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MIGRATION OF AHISGA (MESKHETI) TURKS
TO THE UNITED STATES AND LIVING THERE

The purpose of this study is to assess what Ahisga Turks have adopted in the process of immigrat-
ing to the United States and to discuss the methods individuals have developed to preserve their cul-
ture in the process of acculturation. Many factors influence this process at the same time. The Ahisga
Turks, consisting of about 600 families from the Krasnodar region of Russia, settled in various states of
the United States and later in the State of Ohio, forming the source of information. This study is based
on data collected through in-depth interviews with ten people, nine Ahisga Turks and one cleric from
Turkey, living in Dayton, Ohio, USA. The article contains both interviews and literature studies about
Ahisga Turks living in the United States. The return of Ahisga Turks, who were exiled to Central Asia by
the Soviet regime in 1944 for strategic reasons, is still being postponed for strategic reasons. In many
countries, including Turkey, where Ahisga Turks live, international organizations and think tanks continue
to solve the issue from a political and strategic point of view. As a concrete example, it can be shown that
although the return of Ahisga Turks to their land is a condition for Georgia's membership in the Council
of Europe (1999), neither the Georgian state nor the Council of Europe can implement the return process
as intended.

Key words: Ahisga Turks, US Refugee Program, migration to the USA, ethnic cleansing in Russia,
interviews in the USA, Ahisga Turkish American Community Center.
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AXMCTUHAK TYPIKTEPAiH, (MeCXeTUSIAbIKTapAbIH)
AKLL-ka KOHbIC ayAapybl Xk8He COA XXepAe TYpybl

ByA 3epTTeyaiH MakcaTbl Axmcra TypikTepiHiH Amepuka Kypama LLTaTTapbiHa KOHbIC ayasapy
npoueciHae He KabblaAaFaHblH 6GaFasay >KOHE aKKYAbTypaLuMsi MPOLECIHAE XeKe aAaMAAPAbIH 63
MOAEHMETIH cakTay YIUiH >KacaraH dAiCTepiH TaAkbiAay. ByAa npouecke 6ip mesrianae kenrtereH
(hakTopaap acep eteai. Pecenain KpacHoaap eakeciHeH keAreH 600-re >KyblK OTOACbIHAH KypaAFaH
Axucra Typiktepi AKLLI-TbIH 8pTYpAi WTaTTapbiHa, KeiiH Oraito wraTbliHa KOHbICTaHbIM, aknapart Ke3iH
Kypaabl. bya 3eptTrey AKLL-TbiH Oraito wraTtbliHAAFbl AEMTOH KaAacblHAQ TypaTblH OH aAaM, TOFbI3
Axucra TypikTepi >xoHe TypkmnsiaaH KeAreH 0ip AiH KbI3METKEpiMeH TepeH Ccyx0aT apKblAbl XXMHAAFaH
AepekTepre HerizaeAreH. Makanapa Amepuka Kypama LLlTatrapbiHaa TypatbiH Axucra TypikTepi
Typaabl cyxbaTTap Aa, 9AeOMeTTiK 3epTTeyAep Ae 6ap. 1944 xbiAbl keHec pexkumi OpTa Asusra xep
ayAapFaH axbiCKa TYpiKTepiHiH, [py3usaarbl aybIAAAPbIHA OpPaAybl 8Ai A€ CTPATErusAblK, cebenrtepre
6aAQHbICTbI KeriHre KaaAbIpbIAyAa. KenTereH eaaep, COHbIH, ilHAE axMCKaHAbIK TYPIiKTEp TypaTbiH
TypKuMs, XaAbIKAPaAbIK, YIbIMAAD MEH TaAAQy OPTaAbIKTapbl OYA MOCEAEHI CasiCV >KOHE CTPaTerusAbIK,
TYPFbIAQH LLELYAI >KaAFacTbipyAd. HakTbl MbICaA peTiHAE, aXUCTMHAIK TYPIKTEPAIH 63 XepiHe opaAybl
I'py3usHbiH, Eypona KeHeciHe MyLueairitiH wapTbl 6oAraHbiMeH (1999), Mpy3us memaekeTi ae, Eypona
KeHeci Ae kanTapy npoueciH oMAaraHAaM >Ky3ere acbipa aAManTbIHAbIFbIH KepceTyre 60Aaabl. KeHec
OaaFbl blAblpaFaHHaH KeriH Ae dKaAFacKaH.

Ty#in cesaep: Axucra Typiktepi, AKLL bockbiHAap 6araapaamachkt, AKLLI-ka keuui-koH, Pecenaeri
3THMKaAbIK Ta3apTy, AKLLI-Tarbl cyx6aTt, Axmcra Typik-amepuKaHAbIK, KOFaMAbIK, OPTAAbIFbI.
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Mwurpaums Typok-axmcrmHueB (MecxeTHMHLLeB)
B CLUA m ux npoxxuBaHne Tam

LleAblo AQHHOTO MCCAEAOBAHMS SIBASIETCS OLLEHKa TOro, UYTO TYPKM-axmcra nepeHsaAn B npoLecce
ummurpaumm B CoepmHenHble LLITaTbl, u 06Cy>KAEHME METOAOB, KOTOpPbIe pa3paboTaAn OTAEAbHble
AMLA AAS COXPAHEHMS CBOEM KYAbTYPbl B MpoLecce akkyAbTypaumn. Ha 3ToT npouecc 0 AHOBPEMEHHO
BAMSIOT MHOrMe akTopbl. Typku axmcra, coctosume n3 okoro 600 cement n3 KpacHoaapckoro kpas
Poccumn, noceanancs B pazanyHbix wratax CoeAnHeHHbIx LLTaToB, a 3aTtem B WwitaTe Orano, 4To u cTa-
AO UCTOYHWMKOM MH(pOpMaLmn. AaHHOE UCCAEAOBaHME OCHOBAHO Ha AQHHbIX, COOPAHHbIX B XOAE YrAy-
OGAEHHbBIX MHTEPBbIO C AECATbIO AIOAbMM, AEBSTHIO TypKamMu axmcra U OAHUM CBSILLLEHHOCAY KUTEAEM
n3 Typumn, npoxkusaolimmm B AenToHe, wrat Oraino, CLUA. CtaTbst COAEP>KUT Kak MHTEPBbIO, Tak U
AUTEpaTypHble MCCAEAOBAHMS O TypKax axmcra, npoxkmeatowmx B CoeaAMHeHHbIx LLITaTax.

