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1 Introduction 

    Soner Barthoma and Önver A. Çetrez 

 

‘What’s past’, as the famous line in Shakespeare’s The Tempest has it, ‘is 
prologue’. Just as this edited volume is being compiled in mid-2021—some 
six years after the 2015 refugee emergency— developments in Afghanistan 
and the Belarus-Polish border appear once again to be laying the path for a 
new migration emergency. The past undoubtedly weighs heavily on many 
Western and refugee-receiving countries as they prepare for a new influx of 
refugees from the region while promising not to repeat earlier ‘mistakes’. 
The situation in Afghanistan lays bare in no uncertain terms precisely how 
foreign intervention can exacerbate state failure and trigger waves of migra-
tion. It also showcases the moral failure of intervening powers in failing to 
heed the complexity of the cultures they encounter or take responsibility for 
the social, political and economic consequences of their interventions. 

This volume takes up the challenge of providing a comparative understand-
ing of migration regimes and practices and their consequences for political 
systems and the people who have fled their homelands due to conflict, war 
and poverty between 2011 and 2020. Empirically, the chapters included in 
this volume are based on the research conducted in 11 countries (Iraq, Leba-
non, Turkey, Greece, Italy, Hungary, Austria, Poland, Germany, the UK and 
Sweden) within the framework of the Horizon 2020 RESPOND project 
(2017–2021), funded by the European Commission. 

RESPOND is a comprehensive study of migration governance in the wake of 
the 2015 Refugee Emergency, which has long been constructed as a ‘crisis’ 
in policy discourses. This ‘crisis’ has foregrounded the apparent vulnerabil-
ity of European borders, the tenuous jurisdiction of the Schengen system and 
broad problems with the multilevel governance of migration and integration. 
One of the most visible impacts of the refugee crisis has been the polariza-
tion of politics in European Union (EU) member states and the policy 
(in)coherence among them in responding to the crisis and its aftermath. 

RESPOND studied the migration phenomena from a holistic perspective at 
macro, meso and micro levels, enabling the researchers involved in this pro-
ject to understand the connections between policies, practices and experienc-
es through a narrative that is constructed through five thematic fields: 1) 
border management and security, 2) refugee protection regimes, 3) Recep-
tion policies, 4) integration policies, and 5) conflicting Europeanization. 
Each thematic field reflects a juncture in the migration journey of refugees. 
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Taken together, the thematic fields offer a holistic view of policies, their 
impacts and the affected actors’ responses to them. 

Migration governance is about controlling borders and security, but it is also 
about defining who will be allowed ‘in’ and who will be kept ‘out’. The 
responses of the actors involved and their interactions matter for the out-
comes of the policies. We observe that in the face of the 2015 Refugee 
Emergency, policy-making has been stretched and polarized between the 
particular (the development of ‘more efficient’ measures to tackle the mass 
movement of people across borders|) and the universal (the preservation of 
the foundational ‘normative principles’ of the global governance of migra-
tion). 

RESPOND’s focus has been on the Eastern Mediterranean route, especially 
the mass migration triggered by the Syrian civil war from 2011 onward. The 
countries included in the project and the target refugee populations have 
been selected accordingly. The selection was also guided by the significance 
of the chosen cases as the source, transit, and destination countries. The 
source countries we studied were Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan. The transit 
countries were Turkey, Lebanon, Greece, Italy, Poland, and Hungary. Final-
ly, the destination countries were Germany, Sweden, the United Kingdom 
and Austria. An important note here is the absence of examples of ‘transit 
only’ countries. Instead, given that conditions change quickly, countries that 
start as spaces of transit become, after some time, destinations for some mi-
grants to settle more or less permanently. Turkey is one such case. 

Method 

RESPOND applied a mixed methodology, combining legal and policy anal-
ysis of textual material with an ethnographic study conducted among refu-
gees in 11 countries as well as with stakeholders working in the field of mi-
gration in all these countries. As for the overall sampling in each country, 
researchers conducted a minimum of 15 interviews on the meso level (with 
stakeholders from a range of government agencies—including law enforce-
ment, customs and border officials, the coast guard, and migration agen-
cies—and civil society actors—such as lawyers, opinion leaders, NGOs, 
trade unions, and concerned residents and citizen groups 

On the micro level of individual refugees and asylum seekers, we sought 
interviews with a minimum of 60 individuals in the larger receiving coun-
tries (Germany, Sweden, Turkey, Greece, Lebanon, Iraq) and 30 interviews 
in smaller receiving countries (Italy, Austria, UK, Poland), with variations 
when needed. Each country team chose the two or three most salient refugee 
groups for the period 2011–2018. We practised a flexible sampling strategy 
within this general sampling plan, as the needs for each research cluster (i.e., 
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work package) and country were context-specific. For example, a stronger 
emphasis was put on integration issues in destination countries, whereas in 
transit countries, the focus was more on border and protection issues. Fur-
thermore, each country team operationalized the criteria based on this overall 
sampling strategy and developed its own sampling document. As an exam-
ple, the 2016 Turkey–EU deal set the time frame for interview selection in 
Turkey. 

We applied an inclusive approach to the legally and politically defined terms 
applied to those we interviewed between 2011 and 2018 (early arrivals 
2011–2014 and late arrivals 2015–2017)—namely, ‘refugees’, people ‘under 
subsidiary protection’, those with ‘special status’ and ‘residence permits’, 
and ‘internally displaced populations’. However, we limited the sampling to 
people originating from conflict areas who had been part of ‘mass migra-
tion’. We also focused on the Eastern Mediterranean route, with flexibility in 
some countries. In total, we ended up with 539 interviews with refugees. 

Another sampling criterion was the distinction between centre and periphery, 
which allowed us to cover a diversity of migrant circumstances and contin-
gent experiences. Furthermore, gender was underscored to ensure as equal a 
balance as possible between women and men in the sample. Age groups 
were also identified to ensure we included the experiences of younger, mid-
dle-aged, and older individuals. However, for ethical reasons, we excluded 
children and youth under the age of 18 and individuals who could not inde-
pendently express themselves due to illness or poor health, mental impair-
ment, or similar vulnerable condition. 

The project draws on an impressive amount of empirical material gathered in 
11 countries, including macro- (policies), meso- (implementation/stake-
holders), and micro-level (individuals/asylum seekers and refugees) data. 
The most significant data source in the project is the interviews. We con-
ducted 539 interviews with refugees and asylum seekers, the majority being 
between 27–50 years old, married, and with a higher secondary or tertiary 
education. Of the refugees we interviewed, 293 were from Syria, 61 from 
Iraq, 58 from Afghanistan, and 127 from other countries. The gender divide 
was 316 men and 218 women (5 interviewees gave no information about 
gender). We also conducted more than 210 interviews with stakeholders. 

The empirical material covered four major themes, each linked to a work 
package: the migration journey and border experiences (Work Package 2), 
protection regimes and experiences during the application for asylum (Work 
Package 3), experiences during the reception period (Work Package 4), and 
integration experiences, including education, working, living, health, and 
belonging (Work Package 5). The interviews were conducted using a semi-
structured format, with central themes guiding the interviews and flexibility 
for adjustment to fit each interview situation best. 



 4

Additional data produced through the project includes two larger surveys, one 
in Turkey (n=789) and one in Sweden (n= 639), both using convenience sam-
pling (Work Package 7), legal and policy material providing historical context 
and background (Work Package 1), and media material and policy documents 
(Work Package 6). Analysis was conducted following the best-fitting method 
to address the given research questions, including textual analysis, cultural 
analysis, political claims analysis, and legal and policy analysis. For the textu-
al analysis, we first applied an overall coding of the data according to the re-
search themes (Work Packages 2–5); each thematic or country report followed 
up with further coding to elicit finer details. Roundtable discussions with 
stakeholders, observations, Kino eye material, art collection, and a documen-
tary round out the empirical data sourced for the project. 

It is our sincere hope that all the RESPOND project data—most of which is 
open access and in different formats—will prove useful as primary and sec-
ondary data for other researchers, government authorities, local actors, and 
stakeholders. The material from the project is further described in the Data 
Management Plan (DMP) and follows the general guidelines on FAIR data 
management. The principles of research ethics pertaining to human partici-
pants, enshrined in the Declaration of Helsinki of 1964, are central to all 
empirical studies. These principles cover informed consent, how participants 
are treated and protected (including ensuring that their well-being precedes 
any scientific interest and balancing the risks and benefits for participants), 
and ensuring the research has positive consequences for society. We estab-
lished general ethical guidelines for the project, which were adjusted by the 
country teams to their specific requirements. Ethical approval was applied 
for and granted by the specific ethics board in each country. 

Concerning the research ethic of positive consequences for society, the RE-
SPOND project has maintained compelling societal relevance and a demon-
strable impact. For example, all country and comparative reports have in-
cluded specific policy or program recommendations. In addition, the project 
has issued several policy briefs and a final press release (see the appendix) 
that presents the main findings linked to actionable policy recommendations. 
All reports and other types of publications produced within this project can 
be accessed via the project’s website (www.respondmigration.com). 

One of the challenges of this cross-national research has been at the compar-
ative level. Even though RESPOND issued clear guidelines for sampling, 
coding, and report writing, there are limitations and variations in the data 
gathered and coded by 14 different partners in 11 countries. One is the una-
voidable but challenging use of different languages to gather data. With this 
comes the need for translation into English, either during the interview or 
when transcribing significant parts of the material, lowering the level of va-
lidity from one context to another. Additionally, the coding was performed 
by each country team separately. Although it was done with detailed proce-
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dures for inter-rater reliability in mind, there are still limits to a qualitative 
approach. However, such limitations arise in every complex comparative 
study on any topic. The critical consideration is to be transparent in high-
lighting limitations and reflecting on their impact on the findings. 

Findings 

When we started this project four years ago, our point of departure was to 
study migration from a holistic perspective. The underlying goal was to un-
derstand the connections between policies, practices and experiences along 
the migration journey of individuals. Therefore, in different work packages, 
we applied this methodological framework and studied the many steps and 
dimensions of migration, including legal and policy frameworks of migra-
tion governance, border and protection regimes, as well as reception and 
long-term integration of immigrants. Our guiding framework drew on the 
metaphor of the journey as the individual migrant experiences it. We also 
focused on the consequences of migration for discourses of Europeanization. 

Looking back, the primary contribution of this project has been the way it 
foregrounds the nexus between the individual, yet patterned (in terms of 
origin, gender, age), experiences of refugees and the broader policy and leg-
islative frameworks with which they interact. The three levels of analysis 
that the RESPOND research has engaged show how legislation and policy 
filter down into implementation processes and are then felt and experienced 
by refugees themselves. The simultaneous charting of these different scales, 
underpinned by the dual-methodological approach of interviews and policy 
mapping, tells an expansive story of migrant journeys towards full participa-
tion in host societies, constrained by de jure and de facto policies and prac-
tices. 

The results of the RESPOND project and its thematic work package lend 
themselves to concrete conclusions and key messages, which we want to 
point out. 

A shift from a civic welcoming approach to a hostile one. In the initial 
phase, policy responses to the unprecedented scale of human movement in 
2015–2016 were oriented to the perceived ‘emergency’ underway. We wit-
nessed some remarkable examples of civic spirit and solidarity in acts of 
welcome shown to people fleeing war zones (see Chapters 8, 9 and 10). 
However, over time—indeed, rather quickly—this welcoming approach 
swung toward one of opposition if not outright hostility (see Chapters 8, 9 
and 10). With the formidable articulation of far-right populist discourses, 
opposition to immigration became a salient political issue in many countries 
(see Chapter 4). Consequently, the policy responses shifted towards the se-
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curitization of migration: countries strengthened their borders, built fences 
and applied stricter migration control regimes. 

Governance of migration through migration control regimes. Tightening 
entry rules, introducing hard external borders and externalizing migration 
control regimes have become the new modus operandi for migration govern-
ance. Simultaneously, many countries have introduced more restrictive regu-
lations for immigrant integration at the domestic level, driven by a rationale 
of deterrence. Restrictive policies should be understood in the context of the 
rise of populism, in which migration is constructed as the main scapegoat of 
all societal failures (see Chapters 2 and 3). 

Governance failure. In the aftermath of the crisis, migration policy has in-
creasingly been informed by nationalist agendas (see Chapters 2, 3, 4 and 7). 
Thus, when it comes to the global governance of migration, we have ob-
served a massive failure to develop joint solutions to ongoing problems, 
resulting in the weakening of global governance structures and fragmented 
and divergent practices. 

Two contrasting trends in migration governance: ‘renationalization’ and 
‘externalization’. Our study focused on a period (2011–2018) in which the 
governance of migration was very much affected by the climax of the ‘cri-
sis’. It was in this sense an example of ‘crisis governance’. Crisis constitutes 
a (radical) rupture in the status quo or established governance structures. In 
our research, this has been reflected in an increasingly fragmented legal 
framework, a high level of ad hocism in legal and political practices, dys-
functional institutions in the face of crisis and emergencies, and decoupling 
of practices in the governance of migration (see Chapter 2). Overall, we have 
observed two contrasting trends in migration governance—‘renationali-
zation’ (in line with the rise of right-wing populism) and ‘externalization’, 
such as remote-control migration policies, the so-called ‘hotspot approach’, 
and bilateral agreements with frontline states/neighbouring countries (see 
Chapter 2). 

