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Brief Points

Gaziantep and border areas see a pattern of gender based 
human rights violations, in particular of refugees, including 
trafficking, forced prostitution and sexual abuse of women 
and children

Access to justice is difficult and defenders challenging 
proscribed groups and local authorities face life-threatening 
consequences due to a security vacuum

Immediate remedial measures are required by the Turkish 
State to address serious human rights concerns 

Civil society can help galvanise and raise awareness of 
violations in Gaziantep and the region and assist efforts for 
local and international legal accountability
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1. The present briefing note follows a visit to 
Gaziantep, Turkey on 17 May 2016 by the 
Accountability Unit.

2. The visit focused on gender based human rights 
violations in the form of trafficking, forced 
prostitution and sexual abuse of women and 
children, in particular refugees, in Gaziantep and the 
region.

3. During the visit, meetings were held with local 
lawyers and our civil society partners active in the 
field of human rights in the region.

4. The Accountability Unit had an opportunity to 
assess the current human rights situation and the 
broader context in which rights violations occur in 
the region.

5. Our Legal Team identified a number of gender 
related human rights issues, in particular 
accountability for the aforementioned violations that 
still remain to be addressed effectively by the 
authorities. Accordingly, the Accountability Unit 
proposes further action on the part of the State and 
suggests further follow up by civil society.
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BACKGROUND

6. Gaziantep is situated just 30 miles from the Syrian border 
and approximately 61 miles from Aleppo, Syria. Gaziantep’s 
four official refugee camps hold the second largest 
population of Syrian refugees in Turkey and are managed by 
Disaster and Emergency Management Authority (AFAD). 
There are around 350,000 Syrians in Gaziantep, 200,000 of 
which live outside the camps. It is a main area for the 
dispossessed.

7. Gaziantep has come under the spotlight due to the 
European Union refugee agreement with Turkey which was 
agreed in March 2016. Under the deal, Turkey pledged to 
take back all undocumented migrants who arrive in the 
European Union through its territory and accommodate them 
in Turkey. In return, the European Union pledged to provide a 
total of €3 billion in aid to Turkey to help it deal with 
refugees, with a possible further €3 billion provisioned for 
2018.

8. The strategic location of Gaziantep and its proximity to the 
border with Syria has also brought the city closer to violence. 
The presence of extremists, intelligence agencies, traffickers, 
arms and oil smugglers, and looted historical artefacts has 
made the border towns, in particular Gaziantep, a place of 
illicit opportunities and danger. Ongoing collaboration of 
local authorities with avowed jihadists makes all of these 
factors a permanent source of instability and a threat to the 
local population and the country as a whole.
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9. In May 2016, a suicide bombing at Gaziantep’s heavily 
guarded central police station claimed the lives of three 
police officers and injured 22 others. The suicide bomber was 
allegedly a Turkish member of the so-called IS group. 
Another suicide bomber, who was an IS group member 
linked with the explosions in Suruç and Ankara, blew himself 
up during a police operation in Gaziantep later in May.

10. There are acute cases of violence targeting Syrian 
refugees, in particular women and girls. Syrian women who 
had crossed the border to find refuge in Turkey’s camps have 
been subjected to rape, slavery, trafficking, forced 
prostitutions, forced marriage and abuse by myriad actors. 
According to Turk ish media out lets , the sexual 
abuse  committed against Syrian women is perpetrated by 
both workers at the camps and refugees who live in these 
camps given the lack of law enforcement protection and, 
sometimes, active complicity on the part of authorities. 

11. In September 2015, 30 children residing at Nizip refugee 
camp of Gaziantep were reported to be raped by a camp 
official. In November 2015, two German news agencies 
reported trafficking of Iraqi women by IS group members 
operating through informal offices in Gaziantep.

12. In January 2016, Filippo Grandi the UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees visited Nizip I and II refugee 
camps and met Fuad Oktay, the president of the AFAD and 
Halil Uyumaz, the Deputy Governor of Gaziantep province. In 
April 2016, German Chancellor Angela Merkel and other 
European Union officials also visited Nizip camps. These 

diplomatic visits were criticised as being stage managed, 
since, allegedly, only a small group of refugee families, 
selected by the AFAD authorities, were allowed to speak with 
the officials without highlighting the real problems the 
majority of families face living in the camps. 

13. In April and May 2016, Turkey’s opposition parties, 
Republican People’s Party (CHP) and People’s Democratic 
Party (HDP), separately requested to visit the refugee camps 
in Gaziantep to get a closer look inside following the 
allegations. Their requests were denied by the Turkish 
authorities.

