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Abstract 
 

The issue of foreign fighters has increasingly received attention in the last couple of 

years. The UN Security Council has identified foreign fighters as a growing threat and 

thus agreed on measures to combat this threat. Those measures are mostly aimed at the 

individual countries and internal security and measures on how to stem the 

radicalisation of individuals at home, preventing them from becoming foreign fighters. 

Foreign fighters travelling to the conflict zone in Syria and Iraq mainly go en route 

through Turkey, making Turkey a key transit country. The aim of this study is thus to 

investigate the role of Turkey as a key transit country in combating foreign fighters and 

investigating what a key transit country is.  

The concept of a transit country or transit hub is generally spoken of in terms of 

movement of goods and services and refers to the countries between the starting country 

and final destination. Turkey could thus be seen as a key transit country in the 

movement of foreign fighters to the conflict zone in Syria and Iraq. The foreign fighter 

phenomenon is not new, although the amount of foreign fighters has never been as high 

as it is now. The general definition of a foreign fighter is someone travelling to a 

country other than the country of origin for the sake of joining an armed conflict. 

As the amount of foreign fighters steadily increases despite the efforts made by 

Turkey to stem the flow, it can be argued that somewhere in the chain of efforts, Turkey 

is failing. Turkey presents several laws, regulations and measures on how to combat 

foreign fighters and stem the flow on its territory and it will be debated whether Turkey 

implements them or not.  
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1 Introduction 

 

“Foreign terrorist fighters pose an acute and growing threat. They increase 

the intensity, duration and intractability of conflicts and may pose a serious 

threat to their States of origin, the States they transit and the States to which 

they travel, as well as States neighbouring zones of armed conflict in which 

foreign terrorist fighters are active, (…) that as a result are affected by 

serious security burdens and often need to commit massive resources to 

combat the impact, and which are, therefore, themselves victims of 

terrorism.” (UN Doc. S/2015/338 (2015))  

 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) published document S/2015/338 in May 

2015 addressing amongst others the issue of foreign fighters travelling from their 

country of origin to conflict zones. According to the Security Council, foreign fighters 

not only pose a threat upon return and in the conflict zones but also to the neighbouring 

countries and transit countries.  

The International Centre for the Study of Radicalisation and Political Violence 

(ICSR) published an article in January 2015 stating that the total amount of foreign 

fighters in Syria and Iraq now exceeds 20.000 and that about one fifth of these come 

from Western Europe (ICSR 2015). If these numbers are correct, around 4000 foreign 

fighters from Western Europe have travelled to the conflict zone. Foreign fighters going 

to join the conflict in Syria and the surrounding countries need to travel through a 

country to reach the conflict zone. These thus pose a threat to their surroundings on their 

travel to the conflict zone, while there, and also on their way back home in the role of 

returnees. Accordingly, these need to be stopped in time to minimize the threats.  

This can be achieved in several steps, suggested by Byman and Shapiro in their 

policy paper Be Afraid. Be a Little Afraid where they present several steps in preventing 

foreign fighter radicalisation. One of these steps deal with travel, claiming that 

preventing foreign fighters from going in different ways and making it harder for them 

to reach the conflict zone might be one measure to avert possible foreign fighters from 

attempting the trip (Byman & Shapiro 2014:23). The magazine International Business 

Times published an article by Alessandria Masi and Hanna Sender in March 2015 called 
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“How Foreign Fighters Joining ISIS Travel to The Islamic State Group’s ‘Caliphate’”. 

In this article, the authors investigate the ways in which foreign fighters travel to Syria 

and Iraq. According to the authors, there are three main ways of travelling: by land, sea 

or air. All of them have in common that they end up in Turkey before crossing the 

border to Syria and Iraq (Masi & Sender 2015). The author Patrick Cockburn confirms 

this statement in his book The Rise of the Islamic State: 

 

“There is something absurd about this, since the foreign jihadists in Syria 

and Iraq, the people whom Obama admits are the greatest threat, can only 

get to these countries because they are able to cross the 510-mile-long 

Turkish-Syrian border without hindrance from the Turkish authorities.” 

(Cockburn 2014:7) 

 

What is the reason behind the number of foreign fighters passing through Turkey? That 

is briefly discussed in the article by Masi and Sender, arguing that they want to avoid 

being tracked and stopped (Masi & Sender 2015). Involvement in terrorist activities is 

illegal in several countries and can by law be a cause for arrest if suspicion is high 

enough, thus resulting in 774 arrests for terrorism related offenses in the EU in 2014 

(Europol 2015:8). Crossing the border between Turkey and Syria illegally is hence the 

safest way for foreign fighters to travel to the conflict zone without being discovered. 

 

“By virtue of its location, the international transport hubs on its territory, 

and its long border with Syria and Iraq, Turkey remained the main transit 

route for foreign terrorist fighters.” (US. Department of State 2014) 

 

One of these countries suitable for European foreign fighters to travel through has 

proved to be Turkey. Turkey has a difficult strategic geographical position and works as 

a link or bridge between the Middle East and Europe. This country serves as a transit 

country for fighters on their way to the conflict zone as well as for those returning 

home. The US. Department of State discussed Turkey’s case in its 2014 Country 

Reports on Terrorism. 
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1.1 Aim and research question 
 

Foreign fighters pose a threat to the societies they come into contact with, not just in the 

conflict zone. Preventing foreign fighters from reaching the conflict zones and hence 

minimizing any possible threat they may pose can be done in several steps and here the 

concept of key transit countries comes into focus. What is a key transit country? What is 

the possible role for a key transit country? The final step for a majority of the foreign 

fighters’ journey is Turkey and therefore Turkey plays an important role. 

According to Keohane et al., a research question should satisfy two criteria: it 

needs to be important to the real world and it needs to make a contribution to the 

scholarly literature (Keohane et al. 1994:16). This study will do just that. One 

theoretical and one empirical research question will guide this research paper, where the 

theoretical question will be answered based on previous research and influence the 

empirical question. The theoretical question is thus: 

 

How can the concept of a key transit country be understood in the context of terrorism 

research? 

 

Accordingly, the aim of this research paper is to investigate in what ways foreign 

fighters may be stopped and develop a theory on how a key transit country could and 

should act. Finally, the aim is to apply the developed theoretical framework on the case 

of Turkey, hence: 

 

In what ways is Turkey as a key transit country playing, or could play, a role in 

countering foreign fighters?  

 

1.2 Delimitations  

 
In order to keep this research paper within the given frame, some delimitations are 

necessary. The first delimitation is to focus on Turkey. There are several countries 

mentioned as part of land routes for foreign fighters going to Syria and Iraq, mainly 

those in Europe such as Italy, Bulgaria and Greece due to their geographical location 
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(Europol 2015:22). However, these countries do not border with Syria and Iraq. Since 

Turkey does, these different routes end up in Turkey, resulting in Turkey being the most 

heavily affected country and hence of great importance.  

The second delimitation is to look at Islamist foreign fighters. Those foreign 

fighters are important to study, as they have never been as prominent as they are today.  

They are mainly driven by religious means and travel to Syria and Iraq for the means of 

jihad. They constitute a majority of the 25,000 estimated foreign fighters engaged in 

conflicts associated with Al-Qaida and splinter groups such as IS (the Islamic State) 

(UN. Doc.S/2015/358 (2015):3).  

 

1.3 Previous research 

 
Previous research on foreign fighters and the role of transit countries in general is 

crucial for this research paper, not only in order to understand the Turkish foreign 

fighter situation today, but also in order to be able to place this research in its context. 

Research on the role of transit countries in a situation with foreign fighters is scarce; 

there is a big research gap that I intend to fill with this research paper. Hence, focus will 

be on foreign fighters and transit countries separately. Due to the freshness of the topic 

of foreign fighters, previous research is limited to the 21st century. 

