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2.1 Introduction'

The deal on refugees between the EU and Turkey, announced at the end of November 2015 —
Turkey will curb the flow of refugees into Europe in exchange for generous financial help,
initially of 3 billion Euro — is a shamelessly disgusting act, a proper ethico-political
catastrophe. . . The opportunistic-pragmatic justification of this deal is clear (bribing Turkey
is the most obvious way to limit the flow of refugees), but the long-term consequences will
be catastrophic. Slavoj Zizek (2017)

The year 2015, known as the year of the global® reception crisis® (Amnesty Inter-
national, 2016), has been marked by countless deaths in the Mediterranean as
refugees attempted to pass the borders of the EU. The leading cause of this crisis
was the Syrian civil war and the ensuing exodus of millions of refugees toward
Western Europe. Due to the unwillingness of EU governments to accept refugees
and their lack of preparedness for integration and protection, the magnitude of the
Syrian refugee population sent alarm bells all over the region. Due to their
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2The use of the word ‘global’ here actually shows how Eurocentric the literature on migration is. In
actuality, the effects of the reception crisis have been mainly felt in the Mediterranean region.
3The authors prefer the expression ‘the reception crisis” instead of ‘refugee crisis’ to place the respon-
sibility on the receiving countries and not on the migrants themselves. See Christopoulos (2016).
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geographical locations, Turkey and Greece assumed their roles as transit countries.
While Turkey initially opened its borders to Syrian refugees, certain European
countries in the EU, like Hungary, built barbed wires across their borders to stem
the flow of people crossing (Thorpe, 2019).

Regarding immigration policies, the focus of the EU member states shifted from
countries of origin, like Syria, Afghanistan, and Sudan, to transit countries bordering
the EU, like Libya and Turkey (Strik, 2019). The EU aims to create a ‘buffer zone’
around its territory by signing readmission agreements with transit countries. The
EU-Turkey deal (or the EU-Turkey Statement) is the product of such intentions
(Strik, 2019). Even though EU Member State leaders and their Turkish counter-
part signed the statement on 18 March 2016, it has generally been regarded as an EU
tactic to slow migration flows.* With this deal, Greece and Turkey were suddenly
positioned as the internal and external buffer zones. As a result, they were placed in
the epicentre of managing millions of asylum-seekers and displaced populations,
shaping European migration policies, and protecting Fortress Europe.

Readmission agreements have significant consequences for refugees. According
to Amnesty International, ‘the demands being placed on third countries to prevent
irregular departures to Europe put refugees, asylum-seekers and migrants in those
countries at risk of prolonged and arbitrary detention, refoulement, and ill-treatment’
(2014, p. 13). Upon the sixth anniversary of the EU-Turkey deal, this chapter
explores its effects and consequences on the subjects it aims to govern. By
problematising it, the chapter demonstrates that the EU-Turkey deal has deep-rooted
Eurocentric characteristics that perpetuate precarity. More specifically, through
semi-structured interviews conducted in distinct fieldwork in Greece and Turkey,
the chapter will scrutinise the deal’s implications on migrants’ right to seek asylum
in Europe in the context of Greece; and, with a focus on migrants’ integration into
the labour market, their right (or the lack thereof) to integrate within the host country,
in the context of Turkey. Through a Foucauldian lens, it will adopt a macro
perspective focusing on states’ policies towards migrants and a micro perspective,
analysing migrants’ everyday lives and the precarities therein, exposing the current
politico-legal structures that force migrants in both countries to live in a prolonged
condition of precariousness. When analysing this topic, we understand the Greek
and Turkish narrative as complementary to each other — and, hence, they are not
presented as comparisons in this chapter — as the former uses biopolitical strategies
to alleviate responsibility and deter future migrants, and the latter governs refugees
via precarity to keep them within its borders as cheap labour.’

“The General Court of the European Union (2017) declared that the EU-Turkey Statement does not
fall under the jurisdiction of the European Council nor any other institution of the EU, under the
assumption that the agreement was between Member State leaders and not by the European Union.
See NF, NG and NM v European Council (2017) and Gkliati (2017).