Bo3BpallieHre Typok-axmcra, COCAQHHbIX COBETCKMM pexknmomM B CpeaHioto A3uio B 1944 roay, B
cBoM ceAa B py3nn, A0 CMX MOP OTKAQAbIBAETCS MO CTpaTernyeckmm npuyvmMHam. MHorme ctpaHbl, B
TOM umncAe Typumsi, rae NpoOXKMBAKOT TYPKM-axmMcra, MeXXAyHapOAHble OpraHmM3aLmm 1 aHaAUTUYecKue
LLleHTPbI MPOAOAYKAIOT peLlaTh 3TOT BOMPOC C MOAMTUYECKOM M CTpaTernyeckom ToOUKn 3peHns. B kave-
CTBE KOHKPETHOro nprMmepa MO>KHO MoKas3aTb, YTO XOTS BO3BpaLLEHWe TYPOK-axmcra Ha CBOIO 3EMAIO
aBASEeTCS YCAOBMEM uaeHcTBa [py3un B Coete EBporbl (1999 r.), HM rpy3mHCKoe rocyAapctBo, Hu Co-

BeT EBporbl He MOryT OCYLLLECTBUTb MPOLLECC BO3BPALLEHMS TaK, KakK NMPeANoAaraAoCh.
KaoueBble caoBa: Typkm-axucra, nporpamma 6exxerues CLUA, murpaums B CLUA, sTHMueckme
umcTkm B Poccun, nitepsbio B CLUA, Typeuko-aMeprkaHCKmin 0OLEeCTBEHHbIN LEHTP AXbICra.

Introduction

Although Georgia’s accession to the Council of
Europe in 1999 led to new research and develop-
ments regarding the return of Ahisga Turks to Geor-
gia, no serious steps were taken and Georgia contin-
ued to pursue a policy of slowing down this process
citing internal political problems. While all these
events were happening in Krasnodar, discrimination
against Ahisga Turks continued, and it became clear
that the return to Georgia would not happen shortly.

In 2004, while the search for a long-term solu-
tion to the problem of the Ahisga Turks continued,
the United States of America decided to prepare a
plan for the resettlement of the Ahisga Turks, who
had been subjected to various forms of discrimina-
tion for a long time, with the idea of contributing to
international efforts (Aydingun, 2006: 12). In other
words, the inability of Ahisga Turks to return to their
land despite all attempts and initiatives required the
search and implementation of other permanent so-
lutions. In this context, the need to transfer them
to a third country that will ensure and protect their
safety has emerged, international organizations such
as the International Organization for Migration have
started to work in this direction, and migration to
the United States has been formed in that direction
under these conditions and views (Aydingun, 2014:
121).

The continuation of the soft ethnic cleansing pol-
icy that the Ahisga Turks have been subjected to in

Russia, especially in the Krasnodar region, the fact
that the local government in Krasnodar has made
the Ahisga Turks stateless by not issuing a propiska,
and therefore depriving them of all citizenship rights
within the framework of systematic Turkish and for-
eign hostility, international organizations, human
rights organizations and many attracted the attention
of the activist. It should be noted that human rights
organizations played an important role in the reac-
tivation of the US Refugee Program and the inclu-
sion of Ahisga Turks in this program. The collective
ethnic discrimination suffered by the Ahisga Turks
in Krasnodar can be considered the longest-lasting
example of discrimination in the recent history of
the Russian Federation. Xenophobia, anti-semitism,
and even hostility and hatred towards all non-Slavic
peoples reached their highest level during the tenure
of Nikolay Kondratenko, who served as the Kras-
nodar governor from January 2, 1997, to January 5,
2001 (Aydingun, 2014: 122).

As a result, violations of human rights in Kras-
nodar have led international organizations such as
the International Organization for Migration to in-
vestigate the issue.

Materials and methods

The purpose of this study is to assess what Ahis-
ga Turks have adopted in the process of immigrating
to the United States and to discuss the methods in-

dividuals have developed to preserve their culture in
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the process of acculturation. Many factors influence
this process at the same time. The Ahisga Turks,
consisting of about 600 families from the Krasno-
dar region of Russia, settled in various states of the
United States and later in the State of Ohio, form-
ing the source of information. This study is based
on data collected through in-depth interviews with
ten people, nine Ahisga Turks and one cleric from
Turkey, living in Dayton, Ohio, USA. The article
contains both interviews and literature studies about
Ahisga Turks living in the United States.

The age of the interviewees varies between 18-
66. The average age of interviewees is 42.0. The
interviews were tape-recorded and later transcribed.
After conducting a literature review on this topic,
the obtained data was divided into categories and
analyzed. Interviews were analyzed through a cod-
ing and categorization system to develop problem-
atic themes that were frequently reported by partici-
pants.

The researcher used a semi-structured interview
guide. Demographic information was first entered
into the interview guide: information about the per-
son’s age, length of stay in the United States, and
origin was obtained. In addition, information on
their home country’s situation, reasons for migra-
tion, refugee status and experiences of applying for
US resettlement, experiences during the resettle-
ment process, and acculturation strategies were also
included. The purpose of the interview was to allow
participants to describe their resettlement experienc-
es as a whole. Additionally, more specific questions
related to resettlement challenges were included in
the survey: employment, finances, language, family
dynamics and roles, and future expectations.

Literature review

During the collapse of the Soviet Union, along
with the rise of the ideal of nationalism in the Soviet
states, we see the emergence of some ethnic con-
flicts. The tension in 1989, known as the Ferghana
Incident or the Ferghana Pogrom, led to another
forced migration of Ahisga Turks in recent history.
Some of the families who had to leave Uzbekistan
settled in the Krasnodar Territory in the south-east
of Russia. The local government of Krasnodar did
not allow the Ahisga Turks to acquire Russian citi-
zenship because they should be citizens of Uzbeki-
stan, even though they were Soviet citizens. Le-
gally, they were labeled as “illegal immigrants” and
deprived of basic human rights [Kuznetsov, 2007:
227] [Bilge, 2012: 10]. Violation of human rights in
Krasnodar Krai was brought up in international plat-
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forms and political talks. As a result, with the con-
tributions of non-governmental organizations, the
US State Department made it possible for Ahisga
Turks to settle as refugees in the US [Koriouchkina
& Swerdlow, 2007]. As a result of interviews and
negotiations, the United States sent about 16,000
Ahisga Turks, who documented their lives in Kras-
nodar Territory, as refugees to different states [Kari-
pek, 2017: 386].

