under Temporary Protection. International Organization for 

Migration (IOM) in Turkey has been supporting the Turkish Government to develop 

policies, legislation, and administrative structures to manage migration efficiently and 

effectively (IOM Turkey, 2021). International Labour Organization (ILO) has been 

carried out programs to improve livelihood and decent work opportunities (ILO, 

2021). The United Nations Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) works with the 

MoFLSS and the Ministry of National Education (MoNE) to prevent child labour 

(UNICEF, 2021), refer out-of-school children to formal education (UNICEF, 2021), 

and so on. Additionally, the Emergency Social Safety Net (ESSN) (WFP, 2017 ) was 

introduced aiming to support the most vulnerable refugees in Turkey through cash 

transfers to meet basic needs. A very effective needs-based assistance program to 

refugees is funded by European Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid Operations 

was conducted by the first World Food Programme (WFP) and then IFRC. 

Due to the lack of preparation and capacity of the state in terms of migration 

management, as mentioned in detail above, key actors are inevitably needed as 

facilitators in the field. Some of the non-governmental organisations working in the 

field of migration in Turkey act as key institutions to provide the refugees with the 

necessary humanitarian assistance, such as providing basic needs, providing protection 

and counselling services to support refugees' access to legal and social rights provided 

by public institutions, accredited or non-accredited language or academic courses, 

awareness-raising activities on various issues for refugees as well as for host 

communities to contribute to social cohesion and harmonisation. 

Programs with UN organizations and NGO-Rs in different scales dispersed very 

quickly in the field comparing to the ones applied directly by the public institutions. 

Before the integration of Syrian students into the Turkish formal education system, 

and the protocol became obligatory, most of the NGO-Rs had already started to 

provide counselling and language courses for children and adults. After the necessity 

and importance of language learning for social integration recognized by the state, the 

MoNE which did not previously provide courses for refugees activated Public 

Education Centres (PEC), and handover an essential part of the training process to 

NGO-Rs. NGO-Rs can provide language courses with the protocol and the 
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collaboration of PECs. Additionally, the state demands and directs the money or 

support found by the NGO-Rs to the construction or renovation of the schools. This 

shows that not only the experience but also the physical and monetary capacity of the 

state was not sufficient for the integrated education services for Syrian students. 

Before the opening of the Refugee Health Training Centres (RHTC), in collaboration 

with the World Health Organization (WHO), NGO-Rs have already started to develop 

projects for better access to health services. Translators and the transportation services 

provided by NGO-Rs diminished the nonvisible gaps in the health sector. Those 

organizations aim to support the existing system in addressing gaps and barriers in 

health services provided to Syrian refugees and support the growth and prosperity of 

Syrian under temporary protection in Turkey in the long term, enabling them to be fit 

for the future. 

NGO-Rs also contributed to the system in conducting researches that can serve as a 

basis for both public and private institutions and organizations’ policymaking. Within 

this framework, programs were able to be shaped after conducting surveys and 

researches to measure the response of local people to Syrian refugees, the needs of the 

Syrian refugee population, the efficacy of the existing programs, and so on. 

The unpreparedness and the lack of capacity of the public institutions, caused the 

government to step in to the field with small projects over NGO-Rs instead of 

fundamental and structural changes. Until 2014, there were no law and no public 

institution responsible for directly managing the migration in Turkey (Tunç, 2018). 

The macro issues such as education, shelter, basic needs, food security, and livelihoods 

were tried to be solved with temporary one or two-year-long projects that are non-

durable and not persistent. Instead of holistic approaches and policies appropriate to 

this area, increasingly focusing on disconnected, discontinuous, and technical 

interventions with projects has led to the spread of a culture that relevant topics can be 

perceived as limited in time and scale and be intervened with limited tools and means 

such as projects in NGOs as well as donor institutions (Peirce & Stubbs, 2000). 
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 Ensuring the External Financial Assistances 

In March 2016, the EU signed a landmark agreement with Turkey to diminish irregular 

migration and limit the number of asylum seekers by hampering their passage to EU 

territory. According to the agreement, the irregular migrants trying to enter Greece 

would be sent back to Turkey, and Turkey would take measures to prevent new 

migration routes from opening. In return, the EU promised to mobilize individual 

resettlement of Syrian refugees from Turkey, to reduce visa restrictions on Turkish 

citizens, transferred 6 billion Euro aid to Turkey for Syrian refugees, updated the terms 

of the customs union, and re-engaged in discussions on Turkey's membership in the 

European Union (European Council, 2016).  

As Turkey’s role as a transit and receiving country grows, international migration; 

irregular migration, in particular, have become crucial topics in defining the course of 

Turkey’s accession process to the EU.  Being in a very strategic place geopolitically, 

Turkey has started to be seen as the “doors of Europe” for the refugees as well as 

Europe. The financial assistance was directed to Turkey by the EU with aiming to keep 

refugees safe somewhere far from Europe. Two main financial instruments enabled 

the flow of budget to Turkey to be used for migration management namely Facility for 

Refugees in Turkey (FRIT) and IPA. Both were conceptualized as projects mostly by 

NGO-Rs and the expertise areas of NGO-Rs in Turkey were shaped based on the usage 

modalities of the big amounted funds received via those financial instruments. The 

strategic objective of the FRIT is stated as the optimal mobilisation of existing EU 

financing instruments, as humanitarian and/or development assistance, to address the 

needs of refugees and host communities in a comprehensive and coordinated manner 

(European Comission, 2015). The total budget coordinated under the Facility is 6 

billion Euro and the projects under the final tranche are expected to be finalized at the 

latest until mid-2025. The money is transferred from the EU budget as well as from 

the member states, bilaterally. While the areas of interventions were decided by the 

concept notes under the Facility (European Commission, 2018) the gaps and the 

improvement areas regarding the delivery of the services funded by FRIT were 

regularly noted through the special reports created by the audit teams (European Court 

of Auditors, 2018). 
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Another fund received from the EU is IPA. IPA is not a refugee-focused financial aid 

instrument like FRIT and aims to support the candidate countries to fulfil the 

requirements of the accession in various aspects. In the 2007-2013 period Turkey 

received 4.794 million EUR under IPA I (Directorate for EU Affairs, 2019). In 

addition to that indicative EU allocations for IPA II for the 2014-2020 period is 3.533 

million EUR (European Comission, 2020). In 2020, the studies for IPA III are known 

as started to be regulated nowadays. Küçükkeleş and Richard Young indicate that the 

great amount of aid was spent with ( 2017, p. 6). 

• a growing focus on security cooperation, but masking differences between the 

EU and Turkey over the best way to enhance resilience against instability and 

terrorism; 

• a more selective and limited EU institution-building agenda in Turkey; 

• the emergence of new flexible and apolitical approaches to civil society 

support; and 

•advances in aid targeted at migration management, but longer-term capacity-

building in this area still required. 

Funds from not only the EU but also from other countries via international aid 

organizations are forwarded to NGO-Rs under the surveillance of the government. 

This enabled the government to keep close control over them while narrowing the 

domains of NGO-Rs politically, restricting or ignoring the endeavours to advocate for 

rights, and expanding the areas of operation mostly related to basic needs distribution 

and temporary interventions. The money received from the financial aid instruments 

was tried to be guaranteed by transferring the money to NGO-Rs and their projects. 

Via the capacity built by NGO-Rs under the favour of external aids, big scaled projects, 

and long-term state-like structures were established to the continuum of the 

administration. 

The lack of presence of the state in the field for a long time paves the way for an 

environment where the fundraising institutions and other states have the saying about 
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the execution of NGO-Rs in Turkey. The level of cooperation between NGO-Rs and 

donors has exceeded the cooperation between NGO-Rs and public institutions. Long 

before the government intervened in the field, the NGO-Rs had reported their regular 

activities targeting refugees and migrants to international donor institutions. In a way, 

the Turkish Government externalized the management of the migration by transferring 

its responsibilities to NGO-Rs for the sake of guarantying financial aids for a long 

time. There were two important aspects of this process. The preferred way of utilizing 

the external funds decreased NGO-Rs' presence in the political area while increasing 

their number and physical domains. NGOs were disbanded from their historically 

assigned roles and have digressed from the government’s migration policies. The 

NGO-R promotion via foreign aid was accepted limitedly and the domestic political 

competition was prevented. 

 Reputation  

The service provision to refugees through NGO-Rs allows the government authorities 

to escape from the possible bad reputation, such as being blamed for underfunding of 

services or mismanagement and give them a chance to charge the NGO-Rs as the 

service providers for the possible deterioration of service quality. This choice offloads 

as much responsibility as possible from the shoulders of the government and alleviates 

the liabilities of the government to a certain extend by subjecting the response to the 

refugee crisis to market rules and retaining ultimate control over all service inputs and 

outputs in line with neoliberal models. By outsourcing service delivery to NGOs, the 

government avoids being perceived by the public as spending public funds on refugees 

(Nimer, 2020). By shifting the responsibility of delivering services from the 

government to NGO-Rs and ensuring access to rights for refugees through NGO-Rs’ 

consultancy services, state authorities depoliticize NGO-Rs' sphere of activity. Also, 

continuously pursuing the authorized responsibility with a tight control mechanism 

based on efficiency allows all control to be concentrated in the government’s hands, 

by leaving NGOs less room for contribution (Bayraktar, 2017). 

To be seen as spending public funds on "foreigners" can provoke reactions from the 

host community, especially if the economic inequalities and the poverty is high. This 
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situation may boost the nationalist and racist discourses of society and endanger public 

peace. Also, citizen’s perception of being neglected by the government may cause a 

possible loss of votes in the elections as well.  The preference to stay behind the curtain 

and delegate most of the visible, needs-based tasks to NGO-Rs has helped the Turkish 

Government in this regard by maintaining its nationalist stand in the face of growing 

hostility toward Syrians and other refugees of various nationalities in Turkey. 

