
SITUATION REPORT ON INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION IN SOUTH AND SOUTH-WEST ASIA

Turkey1

1 Vanessa Steinmayer, Social Affairs Officer, United Nations ESCAP

Source: World Bank (2011), UN DESA (2010).

Development Indicators

Population, 2010 (in 1 000) Population growth rate, 2010 Growth rate of population 
aged 15–39 years, 2005–2010

72 752 1.3 0.9 
Total fertility rate, 2009 Percentage urban, 2010 Net migration rate, 2005–2010 

(per 1 000)

2.1 69.6 -0.1
Per capita GDP, 2010 
(at current prices in US Dollars)

Remittances received to GDP,  
2010

10 094 0.1 
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The geographic position of Turkey as a crossroads between Asia and Europe 
has been a major factor in determining the country’s migration trends. For 
a  number of years, the country had a  negative net migration rate but the 
difference between out-migration and in-migration has been narrowing with 
the influx of foreign workers to fill gaps resulting from declining fertility and 
low growth of the working population. Turkey has a large stock of nationals 
in Europe and circular migration among this group is on the rise, with the 
country becoming increasingly attractive for young highly skilled people 
of Turkish descent that were raised and educated in Europe (Elitok and 
Straubhaar 2010). At the same time, Turkey is becoming a popular destination 
for migrants from Central Asia with Turkish and Russian language skills to 
work in the tourism industry. Low-skilled migrants from Central Asia as well 
as from Moldova and Ukraine also migrate to Turkey to work in agriculture 
and construction and as domestic helpers (IOM 2008). 

Historically, Turkey was part of the Ottoman Empire, a multicultural state, 
comprised of a number of different ethnicities. In the first half of the twentieth 
century, the Turkish nation state evolved in Anatolia. Migration flows to the 
new nation state were mainly Muslims from the Balkans who, on basis of 
religion, were classified as Turks. In the second half of the century, Turkey 
became a country of labour out-migration, spurred by the signing of bilateral 
labour agreements, the earliest one with Germany in 1961, and later with 
a number of other European countries (Focus Migration 2006). According to 
the Turkish Ministry of Labour, in 2005, there were almost 4.4 million Turks 
living abroad (IOM 2008). 

At the end of the twentieth century, remittances were an important component 
of the Turkish economy but that role has since diminished. They peaked 

Social and economic 
context of migration

KEY POINTS

•	 International migration in Turkey reflects the country’s geographic position between Europe and Asia. 

Generally, people from Turkey migrate to the West, especially Europe. At the same time, Turkey has 

become increasingly linked with Asia through migration. 

•	 In recent years, migrants to Turkey have originated mainly from Central Asian countries, Afghanistan 

and the Islamic Republic of Iran. The reasons for migrating are mostly to work or study or as refugees 

but some also use the country as a transit point to Europe. 

•	 Turkey has a large diaspora, especially in Europe, due to migratory movements that occurred mainly 

from the 1960s to the late 1980s. In the past decade, an increasing number of migrants returned to 

Turkey from Europe. 

•	 Labour migration to Turkey is expected to increase due to the country’s declining fertility and low 

population growth of the 15–39 years age group.
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in the late 1990s, dropped sharply after 2002, and are now below the level 
seen in the 1970s (figure 1). Among the reasons for the decline are increasing 
unemployment of the migrant population in the main destination countries 
and decreasing family links of second and third generation migrants. The drop 
in remittances also reflects the country’s transformation from a country of net 
out-migration to a potential country of net in-migration. 

Source: World Bank (2011).

Unemployment of the Turkish migrant population has become a social issue 
in many countries of destination and is an area of concern for Turkey. Data 
from the Ministry of Labour indicated that in 2005, the unemployment rate 
among Turkish migrants was 36 per cent in Belgium, 32.5 per cent in Germany 
and 25 per cent in France (IOM 2008). 

In addition to changing demographics, increased economic development and 
European policies aimed at cutting the number of foreign workers are key 
factors contributing to the lower out-migration from Turkey, especially for 
labour migrants. At the same time, the country’s relative wealth compared 

Figure 1. 
Remittances received by Turkey in US dollars, 1974–2010
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to other countries in the subregion and neighbouring subregions and the 
language proximity has made it an attractive destination country. According 
to estimates from the United  Nations Population Division, net migration 
could turn positive beginning in 2025 (UN DESA 2010). 