It is reported that the US government acted and
granted refugee status to the Ahisga people for two
reasons: First, the discrimination applied by the
local government of Krasnodar, and secondly, the
unwillingness of the Ahisga Turks of Georgia to re-
turn to their homeland — the Ahiska region [Bilge,
2012: 10]. Immigrants and ethnic minorities in the
post-Soviet society continue to be discriminated
against by the local government of the Krasnodar
Territory, and researchers working on this topic
describe these human rights violations as “soft eth-
nic cleansing”. Ahisga Turks were condemned to
live without a country. The regional government
prevented Ahisga Turks from exercising their civil
rights by not providing property ownership, higher
education, legal marriage, and social and medical
assistance.

Many international organizations, including
the Council of Europe, the Organization for Secu-
rity and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UN-
HCR), the International Organization for Migration
(IOM) and the Federal Union of European Nations
(UFEN), have put human rights on their agenda.
They dropped. However, until recently, in these
studies, the focus was on the return of the Ahisga
Turks to the Ahisga region of Georgia, their home-
land, and no concrete steps were taken in this regard
[Karipek, 2017, p. 387]. As a result of the research,
a new alternative for the resettlement of Ahisga
Turks living in Krasnodar Territory and suffering
from deprivation of human rights to a new coun-
try has emerged. After investigations conducted in
2004, the US government accelerated its efforts to
resettle Ahisga Turks living in the Krasnodar region
to the United States. Ahisga Turks who immigrated
to the United States received a green card within the
first month, and those who fulfilled the citizenship
requirements within five years received American
citizenship [Karipek, 2017: 387].

Results and discussion

It would be helpful to briefly state the logic of
the US Refugee Program. Every year, the United
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States admits more permanent refugees than any
other country. Under this program, immigration to
the United States is managed by the Department
of Homeland Security (DHS) and the Department
of Health and Human Services by the Department
of Homeland Security (DHS) and the Department
of Health and Human Services. It is carried out in
cooperation with the Office of Refugee Resettle-
ment of the Department of Health and Human Ser-
vices — ORR/DHHS. At this point, the nuance that
should be noted is that the Refugee Act passed by
the American Congress in 1980 and the US Refu-
gee Program launched accordingly made it a his-
torical duty for the United States to accept such im-
migrants who were forced to leave their homelands
after being tortured. The United States accepted
these immigrants to help people. This concept is an
indicator of the importance that the United States
attaches to human rights. Ahisga Turks were the
largest group to immigrate to the United States
through the Refugee Program, which was largely
suspended after the September 11, 2001 attacks.
Within this program, the Turks of Ahisga are de-
fined as “refugees in need of special humanitarian
care”. This definition follows the recommenda-
tions of the United Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees and US embassies (Swerdlow, 2006:
1854- 1857).

Ahisga Turks drew attention not only for their
ethnic origin, history, traditions, lifestyle and the
Turkish language they used, but also for the prob-
lems they faced (Yuzbey, 2008: 681). Since mi-
grations shaped the history of Ahisga Turks, first
of all, their migration processes and the problems
they experienced during migration were analyzed.
Ahisga Turks expressed their thoughts about the
discrimination and forced migration process they
experienced in Krasnodar: “We wrote letters to
the countries of the world and asked them to help
us, but only Australia and America responded.
They came from America and spoke to us through
a translator. We explained what we experienced.
They asked, why do you want to go to America? |
explained that I wanted to enter the university and
become a pilot, but they did not allow me to study
in that department. After he asked me neither my
wife nor my children, he said “You are not going”
and left. America accepted us and we were forced
to we had to come here in 2006” (Poyraz & Guler,
2019: 197)

To end the “statelessness” and “nobodies” sta-
tus of Ahisga Turks in Krasnodar Territory after the
US intervention, the US State Department proposed
the “Relocation and Resettlement” law to the US

Congress for the first time since the 9/11 terrorist
attack. In the American laws, the name of Ahisga
Turks was mentioned as “American Meskhetian
Turks”. The “Special Immigrant Law” issued for
the Ahisga Turks took its place in the law books
as the Ahisga Turks Act of America. According to
this law, designated groups of immigrants, includ-
ing Ahisga Turks, will be resettled in America ev-
ery budget year under this law (Steinbock, 2003:
951, 952). After America accepted Ahisga Turks as
refugees and began to settle in America as immi-
grants, Ahisga Turks unexpectedly became the main
news of American media organizations. Susan B.
Glasser, one of the well-known correspondents of
“The Washington Post” newspaper, known for her
serious news and comments about America, wrote a
serious article about Ahisga Turks in the newspaper
(Glasser, 2002). Christopher Smith, a member of
the American House of Representatives and former
head of the Helsinki Commission of the American
Congress, who is very interested in the settlement of
Ahisga Turks in America, defended them in the of-
ficial “Hearings” of the House of Representatives of
the American Congress while informing the mem-
bers of Congress about the Ahisga Turks and said:
“I will give you brief information about the second
issue is the plight of the Ahisga Turks in Krasnodar
Krai. These people were forced out of their homes
and left destitute without identity, without national-
ity, without a homeland to live in, deprived of their
rights to permanent residence and citizenship, and
deprived of the natural rights that a person usually
has at birth. The city administration of Krasnodar
Krai has shown a blatantly racist stance by denying
the Ahisga Turks residence documents and citizen-
ship cards. I hereby appeal to President Putin and
the esteemed members of the Duma: Please ensure
that this arbitrary situation against the Ahisga Turks,
which ignores their rights regardless of which coun-
try they are citizens of, comes to an end as soon as
possible” (Aslan, 2014: 72).