 

1.3.1 Foreign fighters 

 

Although the foreign fighter phenomenon has existed for long time, it is not until 

recently that it has surfaced and is now increasing exponentially (Hegghammer 

2011:53). The number of foreign fighters in the conflict in Syria and Iraq has exceeded 

that of previous conflicts (Neumann 2015) and hence also the interest in the 

phenomenon. Little has been written and investigated on the topic until recently, and the 

phenomenon as such is still developing and a focus for studies worldwide. Think tanks 

such as the ICSR, GCTF, and ICCT all work with the topic of terrorism and foreign 

fighters. Authors such as Bruce Hoffman and Peter Bergen are renowned within the 

field of political science and terrorism and have contributed to the study of foreign 

fighters with amongst others the article Assessing the Jihadist Terrorist Threat to 
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America and American Interests (Bergen, Hoffman & Tiedemann 2011). Jessica Stern 

is another author renowned within the topic. Her latest book ISIS: the state of terror 

(2015) is a contribution to the study of terrorism with focus on IS. 

Byman and Shapiro are authors of Be Afraid. Be a Little Afraid, a research paper 

on western foreign fighters in Syria and Iraq from 2014 (Byman & Shapiro 2014). They 

investigate the threat of terrorism from Western Foreign Fighters in Syria and Iraq, the 

threat of terrorism they might pose upon return to their state of origin (Byman & 

Shapiro 2014:3). In the research paper, the authors reach the conclusion that the threat 

posed by foreign terrorists is of great concern, although a threat that should not be 

overstated, and hence of importance to fight. They proceed to present a model on how 

to reduce the numbers of foreign fighters and at length “decrease the odds that foreign 

fighters will become a problem in the West” (Byman & Shapiro 2014:23). This model 

consists of five stages of foreign fighter radicalisation, of which number two and four 

are related to travel and transit countries. Although stage two mentions disruption of 

travel and the role of Turkey, they only suggest an encouragement to Turkey “to turn 

them away from the Turkish border or stop them at the Syrian border and deport them” 

(Byman & Shapiro 2014:25), the specific role of Turkey as a key transit country in the 

fight against foreign fighters is not discussed at greater length.  

Thomas Hegghammer is a Senior Research Fellow at the Norwegian Defence 

Research Establishment in Oslo and has written numerous works on the topic of 

terrorism and foreign fighters, namely “The Rise of Muslim Foreign Fighters” published 

in the magazine International Security in 2011 (Hegghammer 2011) and “Syria’s 

Foreign Fighters” published in the magazine Foreign Policy in 2013 (Hegghammer 

2013). In The Rise of Muslim Foreign Fighters, Hegghammer investigates the topic of 

foreign fighters and its origin (Hegghammer 2011:55). In this work, Hegghammer 

defines foreign fighters as someone who “has joined, and operates within the confines 

of, an insurgency, lacks citizenship of the conflict state or kinship links to its warring 

factions, lacks affiliation to an official military organization, and is unpaid” 

(Hegghammer 2011:57-58). From this, Hegghammer sets off to investigate the amount 

of foreign fighters engaged in conflicts since 1945, reaching the conclusion that 

although foreign fighters have been known to participate in conflicts since the 1960s, 

the numbers have been low until that of the current conflict in Syria and Iraq, part from 
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that of the conflict in Afghanistan in the 1980s (Hegghammer 2011:61). Finally, 

Hegghammer reaches the conclusion that the origin of foreign fighters can be traced 

back to “a Pan-Islamist identity movement that arose in the 1970s Hijaz through a 

process of elite competition” (Hegghammer 2011:89).  

In the article from 2013, Hegghammer discusses the question why Syria is 

attracting so many war volunteers. He refers to a Syrian facilitator who says that the 

Turkish government makes it easy for foreign fighters to pass through and reach the 

Syrian border by looking the other way (Hegghammer 2013). Furthermore, the lack of 

border control from the Syrian side due to it being controlled by Syrian rebels facilitate 

an easy crossing and hence enjoying the freedom of movement forth and back 

(Hegghammer 2013). Suggestions for how to go about dealing with the issue of foreign 

fighters are presented in the article and amongst others, Hegghammer encourages transit 

countries such as Turkey to “do their best to police the border, and they should share 

intelligence on suspected foreign fighters with supplier countries.” (Hegghammer 2013) 

The ICSR is a non-governmental, non-profit think tank based in London, United 

Kingdom. Their focus is mainly on radicalisation and political violence, presenting in-

depth research and intelligent solutions to the problem (ICSR.info). Amongst other 

publications, an article by Maher and Neumann was published in 2014 on foreign 

fighters in Syria and Iraq. In the article, the authors discuss interviews the ICSR have 

conducted over the last 18 months with foreign fighters in Syria and Iraq investigating 

motivations for travelling, possible threats they may or may not pose as well as methods 

for dealing with them upon return (Maher & Neumann 2014). Noting that only one in 

nine foreign fighters engaged in terrorism upon return in a previous study, the authors 

argue for alternative ways of dealing with the issue than prison sentences upon return 

home (Maher & Neumann 2014). 

Another article published by the ICSR in 2015 and previously mentioned in this 

research paper estimates the number of foreign fighters in Syria and Iraq, stating that the 

number have exceeded that of previous conflicts and is now about 20,000 from all over 

the world (Neumann 2015). Moreover, Neumann presents statistics on the origin of the 

foreign fighters showing that they come from all over the world and noting that the 

number presented is a foreign fighter total, and that it may well be less due to death and 
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an approximately 10-30% who have left, “returning home or being stuck in transit 

countries” (Neumann 2015).  

The GCTF is a forum for “mobilizing expertise and resources to identify and 

address critical civilian counterterrorism needs and enhance global cooperation” (GCTF 

2015). The forum works closely with the UN, African Union, Council of Europe, and 

INTERPOL amongst others. Based on several meetings conducted in 2014 on foreign 

terrorist fighters, The Hague-Marrakech Memorandum on Good Practices for a more 

Effective Response to the FTF Phenomenon was written and published in 2014 (GCTF 

2014). According to the memorandum, foreign fighters are a major issue and pose 

threats and may have an impact on their home, third and transit countries (GCTF 2014). 

19 good practices are presented in the memorandum divided on detection and 

intervention of violent extremism, against recruitment, against travel and fighting and 

upon return. Good practice 10 through 14 are connected to travel and fighting and 

suggest sharing of intelligence information, implementation of legal regimes and 

administrative procedures, screening measures with attention to air travel and 

prevention of misuse of travel documents (GCTF 2014).  

The ICCT is an independent think tank in The Hague focusing on the prevention 

and countering of violent extremism, human rights and rule of law in terms of counter-

terrorism (ICCT 2015). In October 2015, the ICCT published a Policy Brief, a shortened 

version of a research paper, written by Dr. Alex P. Schmid on Foreign Fighter 

Estimates: Conceptual and Data Issues. More than presenting updated data on the 

number of foreign fighters in Syria and Iraq, the author discusses the definition of 

foreign fighters, not unlike Thomas Hegghammer in The Rise of Muslim Foreign 

Fighters, building on David Malets definition – a definition both find inadequate 

(Schmid 2015:3, Hegghammer 2013:57-58). He further discusses the difficulty in 

reaching a universally accepted legal definition of foreign fighters (Schmid 2015:5). 

Schmid argues that although “most estimates are of dubious reliability”, some numbers 

such as at least 25,000 foreign fighters in Syria and Iraq, constituting at least 40% of IS 

total number of fighters, are reasonably accurate (Schmid 2015:14-15).  
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1.3.2 Key transit countries 

 

The concept of transit countries is widely accepted and used within different areas of 

transportation. The Oxford English Dictionary defines transit as “the action or fact of 

passing across or through; passage or journey from one place or point to another” (OED 

2015).  

COMPAS and the EU Network on International Migration, Integration and Social 

Cohesion have investigated the transit of people in a summary paper on Transit, 

Migration and Politics from 2008 (COMPAS 2008). Transit migration is a concept 

combining transit and migration, referring to temporary immigration and to migrants 

moving from one country to another, either with or without a final destination 

(COMPAS 2008). Four kinds of countries are involved in transit migration part from the 

country of origin and the final destination; stage post countries, stepping stones to the 

EU, the first EU country and the EU countries passed through. Combined, these four 

classifications constitute transit countries since they are only passed through towards 

something else (COMPAS 2008). However, “transit countries can become destination 

countries (…), a country initially considered as temporary may turn out to become a 

country of settlement”, showing the fluidity of the movement of people (COMPAS 

2008).  

