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Introduction

Gaziantep, bordering Syria, is an economic centre in the southeast Anatolia
region of Turkey. The city plays an important role in the Turkish economy
with its industrial and commercial infrastructure, and acts as a bridge between
important regions due to its geographical location.! Iraq, Saudi Arabia and
Syria, in that order, are the top three importers of goods from Gaziantep.?
Gaziantep has the second highest number of displaced Syrians in Turkey and
the city has, to some extent, recently developed an infrastructure with their
arrival and the consequent increase in its economic relations with the Syrian
city of Aleppo. One of the main reasons why Gaziantep has a large number of
internationally displaced Syrians? is the aspiration of this population to remain
close to Syria and carryon the cross-border trade relationship. While many
internally displaced Kurds—* most of whom fled their ancestral villages
during the conflict between the Turkish state and the Kurdistan Workers
Party (PKK) in the mid-90s—settled in Gaziantep, over 445,000
internationally displaced Syrians live in Gaziantep and many of them have
started their own businesses, even though 80% of these were unofficial in
2016.> The Syrian Economic Forum (SEF), an organisation based in
Gaziantep which aims to strengthen the Syrian economy to support
democratic life and sustainable development among the Syrian population, has
estimated the number of companies founded or co-founded by Syrians to be
over 10,000 when the informal sector is included.® According to the Deputy
Executive Director of SEF, in Gaziantep alone, 1,250 Syrian companies are
registered with the Gaziantep Chamber of Commerce (GCC).”
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In Turkey, the presence of Syrians has not only contributed to the
country’s economic growth, but also has filled its labour needs although their
labour is not officially recognised. The Syrian workforce has been in high
demand in sectors facing labour shortages and, with the arrival of the
displaced Syrian population, the number of informally employed workers have
dramatically increased.® This, of course, necessitates a scrutiny of the location
of the labour of displaced people (in this paper, ‘displaced people’ refers to
both internationally displaced Syrians and internally displaced Kurds) in
interaction with class dynamics as well as the variegated legal regimes (carried
out with actors of various scale) that shape this interaction. The fragmented
legal geography of rights, and the local and international institutional actors
that draw into the picture, are crucial components in this interplay.

The literature on the access of displaced people to the labour market
is mostly studied in relation to the national framework, and focus on the
labour-market integration of migrants and refugees as well as the impact of
refugees on the host economy.” For instance, Betts et al. introduce the
concept of refugee economies which highlights the fact that refugees are a
part of the distinct sub-economy of receiving countries, but do not mention
refugee labour.'? Samaddar, rightfully, suggests that a refugee is seen as an
economic actor, an informal trader, an entrepreneur, but not as labour and
asks ‘why economies are unable to function without the so-called refugee
economies, which supply informal labour for the host economy.’'! In order to
understand how labour moves and the increase in casualisation, there is a need
to focus on the relation between migration and capitalism. This paper takes
this relation into account. More specifically, it takes into account the role of
neoliberal migration policies on the access of displaced people to the labour
market.

Exploring the settlement processes of migrants and their access to the
labour market within the framework of the nation-state constructs hierarchies
between migrants and natives by differentiating them. As stated by Caglar and
Glick-Schiller, methodological nationalism and its ethnic lens represent
homogeneous national culture, and scholars who adopt this approach dwell
on differences in national origin and view migrants as ethnic groups who are
socially and culturally discrete.!? This analysis makes inequalities that are
created due to class, race, and gender differences seem less important. Taking
cities as the unit of analysis to examine forced displacement, this paper
focuses on class as an analytical concept in exploring the experiences of
displaced people in accessing the labour market in Gaziantep.