Protracted transitionality and extended EU waiting rooms. Another im-
portant conclusion is that in the aftermath of the 2015–2016 migration ‘cri-
sis’, European migration and asylum regimes have created the conditions of 
what we call protracted transitionality. We observed this especially in front-
line states, where refugees were physically and emotionally trapped in ‘wait-
ing rooms’, living desperately in legal limbo under precarious conditions and 
uncertainty (see Chapters 2, 5, 7, 16 and 18). There is a wealth of research 
pointing to the detrimental consequences of such conditions on the mental 
health and well-being of individuals and families (see Chapters 11 and 16). 

Lack of understanding. Our research has also revealed the deep gap be-
tween (migration) policies and people (refugees). The policies analysed dur-
ing the research generally pay little heed to why people want to migrate, nor 
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do they seek to understand the root causes and main drivers of migration at 
structural and individual levels. Thus, migrant agency is overlooked. While 
refugees are objectified and isolated during the asylum procedure, once 
granted asylum in the settlement/integration process, they are expected to 
abruptly transform into ordinary members of society and integrate rapidly 
and seamlessly into the system. In our understanding, this is one of the main 
shortcomings of the integration policies deployed in migration governance 
(see Chapter 16). 

The agency of refugees and hope. With its focus on the micro level and an-
thropological gaze, RESPOND has consistently viewed newcomers as full 
agents and sought to shed light on their lived experiences. Thus, the research 
has focused on how they navigate through highly complex asylum and border 
regimes to reach their destinations, the multiple coping strategies they activate 
along the journey and how they negotiate their rights and space in a new coun-
try (see Chapter 16). These are all very notable manifestations that foreground 
the agency of newcomers in both the migration journey and the settlement 
process. People migrate to find a remedy to the ‘existential crisis’ that they 
find themselves in. Here, ‘hope’—both at individual and collective levels—is 
the central ground sustaining their resilience and explains how they tackle and 
overcome the many hardships faced during the migration journey. 

Well-being, trauma and the policy-making process. Refugees, the subject of 
integration, usually carry the baggage of traumatic experiences. Their trau-
mas are exacerbated during the journey and post-migration stressors, trig-
gered by everyday life experiences and their encounters with society and 
institutions in the new country. However, the psychosocial well-being of 
refugees has seldom been the driving criterion in Western countries in which 
settlement expectations are primarily developed with an eye toward rapid 
labour market integration. Still, more than half of our participants report 
being unemployed, and the same number of participants have experienced 
discrimination in the labour market. In this regard, RESPOND research lays 
bare the close connection between the health and well-being of people arriv-
ing in a new country and social determinants during their integration (see 
Chapter 11). 

Migration and homelessness. One of the most interesting conclusions of our 
research is the light it has shed on the dialectical relationship between migra-
tion and settlement in the context of home/homeland and homelessness. 
When people migrate, they burn their bridges, leaving everything—their 
homes, extended family, and a lifetime of memories—to start a journey to 
unknown shores or pre-imagined destinations. Despite the strong emphasis 
on the political discourse on return migration, this journey is usually a one-
way trip. In this journey, ‘home’ becomes a central marker for settlement 
and safety, a safe zone to imagine the future in which the experienced home-
lessness and precarities come to an end (see Chapters 17 and 18). 
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Structure 

The volume is structured in four parts, consisting of both comparative and 
single-case studies, following the same holistic framework applied in the 
RESPOND research, which we believe is a promising heuristic lens for 
studying migration in a comprehensive manner. Bordering policies com-
municate with protection and reception policies as well as integration poli-
cies. As observed in this research, the externalization of migration policies 
dovetails with restrictive approaches to reception and integration policies. 
Understanding the dialectic relationship between all these migration-related 
policy fields is needed to contextualize change in policies and analyse the 
relationship between policies (macro level), practices (meso level) and indi-
vidual and group experiences (micro level). 

Part I sheds light on the European migration regime and focuses on new 
bordering practices and their consequences for the discourse on Europeani-
zation. Veronica Federico and Paola Pannia’s contribution offers a compara-
tive legal analysis of migration governance across countries, highlighting 
trends and similarities, as well as differences and relevant inconsistencies in 
the response to mass migration. The chapter begins by illustrating the com-
plexity and hypertrophy in the legal framework concerning migration and 
asylum/international protection in all RESPOND countries, with lawmakers 
frequently resorting to secondary legislation. The analysis then explores the 
variety of actors involved in the multilevel and subsidiary-based manage-
ment of migration flows. Their analysis reveals that given the lack of a solid 
architecture of national migration policies backed by adequate coordination, 
control and monitoring systems, and stable economic resources, the interac-
tion among different actors frequently becomes a synonym for fragmentation 
and discrimination. 

The chapter by Sabine Hess, Lena Karamanidou, and Bernd Kasparek revis-
its bordering policies and analyses the ‘summer of migration’ of 2015 as a 
watershed moment for border management and migration control in the Eu-
ropean Union. Since then, we have seen some noticeable shifts in terms of 
border management and migration control legal frameworks, policies and 
practices across Europe, at both the European and national levels. The au-
thors argue that since 2015, the logic of borders has intensified and expand-
ed. This shift is evidenced by new policies and practices (at both the EU and 
member-state levels) and by the proposals contained in the New Pact on 
Migration. Moreover, they suggest that the logic constituting the border as 
the primary instrument of responding to migratory movements is seeping 
into the wider governance of migration and asylum. 

In their comparative study of the Europeanization discourses of seven EU 
member states, Ivan Josipovic, Umut Korkut, James Foley, Ursula Reeger, 
and Tarik Basbugoglu show how contestation over migration has influenced 
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discursive constructions of ‘Europe’ in mainstream politics and media. 
Drawing on post-functionalist theories of European order, the authors shed 
much-needed light on the growing politicization and contestation in areas of 
EU governance that had previously been depoliticized at the national level. 
This analysis is then extended to examine the impact of contestation on Eu-
ropean self-understanding at the supranational level. 

Eva Papatzani, Nadina Leivaditi and Electra Petracou’s chapter critically 
discuss the grid of legislation, policies, discourses, practices, institutions, 
and actors that shape the governance of movements and configure borders 
from the global to the local scale by focusing on the Greek island of Lesvos. 
The authors argue that specific geographic areas have moved to the epicentre 
of global migration governance, emerging as important border sites config-
ured by a complex ensemble of policies and actors at multiple scales. In the 
same vein, Andrea Terlizzi’s chapter explores border management and ex-
ternal migration control policy in Italy between 2011 and 2018 by tracing the 
role of narratives in the policy-making process. According to the author, 
evidence shows that policy-makers have constantly pointed to the excessive 
migratory pressure and ‘illegal’ immigration as the main issues at stake. 
Moreover, Terlizzi shows how the dominant policy narratives have revolved 
around the discursive nexus of humanitarianism and securitization. 

Chapters in Part II discuss the fragmented implementation of refugee pro-
tection regimes in the wake of the 2015 refugee emergency. In their compar-
ative analysis Ela Gökalp-Aras, Electra Petracou, Zeynep Şahin Mencütek, 
Eva Papatzani, and Nadina Leivaditi look at the implementation of interna-
tional protection policies (especially asylum procedures and refugee protec-
tion) in the EU as well as in non-EU countries and underline four findings 
that are evident across country cases: 1) a highly restrictive and complex 
legal framework; 2) the proliferation and fragmentation of forms of protec-
tion and asylum procedures; 3) the ambiguous role of multiple actors; and 4) 
the failure of the hotspot approach and the Dublin Regulation. 

In his critical assessment of existing policies and practices in migration gov-
ernance, Nils Holtug shows how the refugee emergency has revealed that the 
European refugee regime provides inadequate protection for refugees. This 
chapter provides a normative account of refugee protection, explains the 
moral basis for refugee protection, explains how, in light of the previous two 
points, the present refugee scheme in the EU offers inadequate refugee pro-
tection. The focus of this analysis is border policies, the hot spot approach, 
border externalization and, more generally, non-arrival measures. Finally, 
the chapter proposes a ‘solution’ to the refugee crisis that is designed to meet 
the triple aim of providing basic protection for all refugees, not imposing 
excessive costs on particular destination countries, and removing the incen-
tive for nation-states to partake in a race to the bottom as regards being unat-
tractive for refugees. 
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In their joint contribution, Sabine Hess and Alexander-Kenneth Nagel de-
construct the prevalent myth of German exceptionalism by embedding it in a 
wider picture of asylum politics in Germany. They argue that the almost 
unanimous framing of the large-scale arrival of refugees in Europe in 2015–
2016 as the ‘European refugee crisis’ set the ground for a humanitarian ap-
proach to governance under ‘emergency’ conditions. This approach under-
mined existing legal regimes through ad hoc policies and measures in the 
name of restoring public order. The chapter also shows how the political 
discourse quickly turned towards perceiving the situation as a ‘state of emer-
gency’ in Germany in the aftermath of the so-called refugee crisis. 

The chapter by Ayhan Kaya, Ela Gökalp-Aras, Zeynep Şahin-Mencütek, and 
Susan Rottmann offers an overview of Turkey’s responses to refugee immi-
gration between 2011 and 2018 with a specific emphasis on the policy fields 
of border management, protection, reception, and integration. Their analyses 
illustrate that Turkey’s open-door policies and border management practices 
initially revolved around the principle of humanitarianism, which later tran-
sitioned to a politics of deterrence and securitization. The authors detail the 
shift from welcome and hospitality to reluctance in reception and the perma-
nent protection of Syrian refugees. Despite lacking an official national inte-
gration programme and the rise of a return discourse (to Syria) among public 
officials and the media, Syrians are gradually integrating into all major areas 
of society in Turkey. 

Turning to Sweden, Karin Borevi and Önver Çetrez analyse refugee integra-
tion and psychological health in light of the macro-level conditions of post-
2015 policy changes. Using the Adaptation and Development after Persecu-
tion and Trauma (ADAPT) model, the authors analyse the concerns for safe-
ty/security, bonds/networks, justice, roles/identities, and existential meaning, 
as expressed by participants (n=61) in Sweden. They conclude that uncer-
tainty in legal status and temporary residence, including related dimensions 
in the ADAPT model, have adverse health consequences. They also con-
clude that health issues warrant much more attention in the development of 
new protection and integration policies. 

Part III includes chapters on different aspects of reception and integration 
policies. Ayhan Kaya and Alexander Nagel’s chapter illustrates how the 
period of reception has gradually become extended in a way that has created 
limbo situations in the lives of refugees and asylum seekers. Focusing on 
reception policies, practices and responses in several RESPOND countries, 
this chapter assesses similarities and differences among different cases by 
bringing the recurring themes to the fore. In their comparative analysis of the 
housing market in Germany and Austria, Ursula Reeger, Alexander Nagel, 
and Ivan Josipovic show how access to housing is a crucial factor for the 
structural integration of refugees. While asylum seekers in the EU are sub-
ject to reception systems that encompass housing and social benefits, receiv-
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ing a title of protection marks a major juncture in refugees’ lives as they 
need to find an affordable place to stay in a relatively short period of time. 

Karolina Sobczak-Szelc, Marta Pachocka, Konrad Pędziwiatr, and Justyna 
Szałańska offer an overview of the integration of asylum seekers and refu-
gees in Poland. The authors detail the absence of a coherent migration policy 
and an official strategy for integrating migrants in Poland. Several legal acts 
deal with different aspects of integration policy (usually limited to the bene-
ficiaries of international protection) yet to varying degrees and in a frag-
mented manner. The authors discuss integration challenges experienced by 
asylum seekers and refugees in three specific areas: education, access to the 
labour market, and access to housing. 

Based on an analysis of the Austrian legal framework regulating immigrant 
integration as well as a thematic analysis of interviews with affected individ-
uals, Ivan Josipovic and Ursula Reeger provide a critical reading on how 
multicultural policies have given way to an assimilationist paradigm through 
the expansion of civic integration programmes. While the micro-level mech-
anisms underpinning the effects of integration policies have recently been 
theorized, they remain to be investigated empirically. This chapter contrib-
utes to closing this gap by studying the lived experiences of groups targeted 
by integration policy in Austria, a country that has traditionally pursued an 
assimilationist policy paradigm. 

Part IV offers chapters discussing the agency of refugees, their belonging 
and vulnerabilities in the context of migration. Chapter by Önver Çetrez, 
Vasileios Petrogiannis, and Justyna Szałańska present the various degrees of 
refugee agency in three areas—the journey, civic participation, and health—
and seeks to answer the question of the extent to which refugees exhibit 
agency against a backdrop of unfavourable external structural conditionings. 
Based on the empirical RESPOND interview data, the authors conclude that 
refugees are rarely seen as agents of their lives due to the involuntary nature 
of their migration and the limited scope of choices they have. Paradoxically, 
despite the many structural limitations refugees face and the many hardships 
they have experienced, there is also an expectation that they will integrate 
quickly into their new countries and that they will be able to demonstrate a 
considerable degree of agency. Although belonging is widely recognized as 
an essential component of refugee integration, there is a need for more com-
parative research to understand how belonging is created and maintained. 