The concepts of transit migration and transit countries are established in the 

context of migration management and asylum-seekers as discussed in the article 

‘Transit’ and ‘Suspension’: Migration Management or the Metamorphosis of Asylum-

Seekers into ‘Illegal’ Immigrants from 2010 by Christina Oelgemöller. Here, the 

concept of transit countries was first started with Turkey due to its geopolitical position 

between East and West after the Iranian Revolution in 1979 (Oelgemöller 2010:413). In 

order to control the situation of illegal movement, tools exercised by the transit country 

such as coordination of visa practices, improving the control of immigrants, abolishing 

the possibility of transiting without a visa, prevention of illegal entry and exchange of 

personal data was presented (Oelgemöller 2010:414). Oelgemöller argues that a transit 

country is a “politically constructed space, which fulfils a convenient labelling function 

in various ways”, that it has become a tool of governance and has created the possibility 

to suspend people without any kind of identification (Oelgemöller 2010:415). 
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The reasons for choosing the topic of transit countries in terms of foreign fighters are 

first and foremost the actuality of the topic of foreign fighters and current events 

connected to the conflict in Syria and Iraq. Hence, the importance of the topic, 

Keohane’s first criterion, is satisfied. 

Academic literature as well as official documents mainly focus on foreign fighters 

and how to deal with the issue from the perspective of the country of origin but few 

focus on the transit countries and how to prevent foreign fighters from passing through 

and why this might be an effective measure. Furthermore, there is a lack of strategies 

presented in dealing with this issue for transit countries. As shown in the previous 

research on foreign fighters and transit countries, the concept of transit countries is 

mentioned but not further elaborated or discussed. Encouragements are discussed but 

not the role of the transit countries in depth. The aim of this essay is hence to fill the 

gap, and so satisfy Keohane’s second criterion. 

In a combination of foreign fighters and transit countries in the case of Turkey, the 

concept of key transit country will be used. This is based on the arguments saying that 

although there are several transit countries in the movement of people of any kind, there 

is always one specific country that binds it all together, a country more heavily affected 

by this flow of people than others. Both in the previous research on foreign fighters and 

transit countries, Turkey is mentioned as a country that is more affected than other 

countries (Hegghammer 2013, Oelgemöller 2010:413-415). However, it is worth 

considering that Turkey is a NATOi country and with it comes expectations.  

In constructing the concept of a key transit country, a definition is necessary. The 

definition is based on the concept of transit countries and the role of Turkey discussed 

in the previous research. A key transit country will hence be defined as the country 

outside the conflict zone most heavily affecting the flow of foreign fighters through their 

territories.  
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2 Method and material 
 

Choosing the most suitable method for conducting a study is of vital importance in 

order to produce an accurate analysis. The approach should be chosen carefully in order 

to be as efficient as possible. This essay uses a number of scopes related to foreign 

fighters and transit countries for the theory and the Turkish Government’s official 

documents for the analysis. The aim of this essay is to identify possible measures for 

key transit countries in order to encounter and prevent the spread and movement of 

foreign fighters and apply it to the case of Turkey. Two methods are chosen for this 

essay, first theory-development and then an explanatory theory-consuming case study. 

The latter method will be based on the theory-development since no established theory 

for key transit countries has been officially presented. In order to get an as general 

definition of a case study as possible, four different sources will be discussed to add 

reliability and validity to the method.  

 

2.1 Case study   

 

A case study is defined as the “detailed examination of an aspect of a historical episode 

to develop or test historical explanations that may be generalizable to other events” 

(George & Bennett 2005:5) and an “instance of a class of events” (George & Bennett 

2005:18). However, there is a need of broadening the definition to include a number of 

small cases in the method and not only single cases (George & Bennett 2005:18).  

According to the authors, the case study method has four strengths useful for 

theory development. The first strength is conceptual validity, which means that a case 

study allows for a higher level of validity over a few number of cases whereas statistical 

studies risk putting dissimilar cases together in order to get a larger sample (George & 

Bennett 2005:19). The second strength is deriving new hypotheses, meaning that it is a 

powerful method for identifying new variables and hypotheses by studying outlier 

cases, whereas the statistical methods may identify these but rarely lead to new 

hypotheses (George & Bennett 2005:20-21). The third strength is exploring casual 

mechanisms as in examining individual cases in detail and observing unexpected 

aspects of casual mechanisms, something ruled out of statistical studies (George & 
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Bennett 2005:21). The fourth and final strength is modelling and assessing complex 

casual relations. This refers to the ability of case studies to produce generalisations that 

are narrower than the statistical counterparts (George & Bennett 2005:22).  

A case study is according to Esaiasson et al. the intense close-up studies of single 

cases, although they claim that pure old-fashion case studies is very rare (Esaiasson et 

al. 2014:108). They argue that this is due to the fact that most of the time, two cases are 

needed in order to compare and that most case studies today consist of two or more 

cases. Hence, it is important to keep in mind that there is a small difference between 

traditional case studies and comparing case studies in their context – the traditional case 

study operates within one context whereas the comparing case study operates within 

two (Esaiasson et al. 2014:109). Furthermore, Esaiasson et al. discuss the difference 

between descriptive and explanatory studies. The descriptive study answers questions 

such as how, who, when and where, whereas the explanatory study answers questions 

such as why and more in-depth how (Esaiasson et al. 2014:36). The authors further 

divide the explanatory case study into theory-testing, theory-consuming and theory-

developing case studies, which will be discussed at length in section 2.1.2 (Esaiasson et 

al. 2014:40).  

Martyn Denscombe states that the principle of case studies is the focus on one 

instance of a particular phenomenon; although he argues that occasionally a few 

instances may be used, as long as the focus is very narrow (Denscombe 2014:54). The 

main arguments for choosing the case study method is according to Denscombe the 

possibility of gaining insights from looking at individual cases and look into things in 

more detail and hence discover things that would be missed in quantitative methods 

such as statistical studies (Denscombe 2014:55). It is a strategic decision to use the case 

study method which relates to scope and scale of the research in question since it allows 

various methods to be used depending on the situation Denscombe hence argues that the 

case study method is open and can be formed almost entirely by the researcher to enable 

an effective and accurate study (Denscombe 2014:56).  

A case study is according to Robert O. Keohane and his collaborators the focus on 

one specific case of events or instance for in-depth study (Keohane et al. 1994:4). 

Keohane et al. further argues for the essentiality and fundamentality of case studies for 

social sciences due to its descriptive character where “good description is better than 
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bad explanation” (Keohane et al. 1994:44-45). The authors further state that although 

quantitative studies may be preferable, there are situations where case studies are 

preferred as it gives more detail and are also advantageous to the researcher (Keohane et 

al. 1994:67). The researcher has the opportunity to select the case very carefully in order 

to make sure of its relevance and hence of bias being minimised as well as being very 

effective in collecting in-depth information, in contrast to looking at several cases 

(Keohane et al. 1994:67-68).  

Looking at these different sources, a few conclusions can be drawn and a general 

idea for a case study outlined. The general view of a case study is that its focus is on one 

or a few cases in-depth within one context and one strength is its higher level of validity 

compared to quantitative studies. Furthermore, the different authors argue for its 

openness – the possibility to design the case study method depending on the research 

question.  

Since the aim of the essay is to investigate the specific role of Turkey in the 

context of dealing with foreign fighters, the choice of case study as method is hence 

preferable. 

 

2.1.1 Case selection 

 

The advantage of a case study method is its possibility to choose cases to study in order 

to conduct a study that is possible to generalise. However, common critique of case 

studies concerns case selection, arguing that this particular method is prone to “selection 

bias” (George & Bennett 2005:22). Selection bias means the risks a researcher runs to 

consciously or unconsciously choose case or method, not suited for the study in mind, 

based on personal preferences (George & Bennett 2005:23). Keohane et al. (1994:128) 

further argues that choosing case randomly is not suitable for a qualitative research, 

although it results in the risk of bias. This is closely related to the initial issue of 

choosing a topic discussed in section 1.3.2, where every choice has to be motivated and 

argued for.  

