
The food stall on Selcuk Street
is doing aroaring trade, custom-
ers chatting at the counter as
they wait to buy cakes sizzling
in a giant pan. But everyone
falls silent when five men
dressed in black appear, one
flipping open his wallet to re-
veal a police badge. When the
owner protests, he is pulled to
one side, one of the plainclothes
officers violently grabbing him
by the shirt collar and pushing
him around.

Welcome to Little Aleppo, a
rundown neighbourhood in An-
kara’s Altindag district, where
thousands of Syrian refugees
live in constant fear of being
picked up by police and forcibly
deported to their war-torn
country – with lethal conse-
quences.

“I am always having prob-
lems with the police here,” one
of the stall’s workers tells The
Irish Times. As if to prove the
point, the police turn up sec-
onds later and startinterrogat-
ing workers, customers and
this reporter.

Turkey has become a hostile
environment for the 3.7 million
Syrian refugees it hosts, most of
whom have temporary protec-
tion ID cards, known as kimlic.
The country operated a gener-
ous open-door policy after the
Syrian war broke out in 2011,
but as the global economic cri-
sis bites, hate crimes, racist
rhetoric and bullying from offi-
cials have become the norm for
many.

But while life here is danger-
ous, it is still preferable to being
sent back to Bashar al-Assad’s
regime. “Torture and death will
await them,”says Ghazwan Kro-
nfol, director of the Syrian Law-
yers Association in Istanbul.

Sitting in one of the neigh-
bourhood’s many Syrian-run
shops, Omar looks nervously
out the window. Sometimes lo-
cal Turks will barge into his
shop and harass the customers,
asking: “When are you going
home? Why are you here now?
Syria is safe now. Go!”

Streetfight
Two years ago, his shop win-
dow was smashed after riots
broke out following the death of
a Turkish youth in a street fight
with local Syrians. “The police
just stood by,” says Omar. To
this day, windows still get
smashed, and cars belonging to
Syrians--– identifiable from
their registration plates – get
vandalised.

Originally from Homs, Omar
asks that his real name not be
used, for fear of reprisals. He ar-
rived in Little Aleppo with his
wife and their two young girls
nearly five years ago. The older
daughter now attends school in
Altindag, the only one in the
family who speaks any Turkish.

Their entire lives are spent in
the immediate vicinity of
Selcuk Street. Omar’s life is
“working, eating and sleeping
seven days a week”, he says. “If I
don’t work, there’s no food for
my family.”

Things are about to get
worse. Omar’s landlord recent-
ly told him that rent for his
two-bedroom flat would be go-
ing up by more than 60 per

cent. Syrian refugees, who
moved to the neighbourhood
because of its proximity to
low-paid jobs in the factories of
nearby Siteler, are regularly
held to ransom, he says. Land-
lords know that their tenants
won’t move, partly because of
the high costs of registering a
change of address at the munici-
pality, which requires that docu-
ments be certified by a notary.
But mainly, they fear that the
authorities will seize upon the

opportunity to deport them to
Syria.

“So, what the landlord asks
for, we have to pay,” says Omar.

Rights groups have docu-
mented rising numbers of
forced deportations. Nadia
Hardman, of Human Rights
Watch, says Syrian refugees
are often detained on the pre-
text that their records need up-
dating. “They are picked up in
the street or at work, lied to and
taken to different detention cen-
tres,” she says. “Some people
get their phones taken from

them, so they enter this black
hole.”

Hardman, who reported hun-
dreds of deportations between
February and July last year,
gathered testimonies from Syri-
ans coerced into signing volun-
tary repatriation forms, who
had been driven to the border
in handcuffs, some forced
across the border at gunpoint.

Ahmed (27), dares not leave
Little Aleppo, though with the
soaring cost of food and energy,
he is desperate to find work.
Speaking by phone, the Homs
native, who also requested his
real name be withheld, says he
used to work as a driver deliver-
ing goods such as energy drinks
to Syrian traders -–a risky occu-
pation at a time when the au-
thorities are clamping down on
refugees moving between prov-
inces.

Under the terms of their tem-
porary protection status, Syri-
ans must seek official permis-
sion through an online govern-
ment portal before travelling, a
process that can be lengthy and
cumbersome, often requiring
documentary evidence justify-
ing travel, another potential
trap that could lead to deporta-
tion. “In most cases, the re-
quests are rejected. This forces
Syrians to travel without per-
mission,” says Kronfol.

