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A WIN-WIN GAME FOR THE MUHAJIROON (EMIGRANTS) AND
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society; however, these studies or
reports did not differentiate among
the classes of Syrian migrants, and
neglect the Syrian cheap labor forces
and the millions of Syrian people’s
living expenditures in Turkey, which
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cal economy. This paper expects to
focus on the economic importance
of the Syrian business migrants in
Turkey. For instance, thousands of
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migrants, if the Turkish government
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The oversimplification of the Syrian
migration to Turkey as ‘refugees’
neglects the economic strength of
the Syrian business migrants who
used to be millionaires and possess
business know-how in their coun-
try. This paper attempts to provide
a new picture of the Syrian migrants
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During this time,
although its center
has been hollowed
, al Qaeda became
more decentralized
and the periphery
groups started to
take the stage and
what can be named
as little/smaller al
Qaedas started to
operate.

in Turkey through the examina-
tion of the Syrian economic elites in
Turkey, and the possibilities of the
transformation of the Syrian capital
drain to a Turkish capital gain will
be discussed. First, the paper will de-
lineate the emigration of the Syrian
businessmen to Turkey after the 2011
revolution. Second, the strength of
the economic abilities of the Syrian
business migrants in Turkey will be
demonstrated. Finally, the difficulties
of the Syrian businessmen for operat-
ing their businesses in Turkey will be
discussed.

The data in the paper is based on field
research that was conducted between
12" May and 10" June 2014, and 24"
November and 31th March 2015, in
Istanbul, Gaziantep, and Mersin. In-
depth and open-ended dialogue in-
terviews were conducted with 132
Syrian business people, who moved to
Turkey after and before the outbreak
of the Syria civil war. In addition, the
researcher has visited the Chamber of
Commerce and Chamber of Industry
in Istanbul, Gaziantep, and Mersin.

The emigration of Syrian
businessmen to Turkey

The pre-war relations between the
state and business community in
Syria has been considered as symbi-
otic, where the regime and the busi-
ness community depend on each
other for their particular benefits
(Perthes 1992, Gray 2000). However,
after the war erupted, due to the se-
curity, political, and economic reali-
ties, thousands of Syrian businessmen
decided to leave their former patron
(the regime or the regime’s cronies)
and move to the neighboring coun-
tries. “Our family received a threat
from some people to kidnap my son,
and we also heard many cases that
business people or their relatives have

been kidnapped, I cannot risk my
children’s life for this,” said a Syrian
businessman who used to work in the
construction sector. In addition, some
of the business people participated in
the protest at the beginning of the
revolution, providing foods or basic
needs for the people who were living
in the rebel-controlled areas, or es-
tablished humanitarian organizations
which led to the results of regime’s ar-
restment. “During the revolution, we
tried to help the people who are in the
hospital, help them to stay away from
the regime’s harassments or tortures.
But at the end, the regime was an-
noyed by our activities, and sent the
intelligence or polices which gave us
a hard time. Some of my friends be-
came wanted or detained,’ said a busi-
nessman who used to own a series of
dessert shops in Aleppo. Finally, the
economic reality left them no choice
but to find a new stable place to con-
tinue their work. “Everything became
more expensive inside Syria, the raw
material, the house rent. We can-
not make any profits in this kind of
situation, we need to leave!” stated a
Damascene industrialist. Thus, the
Syrian business people decided to
leave their country to a safer place.

The reasons Syrian business people
have chosen Turkey as a settling place
can be attributed to the geographical
closeness between Syria and Turkey
and the ease of entrance, the ease of
business within Turkey and social
legislation, and the familiarity of the
Syrian businessmen with the Turkish
environment. In terms of distance,
Gaziantep and Aleppo are less than
one hundred kilometers apart, and
Mersin and Latakia are less than
four hundred kilometers apart. The
Latakia and Aleppo businessmen can
easily travel to these two cities by car
in one and four hours respectively,
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since the Turkish government ap-
plies an ‘open-door’ policy towards
the Syrian migrants. Furthermore,
the simplicity of Turkish business and
social legislation applicable to Syrian
merchants is widely known among
Syrian business people. For instance,
Turkey’s simple regulations for reg-
istering a company, the transparent
commercial instructions to follow,
and the convenience of applying for
residence permits are all incentives
for attracting Syrian businessmen
to start their businesses in Turkey.
Finally, even before the war, the vol-
ume of trade between Turkey and
Syria had increased after the endorse-
ment of the 2007 free trade agree-
ment between the two sides. The
2009 Visa Exemption Agreement also
allows Syrians to visit Turkey with-
out visa (Turkish Ministry of Foreign
Affairs 2011). Many Syrian business-
men already had had business expe-
riences or had visited Turkish cities
such as Istanbul, Bursa, Mersin, and
Gaziantep before the war. The former
personal experiences of the Syrian
business people in Turkey is another
crucial element which drew them
there, since they are not unfamiliar
with the Turkish environment.