51t is noteworthy to add that similar financial benefits of precarious governance have been observed
in Greece (see Manolada (Amnesty International, 2014), yet in the past years Greece is more
prominent in externalising its migration than focusing on exploiting new cheap labour.
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The EU-Turkey Statement is, first and foremost, a migration management tech-
nique. By identifying other countries as ‘safe third countries’, it aims to stem the
flow of refugees into Europe and transfer the burden of protection to them, in this
case, Turkey. Whether Turkey is a safe third country or not attracts a great deal of
attention in the literature on migration within the Mediterranean region (see Kaya,
2020). However, like many legal terms, the classification of ‘safe third country’
hides as much as it explains. We argue that the question is not simply if Turkey is a
safe third country or not. Instead, from a Foucauldian perspective, we believe that
the crucial question is what the effects of considering Turkey a safe third country are,
and, as an adjacent to this question, why the EU is so adamant in ‘solving’ the
‘global refugee crisis’ with readmission agreements — such as the EU-Turkey deal —
which are nothing but techniques of migration externalisation. This chapter
problematises the implications of this deal by observing both sides of the Aegean
Sea — Greece and Turkey. Firstly, it will explore the EU-Turkey Statement, elaborate
on key concepts like ‘safe third country’ and ‘country of first asylum’, and then
explore Turkey and Greece separately and in detail.

The two authors of this chapter have conducted fieldwork in Greece and Turkey —
by Miliou and Demirbas, respectively — as a part of their PhD research. Demirbag
looks at the effects of the EU-Turkey deal on refugees in Turkey and shows how
refugees experience many forms of precarity, mainly in legal and economic insecu-
rities. This precarity is a form of governmentality that creates and maintains insecu-
rities within a seemingly secure system (Lorey, 2015). Governing through precarity
creates a cheap labour force and a reserve army of labour out of refugees, which
benefits the government and the capital owners by providing cheap workers and
disciplining the native labour force by using migrants as leverage.

Miliou explores how Greece has used biopolitical tactics of selective migration to
alleviate the responsibility of protecting refugees and as a deterrence mechanism for
future arrivals. Foucault perceives biopolitics as the process of ‘making live’ or
‘letting die’ (Foucault, 2003, pp. 62, 241). Jasbir Puar’s (2017) understanding of
biopolitics suggests that biopolitics is not about ‘life’ versus ‘death’ but the debil-
itation of life. Similarly, while documenting the reception crisis, Pallister-Wilkins,
observes that ‘human life [is] not considered equal but at the same time not allowed
to die’ (Minca et al., 2021). Through such a biopolitical lens, it becomes evident that
Greece uses the concept of the ‘safe third country’ as a mechanism of externalising
migration by rejecting refugee statuses and avoiding to ‘make live’ and simulta-
neously avoiding to ‘let die’ through simply shifting the responsibility of protection
to its neighbouring countries.

2.2 The EU-Turkey Statement

The sudden rise in the arrival of border crossers in Europe via Greece in the summer
of 2015 was a significant moment for Europe to expedite and solidify its mechanisms
for externalising migration control. With the Syrian war showing no signs of
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de-escalation, European Union leaders feared that the arrival of asylum seekers
would continue at similar rates to those of the summer of 2015. Therefore, under
the auspices of protecting the ‘disorganised, chaotic, irregular, and dangerous
migratory flows’, the EU-Turkey Statement was put into effect to have better control
and power over who has the right to enter and seek asylum (European Commission,
2016).

As most of the border crossers at the time were Syrian nationals fleeing internal
conflicts, the EU-Turkey Statement specifically targeted those individuals. The
statement focused on the sea borders between Greece and Turkey and indicated
that Turkey would be responsible for taking back every Syrian who crossed the
countries’ sea borders. Furthermore, the EU offered to accept one Syrian for every
returned Syrian by offering regular pathways into Europe, prioritising those who had
never tried to cross before (European Commission, 2016; International Rescue
Committee, 2022; Smeets & Beach, 2020, p. 147). Additionally, the EU offered
Turkey the opportunity of concession talks about a visa-free travel into Europe and
an initial monetary aid of 3 billion euros to cover the costs of protection and support
of all migrants within Turkey’s borders. Since then, though the concession talks have
been stagnant, the monetary aid has been renewed for another 3 billion euros in
2018. Finally, an additional 3 billion has been promised to Turkey for 2021-2023
(European Commission, 2021b).