The argument for choosing Turkey as the case to study derives from the topic 

chosen to investigate and the geographical location of Turkey as a country. Moreover, 

in the case of foreign fighters travelling to Syria and Iraq, the number of transit 
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countries are low, and the number of key transit countries are even lower. The choice of 

a defined and narrow topic results in the case selection being given, and not much work 

for the researcher. 

 

2.1.2 Theory-consumption and framework development 

 

Esaiasson et al. (2014:40-41) present three different aspects of case studies. The theory-

testing method is the classical method where the researcher tests one or several theories 

on empirical material whereas in the theory-consuming studies, the case in itself is of 

interest and focus for the research. The goal of a theory-developing study is to further 

develop existing theories or develop a new theory from empirical material. The method 

can thus be selected depending on the aim of the study.  

The design of the theory-consuming method is guided by the case, deciding the 

case to investigate and then choosing a suitable theory for applying (Esaiasson et al. 

2014:41).  

In the case of this particular study, the aim is to develop a theory and apply it to 

the case of Turkey to investigate that specific case; hence the theory-consuming method 

is most suitable.  

The development of a theoretical framework is according to Esaiasson et al. rarely 

elaborated in political science method literature (Esaiasson et al. 2014:111). It is further 

highlighted that, although this construction of a theory is open for the authors’ own 

ideas and thoughts, it should be kept to a minimum and the developed theoretical 

framework should be supported by studies (Esaiasson et al. 2014:112). The theoretical 

framework will thus be based on primary sources. 

 

2.1.3 An abductive approach 

 

In choosing the approach to use in this study, three different options are available. 

Inductive, deductive and abductive approaches all imply different methods for 

conducting a study. The inductive approach focus on the empirical material in 

formulating a theory while a deductive approach does the opposite – allows the theory 

to guide and form the analysis (Alvesson & Sköldberg 2008:54-55). Presented by both 
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Esaiasson et al. and Bennett & George, an inductive approach – empirical studies to 

base the theory on – is most suitable for a case study (Esaiasson et al. 2014:113, Bennett 

& George 2005:111).  

Since the theoretical framework development is based on empirical data while the 

analysis is guided by the developed theory, a middle way, a combination of both 

inductive and deductive approach is necessary. The abductive approach implies that the 

there is interplay between empirical data and theory (Esaiasson et al. 2014:276). 

However, it is not purely a combination of induction and deduction, as it is argued that 

this approach adds a depth of understanding to the study (Alvesson & Sköldberg 

2008:55) The approach on this paper will thus be an abductive approach as there will be 

an interplay between the empirical material used in the previous background and the 

theory leading on to the material used in the analysis. 

 

2.2 Material  
 

It is of outmost importance that the material chosen is suitable for the study and the goal 

is always to use all relevant material. Usually with a fresh topic, the challenge is to find 

relevant primary material. While most focus will be placed on primary material from the 

UN and EU, both Interpol and Europol contribute to the theoretical framework. Since 

the topic is of international character, international sources are more relevant than 

national. However, for the material concerning Turkey, official documents is the 

primary material, while secondary material such as the media adds to the holistic picture 

of the key transit country in question. 

The material in this research paper thus consists of both primary and secondary 

sources, however it is important to be critical of the secondary sources as they are more 

prone to being false (Esaiasson et al 2014:282). One further issue regarding secondary 

sources such as news papers is the political views they may stand for. Those views may 

in some cases result in the news paper being bias. This will not be accounted for or 

given any focus, but all information from different news papers will be regarded the 

same. Documents, resolutions and other publications by the UN and EU concerning 

foreign fighters, together with strategies for countering foreign fighters presented by 

Europol and Interpol, are the basis for the theoretical framework and thus the primary 
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sources. In applying the theoretical framework to the case of Turkey, official documents 

by the Turkish government and in some instances publications by the media are basis 

for the analysis. Whenever secondary sources are used however, it is of importance for 

the reliability of the research paper that primary sources can support them and will 

hence be a main focus. 
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3 Theoretical framework 
 

It is important to be as concrete as possible in designing theories, as vague theories only 

confuse (Keohane et al. 1994:20). Hence, in developing and operationalising a 

theoretical framework, it is important to keep in mind to be concrete. Furthermore, in 

developing a theoretical framework, it is important that sources support it since the 

process is open for the author’s own ideas and hence runs the risk of being bias 

(Esaiasson et al. 2014:112).  

Three different categories have been decided upon to summarise the areas where 

measures should be used or introduced. 

Oelgemöller might have studied migration and the role of Turkey in illegal 

migration in Europe, but the list of tools summarised here can still be a useful guide for 

the analysis of key transit countries for foreign fighters. National and international 

legislation with penalties for illegal residence guide the first category; internal security. 

Visa controls and illegal entry together guide the second category; border security. The 

use of Interpol for their identification and the exchange of asylum-seekers’ personal 

data guide the third category; communication and cooperation. The reasons behind 

choosing those categories are first and foremost because those categories repeatedly 

occur and are discussed at certain length in most of the primary sources. Those 

categories are thus the result of a combination of all the primary sources used.  

 

“A list of tools to be implemented included: the coordination of visa 

practices, among which the exchange of conditions for granting visas and 

the harmonisation of such practices; ways for improving the control of 

immigrants from countries with migration problems carrier controls in 

national and international legislation; the abolition of the privilege of 

transiting without a visa; improved measures to prevent illegal entry, 

among which the exchange of information on (…) smugglers or traffickers, 

penalties for illegal residence and the use of Interpol for their identification; 

the exchange of asylum-seekers’ personal data today implemented in the 

Schengen Information System.” (Oelgemöller 2010:414) 
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Hence, three suggested measures to fight the threat of foreign fighters by states 

are internal security, border security and communication and cooperation. 

 

3.1 Internal security 
 

In addressing underlying factors for the threat of foreign fighters, the UN urges their 

member states to stem recruitment, inhabitation, financial support, countering violent 

extremism and thereof prevent the development of foreign fighters on the member 

states’ territories (UN Doc. S/RES/2178 (2014):2). The UN thereby urges their member 

states to establish domestic laws and regulations to enable the prosecution of any 

individual involved in terrorist acts. They further urge their member states to prevent the 

recruitment, transportation and equipment of persons travelling to participate in terrorist 

acts (UN Doc. S/RES/2178 (2014):4). In order to effectively prevent the organisation of 

foreign fighters in a state, legal framework on terrorist acts is fundamental.  

In a report published in September 2015 by the UN on the implementation of 

resolution 2178 (2014), five areas are investigated in order to assess the specific 

member state’s capacity to deal with the foreign fighter threat. Three of these areas can 

be classified as internal security and thus sub sections. These are law enforcement, 

terrorism financing and countering violent extremism and are thus focus for further 

investigation separately (UN Doc. S/2015/683 (2015):2-3). 

 

3.1.1 Law enforcement  

 

The criminalisation of terrorist acts is a top priority for the UN as it is stated that “any 

acts of terrorism are criminal and unjustifiable regardless of their motivations” (UN 

Doc. S/RES/2195 (2014):1). States are urgently encouraged to develop a legal 

framework specifically for counter-terrorism laws and/or including the criminal act of 

terrorist activities in their criminal codes in order to counter the threat (UN Doc. 

S/2015/683 (2015):2). One of Interpol’s aims is the activity of expanding efforts for law 

enforcements, supporting any member state in need of help, focusing on the regions 

most affected (Interpol 2015a). According to Europol (2015), three member states 

amended their criminal codes in 2014 to include terrorist acts in their legislation and 
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hence enabling prosecution and prevention of terrorist acts and foreign fighter travels. 