 Loyalty 

In Turkey, some standards are considered as a prerequisite when establishing or 

supporting an NGO by the government. NGO-Rs in Turkey have limited influence on 

the political and economic structure of the state and their actions cannot be isolated 

from the public policy as they are subject to the Law on Associations (Dernekler 

Kanunu) and are regularly monitored by the MoI.  This subjection prevents them from 

having political discourses, opinions, or actions against those of governments. 

Therefore, their power to force the government to adopt radical reforms and make 

comprehensive political changes is limited in the Turkish context (Şimşek, 2006). 

Although the Law of Associations is not a law that has taken a course with the JDP, 

control mechanisms have been tightened and the pressure on NGOs has increased with 

the occasional changes in the law (Ankara PDoRCS, 2020). In line with the 

government's need not to conflict with the rules applied by the law, NGO-Rs mainly 

operate as community centres where there is a suitable place for refugees to meet, 

socialise, participate in courses and trainings, acquire educational and vocational 

skills, and increase their awareness of public services and are provided by cash and in-

kind assistance. Those that fulfilled their assigned tasks grew, and those that could not 

meet the governments' requirements were either closed by legal decrees or closed 

because they could not verify government support to obtain new projects. 

As explained earlier, a crucial part of the money was received from the EU to support 

the humanitarian care of refugees in Turkey and to curb irregular migration from 

Turkey towards Europe. The government benefited from the large amount of financial 

support it received from the EU by channelling the money to refugees through certain 

NGOs and promoting their activities. Danış and Nazlı (2018) describe this favouritism 
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as a new approach in Turkish migration policy, in which the JDP government 

encourages some specific loyal NGOs to realize the requirements of state 

responsibility. This new approach is a selective governance model of the government 

in which the state delegates some of its functions to certain NGOs that are seen as 

ideologically and politically similar.  

It is a fallacy to believe that the government has the same approach towards all NGOs 

because while some NGOs have been closed by legislative decree, others have been 

supported over the last decade. An important group of faith-based Islamic NGOs in 

Turkey have been involved with mutual support and developed cooperation with the 

government (Turhan & Bahçecik, 2020). The most important factor for this is 

presented as the transformation of structural changes applied to the state during the 

years of JDP power. According to Sunar (2018), the concern of religious NGOs not to 

have access to the same resources when the ruling party changes risks Islamic NGOs 

becoming more of a political mobilization element during election periods.  

All in all, the number of civil society organizations and NGO-Rs increased after the 

Syrian mass migration. The government delegated a certain amount of the work to 

NGO-Rs and permitted their proliferation. However, their role in governance was 

reduced to needs-based interventions by the temporary provision of cash or in-kind 

assistance to the refugees. The origins of this shift are attributed to the increasing 

popularity of the conservative bourgeoisie's understanding of Islamic charity in 

Turkey, especially after the election of the JDP in 2002. In line with the government's 

ideology, religiously motivated associations, or those that established relations with 

state actors, have been able to find more space to work. (Danış & Nazlı, 2018) 

 Discussion: The path to the transition of the NGO-Rs in Turkey 

The factors shaping the JDP's attitude and behaviour towards civil society and NGO-

Rs have not been shaped solely by the influx of Syrian refugees and should be 

interpreted as part of overall humanitarian diplomacy by the government. Especially 

in the last decade, the government has taken serious steps to tighten its control over 

associations under the influence of various dimensions. The demands of EU accession, 

the insufficient capacity of public institutions to deal with the emerging refugee crisis 
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and the need for external financial assistance, the need to protect its own reputation, 

and the will to form a loyal circle of NGO-Rs led the JDP to strengthen its control 

mechanisms in the sector. The JDP's policies towards civil society and NGOs have 

focused on three important objectives: profiling NGOs operating in Turkey based on 

their political stance, ensuring that opposing NGOs cease their politically conflictual 

activities, and thus creating their own civil society and NGOs. To this end, it is 

pursuing a policy of intimidation by strengthening control mechanisms over NGOs. 

Especially after the Gezi protests in 2013, selective pressure on society, arbitrary 

application of the legal framework to suppress civic participation and freedom of 

expression, and direct repression against some NGOs were observed (Yabancı, 2019). 

During the state of emergency following the failed coup attempt in 2016, many NGOs 

operating in various fields were shut down due to alleged links to or accusations to be 

affiliated with terrorist organisations (Human Rights Joint Platform, 2018).   

An important mechanism to ensure that NGO's voices were heard in the decision-

making processes was to invite NGOs to Parliamentary Committees to discuss the law, 

a process that had a good impact during the preparation of the Law on Foreigners and 

International Protection. However, the participatory process during the preparation of 

the LFIP has not been implemented in many cases, as there is no legal requirement to 

invite NGOs to commission meetings. Similarly, the Metropolitan Municipality Law 

and the Municipal Law enables NGOs to be invited to the specialized commissions 

and the strategy and planning processes but the impact is not as expected since 

participation is not compulsory (STGM, 2020). 

Although Presidential Decree No. 17, published on 13 September 2018, establishing 

the Directorate General for Relations with Civil Society (DGRCS) within the MoI 

states that the main task of DG is to ensure coordination and cooperation between 

public institutions and NGOs, and calls for the establishment of a Civil Society 

Consultation Board for this purpose, the body has not yet met (TÜSEV, 2020). 

While associations in Turkey have the right to receive donations from inside or outside 

Turkey, as well as from public institutions, certain procedural restrictions are imposed 

by administrative circulars, such as the requirement that donations must be made at 
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the locations where the HQ or branches of the association or foundation are located, 

and donations should be made in person. Otherwise, donations fall under the 

"Collection of Aid Law" which requires approval from the governors or county 

governors. Only associations working for the common good can collect donations 

without prior authorisation  (STGM, 2020). 

The proposal of the "Law on Amendments to Certain Laws" No. 7226, which provides 

for amendments to Articles 23 and 32 of Law No. 5253, was adopted at the General 

Assembly of the Turkish Parliament on March 25, 2020. It was published in the 

Official Gazette (2020) on March 26, 2020. With this amendment, associations are 

obliged to report the location, first name, date of birth and identification number of 

their existing and new members to the Department of Associations within 30 days. It 

is interpreted by some authors (Eser, 2020) as a profiling exercise by the government, 

violation of the freedom of association, the protection of personal data and the right to 

process personal data only with the consent of the individual. This has also led to the 

voicing of major concerns of breach of privacy and personal data protection from 

human rights advocates and the EU (European Commission, 2020). 

Finally, a draft law on the prevention of the proliferation of chemical weapons of mass 

destruction was published in the Turkish Parliament on December 17, 2020, to which 

an additional part concerning NGOs was added. According to the proposed law; the 

MoI and governors would be able to dismiss the administrators of NGOs under 

investigation or temporarily suspend any association's activities and appoint trustees 

for their executives if deemed necessary. The bill also allows the MoI and governor's 

offices to monitor and restrict the fundraising activities of these organizations. The bill 

was introduced to parliament by deputies from the current ruling party, and although 

520 NGOs in Turkey issued a joint statement opposing its enforcement (Deutsche 

Welle, 2020), the bill was passed on December 27, 2020 (Özdoğan, 2021).   

The regulations, control mechanisms and practices are not applied equally to every 

NGO, and some NGOs are favoured in this regard. For example, Although TÜRGEV 

and the ENSAR are the NGOs that benefit from public facilities under the favour of 

their affinity with the JDP, The Association For Supporting Contemporary Life 
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(ÇYDD) which is traditionally linked to the main opposition party, the Republican 

People's Party (RPP), as charged a tax debt of 4 million TL for accepting personal 

donations through a swipe machine (RPP Vice Presidency of Employers' Unions and 

Professional Associations, 2017). 

The JDP's humanitarian policy has increasingly become a structure run by public 

institutions, where NGOs has kept their background in the policy arena, and where 

collaboration with religious and faith-based NGOs has increased. AFAD was 

established in 2009 and has become a very active actor in all types of humanitarian 

assistance. The Directorate of Religious Affairs has become another policy institution 

linked to Turkey's humanitarian and development assistance. NGOs such as TRC, IHH 

and IMRA have become Turkey's leading and most active NGOs due to their close 

cooperation with state institutions during the JDP period. 

One trend in the proliferating literature on civil society, especially after the Syria crisis, 

was its glorification. NGO-Rs have been portrayed as institutions that are vital service 

providers, filling the gaps left by the state and bringing the state in line by constantly 

reminding it of the areas where it is failing in managing migration. This approach 

makes it necessary to define a static version of NGO-Rs that do not have the ability to 

adjust their actions according to positive or negative developments. However, there is 

a constant change in NGO-Rs as well as in other institutions that makes them reshape 

their missions and visions. Moreover, considering the different types of NGO-Rs and 

their ideologies or implementations that make them act very differently, the possibility 

of transition after the major changes is very likely. 

NGO-Rs have skilled inputs that can transform their operational presence in the field 

into a mechanism that produces strategic information management units. However, the 

Turkish Government provides limited support to NGO-Rs or sometimes hinders some 

of them in increasing their knowledge and capacity to participate in policy and 

regulatory development, but supports them in implementing short-term projects. As 

they are mostly suppressed or ignored at the policy and opinion-making level, the 

government discourages NGO-Rs from contributing to national migration 

management systems with their experiences. 
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NGO-Rs in Turkey underwent a policy-oriented transformation under the 

government's perception of their role in responding to the Syria crisis and because of 

the government's perception of them. The research question is partially answered here 

by noting that the relative transformation is seen in NGO-Rs after the Syrian migration 

crisis was consistent with the government's understanding of the importance of NGO-

Rs as a tool for providing ad hoc and demand-driven services rather than assistance in 

regulating migration policy. This allowed the government to give space to NGO-Rs 

within its terms. As a result of mutual tolerance and acceptance of roles, NGO-Rs 

transformed into need-based institutions with decreasing presence in policy areas for 

the government. 