The legality of this statement was based on the concepts of ‘safe-third country’
and ‘country of first asylum’, which were grounded on the need for international
cooperation to share the burden of responsibility and the protection of people in need
(Kaya, 2020). The reasoning behind ‘the country of first asylum’ is to stop a
continuous movement of refugees after having received refugee status or having
been given a chance to claim asylum (European Council on Refugees and Exiles &
Asylum Information Database, 2021; Strik, 2019). The concept of a ‘safe third
country’ assumes that if a refugee can be granted asylum in a third country, the
country initially responsible for them could transfer the responsibility of asylum to a
third country. According to Ovacik, the concept did not arise until the 1980s; only
when Western countries started worrying about the number of asylum seekers
arriving in their territory was the concept first discussed (2020, p. 67; Executive
Committee of the High Commissioner’s Programme, 1990). For the EU, the notion
of the ‘safe third country’ is stated in Article 38 Directive 2013/32/EU. The Directive
states that the sending country needs to ensure the following: (a) the receiving
country will protect the life and liberty of the person seeking protection, (b) there
is no risk of serious harm to the refugee if transferred to that country, (c) the
receiving country follows the principles of non-refoulement, (d) the receiving
country protects the right to freedom from torture and against the inhuman or
degrading treatment, (e) there is the possibility to seek refuge and, if provided, the
same protections are granted as those stated in the Geneva Convention, and (f) there
are reasonable enough connections between the applicant and the country to justify
their movement to that country. Finally, (g) each applicant needs to be considered
case-by-case to evaluate whether that country would be safe for them, and they have
the right to appeal against any such decision (Directive 2013/32/EU, 2013).
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2.3 The Precarious Lives of Refugees in Turkey

The primary aim of the EU-Turkey Statement is to keep refugees in Turkey. As the
most populous refugee group in Turkey by far, Syrians are protected under tempo-
rary protection and have rights akin to refugees’. Comparatively, migrants coming
from other countries, such as Iraq, Iran, and Afghanistan, are not protected under any
legal status nor can seek asylum in Turkey. Even with legal status, however, Syrians’
de facto existence demonstrates that their everyday lives are dominated by precarity,
as they are often curtailed from enjoying their rights. Their legal status cannot
prevent this precarity; rather, the temporality of their legal status contributes to
their insecurity (Ilcan et al., 2018). This temporality can be understood as a tool to
govern and control refugees. By aiming to keep the refugees in Turkey, the
EU-Turkey deal is helping to create and preserve a system within which refugees
suffer from poverty and uncertainty. Precarity in this context becomes a form of
governmentality (Lorey, 2015) and governing through precarity creates a cheap
labour force and a reserve army of labour out of refugees, benefitting the government
and the capital owners by disciplining the native labour force while using migrants as
leverage.

Until recently, Turkey has been a country of emigration rather than immigration.
Its migration policy was based on nationalistic premises that paved the way for full
integration of ethnically Turkish people from various countries while declining to
recognise non-Turkish people coming from war-torn countries as refugees
(Miiftiiler-Bag, 2021). Turkey is a signatory state to the 1951 Geneva Convention,
but its acceptance of refugees is limited by a geographical condition so that only
people coming from Europe can be granted asylum in Turkey (Miiftiiler-Bag, 2021;
Icduygu & Keyman, 2000).