The ‘multiscalar global perspective’ of Caglar and Glick-Schiller offers
a useful and comprehensive analysis in examining unequal power within
multiple actors—regional, national, supranational, and global—in the process of
remaking the city.]?> Adopting this perspective, this paper aims to examine
how, in the processes of building ‘a resilient city for all in a time of crisis,’
power relations within multiple actors of various scale—such as the European
Union (EU), non-governmental organisations (NGOs), and international non-
governmental organisations (INGOs)—influence the access of displaced
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people to the labour market. Drawing on in-depth interviews with displaced
people and emphasising their experiences in accessing the labour market, it
delves into the role of multiple actors in reconstructing the neoliberal
model—supporting displaced people who are wealthy and professionally
skilled, and celebrating entrepreneurship and co modifiable skills—that
reshapes class and power dynamics between displaced people. Following
Hatvey’s definition,'* this paper uses the notion of neoliberalism as a political
project carried out by the corporate capitalist class through constructing a free
market that produces greater social inequality and competition between
workers and favours wealthy people. The value structure of neoliberalism has
defined the migration policies of many receiving states which make a clear
distinction between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ migrants and refugees based on where
they come from, their religion, ethnicity, migratory status and, most
importantly, their class.!> In this paper class is understood as an analytical
category that shapes one’s position in society. More specifically, class is
understood as a set of inequalities, power, exploitation, and differences in the
way people are valued.'¢ In the case of Turkey, this division is visible through
income levels that are supported by neoliberal policies.

This paper is divided into three sections. The first section sets out an
overview of Gaziantep in terms of its labour market. The second section
introduces the ethnographic context. The third section explores, using
empirical data, the experiences of displaced people in this labour market
including their working conditions, social capital, class, entrepreneurial
activities, and the role of the EU, NGOs, and INGOs in the settlement
processes of Syrians in Gaziantep.

Gaziantep’s Labour Market

According to a recent report published by the Economic Policy Research
Foundation of Turkey (TEPAV), Syrians established 778 businesses in the
tirst half of 2018, and 7,243 businesses in the last seven years.!” The report
also indicates that 13% of newly-established companies in Turkey have a
Syrian partner.’® Gaziantep’s economic growth is likely related to informal
market activities as approximately half of the labour force in the city had been
already employed informally prior to the migration of Syrians.!” In Turkey,
firms often rely on some form of undeclared labour which can take the form
of wage labour, self-employment, ‘paid favours’ or family work.?) According
to the Turkish Statistical Institute,?! one in every three Turkish workers is
employed informally, meaning that they are working under precarious
conditions without social security. According to recent statistics released by
the Ministry of Labour and Social Security, 34% of Turkish employees in
Gaziantep were working informally as of June 2018.22 Between 2009 and
2017, the presence of Turkish citizens in the informal labour force cleatly
declined?® and, with the outbreak of the conflict in Syria, the number of
informally employed displaced people has increased. Syrians mostly access
informal markets due to difficulty in receiving work permits, lack of language
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skills, and low levels of education. A survey conducted by the Turkish Red
Crescent in 2018 revealed that 20.7% of the Syrians working in the education
sector, and 92% of the Syrians employed in the agricultural sector, do not
have regular employment.2* The International Crisis Group reported that, as
of January 2018, between 750,000 and 950,000 Syrians work in the informal
sector.”> However, according to the Interior Minister of Turkey, only around
76,443 work permits have been issued till 2019.20 As a result of being forced
to work in the informal economy, Syrians experience exploitation; they are
overworked, underpaid, and have no social security or pension rights.?’” The
arrival of Syrians has allowed businesses in Gaziantep to employ them
informally and reduce labour costs.