At best, Syrian refugees who
are caught travelling without a
permit face a fine of about
1,000 Turkish lira or ¤45 –
though Ahmed claims that
some have been made to pay
three or four times that
amount. At worst, they face de-
portation to Syria. Having been
locked up for opposing Assad’s
regime before fleeing Syria in
2018, it’s a risk Ahmed cannot
afford to take. Unable to afford
rent, he is now staying at his un-
cle’s place.

Speaking to residents of Lit-
tle Aleppo, there is a sense of liv-
ing under siege, with reports of
police systematically stopping
anyone seen outside after 8pm
– “everyone’s scared of them,”
says one local. And, if it’s not
the police, they fear attacks
from locals.

Hate crime against Syrians is
on the rise across Turkey, with
a series of attacks in recent
times. In 2021, three Syrian con-
struction workers in Izmir were
killed in their sleep after an ar-

son attack by a Turkish man,
who had already warned police
he would strike.

In September 2022, a Syrian
teenager in Antakya was
stabbed to death by a mob, alleg-
edly after an accident at work
that injured his boss. He had
just been accepted to study med-
icine at a local university.

Tensions between Turks and
Syrians are mounting ahead of
the general election on May
14th. Afraid of losing votes,
president Recep Tayyip Er-
dogan last year announced his
intention to resettle one million
voluntary returnees in areas of
northern Syria, which are not
controlled by the Assad regime.
Signs of a rapprochement be-
tween Turkey and Syria are un-
likely to reassure potential can-
didates, particularly since As-
sad is pushing for a removal of
Turkish troops from northern
Syria.

Willinglyresettled
In January, Erdogan reported
that more than half a million
Syrian refugees had willingly
been resettled, claiming that
voluntary returns were “accel-
erating”. Despite evidence of
forced deportations, the gov-
ernment claims that its laws are
in compliance with the 1951 Ge-
neva conventions, which bar sig-
natory states from returning
refugees to places where they
face threats to their lives or free-
dom. “Turkey’s position is no-
body is forced to return [that]
this is fabricated, this it’s not
happening. It’s just a blanket de-
nial,” says Hardman.

Opposition leader Kemal
Kilicdaroglu of the Republican
People’s Party, who stands a
reasonable chance of becoming
the country’s next president, ap-
pears to be singing from the
same hymn sheet. He has re-
peatedly pledged to send Syrian
refugees home within two
years, claiming they would be
going back of their own voli-
tion. The main contenders in
the election both want to de-
port Syrians, says Kronfol.
“They only differ on the means
to achieve this.”

In Little Aleppo, the elec-
tions might as well not be hap-
pening. With no future in Tur-
key, many are still pinning their
hopes on Europe, despite their
dwindling chances of reaching

safety. Brussels effectively out-
sourced its migration policy to
Ankara under a controversial
2016 deal, sending refugees
back to Turkey – now deemed
unsafe by rights groups – in ex-
change for aid and other prom-
ises. “There are persistent at-
tempts across the borders of
Greece and Bulgaria, and even
by travelling to Belarus and
through Poland,” says Kronfol.
“Most of them fail, but some of
them achieve their goal.”

Battling impossible odds,
Omar is considering the only vi-
able option left on the table. “I
am thinking of going to Europe,
it doesn’t matter where,” he
says. “But I want to go with my
family. Wherever we end up liv-
ing, my biggest dream is to own
a home and a car. I want to give
my family a good life.”

Ahmed feels the same. “If I
can up and leave, I’ll go,” he
says. “There’s nothing for me
here.”
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BBC chairman Richard Sharp
has been forced to resign after
an investigation found he
breached public appointment
rules by failing to declare a
role in arranging an
£800,000 loan for the then
prime minister Boris Johnson.

The report by Adam
Heppinstall KC, published yes-
terday, found there was a “po-
tential perceived conflict of in-
terest” that was not disclosed
by Mr Sharp during his
application and interview for
the role at the UK broadcaster
in 2020.

Mr Sharp had denied wrong-
doing, arguing he neither facili-
tated nor arranged the financ-
ing to the then prime minister.
He said he onlyput Sam Blyth, a
Canadian businessman and dis-
tant cousin of Johnson, in touch
with Simon Case, the cabinet
secretaryandtheUK’smostsen-
ior civil servant. Mr Blyth pro-
videdaloanguarantee.