Initially reluctant to make dramatic changes in its policy and hopeful for a swift
end to the Syrian civil war, the Turkish government referred to Syrians as ‘guests’
and accepted them with an open-door policy. However, the sheer volume of people
crossing the border every day soon proved that Turkey needed a migration policy
targeting Syrians, as their ‘guest’ status, without any legal rights, would not suffice
when dealing with millions of stateless individuals. Consequently, Law 6458, the
Law on Foreigners and International Protection (Yabancilar ve Uluslararast Koruma
Kanunu), was adopted by the Turkish parliament in April 2013 and went into force
in April 2014 (Miiftiiler-Bag, 2021). Simultaneously, a new governmental agency,
the Directorate General for Migration Management (DGMM), was created to deal
with migration in a centralised fashion. With the formation of the DGMM and
coming into force of Law 6458, Syrian refugees acquired certain rights, but their
temporary status did not alter. While they have many rights akin to refugees’, the
whole migration regime is enacted to ensure their temporality as it lacks any clear
pathway towards citizenship and, thus, integration. As Rygiel et al. (2016,
pp. 316-317) aver, ‘temporary protection regimes have been and are typically
designed to deter local integration, provide limited protection, and facilitate repatri-
ation.” While their temporary protection status grants them more rights and stability
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compared to their previous ‘guest’ status, Syrian refugees are still living in limbo, ‘a
permanent grey zone,” within which they need to negotiate their access to healthcare,
employment, and education (Rygiel et al., 2016).

In addition to the temporality, another contributing factor to the precarity of
Syrians is the limitations on their rights. Syrians must register in one of the eighty-
one cities in Turkey to get an ID card, and can only access work permits, free
healthcare, and public education in the cities where they are registered. This rule
forces Syrian refugees to live in cities with only few employment opportunities or to
travel outside their city of registry to find employment. This often means living
without access to hospitals or schools because a lack of access to free healthcare and
education means refugees must live without these vital services if they cannot afford
to pay for them. Due to the nature of their occupation, this limitation has especially
dire consequences for Syrian farmworkers, who lead nomadic lifestyles as they
pursue new harvests during warmer months. The interviews done by Demirbag
with farm workers in Eskigehir showed that their access to healthcare is greatly
hindered during harvest times and that they must rely on the goodwill of healthcare
workers rather than being able to access a right that is due to them without hindrance.

This limitation also inhibits refugees from being legally employed and withholds
all the benefits associated with legal employment from them. Even within one’s city
of registry, obtaining a work permit is a rare occasion for Syrian refugees since the
application for work permits are done by employers, not the employees, and the
former are usually not inclined to employ refugees legally due to the additional costs
it incurs. Thus, informality becomes a defining feature of refugees’ labour market
experiences (Bélanger & Saracoglu, 2020). Cheap labour is essential in increasing
the competitiveness of Turkish employers, both nationally and internationally, and
in mitigating the effects of the economic crises that Turkey has been experiencing for
years (Abbasoglu Ozgéren & Arslan, 2021). When one looks at the number of work
permits issued by the Ministry of Labour to Syrian refugees® and compares them to
the number of Syrian refugees that are estimated to be in employment,” it becomes
evident that the supposed desires and actions of the Turkish government to promote
and facilitate the formal employment of Syrian refugees are not substantiated by the
actual labour market experiences of refugees (Abbasoglu Ozgoren & Arslan, 2021).
None of the participants in Demirbag’s fieldwork had work permits at the time of the
interviews, and very few had ever worked with a permit. Additionally, migrants do
not need work permits to work as farm workers, proving that this sector is ‘exempted
from basic labour standards and rights’ (Fudge, 2012, p. 121). There are no legal
regulations to ensure that working conditions for migrants are safe in agriculture, and
it therefore looks like migrant workers are experiencing socioeconomic exclusion. In
fact, this is anything but an exclusion. According to Kavak (2016), the legal and

5In 2020 it was 62.369. Work permits have to be renewed every year so this number shows the total
number of Syrian refugees who were working with a permit that year.

"The number of Syrians working in the informal sector is estimated to be anywhere between half a
million and a million (fgduygu & Diker, 2017).
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socioeconomic exclusion of migrant workers is an ‘adverse incorporation’ where
refugees ‘are not excluded from, but rather integrated into markets in a way that
perpetuates their chronic poverty’ (Kavak, 2016, pp. 38-39).