As of June 2021, 450,294 Syrians reside in Gaziantep and they
amount to 21.6% of the city’s population.?® The city has adopted an economic
integration model through businesses established by Syrians. Access to the
labour market has been stated as a granted right for Syrians in the Law on
Foreigners and International Protection (2014) and its implementation rests
with the Ministry of Social Security and Work. In January 2016, Turkey issued
a new regulation allowing registered Syrians to apply for work permits.
However, accessing work permits is difficult and depends on employers’
willingness to offer contracts of employment and on whether the applicants
have held Turkish identification documents for at least six months. According
to a study conducted by Building Markets, Syrian enterprises employ on
average 9.4 Syrians, the majority of whom previously worked in the informal
sector.?? According to the International Crisis Group’s recent report, as of
December 2017, there were about 8,000 registered Syrian businesses in
Turkey and about 10,000 unregistered enterprises.’® These businesses are
established in Istanbul, Ankara, Gaziantep, Hatay, Sanliurfa, Mardin and Kilis,
and numerous Syrian businesspeople contribute to the Turkish economy by
investing their capital in Turkey.3! There ate other fundamental rights for
Syrians; however, especially regarding work permits, there are visible barriers
to full participation within the formal economy. Yet, unlike in many European
countries, the way to be an entrepreneur is not prevented in Turkey.?? In
Europe, there are barriers for refugees trying to establish businesses. For
instance, in Belgium, refugees suffer more barriers in establishing business
than other immigrants.?®> Turkey, therefore, implements a self-sufficient model
for refugees.’* Syrian entrepreneurs have been visible in the manufacturing,
textile, catering and service sectors, as well as in trading; their businesses have
been supported by the Gaziantep municipality through easing procedures in
the organised industry district called GATEM.3

Gaziantep is also a city where NGOs and INGOs actively work
around the settlement processes of Syrians.’® Government bodies such as the
Disaster and Emergency Management Presidency (AFAD) provide basic
services with the help of NGOs and INGOs. The services implemented for
refugees by national NGOs includes financial assistance, outreach monitoring
and ‘integration’ programs. The Association for Solidarity with Asylum
Seckers and Migrants (ASAM) delivers services including legal, social and
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medical counseling, ‘social cohesion™” activities, psychosocial services, and
protection programs.’® Similar to ASAM, the Kamer Foundation fulfils the
basic needs of refugee women, such as legal consultancy, health, and
vocational courses. In addition to these national NGOs, a small number of
local organisations have been taking an active role in raising social awareness
regarding displaced people through the projects they implement. One of these
local organisations is Kirkayak Kiltir. Established in 2011, it conducts field
research in and around Gaziantep and run social-cohesion projects, including
social, cultural, and artistic activities to help empower socially and culturally
disadvantageous groups such as the displaced Dom community. Apart from
Kirkayak Kiiltiir which has a rights-based approach, there are also value-based
associations in Gaziantep, such as the Bilbulzade Foundation which provides
educational facilities, language classes, vocational courses, financial support, as
well as Arabic newspapers and radio broadcasts for Syrians.® Some of these
local organisations receive grants from the EU and donations from
international organisations such as Danske Diakonhjem (DEACON), GIZ
(Die Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Internationale Zusammenarbeit), and conduct
joint projects with the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF).# These local
NGOs have been cooperating with the Gaziantep municipality in providing
services for refugees. The municipality has also been influential in responding
to the needs of refugees through establishing centres in the refugee
neighbourhoods.

Besides national NGOs, there are many INGOs operating in Turkey.
They belong to European countries such as Germany, United Kingdom,
Ireland and Denmark, and are funded by their respective governments or the
EU to run projects aiming the ‘integration’ of refugees and their retention in
Turkey.*! At the beginning of the movement of displaced Syrians to Turkey,
INGOs offered humanitarian aid such as shelter, food, and clothes inside
Turkey. For instance, UK-based Care International provided humanitarian aid
to the refugees in Gaziantep. As the number of Syrians in Turkey increased
and their-long term requirements became evident, INGOs started to diversify
their projects and focus more on sociocultural and psychosocial support.+?
The main services INGOs implement cover registration, legal assistance,
education, language, livelihood, and repatriation. However, some of these
INGOs—such as International Medical Corps, Mercy Corps, and Dan
Church Aid—were closed by the Turkish government because they provided
humanitarian aid to Syrian Kurds, especially in and around Kobani.#3