Ahisga Turks, who attributed the discrimina-
tion they experienced to being Turkish and Mus-
lim, stated that they had some problems because
they could not obtain citizenship of the country
they lived in: “We lived in Uzbekistan, most of us
we were educated, we all had professions, but they
didn’t give us jobs. We could work in markets and
fields for a short time. They knew that we were
Turks, and if they needed us, they employed us,
otherwise, Uzbeks worked. Every day they said to
leave here. Our father and grandfather came here
from Ahisga, we were born here, but they still told
us to leave. There are so many people living there,
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but none of them have a house, or rather, they have
one, but they don’t own it. The title deed belongs
to either Russians or Uzbeks. Life became unbear-
able for us there” (Poyraz & Guler, 2019: 198).

Ongoing discrimination in the Krasnodar region,
the Ahisga Turks living in Krasnodar and without a
valid identity document, who were forced to move
from Uzbekistan to Russia under the US Refugee
Program, which gives priority to those in a humani-
tarian situation, at the initiative of the International
Organization for Migration, were allowed to go to
America as immigrant-refugees. In this context, as
a result of studies and assessments conducted to-
gether with the United Nations High Commissioner
for Refugees and other experts, the Turks of Ahisga
were given Priority 2 (P2) status. (Swerdlow, 2006:
1857).

Turks of Ahisga face legal and economic prob-
lems such as lack of passports, unemployment, and
inability to own property. besides, they stated that
another of the problems they experienced was se-
curity-related concerns: “I came here in 2006. They
were oppressing us. They told us that you are state-
less, leave here. There is no passport in Krasnodar,
they are not allowed to live there. They said that
there is no security there, there is no place here ev-
ery day, go wherever you want. Living has become
a massacre” (Poyraz & Guler, 2019: 199).

The US Refugee Program grants asylum in the
United States to individuals who are persecuted
for racial, religious, national, or political reasons,
and this status is granted based on a case-by-case
evaluation through one-on-one interviews. After
immigrating to the United States, the food, shelter,
clothing, and other basic needs required for the first
phase of resettlement are provided by private vol-
untary agencies. The International Organization for
Migration has taken over the costs of transporting
the Turks of Ahisga to the United States on the con-
dition that they be returned. This information was
also confirmed in the interviews conducted in the
United States. Immigrant refugees receive a per-
manent residence permit one year after arriving in
the United States, and four years later they have the
right to apply for American citizenship (Aydingun,
2014: 123).

The Ahisga Turks, whose efforts paid off, began
to migrate to different states of the United States in
2005: “Never a place did not take care of them, the
Turks of Ahisga were very bored. After that, they
turned to America and America took us. Thanks to
America, our people were helped. The Americans
came with the International Organization for Migra-
tion and checked our documents. They looked at our
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situation and then told our leaders to come and tell
us your problem in the American Parliament. Our
leaders came and talked about what we experienced
during the Bush administration” (Poyraz & Guler,
2019: 199).

The US Refugee Program is administered by the
International Organization for Migration and began
operating on February 1, 2004. On July 21, 2004,
the first group headed by Tienshan Svaridze left
Krasnodar for the United States. In June 2005, the
International Organization for Migration stopped
accepting applications. By the end of 2006, about
12500 people went to the United States, some of
whom did not live in Krasnodar. Later, in 2007, it
was reported that approximately 2400 people would
leave. Some changes were made to the rules estab-
lished at the beginning of the Refugee Program dur-
ing the implementation of the program, and even
those with Russian passports and registrations were
reported to have gone to the United States. As a re-
sult of the work that started in 2004, by 2006 Ahisga
Turks who went to the United States were settled
in more than thirty states. So, until 2006, about 9
thousand Ahisga Turks were settled in thirty-three
states and Washington. Pennsylvania (795 people),
Washington (509 people), Illinois (508 people),
Kentucky (499 people), Arizona (497 people), Ida-
ho (471 people), Texas (417 people), Virginia (417
people), New York (394 people) and Colorado (365
people) are the regions where they live the most
(Aydingun, 2006: 26). However, as of today, these
numbers have changed. After receiving citizenship,
the need to stay in the places where they settled dis-
appeared, and Ahisga Turks began to concentrate in
certain regions.

As mentioned, one of the issues against which
Ahisga Turks living in Krasnodar are discriminated
against is that they are deprived of the right to edu-
cation, and those who study at a university in an-
other country have problems finding work: “One of
my brothers is an electrical engineer and the other is
an architect, but they didn’t give us jobs. However,
we could work in the fields and sell what we grew
in the market. The atrocities they committed against
us were unbearable. We had houses, but we didn’t
have documents, we sold them all for the price of a
chicken. We did not see daylight in Krasnodar. They
brought us to America in 2005” (Poyraz & Guler,
2019: 198)

Until 2004, there were not enough Ahisga Turks
in the United States engaged in any lobbying activi-
ties and working for the admission of Ahisga Turks
to the United States. However, it can be said that
the regular reports prepared by the United Nations
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High Commissioner for Refugees on the situation
in Krasnodar throughout the 1990s and the fact that
many human rights defenders in Russia and abroad
kept the issue on the agenda are the reasons why
the relevant agencies of the United States did not
raise the situation of the Ahisga Turks can be said to
be the most important reasons. The USA, the OSCE
and the EC were also monitoring the investigations
of the Ahisga Turks and participating in these in-
vestigations. In 2002, the meeting in Krasnodar
between two human rights activists (Tamara and
Vadim Karastelev) and the officials of the US Refu-
gee Program organized by the officials of the Wash-
ington office of Amnesty International was one of
the important events that paved the way for the US
to accept the Ahisga Turks as immigrants. is one
(Swerdlow, 2006: 1861). It is not difficult to guess
that the research conducted by the United States on
the Ahisqa Turks has determined their suffering,
their distance from radical religion, their lack of
problems with the governments of the countries they
live in, their hard work and skills, and their ability
to adapt to new environments. These characteristics
of Ahisga Turks, on the one hand, coincide with the
logic of the US Refugee Program, and on the other
hand, since they are a group that does not pose any
threat to the security of the United States in the post-
September 11 conjuncture, the Ahisga Turks are an
extremely suitable immigrant for the United States.
As part of preparations for the US Refugee Pro-
gram, various criteria for immigration have been es-
tablished and it is possible to apply for those who
meet these requirements. It was determined during
the research that these criteria have led to new di-
visions in some families. For example, the condi-
tion of accepting the applications of stateless per-
sons meant that those who went to Uzbekistan and
obtained Uzbek citizenship in order not to become
stateless could not apply, and applications were re-
jected. In other words, the US Refugee Program’s
refusal to accept those with Uzbekistan passports
meant that 10% of Ahisga Turks living in Krasnodar
were unable to immigrate to the US as the result of
an error of assessment and continued to be victims
of the mild ethnic cleansing in Krasnodar. Although
these Ahisga Turks were told that they could enter
the program if they renounced their Uzbekistan citi-
zenship, the applications of those who applied in
this way were also rejected. Thus, Ahisga Turks,
who were preparing to go to America and sold their
houses and property, were left at the mercy of the
Krasnodar local authorities, deprived of some of
their family members — because there were persons
who had different statuses in the same family — their

houses and valid identity documents due to this
wrong practice (Aydingun, 2014: 126).

