Turkey’s Warm Welcome of Kosovar Refugees

Abstract

Turkey’s immediateand ongoing accept-
ance of Kosovar refugees stands out
among NATO nations. This article in-
vestigates the cultural and historical
bonds between Kosovar Albanians and
Turks, the widespread and active support
for the refugees in Turkish society, and
the precedent of three earlier waves of
Kosovar refugees who settled in Turkey
earlier in the 20th century. It notes the
problem of dealing only with humanitar-
ian concerns whileignoring the political
causes of refugee flows.
Résumé

LaTurquiesedémarque nettement au sein
des pays de 'OTAN pour son attitude
d’ouverture et d’acceptation immédiate
et continue a U'égard des réfugiés
kosovars. Le présent article étudie les
raccords historiques et culturels quilient
les albanais kosovars et les turcs, analyse
lephénomene général du soutien profond
et étendu pour les réfugiés semanifestant
dans la société turque, et décrit le précé-
dent que constitue la sériede trois vagues
deréfugiés kosovars quis'installérent en
Turquieplus tot au vingtiéme siécle. On
met icien reliefle probléme posé par le fait
dene tenir compte que des questions stric-
tement humanitaires, sans s’aviser des
profondes cause politiques ayant engen-
dré le flot de réfugiés.

Introduction

Turkey was the first country to volun-
tarily welcome Kosovar refugees during
the current crisis. This early and ongo-
ing reception of Kosovar refugees has
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been under-reported in Canadian and
American media, although it has been
cited somewhatmore frequently in Eu-
ropean media. Specifically, from March

. 23-26, over 2,000 Kosovar refugees en-

tered Turkey. Onemonth later, by April
27, over 12,000 Kosovar refugees had
come to Turkey, of whom 4,400 were
housed in the Gaziosmanpasha refugee
centre outside Edirnein European Tur-
key. By May 25, there were 16,500
Kosovar refugees in Turkey, of whom
7,000 reside at the Gaziosmanpasha
centre.! Besides refugees on Turkish
soil, Turkey’s Kizilay (Red Crescent)
also supports and runs two refugee
camps closer toKosovo: one in Elbasan,
Albania; the other, the Bojane Camp, in
Macedonia. Of all the NATO countries,
Turkey has taken in the highest number
of refugees. Why has Turkey responded
to the crisis in Kosovo so generously?

In this short paper I will document
the variety of ways the Kosovar refugees
have been supported by Turkey. I will
also contextualize the current wave of
Kosovar refugees as just one in four
waves of Kosovar Albanians forced to
emigrate from Kosovo this century, the
majority of whom settled in Turkey. In-
deed, the presencein Turkey of four gen-
erations of Albanians, all of whom left
Kosovo under duress, documents Ser-
bia’s ongoing policy toexpel Albanians
fromKosovo.

Common Bond and Suppert for
Kosovar Refugees in Turkish
Society

Articles in the Turkish press frequently

note the cultural and historical bonds

that theKosovar refugees share with the

Turks. This refers to their common reli-

gious affiliation—most Kosovar Alba-

nians and Turks are Muslims. It also
refers to thelong period, from the four-
teenth century to the twentieth century,
when Kosovo and Turkey were part of
the Ottoman Empire. Further, many
older Kosovars still speak some Turk-

ish; while younger Kosovars, princi-
pally from the Prizren region, alsospeak
Turkish. Besides religion, history, and
some language, theKosovar Albanians
and Turks share a patriarchal, patrilo-
cal social structure as well as many cus-
toms of daily life. Forexample, the daily
ration at the Gaziosmanpasha refugee
centre always includes yogurt—a food
common to both Turks and Kosovars,
butlesslikely tobe found in the food aid
from other NATO countries.

Turkish supportfortheKosovarrefu-
geeshasbeen expressed from the high-
est levels of political power across
society.2Within the first week of the cri-
sis the Turkish Cabinetagreed toaccept
20,000 refugees. The Minister of the In-
terior was appointed to head theboard
tocoordinate refugeerelief. Prime Min-
ister Ecevithimself donated onebillion
Turkish lira as a model for other politi-
cal leaders, and President Demirel’s
visit to refugee camps in Albania and
Macedonia on April 11 was the first
such visit of a head of state. Business
institutions also donated large sums of
money or goods toward refugee relief.
These included major banks (I8 Bank,
Central Bank), the Union of Turkish
Chambersand Commodities Exchange
(TOBB), the Kog Conglomerate, and a
major textile manufacturer (EGS),
among others. Municipalities, includ-
ing Ankara and Istanbul, conducted
campaigns toraise funds, ashave Turk-
ish Radio and Television (TRT). State
Theatres donated receiptsfrom overone
hundred performances; “Contempo-
rary Turkish Artists” donated their in-
come from the main May exhibit in
Istanbul; and Bilkent University col-
lected clothing and supported educa-
tionin thecamps. In the provinces there.
has also been widespread support. For
example, employees of national educa-
tion in Isparta collected funds to sup-
port schooling in the camps, while the
police officersin Tekirdag sentclothing.
This spring, at the time of the main -
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Muslim holiday, many ordinary Turks
sent the money they annually give for
zekat or" alms" (one of the five pillars of
Islam) to Kosovar refugee relief.®