The Ethnographic Context

As of June 2021, the number of registered Syrian nationals in Turkey reached
3.6 million* 98% of this population prefer to reside in towns and
cities—including the border cities and metropolitan areas—rather than in the
camps where they experience limited access to accommodation, social services
and job opportunities. The rising number of Syrians living in cities opens up,
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for both the refugees and the wider society, discussions around permanency,
economic stabilisation, political representation and accessibility of public
services.® Syrians in Turkey are heterogeneous in terms of ethnicity, religion,
gender, generation, social class, etc. According to Erdogan, who conducted
research on the social acceptance of Syrians in Turkey, Syrians are represented
as a burden on the country, and as criminals, murderers and rapists. This
representation shapes public perception of them and increases the level of
discrimination they face in Turkey. With the mass movement of Syrians from
Turkey to Europe since the summer of 2015, the EU’s response to Syrian
migration has moved towards stopping the migration of refugees and irregular
migrants. As part of the deal, the World Food Programme and the Turkish
Red Crescent administer a cash payment programme to alleviate the worst
cases of poverty, wherein refugee houscholds have been receiving monthly
payments of 120 Turkish liras. Even though daily crossings dropped 97%
between 2015 and 2017, the EU-Turkey Statement has received criticism from
human rights organisations and rights-based NGOs for regarding Turkey as a
‘safe third country’ and not ensuring the safety of refugees. Although Turkey
does not provide refugee status to people coming from non-European
countries—relying on the geographical limitation permitted by the 1951
Refugee Convention—and does not recognize the rights of refugees
mentioned in that Convention, the presumption of Turkey as a ‘safe third
country’ is mainly based on ensuring non-refoulement of refugees and their
access to fundamental rights. The EU has also received criticism for not
providing safe and legal ways for asylum seekers to reach other European
countries for family reunification, relocation or humanitarian visas. On July 2,
2016, the Turkish President announced that millions of Syrians living in
Turkey would be granted citizenship. According to Turkey’s Directorate
General of Migration, 93,000 Syrians have been granted citizenship.#

In exploring how displaced people experience Gaziantep, particularly
in accessing the labour market, and whether there are differences in the ways
they experience the city, I conducted in-depth interviews with Kurdish and
Syrian displaced people in Gaziantep in 2018. I interviewed a total of fifty
displaced people—twenty-five Syrians and twenty-five Kurds—including
those who established businesses and those working in the informal economy.
80% of them were men, aged between nineteen and fifty-four years. While
some were in receipt of very low incomes, others were living in more affluent
districts of Gaziantep. Those who own businesses stated that they brought
investment capital with them when they were migrating and that they had
owned restaurants, cafes and off-licences in Syria. Although many Syrian
research participants were Sunni-Arabs, I also interviewed a few Syrians with
Kurdish and Turkmen backgrounds. Pseudonyms are used when referring to
all research participants. I contacted research participants through
establishments run by Syrians, NGOs, and city districts. While some
interviews were conducted in English and Turkish, others were conducted in
Arabic and translated to English during the interviews by an interpreter. Once
I had made some connections, I used a snowballing approach to identify
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further interviewees. Interview questions were relatively open to enable
respondents to tell their stories in their own words and focused on their
experiences of living in Gaziantep, particulatly in accessing the labour market.
I used qualitative content analysis to identify a set of common themes from
the narratives, and then employed a thematic coding system with NVivo,
which helped to create analytical categories.