Furthermore, it is required by resolution 2178 (2014) to explicitly criminalise foreign 

fighter travel or attempted travel. However, many states have vague and open-ended 

definitions of terrorist acts that does not comply with the definitions established by the 

UN in resolution 288 (2006) (UN doc. S/2015/683 (2015):15). It is of utmost 

importance that states in the same region cooperate and develop laws and regulations 

similar to that of neighbouring states, preferably those of international standard, in order 

to eliminate possible loopholes. 

 

3.1.2 Terrorism financing  

 

In resolution 2195 (2014), the Security Council emphasises the need to actively work 

against the financing of terrorist acts and illegal financial flows. Illegal financial 

activities such as money-laundering and the obtaining of criminal assets are assumed to 

support and finance terrorist activities (UN Doc./RES2195 (2014):4). 

Europol presented their annual Terrorism Situation and Trend Report (TE-SAT) 

for 2014 in June 2015 in which financing of terrorism in Europe is investigated. Several 

states have reported illegal activities connected to that of terrorism financing in 2014 as 

well as smuggling of large amounts of money to the conflict zone (Europol 2015:10).  

Developing partnerships between governments and financial institutions may 

prove a crucial step in identifying foreign fighters at home, as they are primarily self-

funding and need to withdraw funds from personal accounts prior to travel (UN Doc. 

S/2015/683 (2015):13). This would enable enhanced surveillance of any individuals 

suspected of being at risk of travelling to the conflict zone.  

 

3.1.3 Countering violent extremism  

 

One important measure for every member state is to make sure that violent extremism 

does not flourish in their territories. It has been confirmed that terrorists increasingly use 

media and communications technology for recruitment, and individuals who wish to 

join and travel to a conflict zone easily get in contact with a recruiter while still being 

anonymous, which makes it challenging to act upon for law enforcement in the different 
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states (UN Doc. S/2015/683 (2015):3-4). However, working against violent extremism 

and radicalisation is encouraged by the UN, arguing that focusing on the roots and 

conditions conducive to terrorism is of great importance (UN doc. S/RES/2195 

(2014):2). It is necessary to develop an effective analysis on why individuals become 

radicalised, identifying those individuals at risk and working towards reintegrating and 

preventing the process.  

 

3.2 Border security  
 

In addressing the threat of foreign fighters, work such as countering radicalisation is 

done in the state of origin. The state of origin also holds responsibility for preventing 

the movement of terrorists by effective border controls (UN Doc.S/RES/2195 (2014):3).  

The UN thus argues that all member states shall “prevent the movement of terrorists or 

terrorist groups, in accordance with applicable international law, by, inter alia, effective 

border controls” (UN Doc.S/RES/2195 (2014):3). However, if the states of origin fail 

the prevention of movement, other states, namely states of transit, should be able to act.  

 

3.2.1 Border controls 

 

In UN report 358 from May 2015 on the implementation of resolution 2178 (2014) it is 

concluded that transit countries with poorly controlled borders allow for foreign fighters 

to reach conflict zones and for networks to operate freely, resulting in most of the 

foreign fighters entering the conflict zones using land borders (UN Doc.S/2015/358 

(2015):18). Furthermore, the transit countries in particular face difficulties in stemming 

the flow of foreign fighters to conflict zones since they often lack reliable intelligence, 

revealing an enormous capacity gap that should be prioritised (UN Doc.S/2015/358 

(2015):18).  

Interpol offers different tools to be used in border controls in order to enhance 

security and prevent foreign fighters from travelling. Three different tools have been 

developed primarily for this purpose, namely a Nominal database, a Stolen and Lost 

Travel Documents database and a Travel Documents Associated with Notices (Interpol 
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2015a). These offer personal data and information on individuals and travel documents 

wanted or reported lost by a member state. They are further discussed in section 3.3. 

The prevention of inter-state travel is important for preventing foreign fighters 

from attempting to reach the conflict zone, but also to prevent foreign fighters from 

returning to their country of origin. Europol states that although the return routes mostly 

are similar to that of their outgoing routes and undisguised, some of the foreign fighters 

returning use the refugee flows as well as false or stolen documentation (Europol 

2015:23). Prevention of inter-state travel is also the first of five areas investigated when 

assessing a state’s capacity to deal with the foreign fighter threat based on the 2178 

(2014) resolution (UN Doc. S/2015/683 (2015):2). 

 

3.2.2 Airport controls  

 

One other aspect of border controls is the controls on the airports. It is possible to travel 

between states with several stops without having to present travel documents for the 

whole trip. Concern over this issue is raised in the article by Masi & Sender (2015), 

stating that the Schengen agreement and travels with different airlines enable this. 

The system of advance passenger information (API) would be of help at border 

controls as it reduces the workload for officials working with controlling the flow of 

passengers at entry and exit ports, namely airports where large amounts of individuals 

pass constantly. 

 

“Biometrics, passenger name data, the INTERPOL database of stolen and lost travel 

documents and Yellow Notices can be important tools for data mining and stronger 

screening to track potential foreign terrorist fighters at border crossings.” (UN 

Doc.S/2015/358 (2015):18). 

 

This quote from a report on the implementation of resolution 2178 (2014) 

connects section 3.2 on border security with section 3.3 on communication and 

cooperation and is further investigated in section 3.3. 
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3.3 International cooperation and communication 
 

Regional and international communication and cooperation is a key tool in preventing 

foreign fighters from travelling. The UN argues that all states shall intensify their 

cooperation through communications and information-sharing mechanisms, exchanging 

above all information on the movement of foreign fighters and terrorist networks (UN 

Doc. S/RES/2178 (2014):4). 

 
3.3.1 Cooperation 

 

Terrorism is labelled an international problem and thus needs international cooperation 

to combat on all levels. Cooperation is developed and maintained through organisations, 

alliances and collaborative bodies who connect domestic entities in order to facilitate 

cross-border coalitions. The UN thus urges their member states “(t)o cooperate fully in 

the fight against terrorism, in accordance with our obligations under international law” 

(Doc. A/RES/60/288 (2006):5). 

Organisations such as the UN, EU, NATO, non-profit organisations focusing on 

counter terrorism or the like, all require some standards or regulations to adapt to in 

order for a state to become a member. This would result in all members being equal in 

terms of standards such as measures, rules and regulations. 

Furthermore, membership in international organisations is one type of guarantee 

of support or assistance in difficult situations. Interpol is one example of an 

international organisation that connects domestic entities for cooperation. A 

membership not only guarantees cooperation but also training and capacity building as 

well as support in difficult situations such as terrorism (Interpol 2015e). 

In order for international cooperation to fully be an advantage for each state, 

membership of organisations, alliances and collaborative bodies is a must. Participating 

actively in the running and initiative in decision-making further shows interest in the 

issue and strengthen cooperation.  
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3.3.2 Communication and information sharing 

 

Interpol has introduced several tools for communication between member states and 

sharing of information and warrants. Databases for information on personal data and 

criminal information on individuals, registration of lost or stolen travel documents as 

well as general information on individuals subject for a Interpol notice, are accessed 

through the I-24/7 secure communications network provided by Interpol (Interpol 

2015a). Although this tool is accessible for all member states, Interpol has made it its 

mission to expand their efforts in order to make sure that these tools are being used 

correctly at border controls and airports (Interpol 2015a). Furthermore, if these 

communication and information systems are to be fully effective, it is of utmost 

importance that all member states contribute to the databases continuously and update 

information.  

In UN report 377 from May 2015, the API systems is further investigated and 

recommended to use in order to stem the follow of foreign fighters. The system is a 

communications system collecting passenger data and flight details provided by an 

airline operator and available for border control authorities prior to the arrival of the 

flight (UN doc. S/2015/377 (2015):2). It is suggested that this method would present 

information on individuals travelling to a state prior to arrival and hence interdict any 

travel attempted by possible foreign fighters. 