Susan Rottmann’s chapter examines belonging in nine different country 
cases by investigating two domains. First, Rottmann shows that belonging is 
highly related to the specific social locations of individual refugees (i.e., 
their legal status, employment, ethnic background and gender). Second, she 
demonstrates that meso-level inclusion (either in existing organizations or 
via forming migrant-led organizations) matters for belonging. Finally, the 
chapter shows that a variety of conditions in the host country and character-
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istics of migrants come together to increase or decrease belonging. In their 
chapter, Naures Atto and Soner Barthoma discuss the concept of vulnerabil-
ity in the case of the forced displacement of Yazidis in the aftermath of the 
2014 genocide perpetrated by ISIS. The authors conducted fieldwork1 among 
Yazidi survivors of this genocide. Interview accounts also cover explicit 
descriptions of extreme violence or assault that the respondents faced. In an 
attempt to explain the Yazidis’ enduring vulnerability, the authors draw on 
the idea of ‘nested’ traumas. Here, the authors point to the historical for-
mation and sedimentation of specific traumas transmitted over generations. 
By introducing the term ‘multilayered’, the authors analyse the relationship 
between vulnerabilities produced and reproduced in different time zones and 
contexts. In the case of the Yazidis, the authors conclude that while living in 
a subordinated position in their homeland, their forced displacement has 
added a new layer to their earlier vulnerabilities. While producing subjective 
feelings of safety, equality and empowerment, the settlement context has 
made it possible for Yazidis to foster a non-national mode of belonging in 
these new spaces of settlement that provide them with the essentials they 
were deprived of in their homelands. 

Review process and copyright 

All contributions to this edited volume were double-blind reviewed by ex-
ternal researchers. 

Some chapters draw on previously presented sources, primarily from the 
RESPOND Working Paper series. The authors have the right to use or re-use 
portions of excerpts of their work, following proper referencing or acknowl-
edgement. 

 
 

                               

 
1 In this sensitive case, as with all RESPOND fieldwork, the interviews were con-
ducted only after ethical approval was granted. During the fieldwork, it is important 
to note that the authors provided external professional support to their respondents 
(whenever it was needed) and created a safe space for the interviews. Directly after 
the interviews the data gathered was anonymized and this process was repeated 
during the coding process.  
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The European Migration Regime 
and New Bordering Practices 
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2 The Ever-Changing Picture of  
the Legal Framework of Migration:                       
A Comparative Analysis of Common 
Trends in Europe and Beyond1 

    Veronica Federico and Paola Pannia 

 

Introduction 

In a recent judgement, the Italian Constitutional Court stated that excluding 
asylum seekers from registering with the municipal administrative office (as 
occurred under the rules introduced by the Salvini Decree) is constitutionally 
illegitimate.2 The reasoning underlying the ruling does not rely solely upon 
the principle of non-discrimination. The Court also objected to the intrinsic 
irrationality of the provision. Preventing asylum seekers from registering 
would complicate the process of identifying them (in addition to excluding 
them from several services and benefits). As such, the Court ruled, the regu-
lation contradicts the very purpose of the decree, which is to enhance securi-
ty and territorial control. 

This is a paradigmatic and vivid example of one of the main features of mi-
gration law: a stark, systematic contradiction between the proclaimed goals 
and actual results achieved through laws and regulations. This phenomenon 
is well known in politics under the term ‘policy gap’—namely, the gap that 
often occurs between policy formulation and policy outcomes. It has been in 
the spotlight of migration studies since the mid-1990s when migration start-
ed attracting broader attention among scholars (Lahav and Guiraudon 2006; 
Castles 2004). It remains a central topic that continues to engage policy-
                               

 
1 The authors have jointly discussed and conceived this chapter. Nonetheless, V. 
Federico is mainly responsible for the following sections: Labyrinthine and hyper-
trophic legislation, Horizontal subsidiarity, The role of courts, and the Conclusion. 
P. Pannia is mainly responsible for the following sections: Introduction, Vertical and 
horizontal subsidiarity, Vertical subsidiarity, and the subsidium of European and 
international agencies. 
2 Constitutional Court, judgement No. 186/2020. The press release is available at 
https://www.cortecostituzionale.it/documenti/download/pdf/request_202008031433
49.pdf. 
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makers, stakeholders and researchers alike as they reflect on the reasons for 
the failure of migration policies. In legal research, the gap between the law 
as it is formally laid down and the law as it is actually implemented was 
masterfully described by Roscoe Pound way back in 1910, when he drew a 
distinction between ‘law in books’ and ‘law in action’ (Pound 1910). This 
refers to the distance that sometimes exists between black-letter law, on the 
one hand, and how the law works is and actually applied, on the other. 

In migration studies, scholars have mainly addressed this gap, both in politi-
cal and legal terms, by emphasizing the complexity surrounding this research 
field. Notably, the hermeneutical tool of ‘multilevel governance’ has been 
used to capture and explain the phenomenon (Zincone and Caponio 2006; 
Scholten and Penninx 2016) by taking into account the polycentric and mul-
tilayered nature of migration management. This approach has debunked a 
traditional state-centric perspective (Gill 2010) by drawing attention to the 
role of the manifold ‘sources’ of migration regulation, which applies at sev-
eral scales—local, supranational and international. These sources at different 
levels actively contribute to migration governance (at various stages and to 
different degrees) depending on the specific matter at stake. 

However, the concept of ‘multilevel governance’ has recently met with some 
criticism from those who question its scope of applicability and theoretical 
robustness. Many have pointed to the polysemy of the term, along with the 
inconsistent use made of it by scholars (Caponio and Jones-Correa 2018). In 
addition, some authors also argue that the universe of migration regulation is 
too chaotic and disorderly to be wholly circumscribed within the cognitive 
categories of ‘multilevel governance’ or MLG (Campomori and Ambrosini 
2020). Thus, alternative theoretical frameworks have been proposed based 
on such concepts as the ‘battleground’ or ‘multilevel playing field’,3 deemed 
better able to explain the constellations of actors who interact and pursue 
conflicting objectives, strategies and spheres of interest. What these authors 
contest is the ‘irenic (pacific) view’ supported by the MLG approach. 

In contrast, the analysis often reveals the lack of a clear distribution of com-
petences, a lack of coordination and the impossibility of reaching a ‘negoti-
ated order among interdependent actors’ (Campomori and Ambrosini 2020: 
16). In this regard, a condition of ‘institutional uncertainty’ seems in many 
instances to pervade every level of national migration systems, where it is 

                               

 
3 The term ‘battleground’ was coined by Maurizio Ambrosini to describe the nature 
of ‘the multi-actor, conflictual and plural local dynamics’ (Campomori and Am-
brosini 2020: 3. See also Ambrosini 2018). The ‘multilevel playing field’ concept 
was introduced by Lahav and Guiraudon (2006: 208) and is referred to by Cam-
pomori and Ambrosini as a useful basis for investigating ‘not only the various levels 
of policy making, but also the diverse actors and logics that prevail in it’ (Cam-
pomori and Ambrosini 2020: 16).  
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the law in itself and not only the way it is implemented that instils uncertain-
ty, instability and discrimination into the system (Pannia 2020). This condi-
tion raises the question of whether, in some contexts, the management of 
migration can be accurately described as ‘governance’ (Sabchev 2020). 

Based on these considerations, some critics also challenge the methodology 
traditionally adopted in migration research. In this respect, the issue’s com-
plexity should be considered when defining migration as a field of study and 
when addressing the analytical process per se and how migration is studied 
and understood (Lahav and Guiraudon 2006; Scholten 2020). Doing so re-
quires adopting a comparative perspective and a more flexible and dynamic 
methodology, which attempts to grasp the real dimensions of the phenome-
non with its inherent fluidity and continuous transformation. 

This chapter aims to analyse, precisely from such a perspective, how select-
ed states in Europe and beyond (namely the RESPOND countries of Austria, 
Germany, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Lebanon, Poland, Sweden, Turkey4) have 
responded to post-2014 migration flows. Drawing upon evidence provided 
by national reports within the RESPOND research project, the chapter pro-
vides a comparative legal and institutional analysis of migration governance 
across countries, highlighting trends and similarities, as well as differences 
and relevant inconsistencies in the response to mass migration. It will at-
tempt to offer an overview of a changing situation that, while acknowledging 
the peculiarities of very diverse national contexts, may help capture the main 
tendencies and common mechanisms, if any, underlying the formulation and 
implementation of migration law across countries. 

The chapter also offers analytical insights for evaluating the potential impli-
cations of the dynamics of migration management in the aforementioned 
countries concerning the respect for fundamental rights. Indeed, any analysis 
of the ‘policy gap’ and the lack of efficacy of migration laws needs to be 
complemented with a rights-based perspective. What is at stake is not exclu-
sively a governance issue, which can be assessed and measured against the 
parameter of effectiveness, but also the protection of vulnerable people, 
where the salient parameters are human dignity and fundamental rights 
(Cholewinski and Taran 2009). Mapping out the multiplicity of actors in-
volved in the management of migration and analysing the complex dynamics 
of their interactions also entails an assessment of the implications that these 
extremely mobile and fast-changing dynamics have on migrants’ rights. That 
is the aim of this chapter. 

The chapter begins by illustrating that, in all RESPOND countries, the legal 
framework concerning migration and asylum/international protection is ex-

                               

 
4 The RESPOND study also included the case of Iraq, which is not included in this 
chapter, as the data gathered are not homogeneous and therefore not comparable.  
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tremely complex and hypertrophic, with lawmakers frequently resorting to 
secondary legislation (such as decrees, by-laws, regulations, and the like) 
instead of proper statutes/acts of parliament. The outcome is a stratified legal 
framework that is extremely fragmented and largely unintelligible, making 
consistent interpretation and implementation very difficult. Therefore, the 
enforcement of laws and guarantees of fundamental rights are jeopardized 
and often greatly depend on the discretionary power of individual offices and 
officials. The analysis then goes on to explore the variety of actors who are 
involved in the multilevel and subsidiary-based management of migration 
flows. All tiers of government (from international to local) are involved, 
with different, often overlapping, or not clearly defined competences. In 
addition, third-sector actors and private companies are also part of national 
migration management mechanisms, making the picture even more complex, 
fluid and blurred. 

The third section is devoted to courts, which play a relevant role in migration 
governance, in the name both of the rule of law and of uninfringeable rights. 
On the one hand, judges are crucial in securing remedies for those whose 
rights have been violated and are, on the other, a crucial source of sound 
interpretations of legal provisions. However, their interventions, especially 
when court judgements do not have an erga omnes effect (that is, they are 
not constitutional/supreme court rulings), may also result in further fragmen-
tation and personalization of rights entitlements and guarantees. Finally, the 
concluding remarks of the chapter highlight that the interaction among actors 
involved in the management of migration often ends up exacerbating the 
fragmentation of legal guarantees and protection. 

Labyrinthine and hypertrophic legislation 

In all countries involved in the RESPOND study, the legal framework gov-
erning migration and asylum is extremely complex and cumbersome. This is 
even more true for the RESPOND countries that are also EU member states. 
While EU law partially harmonizes several aspects of the legal framework 
for migration, it still falls short of expectations for a common European asy-
lum system and more coherent economic, family and migration law across 
the continent. 

The national legislation of each RESPOND country has undergone continu-
ous changes, not necessarily in a coherent fashion. For example, in the UK, 
12 Acts of Parliament regulating immigration issues have been approved in 
the last 20 years (Hirst and Atto 2018). In Italy, the Consolidated Law on 
Immigration consists of multiple fragmentary provisions and lacks internal 
consistency, precluding its effective application. The same complexity, in-
consistency and rapid evolution are also apparent in the legal frameworks of 
Germany and Austria. Concerning the latter, scholars have highlighted that 
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the Aliens Act was created in 1992 as a follow-up to the former Aliens Po-
lice Act and merged with the Residence Act in 1997. However, the same 
subject matter was later separated again into the Foreign Police Act (FPG) 
and Settlement and Residence Act (NAG), which have formed the legal ba-
sis of the provisions adopted since 2005 (Hirst and Atto 2018: 80). In Ger-
many, the ‘law distinguishes between the various migrant groups in a very 
bureaucratic way, extending to 107 legal paragraphs with some 50 different 
types of residency permits’ (Franzke 2021: 110). 

Adding further to this complexity is the fact that in most RESPOND coun-
tries, acts of primary legislation only provide a general framework and im-
migration issues are de facto regulated in detail and implemented by conge-
ries of acts of secondary legislation (by-laws, regulations, ministerial circu-
lars, administrative rules, and the like). This trend can be seen above all in 
Turkey, where the rules regarding ‘temporary protection’ status (currently 
the main form of protection granted to most asylum seekers in the country) 
are defined in acts of secondary legislation. The leading example of such 
legislation is the Temporary Protection Regulation issued on 22 October 
2014 by a Board of Ministers. However, the Regulation on Work Permits of 
Foreigners under Temporary Protection also maintains a certain relevance. 
In addition, a plethora of circulars complement the regulation of the tempo-
rary protection status, but most are not publicly accessible. As a result, the 
authorities’ discretion is further broadened, especially when it comes to cir-
culars dealing with public order and security issues (Çetin et al. 2018). 