OBSERVATIONS

14. Sexual exploitation of women and children prevails in 
Gaziantep’s AFAD camps and outside. Many of the issues 
relating to the human rights situation of Syrian refugees, in 
particular gender based harm, caused in and outside refugee 
camps, are wilfully ignored by the Turkish authorities. 
Investigations are not carried out which leads to a lack of 
redress for violations and impunity of perpetrators. Some of 
the main reasons for inaction and the subsequent lack of 
accountability for gender based harm are due to bigger 
economic interests, l imited access to justice and 
marginalisation of women victims as noted below.

15. Women and children are exploited as part of big, 
profitable businesses who often have connections with 
various proscribed groups operating freely in the region. 
Economic interests prevail over the rule of law.  There can be 
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serious security challenges which prevent victims having the 
possibility of access to justice against proscribed groups or 
local authorities. It was reported that when refugee victims/
survivors of sexual exploitation consider complaining or 
initiating legal action they are threatened with being sent 
back to Syria, or having financial aid removed.

16. The facts of these violations and crimes are known to 
many human rights practitioners but they are hindered from 
action due to the unique confluence of complex social, 
cultural and economic factors in Gaziantep and other border 
towns. Human rights defenders face serious threats to their 
safety and are not protected against potential reprisals by 
organised crime syndicates. Pursuing legal action against 
these crimes can be extremely dangerous.

17. There is also lack of resources for defenders and many 
lawyers, even if they have evidence regarding gender based 
crimes, do not have the means to provide pro-bono legal 
services to the victims who are in need of legal aid.

18. The issues concerning “women” and especially “refugee 
women” are considered secondary. There is limited 
awareness of gender-based rights, and there is limited 
advocacy which prioritises gender based harm in this region. 
Traditional views on women are built upon conservative 
ideologies and diminish the urgency and importance of these 
crimes. Reprehensible views of a largely male perpetrator 
base towards the violations or exploitation of women and 
children is paradoxically juxtaposed with the idea of ‘honour’ 
shared by the communities of the religious majority. It was 

remarked that the vulnerable status of refugee women and 
girls reduces the prices in the “prostitution market” and is 
indeed welcomed by a large minority of local men.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Immediate steps required of Turkish authorities

19. It is recommended that the Ministry of Family and Social 
Affairs, who is responsible for securing the rights of women 
and children in Turkey, to start investigations on the current 
situation of women and children in Gaziantep. The Ministry 
should take measures to: 

a. prevent further abuse of women and children; 

b. provide psycho-social and rehabilitative services at refugee 
camps and women’s and children’s shelters; 

c. identify those responsible for threatening women who wish 
to seek redress and liaise with law enforcement services to 
provide appropriate protections to victims; and 

d. hold to account camp officers and/or other official aid 
workers preventing women from accessing justice.

20. It is recommended that the Gaziantep Prosecutor 
investigates allegations of sexual exploitation of women and 
children, thoroughly, and lodge indictments where evidence 
is available. It is necessary for the police and the Gaziantep 
Prosecutor to coordinate to protect victims from reprisals who 
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testify, complain or provide evidence as part of the 
investigations. 

Civil society support and plan of action 

21. In terms of our civil society partners, the Gaziantep Bar 
Association could consider establishing a department on 
Refugee Rights, focusing, in particular, on human rights 
violations of the refugee community in the region. It would 
be very welcome for the Gaziantep Bar Association’s Human 
Rights Committee to take a lead and coordinate addressing 
women’s and children’s rights issues with priority, given the 
prevalence of grave human rights violations against them.

Accountability Unit next steps

22. Human rights organisations, associations and lawyers in 
the region could consider a case-referral and evidence-
sharing strategy on gender based crimes against women and 
children to avoid duplication of legal work, increase efficiency 
in seeking accountability for the crimes, and coordinating 
resources and specialisms.

23. Awareness raising campaigns, field and research studies, 
fact-finding missions and roundtables are much needed. 
Those activities would help bring the gender issues to the 
forefront of the human rights concerns in the region and 
allow for a progressive change in the narrative when it comes 
to addressing women’s and children’s rights. 

CONTACT INFORMATION

This briefing note is published to provide general information and not 
as legal advice. Please contact a member of the Accountability Unit 
Legal Team if you would like to discuss the contents of this note. 
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