As this chapter suggests, the legitimacy of NGO-Rs to the government differs 

according to their area of expertise and influence on communities, their effectiveness 

in strengthening relations with the EU, the degree to which they secure external 

resources, their ideological standpoint parallel to the government, and the extent to 

which they serve the internal and external policies of the JDP. However, this situation 

should not be perceived one-sidedly, as NGO-Rs have also played a major role in the 

development of NGO-public nexus up to this point. The traditional role attributed to 

NGOs of keeping governments in order by representing the voice of communities and 

striking a balance when they go too far ethically or in terms of human rights could not 

be applied, and NGOs waited and braced for the next move the government would 

make when the migrant crisis in relations with Europe was around the corner. 

With the effect of political influence over them, NGO-Rs in Turkey have been weak 

in mobilizing the government, society or the important actors. They play the role of 

complementary operative institutions by filling the gaps of governments during 

migration management such as carrying on traditional assistance to refugees, and their 

capacity of channelling the funding from bilateral or multilateral funding 

organizations.  Especially after 2011, NGO-Rs in Turkey started to act as the main 

relief item providers especially for refugees who reside outside of the camps as the 

government procrastinated its response towards the crisis in Syria. Instead of the state, 

which is the traditionally responsible actor for responding to the refugee crisis, NGO-
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Rs take over most of the provision of the service and after ten years, still do not seem 

to update their service provision modalities.  

Looking at the process, most of the NGO-Rs established to respond to the plight of the 

vulnerable refugees both in the political arena and face to face in the field, especially 

after the Syrian crisis, continue on their way today as social aid and relief 

organizations. They provide needs-based and ad hoc responses to problems by 

providing food, clothing, health care and shelter in the most direct and fastest way 

without advocating for impacts of the international relations, regional cooperation and 

other dimensions’ impact on refugees and migration. 

Compliance with the government's immediate interests has become an indicator of 

whether NGOs can develop, operate and grow or not. That is the reason while some 

scholars (Sunar, 2018) presented the proliferation of NGOs after the Syrian crisis as 

democratization some of them interpret the process as growth accompanied by 

oppression (Doyle, 2017). However, the perspective of the government over NGO-Rs 

in Turkey especially after the Syrian influx cannot be simply explained by 

democratization or oppression of the opponents. 

The circumstances that have shaped the Turkish Government perspective on NGO-Rs 

show that NGO-Rs operate in a restrictive environment when it comes to providing 

equal opportunities when it comes to dialogue, cooperation, capacity building and 

mobilization. Unexpectedly, the driving force of this environment of unequal 

opportunities is not just the actions or arbitrary decisions of the Turkish Government. 

Although the assigned traditional role of NGOs is to be regulators over the potential 

anti-ethical and unpleasant actions of the government, the ability of NGOs to 

implement within a completely free framework does not seem likely, partly due to the 

consequence of the authoritarian nature of the Turkish government and partly due to 

the inability of NGOs to develop resistance in the context of state control 
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CHAPTER VII- POLITICALLY ORIENTED AND RELATIVE 

TRANSITION OF THE NGOS IN TURKEY: THREE CASES 

During the JDP power, the social state tradition of Turkey has eventually resulted in a 

significant increase in social assistance to certain groups, and eventually created 

dependent people regardless of the assistances’ original objective (Koray & Çelik, 

2017). The political environment in which NGO-Rs for refugee assistance in Turkey 

proliferated and the internal and external political and migration developments that 

have provided the breeding ground for the politically oriented transformation of NGO-

Rs have been analysed and presented in detail in the previous chapters in order to 

become aware of the essential roles and responsibilities of each institution. This thesis 

hypothesizes about the development of a new power balance formation in the nexus of 

NGO-Rs and the government, where the implementations of the former depend on the 

approval of the latter party. Therefore, the government's perspective on and 

engagement modality with the NGO-Rs have led to NGO-Rs to politically position 

themselves to implement projects within the confines of the dominant ideology. This 

situation leads NGO-Rs to secede from the potentially politically sensitive migration 

topics especially if those topics are opposed to the government's rhetoric since they 

were daunted by the delicate political environment in the country. Ultimately they 

found themselves in a relatively transitioning process that they have started to desist 

from the politically sensitive operations targeting the refugees and have been diverted 

to meet the basic needs of their beneficiaries, provide temporary relief services and/or 

one-off emergency interventions. Regardless of the intensity level of their relationship 

with the government, there was a fertile political environment in Turkey for NGO-Rs 

to experience a politically oriented transition that led them to shift their 

implementations towards relatively more needs-based operations. This hypothesis 

above will be tested in this chapter by unravelling the politically oriented and relative 

transition of NGO-Rs in different functional categories in their power relations with 

the government. 

In view of the totality of the above-mentioned relations between the Turkish 

Government and the NGO-Rs, as well as the observed outcomes of their engagement 

especially after 2011, the classification of NGO-Rs is made to further analyse the 

asserted relative transition by taking into account their political engagement with the 
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government. The three categories that are chosen to show the different levels of NGOs' 

political engagement with the JDP are Government-Organised, Quasi-Autonomous 

and Party Oriented NGOs; namely GONGOs, QUANGOs and finally PANGOs. 

While these categories can be expanded or modified, their main commonality is that 

they imply that NGOs are supported and directed by certain other organizations, in this 

case, political parties, for their interests. To flesh out the claim, the terms GONGO, 

QUANGO and PANGO -which were introduced in detail in Chapter 4.3.2 as three 

functional categories implying the political and ideological stance of NGOs and their 

engagement with the government or other political parties- have been adapted to the 

current situation of NGO-government relations in Turkey. Each category was titled 

based on the functionality of NGOs in refugee policy from the local to the international 

level for the Turkish Government. As distinct as these categories are, NGOs labelled 

with one of the categories may also have commonalities with another category since 

the distinction between them is not a sharp one. They are not separated from each other 

with clear distinctions but only serve to identify the most salient characteristics of a 

group of NGOs. 

Following the recapture of the definitions of GONGO, QUANGO and PANGO, their 

correspondings for Turkey were presented by identifying one NGO for each category 

as the case studies of this thesis. The three NGO-Rs: Association for Bridging People 

(ABP), the Turkish Red Crescent (TRC) and International Migration and Refugee 

Association (IMRA) were focused on in this chapter are grassroots organizations 

established for humanitarian assistance, run activities targeting refugees and supported 

either by the government or opposition parties. In order to enrich the account by 

including NGO-Rs with different ideological views and their reaction to the political 

environment in the course of the work, the NGO-R presented for the category PANGO 

is selected as closely related to the opposition party. NGO-Rs representing each 

category were analysed in detail considering their salient features, ideological 

positioning, influence on migration management policies in the country, and 

specifications of the relationship they have developed with the government to maintain 

their existence during the transition and their political affiliation. Additionally, the 

variety in the scale of the selected NGO-Rs was paid regard in order to eliminate the 

realm or the scale of the NGO-Rs from the prominent reasons of the relative transition. 
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In the coming sections, the behaviour patterns of the three NGOs representing three 

different political engagement will be examined and observed based on specific 

themes. The transition in the NGOs will be investigated within the scope of their 

activities, in political engagement and also in their self-definition. The detailed 

examination of the relative transition in the identified NGO-Rs is intended to facilitate 

the presentation of the impact and end state of the political orientation caused by their 

engagement with the government. 

While TRC is one of the biggest and strongest NGO-Rs in Turkey, IMRA is an 

international yet middle-scale NGO-R and ABP can be considered as a local NGO-R 

since most of its work targeting the refugees in Izmir. These NGO-Rs were also 

selected because they are among the most prominent NGOs characterized by their 

explicit affiliation with the political parties in Turkey. All selected NGO-Rs are 

institutions that are legally autonomous from the government, acting and representing 

themselves in the light of their own statutes by their central administrations and legally 

bound by the laws of the Republic of Turkey through the law of associations. 

Association of Bridging Peoples (Halkların Köprüsü Derneği - ABP) as a Party-

Affiliated Nongovernmental Organization (PANGO) will be introduced in this section. 

ABP was established in 2014 containing an organizational ideology with the main 

objective of establishing solidarity between people with specific needs or who belong 

to disadvantaged groups from different cultures (Association for Bridging People, 

2021). Yet, following the severe tensions experienced among the refugee groups and 

the host community after the Syrians migrate to Izmir, it first started to work in the 

area of harmonization of Syrian refugees (Gözler & Çamur, 2018). Shortly after the 

influx of migrants, ABP became one of the most active NGO-Rs, especially in Izmir, 

and began to carry out humanitarian aid distribution activities in communication and 

cooperation with the local and central authorities. The representative offices have been 

opened as of 2016 in Istanbul and Diyarbakır. Unlike the other two cases to be 

examined within the scope of this thesis, ABP does not have an official regularly paid 

staff, but affiliates members from different professional groups, especially from 

students (Şentürk, Terzi, & Altın, n.d.).  
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PANGOs that are established at the initiative of an opposition party, could disturb the 

government order by supporting marginalized groups or ideas, legitimizing opposition 

approaches, and endeavouring to undermine the government's reputation through 

methods of developing political cooperation with the opposition. ABP constitutes a 

good example to an opposition PANGO since it is associated with and openly supports 

the Peoples' Democratic Party (PDP) in Turkey which is one of the biggest opposition 

parties in the parliament. The interim Director-General of the ABP when it was first 

founded in 2014, had been a member of the Women's Assembly of PDP and a 

candidate for PDP Narlıdere Municipal Co-Chair.  The Director-General of the ABP 

of the time has given interviews to the press on several occasions in which he has made 

it clear that he openly supports the PDP (Terzi, 2014; Pehlivan, 2018). While 

officiating as the Director-General of the Association, he also functioned as a 

spokesman for the peace bloc on behalf of the PDP. 