The statements of another participant confirm
that they experienced discrimination before moving
to America: “We used to live in Uzbekistan. From
there we went to Krasnodar, where we stayed for
almost 10 years. We came here from there. They
didn’t give us a day in Krasnodar. They called us
black people, tortured us, we couldn’t go to the doc-
tor, and we didn’t have any documents (identity
cards). When going from one city to another in Rus-
sia, 10 people were stopped by the police and asked
for money, they asked, “Who are you? Where are
you going?” (Poyraz & Guler, 2019: 198)

Reunification of separated families after the end
of the Refugee Program was left to their initiative,
depending on their financial situation and American
laws. Among the conditions for applying, Turkish
to be, to have been exiled from Uzbekistan, and to
have been a resident of Krasnodar before January
1, 2004. This situation was also expressed in the in-
terviews, and of course, migration could only take
place from Krasnodar. The data obtained within the
framework of the ethnographic research showed
that some Ahisga Turks who lived in Krasnodar
completed their registration in Rostov and were able
to apply by proving that they lived in Krasnodar. It
is noteworthy that there are various rumors on this
topic. For example, although the refugee application
can be submitted only from Krasnodar, there were
opinions that Ahisga Turks from Rostov, Voronezh,
Stavropol and even other settlements also applied
claiming to live in Krasnodar and the Refugee Pro-
gram was suspended for this reason. At this point,
it is perhaps necessary to assess the terms of appli-
cation of the program. So, during the application,
some changes were made to the previously defined
conditions. It should not be forgotten that the neces-
sary flexibilities or some imprecise expressions arise
from the specific problems of the Ahisga Turks. In
other words, it is clear that Ahisga Turks living in
Russia, regardless of whether they have registration
or citizenship, face more difficulties and more viola-
tions of human rights compared to those living in
other parts of the former Soviet geography. There-
fore, this fact should be taken into account when
determining the criteria for long-term solutions for
Ahisga Turks — migration to the United States or
other solutions — and further splitting of families
should not be allowed (Aydingun, 2014: 127).

The statements of another participant confirm
that they experienced discrimination before moving
to America: “We used to live in Uzbekistan. From
there we went to Krasnodar, where we stayed for
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almost 10 years. We came here from there. They
didn’t give us a day in Krasnodar. They called us
black people, tortured us, we couldn’t go to the doc-
tor, and we didn’t have any documents (identity
cards). When going from one city to another in Rus-
sia, 10 people were stopped by the police and asked
for money, they asked, “Who are you? Where are
you going?” (Poyraz & Guler, 2019: 198)

On the other hand, in the interviews given by
Ahisga Turks, it was mentioned that the local au-
thorities in Krasnodar encouraged them to immi-
grate to the United States. Alexander Tkachev, the
governor of Krasnodar at that time, in his speech on
a TV channel in 2004, said that Ahisga Turks came
to the region thirteen years ago, they took advantage
of many opportunities for free, but they stayed here
too long, they did not keep up with the way of life of
the region, so they migrated to a third country, clear-
ly stated that it is the most correct way. During this
period, it was also reported that the attacks against
the Ahisga Turks increased to encourage migration.
Undoubtedly, the Turks of Ahisga had great difficul-
ty in selling their houses and other possessions and
suffered great losses due to the exactness of their
departure (Swerdlow, 2006: 1867-1868). However,
another issue mentioned in the interviews was that
a significant number of Ahisga Turks left Krasnodar
and the remaining Ahisga Turks were unexpectedly
allowed to stay in the Krasnodar region since 2005,
as the result of the discrimination in Krasnodar be-
ing raised in international platforms. The Ahisga
Turks, who moved from Krasnodar to America and
settled in a scattered manner, complained about this
situation, mobilized the most important tool of their
survival strategies, the wide kinship ties as much
as possible, and made the best use of the available
opportunities offered to them. In the interviews, all
Ahisga Turks openly expressed their satisfaction
with the treatment they received when they arrived
in the United States.

In many interviews, it was reported that hear-
ing why the United States wanted to take Ahisga
Turks under the Refugee Program scared and wor-
ried many Ahisga Turks in the first days. The fear of
further discrimination is a concern of many Ahisga
Turks (Aydingun, 2014: 125).

After five years, a significant part of Ahisga
Turks, who had the right to legal citizenship, did so,
and some of them did not succeed financially or in ex-
ams, etc. reasons caused delays. In the US, stability,
regular job opportunities, regular salary payments,
humane treatment, which is extremely important for
Ahisga Turks, and the absence of problems in terms
of official documents made the post-immigration in-
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tegration process possible despite all the difficulties
(Aydingun, 2006) (Koriouchkina and Swerdlow,
2007). Of course, it is necessary to pay attention to
the difficulty of building a new life in a new country.
Although the Ahisga Turks have experience living
in different places, it should not be forgotten that
this spatial mobility took place outside the post-So-
viet geography with which they were familiar in a
certain sense. In other words, Ahisga Turks had to
start a new life in such a foreign country for the first
time (Aydingun, 2014: 129).

Within the framework of the Refugee Program,
the Ahisga Turks, who settled in different provinces
and settlements, began to show a tendency to gather
together in certain centers.