In order for the information sharing to be effective, extensive registration of 

individuals needs to be conducted. This is of course a question of integrity for the 

individuals as basic information would be available to access at any office connected to 

the system used for sharing information. Furthermore, part of extensive registration will 

most certainly be for information circulation and so-called colour-coded notices are 

suggested. These range from red, blue, green to yellow and indicate different levels of 

information such as individuals wanted by national authorities, warnings and missing 

people (Interpol 2015a).  
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3.4 Operationalising the theoretical framework  
 

The process of giving the theoretical definition operational indicators is called 

operationalization and is central in empirical studies and thus focuses for criticism 

(Esaiasson et al. 2014:55,58). Further elaborated, Esaiasson et al. argue that it is the 

process of creating a concrete concept from a hypothesis and upon which the validity of 

a research depends (Esaiasson et al. 55-56). The theoretical framework of this essay will 

result in a clearly structured theory to apply to the case of Turkey through the process of 

operationalization.  

Accordingly, the categories investigated can together constitute a theoretical 

framework for key transit countries to adopt in order to deal with the flow of foreign 

fighters to the conflict zone. Before applying this theoretical framework to the case of 

Turkey, the theoretical framework needs to be operationalised; it needs to be clearly 

formulated and summarised;  

The first of three major categories for action is internal security with focus on law 

enforcement, terrorism financing and countering violent extremism. Law enforcement 

would ensure any terrorist activity to be criminalised and punishable by law. Terrorism 

financing would enable enhanced monitoring of any individuals at risk of attempting 

travel as well as disrupting any financial flows to terrorist activities. Countering violent 

extremism is one of the key measures to be undertaken in order to stem the 

radicalisation of individuals at risk as well as making sure that any terrorist groups do 

not root within the territory of the state. 

The second category for action would be border security with focus on enhanced 

effective border and airport controls, following suggestions and using tools from 

Interpol and the UN. This area is dependent on the third area of measures as it relies 

upon effective information sharing between states to prevent foreign fighters from 

reaching the conflict zone and also prevent them from reaching their states of origin 

upon return. 

The third and final category for action would be cooperation with focus on 

effective information sharing across the borders an international communication. In 

using the tools presented by the UN and Interpol effectively, both internal and border 

security may be developed and enhanced. Those thus depend on the level of 
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communication and cooperation in order to work effectively in stemming the flow of 

foreign fighters. In summary, the theoretical framework may be constructed as such: 

 

Table 1. Theoretical framework 

  

Internal security 

 

Border security 

 

International cooperation 

and communication 

 

 

Indicators 

 

1. Law enforcement 

2. Terrorism financing 

3. Countering violent    

extremism 

 

1. Border controls 

2. Airport controls 

 

1. Cooperation 

2. Communication and 

information sharing 
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4 The case of Turkey 
 

The geographical position of Turkey is the main reason behind choosing this particular 

case, as discussed in section 2.1.1. Since estimations show that most foreign fighters 

travelling to Syria and Iraq pass through Turkey on their way to the conflict zone, this 

decision is further strengthened (Hegghammer 2013, Masi & Sender 2015).  

 

4.1 Turkish internal security  
 

In combating terrorism, the Turkish government has adopted the widely agreed 

definition “terrorism is the use or the threat of the use of violence, a method of combat 

or a strategy to achieve certain targets, that it aims to induce a state of fear in the victim, 

that it is ruthless and does not conform with humanitarian rules, and publicity is an 

essential factor in the terrorist strategy.” (Republic of Turkey Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs 2011a)  

Having managed to define what something is, it is also easier to prevent and 

combat it. Furthermore, in combating foreign fighters and thus in part terrorism, internal 

security is as important as overseas deployment of military forces. In investigating 

Turkish law enforcement, it is necessary to examine enacted as well as laws and 

regulations undergoing investigation and processing by the Turkish government.  

However, the recent attacks on Turkish territory, such as the suicide bombs in 

Ankara in October, stress the importance of well functioning internal security 

(Khomami & Letsch 2015). 

 

4.1.1 Turkish law enforcement  

 

A number of Turkish laws are connected to the topic of terrorism. Few of them focus 

solely on foreign fighters but as part of the larger topic of terrorism, they are still 

relevant. Although amendments made in 2013 moved Turkish counterterrorism 

legislation closer to that of the EU, it still remains broad in definition as well as 

application where it has been argued that the legislation is used for the wrong purpose.  

No significant laws on terrorism and counterterrorism were enacted in 2014, however, 



	 	

 

 

	

	 26	

several amendments to already existing laws were made (US Department of State 

2014). 

Turkey took into force Law to fight terrorism no. 3713 in 1991, establishing the 

basic legal measures for terrorist activity and offenses. It was amended and once again 

came into force in 2006. The updated version will be used and referred to. It is 

supported by the Turkish penal code no. 5237 as well as Turkish code on criminal 

procedure no. 5271, both from 2004 (Turkish National Police 2015a). Apart from these 

laws, laws on compensation for losses related to counter terrorism, reintegration, 

prevention from money laundering and counter-smuggling have been enacted (Turkish 

National Police 2015a). Law no. 3713 further develops the definition of terrorism and 

terrorism offenses in articles 1-5 and refers to the Turkish Penal Code for specifics on 

which acts are terrorist offenses (Law no. 3713 (2006)). Offenses classified as terrorist 

offenses are: disruption of the unity and integrity of the state, destruction of military 

facilities and conspiracy which benefits from enemy military movements, violation of 

the constitution, offense against a legislative body, offenses against the government, 

armed organisation, supplication of arms, enlistment of soldiers in foreign service and 

assassination of the president (Law no. 3713 (2006)). Other offenses are classified as 

terrorist offenses if the purpose of the offense is for terrorist means and are listed in 

appendix 1. The basic legislation and law enforcement on terrorism and 

counterterrorism is thus existing, criminalising the acts and enabling for prosecution of 

terrorist offenses. 

 

4.1.2 Foreign terrorism financing through Turkey 

 

Everything is in need of finance. No organisation or individual is able to act without 

some sort of financial aid or salary. Thus, one important measure in dealing with 

terrorism is the prevention of terrorism financing.  

Turkey has enacted several laws on financial crimes, the latest of them enacted in 

2013. Article 282 in the Turkish criminal code deals with the offense of supporting an 

offender and upon which law no. 5549 on the prevention of laundering proceeds of 

crime, adopted by the Turkish government in 2006 and amended in 2014, is based (Law 

5549 (2014)). A further regulation of this law was implemented in 2008, including the 
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financing of terrorism. In this regulation, it is stated that parties are obliged to report to 

the financial crimes investigation board (MASAK) whenever transactions carried out 

are suspected to support illegal purposes such as terrorist activities, terrorists or those 

who finance terrorism (RoM (2014)). Obliged parties are specified in Article 2d as those 

“who operate in the field of banking, insurance, individual pension, capital markets, 

money lending and other financial services” as well as other public services (Law 5549 

(2014)). Parties who fail to comply with the obligations stated in law 5549 are to be 

punished with administrative fines or judicial penalties. Furthermore, customs 

administration are ensured the possibility of seizing any assets, Turkish or foreign 

currency, brought with travellers physically crossing the border to Turkey if the 

passengers fail to present a satisfactorily explanation upon request from the customs 

administration (Law 5549 (2014)). Seizure of assets is also possible when there is strong 

suspicion that a case of money laundering and terrorism financing is committed. 

MASAK and the coordination board are responsible for the implementation of this law 

and others related to financial crimes, but also for collecting data and carrying out 

investigations and research on financial crimes and are explained in detail in chapter 

four of the law (Law 5549 (2014)). Terrorism financing is further regulated in law 6415 

from 2013 in which articles 3 and 4 stipulate the acts punishable as well as the nature of 

the punishment. Article 4 also stipulates that “it shall not be necessary that the funds 

have actually been used to commit an offense” to impose a penalty (Law 6415 (2013)). 

The tools for penalising the crime of terrorist funding are thus existent and available. 

 

4.1.3 Turkish measures for countering violent extremism  

 

Countering violent extremism is foundational in the work against foreign fighters. 

Turkey has two programs to counter violent extremism. The Turkish National Police 

(TNP) administers the first and the Turkish Government’s Religious Affairs Office 

administers the second.  