The activities of ABP as oppositional PANGO, aimed at refugees, have a focus on 

spreading the word. The Association seeks to achieve this goal through the publication 

of reports, news and discourse development. ABP's mission is to expose tasks that 

have been inadequately or, in their opinion, intentionally omitted by the government. 

The target audience of the Association's awareness and advocacy activities is mostly 

the society rather than the government. The ABP describes itself as a solidarity group 

by stating that its actions are directly related to politics. With the belief that project-

based work leads to semi-professionalism, the ABP does not carry out EU or UN 

projects because the Association's leaders stated their belief that EU or UN-funded 

projects hinder amateurism and voluntarism. They also do not accept financial support 

from national or international institutions and carry out their activities with donations 

from volunteers and members. In this way, the Association tries to maintain an 

independent and questioning position, keeping away from market relations and 

political pressure (Association for Bridging People, 2021). 

According to the undated document written by the members  (Şentürk, Terzi, & Altın, 

n.d.) that describing the structure of the association, the ABP has accessed 

approximately 100,000 refugees from different countries in various ways and provided 

health services to around 5,000 refugees. In the report or on the Association's website, 
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information regarding the substance of the mentioned health services is not provided. 

In addition to health services, it is stated that the Association carries out the 

identification of sanitation, health screening, and the distribution of food and goods 

packages for the vulnerable refugees with specific needs. Among the most important 

tasks of the Association, lobbying public institutions in order to facilitate better access 

to rights and services for refugees and bringing different organizations together for 

transparent dialogue to enhance their cooperation are listed. In this way, it is stated 

that the word of the Association becomes politicized and diverges from the other 

NGO-Rs in the field. 

ABP seeks to conduct its activities free from institutional relationships with 

government or UN institutions that may be unavoidable as part of a project-related or 

financially dependent relationship. From the information shared with the public about 

the activities of ABP, it appears that the purpose of the Association is to facilitate 

access to rights and conduct lobbying activities. However, the situation of being under 

political pressure, which the members of the Association claim to be exposed to 

because of the delicate political environment in the country, manifests itself even 

without getting involved in any financial or project-based contracting relationship with 

the government. Being an NGO-R associated with an opposing political party causes 

ABP to be a part of the NGO-government nexus. The government has the advantage 

of structuring the sector while giving space to these NGO-Rs by allowing them to 

discharge through a small gap, thus avoiding or reducing social tensions. In this case, 

PANGOs such as ABP, although the pressure and obstacles remain, may continue their 

activities and reach their target audience, so that the opposition of the government 

would be able to show other actors that there is room for opposing voices. 

ABP’s political affiliation often does not allow it to advocate for the adoption of their 

requests, attempt to get their demands accepted.  Especially after the transition to the 

presidential type of government system in Turkey, which was adopted with the 

referendum of 16 April 2017 and started to be implemented as of July 9, 2018, it is 

more common to see in government's policies to withdraw from international 

agreements more easily than before, to open and close the institution of its choice, to 

remove and appoint certain persons from public office without justification and 
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appoint trustees to institutions in Turkey. For this reason, PANGOs like ABP are either 

stuck in certain areas of activity where they cannot operate freely or was closed. There 

is a very sensitive relationship between the ABP and the government of Turkey, and 

ABP’s autonomy is encumbered by bureaucratic requirements that force it to focus on 

activities in a limited audience (Yabancı, 2019). 

Especially with the rapid increase in refugee numbers and the increasing need for 

public institutions to provide services to refugees, a group of NGO-Rs have taken a 

supporter position to the government in accessing vulnerable groups and work as a 

collaborator of the government by taking government’s policies and actions for the 

gospel. Such NGO-Rs, which are termed QUANGOs, work to align themselves with 

international developments in migration management and the guidance of international 

institutions while following the government's migration management strategies. In this 

chapter, the Turkish Red Crescent (Türk Kızılayı - TRC)will be examined in details as 

an example of a QUANGO in Turkey. 

TRC, established in 1868, is among the most rooted NGOs in Turkey. It has various 

components such as disaster management, blood services, international and social 

services, first aid, education and youth services as well as immigration and refugee 

services to support re-constructing or rehabilitation processes for the solidarity or the 

wellbeing of the vulnerable disadvantaged groups (TRC, n.d.). Similar to ABP, TRC 

is one of the NGOs that has expanded its field of study to serve refugees after the influx 

of Syrian refugees. According to the outdated statement on their website: 

 ‘Especially during the last five years, due to the chaos in Syria, the Turkish 

Red Crescent assists the public institutions in meeting the needs of the Syrians 

who have taken shelter in Turkey and are guests in 23 camps today, in their 

housing and shelters, nourishment and other needs.’ (TRC, n.d., para. 1). 

Giersdorf and Croissant (2011) discuss that civil society can contribute to the 

permanence of the system by acting as a feedback mechanism, absorbing demands 

from society and providing electoral mobilization to the government. Likewise, 

QUANGOs clog the roads of permanent solutions and suppress the negative outcomes 

of the government's migration policies by offering interim solutions. While social 
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assistance services are traditionally and predominantly expected to be provided 

through public institutions, QUANGOs such as TRC have carried out activities like 

semi-autonomous government agencies. As can be observed in other NGOs, although 

no need to have a corporatist interest or network negotiation between the government 

and QUANGOs, the existence and sustainability of both are interconnected. 

Most NGO-Rs are becoming more dependent on the government as they implement 

projects by receiving government funds, being approved by the government, or being 

contracted by public institutions for specific purposes (Edwards & Hulme, 195). On 

the other hand, some researchers (Frumking & Kim, 202) claim that public funding to 

NGO's has helped them significantly expand their activities and therefore have higher 

efficiency. Even if they can receive funding from other organizations along with public 

institutions to broaden their opportunity and lower their financial risks, NGO-Rs are 

still dependent on the state, which is the main executive and decision-making 

mechanism in relation to migration management in Turkey. TRC, like all other NGO-

Rs in Turkey, is subject to MoI and its financial and practical activities are under 

constant control.  However, TRC also turns to external resources and partnerships to 

gain broad organizational and financial power and have a chance to increase their reach 

through their network, beneficiaries, and volunteers. 

Because of the amount of work it does and the sympathy it enjoys, the TRC is much 

needed on the ground in providing emergency assistance to refugees. Yet, it is also 

kept under constant control by the government through authorized public institutions 

like DGMM or PDMMs. As a condition of maintaining close relations, TRC is 

required to avoid anti-government rhetoric, establish cooperative relations with 

government institutions, and make statements in the media in support of the 

government. 

As supported by the statements in the charter of the Association in 2009, "The Red 

Crescent Society of Turkey, whose existence is not limited to time, is under the high 

patronage of the President of Turkey" (Türkiye Kızılay Derneği Tüzüğü, 2009, p. 1), 

being under the auspices of the government constitutes is one of the important 

characteristics of the Association. The general typical feature of the TRC is that it has 
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close relations with the government at all times. Although the relationship between the 

Association and the government may volatile from time to time, the TRC has generally 

been an organization embraced by the government (Sayın, 2020). TRC is categorized 

as QUANGO because it can support refugees as beneficiaries to the extent that the 

level of services provided by the government allows, and cannot go beyond 

government capacity. The most important reason for this is the inadequate advocacy 

capacity for improving access to rights and services. As long as the TRC is not 

authorized by the state, it cannot go beyond the mandatory tasks such as providing aid, 

counselling and information to the refugees. Therefore, it seeks a balanced relationship 

with the government and supports the policy-making processes and initiatives of 

public institutions when called upon to do so. 

The TRC that defined as an association that works for the public interest. It is also 

subject to specially regulated provisions in Law no. 5253 on Associations (Dernekler 

Kanunu, 2004, p. 9081). When looking at the TRC’s representation in the law, the 

following articles are particularly noteworthy. 

Article 27: The President is authorized to ratify the statutes of the Turkish Red 

Crescent Society and the Turkish Air Corporation.  

Article 27/A: According to the qualifications and situation determined by the 

Turkish Red Crescent Society according to international agreements; the 

general assembly, the board of directors and the supervisory board are 

organized and managed as determined by the charter provided that the general 

assembly and the board of directors are established in their branches. Red 

Crescent's business and operations; it is carried out in accordance with the 

duties and powers given by the law, the statute and the regulations issued by 

the board of directors. 

The government grants some privileges to QUANGOs and therefore there are distinct 

advantages for these NGO-Rs to be in these categories. After coming to power in 2002 

the government openly expressed its support to the TRC in various ways. This support 

can be listed as participation in congresses, support to service infrastructure, adjusted 

legal regulations, high-level government participation in the external activities of the 
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Association, symbolic participation/support in domestic activities by the government, 

support in the international humanitarian diplomacy and so on (Sayın, 2020). To 

illustrate with a solid example, TRC is among the thirty NGOs that have legal 

permission to collect aid as donations from society. According to Article 6 of Law No. 

2860 on fundraising, individuals and organizations cannot collect aid/assistance 

without obtaining permission from the competent authority. However, which of the 

associations, institutions and foundations working for the public benefit can collect aid 

without permission is determined and announced by the Presidency upon the 

recommendation of the MoI.13 As of 01.05.2021, only thirty NGOs are operating in 

various areas in the list of MoI that were identified as working for the public benefit 

and TRC is among those organizations.  