Waves of Forced Emigration of
Kosovar Albanians across the
20th Century

During the First Balkan War in 1912,
Serbia occupied Kosovo which was then
still part of the Ottoman Empire. To
strengthen its demographic claim to the
region, Serbia engaged in massacres of
Albanians in the region's main cities (a
Danish journalist reported 5,000 Alba-
nians Killed in Prishtina after its cap-
ture).4 From 1912-1915, over 100,000
Kosovar Albanians fled Kosovo, with
many eventually settling in Turkey.

The second wave of forced emigration
of Kosovar Albanians took place between
1918-1939. The Great Powers gave
Kosovo to Serbia in 1918, with the
. agreement in 1919 that minorities would
be protected. Serbia immediately began a
program of harassment of Kosovar
Albanians: closing Albanian schools,
expropriating cemeteries and mosques,
seizing Albanians'lands, followed by the
colonization of Kosovo by Montenegrins
from the west and Serbs from the north.
During this period, half the arable land in
Kosova was confiscated by the
government. In fear, and deprived of
their land, many Kosovars emigrated to
Turkey. For example, from 1924-1926,
32,000 Albanians emigrated to Turkey
from Kosovo. ° All told, around 120,000
Kosovars left Kosovo between 1918-
1939, with many ending up in Turkey.

Revealing of Serbian policy at this
time was a government plan for many
more to leave. In 1938, Serbia planned
and contracted with Turkey to take 40,000
families from Kosovo. A fabrication was
that all these families were Turks. The
specification of "family" was used to refer
to all those living under one roof. With
the extended families of Kosovar
Albanians, this would have signified at
least ten people per family, for a total of
400,000 to be expelled.® World War 11
intervened so the plan was not carried out.
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The third wave of Albanian emigra-
tion to Turkey from Kosovo took place
after World War II, from 1953 to 1966.
Kosovar Albanians had not supported
Tito's Partisans during the war, and they
were not attracted to communism, with
its anti-religious policies and col-
lectivization programs, after the war.
Rankovic, close friend of Tito and
known for his anti-Albanian stance, was
in power until 1966. Kosovar Albanians
were encouraged to register as "Turks,"
which many interpreted as "Muslim."
Then, as "Turks," they were harassed and
encouraged to emigrate to Turkey. At
least 100,000 did so during this time. ’
The fourth wave is of course the
expulsions of the spring of 1999. To
date, over 900,000 Kosovar Albanians
have been expelled from Kosovo, with
another 300,000 internally displaced, and
unknown numbers Killed.

Conclusion

Thanks to these waves of forced emigra-
tion, there are numerous people in Tur-
key of Kosovar Albanian descent. Many
of these people have taken Kosovar refu-
gees, who are relatives or distant rela-
tives or friel'lds, into their homes. Thus,
of the 16,000 Kosovar refugees in
Turkey at the end of May, 1999, more
than half were not in the refugee centre.
Instead they were principally in Istanbul,
Tekirdag, Yalova and Bursa-cities where
there are sizeable numbers of people of
Albanian descent. Besides a common
Islamic and Ottoman heritage, these
people also share more recent ex-
periences of political oppression in the
Balkans.

Compound the common cultural her-
itage and historical experience with the
high value placed on hospitality in
Turkish culture, the supportive action

of Turkey' s leaders, and the presence of
other Albanians, and it is not hard to
understand the warm welcome the Kosovar
refugees received in Turkey. Behind this,
though, the Kosovar Albanians in Turkey
represent four generations of loss and the
sadness and trauma that often accompany
forced emigration. As with the recent
Bosnian experience,8 the repeated waves
of Kosovar refugees to Turkey reflect what
happens when only immediate
humanitarian crises have been dealt with,
while the political policy that periodically
cre- . ated large numbers of refugees was
left unchallenged.m
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