Adverse incorporation is evident in general for Turkey’s sizable informal sector.
Long hours, low pay, unpaid wages, and unhealthy and unsafe working conditions
are common difficulties faced by migrant workers (Iicduygu & Diker, 2017, p. 24).
Demirbag’s research has also witnessed the prevalence of long and unsociable hours
without any compensation for overtime in the labour market experiences of refugees.
Twelve-hour or even fourteen-hour working days were mentioned during the inter-
views, and Syrian workers almost always received less than Turkish citizens doing
the same job. This fosters ‘a sense of loss’, first due to the active pauperisation of
both migrant and native labour forces, and, second, because workers lose whatever
collective bargaining power they have fought for and won (Saracoglu & Bélanger,
2019). Against their wishes, Syrians are manipulated as disciplinary mechanisms to
govern the native labour forces. Precarity becomes a form of governmentality not
just for migrants but for the informal labour force in general. In the agricultural
sector, the refugees’ ‘adverse incorporation. . . have deteriorated the working condi-
tions and the bargaining power of all the workers in this specific segment of the
labour market, one where exploitation was already deep and multifaceted’ (Kavak,
2016, p. 51). This is also true for other parts of the informal economy. While no
significant negative changes have been observed in the overall levels of poverty,
wages, and unemployment in the host society due to the arrival of Syrian refugees, in
the informal sectors where precarity abounds, the inclusion of Syrian refugees into
the local labour market has the potential to have a significant impact on wage,
unemployment and poverty levels of the host community (Saracoglu & Bélanger,
2019).

The EU-Turkey deal endorses such precarious living conditions refugees endure
by designating Turkey a ‘safe third country’ to keep refugees out of Europe. In some
ways, Turkey is a safe country, especially for people fleeing civil war. Most parts of
Turkey have been relatively peaceful for decades, and when compared to some
European countries, where draconian measures have been taken to stem the migra-
tion flow at the cost of human rights abuses, Turkey stands out as welcoming to
Syrian refugees.® Yet, Turkey is a developing country with a struggling economy
and a political scene that is becoming increasingly authoritarian every year. The
refugees are governed in Turkey through their precarity and used as cheap labour to
bolster the competitiveness of Turkish producers. In addition to such difficulties,
refugees face other levels of insecurity such as the increasing anti-immigrant racism
among the native population and the human rights abuses done by Turkey’s author-
itarian state apparatuses. Amnesty International (AI) (2015, 2016, 2017) and Human
Rights Watch (2019) have reported the abuses that have taken place against refugees,
especially in the border regions of Turkey. Arbitrary and unlawful detention,

8 Although, not so much to other immigrants coming from Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan or other parts of
the Global South.
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refoulement, and violation of bodily integrity happen in addition to the everyday
precarities that refugees face in Turkey. And there are indications reported by the Al
(2015) that the EU-Turkey deal has led to a deterioration in the treatment of asylum
seekers and refugees by the Turkish border control. It is no surprise that the de facto
end of Turkey’s open-door policy, with the increasing militarisation of the Turkey-
Syria border, coincides with the negotiations around the EU-Turkey deal.

The deal has been successful in stemming the migration flows from Turkey; but in
transferring responsibility to Turkey, EU states shirk away from their obligations
toward refugees as signatories to the 1951 Geneva Convention (Rygiel et al., 2016).
As a result, those who choose to face dangerous journeys toward Europe join
millions who stay in Turkey, and

it is unclear: what they will do in Turkey after having made the dangerous and often
expensive journey from Turkey to Greece; what their future holds [upon their return] in a
country that provides them with limited citizenship rights and limited opportunities for legal
employment, and; how they will confront their subsequent ambiguous status, unpredictable
conditions of living, and differential inclusion. (Baban et al., 2017, p. 43)