It should be noted that local refugee settlement
institutions are important contributing factors to the
implementation of the Refugee Program. Their mis-
sion was to help incoming immigrants settle and ad-
just during their first months in the United States. In
other words, they have tasks such as teaching im-
migrants English, finding jobs, explaining the health
care system, getting a driver’s license, and providing
information about the education system. Many agen-
cies rely on the support of local charities, religious
groups and volunteers. These vary from region to
region. Social services provided under the Refugee
Program are actually for five years, after which in-
dividuals are expected to provide them within their
means. This five-year period, as mentioned earlier,
is because each immigrant is eligible to apply for
permanent residence after one year and citizenship
after four years (Koriouchkina and Swerdlow, 2007:
402-403).

The migration to America, which is considered
the third exile by a significant part of Ahisga Turks
outside of America, is explained very differently by
Ahisga Turks in America. For the Ahisga Turks,
who cannot go anywhere from Krasnodar because
they do not have identity documents, migration to
America is, of course, the result of the desperation
they have already expressed. But while they contin-
ue to long for their homeland and their loved ones,
they make it clear that they are happy with the rights
they automatically have in America simply because
they are human. According to the data obtained in
the ethnographic study, the Ahisga Turks, who try to
meet their longing for their relatives by visiting with
the opportunities provided by technology and the
savings they get, never give up their efforts to protect
their social networks, culture and traditions. The de-
termination to preserve the traditions of the Ahisga
Turks, who had to live in many different countries,
has been expressed by many researchers who have
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studied this community. Among the noteworthy ele-
ments are the importance given to religion and lan-
guage, respect for family elders, etc. elements can
be enumerated. In interviews conducted in the Unit-
ed States, the Ahisga Turks openly expressed their
satisfaction with the respect shown to their cultural
characteristics. The Ahisga Turks, who expressed in
every environment that they were able to preserve
their religion, language and traditions despite all the
difficulties and prohibitions during the Soviet period
and after, have expressed in their interviews that they
are offended by some Turkish groups who try to in-
form them about Islam. Elderly women in particular
expressed their concern to the visitors, suggesting
that the reason for these attempts was based on their
ignorance of their religion. On the other hand, some
Ahisga Turks stated that they were able to carry out
Christian propaganda in the institutions responsible
for them because they were connected to the church,
but they also reacted to them in this regard. In this
context, it is clear that the Turks of Ahisga have pre-
served their religion by sticking to their traditional
concepts (Aydingun, 2014: 130).

Many researchers have written that Ahisga
Turks, who are generally satisfied with their lives in
the United States and who face conditions far differ-
ent from their expectations, have a very high func-
tional integration ability in their places of residence.
The Ahisga Turks who were taken to America from
Krasnodar Territory were placed in the provinces
and cities of America where the population density
is low and labor force is needed. American society
was very fond of its newcomer neighbors. The se-
curity and police forces were also pleased by the
almost absence of crime among the Ahisga Turks,
most of whom were educated and brought up with
family upbringing. Young adults coming to America
know that to have better positions and higher-paying
jobs, they must first get a good college education.
Today, the Assembly of American Turkish Associa-
tions is organized in all 50 states of America. Orga-
nized in each province, ATAA provides voluntary
counseling to newly arrived Ahisga Turks and pro-
vides English-Turkish courses after work day and
night so that young people can learn English as soon
as possible and prepare for university exams (Aslan,
2014: 73).

Steve Swerdlow, who has been following the
settlement of Ahisga Turks in America and the dif-
ficulties and concerns they have faced since the
beginning and published his research on this topic,
states that the settlement of Ahisga Turks in different
states far from each other has created moral anxiety
and “spiritual distress” among Ahisqa Turks. Ahis-

ga Turks want to live close to each other in America,
as they did in Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan
and Azerbaijan before. S. Tienshan, who lives in
Lancaster, Pennsylvania, expressed his thoughts
and concerns about this issue to Steve Swerdlow in
December 2004: “Every weekend I constantly travel
from city to city, from village to village, meeting
with Ahisga families who have just arrived from
Krasnodar. We encourage incoming Ahisga fami-
lies to live in the city or the countryside if possible,
or geographically close to each other if possible. |
think we can all get along in Pennsylvania. At least
we all live in New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Maryland,
or at least the Northeast. states. There are Ahisga
families who came from Krasnodar and live in dis-
tant states such as Idaho, Oregon and Georgia. We
also want to bring them here. At least our people
will live in one place, close to each other, as before”
(Swerdlow, 2006: 1876).

Despite this, it is a concrete fact that Ahisga
Turks do not feel that they belong to most of the
places where they live. When Ahisga Turks were
asked where they felt they belonged or where they
saw their homeland, different opinions were ex-
pressed. According to research results, among the
main reasons for these differences are factors such
as the generation gap, country of residence and liv-
ing conditions. However, despite all this, it would
not be wrong to say that Turkey has come to the fore
as a political affiliation.

Interviews conducted in the United States
showed that, although Ahisga Turks do not feel
at home and have some problems, they are gener-
ally extremely happy and impressed with being in
America, the environment of freedom, people’s
treatment and humanitarian approach, and institu-
tions that take care of them. However, Ahisga Turks
work in low-paid jobs, in some cases far below their
educational level. This situation was not only in the
United States because Ahisga Turks who settled in
Krasnodar, Rostov or other parts of Russia from
Uzbekistan had already experienced significant low
mobility.

The situation in the United States was no dif-
ferent. Like all immigrants, even if they are at the
bottom of the stratification system of the country
they move to, they experience the satisfaction of be-
ing safe and having legal status, and they express it
openly.

Dayton is a city where many Ahisga Turks have
settled in recent years. Undoubtedly, some events
that happened in Dayton have been effective in at-
tracting Ahisga Turks there. After the economic
crisis, the city of Dayton, which suffered a signifi-
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cant decline due to factory closings, was looking for
ways to attract immigrants to the area to revive its
economy. was one of the most important factors that
attracted Turks to the region (Aydingun, 2014: 132).