The program administered by the TNP is a broad general program focusing on 

public awareness activities, social projects, activities with families, training activities 

and research projects and are mainly aimed at youth as part of preventive measures 

(Turkish National Police 2015b). The aim of the program is to reach individuals at risk 
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or vulnerable parts of the population to prevent recruitment to terrorist organisations 

(US Department of State 2014). The different programs further educate officers, 

teachers, religious leaders and other figures in intervening in violent extremism 

processes as they are identified and prevent recruitment (Turkish National Police 

2015b).    

The program administered by the Turkish Government’s Religious Affairs Office 

(Diyanet) works through religion to counter the messaging of violent extremism, 

reaching out to congregations through the imams, all being employees of the Diyanet, 

and educating individuals in traditional religious values (US Department of State 2014). 

The main aim of the Diyanet concerning the countering violent extremism program is 

thus to make sure that individuals mainly in rural areas do not end up in a terrorist 

organisation drawing on religious slogans by educating the public in basic religious 

values (Hurriyet Daily News 2015a). 

However, whether the measures for internal security are implemented or not is 

debatable. Rumours circulating argue that although Turkey outwards seem to actively 

work preventively with counter terrorism legislation, law enforcement and countering 

violent extremism, nothing is actually done to prevent foreign fighters, economic and 

other aids to IS from crossing the border to Syria (Chulov 2015, Glick 2015). The oil IS 

exports are roughly estimated to a value of several hundred million dollars but where 

does it go and who pays for it? Most of the accusations pointing to Turkey, Turkish 

businessmen and officials come from Russia and Vladimir Putin (RT 2015, Whitman 

2015). 

 

4.2 Turkish border security  
 

Border security is one crucial tool in stemming the flow of foreign fighters or aspiring 

foreign fighters from reaching the conflict zone or travelling back home. The state’s 

government as well as possible memberships of organisations or alliances control 

Border security. Whenever a state is a member of an international organisation or 

alliance, its politics, laws and regulations will to some extent be affected by that 

particular membership. Turkey’s membership in NATO has since 1952 had a substantial 

effect on Turkey’s defence and security policy, being a cornerstone in the development 
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of national and international security policies (Republic of Turkey Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs 2011b). In dealing with the flow of foreign fighters, as mentioned previously, 

both physical land borders and airports are so-called entry points and thus need different 

types of extensive controls.  

 

4.2.1 Turkish border controls 

 

According to the annual Country Reports on Terrorism issued by the US Department of 

State (2014), Turkey has during 2014 enhanced their patrol ability and thus managed to 

increasingly prevent individuals from crossing borders illegally. Furthermore, the 

Turkish government is cooperating with foreign governments in compiling a so-called 

“banned from entry list”, where individuals identified as potential foreign fighters are 

being listed (US Department of State 2014). This list enables border customs to stop 

individuals from entering Turkey and offers a complement to the notices system run by 

Interpol. Reports state that this ban consists of as many as 20,000 suspected foreign 

fighters and is being kept at every border control in the state. Furthermore, officials state 

that 2,100 individuals suspect of being foreign fighters travelling to Syria and Iraq has 

been deported back to their countries of origin (Hurriyet Daily News 2015b).  

The EU is according to several newspapers urging Turkey to close their borders 

completely to stem the flow of migrants to Greece and further into EU (Traynor 2015, 

Kingsley 2015, Kanter 2015). This would thus result in difficulties for foreign fighters 

to pass through as well, and hence fulfil several aims. Border controls always require 

efforts from both sides of the border, thus making controls on the border to Syria and 

Iraq somewhat difficult to manage. Furthermore, militants control areas bordering Syria 

and are hence impossible for the TNP to gain control over, however, military forces are 

sent to the border to take control over the area and close the border (Cockburn 2015). 

 

4.2.2 Turkish airport controls 

 

An important tool for airport controls is the API system. However, no API system is in 

use in Turkey, although assistance from the US Department of Homeland Security in 

developing one has been initiated (US Department of State 2014).  
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The TNP is responsible for safety at airports as well as border controls, although 

Interpol supports and educates the national police forces of their members if required 

(Interpol 2015b).  

Risk Analysis Units have been established at 11 of the more heavily affected 

border crossings - airports, land border crossings and border cities – in order to identify 

and hinder suspected foreign fighters, thus supporting the already existing border 

customs (US Department of State 2014). 

Turkey has reportedly managed to detain and interrogate more than 3,700 

potential foreign fighters passing though at airports resulting on 1,450 of them being 

sent back as a result of these risk analysis units (Hurriyet Daily News 2015b). 

 

4.3 Turkish international cooperation  
 

International cooperation is a necessary tool for dealing with the issue of foreign 

fighters. Information sharing and communication may prevent the flow of foreign 

fighters to the conflict zone.  

 

4.3.1 Turkish cooperation 

 

Turkey is a member of no more than 25 different international organisations such as 

NATO, UN and OSCE. International cooperation should thus not be absent (Republic of 

Turkey Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2011c). Turkey is also a founding member and co-

chair of the GCTF, thus working actively with counterterrorism (US Department of 

state 2014).  

International cooperation is vital in order for the other areas of tools to work 

effectively as border controls need mutual efforts and information on potential foreign 

fighters, and airport controls need advance passenger information. However, 

intelligence cooperation may be as important. Extensive registration of individuals 

through intelligence cooperation and clandestine interception is necessary in order for 

disruption of foreign fighters internationally. This aspect is difficult to investigate since 

it is done in secrecy while most of Interpol’s cooperation and communication is official.  
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4.3.2 Turkish communication and information sharing 

 

Interpol provides for the I-24/7 secure communications network to all its members and 

is one important tool in combating terrorism and foreign fighters according to the UN. 

Tools such as the databases accessed in the I-24/7 network are readily available for 

every member of Interpol, however it is for members themselves to use them. The I-

24/7 network is installed at all 190 national central bureaus Turkey has been a member 

of Interpol since 1930 and all of these tools are thus available for use (Interpol 2015b).  

Information sharing is best conducted through international tools such as those 

offered by Interpol. These is no law obliging states to use these tools, however, it is an 

effective way of accessing information as well as sharing information about individuals. 

Interpol publish all the yellow and red notices reported by the member states and with a 

few searches on their website, it shows that Turkey uses at least those notices, thus 

reporting their missing and wanted individuals (Interpol 2015c, Interpol 2015d).  

However, as member of Interpol and Europol, tools for information sharing are 

readily at Turkey’s disposal. Reports on detained and deported suspected foreign 

fighters and the construction of a “banned to entry list” together with foreign 

governments are proof of some information sharing and communication across borders.  

Although Turkey is a member of and actively participating in the decision-making 

in several organisations, critics mainly question the Turkish NATO membership, 

accusing Turkey of not complying with the rules and regulations of the NATO chart 

(Carpenter 2015). It is further questionable whether Turkey uses all the measures 

available by Interpol or not as it is for the members themselves to choose. Whether 

Turkey complies with the resolutions and decisions in the UN is another issue, as they 

urge their members to actively cooperate in combating terrorism and foreign fighters.  
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5 Conclusions 

 

“Foreign terrorist fighters pose an acute and growing threat. They increase 

the intensity, duration and intractability of conflicts and may pose a serious 

threat to their States of origin.”  

(UN Doc. S/2015/338 (2015))  

 

The foreign fighter threat has never been as great or serious as it is today. Therefore, all 

that can be done should be done in order to combat this threat. Foreign fighters have 

amongst other variants of terrorism added to the spread, making the issue global. One 

important step in combating terrorism at large is thus to combat the spread of foreign 

fighters.  

This study has investigated the empirical research question: In what ways is 

Turkey as a key transit country playing, or could play, a role in countering foreign 

fighters? and the theoretical research question: How can the concept of a key transit 

country be understood in the context of terrorism research? An attempt to find an 

answer to these questions has been made in previous research on the topic but also from 

constructing a theoretical framework and applying it to the case of Turkey. In order to 

reach a satisfactory conclusion, it is important to look at theoretical, empirical and 

methodological conclusions and they will thus be examined in depth. 

 

5.1 The key transit country concept 
 

The first step of this study was to decide what constitutes a key transit country. 