Experiences in Accessing the Labour Market

Gaziantep has undergone a massive transformation with the arrival of half a
million Syrians since 2011. The city has even introduced its own migration
model. According to Onder Yal¢in, head of the city’s migration office, the city
remains a model of tolerance and has taken important steps in migration
governance. In doing so, it has established a Municipal Migration Department
to provide municipal services to migrants.*’ In constructing a comprehensive
migration model, the Migration Department works with the United Nations
(UN), development agencies, and NGOs and INGOs. Highlighting the fact
that cities are at the forefront of managing the settlement of Syrians, Yalcin
stated that ‘Gaziantep experiences improved governance, increased social
cohesion between our existing and new residents, enhanced inclusive identity,
and sustained livelihoods for refugees and our entire community.’* In this
section, I use in-depth interview data which is particularly based on the
experiences of displaced people in accessing the labour market to understand
how they experience the settlement processes in Gaziantep and whether there
are differences in the ways they experience the city.

The struggle to enter the labour market and lack of economic
resources prevent many Syrians living in Gaziantep from receiving affordable
housing and education.* This can be illustrated by the quotation below:

I work in textile manufacturing. All workers here are Syrians, and we all
work informally. Getting a work permit is very difficult, because employers
are not keen on applying for work permit. We sometimes get our wages
late and less than Turkish workers. Our working conditions are very hard.
We work long hours and sometimes seven days a week (Mahdi, informal
worker, Syrian).

Syrians primarily work in the largely informal agricultural and textile
sectors, with few safety protections. According to figures from the Worker
Health and Safety Council, 108 refugees lost their lives in work-related
accidents in 2018. In turn, the low socio-economic status of Syrians leads to
their relative exclusion from the wider Turkish society.’® The Turkish labour
market poses high exploitation risks not only for informal adult workers but
also for children, given the widespread phenomenon of child labour in sectors
such as agriculture, textile factories, and restaurants in various cities of
Turkey.5! Kaya and Kirag argue that at least one child works in almost every
third Syrian houschold in Istanbul.>? According to a United Metal Workers
Union report, the textile sector employs approximately 19% of underage
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workers; 29% of these underage workers are Syrian children under the age of
fifteen. In fact, the majority of school-aged Syrian children are working
instead of attending school.”® Kaya and Kira¢ convey that ‘half of Syrians
sending their children to work stated that their children work in textile sector
(clothing, shoes, etc.) while the others work in service sector (small shops,
catering, cafes, restaurants), construction sector and industrial sector
(furniture factories, automobile factories, etc.).™ In Gaziantep, many Syrians
are informally employed in small workshops that act as subcontractors for
larger factories to produce shoes and clothes that are sold across Turkey, the
Middle East, and Europe. Working conditions can be dangerous and pay is far
below Turkey’s minimum wage of 480 Turkish liras per week. Children in
workshops say the rate for young adults is 160 Turkish liras per week, with the
smallest children receiving just 50 Turkish liras.5> The Turkish economy will
hardly function without the informal labour of displaced people.

Syrians who work in the informal market face difficulties in building
bridges with the Kurdish and Turkish working class, due to competition over
employment opportunities. Hassan, who works in footwear manufacturing,
said the following about the competitive labour market and its weakening of
social bridges between Syrian workers and their Kurdish and Turkish
counterpatts:

I used to work in construction when I came to Gaziantep. The employer
preferred to work with Syrians instead of Kurdish workers, because he
paid Syrians less. This created a problem between Syrian and Kurdish
workers. Kurdish workers blamed Syrians for job losses. (Hassan, informal
worker, Syrian Turkmen).

The structuring of the labour market, which is based on the economic
interests of employers, construct hierarchical categories between Syrian and
Kurdish workers and make them even more vulnerable. It creates invisible
boundaries between the displaced Kurds who have been involved in the
labour market in Gaziantep for much longer than Syrians and have the right
to work, and the displaced Syrians who have been working in Gaziantep for
lesser duration than Kurds and who are mostly employed informally. As
stated in the previous section, employers prefer to hire Syrians informally in
order to pay them less than the minimum wage without social security. This
practice produces greater social inequality and competition between low-
waged workers. Syrians who work in the informal sector are seen as
competitors by the low-waged Kurdish and Turkish workers. This increases
the level of racism Syrians face in society. Turkey’s settlement policy favours
skilled contributors to the economy and refugees with access to financial
capital. The policy does not equally support the settlement of all Syrians
residing in Turkey but is class-based; only ‘selected’ Syrians are deemed
worthy of state support. The Turkish government has pursued a neoliberal
approach to the settlement of Syrians, where their economic utility has come
to form the main entry point for accessing rights. Current settlement policies,
therefore, undermine Syrian refugees’ access to fundamental rights by making
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such rights directly conditional to Turkey’s economic gain. This informal
labour of displaced people cannot be separated from global capitalism which
relies mainly on informal labour.