In the interviews, it was emphasized that it is
possible to buy a house for 10 thousand dollars, al-
though serious repairs are required. Many Ahisga
Turks living in Dayton and elsewhere have turned
their home repair skills into a profession, mak-
ing a living by buying, repairing and then selling
homes. However, in the interviews, it was stated
that there are Ahisga Turks who suffered losses in
some cases due to reasons such as lack of knowl-
edge about the legal status of their homes and lack
of knowledge of the legal system. Considering the
ability of Ahisga Turks to build and repair houses,
it is not difficult to guess that they carry out repairs
themselves in family solidarity. In fact, during the
research, it was observed that this is also the case in
Dayton and that the face of the city has changed a lot
due to the large number of Ahisga Turks coming to
the city and repairing the houses they bought in the
neighborhoods where Ahisga Turks are concentrat-
ed. So, according to various sources, 400 families
settled in Dayton until 2013. Both the administrators
and the people of the city of Dayton have adopted an
extremely “immigrant-friendly” approach to over-
come the bottleneck within it (Preston, 2013).

As a result of the interviews conducted in Indi-
ana and Ohio, Ahisga Turkish men were more likely
to drive trucks. Among them, 160 people work in
various repair jobs — mainly home repair, and wom-
en in various service sectors — cleaning, supermar-
ket cashier, food industry, etc. It was known that he
works in the works. In addition, it was determined
that Ahisga Turks, who live in large families and
traditionally take care of their elderly parents, also
earn income thanks to the privatized elderly care
system. The daily cost of out-of-home care is re-
ported to be around $27 as private aged care centers
encourage in-home care and become cheaper. The
Turks of Ahisga report that caregivers are paid
$700 per month for elderly people who are cared
for at home. Therefore, taking care of two elderly
people means an income of $1,400 per month for
the family. For this reason, some family members
prefer to stay at home and be the caregiver rather
than work. Among the information provided by the
Turks of Ahisga is that the elderly are given free
medicine (Aydingun, 2014: 133).

On the day of the opening of the Ahisga Turk-
ish American Community Center in Dayton, as a
result of the speeches and one-on-one interviews of
local administrators, it became clear that the Ahisga
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Turks changed the face of the traditional face of
the city of Dayton, their life and relations attracted
the attention of the local population and this caused
great respect.

Among the speeches made, it can be said that one
of the speeches that best expresses how the Ahisga
Turks are perceived by the people of Dayton is the
speech given by Mayor Gary Leitzell. Leitzell said
that they appreciate the hard work, efforts and family
life of Ahisga Turks who are not against the Ameri-
can social structure, they want to see more Ahisga
Turks in Dayton, and they will support all Ahisga
Turks who want to realize the “American Dream”.

Ahisga Turkish American Community Center,
created under the leadership of Islam Shahbend-
erov, became a member of the Assembly of Turk-
ish American Associations. The former chairman of
the Assembly of Turkish American Associations,
Gtlinay Eving, who participated in the opening, as a
Turk of American origin, drew attention to the fact
that the Community Center offers extremely im-
portant opportunities, especially for young people,
and noted that the houses repaired by Ahisga Turks
beautify Dayton.

Ethnographic studies have shown that different
structures were formed in different places. But in the
case of the United States, it would not be wrong to
say that the elite or community leaders who led the
Ahisga Turks before the migration faced a signifi-
cant challenge, and this challenge had the potential
to undermine their power. Despite the experience
of living in many places, Ahisga Turks encountered
a completely foreign social, political and cultural
structure in the United States for the first time. For
the first time, they had to rebuild their lives outside
the Soviet world — other than Turkey. The unity of
language and culture was extremely important in
overcoming many difficulties in Turkey. The most
important difficulty they faced was undoubtedly the
language problem (Aydingun, 2014: 134, 135). Al-
though it is possible to talk about the overall effort
and relative success in learning the language, it can
be said that young people are more successful in this
regard and therefore can communicate more easily
with local authorities. In the observations conducted
in Ohio and Indiana states, it was noted that this situ-
ation poses a threat to the traditional structure of the
Ahisga Turks. In other words, traditional influential
elders, regardless of where they lived in the Soviet
geography, were in contact with local authorities and
could respond to the problems of their communities
in different ways. Ahisga Turk’s elders and intellec-
tuals were respected both within their communities
and by other groups and local forces in the post-So-
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viet space, and their authority within the community
was established on legal grounds. It has been ob-
served that this situation has begun to change at least
to some extent in the United States. It is concluded
that young people who can adapt more easily to this
new environment and learn English more easily may
tend to disobey the authority of community leaders,
albeit to a limited extent.

From the statements of the Ahisga Turks, tradi-
tional kinship ties, which retain their importance as
one of the reasons for the chain migration emerge.
Another reason for chain migration is that relatives
who moved here before are satisfied with their life-
style. Ahisga Turks, who experienced many socio-
economic problems before the migration, do not
want to experience more problems, so they want
to migrate to places where they think they will live
comfortably based on the information they received
from their relatives: “I said I would not come, we
did not know what kind of place this was. Our reli-
gion is different, our language is different, and we
do not know English. The first Ahisga people came
in 2005. My relatives came here first. We decided
to come after 6 months, but there were problems
and we were able to come only in 2007 (Poyraz &
Guler, 2019: 201).

There is no doubt that in the coming years, espe-
cially the young people studying in the United States
will play a more active role in the group. Certainly,
this is a very difficult situation to accept because it
would mean a change in the traditional hierarchy for
the leaders and elders of the community. Despite
this, time will show whether the youth of Ahisga
Turks who will grow up in the United States will not
be able to get rid of the peculiar assimilation fea-
ture of the American system. In this context, it can
be argued that living in an open society, that is, the
absence of pressure, can make it difficult to preserve
certain cultural and identity characteristics.

One of the most important problems in terms of
organization in the United States is the problem in
question during the Soviet era and after, that is, the
dispersion of Ahisga Turks. Although Ahisga Turks
in the United States tend to gather in certain cities
and regions in recent years, various associations are
operating in different places, even in the same resi-
dential areas, and it is not difficult to predict that this
situation will continue in the future.

It may also be that different associations feel an
affinity with different groups from Turkey, and this
causes divisions among Ahisga Turks. Even though
they moved to the United States, their relations with
Turkey put the Turks of Ahisga in close contact
with other Turkish associations and Turkish em-

bassies and consulates, and because this closeness
is mutual, Turkish associations and representations
give them various contributions and support. In this
context, Turkey’s politics are closely followed by
Ahisga Turks, and even political problems and divi-
sions in Turkey can affect them.