Acts of secondary legislation also play a central role in the legal frameworks 
of Poland and Austria, and even the UK. The ‘hotspot approach’ in Italy was 
developed entirely based on secondary legislation, up until the introduction 
of Legislative Decree No.13/2017, which, nevertheless, fails to provide a 
thorough legal basis for the operations carried out, and thus to guarantee 
their constitutional legitimacy.5 In Italy, there is an abundance of evidence 
pointing to this trend, which sees a secondary role for the parliament and 
constant erosion of the mechanisms of democratic scrutiny. The numerous 
readmission agreements signed by the country are a good example of the 
approach that has been taken (and is mirrored at the EU level by the EU–
Turkey Statement).6 The ‘code of conduct for the NGOs operating in the 
rescue of migrants at sea’, issued by the Italian Ministry of the Interior in 
consultation with the European Commission, further echoes this type of pol-

                               

 
5 Moreover, from a substantive point of view it should be noted that in the last three 
years, legislative decrees have been approved without any real parliamentary con-
trol, as the cabinet asked for a vote of confidence on each bill, thus reducing the 
possibilities of amending it (Pannia et al. 2018: 63).  
6 Some of these readmission agreements can be found at the following page of the 
Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs website: http://atrio.esteri.it/.  
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icy approach. It aims to regulate search and rescue operations in the Mediter-
ranean conducted by non-governmental actors, including those flying third 
states’ flags. However, as stressed by ASGI (the Italian Association for Le-
gal Studies on Immigration), this ‘code of conduct’ is just another example 
of a more general and regrettable trend towards regulating migration through 
atypical acts in order to evade the judicial and democratic checks and bal-
ances that are inherent to a society based on the rule of law (ASGI 2017; 
MSF 2017). 

Along similar lines, a new reform was recently introduced in Hungary, 
which authorized parliament to declare a ‘state of terror threat’ (Gyollai 
2018: 296) upon a government proposal and subject to the approval of a two-
thirds majority of the members present. In the event of authorization, the 
government may enact extraordinary measures, suspending or waiving the 
ordinary procedures established by law. The ‘state of terror threat’ is trig-
gered in cases where there is a ‘significant and direct threat of a terrorist 
attack’. Unfortunately, this extremely vague definition has led to several 
misuses of these exceptional powers. For example, in 2015, clashes at the 
Roszke border crossing were reportedly depicted by members of the press as 
a ‘quasi-terror threat situation’. This provided the pretext for the arrest of 11 
migrants, one of whom was sentenced to 10 years imprisonment for terror-
ism (Gyollai 2018; Kovács 2016; Amnesty International 2016). 

The dominance of secondary regulation over proper acts of parliament does 
not solely impact the rule of law as formally understood; it has serious im-
plications for the quality of regulation, the separation of powers and demo-
cratic scrutiny over legislation by parliaments. Human rights theories in-
clude, among the mechanisms of rights protection, the constitutional and 
legal provisions requiring that certain matters be governed by parliament 
alone (Malfatti 2018). A person can be deprived of or limited in his or her 
fundamental liberties ‘only in such cases and in such manner as provided by 
the law’.7 This bastion of legal protection is based on a twofold guarantee: a 
procedural one, which relies on the formal law-making process, and a demo-

                               

 
7 See for example Art. 13 of the Italian Constitution or Art. 2 of the German Basic 
Law (‘These rights may be interfered with only pursuant to a law’) or Arts. 13 and 
16 of the Turkish Constitution, which provide that fundamental rights can be re-
stricted only by law, in accordance with the constitution, and, in the case of aliens, 
also in accordance with international law (Art. 13 ‘Fundamental rights and freedoms 
may be restricted only by law and in conformity with the reasons mentioned in the 
relevant articles of the Constitution without infringing upon their essence. These 
restrictions shall not be contrary to the letter and spirit of the Constitution and the 
requirements of the democratic order of the society and the secular republic and the 
principle of proportionality’; Art. 16 ‘The fundamental rights and freedoms in re-
spect to aliens may be restricted by law compatible with international law’). 
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cratic one, which relies on the function of political control over parliamen-
tary decision-making. 

Such a twofold guarantee becomes even more relevant when the rights at 
stake are those of a particularly vulnerable category of people: migrants. 
Migrants, who are by definition non-citizens, remain outside the scope of 
representation based on citizenship. This means that they are subject to the 
legal systems of the countries they live in, with no power to influence the 
rules that govern their lives. It is the citizens’ choices (as expressed through 
their representatives in parliament) that define the statuses, rights, duties and 
conditions of aliens, as the latter are systematically prevented from having a 
say (at least directly, because they are disenfranchised) in the law-making 
and decision-making processes that have such a crucial impact on their lives. 
Against such a fragile background, bypassing the primary role of parliaments 
may seriously jeopardize the guarantee of rights. 

However, secondary acts are rarely subjected to parliamentary debate. The 
lack of adequate parliamentary control results in broad executive discretion 
regarding the concrete regulation of important migration issues. The second-
ary role of the parliament and the increasing range of policies that are not 
subject to democratic scrutiny are another general trend observable through-
out RESPOND countries. Indeed, the governments of most countries bypass 
the use of ordinary legislation to manage migration and frequently resort to 
decrees or other informal acts, such as communications, standard operating 
procedures and circulars, thereby de facto eliminating parliamentary control 
and concentrating both decision-making and implementation in the hands of 
the executive. 

Therefore, the principle of separation of powers has had a different configu-
ration regarding migration policy, where the executive has historically been 
allocated a preeminent role compared to the legislature and the judiciary. 
However, the refugee crisis has amplified the imbalance between the state 
powers, so much so that the traditional doctrine on the separation of powers 
should be reassessed in light of current developments (Bilchitz and Landau 
2018). 

 

Vertical and horizontal subsidiarity 
The principle of subsidiarity is neither a universal nor univocal concept: its 
definition changes depending on the context, interests and ideological back-
ground surrounding its use (Kazepov 2010; Rinella 1999). Also for this rea-
son, the relationship between the concepts of subsidiarity and multilevel 
governance remains controversial in scholarly debates. Some authors con-
ceive this relationship as divisive and conflicting. Here, the principle of sub-
sidiarity is seen to represent a ‘localist’ ideal-type of governance (where the 
local level prevails upon the central level of government), as opposed to 
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‘multilevel governance’, which refers to an ‘interaction and joint coordina-
tion of relations between the various levels of government without clear 
dominance of one level’ (Scholten and Penninx 2016: 94). However, if we 
question the notion (as advanced by the ‘MLG’ model) that the relations 
among the various levels of government are irenic (pacific) and static, we 
can reappraise the concepts of horizontal and vertical subsidiarity and then 
take them up as a critical tool enabling us to gain insights that are relevant to 
the analytical approach undertaken here. Indeed, as they refer to ‘processes’, 
these terms are better able to capture the complexity, variability and dyna-
mism surrounding the interactions among different levels of government. 

More precisely, vertical subsidiarity concerns the territorial reorganization of 
regulatory powers across the different levels of government, while subsidiar-
ity in its horizontal dimension looks at the interconnection between the pub-
lic and private sectors (including both non-profit and for-profit actors) 
(Kazepov 2010). The premises underlying these processes (and principles) 
mostly revolve around the idea that the management and delivery of services 
should be left up to civil society and the government level that is closest to 
citizens (as long as these prove to be efficient). 

However, reality has demonstrated that this is not always the case. On the 
one hand, the principle of vertical subsidiarity may generate the phenomenon 
of ‘public inertia’, which places lower government tiers (particularly local 
municipalities) under financial and logistic strain. On the other hand, hori-
zontal subsidiarity can lead to fragmented management, which, instead of 
enhancing participation, may limit accessibility and accountability, especial-
ly regarding vulnerable groups such as foreigners (Martinelli, Anttonen and 
Mätzke 2017). This is especially the case when solid mechanisms of coordi-
nation and monitoring, which are essential to guarantee the system’s effi-
ciency, are not in place. As the sections below will illustrate, the migration 
domain well exemplifies the ambiguities related to the concrete implementa-
tion of the principle of subsidiarity. 

Vertical subsidiarity 

In most RESPOND countries, all tiers of government (from the national to 
the local) are endowed with different, often overlapping competences. How-
ever, as will be illustrated below, it is usually the delivery of services that is 
affected most by vertical subsidiarity: regional and local actors are strongly 
involved in the provision of education, health care, child care services and 
social welfare. In addition, in some RESPOND countries, the management 
of migration also involves other relevant actors, such as the third sector, 
private companies and the courts, as well as EU and United Nations (UN) 
agencies. This multiplicity of actors often results in substandard and uneven 
services and uncertainty vis-à-vis the enforcement of rights. 



 23

Certainty and predictability are two basic defining features of the law per se 
and the principle of the rule of law. This means that laws, and the legal 
framework they are part of, should satisfy the requirements of clarity, stabil-
ity, and intelligibility. This is even more true for migration law, as the indi-
viduals involved are obviously more susceptible to precariousness and are 
likely to have difficulty understanding. However, legal certainty and predict-
ability require neither absolute stability nor complete homogeneity, regard-
less of decentralization. Needless to say, some degree of unevenness in ser-
vices and rights enforcement is an inherent trait of decentralized states, and it 
is equally apparent that such unevenness also affects some aspects of migra-
tion governance. This should allow the responsible tier of government to 
better accommodate local communities’ needs (Horowitz 2007). However, 
when the lack of homogeneity is not reasonable or understandable, or, even 
worse, when it exacerbates inequality instead of filling the gaps, it impacts 
rights enforcement. 

In Germany, the management of migration is distributed over different levels 
of government. For example, the national government is in charge of border 
management and protection, whereas migrant reception and integration are 
the responsibility of the Bundesländer (federal states), which sometimes 
delegate ample powers of implementation to local municipalities (Caponio, 
Ponzo and Giannetto 2019; Franzke 2021). As a result, in practice, gross 
disparities exist in the provision of basic services. For instance, in the state 
of Lower Saxony, the municipal authorities are totally responsible for 
providing accommodation and care to asylum seekers, and most cities have 
established their own local accommodation policies. Since 2014, municipali-
ties have also been responsible for funding the services provided. This has 
caused them significant financial strain due to the insufficient contributions 
from the state (Chemin et al. 2018). Significant differences can also be ob-
served in the standards of the accommodation provided: for example, ac-
cording to data from the Federal Statistical Office, in 2017, in Schleswig-
Holstein, 83.4 per cent of the asylum seekers were living in decentralized 
accommodation, whereas this was the case only for a total 44 per cent of 
asylum seekers in Mecklenburg-West Pomerania (Franzke 2021: 114). 

In Austria, the system is highly centralized, but this has not reduced frag-
mentation in terms of standards and rights. The fundamental immigration 
and asylum policies, such as those regarding legal status, entry and return, 
are determined by legislators at the federal level. Regarding reception within 
the asylum system, by contrast, the federal government and provinces share 
legislative competence, whereas responsibility for some other areas is entire-
ly delegated to the provinces. For example, the provinces are responsible for 
providing the so-called ‘needs-based minimum benefit’—a social welfare 
benefit granted to all persons legally residing in Austria (including citizens 
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and beneficiaries of international protection) who lack adequate means of 
subsistence.8 

Since 2016, upon the expiry of a harmonizing agreement between the federal 
and provincial authorities, which imposed the same standards throughout 
Austria, the degree of support provided through the needs-based minimum 
benefit has diverged significantly from one province to another. In some 
Austrian provinces, refugees are entitled to smaller allowances than nation-
als. Meanwhile, the province of Upper Austria passed legislation making 
entitlement to the needs-based minimum benefit subject to the duration of 
stay, but it was annulled by the Constitutional Court (Josipovic and Reeger 
2018; AIDA 2018a). Besides their policies regarding the provision of social 
welfare services, provinces have also taken a restrictive stance regarding the 
quota of asylum seekers they are willing to receive. This has led to the estab-
lishment of a compulsory quota system under federal constitutional law (Jo-
sipovic and Reeger 2018). 

However, despite these shortcomings, the ‘multilevel model’, involving the 
participation of subnational entities in the management of migration, has also 
proven crucial for promoting the rights of foreigners. Indeed, while it is true 
that the multilevel scheme has generally exacerbated fragmentation in re-
spect of migrants’ rights, it is important to note that it has also paved the way 
for more progressive approaches in specific regions, provinces and local 
municipalities, in contrast with the overall restrictive tendency at the national 
level. Thus, for example, in Austria, the policy of the federal government is 
to allow access to social integration programs only to refugees, whereas the 
Viennese authorities decided to extend integration courses to all applicants 
(Josipovic and Reeger 2018). 

In the UK, legislative powers regarding immigration and asylum are vested 
exclusively in the central government. However, the devolved governments 
of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland possess legislative power in fields 
that are relevant to immigration and asylum, such as housing, health care, 
education, childcare services and social welfare. The fuzzy distinction be-
tween national and subnational legislative competencies regarding immigra-
tion and asylum has led to conflicts between the central UK government and 
the devolved administration of Scotland. The Scottish administration has 
traditionally embraced a more inclusive and protective approach compared 
to the rest of the UK, as in the case of the Children (Scotland) Act 1995, 
which collided with three pieces of UK legislation providing, among the 
other things, for the detention of children (Hirst and Atto 2018). 