Government contracts also provide NGOs with much-needed economic security, but 

at the risk of limiting their independence and programmatic flexibility (Mitchell, 

2014). Relationships between NGOs and governments, especially when they open up 

opportunities for NGOs in terms of political interests, may deviate from the purpose 

of NGOs and affect the focus of their actions or their accountability. These actions 

continued under the supervision or with the support of the government, paving the way 

for the empowerment of NGOs and, by making concessions to NGOs close to the 

government, create the conditions in which the government is more likely to benefit 

from the services provided than disadvantaged groups. Another example of TRC’s 

close relationship with the government can be dawned in the following case: The 

government provides humanitarian assistance, partly through the relevant line 

ministries and partly in close collaboration with the TRC. Working closely with the 

TRC provides the government with first-hand information about the current situation 

in each refugee crisis, developments on the ground, and operational difficulties. 

However, this close cooperation leads to different perceptions in public opinion. In 

2015, TRC Deputy General Akar stated in an interview that 43 per cent of citizens 

believed that TRC was a state institution (TRC, 2015). 

                                                           
13 General Directorate For Foundations, accessed on 01.05.2021 

https://www.vgm.gov.tr/vakif-islemleri/beyanname---bildirim-istisna-ve-muafiyetler/izin-almadan-

yardim-toplayan-vakiflar 
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One of the main dynamics of change in the process that brought TRC to the point of 

close relations with the government today was the support provided by the government 

to the Association. The government has provided its support to TRC by participating 

in congresses, providing legal support in places where there is a shortage, and offering 

high-level participation in foreign operations and symbolic participation/support in 

domestic activities. The relationship between TRC and the government has been so 

intertwined lately that the name of it is hardly remembered except for their activities 

with the government. For example, according to news written by Sansür (2020), JDP 

members distributed the aid that gathered with the donations of the citizens to the 

families in need, on behalf of TRC. In the news article, it is indicated that the JDP 

chairman of the district, members of the board of directors and members of youth 

branches of JDP wore TRC logo vests and caps and visited the low-income households 

and distributed the TRC aids. 

In line with its populist rhetoric, the JDP organized the contest of ideas and norms in 

the public sphere through newly formed pro-government organizations (Yabancı, 

2019). GONGO is a terminology that is used to describe NGOs with strong affiliations 

with the government that operate in the same direction of the interests of the ruling 

political party and willing to cooperate with the government under any circumstances 

or the NGOs that are set up fully by the initiative of the governments and resemble 

something in between a governmental agency and an NGO (Wu, 2003). GONGOs are 

either set directly by the governments or political actors that are closely affiliated with 

the government parties or; are supported financially or politically by the governmental 

actors. For this reason, looking at their history, it is seen that these organizations’ 

operations are more than often compatible with the political manoeuvres of the 

government. As long as social and global issues are designated as areas that should be 

intervened by governments, or starts to create discomfort, those NGOs tend to exist 

both discursively and physically to fix. In this context, they have a role to support and 

backstopping for the government. 

This part examines the crucial political role of the government over NGO-Rs through 

the International Migration and Refugee Association (Uluslararası Göç ve Mülteci 

Derneği – IMRA), which was established to contribute to the economic, social and 
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political development of all people, including applicants for international protection, 

temporary protection holders, refugees, asylum seekers and foreigners in Turkey and 

around the world.  

The most prominent feature of IMRA is being conservative and Islamic in line with 

the dominant features of the government party of Turkey. As a GONGO in Turkey, 

IMRA takes the role of presenting the political interventions of the government to 

migration management as the sine qua non-conditions for execution. IMRA follows 

the immediate government policies as an important tool for shaping its regulations 

targeting the refugees, which are intrinsically in line with the government's 

expectations from the Association. 

The close relationship between the government and the NGOs has not only improved 

in terms of developing easier cooperation in specific projects but also strengthened 

kinship relations. In addition to the relationship by affinity, individuals closely 

associated with GONGOs may achieve important positions in politics through the 

concession of the JDP. For example, the founding chairwoman of KADEM, a women 

NGO in Turkey,  was elected to parliament through the JDP in the June 2018 elections. 

She entered politics in 2006 by participating in the JDP women's section and worked 

there for 4 years. She was a member of the JDP executive committee of the Istanbul 

Provincial Board for 3 years. Finally, she took a major role in the establishment of 

IMRA in 201914. IMRA was founded in Istanbul by academics, politicians, journalists 

and entrepreneurs to facilitate the harmonization of host and refugee communities in 

Turkey (2021). 

Pro-government NGOs have broad organizational, financial and symbolic 

opportunities for the conservative-nationalist JDP leadership in areas of socio-political 

specificity. They take on a decisive role by redefining social issues in line with the 

government's approach (Yabancı, 2019). IMRA is an official organization whose 

identity and mission is consciously derived from the teachings of the government's 

conservative ideology, and which operate to promote and realize ideas articulated by 

                                                           
14 Grand National Assembly Of Turkey, accessed on 01.04.2021 

https://www.tbmm.gov.tr/develop/owa/milletvekillerimiz_sd.bilgi?p_donem=27&p_sicil=7509 
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the government about the public interest at the national or international level. For this 

reason, the Association is generally supported directly by the government and the 

conservative business communities, or their networking opportunities are strengthened 

by the close relationship they develop with the government. Therefore they act in 

harmony with the government and its allies.   

Although the NGOs' self-definition is strongly associated with independence from the 

government by some of the authors as presented above, IMRA has no qualms about 

being perceived as strongly associated with the government; on the contrary, they 

constantly and openly express their support for the government. An example of that 

harmony between IMRA and the government occurred after Erdogan's decision, to 

open the border gates to Europe for refugees, which deeply harmed the relations that 

were strengthened over refugees with the 18 March EU- Turkey Statement. The 

General Director of the IMRA and JDP member of parliament in Istanbul stated that 

Turkey is not Europe’s buffer zone and European Union countries should fulfil their 

responsibility (Anadolu Agency, 2020). These words parallel what was JDP 

representatives declared just before the gates were opened.  Turkey was the willing 

party to the March 18, 2016, EU- Turkey Statement on migration. Nevertheless, in 

practice, this agreement was attempted to be terminated by Turkey with a declaration 

that caused thousands of refugees to pile up at the Pazarkule Border Gate in inhumane 

conditions asserting the lack of support from Europe to the Turkish Government in the 

Middle East. IMRA, as an NGO-R whose main objective is to provide all kinds of 

assistance and support to refugees and migrants, ignored the effect of the government 

on the suffering of refugees in the Pazarkule Border Gate, in order not to differ from 

the government's rhetoric. 

In short, how IMRA is politically positioned by the government in the migration field 

and the role of GONGOs in selected areas of migration in Turkey is clear. Their 

relations with politics, especially with the government, authorities and policymakers, 

are among the factors that shape the identities, beliefs and norms of these institutions, 

as well as their roles and strategies in refugee work. They choose their areas of 

operation mainly in response to the direction of government policy on refugees. 
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Therefore, GONGOs like IMRA are representatives of the last stage of the politically 

oriented transformation of NGO-Rs. 

 Relative Transition in NGO-R’s Activities 

Looking at the ABP’s website, most of the published information about its activities 

can be found on its homepage. The association, which has been active since 2014, has 

made many statements condemning negative attitudes towards refugees and people 

from other cultures in the country, especially in the first years of its establishment, and 

published them on its homepage. In addition, the articles on the homepage consist of 

policy recommendations, activity reports, press and public statements, solidarity 

statements and summary reports of advocacy activities including interviews with 

institutions and authorities. Looking at the number of these descriptions on the 

homepage year-on-year, a table like the following emerges.  

 

Figure 5. The annual number of statements on ABP's website 

It can be observed from the above graph that rights-based writing activities of ABP 

such as conducting situation analysis, making news and reports, publishing statements 

for policymakers or the public, and documenting for drawing attention to injustice 

situations have been decreasing year by year (See Figure 5). While the number of the 

written publications on their website is over hundreds in 2015 and 2016, it seems like 

the Association has stopped making these publications especially, after 2018.  In recent 
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years, with the increase in pressure on the political party with which it is affiliated, the 

rights-based activities of the ABP have decreased. 

In addition to the decrease in the rights-based activities of the Association, an 

imperative shift towards needs-based activities is being observed. ABP’s report that is 

written to represent the situation in the Turkish-Greek border Edirne, which is one of 

the most important human rights and refugee rights violations by the Turkish and the 

European authorities of recent times, and the experiences and activities of the 

Association during the process along the border, can be considered as an example of 

how the Association had to carry out needs-based activities in the first place to reach 

its target group. (Association of Bridging Peoples, 2018, para. 7-10).  

‘It took our group a while to decide where to distribute the supplies we had 

brought along, because we were told by the police that no distribution was 

permitted in the area, except by the official workers of government 

organizations: the Red Crescent and AFAD (Directorate of Emergency 

Management). With the help of an Iraqi refugee with whom we established 

contact, we found a street where we could distribute packages to refugees 

approaching the city centre. As soon as we began to take the packages out of 

the bus, the refugees gathered in the area.  Loaves of bread and bottles of water 

were added to food packages and distributed for half an hour. After that time, 

the police prevented further distribution, stating once again that only the Red 

Crescent or AFAD could distribute supplies’ 

At the Pazarkule border gate where the refugees camped, there were many NGO-Rs, 

including ASAM, Mavi Kalem, Save the Children, and aid packages for refugees were 

distributed through these mandated associations. Although ABP stated in their report 

that they had tried to contribute by distributing aid and presenting their observations 

of the situation of refugees in the city and at the border as much as possible, the 

Association was not allowed in the area and could only participate by distributing relief 

materials outside the camp and writing a short report on the distribution of relief goods 

and observations. The desire and plan to provide refugees with assistance structured 
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around a rights-based approach has led, under duress, to needs-based activities that are 

beyond the power of ABP. 