Concepts such as transit country or transit hub has been widely used with a relatively 

broad definition, referring to any country used for transiting through and is used for 

both people and goods. However, this definition was a bit too broad to define the 

situation for a country more heavily affected by this flow of goods or people, a country 

where these routes end up or are tied together. As all countries are in one way or another 

a transit country, it was necessary to narrow it down further, to reach those countries 

more heavily affected. 
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Together with the concept of transit migration, the concept of people transiting 

through countries, and the studies showing that most foreign fighters travelling to the 

conflict zone in Syria and Iraq transit through one specific country, the concept of key 

transit country was created. What constitutes a key transit country in terms of foreign 

fighter flows was thus concluded in section 1.3.2 as the country outside the conflict zone 

most heavily affecting the flow of foreign fighters through their territories. It serves the 

same purpose as any central station in a country, a hub where different routes end up 

and are tied together. 

 

5.2 Constructing the theoretical framework 

 

The second step of this study was to construct a theoretical framework based on 

previous research and official documents. Measures and guidelines for how to combat 

terrorism and the threat of foreign fighters and counter terrorism is a topic growing in 

popularity every day. Although strategies on countering terrorism have been presented 

from several organisations, none aim specifically at the crucial role key transit countries 

play in combating foreign fighters. In order to analyse the role of Turkey, a theoretical 

framework thus had to be constructed.  

The theoretical framework has mostly been based on official documents from 

organisations on counterterrorism and combating foreign fighters for countries in 

general, where it has explicitly been argued that these measures are of utmost relevance. 

Drawing on suggestions from the UN, Europol and Interpol, I reached the conclusion 

that what should constitute the theoretical framework is internal security, border 

security and international cooperation and communication. These were further divided 

into different indicators, described in table 1 in section 3.4. 

Whereas the strategies and measures presented by the UN, Interpol and Europol 

aimed at all member countries, irrespective of their degree of impact from terrorism, 

this theoretical framework is aimed at those countries in a role or position resulting in 

them being the most heavily affected countries.  

It needs to be emphasized that the theoretical framework has been constructed in 

as general terms as possible for the possibility of applying it to other cases as well. 
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5.3 Turkey as a key transit country 
 

In the empirical analysis of Turkey as a key transit country, the theoretical framework 

as a whole was applied to the case of Turkey, analysing not how well the framework is 

working, but rather Turkey’s current position in combating the threat of foreign fighters.  

The analysis shows that although Turkey outwards seem to actively work towards 

combating foreign fighters, doubt is raised in the international community over 

Turkey’s real intentions and actions. It is further questioned whether all the legislations 

and law enforcements are implemented or just there to look good on the paper. This thus 

shows that the role of Turkey depends on who you are asking, as those positive towards 

the actions made by Turkey are mainly Turkish officials, government-run news agencies 

or different government departments while those critical of Turkey’s actions come from 

outside Turkish territory.  

When discussing the actions made by Turkey, it seems appropriate to mention the 

concept of deep state, referring to a secret state within a state where a level of 

government exists regardless of democratic elections (Söyler 2013:310). Turkey has a 

history of being a deep state, with the military exercising extensive control over the 

country regardless of the elected officials. The question is whether this still exists in 

Turkey, if the government says one thing to please the international community but is 

unable to fulfil those promises because they are not in the interest of these actually 

controlling the country, the military1.  

 

5.4 Methodological conclusions  
 

In conducting a study, aspects like material and method are decisive for the result. If 

these are not properly designed and selected, the result thus suffers. The method decided 

on for this study was a theory-consuming case study to enable an in-depth study of the 

Turkish situation. However, the theoretical framework needed to be constructed as well, 

leaving this study divided into two parts, one focusing on theory development, an 

																																																								
1	Deep	state,	deriving	from	de	Turkish	expression	derin	devlet.	For	further	information	about	the	
Turkish	deep	state,	see	for	example	The	Turkish	Deep	State:	State	Consolidation,	Civil-Military	
Relations	and	Democracy	by	Mehtap	Söyler	(2015)	
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inductive approach, and one on theory-consuming case study, a deductive approach. 

This resulted in the study using a combination of deductive and inductive approach – an 

abductive approach.  

The construction of the theoretical framework guided the analysis and although 

the framework was based on official documents and already existing suggestions, 

personal preferences have affected the result to some extent. This has however been 

kept to a minimum and could have been avoided if a theoretical framework had existed. 

The aim of the study was furthermore not to test the theory; hence the theory should not 

be given too much attention. 

One major issue for this study has been the lack of primary and translated material 

for the analysis. The lack of primary material is reasonable due to the freshness of the 

topic and an issue I were well aware of before conducting the study. Although being 

aware of this, it is still inevitable that this thus affected the study. The language barrier 

and the issue of translated material from the Turkish government and other official 

agencies however, was unexpected. This may very well have resulted in lack of 

information or data that would have been useful for this study. With more material, both 

new and translated, results may in the future be different.  

One further issue has been to look at Islamist foreign fighters. It is difficult to 

decide whether a foreign fighter is travelling to the conflict zone to help IS and its 

affiliates or to join the opposition. Neither does it have to be of religious reasons, 

although most of them seem to travel for Jihad or to support the conflict. 

 

5.5 Policy relevance and further studies 
 

In studying terrorism, it is important to investigate all aspects of it. In this study, I have 

thus studied the role of Turkey as a key transit country in combating foreign fighters 

globally. The analysis revealed that although Turkey seem to do much to stem the flow 

of foreign fighters to the conflict zone in Syria and Iraq, rumours has it not much is 

being done. This leaves a huge space for improvement, which might result in further 

combating foreign fighters and thus terrorism. The possible role of key transit countries 

in such issues as terrorism and foreign fighters has not been investigated prior to this 

study. This study has thus attempted to fill some of that space. Just as the freshness of 
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the topic means that it constantly changes, further studies need to be conducted both 

regarding key transit countries and foreign fighters.  

As long as the conflicts in Syria and Iraq are ongoing, the foreign fighter threat 

will exist and thus the strategic, important role of Turkey. The theoretical framework 

constructed and used in this study could very well be used in other studies, either for 

testing the theory or in applying it to other possible key transit countries. Although there 

is no evidence what the actions of a key transit country may do to foreign fighters 

globally or to the conflicts in question, I believe it is an important role to be played in 

combating foreign fighters and terrorism in the long run. The actions of Turkey thus 

need further investigation as Turkey plays an important role, both in combating foreign 

fighters and terrorism globally.  
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Appendix 1. 
Law 3713 on Anti-terrorism.  

Article 4: Offenses committed for the purpose of terrorism  

 

Migrant smuggling; human trafficking; intentional killing; directing suicide; intentional 

injury; aggravated injury on account of its consequences; torment; threat; blackmail; 

force; deprivation of liberty; prevention of education and training; prevention of the 

activities of a public institution or professional institution considered to be a public 

institution; prevention of the exercise of political rights; prevention of the exercise of 

freedom of belief, thought and conviction; violation of the immunity of residence; 

violation of the freedom to work and labour; preventing the exercise of trade unions 

rights; qualified theft; robbery; qualified robbery; damage to property; qualified damage 

to property; intentionally endangering public safety; disseminating radiation; causing an 

atomic explosion; possession or exchange of hazardous substances without permission; 

adding toxic substances; production and trade of narcotics and psychotropic substances; 

counterfeiting valuable stamps, instruments for the production of money and valuable 

stamps; counterfeiting a seal; counterfeiting official documents; documents presumed to 

be official documents; threat with the intention of causing fear and panic among the 

public; provocation to commit an offense; praising an offense and offender; hijacking or 

seizure of transport vehicles; occupation of a stationary platform on territorial land and 

industrial zone; accessing a data processing system; preventing the functioning of a 

system and deletion, alteration or corrupting of data; prevention of public duty; 

providing the opportunity to escape; degrading the symbols of state sovereignty; 

agreement to commit an offense; usurping military command; discouraging people from 

performing military service; encouraging soldiers to disobey; physical attack to the 

president; the offenses causing state of emergency. 

 