2.4 The EU-Turkey Deal as a Eurocentric Tool
of Biopolitical Control and Externalisation of Migration
in Greece

The EU-Turkey deal brought a new mechanism to process asylum applications in
Greece. Aiming to control the unchecked population crossing into Western Europe
via Greece, the EU-Turkey deal birthed the concept of the ‘fast-track’ process.
Syrians who entered Greece via the sea borders with Turkey would be questioned
about Turkey being a safe third country and not about the essence of their need for
international protection. To better control the returns to Turkey and follow the
conditions of the EU-Turkey statement, the Greek government placed all asylum
seekers on the islands under geographical restriction. This geographic restriction led
to an overpopulation of the island camps that lasted until the end of 2020, with the
island accommodations centres reaching 213% over their capacity in 2017, 198% in
2018, 615% in 2019, and 547% in mid-2020 (General Secretariat for Information
and Communication, 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020). With the scarcity of resources as an
excuse, the Greek government followed patterns of expediting decision processes
based on perceived vulnerabilities, with those deemed ‘vulnerable’ being the only
ones who were exempt from the ‘fast-track’ procedure. Iliadou, while conducting her
fieldwork on the island of Lesvos, observed that even within those placed under the
vulnerability categories, there was further subcategorisation of higher vulnerability
which directly corresponded to their treatment and access to goods and services
(2019b, p. 74). Even though relocation schemes were also in place, other character-
istics, like age group, gender, or nationalities, were often in place, exposing the
neoliberal Eurocentric agendas behind the EU’s selectivity of migration (Mavelli,
2017; Mouzourakis et al., 2017; Zablotsky, 2020).
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With the governmental directions promoting returns to Turkey, the case handlers
became more inclined to deny international protection and declare cases inadmissi-
ble. Since the concept of the ‘safe third country’ had never been used before within
the Greek migration system, once the initial decisions of inadmissibility were given
to the asylum seekers, many concerns and disagreements arose concerning the
legality of those returns (Action for Education et al., 2021; Amnesty International,
2020; Danish Refugee Council et al., 2022). Activists and scholars have tried to
highlight how the ‘safe third country’ concept has been a Eurocentric tactic to
externalise the responsibility of asylum at the expense of people’s rights and dignity,
leaving many without the possibility of seeking refuge (Gkliati, 2017; Iliadou,
2019a, b; Rozakou, 2020). Some of the main arguments focused on rights violations
and violence inflicted on Syrian nationals during their transit to Europe, on Turkey’s
lack of a legal framework for providing refuge to non-Europeans, and, lastly, on
what constitutes ‘significant connection with the third country’ (Action for
Education et al., 2021; Greek Council for Refugees et al., 2021; Refugee Legal
Support (RLS) & Stiftung Pro Asyl, 2022).

The structural divides concerning the implementation of the EU-Turkey deal did
not only emerge within the civil society rhetoric but also appeared within the
deciding bodies. Initially, the independent appeal committees shared similar con-
cerns, approving claimants’ appeals against their negative decisions under the
presumption that Turkey did not have a legal framework for Syrian asylum seekers.
Such deviation from governmental policymaking did not last long, resulting in the
government’s strategic steps toward enhancing its biopolitical control. As positive
appeals decisions were becoming the norm, the government decided to change the
composition of these independent appeal committees to better align them with its
ultimate goal of sending Syrian nationals back to Turkey (Gkliati, 2017,
pp. 215-216; Ovacik, 2020, p. 75). Legal changes to the asylum processes are not
unusual; the composition of the appeals committee has experienced at least four
amendments concerning its operations from 2016 to 2018 (Asylum Information
Database (AIDA) et al., 2020, p. 65). During discussions with a lawyer concerning
the legal and bureaucratic structures around the asylum processes, they explained to
Miliou that the legal structures are changing so fast that even the experts struggle to
keep up with the latest regulations. The constant changes can be understood as an
effort by the government to find its desirable legal structures to define who is deemed
acceptable and who is unwanted. This fluctuating phenomenon creates and sustains
misinformation and confusion concerning the bureaucratic mechanisms, not only for
the lawyers but also for actors employed by the Greek government.

Until March 2020, 2100 people have returned to Turkey from Greece, but due to
escalated disputes between the EU and Turkey, no returns have taken place after
Turkey stalled them all (Danish Refugee Council et al., 2022; UNHCR, 2020).
These disputes occurred after Turkey expressed disappointment with the benefits it
was supposed to receive through the EU-Turkey statement (Terry, 2021). During
that time, Turkey opened its borders and did not prevent people from crossing to
Greece via the Pazarkule / Kastanies border, after which Greece violently closed the
passage to all border crossers (Aljazeera, 2020). Even though the Turkish side
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decided to close the returning pathways for those the Greek asylum service deemed
‘inadmissible’, the negative decisions continued to be produced, both in the first and
second instance. This exacerbated the legal limbo in which asylum claimants lived.
As a result, rejected claimants have their right to cash assistance, medical care, and
work permits immediately stripped away, causing indisputable life debilitation.
Simultaneously, as the Turkish government refuses their return to Turkey and thus
denounces responsibility for securing those retracted rights, claimants have been left
in a buffer zone of complete abandonment and neglect for over two years (Danish
Refugee Council et al., 2022). Such debilitating conditions can be understood as
deterrence tactics of the Greek government to discourage more claimants from
entering its territory, assuming that those suffering within Greece will inform and
prevent those aiming to travel to Greece (Refugees International & Panayotatos,
2022).