A cash-aid programme called ESSN that has been implemented by TRC was 

introduced to support Syrian refugees whose access to livelihoods is limited or none, 

to provide a certain amount of monthly cash assistance. The targeting criteria is 

identified based on the demographics of the family, the number of dependent people 

in the household such as kids or disabled people and the household’s economic power 

to maintain the family. Currently, the ESSN cash programme is the biggest cash 

programme aiming to provide emergency relief for refugees to meet their basic needs 

and it covers a very large part of the activities of TRC (Parker, 2019). The ESSN 

program served to divide and treat protection and assistance issues as if they are not 

interrelating in terms of humanitarian aid. Although ESSN practitioners underline that 

the program consists of only cash support and does not involve protection issues, there 

are still debates on what kind of contributions ESSN can make in terms of 

humanitarian protection in the short and long term (Cetinoglu & Yilmaz, 2020). 

Munder et all (2018), published a report that evaluates the ESSN Programme in 

Turkey. According to the findings of this report: ESSN support has succeeded in 

reducing refugee poverty, particularly through the use of cash transfers to meet the 

basic needs of refugees living outside the camp. Additionally, according to the report, 

the ESSN was highly compatible with the government's refugee assistance policies 

and programmes in Turkey. However, the prominent issue with this programme was 

whether the primary goal of the ESSN was to provide humanitarian assistance based 

on the needs of the refugees or to integrate refugees into the national system. 

According to the report, this uncertainty influenced both strategic and operational 

decisions of the programme. Although attempts were made to establish ESSN as a 

rights-based programme by aiming to increase harmonization at the beginning, its 

operations ultimately served to needs-based relief of the refugees (Gibárti, 2021). As 

a result, thousands of people whose data was collected to be assessed for ESSN 

eligibility were seldomly assessed for their vulnerabilities and risks for a possible 

referral to relevant public services considering protection purposes. According to the 

report (Maunder, et al., 2018), there is a constant tension between continuing 

humanitarian mechanisms adopting needs-based approaches and integrating refugees 
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into national systems with the rights-based programmes. Therefore accomplishment in 

both via one cash transfer programme could not be managed. 

Another important refugee support programme of TRC is the CCTE programme, 

launched in 2017, which has cash and a child protection component. In the CCTE 

programme, parents of school-aged children receive conditional cash assistance as 

long as their children continue to attend school (UNICEF, 2020). According to the 

CCTE evaluation report, the second child protection component attempts to address 

bullying and discrimination at school since those are remaining problems that cause 

dropouts or pose an obstacle for feeling safe at school for the children. However, the 

families can only benefit from the cash support as long as their children are attending 

regularly to classes. Since cash support is vital for Syrian families, most of them try to 

make sure that their children are at school, even though there are some protection risks 

of being at school, such as being exposed to bullying or peer pressure. By not offering 

a proper solution for this problem,  CCTE that was programmed to increase access to 

the right to education is successful to meet needs-based requirements while raising 

another suspicion of protection and not fully demonstrating the characteristic of a 

rights-based programme (Ring, Rothbard, Seidenfeld, Stuer, & Kamto, 2020). 

Based on research by the Canadian Centre of science and education, the approximate 

income of TRC in 2014 is 207 million USD (Özbek, 2015). However, the same study 

has found that based on the performance measurement by using the Data Envelopment 

Analysis method by taking “total revenues” and “total expenses” as input and “total 

expense for goals and services” and “surplus income” as the output criteria, TRC was 

identified as the most inefficient NGO among Deniz Feneri Association (DFA), 

Humanitarian Relief Foundation (IHH), Kimse Yokmu Association (KYA) and 

Turkish Religious Foundation (TRF) in 2014. Notwithstanding, ESSN, the world's 

largest humanitarian cash transfer program, is still implemented as the most far-

reaching intervention through TRC. Monthly cash assistance under ESSN is 

distributed to approximately one and a half million refugees. Together with ESSN and 

CCTE; SNF and IPA, the needs-based emergency responses that the TRC has adopted 

since 2016, are practical on the ground to temporarily relieve poverty. Additionally, 

they are the biggest cash transfer programmes targeting Syrian and Non-Syrian 
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refugees in Turkey (WFP, 2019). It is noteworthy that cash assistance, which can be 

described as the most important needs-based activities for refugees in Turkey,  has 

been carried out through the TRC  that has very close ties to the government, for years.  

In line with the Harmonization Strategy Document and National Action Plan published 

by DGMM one of the first activities of the IMRA was to open courses for refugees to 

learn languages to ensure their socio-economic harmonization. Other prominent 

projects of the associations aim to bring volunteer teachers and refugee children 

together to support refugee children’s classes. The project called “Odevime Yardim 

Eder misin?” (Can you help me with my homework?) also includes other activities 

such as field trips for the refugee children and workshops. Another similar project of 

the Association called “Ilk Adim” (First Step) again aims to enhance the social 

harmonization of the refugees by providing vocational courses (Oruç, 2019).  

Winterization and clothing assistance to refugee households are also among the main 

activities of IMRA  (2021). 

All in all, the government's judgment about NGO-R’s accountability or eligibility may 

influence its decisions about which NGO-Rs are qualified for a particular project or 

grant. This impression also determines which NGO-Rs can grow in scale and which 

cannot, as this can begin even before grants or contracts are awarded to NGO-Rs. The 

government's selectivity to work with a reliable ally leads those associations to adjust 

their founding principles and methods of providing services to have closer ties with 

the government to consistently achieve the benefits of this relationship. 

 Transition due to NGO-R’s Political Engagement 

The increasing tendency of the government to upsurge the control and the tight 

governance across the country has significantly changed the organizational dynamics 

and characteristics for ABP, and consequently have led to changing nature of service 

delivery by distorting organizations. The deterrent sanctions imposed by the state or 

the tense environment created against NGOs with opposing views have caused NGOs 

to get distanced from their target groups and changed the nature of their service 

delivery. According to Elden and Levin’s report (2018), every NGO in Turkey should 

pay attention to the areas that they are allowed or not allowed to work and without 



 

89 

 

risking state intervention. Today, most of them are choosing to stay under the radar as 

a strategy by applying a range of measures, from maintaining a generally lower public 

profile to more substantial modifications. Therefore, PANGOs like ABP are now 

trying to remain in the low profile while trying to be smart in the choice of their 

agendas, and not grab attention by working in areas that the government does not pay 

much attention to. In most of their analysis, instead of discussing the government's 

migration policies and their effects on refugee populations or local populations, they 

present the overall situation by attributing the root causes to no one as much as they 

can. Since it does not seem possible for them to intervene in any change in the 

government's policies, they continue their complementary role as tamed. 

IMRA has been sharing more discursively and practically the long-standing 

international policies of the government and actors in the field of migration began to 

gain more importance in the international arena. It is claimed as a rights-based NGO-

R however has faith-based and therefore needs-based characteristics. It represents the 

highest stage of the politically oriented transition of the NGO-Rs in line with the 

government’s priorities so far. It has open discourses regarding their close relations 

and dependency on JDP to strengthen their position. Therefore it has been putting 

political benefit as a priority, to concrete steps to improve their close relationship with 

the government, meet duties and responsibilities assigned to them by the government 

and supplementing the migration management and international relations systems 

shaped by the government which they are constantly restoring mutual trust. 

 Transition in NGO-R’s Self-Definition  

ABP is an example of NGO-Rs which are gradually evolving from being well-

integrated into their communities and largest voluntary organizations to bureaucratic 

organizations that indirectly providing services on behalf of the government (Carey & 

Ayton, 2013). Although the ABP does not distribute aid directly on behalf of the 

government, attempting to alleviate the serious sensitivities of refugees that 

governments cannot resolve with the distribution of aid packages also results in 

delaying resolution by easing the situation rather than forcing governments to come 

together for durable solutions. Although the non-project and voluntary nature of its 
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work seem to pave the way for it to operate freely without any particular financial or 

contractual obligations, the political engagement among the NGO-Rs and the 

government does not allow it to completely be free from politically driven 

mechanisms. As can be seen from the above examples, the imposed political 

orientation has led the Association to bring its activities to a low level by shifting its 

implementations to relatively more needs-based areas.  

In the article, in which authors present ABP as a solidarity foundation for refugees 

rather than a charity organization, Gözler and Çamur refers to many of ABP's work on 

the ground and also in the field of policy targeting the local actors and the society. To 

them, although efforts to raise awareness and mobilize public actors are considered 

among the main activities of ABP, the basic principle of the Association is to address 

the urgent needs of refugees which they substantiate by reaching out to refugees by 

carrying out sudden relief campaigns. It is stated in the article that the item distribution 

to refugees is carried out in cooperation and solidarity spirit by embracing a political 

ideology. The authors (Gözler & Çamur, 2018) strongly defend that the solidarity 

perception separates ABP from any other NGO-Rs that distribute relief items to 

refugees for emergency cases in Turkey. What is overlooked by the authors is that 

being pro-government does not mean not having a political point of view. The pro-

governmental NGO-Rs adopt the ideological political stance of the governments and 

adjust their work, act with solidarity groups –refugees or politicians- whose ideologies 

are in line with theirs, like opposite PANGOs. At this point, the ABP is hard to evaluate 

differently from an NGO-R that distributes relief items and or providing needs-based 

assistance to the refugees in line with the preferences of an opposition or a  proponent 

political party. It can also be seen that the ABP’s distribution of solidarity aid packages 

corresponds to the needs-based activities described earlier. The association's activities 

for refugees are the activities focusing on the needs of the day, rather than serving for 

long-term strategic action. Although not the ultimate goal, in this case, the evolved 

activities of ABP such as the distribution of clothing and food in the name of solidarity 

are ended up by becoming needs-based activities that do not lead to a long-term 

solution to the protracted refugee situation in Turkey. 
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As Mackreath and Sağnıç (2017) indicated as the current situation in Turkey, for ABP 

also the distinction of needs-based and right-based approaches is blurred due to the 

inability to evaluate the long-term results of their short-term and one-shot activities. 