While many Syrians experience difficulties in accessing certain rights
that are crucial for settlement, those who are wealthier do not experience such
difficulties. The settlement process of Syrians who engage in entrepreneurial
activities in accessing the labour market are easier compared to the ones who
are employed in the informal labour market. Ahmad, who runs his own
restaurant in Gaziantep, stated the following about his experience in the
labour market:

I have been living in Gaziantep since 2014. I brought my investment with
me when I and my family had to leave Syria. The investment helped me to
establish my own business and our settlement process was easier compared
to other Syrians. The Turkish government supports entrepreneurs and
enables them to establish their businesses easily. I am happy to be in
Turkey as I had a similar life back in Syria.

Ahmad has established his life in Turkey more easily compared to other
displaced Syrians. There is a visible distinction between the displaced people
who are benefiting from the neoliberal policy through economic gains and
those who are employed informally in the labour market, are contributing to
the system, and are treated by the receiving society in a very different way.
Syrians who establish businesses construct social bridges with members of the
receiving society through their businesses and engage in sociocultural
activities, thus making their settlement process smoother than those who do
not have ready economic resources.’0 The social aspect of the settlement
processes also reflects the role of class, as the Syrians who work longer hours
and do not have access to employment construct fewer social connections
with members of the receiving society due to being isolated.>” Research shows
that the experiences of refugees in accessing the labour market are highly
affected by their class as a result of Turkey’s neoliberal migration policy.5
Although it has been highlichted that ‘the government is becoming more
likely to demographically instrumentalize Sunni-Muslim-Arabs to counter
balance the ethno-nationalist and centrifugal claims of the Kurds, ethnicity
is not a striking dynamic in accessing the labour market among displaced
people in Gaziantep.

Kurdish entrepreneurs also have positive experiences in the labour
market in Gaziantep. Hiiseyin, who owns a jewellery shop, emphasised the
opportunities for running his business in the city. He said:

This is our family business. My father used to run this jewellery shop. After
we lost him, I started running the family business. In this bazaar,
businesses are old. Gaziantep went through an important economic growth
driven by its business community’s will to establish trading links with
neighbouring countries. Gaziantep has strong economic ties with Syria and
particularly Aleppo. The business owners with whom I established
business links migrated to Gaziantep and started running their own
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businesses here. With their arrival, Gaziantep’s economy has grown even
more as they brought resources and skills to our city.

Hiseyin links the success of Gaziantep’s economy to its trading relationship
with neighbouring countries. When he referred to Syrians, he only mentioned
Syrian businesspeople rather than Syrians who are employed informally. This
quotation also emphasises that as long as Syrians are contributing to the
receiving society through creating job opportunities rather than requiring
employment they are ‘good’ Syrians.®0 The settlement process of wealthier
refugees is supported and the entrepreneurs among them are welcomed
according to the Turkey’s migration policy.! However, the majority of Syrians
who are predominantly employed in manual jobs, and do not possess any
qualifications, contribute to the economy of the city through their labour
which is not officially recognised. The transformation of the city with the
arrival of Syrians is not only limited to economic aspects but also related to
urban development. The presence of European institutions in the city,
especially since the arrival of the Syrians, has played a major role in the
producing the urban space. As argued by Yiiksel, ‘the new forms of
entanglements between the local and the global has caused new forms of
power to emerge in the global neoliberal context.’®? This has caused
international competition between local, national, and international NGOs. In
the case of Gaziantep, the European Bank for Reconstruction and
Development (EBRD) has provided grant to help the municipality to meet
the growing demand for services due to the sharp increase in population with
the arrival of Syrians. However, Syrians have different experiences in receiving
these services. For instance, Amena expressed her frustration at not receiving
the services she needed:

When we arrived in Gaziantep, we had no resources; we did not speak
Turkish. My husband had to find a job. We did not know anyone here, so
my husband went to an organisation to ask for help and advice. It was very
difficult to get help because there were a lot of people in need of help and
the organisation was short staffed.

Although many local, national, and international NGOs provide
humanitarian aid and protection programs, it is not easy to receive services.
Main local actors such as the Gaziantep Municipality, ASAM, and Kamer
Foundation work together with international donors such as UN Agencies
and EBuropean institutions to provide protection-based services as well as
basic needs of legal consultancy, health and vocational courses to refugees.®3
On the one hand, local NGOs such as the Kirkayak Cultural Centre aim to
improve and extend cooperation between artisans, cultural activists and
NGOs in Turkey, the Middle East, and Europe to empower disadvantageous
groups and to integrate society through dialogue and solidarity to end
prejudices and discrimination against these groups. On the other, the EBRD
and the GCC have been supporting and encouraging entrepreneurship in
Gaziantep and its surrounding region. These partners work together to
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strengthen the ability of the GCC to deliver more and better services to
private-sector companies in Turkey’s southeast and build the economic
resilience of the region which has been deeply affected by the movement of
refugees from neighbouring Syria.®* The EBRD has followed six transitional
principles including resilience, competitiveness, green, governance,
integration, and inclusion in its approach to the countries where it invests.%> In
identifying opportunities and barriers for the private sector in the region,
including for enterprises led by Syrians, it aims to help entrepreneurs and
small and medium-sized enterprises reach their full potential. While the
economy of Gaziantep has strengthened with the arrival of displaced Syrians,
this has been achieved through supporting businesses and the private sector
rather than through implementing a rights-based approach to develop the
access of displaced people to the labour market and improving their working
conditions.

Conclusion

Gaziantep is an important case in understanding a broader view of the labour
of displaced people in Turkey and the failure of Turkey’s migration policy.
Although there are various displaced groups in Gaziantep, this paper mainly
focused on the experiences of displaced Syrians and Kurds in accessing the
labour market due to lack of information and reliable data on the labour-
market encounters of other displaced groups. In exploring how displaced
people become part of labour and how different discursive and institutional
sources—including European institutions—are pulled in, empirical data shows
that Turkey’s migration policy favours skilled contributors to the economy
and those with access to financial capital. This policy reshapes class and power
dynamics between displaced people. It also shows that the informal labour of
displaced people plays a significant role in Turkey’s economy but their labour
is not as visible as entreprenecurial activities. This is, of course, related to
Turkey’s legal and policy arrangements on the access of displaced people to
the labour market.

The Turkish government has pursued a neoliberal approach to the
settlement of displaced Syrians, where their economic utility has come to form
the main entry point for accessing rights, and this can clearly be seen in the
case of Gaziantep. The current policies, therefore, undermine Syrians’ access
to fundamental rights by making such rights directly conditional to Turkey’s
economic gain. Data shows that displaced Syrians experience more
vulnerability compared to displaced Kurds due to being employed informally
as a result of visible barriers to full participation in the formal economy. It
also indicates that class dynamics become more predominant than ethnic
cleavages. The policy excludes Syrians who are ‘unskilled” and have limited
economic resources for investment in the receiving country. The dominant
presence of displaced people in the informal economy has been reproduced in
cooperation with international and national organisations, especially the
European Bank for Reconstruction and Development.
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