                               

 
8 More precisely, the ‘needs-based minimum benefit’ is provided to persons who 
have personal savings of no more than €4,189 (2016), reside legally in Austria and 
are available for employment (Josipovic and Reeger 2018: 34). 



 25

Conflicts among the central and regional tiers of government have also aris-
en in Italy, where a 2001 constitutional reform attributed exclusive responsi-
bility for policy-making and management concerning immigration and (the 
right of) asylum, as well as the legal status of non-EU foreign nationals to 
the central government (Art. 117, sections a) and b) of the Italian Constitu-
tion). However, the regions have continued playing a decisive role in this 
field, as they retain legislative competences in the realms of healthcare, edu-
cation, child care services and social welfare. 

Furthermore, the Constitutional Court has clearly promoted a ‘multilevel 
model’ (Panzeri 2018),9 which has highlighted that asylum and migration 
necessarily involve both central and regional interventions, notwithstanding 
the strict distribution of legislative powers provided by Article 117 of the 
Italian Constitution.10 Based on such considerations, the Constitutional Court 
dismissed the government’s requests to declare the illegitimacy of some 
regional laws, such as those extending undocumented migrants’ entitlements 
to health, housing and social services (Salazar 2010; Biondi dal Monte 2011; 
Corsi 2012; Gentilini 2012). As a result, undocumented migrants currently 
enjoy a wide range of rights and benefits in regions such as Tuscany, Apulia 
and Campania, though different standards of protection are currently applied 
to undocumented third-country nationals across the country (Salazar 2010; 
Spencer and Delvino 2014). 

A decentralized system has also been established in Poland, where regions 
have the responsibility, among other things, to grant residence permits and 
provide social assistance; however, the processing of applications for inter-
national protection is centralized (Molęda-Zdziech, Pachocka and Wach 
2020). Hungary stands as an exception to the pattern of decentralization dis-
played to some extent in the majority of RESPOND countries. In Hungary, 
since 2019, the entire system has fallen within the scope of authority of the 
National Directorate General for Aliens Policing, a department of the Minis-

                               

 
9 Italian Constitutional Court, judgements No. 300/2005; No. 269/2006; No. 
156/2008; No. 50/2008; No. 134/2010; No. 269/2010; No. 299/2010; No. 61/2011. 
10 Art. 117 of the Italian Constitution distributes legislative power between the cen-
tral state and the regions. In particular, following the amendments introduced by 
Constitutional Law No. 3/2001, Art. 117 identifies a number of policy areas divided 
into two lists. The first list (Art. 117(2)) specifies the matters falling under the ex-
clusive legislative competence of the national parliament. The second list (Art. 
117(3)) specifies the matters for which the central state and the regions share re-
sponsibility (so-called ‘concurrent competences’). The central state is responsible 
for issuing general guidelines regulating the subject matter, while regional authori-
ties have to enact detailed legislation in observance of the general principles laid 
down in national legislation. 
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try of the Interior, and local authorities are excluded from the management 
of migration.11 

In Turkey as well, a highly centralized system has developed since the intro-
duction of the Law on Foreigners and International Protection (LFIP) in 
2013. The Directorate General for Migration Management, operating under 
the Ministry of the Interior, has become the institution responsible for deal-
ing with immigration and asylum issues (Art. 158 of Presidential Decree No. 
4). However, local authorities still maintain the responsibility for organizing 
the delivery of important services related to the integration of foreign nation-
als (Art. 96 of the LFIP) (Çetin et al. 2018). 

The same also applies to Greece, where the central government bears exclu-
sive responsibility for the reception of asylum seekers and integration ser-
vices.12 More specifically, after the 2016 elections, a new Ministry of Migra-
tion Policy was established, with responsibilities encompassing asylum, 
migration and integration policies. Furthermore, in March 2016, a new inter-
ministerial entity was created to tackle the many loopholes in the national 
system of reception. The responsibilities of this new entity, headed by the 
Deputy Minister of National Defence, range from managing migrant flows to 
establishing reception centres (Petracou 2018; Triandafyllidou and Mantani-
ka 2016). In 2019, the Ministry of Migration Policy was subsumed into the 
Ministry of Citizen Protection, which has competences in the area of public 
order and public security. This institutional change raised many concerns 
due to the stigmatization that could arise from linking security with migra-
tion. Therefore, in 2020, the Ministry of Migration Policy was re-established 
(AIDA 2019: 27). 

The urgent need for more transparent and more efficient cooperation among 
all the actors involved has also been addressed in Sweden, where a decen-
tralized system operates under the oversight of the Ministry of Justice. Up to 
2013, migrants reportedly had to engage with about 40 different governmen-
tal officials during and after the lengthy asylum procedure (Swedish Migra-
tion Agency 2017: 7). In order to solve this problem, in 2014, a Memoran-

                               

 
11 Sections 1, 2 and 4 of Government Decree No. 126/2019 (V.30.). The National 
Directorate General for Aliens Policing took the place of the Asylum and Immigra-
tion Office. The latter was similarly under the responsibility of the Ministry of Inte-
rior. However, the new agency operates as a branch of the police. This has had the 
effect not only of making immigration and security issues more closely linked, but 
also of generating deadlocks and long delays in procedures because ‘asylum officers 
needed to receive training and pass physical and psychological exams in order to be 
appointed as police officers’ (AIDA 2020b: 11). 
12 In 2010, Law No. 3852 allowed local municipalities to provide additional services 
in the social welfare domain. However, the government did not allot any specific 
funds for this purpose (Sabchev 2020: 2).  
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dum of Understanding (MoU) was signed with all the relevant authorities to 
boost dialogue and cooperation (Shakra et al. 2018). 

Horizontal subsidiarity 

Together with subnational authorities, third-sector and private actors are also 
part of national migration management mechanisms, making the picture 
even more complex and fluid. Italy and the UK are emblematic of such a 
pattern. In the UK, the entire reception system for destitute asylum appli-
cants is managed by private companies (House of Commons Home Affairs 
Committee 2017: 12).13 The outsourcing of immigration-related services to 
the private sector results in a ‘convoluted web of contractors, subcontractors 
and hundreds of private landlords’, with limited coordination between the 
private providers, local municipalities, the central government and subna-
tional authorities (Hirst and Atto 2018: 856). Meanwhile, the standards in the 
reception of foreigners are inconsistent and often poor; two out of the three 
providers operate at a loss (House of Commons Home Affairs Committee 
2017). 

Similarly, in Italy, the reception services provided to asylum seekers are 
highly fragmented and diversified. The Italian reception system is complex, 
with most responsibilities being shared among municipal authorities, NGOs, 
and third-sector associations and cooperatives (Ambrosini 2018; Campomori 
and Ambrosini 2020), which end up producing very different outcomes. 
Thus, effective communication among all relevant actors is hampered by a 
lack of adequate mechanisms of coordination. Furthermore, the limited im-
plementation of the ‘ordinary’ reception system as envisaged by Legislative 
Decree No. 142/2015 has resulted in the addition of new actors to the Italian 
reception landscape, which has, in turn, generated inconsistency in the sys-
tem’s administration and exposed asylum seekers to further uncertainty. 
Articles 9 and 14 of the aforementioned legislative decree provide for asy-
lum applicants to be channelled into a two-tiered system. It comprises first-
line governmental accommodation in centres set up to receive newly arrived 
asylum seekers and carry out the necessary formalities to define their legal 
status, and second-line reception and integration services to be provided over 
a longer period. The latter services are run by local authorities (together with 

                               

 
13 From 2012 to September 2019 accommodation services were entrusted to three 
private providers (namely Serco, G4S and Clearsprings Group) to whom regional 
contracts, known as COMPASS contracts, were awarded by the Home Office. In 
2019, COMPASS was replaced by different regional contracts, which were awarded 
to Clearsprings Ready Homes (Clearsprings), Mears Group (Mears) and Serco (Na-
tional Audit Office 2020: 5). 
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third-sector actors) within the SPRAR network (the national system of pro-
tection for asylum seekers and refugees). 

Since 2015, the Italian government has made a great effort to boost the ca-
pacity of the national reception system, providing for 180,000 new places to 
be made available (UNHCR 2017: 3). However, this has not been enough to 
enable the SPRAR network to respond to existent needs, due also to the vol-
unteer-based system underlying the SPRAR since the interest and participa-
tion of local authorities have been limited. In this context, migrants have 
been often accommodated in special reception centres (CAS) set up at the 
initiative of prefectures (provincial offices of the central government). Pre-
fectures, in turn, subcontract to the private and third sectors. CAS facilities, 
conceived in principle as temporary measures of last resort, accommodated 
80.9 per cent of asylum seekers as of December 2017 (Pannia et al. 2018; 
Parliament of Italy 2017: 98).14 

However, the selection procedures of the CAS have been strongly ques-
tioned, there being doubts as to their transparency and the accountability of 
those in charge. In addition, there have often been complaints about the in-
adequate organization and poorly trained staff (see Parliament of Italy 2017: 
109, 116; Parliament of Italy 2019: 50). As a result, the Italian reception 
system is highly fragmented. There is a plurality of centres with highly di-
verse standards, and foreign nationals’ fundamental rights are not always 
respected (Banca d’ Italia 2017; Oxfam 2017). The lack of consistency is the 
result of the complex interplay among the various actors involved in the 
reception system in each local context and their often-conflicting logics and 
interests, such as the role of stakeholders involved in reception system man-
agement or the role of anti- and pro-immigrant associations (Campomori and 
Ambrosini 2020). 

Adding further complexity, in 2018, the national reception system was dis-
mantled by the so-called Salvini Decree (Legislative Decree No. 113/2018). 
Under the new rules, the SPRAR changed its name (to SIPROIMI), as well 

                               

 
14 A concern about the lack of coherent and updated data has been voiced by some 
NGOs, such as Openpolis and Actionaid, which have complained of the lack of 
transparent data about the way in which CAS are managed (such as information 
about those who manage the centres, the number of foreigners accommodated, and 
so on). See also Actionaid (2020). The same disparity also existed in 2018. See 
Ministry of Interior (2019: 16). The report for 2019 has not yet been presented. The 
percentage of people accommodated in CAS facilities seems to have decreased in 
2020, when people accommodated in SIPROIMI accounted for 31 per cent of the 
total number of people accommodated in the national reception system. However, 
these data also reflect the reduction in the number of arrivals and the legislative 
changes introduced by the Salvini Decree, which, as illustrated elsewhere in this 
chapter, dismantled the SPRAR (Legislative Decree No. 113/2018).  
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as the recipients of its services: asylum seekers were no longer allowed ac-
cess to the integration services provided by the SPRAR. Pending the deter-
mination of their refugee status, asylum seekers were accommodated in CAS 
facilities, where a substantial cut in funding further exacerbated the poor 
standard of care and inadequacy of services. This ended up favouring large 
reception facilities, whose major deficiencies (inefficiencies, social tensions 
and infiltrations by criminal organizations) have already been pointed out by 
monitoring reports issued by NGOs (Actionaid 2020: 11; Parliament of Italy 
2019: 64). 

Meanwhile, confirming the trend of hectic legislative changes, in late Octo-
ber 2020, a new legislative decree (No. 130/2020) was issued. According to 
Art. 4(3)(b) of the new decree, the scope of action of the national reception 
system will no longer be limited to refugees and unaccompanied minors. 
Pending a decision regarding their status, asylum seekers will also be chan-
nelled into the new ‘system of reception and integration’, where highly 
trained staff will provide an ample range of services, such as health care, 
social and psychological support, cultural and linguistic mediation, Italian 
language courses and legal assistance. 

Nonetheless, it would be an oversimplification to say that the interconnec-
tion between the public and the third and private sectors has been only det-
rimental and prevented the smooth, effective management of migration. In-
deed, in some cases, their interaction has positively contributed to the deliv-
ery of services and social innovation. The region of Thessaloniki in Greece 
offers a good example in this respect. 

Against the lack of an integration plan at the national level in Greece, in 
Thessaloniki, the local government was able to develop a comprehensive set 
of progressive reception and integration services for asylum seekers and 
refugees. The partnership that the Municipality of Thessaloniki built with the 
third sector and UN agencies proved crucial to guaranteeing foreigners’ fun-
damental rights (Sabchev 2020). The same can be said for Turkey, where in 
the absence of a national integration plan, local municipalities and NGOs 
and UN agencies had a central role in delivering services, also aimed at the 
long-term integration of newcomers. However, this also resulted in the 
fragmentation of service provision, while a condition of uncertainty gov-
erned interaction between various actors and fulfilment of migrants’ rights. 
Recently the central government issued a Cohesion Strategy and National 
Action Plan (2018–2023), the effects of which are still to be evaluated (AI-
DA 2020a: 63). 

Also in Germany, integration policies were mainly driven by the initiative of 
civil society actors and local governments, which proved to be crucial while 
a coherent strategy had yet to be developed at the national level (Franzke 
2021: 116). In Italy and the UK, as well, non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) have attempted to close the many loopholes of the reception system, 
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which fails to meet asylum applicants’ needs of protection adequately. The 
NGOs’ activities encompass the provision of essential goods and basic ser-
vices, such as emergency healthcare, legal advice and support toward inte-
gration, including training and language classes. Beneficiaries of interna-
tional protection are not the exclusive recipients of NGO intervention, which 
also address legally resident foreigners and undocumented migrants. 