During 2005–2010, Turkey had a net migration rate of -0.1 percent. As stated 
earlier, the Ministry of Labour indicated that in 2005, there were more than 
4 million Turks living abroad, with 46 per cent, or about 1.8 million, in Germany 
(IOM 2008). German sources, however, estimate a much higher figure, putting 
the number of persons of Turkish descent in Germany at 2.8 million. Much 
of this settlement has been long-term. According to Berlin Institut (2009), 
85.6  per  cent of the Turkish migrants have been living in Germany for 
at least 8  years and only 18.1  per  cent of the Turkish migrants have sought 
naturalization as German citizens (Berlin Institut 2009). Other important 
destinations of migrants from Turkey are France and the Netherlands (both 
each comprised 9.4 per cent of the total migrants abroad in 2005) (figure 2). 

Out-migration from Turkey has occurred in different phases. The first phase 
entailed labour migration through bilateral agreements in the 1960s. Most 
out-migrants in this early phase were men who tended to migrate alone. In the 
1970s, most destination countries in Europe stopped labour migration but still 
allowed family reunification. This changed the demographic pattern of out-
migration in the 1970s to consist mostly of women and children. 

As a result of the policy change on labour recruitment, migration flows from 
Turkey to Europe took another course but did not decrease. In the 1980s after 
a military coup d’état, migrant outflows came mainly from Turkey’s Eastern 
Provinces, mostly as refugees. The main countries granting asylum to refugees 
from Turkey were France, Germany and the United Kingdom of Great Britain 
and Northern Ireland. Refugee outflows from Turkey declined in the late 
1990s and the destinations changed; Germany remained the main destination 
country throughout the 1990s but due to tougher policies, asylum seekers 
from Turkey were cut almost to half (Focus Migration 2006). Instead, asylum 
seekers from Turkey increasingly sought asylum in other countries, particularly 
in Canada, France and Switzerland. In 2010, according to United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the number of refugees from Turkey 
abroad was about 147,000, down from about 194,000 in 2002 (figure 3). 

Although some Turks are still migrating to Germany, a  large number are 
returning to Turkey, resulting in a  positive net migration from Germany in 
recent years. During 2005–2008, about 29,000 people migrated on average 
every year from Turkey to Germany while about 31,000 migrated from 
Germany to Turkey. This also indicates that a great deal of circular migration 
has been taking place between the two countries.

The direction of net migration used to be different for men and women. Until 
recently, more women were migrating from Turkey to Germany than women 
returning from Germany to Turkey. Turkish men, on the other hand, were 
returning to their home country from Germany at a greater pace than those 
migrating to Germany. This dynamic changed in 2008, when the number of 
women returning to Turkey increased strongly. As a result, the net migration 

Out-migration 
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Other countries
430 685

Cyprus
146 442

United States  
of America
250 000

France
359 034

Netherlands
358 846

Germany
1 764 041

United Kingdom
150 000

Austria
116 882

Saudi Arabia
115 000

Switzerland
75 448

Australia
63 000

Figure 2. 
Stock of Turkish nationals abroad, 2005

Source: IOM (2008).
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for both women and men was positive (Die Beauftragte der Bundesregierung 
fur Migration 2010). 

Studying abroad has become increasingly popular for Turkish students. 
Germany used to be the most frequent destination to study overseas, but 
in recent years, the United States of America has become a  more popular 
destination. In 2008, about 12,000 students from Turkey were studying in the 
United States of America (UNESCO no date). 

In 2010, the overall share of the foreign-born population of the total population 
in Turkey was 1.86 per cent, which equated to 1.4 million foreign-born people 
living in the country. According to the 2000 population census, 38 per cent 
of the foreign-born population of Turkey was born in Bulgaria, 22  per  cent 
in Germany, 9 per cent in Serbia and Montenegro and 5 per cent in Greece. 
More than half (55 per cent) of the population born in Greece are older than 
60 years and 17 per cent of them are older than 80 years, reflecting that their 
migration was tied to historic population movements. Of the population 
born in Germany, almost 50 per cent are between 20 and 34 years old. This 
also shows that there is significant circular migration between Germany and 
Turkey. The returning Turks tend to be young people of working age who can 
get well-paid jobs due to their intercultural and language skills (Berlin Institut 
2009). 

The majority of the foreign-born population in Turkey holds Turkish 
citizenship. In 2007, there were 207,076 foreigners with resident permits in 
Turkey, among them 23,018 were for work, 26,772 for education and the rest 
for other purposes, foreign spouses are likely to be an important category 
(IOM 2008).