The establishment of
the Syrian businesses in
Turkey

Syrian businessmen have invested
in almost all kinds of sectors now in

Turkey, from a restaurant, to tissue or
textile factories, and even construc-
tion and real estate companies which
the price of the property is $5 mil-
lion. The news indicates that at the
end of 2013, the Syrian capital has
reached $6.5 billion (Mousa Al Omar
2013), and Syrian-owned companies
were on the top list of all the foreign
companies in Turkey in January 2014
(Al-hamidi 2014). This number is be-
lieved to be higher now, since many of
the Syrian businessmen brought cash
with them to Turkey, and this amount
of money cannot be calculated in the
official data. In addition, the econom-
ic strength of Syrian businessmen in
Turkey can be understood from the
data of the Chamber of Commerce
and Chamber of Industry in Istanbul,
Mersin, and Gaziantep. Table 1 shows
the total number and the established
year of Syrian companies in Istanbul,
Mersin, and Gaziantep. There were
1858 Syrian companies established
between the 1970s and the end 0of 2014
in these three cities, and 1608 of them
were founded after the 2011 Syrian
civil war. In addition, the number of
Syrian companies in Turkey has in-
creased nearly three times higher an-
nually after the war. Furthermore, the
staff from the Chamber of Istanbul
stated that 31 out of the 1218 Syrian
companies in Istanbul hold capital of
at least 1 million Turkish lira (2015,
pers.comm., 03 March).

The Arab Spring
forced the
organization to
change its tactics
since it did not
produce the desired
results which in

a way prevented
the jinadists
movement to
further on as what
the Arab Spring
focused on was
more freedom than
more authority.
Consequently, it
could not improve
itself in the region
and had to become
less active, yet
there was one
exception, which
was the case of
Syria.
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However, it would not
be totally wrong to say
that the new days of Al

Qaeda are not passing

as active as the old days
of its glamour since
every group is also
operating on its own
even though the orders
are coming from Al
Zawahiri.
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Table 1° Number of the Syrian companies in Istanbul, Mersin, and

Gaziantep

Istanbul
2015
Total
2014

Mersin

Total
138+
1858
1100

Gaziantep

2013

344

2012

113

2011
Subtotal
2010

51
1608

2009

2008

2007

2006

2005

2004

2003

2002

2001

2000

Pre-2000

Subtotal

Although the number from Table 1
is undoubtedly a reference to under-
standing the Syrian economic abilities
in Turkey, many companies which are
registered have been considered as a
mean for the Syrian business people
to purchase the real estate in Turkey.
“Many rich Syrian businessmen do not
want to work but wait for return, and
they open a company to buy a house
for themselves to stay in Turkey,” said
a young Syrian man who funded a
media website in Turkey. However,
there is also a great number of Syrian
business people who registered their
companies as a Turkish companies.

“My grandmother is Turkish, and we
still have the document which can
trace back to our Turkish origin. So I
applied the Turkish nationalities and
registered the company by using my
Turkish nationality, said an owner
of a Syrian fast food restaurant. Fur-
thermore, finding a Turkish partner
and registering in his name is another
way to not reveal the Syrian identity.
“I know that some Syrians will find
a Turkish businessman and provide
him the capital to operate the busi-
ness. Because they do not want their
Syrian identity to be exposed to the
public sphere,” stated a Syrian teen-
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ager whose father used to work in the
field of textile in Aleppo. And finally,
there are also middle or smaller scale
Syrian companies which have been
operating inside Turkey without reg-
istration.

The problems for the
Syrian businessmen in
Turkey

Although the economic strength of
Syrian business migrants in Turkey
has been demonstrated, this does not
indicate that their businesses are de-
veloping without difficulties. The dif-
ficulties of the Syrian business people
to start a business in Turkey are: the
language barrier and lack of knowl-
edge of the local market and regula-
tions, the capital shortage for open-
ing factories, the use of bank checks,
the tension between the Turks and
Syrians, and the uncertain mental-
ity regarding to the Turkish policy.
These existing realities impede and
discourage the investment of the Syr-
ian business migrants in Turkey. First,
the complaint of the language can be
found among almost all the Syrian
business people except the ones who
can speak Turkish. The language bar-
rier has also made it difficult for the
Syrian business migrants to under-
stand the local market and regula-
tions. “We do not know Turkish, and
the Turks do not know other languag-
es except Turkish. How can we do
business?” said a Syrian businessmen
in Gaziantep. Second, due to the un-
expected war in Syria and the swift ex-
patriation, the businessmen came out
with limited amount of capital. Most
of their assets, such as their former
companies, factories, and personal
properties, are either damaged or left
behind in their country. “I left Syria
with only ten percent of my money,
the rest [is] still inside. Not to men-