In Austria, until recently, NGOs have been actively engaged in a number of 
fields spanning legal advice, the provision of certain care services for asylum 
seekers, programs of integration and voluntary return (Josipovic and Reeger 
2018). However, in 2019, the third sector’s role was drastically reduced by a 
new law approved by the Austrian parliament (ECRE 2019: 2). Following 
the legislative change, many crucial services, such as reception conditions, 
legal assistance for asylum seekers, translations during the asylum proce-
dure, have been centralized and included among the competences of a new 
federal agency falling under the responsibility of the Ministry of Interior. 
Serious concerns have been raised regarding the independence of the new 
body stressing how the potential conflict of interest risks undermining the 
safeguarding of access to free legal assistance and representation for asylum 
seekers (ECRE 2019). This tendency aiming at subjecting NGOs to various 
restrictions did not feature only the Austrian legal framework. 

In Poland, from the beginning, NGOs and municipalities with many foreign 
residents have played a crucial role, especially for those falling outside the 
‘international protection circuit’. This picture can be explained in the light of 
multiple factors, including the poorly developed social assistance system in 
Poland, the lack of an ‘integration strategy’ at the national level and policy-
makers’ persistent understanding of integration as a ‘pull factor’ (Molęda-
Zdziech, Pachocka and Wach 2021: 174–175). However, currently, NGOs’ 
intervention in asylum-related services (such as legal advice, reception and 
monitoring) is increasingly at risk, and their presence is visibly reduced, 
especially in reception centres. This can be related to the Law and Justice 
Party (PiS) government’s policy of a ‘closed society’, which has progres-
sively reduced NGOs’ room for manoeuvre, significantly complicating the 
access to European funding (the primary source of economic support not 
only of specific projects but also of entire organizations) (Szałańska 2019; 
Molęda-Zdziech, Pachocka and Wach 2021: 179). 

In this respect, the Hungarian case is even more striking. For a long time, the 
role of NGOs in Hungary proved vital in ensuring the basic rights of asylum 
seekers and refugees, filling the increasingly broad void of assistance from 
the Hungarian government. In 2015, the government declared the ‘crisis 
situation caused by mass migration’ a ‘quasi-state of emergency’. The state 
of crisis has been successively extended until covering the entire territory of 
Hungary and routinely prolonged (after the recent extension, until 7 Septem-
ber 2021). Under the aforementioned state of crisis, special rules apply to 



 31

asylum applicants, who are allowed to submit their claims only in transit 
zones. Here, NGOs have played a crucial role considering that government 
reception services only include accommodation, food and healthcare for the 
very few asylum seekers who are not de facto detained in transit zones, 
whereas subsequent applicants are excluded from any kind of material sup-
port. Meanwhile, in June 2016, the government dismantled the integration 
programme in place for beneficiaries of international protection, leaving the 
delivery of essential services aimed at supporting refugees’ integration (such 
as assistance in housing, language courses, job-searching) to the NGOs’ 
intervention (Josa and Fedas 2018). 

Despite all the efforts to meet the basic human rights of asylum seekers and 
refugees, NGOs work continues to be hampered by the Hungarian govern-
ment in many instances. There are multiple reasons. First, as in the Polish 
case, NGOs are running out of funds. Indeed, the EU-based funding mecha-
nism (the so-called Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund or AMIF), 
which used to represent one of the primary sources of finance for NGOs’ 
projects and activities, has been put on hold by the Ministry of Interior, 
which withdrew all the calls for tenders in 2018 (AIDA 2020b: 120). Fur-
thermore, in 2017, a law was approved imposing the mandatory registration 
and transparency of foreign-funded NGOs.15 These rules were approved 
amid a defamatory campaign launched by the government, portraying NGOs 
as part of the so-called Soros network and ‘enemies of the state’ (Gyollai 
2018; Nagy 2016). Although the fierce criticism raised by several human 
rights bodies and the judgement of the European Court of Justice, which in 
June 2020 declared the legislation in breach of EU law,16 the stigmatization 
of NGOs in Hungary has not abated. 

                               

 
15 See Act LXXVI of 2017 on the Transparency of Organisations Receiving Foreign 
Funds, Available at https://www.helsinki.hu/wp-content/uploads/LexNGO-adopted-
text-unofficial-ENG-14June2017.pdf.  
16 Court of Justice, Judgment in Case C-78/18, Commission v Hungary. The judge-
ment of the Court of Justice concludes the infringement procedure launched by the 
European Commission in the summer of 2017. See the press-release at 
https://curia.europa.eu/jcms/upload/docs/application/pdf/2020-06/cp200073en.pdf, 
where the Court states that ‘by imposing obligations of registration, declaration and 
publication on certain categories of civil society organisations directly or indirectly 
receiving support from abroad exceeding a certain threshold and providing for the 
possibility of applying penalties to organisations that do not comply with those obli-
gations, Hungary had introduced discriminatory and unjustified restrictions with 
regard to both the organisations at issue and the persons granting them such support. 
Those restrictions run contrary to the obligations on Member States in respect of the 
free movement of capital laid down in Article 63 TFEU and to Articles 7, 8 and 12 
of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union (“the Charter”), on the 
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The subsidium of European and international agencies 

In some RESPOND countries, UN and EU agencies have played a crucial 
role in addressing the whole issue of migration. For example, in Italy, EU 
agencies are actively involved in ‘hotspots’, and the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) caseworkers are part of the ‘Territo-
rial Commissions’ – local administrative bodies in charge of examining asy-
lum applications and ruling on international protection status (Article 4(3) 
Legislative Decree 25/2008)17. Until 2018, the UNHCR was in charge of 
registering asylum applications in Turkey, whereas this responsibility cur-
rently lies with the Provincial Directorate for Migration Management. Since 
the handover of responsibility, there have been many reports, particularly 
from Afghan nationals, about difficulties accessing international protection 
due to uneven practices and lack of coordination (AIDA 2020a: 24). As of 
24 April 2018, the UNHCR has supported Greece’s reception system under 
the Emergency Support to Integration and Accommodation programme, 
creating more than 24,000 new places to accommodate refugees and newly 
arrived asylum seekers (Petracou 2018). 

However, in some cases, the role of EU and UN agencies has proven prob-
lematic. A specific case is once again Greece, where Frontex18 and the Euro-
pean Asylum Support Office (EASO),19 originally meant only to provide 
assistance, now exercise de facto power over identification operations and 
interviews of asylum applicants, respectively, under fast-track procedures 

                                                                                                                             
 
right to respect for private and family life, the right to the protection of personal data 
and the right to freedom of association’. 
17 According to art. 4(3) of Legislative Decree 25/2008, as amended by Legislative 
Decree 220/2017, “the Territorial commissions are composed, in compliance with 
the principle of gender balance, of a prefectural career officer, acting as president, 
[…] by an expert in the field of international protection and human rights protection 
designated by UNHCR and administrative officers [...] assigned to the Commission 
[...]”. Within this normative framework, from August 2021, UNHCR is gradually 
replacing its own representatives in the Territorial Commissions with external ex-
perts, by identifying a shortlist of suitable candidates, to be designated as experts 
and assigned to each Territorial Commission. Read more about this: 
https://www.unhcr.org/it/wp-content/uploads/sites/97/2021/08/call-for-expression-
of-interest-August-2021-with-template.pdf 
18 The European Border and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex) is a European agency 
whose aim is to cooperate with national authorities in the management and control 
of the EU’s external borders. For further details see https://frontex.europa.eu/. 
19 The European Asylum Support Office (EASO) is a European agency set up to 
support the implementation of the Common European Asylum System. Its objective 
is ‘to ensure that asylum cases are dealt with in a coherent way by all Member 
States’. For further details see https://www.easo.europa.eu/. 
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that have been set explicitly in place (Petracou 2018). The involvement of 
these external actors, particularly of EASO, has met with fierce criticism and 
raised questions regarding the lawfulness of the activities conducted by the 
agency and its compliance with fundamental rights (Guild 2021; Tsourdi 
2020; European Center for Constitutional and Human Rights 2019). Indeed, 
EASO caseworkers, after having interviewed asylum applicants, issue a rec-
ommendation to the Greek Asylum Service, which essentially grounds its 
decision on the EASO opinion, without having any direct contact with the 
applicant. Consequently, EASO plays a highly influential role in the process 
of refugee status determination in the absence of any legal basis and engages 
in activities that are outside its competence. Furthermore, the quality of the 
interview process has been strongly questioned. EASO caseworkers are re-
portedly not fully acquainted with Greek legislation on asylum and some-
times lack experience and cultural sensitivity (AIDA 2018b). Despite these 
allegations, in 2018, the government presented a bill aiming to extend EASO 
involvement in the regular asylum procedure (AIDA 2018b). 

Finally, Lebanon represents another case worth examining, given its speci-
ficity. Two UN agencies— the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for 
Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNWRA)20 and the UNHCR —
intervene in the country to provide fundamental services and undertake qua-
si-state responsibilities in an attempt to compensate for the absence of any 
coherent and complete legislation on asylum. Specifically, the UNWRA is 
highly engaged in providing social services to Palestinian refugees, includ-
ing medical services, to which Palestinian refugees would otherwise have no 
access (Jagarnathsingh 2018). 

However, the role attributed to the UNHCR is more complicated. Originally 
charged with helping the Lebanese authorities provide protection and assis-
tance to non-Palestinian asylum seekers and refugees, the UNHCR has be-
come increasingly marginalized and deprived of legal relevance. Collabora-
tion between the Republic of Lebanon and the UNHCR was made official in 
2003 when an MoU was signed in light of the Iraqi refugee crisis. Under the 
2003 MoU, the UNHCR was entrusted with conducting refugee status de-
terminations in specific cases. It was also to act as a ‘surrogate state’ tasked 
with finding long-term solutions for refugees. However, given the lack of 
additional formal agreements with the Lebanese state, Lebanese authorities 
have attributed little significance to the UNHCR’s refugee status determina-
tion outside the cases falling under the MoU, which only covers a minority 
of refugees. As a result, the majority are not protected against refoulement, 
nor have they the right to automatic and timely issuing of residence permits 
(Jagarnathsingh 2018). Furthermore, in 2015, intending to halt the flow of 
Syrian refugees, the Lebanese government asked the UNHCR to ‘temporari-
                               

 
20 For further details, see https://www.unrwa.org/who-we-are. 



 34 

ly’ suspend the registration of Syrian refugees and to deregister those who 
returned to Syria, even for a very short time. In 2018, ‘the total figure of 
refugees residing in the country informally [was] estimated to be around 2, 
or even 2.5 million’ (Jagarnathsingh 2018: 503). 

 

The role of courts 
Courts also are relevant actors when it comes to governing migration. Judges 
play a crucial role in granting remedies to victims of rights violations. More-
over, they are relied on to provide a sound interpretation of legal provisions 
related to migration issues. In Austria, for instance, the Constitutional Court 
(VfGH) has repeatedly stymied the restrictive approach undertaken by the 
federal and subnational governments. Among other things, the VfGH an-
nulled provisions aimed at reducing the time allowed for an appeal to be 
lodged in asylum procedures and the restrictive social welfare provisions 
approved by some Austrian provinces (Josipovic and Reeger 2018). 

In Sweden, an important ruling of the Migration Court of Appeal contributed 
to abolishing a measure introduced by the Temporary Law, which provided 
for a blanket suspension of family reunifications for beneficiaries of subsidi-
ary protection. Indeed, the Court ruled that excluding a Syrian child from the 
right to family reunification was in breach of Article 8 (the right to privacy 
and family life) of the European Convention on Human Rights and the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (Migration Court of Appeal, 19 June 
2018, UM16509–17). 

In Italy, the Constitutional Court has played a fundamental part in promoting 
foreign nationals’ legal entitlements and preventing a lowering of standards. 
In this regard, the Constitutional Court’s consolidated case law has reaf-
firmed foreigners’ entitlements to social rights, such as the right to health 
and healthcare services (Judgement No. 269/2010) and to ‘essential social 
benefits’, such as invalidity benefits for mobility impairment, blindness and 
deafness, regardless of the foreigner’s length of residence. Nonetheless, the 
issue of foreigners’ entitlement to social rights still remains open. In fact, 
despite the egalitarian approach of the Consolidated Law on Immigration, 
Law No. 388/2000 (Budget Law) provides that only EU long-term residence 
permit holders are entitled to social welfare allowances. On several occa-
sions, the Constitutional Court has declared that the limitation is unreasona-
ble (Judgements No. 306/2008; No. 11/2009; No. 187/2010; No. 329/2011; 
No. 40/2013; No. 22/2015; No. 230/2015). 

However, since the Court has declared the unconstitutionality only of specif-
ic provisions relating to certain rights, Italian legislation still maintains a 
distinction between long-term residents (with EU long-term residence per-
mits) and migrants who have short-term permits (one or two years). Under 
the law, the latter are denied a number of social welfare allowances, such as 
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maternity allowances. Concerning maternity allowances, a substantial body 
of case law has extended this right also to women holding a permit to stay 
for work, family or humanitarian reasons. This means, however, that access 
to social benefits is subject to access to a court. Therefore, those who cannot 
reach the judicial arena are excluded from some social rights and face un-
lawful discrimination (Pannia et al. 2018). Hence, as shown by the Italian 
case, the intervention of judges may actually result in further fragmentation 
and personalization of entitlements and guarantees, thus increasing the legal 
uncertainty for migrants. 