It is observed that the Ahisga Turks are already
slowly making their voices heard in America, and
first of all, they are paying attention to the ongoing
discrimination in Krasnodar. Although the citizen-
ship problem of some of the Ahisga Turks who
remained in Krasnodar after moving to the United
States was resolved over time, i.e. they gained legal
status and were accepted as citizens of the Russian
Federation, it is clear that cases of discrimination
continue in practice. Undoubtedly, this situation is
also observed by Ahisga Turks, who have gotten
used to life in the United States over the years and
have taken important steps towards integration into
society. A significant number of them still have first-
degree family members and close or distant relatives
in Krasnodar. In other words, Ahisga Turks, who
began to concentrate in certain regions of the United
States, are improving their relations with local au-
thorities, Turkish Turks living in the United States,
and their associations. As a result of these relations,
it would not be wrong to say that they started mak-
ing their voices heard and almost lobbying. In this
context, one of the most important issues they try
to highlight is the ill-treatment, discrimination and
human rights violations that the Ahisga Turks who
remain in Krasnodar are still subjected to. It is ob-
served that the efforts of Ahisga Turks in the United
States to bring the situation of Krasnodar to the agen-
da are beginning to bear fruit. For example, Sena-
tor Sherrod Campbell Brown of the state of Ohio,
where the city of Dayton, where the Ahisga Turks
have been concentrated in recent years, is located,
wrote a letter to the Secretary of State John Kerry,
stating that there has been discrimination against the
Ahisga Turks living in the south of Russia, oppres-
sion and pressure has increased, and he emphasized
the importance of restoring the migration program
(Aydingun, 2014: 135, 136).

What is noteworthy about the migration process
of Ahisga Turks another issue is related to the sense
of identity. Two participants said that although
they had the opportunity to migrate to geographi-
cally closer countries, these countries accepted them
on the condition that they renounced their Turkish
identity, and therefore preferred to move to a far-
away country that they did not know at all: “We
said They accepted us to go to Georgia, Ahisga, but
they said, leave your Turkishness aside, come. They
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would change our names and make our surnames
Georgian. We did not accept either. Georgia used
to say, “Give up your Turkishness, I will accept it
that way”, but we didn’t accept it either” (Poyraz &
Guler, 2019: 201)

The problems experienced by the Ahisga Turks
after migration were also revealed during the in-
terviews. These problems are the longing for their
relatives in Russia and the United States. because
of their lack of language skills. The elderly do not
know English, so even if they pass the written test,
they cannot get an American passport, and because
they cannot speak English during the interview, they
cannot visit their relatives abroad.

The situation of Ahisga Turks living in the Unit-
ed States, which is the main topic of the research, is
of great importance in ensuring the continuity of the
group dynamics of Ahisga Turks living in the dias-
pora today. Almost all individuals of Ahisga Turks
living in the United States have acquired citizenship
rights over time, have been able to move freely to
continue their religious and national culture in this
geography, and today continue to live in better eco-
nomic conditions than Ahisga Turks living in other
countries. For this reason, these fundamental differ-
ences stand out as the characteristics that distinguish
Ahisga Turks living in the United States from other
Ahisga Turks. In the light of all these similarities
and differences, it is very useful to study the de-
mographic situation of Ahisga Turks living in the
United States, which is one of the countries farthest
from their homeland, and to determine their cultural
identity, expectations and concerns about the future.

When the living conditions, economic and so-
cial positions of Ahisga Turks in Dayton, Ohio,
USA are examined, Ahisga Turks show differenc-
es in economic, cultural and religious dimensions.
Adults can be seen using their previous knowledge
and experience to adapt economically to Ameri-
can economic life. In the light of the information
obtained from the interviews, the financial success
of the entire group was achieved. Second, families
take various measures to protect their cultural and
religious identity. The first thing to do is to define a
common place. The availability of affordable hous-
ing in the Dayton, Ohio area facilitated the forma-
tion of this shared space. The Ahisga Turks gath-
ered in the Dayton area strive to establish cultural
centers, mosques and madrasahs to preserve their
national and religious identity, thanks to the op-
portunities provided by strong intragroup dynam-
ics. The process of forming these socialization and
educational centers is still ongoing. In order to use
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these religious and cultural centers more effectively,
we are trying to establish a relationship with official
institutions and organizations in Turkey.

Conclusion

Ahisga Turks are encouraged by the authorities
of America, Russia, Turkey and Georgia to leave
the places of their birth and fertile lands in the Re-
public of Turkey and their unions, where they live
to this day, and go to America as immigrants. As
a Turk who has lived in Washington, the capital of
America for 20 years and who knows closely how
the American Parliament, the White House, the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and related General Ad-
ministrations work, he described the Ahisga Turks
of America as immigrants, and then called them
“National Security of America” and “Restoration
of Depopulated Areas”. It is not accidental that it
is placed in suitable places, in the right districts and
cities, depending on its programs. This is a “Social
Engineering Project”. By implementing this project,
the Washington administration “kills several birds
with one stone.” America and England want Azer-
baijani oil and “residual” based energy materials to
flow to the “West” without any interruption through
the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline. The territory of
South Georgia, the ancient homeland of the Ahisga
Turks, is the most reliable route for the Baku-Cey-
han oil pipeline. The biggest obstacle for Ahisga
Turks to return to their “homeland” is the “reliable
route” problem of the Oil Belt. On the other hand,
the Georgian government is worried about the upris-
ings of Georgian citizens of Armenian origin living
in the Ahalsikh (Ahisga) and Ahalkelek (Ahilkelek)
regions. The wounds of the uprisings of Georgian
citizens, who rebelled with the support of Russia,
have not yet healed. Georgia does not seem to have
enough power to evacuate Armenian citizens in the
Ahisga region and replace them with Ahisga Turks.
The lands that are the “old homeland” of the Ahisga
Turks are considered to be the lands that pose a great
risk for Georgia and the countries participating in the
Baku-Ceyhan Oil Pipeline project. Georgia, Turkey
and other “partner” countries do not want the con-
tinuation of peace and tranquility in the region and
do not want the rebellion and independence move-
ment to start. Ahisga Turks, who were brought to
America under the name of “immigrants”, are put as
a “patch” in regions where the “population density”
of that country is lower than American standards.
The project of Ahisga Turks moving to America is
an American-run “Social Engineering Project”.
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