The Greek Minister of Migration declared that Turkey must adhere to its respon-
sibilities under the EU-Turkey statement and receive the 1450 people waiting for
deportation (Ministry of Migration and Asylum, 2021a). Additionally, in another
statement given on June 1st 2021, the EU Commissioner of Home Affairs, Ylva
Johansson, commented on the suspension of returns and responded that the EU
remained confident about the future of the statement between the EU and Turkey and
that through mutual trust and collaborative efforts, the statement could continue to
benefit both countries (European Commission, 2021a). It should not have come as a
surprise that Ursula von der Leyen, the President of the European Commission,
announced a couple of weeks later an additional three billion euros aid to Turkey
(European Commission, 2021b). Interestingly, the initial response of Johansson
stated that according to the concept of the ‘safe third country’,

Greece will need to take into account the circumstances at the time of the (re-) examination
of the individual applications, including with regard to the prospect of return in line with the
EU-Turkey Statement. In the meantime, applicants shall have access to material reception
conditions under the conditions set out under the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights, EU and
national law. (European Commission, 2021a)

Despite the two-year blockage from Turkey’s side to receive any claimants and the
international pressures to respect their life and dignity, the Greek government not
only continued to provide negative decisions to those under the EU-Turkey deal, but
it took the drastic decision to expand the ‘Turkey is a safe third country’ idea to other
nationalities as well, thus exacerbating the biopolitical control it had over its border
crossers. On June 7th 2021, Greece announced through a Joint Ministerial Decision
(JMD) that it would be using the EU-Turkey deal as a blueprint and include other
nationals coming from Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Pakistan and Somalia as ‘inadmis-
sible’ applications retroactively, meaning that this procedure would not only apply to
those entering after the enacted date, but for those who had already applied before
the implementation of the law as well (Law 42799/2021, 2021; Ministry of Migra-
tion and Asylum, 2021b).

In 2021, 60% of the claimants came from those nationalities; thus, it is fair to
assume that the decision to apply the ‘safe third country’ concept to claims of



2 Looking at the EU-Turkey Deal: The Implications for Migrants in Greece. . . 21

nationals from those countries was not because Turkey was safe for them, but
because the Greek government was specifically targeting the nationalities which
constituted the majority of asylum applications (Danish Refugee Council et al.,
2022). From June 7th to December 2021, 12,570 claims were judged on their
admissibility. Nearly half of those were deemed inadmissible, were rejected, and
deportation mandates for their (unfeasible) return to Turkey were issued (Interna-
tional Rescue Committee, 2022). Overall, there has been an increase of 126% in
inadmissible applications from 2020 to 2021 (International Rescue Committee,
2022). As the admissibility interviews are shorter than the substantive asylum
interviews, and due to their retroactive application, there has been an expedited
process for judging thousands of claimants, with interviews scheduled for 2023
decreasing from 6156 to 4022 (Refugee Support Aegean, 2022). According to
statements from the field, there have been occasions where interviews were
advanced under short notice, leaving the claimants without enough time to get
adequate legal counsel or information concerning the bureaucratic changes caused
by the ‘safe third country’ concept.

It is worth reiterating what was mentioned earlier. Turkey does not have legal
frameworks to provide refugee status to claimants who do not arrive from European
countries. Turkey allows claimants from non-EU countries to place asylum applica-
tions, yet they will be relocated to another country if their claims are deemed
positive. Consequently, the Greek policy of considering inadmissible claims from
a further four nationalities and deciding to return them to Turkey, implies that, even
if Turkey opens its borders to receive them from Greece, the claimants will embark
on a long trip from Greece to Turkey, only to do this again later from Turkey to
another country. This externalisation of migration control produces something close
to a never-ending transportation of asylum claimants from Europe to Turkey and
then other countries, legitimising one of the most severe Eurocentric biopolitical
controls.