Various authors have already underlined the crucial role of courts in migra-
tion governance (Guiraudon and Lahav 2000; Joppke 2001). However, much 
more specific, in-depth comparative analysis is required to determine the 
actual effects of court decisions, especially vis-à-vis political power. Indeed, 
courts are caught in between two equally strong but opposing forces. On the 
one hand, given the imperatives of the global doctrine on fundamental hu-
man rights, they are called on to protect the rights and dignity of one of the 
most vulnerable categories of individuals in current times: migrants. On the 
other, courts have to respect and enforce the right of each nation-state to 
maintain both its discretional power over the entry and stay of aliens, and the 
distinction between citizens and aliens, which, according to the post-
Westphalian notion of statehood, defines their sovereignty (Marmo and 
Giannacopoulos 2017). 

Therefore, courts may themselves be Janus-faced. On the one hand, they 
may reject migration policies whose conformity with supranational and con-
stitutional fundamental rights is questionable (Anagnostou 2016). But on the 
other, they are required to actively protect the rule of law and constitutional 
principles (Pannia 2019). 

Given the above observations, it is worth taking a careful look at the role of 
courts as actors involved in the governance of migration, also in the light of 
the structural organization of courts and their jurisdiction. Here we do not 
intend to re-open the discussion on the separation of powers and the rule of 
law in the migration domain, nor do we wish to engage in an analysis of the 
legal reasoning of courts or their activism. We shall simply highlight the fact 
that, especially when decisions are not erga omnes, the remedies granted in 
cases of rights violations are relevant solely for the parties concerned, not for 
the broader category of people the claimant belongs to. This has the effect of 
exacerbating the unevenness of the legal framework and migrants’ percep-
tion that they are victims of unequal treatment and injustice. Moreover, 
courts are not necessarily easy to access: free legal aid is not readily availa-
ble in all RESPOND countries (ECRE/ELENA 2017), and migrants may not 
be in the habit of resorting to courts to have their rights enforced. Thus, de-
spite the crucial role of courts in protecting and enforcing rights, the struc-
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tural limits of their actions should be considered when assessing their action 
within the overall process of migration governance. 

 

Conclusions 
In the aftermath of the ‘refugee crisis’, states have responded to the pressing 
need for sound management of migration with a large variety of strategies, 
policies and tools. However, it is possible to identify some common trends 
among them. What emerges from our analysis is rapidly evolving legislation 
and a complex and fragmented legal framework. The provisions adopted by 
governments are often difficult to correctly and consistently implement and 
duly interpret and apply. The institutional landscape has added further com-
plexity, given the multiplicity of entities involved in the ‘multilevel’ and 
subsidiary-based management of migration, with different, often blurred or 
uncoordinated responsibilities. Migration management involves complex 
networks of diverse actors who adhere to different political visions and en-
gage in a wide range of actions. 

As discussed above, migration governance often ends up relying on pragmat-
ic and informal processes in the absence of a solid legal basis or comprehen-
sive structural policies. Legal and political voids left by national govern-
ments are filled by different entities, such as NGOs, subnational tiers of gov-
ernment, courts and international and EU agencies. The outcomes are not 
always positive. Local authorities are often in the front line when it comes to 
addressing reception and integration issues. However, in the absence of ef-
fective monitoring mechanisms, practices vary greatly among different sub-
national governments: local policies may be much more progressive than 
national ones while coexisting with regressive measures approved just a few 
kilometres away, cases of Italy and Germany have demonstrated. 

The intervention of NGOs, which has proven to be crucial, nonetheless often 
has very limited scope due to their dependence on national policy and the 
difficulty of securing adequate funding, as shown in the cases of Austria, 
Poland and Hungary. The role of international and EU agencies, which have 
been at the forefront in seeking to compensate for weak interstate solidarity 
and inadequate national policies, has raised multiple concerns, also given the 
extension of their mandates, which is often not justified by a proper legal 
basis or a coherent system of control. 

Finally, court actions—which have frequently been essential to counteract 
restrictive policies and secure migrants’ rights—are subject to some structur-
al limits. Problems of accountability, monitoring and respect for migrants’ 
fundamental rights have emerged on a large scale, with ample margins of 
discretionary powers being granted to single entities, offices and individuals. 

In this context, the principle of subsidiarity (both vertical and horizontal), 
which is usually aimed at enhancing efficiency and unity of action, proves to 
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be highly problematic due to the lack of coherent, sound rules. In the ab-
sence of explicit provisions stating who should do what, ensuring the ac-
countability of the system and the actors involved, the dynamics among the 
multiple entities populating the migration field change continuously under 
the pressure of conflicting logics and difficult negotiations. Given the lack of 
a solid architecture of national migration policies backed by adequate coor-
dination, control and monitoring systems, and stable economic resources, the 
principle of subsidiarity frequently becomes a synonym of fragmentation and 
discrimination. Thus, besides facing a need to introduce greater order and 
efficiency into the management of migration, states are being called on to 
find new, adequate responses to even more urgent needs, such as guarantee-
ing accountability and respect for fundamental rights in the framework of 
migration governance. 
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Introduction 

In 2015 nearly one million people on the move managed to cross the differ-
ent layers of the EUropean border regime. The events culminating in West-
ern Europe in the ‘summer of migration’ (Kasparek and Speer 2015) had, in 
fact, begun to surface already in the wake of the Arab Spring and the Syrian 
civil war in 2011. The result was mass arrivals in neighbouring countries like 
Turkey, Jordan, and Lebanon by 2013. Yet, while foreseeable and only 
shortly beforehand addressed through the European Agenda on Migration 
(European Commission 2015a; Hess and Kasparek 2017a), the migratory 
movements of 2015 were quickly constructed as a ‘refugee’ or ‘migration 
crisis’ by member state governments and the EU. The response of the EU 
and the respective national governments has been described as ‘crisis’ or 
‘emergency governance’, ad hoc and spontaneous policy-making, often out-
side ‘democratically approved processes’ (Panizzon and Van Riemsdjik 
2019: 1229. See, also, Fine and Thiollet 2020). Other scholars have empha-
sized how crisis frames have been repeatedly utilized in EU and European 
policy-making to steer policy developments (Fine and Thiollet 2020; 
Jeandesboz and Pallister-Wilkins 2014). The ‘presentism’ of the ‘crisis’ nar-
ratives since 2015 have thus obscured the utilization of crisis governance in 
the past—for example, to frame movements following the Arab Spring—as 
well as the ‘crisis-prone’ architecture of the European border regime itself 
(Hess and Kasparek 2017b). Framing the 2015 events as a ‘crisis’ further 
allowed for a ‘politics of exception’ (Fassin 2012. See also Fine and Thiollet 
2020b; Jeandesboz and Pallister-Wilkins 2014) undermining access to pro-
tection and basic rights. 

In this chapter, we explore shifts in the European border regime since 2015. 
Most measures taken since 2015 draw upon the existing legal and policy 
framework on border management. This framework had developed and so-
lidified in previous decades along the two central logics widely described as 
‘securitization’ and ‘externalization’. Despite this, our research material 
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indicates some significant shifts. We draw on research conducted by the ten 
RESPOND teams on border and migration control policies in 11 EU and 
non-EU countries,1 EU border management and migration control, and the 
European Border and Coast Guard Agency, commonly known as Frontex. 
These reports were based on legal and policy analysis, analysis of dominant 
narratives and interviews with informants from the policy domain, human 
rights organizations, and NGOs. 

The research suggests certain evident changes in the governance of Europe-
an borders since 2015. First, we observe a hardening of external border man-
ifested through the expansion of border infrastructure such as walls and 
fences at the national level, but also the expansion of the mandate and capa-
bilities of Frontex at the EU level, the adoption of the so-called ‘hotspot’ 
system containing migrants in Greece and Italy, as well as informal policy 
instruments such as the EU–Turkey statement. Reforms to the Common 
European Asylum System (CEAS) have so far been unsuccessful, and the 
future of the so-called ‘New Pact on Migration and Asylum’ announced by 
the EU Commission in 2020 is still highly uncertain (Heller and Kasparek 
2020). Nevertheless, the reform of the mandate of Frontex—introducing the 
EU’s first uniformed service of 10,000 border guards with executive pow-
ers—was quickly tabled and consensually agreed in 2019 (Karamanidou and 
Kasparek 2020b). 

Secondly, internal borders have been reinforced by intensifying governance 
technologies such as detention, deportation, internal controls such as resi-
dence provisions, identity checks and employer checks, and the normaliza-
tion of internal border controls. Thirdly, the hardening of the borders is ac-
companied by an overt ‘spectacle’ of border violence (de Genova 2015), 
including a systematic exercise of refusals of entry and pushbacks2 as evi-
denced in multiple RESPOND country reports. All three dynamics enhance 
the ‘logic of the border’ as a central means of migration governance in the 
EU and increasingly colonizing the domain of asylum and protection. 

Policy responses since the ‘summer of migration’ have been interpreted to a 
great extent by political science through the lens of Europeanization, focus-
ing on the tensions between intergovernmental and supranational tendencies 
                               

 
1 Iraq, Turkey and Lebanon as transit and receiving countries, geographically fol-
lowed by Greece and Italy as Southern European arrival countries, Hungary as a 
transit country, and Austria, Germany, Sweden, the UK, and Poland. The latter two 
countries were not at the centre of the refugee-migration movements in this period. 
Nevertheless, they passed several restrictive laws justified in terms of the ‘crisis’. 
2 Pushbacks violate international refugee protection and human rights law such as 
the non-refoulment principle and the prohibition of collective expulsions enshrined 
in the European Convention for Human Rights and the EU Charter of Fundamental 
Rights. 
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within EU institutions and their implications for the EU governance of mi-
gration, and in particular undermining a Europeanized mode of governance. 
The RESPOND findings suggest a strong tendency towards renationalization 
and intensification of intergovernmental modes of governance, exemplified 
in new forms of unilateral control measures and forms of bilateral and trilat-
eral cooperation. Nevertheless, we find that supranationalization tendencies 
are also present in the expansion of Frontex and its involvement in the Greek 
‘hotspots’, as well as a transnational mode of governance involvement of 
international actors like the UNHCR or the International Organization for 
Migration (IOM), for example, in Greece or recently in Bosnia–Herze-
govina. 

However, rather than focusing on the supranationalism / intergovernmental-
ism dilemma, we draw on the concept of the European border regime and 
critical perspectives on ‘crisis’ governance to interrogate shifts in post-2015 
governance. The RESPOND project findings, we argue, suggest that the 
‘logic of the border’ has intensified and expanded at the EU and national 
levels. This logic has also seeped into the domains of asylum and reception 
governance, for example, through the expansion of asylum detention and the 
blurring of reception and border-control practices as in the Greek ‘hotspots’. 
We further argue that this logic has been increasingly evident not just in the 
responses of the member states but also of European institutions, as evi-
denced in the proposals of the European Pact on Migration and Asylum (Eu-
ropean Commission 2020a). 

We first provide an overview of how EUropean responses to the 2015 
movements have been conceptualized, focusing on the notion of the ‘crisis’ 
and critiques of its temporal and structural aspects, Europeanization-based 
approaches and critical migration and border studies. We then outline the 
fundamental shifts that the empirical research for the RESPOND project 
shows have emerged. Then, we explore the hardening of the external border, 
the parallel hardening of internal borders, and the occurrence of human 
rights violations within policies and practices of border management. Final-
ly, we conclude with a discussion of the implications of the European border 
regime and expanding role of the border and bordering practices in EU asy-
lum and migration policy. 

Conceptualizing the crisis response 

Like other migratory movements towards Europe before them (such as those 
following the Arab Spring), the migrations of 2015 were quickly conceptual-
ized as a ‘crisis’. The national reports by the RESPOND teams show how a 
‘crisis narrative’ became dominant in the national discourses (public and 
political) across many countries. On the one hand, the notion of ‘crisis’ was 
used to descriptively reflect the situation on the ground: the sheer number of 



 48 

people meeting a non-sufficiently established reception infrastructure, but 
also moving across external as well as internal borders translated as yet an-
other ‘crisis of Schengen’ (Ceccorulli 2019). At the same time, the crisis 
framing also reflected a perception of ‘loss of state control’ vis-à-vis migra-
tory movements depicted as ‘unprecedented’ and endangering public order 
and societal peace (Hänsel et al. 2019). A further meaning of the ‘crisis’ 
concerned policy responses: perceptions that some member states were una-
ble or unwilling to control the external birders according to EU policies and 
of an EU-level, collective inability to control migratory movements, result-
ing in unilateral renationalized responses departing from Europeanized 
modes of governance. 

Such narratives have not only been present in national and European policy 
and political discourses but also in migration scholarship. Scholars have also 
conceptualized the 2015 migratory movement triggering ‘crisis’—sometimes 
in inverted commas, sometimes not, sometimes qualified as a ‘refugee’ or 
‘migration’ crisis—in European migration policy (Ceccorulli 2019; Fine and 
Thiollet 2020; Hampshire 2016; Rizcallah 2019). Hence, even though a crit-
ical approach to member state and EU narratives of crisis was often adopted, 
even researchers see 2015 as a significant temporal point for the governance 
of migration in the EU and its member states. 