Mr Heppinstall said that
Sharp informed Mr Johnson
that he wanted to become
chairman of the BBC and then,
before he was interviewed,
that he was going to meet Mr
Case “to introduce to him a
person who had made a sug-
gestion that he might assist
the former prime minister
with his personal finances”.

‘Notmaterial’
Mr Sharp, a former banker
who was once the boss of prime
minister, Rishi Sunak, at Gold-
man Sachs, said the investiga-
tion’s conclusions showed that
the rules breach “was inadvert-
ent and not material”.

He is due to stay on in the
role until June while a succes-
sor is chosen. The chair of the
BBC is a political appointment.

Yesterday Mr Sharp insist-
ed that he did not see any need
to disclose his role in connect-

ing Mr Blyth with Mr Johnson,
given he had spoken to Mr
Case, “with the sole purpose of
ensuring that all relevant
rules were being followed”.

The BBC board said that it
accepted and understood his
decision to stand down. In a
statement, the board added:
“Richard has been a real advo-
cate for the BBC, its mission
and why the corporation is a
priceless asset for the country,
at home and abroad.”

Reaction
Lucy Frazer, culture secre-
tary, said she respected and un-
derstood Mr Sharp’s decision
to step down and appreciated
his commitment to the BBC,
adding in a letter to the outgo-
ing chairman: “Your decision
to step down in the wider inter-
ests of the corporation is fur-
ther testament to that commit-
ment.”

Lucy Powell, shadow cul-
ture secretary, said: “This
breach has caused untold dam-
age to the reputation of the
BBC and seriously under-
mined its independence as a re-
sult of the Conservatives’
sleaze and cronyism.”

Allies of Mr Sunak said he
was not immediately planning
to comment on the resigna-
tion and denied that the epi-
sode was embarrassing for
him.

Privately, however, some
government insiders made it
clear that it was inevitable Mr
Sharp had to go.

“It was right for him to go,”
said one.

Others said the episode was
a reminder of why Mr John-
son, who battled constant
money worries, had been a cor-
rosive figure at the heart of
government.

“Yet again, Boris damages
everythingandeveryonearound
him,I’mafraid,”saidoneToryof-
ficial. – Copyright The Financial
TimesLimited2023

Poverty and police
harassment are
now routine for the
Syrians Turkey is
determined to
send back home

A vessel came under gunfire off
the coast of Yemen, the UK Ma-
rine Trade Operations office
said yesterday, a day after Iran
was accused of seizing an oil
tanker in the Gulf further
north.

Shots were fired from three
boats at the vessel about 18 nau-
tical miles south of Nishtun in
Yemen, the British naval ser-
vice said. It was not immediate-
ly clear who was behind the lat-
est attack or what type of ship
was targeted.

On Thursday, the United
States demanded that Iran re-
lease a tanker hauling crude
through the Gulf of Oman, the
latest flare-up in one of the
world’s important waterways.
That attack happened in a nar-

row naval passage between Iran
and the Arabian peninsula.

There is no indication the
two incidents are connected.
The Yemen attack was close to
the country’s shore and far
from the shipping lanes typical-
ly used by large vessels.

Iran’s navy seized the Mar-
shall Islands-flagged Advan-
tage Sweet in international wa-
ters at about 1.15pm local time
on Thursday, according to the
US naval service.

“Iran’s actions are contrary
to international law and disrup-
tive to regional security and sta-
bility,” the US said. “The Irani-
an government should immedi-
ately release the oil tanker.”

Iran’s state-run IRNA news
agency reported that a Mar-

shall Islands-flagged tanker col-
lided with an Iranian vessel,
prompting Iran’s navy to seize
the vessel in the Gulf of Oman
and direct it to its coastal wa-
ters.

The incident underscores
the continuing tensions in a vi-
tal transport corridor for oil.
Hundreds of tankers sail
through the Gulf of Oman each
month, on their way to and
from the Gulf and the Middle

East’s biggest oil-producing na-
tions. In recent years, some
ships have turned off their tran-
sponders as they navigate
around the Arabian peninsula
to avoid detection.

In the past two years, Iran
has seized at least five commer-
cial vessels in the Middle East,
according to the US.

The Advantage Sweet loaded
earlier this week in the zone
shared by Saudi Arabia and Ku-
wait. It was chartered by Chev-
ron Corporation to haul oil to
the US, data compiled by
Bloomberg show.

“We are in contact with the
vessel operator with the hope of
resolving this situation as soon
as possible,” Chevron said in a
statement. – Bloomberg
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