ABP’s absence in long term strategic interventions for refugees by carrying out short-

term activities with limited opportunities to avoid receiving funds from the 

government or other institutions creates an imperative transformation in the 

Association's service provision modality therefore the founding principle. 

As the government’s relationship with NGOs evolves, its ability to impose its priorities 

on organizations increases, with the major tools for this increase being reporting 

requirements and increasingly specific regulation of organizations (Cunningham, 

Baines, & Charlesworth, 2014).  

TRC as a QUANGO develops partnerships or cooperate with the public institutions, 

UN agencies such as UNHCR, UNICEF, IOM; as well as international organizations 

like German Humanitarian Assistance, and Red Crosses (TRC, 2018). In 2018 TRC 

and UNHCR countersigned a protocol to cooperate enhancing the services to refugees 

in Turkey and enable them to benefit more from protection, social cohesion and 

livelihood development services (TRC, 2018). A guide for NGO-Rs on refugee 

protection, produced jointly by UNHCR and NGO partners (1999), states that local 

NGOs can provide the first warning of impending distress. NGOs can use their 

presence and direct relationships with individuals to help protect refugees by reporting 

protection concerns to government officials and international bodies or other NGO-

Rs; raising public and media awareness of these concerns; promoting international 

standards between government and local authorities; providing legal and social 

counselling, education and training programs for refugees; and monitoring human 

rights in both the country of origin and the country of asylum. Nonetheless, among the 

prominent refugee protection services of TRC, Conditional Cash Transfer for 

Education (CCTE), ESSN, Special Needs Fund (SNF) and Individual Protection 

Assistance (IPA) are listed (TRC, 2018) even though those cash-based programmes 

should be categorized under basic needs programmes rather than protection 

programmes.    
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A large number of NGO-Rs formed with the Syrian crisis in Turkey has strong 

ideological and organizational ties with governmental agencies or actors (Çelik & 

İşeri, 2016). As governments and GONGOs gained political power in Turkey over the 

years, the acceptance of shared motivations with the government provided broader 

areas of implementation than other NGO-Rs, which led to people seeking employment 

opportunities in these NGOs. One of the reasons why international NGO activities in 

Turkey are mainly replaced with faith-based NGOs that share several common 

perspectives with the government is the JDP's provision of opportunity spaces for 

NGOs by protecting religious activism from threats and promoting international 

humanitarian interventions from which religious groups benefit greatly (Tabak, 2015). 

The text below is translated from a report of IMRA entitled "Migration, Harmonization 

and the Civil Society"  and published in 2019. (Çıtıpıtıoğlu, Adıgüzel, & Aydın, 2019, 

p. 11)   

“NGOs dealing with migration and refugee issues have an important position 

in meeting daily needs and being accepted in society. What makes NGOs 

invisible is the fact that their perspective and assistance to migrants and 

refugees are "top-down". At this point, it is important to mention that the 

creation, implementation and execution of migration and refugee policies, as 

well as the organization of a variety of humanitarian organizations, takes place 

within the legal framework at the national and international levels. However, 

the activities of smaller and local levels of humanitarian assistance and social 

acceptance depend on their activities and interaction with these refugees.” 

This passage supports that, IMRA's approach to the problems of refugees is to address 

everyday and ad hoc challenges of the refugees through NGO-Rs and not to interfere 

in policy-making processes and larger issues that are concerning the government. 

Further, the first recommendation to solve the listed problems of refugees in the report 

proposes that NGO-Rs should take more responsibility for improving access to 

education. This proposed solution shifts the responsibility of providing educational 

services to NGO-Rs instead of the state, which should be the opposite since access to 
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education is an inherent human right that must be protected by the states. This attitude 

of the IMRA is a reflection of its political engagement with the government 
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CHAPTER VIII- CONCLUSION  

A puzzling observation prompted this study: the numerical expansion of Turkish 

NGO-Rs did not lead to diversification in terms of activity focus, but caused a policy-

oriented and transition to the use of relatively more need-based activities as a means 

of sustaining refugee-oriented activities. A detailed examination of the internal and 

external dimensions that shaped the government's engagement with NGO-Rs, and the 

alignment of NGO-Rs with government policy in response, shows that this relationship 

resulted in NGO-Rs undergoing a relative transition process that led them to move 

away from rights-based approaches and focus more on needs-based activities in 

Turkey. 

One of the aims of this thesis was to contribute to the literature by providing detailed 

and compiled information on the categorization of NGO-Rs in Turkey based on their 

founding principles and political engagement with the political parties. For the 

founding principle, the existing definitions of needs-based and rights-based 

organizations in the literature were adopted and further elaborated by contextualizing 

them with their outcomes considering the migration situation in Turkey. Due to the 

protracted refugee situation in Turkey, institutions should work coherently on durable 

solutions for refugees by adapting rights-based approaches. Although each migration 

situation is unique to each country, Turkey, as a host country for the largest refugee 

and migrant population in the world for more than five years, should leave the 

provision of emergency relief services as needed and turn towards the rights-based 

durable solutions. 

Secondly, this thesis introduced the terms government-organized, quasi-autonomous, 

and party-oriented NGOs to better elaborate the degree of political engagement of 

NGO-Rs with the government. Although these terms are commonly used in the 

European and Chinese literature, there are almost no studies in Turkey that categorize 

NGO-Rs using these terms. For further studies looking at the level of political 

engagement of NGO-Rs, this thesis will provide a foundation. 

Thirdly, by enumerating the main current migration situations, the thesis provided a 

historical framework and background explaining recent developments and key 
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dimensions that have had an impact on shaping the Turkish Government's perspective 

on the NGO-Rs, and thus also may influence the evaluation of their engagement. In 

compiling all relevant information on the migration situation in Turkey through NGO-

Rs' activities, recent developments affecting NGO-government relations and related 

policies were also presented. Among the dimensions that have influenced 

governments' engagement with NGO-Rs, the most prominent developments are 

identified as the EU accession period, the fact that Turkey is not prepared for a mass 

influx of refugees and the lack of capacity of public institutions, the government's will 

to secure external financial support by benefiting from NGO-Rs' experiences and 

partnerships with multilateral and bilateral donors, its will to maintain its reputation 

by appealing to its constituency, and finally its strategy to increase the number of 

NGO-Rs implementing the government's right-wing Islamist agenda are listed. These 

internal and external factors listed above have led the Turkish Government to tighten 

controls and increase its pressure and hegemony over NGO-Rs or establish migration 

NGO-Rs that are loyal to government policies while they can afford the growth of 

NGO-Rs. 

After briefly listing the attempts for increasing the controlling mechanisms of the 

government that were applied to all NGO-Rs, this thesis finds out that all the three 

cases investigated constitute the different stages of the transition and have intensified 

their needs-based mode of work targeting refugees regardless of their level of political 

engagement with the government. In a politically fragile environment caused by a 

right-wing, Islamic and pro-government political view, they responded voluntarily or 

involuntarily to the vast but controlled place provided to them. Although it was 

attempted with the selected cases to reflect the relative transition of NGO-Rs to a 

relatively more needs-based stance, other alternatives for GONGO, QUANGO and 

PANGO could respectively have been KADEM, IHH and MAZLUMDER. 

Additionally, the findings that stand out in these three cases are not the results of a 

specific relationship between one NGO-R and the government instead they are the 

outcomes of general engagement of the government with NGO-Rs through creating a 

delicate political environment and restrictive policies therefore the relative transition 

observed could also be generalized to other NGO-Rs. 
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Three NGO-Rs were selected for the case study part of this thesis, corresponding to 

three structurally different categories of political studies and relations with the 

government. As a result of the research, it was found that the trends and transition 

observed in all three NGO-Rs are similar. All three NGO-Rs have a tendency to avoid 

oppositional discourses and concentrate their activities more on politics-free areas by 

adopting needs-based approaches. They have been reducing the intensity of scope of 

their rights-based activities, on the occasion of the sensitivity of their relationships 

with the government and the new structure caused by internal and external factors 

affecting the government's cooperation with NGO-R's. Additionally, although those 

NGO-Rs are sometimes included in the so-called government-run administration, they 

are forced to cease their rights-based activities after a period of time. 

Considering their politically oriented and relative transition, ABP, TRC, and IMRA 

seem recently to have three main areas of activity: counselling to refugees to ease their 

access to public services, in-kind and cash assistance for emergency response or relief, 

knowledge gain and awareness-raising activities to capacitate life skills of the refugees 

or enhance their harmonization. The above reviews also show among these activities, 

in-kind and cash distributions and short-term consultancy services are the ones with 

the most weight in all three NGO-Rs’ operations. Additionally, the target audience of 

their awareness-raising and knowledge-increase activities under the guise of advocacy 

is mostly society, rather than the public institutions that confuse the roles and 

responsibilities of the institutions and the society in the search for durable solutions. 

As ABP is often associated with the opposition party and has been a politically 

motivated NGO-R since its establishment, represents the initial stage of the transition. 

Due to its opposing ideological and political stance to the government and its high 

ability to influence public opinion in line with its own views, it is one of the NGO-Rs 

most kept under control and thus a clear reflection of the transformation. Regardless 

of its degree, its political relationship with the government as PANGO has caused ABP 

to soften its rhetoric and change the structure of its activities over the years. 

The situation of the TRC holds important lessons regarding the outcomes of intense 

political engagement with the government for NGO-Rs in Turkey and could also be 



 

97 

 

an example for other countries. Although the TRC is not a government agency, its 

operations and bureaucracy are in practice identical to those of most government 

agencies. Therefore, the areas of implementation, as well as the framework of its 

projects, are selected according to government priorities. The TRC has taken its place 

in the history of Turkish migration management as a prime example of QUANGO. 