tion the machines inside the factory,
said an Aleppo industrialist. Third,
the businessmen are used to do busi-
ness by cash, and they are not accus-
tomed to the receipt of bank check,
not to mention the fear of receiving a
dishonored check from a stranger in
an alien land. “How can we be sure the
check is transferable into cash? There
is no regulations here for protecting
the check receiver, stated a Syrian
businessman who is working in the
field of plastic raw material. Fourth,
the social tension in Gaziantep also
frightens the existence of the Syrian
businessmen there. In the end of May
2014, many restaurants or companies’
signs were written in the Arabic script
on the street in Gaziantep. However,
after the protest and conflict contin-
ued, at the end of 2015, many Syrian
stores decided to change their Arabic
letter into Turkish or English.” “We
need to drive like an angel on the
street, because we have license plate
which is in Arabic,” stated an owner
of a Syrian architectural company in
Gaziantep. Finally, the inconstantly
Turkish policy regarding the Syrians
in Turkey also discourages the Syr-
ian businessmen from investing in
Turkey. “They said they will provide
us nationality, but it is not clear. And
the regulations about the residential
permit is always changing, too. We do
not know what to follow, and we are
not certain whether the Turkish gov-
ernment will kick us out in the near
future or not,” complained a Syrian
businessman, who has business part-
nerships in many Syrian food indus-
tries in Turkey.

A chance for creating a
win-win game?

There is no sign for showing the end
of the Syrian disaster in the foresee-
able future, which means the number

Al Qaeda has
started to work
more on the winning
hearts and minds
strategy which,
ironically, belonged
to the US.




of the Syrian refuges in Turkey will
definitely increase day by day. In ad-
dition to the Syrian new comers, the
high birth rate of the existed Syrians
inside Turkey is another issue which
increase the social population in the
country. For instance, the Syrian busi-

nessman who has business partner-
ships in many Syrian food industries
in Turkey told me that, “my friend’s
wife delivered their baby in a hospital
in Gaziantep, and they were shocked
that 8 out of 10 of the new born babies
were Syrians” However, if the govern-
ment can pay attention to the great
number of Syrian economic elite mi-
grants and facilitate their settlement,
this may transfer the immigrated
capital to the local society and fur-
ther alleviate the stresses on the Syr-
ians inside Turkey. First, the issuance
of a new investment policy regarding
to the Syrian business migrants is an
unavoidable subject for encouraging
the Syrian business elites to settle and
invest in Turkey. For instance, many
Syrian industrialists have arrived
in Turkey, however, due to the war
in Syria, their factories have either
been occupied or destroyed. The ma-
chines which equal to millions of US
dollars are currently not under their
control. Nevertheless, they still have
their former overseas customers and
the business know-how they possess
since a long time ago. If the govern-
ment can provide them with invest-
ment incentives in the beginning of
their careers, these industrialists will
definitely not hesitate and start their
careers in Turkey, since Turkey has a
large market and can play as a busi-

ness center between the West and
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the East. Some Syrian factories in
Turkey have recruited around a hun-
dred workers. If the government can
encourage the Syrian industrialists to
open factories in Turkey, this might
not only produce job opportunities
for the migrants and local people,
but also increase the Turkish foreign
trade to other countries, since the
majority of the Syrian businessmen
their businesses are mainly dealing
with the foreign markets. Second, a
stable and clear residential regula-
tions regarding to the Syrians should
be issued. The recent Syrian migrants
to Turkey are not restricted to the
blue-collar class, many Syrian busi-
ness people have come from Jordan,
Egypt, Lebanon or other countries to
Turkey during the last year and now.
The issuance of a firm residential
regulations regarding to the Syrians
not only can attract new Syrian inves-
tors from other countries to Turkey,
but also ease the anxiety in the minds
of the Syrian business people, which,
they have been refused and rejected
by many other neighboring countries.
The Syrian business migrants have
the money with them, their arrival in
Turkey cannot be only considered as
a negative influence, rather a positive
impulse to the local market. However,
many of them choose to buy a flat and
without investing due to the problems
which mentioned in the former sec-
tion. A stable residential regulations
definitely can enhance their confi-
dences to invest in Turkey. This policy
is not only good for the economic per-
spective, but also can keep the other

Syrian social elites such as, doctors,
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professors, or engineers to stay inside
Turkey. Third, even though there are
thousands of Syrian business people
in Turkey, due to their former politi-
cal and social context in Syria, they
are not willing to cooperate with each
other, yet working individually. Even
if the Turkish government attempts

to negotiate with the Syrian business

migrants, the lack of unification of the
Syrian business people in Turkey will
impede the further cooperation. The
economic strength of the Syrian busi-
ness migrants has been shown in this
paper, an applicable policy towards

the Syrian business migrants can
definitely create a win-win game for
both the Syrian migrants and Turkish
people.
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ENDNOTES

1 The idea of this title came from what the vice Wali told a Syrian businessman in
Istanbul: “you are the Muhajiroon (emigrants) and we are the Ansar (helper)”

2 'The author appreciate the help from the Center for Middle Eastern Studies for fa-
cilitating his fieldwork in Turkey between November 2014 and April 2015. In addi-
tion, special thanks give to his Syrian teacher Jumma, Turkish teacher Hussein, and
all the Syrian friends who helped him with his research in Turkey. Finally, thanks to
Michael Hobart for proofreading and editing this piece.

3 The table is made by the author thorough the data from the Chamber of Commerce
in Istanbul, Mersin, and Gaziantep.

4 This number is from the 1st of January 2015 to the*?of March 2015.

5 Personal observation
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