To no one’s surprise, despite the European Commission’s warnings about Greece
not protecting claimants’ rights given that Turkey had halted the returns, no sanc-
tions have been enforced against the Greek government (European Commission,
2021a). It is not far-fetched to assume that this is because such tactics benefit the
Eurocentric agenda of keeping asylum claimants away from Europe’s responsibility.
Finally, to place the biopolitical control into a greater perspective, Greece’s selective
asylum policies became even more striking by the different treatment that nationals
of Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Somalia, and Syria experienced versus the
treatment offered to nationals of Ukraine following the Russian invasion. In this
regard, the then Minister of Migration, Notis Mitarakis, announced that the latter
were ‘real refugees’ in need of immediate hosting and protection (Human Rights
Watch & Eva Cossé, 2022). This selective asylum ignores the concept of a ‘safe third
country’ regarding Ukrainian refugees, amplifying the Eurocentric and racist resi-
dues behind the Greek biopolitics of asylum.
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2.5 Conclusion

The EU-Turkey agreement is not the sole effort from the EU to prioritise the
securitisation and externalisation of migration, with humanitarian assistance and
rights protection schemes being institutionally suppressed, as observed in the pro-
posed New Pact of Migration and Asylum (Ferreira et al., 2022). Externalisation
concepts have dire implications for those whose asylum applications are refused and
those forcibly kept within ‘safe third countries’. The EU, aware of the conditions
under which the refugees live, continues to endorse the concentration of asylum
claimants in Turkey, a country with the highest refugee population in the world,
through money and political promises, thereby creating and perpetuating a state of
precarity. Turkey’s role in this externalisation of migration governance reflects its
advantageous position. It holds Europe on a tight leash under threats of opening its
borders and creates a cheap labour force to provide for Turkey’s economy with
minimal workers’ rights. Governing through precarity has exacerbated the inequality
and dangers under which the Syrian population lives, with Europe promoting such
precarity ideologically and financially.

The Greek government has deliberately chosen to place under an inadmissibility
condition the majority of the claimants arriving through the Turkish border, aware of
two major facts: first, that Turkey has closed its borders, which renders the life
conditions of those affected extremely precarious; second, that Turkey’s legal
framework only covers the Syrian population, thus leaving the other four national-
ities affected without the possibility of enjoying refuge or any type of protection in
Turkey. Considering this through a biopolitical lens, it becomes clear that Greece
chooses to control its refugee population by creating a legal limbo zone for which the
country declines any responsibility. Such conditions benefit the Greek government,
freeing it from its responsibility to protect the ‘unwanted’ while blaming Turkey for
not protecting the claimants’ rights after accepting them back. These debilitating life
conditions have an additional advantage from the perspective of the Greek govern-
ment, as they serve as a deterrence mechanism for all those thinking of making the
journey to Greece. It is noteworthy that Greece was not satisfied with only declaring
Turkey a ‘safe third country’, so it further strengthened its externalisation of asylum
by adding Albania and Northern Macedonia to the ‘safe third country’ list in
December 2021 (Danish Refugee Council et al., 2022).

The decisions taken in the more powerful states in the Mediterranean have
reverberating effects on three continents. The hostile environment directed against
refugees within the EU and its bordering countries, has created conditions of
precarity and hopelessness, especially for refugees fleeing war-torn countries. The
consequence is the creation of ‘unsafe countries’ for refugees only differing in their
level of unsafeness. One solution to this crisis of protection is to turn our gaze to
countries of origin to eradicate the situations that lead to displacement in the first
place, rather than treating refugees as objects of humanitarian aid (Betts & Collier,
2017; Zizek 2017). While doing that, the EU and other powerful countries must
acknowledge their past and present involvement in those conflicts and ensure they
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keep their doors open to protect and shelter those seeking asylum within their
borders. Refugees should not be seen as a nuisance; the ‘management’ of refugee
flow should serve all the people concerned and not depend on the political or
economic interests of states.
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