Especially after the introduction of the largest cash aid programmes in 2016, it is 

observed that although TRC is one of the most capable NGO-Rs in this field, its 

activities are increasingly have moved away from durable solutions. With the non-

changing structure or modality of cash assistance, and not being able to merge cash 

assistance programmes with the right based protection interventions, TRC had diverted 

to relatively more needs-based interventions that have a very low impact on 

contributing to the protracted refugee situation in Turkey. 

IMRA is an NGO-R set up by the government initiative, with people directly linked to 

the government on their boards. It is observed that its activities fully follow 

government discourses and conduct needs-based activities within the framework of 

their own ethical values. Although it is not an NGO-R that has been operating for many 

years, IMRA is a very important example of macro-level monitoring of the transition 

as well as interpretation and application of the hypothesis to other NGO-Rs in Turkey.  

For that reason, it can be said that it represents the highest stage of transition that is 

expected to occur through political influence so far (See Figure 6.) 
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Figure 6. The direction of Relative Transition Observed in the NGO-Rs working in 

the migration field 

With the relative transition process, NGO-Rs often strive to maintain their position by 

avoiding the country's political discourse by conducting activities in areas that will not 

confront them with the government. NGO-Rs have refrained from developing 

discourses against the government on domestic and foreign policies, even though these 

discourses have the potential to influence migration dynamics positively. For this 

reason, they prefer to remain task-oriented while attempting to advocate for rights. In 

line with the change in behaviour of ABP, TRC, and IMRA; NGO-Rs in Turkey are 

focusing more on providing needs-based services such as individual counselling and 

assistance distribution rather than solidarity and advocacy for social groups, and are 

renouncing from their commitment to equal access to rights and services for all. While 

the government exercises continuous and close control through the relevant ministries, 

NGO-Rs are now seen as temporary or informal partners providing materials to the 

state with funds from abroad. Although this, along with other factors, has contributed 

to the increase in the number of NGO-Rs, the government's strategy of agreeing to 

increase the number and practises of NGO-Rs also brings with it some bureaucratic 

constraints that threaten autonomy. 

NGO-Rs try to influence the political decisions of relevant public institutions by using 

persuasion mechanisms such as meetings, reports, lobbying, petition campaigns, 
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leaflets and mass media advertising. However, if NGO-Rs rely on projects that 

represent financial resources to sustain their existence, and if they cannot carry out 

these projects without the permission of or without the control of the relevant state 

authorities, then their relationship with the government will inevitably affect the nature 

of their work. The political relationship between the government and NGO-Rs in the 

field of migration policy leads most NGO-Rs in this field to completely ignore the fact 

that much of the work consists of exposing human rights violations through lobbying, 

questioning and reporting on the human rights record of states. 

The government prefers to work with particular NGO-Rs that act in accordance with 

its migration management strategies and follow its internal and external political 

agendas. NGO-Rs in Turkey seem to accept the government's call for political 

engagement voluntarily or involuntarily in order to continue to receive funding from 

internal and external donor institutions and to maintain their existence in the migration 

sector through further projects. If an NGO-R is an opponent and it is not possible for 

that NGO-R to accept this transition, it is either discouraged by restricting its actions 

or its activities are banned and terminated by the government. The engagement 

between the government and NGO-Rs in Turkey has resulted in these NGO-Rs making 

a politically oriented shift to needs-based approaches to avoid tense political 

confrontations.  

All in all, case studies prove that there has been a new power balance formation in the 

nexus between NGO-Rs and the government, where the implementations of NGO-Rs 

are severely dependent on the government's political influences. The delicate political 

environment in Turkey has led migration NGO-Rs to position themselves to 

implement projects within certain boundaries. This leads these NGO-Rs to withdraw 

from sensitive political issues and divert their implementations for refugees to meet 

the basic needs with one-off interventions. Regardless of their relationship with the 

government, and even though the intensity of it differs from one NGO to another, there 

is a fertile political environment in Turkey for migration NGO-Rs to experience a 

politically oriented and relative transition to needs-based organisations (See Table 2).  
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Table 2 Overall intensity of the transition observed in NGO-Rs 

 

The NGO-Rs The transition of 

Activities 

The transition of 

Political Engagement 

Transition in the self-

definition 

 

ABP 

 

Strong 

 

Weak 

 

Weak 

TRC Weak Strong Weak 

IMRA Strong Strong Strong 

 

The NGO-Rs that have been following a parallel path to the government's stance took 

advantage of the space provided to them and either became committed agents of the 

government by advocating its internal and international policies, including migration 

management or worked in the needs-based areas that are considered far from political 

offences as handled by the JDP. NGO-Rs that have been adopting a more unbiased 

stance but did not engage in activities that were inconvenient for the government 

preferred to bypass this process as a solution so as not to jeopardise their position. 

NGO-Rs that carry out anti-government actions or engage in social and political 

institutions that are not approved by the government opt for a lower profile to reduce 

the pressure. After all these politically motivated interventions, important changes 

have started to be observed in the activities of NGO-Rs towards refugees.  

The main finding of the study is that NGO-Rs in Turkey have entered a process of 

providing relatively more needs-based services to refugees in order not to be 

influenced by the delicate political environment and to maintain their activities. 

However, as explained in the previous sections, the needs-based approaches in Turkey 

are not the right tools to be adopted if the ultimate goal is to find durable solutions for 

refugees and migrants who have been in the country for a long time. Ten years after 

the civil war in Syria, which has led to the protracted displacement of millions of 

refugees, five years after the EU- Turkey Statement, the need to find durable solutions 

for refugees across the country, reflecting on the potential medium-term impact of the 

COVID-19 pandemic on migration in the region, and preparing for the post-COVID 

era, as well as avoiding a repeat of political tensions with the EU and the Greek Border 

in 2020, there is an opportunity for Turkey to carefully consider how to further direct 

its resources towards NGO-Rs for the facilitation of effective rights-based 
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interventions in the migration sector. Ten years after the conflict in Syria, Turkey 

needs to focus on mobilising its resources for activities that go far beyond meeting 

basic needs, and on addressing the urgent needs of refugees, i.e. local integration, 

resettlement and voluntary return, as well as other complementary pathways. To 

ensure an effective response to refugees, the government should guide NGO-Rs 

towards rights-based approaches, such as further strengthening the resilience of 

refugees and host communities, improving the socio-economic integration of refugees 

in Turkey increasing the access to the labour market as well as other social services 

such as education and health, and develop a dialogue with countries of origin and 

destination for safe resettlement or voluntary return options. 

Due to similar political instabilities and delicacy as well as precarious relations with 

the European Union, the study of engagement between the government and NGO-Rs 

and the relative transition towards a needs-based humanitarian aid approach is likely 

to be seen in the Western Balkans as well. If the area of this study is to be expanded, 

the same work could be carried out for the six Western Balkan countries (North 

Macedonia, Kosovo, Serbia, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Montenegro), 

based on similar migration and political dynamics. During the writing of this thesis, 

there were some difficulties beyond the scope that could be interfered with by the 

writer. The first limitation of the study was the coronavirus disease of the 2019 

(COVID-19) pandemic that unexpectedly surrounded the world. The first case of the 

COVID-19 outbreak that has spread throughout the world was identified on the 10th of 

March 2020 in Turkey. The first death from the virus occurred on the 15th of March 

2020. The Republic of Turkey Ministry of Health (MoH) had declared on the 1st of 

April 2020 that COVID-19 cases have spread all across the country. The Turkish 

Republic has introduced multiple measures for social distances including, the closing 

of schools, parks, shopping malls, curfew for certain age groups and certain days of 

the week and so on. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic spread in Turkey towards the 

mid of March 2020, most of the institutions including universities have pivoted to a 

remote modality of work. Reduced communication and being obliged to hold only 

online meetings to comply with the measures taken, has inevitably affected the 

communication between the student and the supervisor during this study. Additionally, 

curfews applied for decreasing the risks of the COVID-19 pandemic as well as the 
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potential dangers of having a face to face meetings are among the reasons for not 

considering fieldwork for this thesis from the beginning. Another important limitation 

of this study is the difficulty of researching at the government and NGO level. Due to 

the confidential conclusion of the agreements and protocols between public 

institutions and NGO-Rs, difficulties were experienced in reaching some of the 

necessary documents during the study. The limited number of previous studies in the 

research area was another limitation for this thesis. The number of studies explaining 

and formulating the needs-based and rights-based approaches case, as well as 

corresponding of GONGO, QUANGO and PANGO for Turkey, is very few. The 

relative transition of the NGO-Rs in Turkey is a contemporary and evolving research 

problem, therefore, needs to be studied further. And finally, having limited access to 

the public resources of the cases limited the scope of the case studies. Some of the 

protocols and agreements between NGO-Rs and the government are not open for 

public access. Additionally, not all the works of the NGO-Rs are well reflected in their 

websites ad reports. All in all, this work demonstrated the institutions’ approaches to 

the recent migration situation in Turkey and determined that the current method of 

intervention by the NGO-Rs is not in an efficient way to respond to the protracted 

refugee situation. The observed evaluation of the NGO-government relations does not 

lead NGO-Rs to have the space for the production and contribution of effective rights-

based approaches considering the immediate operational needs and enhancing 

absorption capacity with a long-term perspective. Considering Turkey’s entrance to a 

new period on the negotiations with the EU and The European Commission’s 

statement on their plan to propose a new trench of FRIT programme as support to 

Syrian refugees in neighbouring countries such as Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan in 

2021, academic studies or policy studies to follow this study can examine the efficient 

use of new funds coming to Turkey in cooperation with NGO-R's anchored in the 

respective needs and interests of refugees.  
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