In-migration flows to Turkey are complex. Broadly speaking, flows can be 
categorized into three different categories.

One category is circular migration which entails return migration from 
Germany and other countries in Europe. An increasing number of highly 
skilled young people, educated in Europe either return to Turkey permanently 
or work temporarily in the country with plans to return to Europe at a later 
stage (Berlin Institut 2009). Also in this category are retirees who often spend 
six months of the year in Turkey and six months in Germany in order not to 
lose their permanent residence permit in Germany.

The second category is asylum seekers who transit through Turkey. In most 
cases, they are trying to move to countries in Europe. 

The third category, which has evolved in recent years, consists of migrants 
from Central Asia and other former republics of the USSR, who move to 
Turkey through irregular channels for work. Because they migrate through 
irregular channels, it is difficult to capture data on them. This migration flow 
is expected to continue due to Turkey’s geographic position and the close 
similarity of the migrants’ languages to Turkish (Elitok and Straubhaar 2010). 

In-migration 
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Figure 3. 
Stock of refugees from Turkey abroad,  
2002 and 2010

Source: UNHCR (no date).
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Another trend which is often not reflected in data is the increasing popularity 
of Turkey for retirees not of Turkish descent from Europe, mainly Germany 
and the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland. 

In 2009, there were 19,408 refugees, asylum seekers, stateless persons and 
return refugees in Turkey, of whom 10,350 of them were refugees and 5,987 
were asylum seekers. The  number of asylum seekers and refugees remained 
relatively stable during 2000–2005. However, since 2006, it has increased 
strongly every year (figure 4). The asylum seekers’ and refugees’ main countries 
of origin are Afghanistan, Iraq and the Islamic Republic of Iran. For many of 
them, Turkey serves as a transit country to Europe.

Source: UNHCR (no date). 

Turkey is also becoming a popular destination for foreign students. In 2008, 
there were 20,219 foreign students in Turkey. Of that number, about 50 per cent 
were from the Asia-Pacific region, with 19 per cent of them from Azerbaijan, 
15 per cent from Turkmenistan and 9 per cent each from the Islamic Republic 
of Iran, Mongolia, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. Nationalization policies set in 
Central Asia that promote a shift from Russian to national languages, which 
are in many cases Turkic languages, will likely reinforce this popular trend. 

Due to its geographic location, Turkey is also a  country of transit and 
destination for migrant smuggling and trafficking in persons. Women are 
mainly trafficked to Turkey as sex workers. The majority of victims of human 
trafficking identified in Turkey are between 18 and 24 years old, mainly from 
Kyrgyzstan, Moldova, the Russian Federation and Ukraine. The vast majority 

Figure 4. 
Number of refugees and asylum seekers in Turkey, 2000–2009 

Human trafficking

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

2 000

4 000

6 000

8 000

10 000

12 000
Asylum-seekers

Refugees



SITUATION REPORT ON INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION IN SOUTH AND SOUTH-WEST ASIA

of victims recruited to Turkey had a personal relationship with their recruiter 
(IOM 2008). The Government of Turkey has taken comprehensive measures 
to address human trafficking and ratified the United  Nations Convention 
against Transnational Organized Crime, and its Protocol to Prevent, Suppress 
and Punish Trafficking in Persons, especially Women and Children. In order 
to prevent traffickers from exploiting the earlier law, which allowed people 
to obtain Turkish citizenship simply through a  declaration at the time of 
marriage, the Citizenship Law was amended in 2003 to require foreigners to 
be married a minimum of three years to be entitled to Turkish citizenship.

Turkey has ratified most of the key international instruments related 
to  international migration, including the International Convention on the 
Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families. 

Source: ILO (no date), United Nations (no date). 

Status of ratification 
of key international 
instruments

Table 1. 
Status of ratification of key international instruments on international migration

INTERNATIONAL INSTRUMENT ENTRY INTO FORCE STATUS

ILO Convention concerning Migration for Employment (rev 1949) (Nº.97) 22 January 1952 --

ILO Convention concerning Migrations in Abusive Conditions and the Promotion of Equality of Opportunity and 

Treatment of Migrant Workers (Supplementary Provisions) (Nº.143)

09 December 1978 --

International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families 01 July 2003 ratified 2004

Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children 25 December 2003 ratfied 2003

Protocol Against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Air and Sea 28 January 2004 ratfied 2003

1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees 22 April 1954 ratified 1962

1967 Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees 04 October 1967 acceded 1968
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