The interpretation of 2015 as a temporal ‘crisis’ has been challenged on sev-
eral grounds. First, as we noted above, narratives of crisis are frequently 
adopted to frame migratory movements (such as the Arab Spring) as well as 
the effects of the European border regime, such as loss of lives in the Medi-
terranean (Fine and Thiollet 2020; Jeandesboz and Pallister-Wilkins 2014; 
Vaughn Williams 2013). Secondly, discourses of crisis call for new, excep-
tional responses and justify more securitized, restrictive and violent border 
policies. In this respect, it is not the actual events per se that drive change but 
how they are perceived and framed and acted upon by EU institutions and 
member states (Trauner and Ripoll Servent 2016). 

Further, even when framed as a ‘crisis’ that demands ‘new’ policies, re-
sponses draw on ‘pre-existing modes of governance and routines of control’ 
(Jeandesboz and Pallister-Wilkins 2016: 318. See also Fine and Thiollet 
2020) as we can observe since 2015. EU and member state responses since 
2015 have to a great extent reproduced existing policies and discourses such 
as the reinforcement of external borders, the externalization of borders con-
trols, the illegalization of migratory movements, and the curtailment of sec-
ondary movements. The combination of securitized policies and discourses 
with humanitarian narratives observed in many RESPOND country reports 
was also an established mode of governance before 2015. 

From another perspective, responses to the 2015 events have been theorized 
as a ‘crisis’ of policy or governance, rooted in the existing architecture of 
EU migration governance. The EU border and asylum governance arrange-
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ments can be conceptualized, as in the RESPOND project, as a multilevel 
governance system, involving complex arrangements at multiple levels (su-
pranational, intergovernmental, national) and implicating multiple actors 
(national governments, EU institutions and agencies, and international or-
ganizations) (Panizzon and Van Riemsdjik 2019). These levels increasingly 
get fuzzy, and border and migration policies are enacted by a ‘complex, fluid 
patchwork of innumerable overlapping jurisdictions’ (Panizzon and Van 
Riemsdjik 2019: 1231), producing a ‘complex regime of “Europeanization”’ 
(ibid.: 1232). 

However, the existing regime is characterized by dysfunction and conflicts 
among actors due to incomplete integration and harmonization in the domain 
of border and migration management (Nieman and Speyer 2018; Niemann 
and Zaun 2018; Trauner and Ripoll Servent 2016). Thus, responses to 2015 
have been interpreted, as we will explore further in the following section, as 
reflecting conflictual tendencies towards supranationalization and intergov-
ernmentalism, influenced by the diverse interests and values of the actors 
involved and existing institutional arrangements (Bonjour, Servent and 
Thielemann 2018; Börzel and Risse 2018; Schimmelfennig 2018; Niemann 
and Speyer 2018). 

The multiplication of conflicts suggests that the ‘border and migration re-
gime’ approach, as developed in sociology and cultural anthropology 
(Sciortino 2004; Tsianos, Hess and Karakayalı 2009; Hess 2018), can offer 
critical insight vis-à-vis the notion of ‘crisis’. Similar to multilevel govern-
ance approaches, the ‘border and migration regime’ approach foregrounds 
the multiplication of actors and fuzziness of levels and hence prioritizes the 
metaphor of a network instead of levels to present the theoretical insight 
(Walters and Haahr 2005). This approach draws on international regime 
theory (Krasner 1983), insights from critical theories of the state (Trouillot 
2001), and a Foucauldian notion of power to conceptualize crisis and insta-
bility as a common feature of capitalist societies in an uneven global world 
order, an element often missing from multilevel governance approaches (Fi-
ne and Thiollet 2020). Crises are not the exception but the structural norm in 
such a configuration. This points to the systematic dimension of contention 
and the continuing need for conflictual negotiations that produce only tem-
porary configurations of stability. 

Hess and Kasparek (2017b) further argue that migration movements them-
selves constantly challenge existing policies, introducing structural uncer-
tainty to the border regime. Crises are, therefore, at the core of its founda-
tion, urging constant ‘repair work’, as Sciortino has outlined vis-à-vis this 
central feature of the EU migration and border regime (Sciortino 2004). In-
cluding migratory movements themselves as decisive forces in the theoreti-
cal picture—as the ‘border and migration regime’ approach does—
introduces a further instability factor reconceptualizing migration and border 
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politics as structurally crisis-ridden and in steady need of re-adjustment due 
to the agency and tactics of migratory movements. 

Against either-or approaches 

Scholarship on EU responses to the events of 2015 oscillates between diag-
nosing renationalization and strong intergovernmental tendencies on the one 
hand and the observation of robust supranationalizing efforts on the other. 
There is little disagreement that responses to the migratory movements of 
2015 are indicative of strong(er) intergovernmental tendencies (Hampshire 
2016; Niemann and Zaun 2018) and intensified processes of renationaliza-
tion, as we will detail further on. Hampshire (2016) and Börzel and Risse 
(2018) point to the right-wing populist politicization of migration as an ex-
planation for the responses of many member states to tighten the borders and 
restrict access to the asylum and protection regime. The RESPOND reports 
also clearly indicate a state-led call across the respective countries for law-
and-order policies and robust nation-state responses, all of which has under-
mined the legitimacy of more humanitarian approaches (Hänsel et al. 2019). 

In contrast, Niemann and Speyer (2018) have argued that the 2015 ‘crisis’ 
provided the impetus for greater supranationalization, exemplified by the 
establishment of Frontex and the increase of supranational competencies in 
the field of border control. In this case, member states did not resist the Eu-
ropean Commission’s initiative. Several factors lay behind this reticence, 
including the economic and political costs of obstacles to free movement 
within Schengen, the functional legacies of cooperation within forums like 
the Council of Ministers, and the Commission’s rationale for the ‘necessity’ 
of strengthening external border controls. Beyond the Commission’s role as 
an initiator of policy change, supranational institutions are assumed to have 
more ‘liberal’ policy preferences, to curtail the restrictive tendencies of 
member states and to steer policy changes towards further harmonization—
albeit often in the form of adopting minimum standards (Bonjour, Ripoll 
Servent and Thielemann 2018). 

As indicated above, we are somewhat sceptical of interpretations that either 
emphasize supranationalization dynamics or herald ‘de-Europeanization’ in 
the form of increasing reassertions of national state sovereignty. Instead, we 
interpret policy developments since 2015 as a complex interplay between 
renationalization and further supranationalization. While an intergovern-
mental tendency may be dominant in post-2015 governance, exemplified by 
the unilateral actions by member states and informal modes of governance 
outside the scope of EU law—such as bilateral cooperation agreements and 
the EU–Turkey statement—developments such as the expansion of Frontex 
suggest that member states are not entirely opposed to further Europeaniza-
tion insofar as it pertains to reinforcing the external border or externalizing 
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migration controls. This interpretation challenges the linear and teleological 
approach of most Europeanization studies, which assume a steady progres-
sion in Europeanization. As such, these studies tend to treat the recent re-
nationalization processes as a ‘backlash’ and an ‘exit of Europe’ (Panizzon 
and Van Riemsdjik 2019) and point to the instrumental ‘use’ or ‘non-use’ of 
EU governance architecture (Slominski and Trauner 2018). 

Rather than analysing developments through the lens of Europeanization, we 
argue that the post-2015 restabilization of the European border regime has 
reinforced the already securitized, racialized and violent logics of EU migra-
tion governance. The ‘crisis’ mode of governance and the persistent securiti-
zation of migratory movements calling for exceptional measures in response 
to the crisis has legitimated policies that have further reinforced both exter-
nal border and internal borders of the EU and further eroded the self-
proclaimed commitment of the European Union to human rights norms. 

While these trends are manifested in all policy domains concerning border 
and migration, we focus on three prominent areas in all national reports: the 
hardening of the external border, the tightening of internal borders, and the 
intensification of border violence, in particular in the form of pushbacks. 
Contrary to views that construct the Commission and other EU institutions 
as curtailing the excessive securitarian tendencies of member states due to a 
preference for more ‘liberal’ policies and commitment to EU fundamental 
values regarding human rights and the rule of law (Bonjour, Ripoll Servent 
and Thielemann 2018), we observe that they equally reinforce the securitiz-
ing and violent modes of the European border regime. This was evident be-
fore 2015 and has been since then, but particularly in the proposals of the 
New Pact on Migration and Asylum in 2020. 

 

Hardening the external border 
Hardening the external border has been a core element of responses to the 
2015 migration wave. It has manifested in a host of policy developments that 
we will briefly sketch in the following paragraphs. These include two re-
forms to the mandate of Frontex (the first in 2016; the second in 2019), the 
associated tightening of border controls, intensified militarization through 
increased involvement of the armed forces and deployment of military tech-
nologies such as drones, and, finally, construction of new border infrastruc-
ture (fences and walls), such as those erected along the Hungarian–Serbian 
and Greek–Turkish borders. 

Frontex: The European Border and Coast Guard Agency 

Already at the height of the ‘summer of migration’, the Commission pre-
sented a proposal to substantially reform the mandate of the European border 
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agency Frontex (European Commission 2015b), which was adopted in late 
2016 (European Parliament and Council 2016). Previously known as the 
‘European Agency for the Management of Operational Cooperation at the 
External Borders’, Frontex was transformed into the ‘European Border and 
Coast Guard Agency’ with a reinforced mandate and expanded capacities 
(Karamanidou and Kasparek 2020b). 

This reorganization of the institutional structure of border management in 
the EU also introduced the new concept of ‘European Integrated Border 
Management’ (EIBM). While there had been a mode of integrated border 
management functioning at the EU level for some time, the new Frontex 
regulation expanded on this concept and made it legally binding. Further-
more, Frontex was tasked with running periodic evaluations of member 
states’ border-control systems to assess their compliance with EIBM rules 
(see Kasparek 2021 for a genealogy of the agency). The second reform of 
the agency in 2019 stipulated the creation of a ‘standing corps of border 
guards’ and an accompanying budget expansion. The agency was tasked 
with recruiting 10,000 border guards up to 2027, who would then be de-
ployed at the external borders of the European Union. This step clearly sig-
nalled the EU’s aim to step up border control and border surveillance. 

Tightening border controls 

Hungary constitutes the most clear-cut example of the securitization of bor-
ders and the tightening of border controls. Supported by a political discourse 
‘overwhelmed by security-focused narratives’ (Gyollai and Korkut 2019: 8), 
the border-control regime has been significantly expanded since 2015 
through legislative changes coupled with the creation of new border units 
and extensive deployment of police and military personnel that sought to 
restrict entry into Hungarian territory (Gyollai and Korkut 2019). 

Policies aimed at tightening border controls and hindering access can also be 
observed in other EU member states, albeit not as drastic as in the Hungarian 
case. The reintroduction of border controls by Germany, Austria, and Swe-
den—which we will revisit in a later section—certainly falls into this catego-
ry. Austria also introduced harsher punishment for acts of irregular entry, as 
well as for facilitating irregular entry, while Germany sought to prevent the 
entry of asylum seekers with a very specific interpretation of the Dublin 
Regulation (Hänsel et al. 2019). In Italy, securitization has always been cen-
tral to border management and migration control efforts, which translate into 
an extensive externalization effort to limit the cross-border movements of 
migrants (Terlizzi 2019). This strategy was extended to limit opportunities 
even to reach Italian territory, leaving NGOs to facilitate access to persons in 
distress at sea, and even severely criminalizing such humanitarian efforts. 
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The migrations of 2015 did not have a direct impact on Poland. Neverthe-
less, they ‘became the point of reference for its law proposals and changes in 
practices aimed at restricting border control’ while new anti-terrorism legis-
lation introduced in 2016 also contained provisions concerning non-citizens 
(Szulecka 2019: 15). Similarly, although the UK was geographically distant 
from the 2015 migrations, discourses of crisis and threat were used to justify 
the further strengthening of an already expansive border regime (Kara-
manidou 2019). 

Militarization of border control 

After 2015, the military began to play a more important role in border con-
trol. While operation EU NAVFOR Med/Sophia in the Central Mediterrane-
an technically predates the ‘summer of migration’, it is nevertheless indica-
tive of a larger trend that has accelerated since 2015. The NATO operation 
in the Aegean Sea, initiated in spring 2016, similarly constitutes an unprece-
dented inclusion not only of military actors but a global military alliance into 
the EU’s border regime. 

However, due to the lack of an independent European-level military force, 
the shift towards militarization is more pronounced at the level of its mem-
ber states, at times reversing attempts to de-militarize border control. For 
example, the Hungarian Border Guard Force was rebadged as the Border 
Police in 2008, thus shedding its ‘militarist identity’. This was, however, 
reversed with the creation of the ‘border hunter’ units in 2016, whose name 
carries military connotations in the Hungarian context, specifically of sol-
diers and military organizations who defended the ‘borders of Hungary 
against the advancing Soviet troops during World War II’ (Gyollai and 
Korkut 2019: 19f). Further, not only can the army be mobilized in ‘crisis 
situations caused by mass migration’ but may even be called upon to aid in 
the registration of asylum seekers. Austria also deployed military units to 
assist border controls in 2015 at the Brenner border-crossing point directly 
adjacent to Italy (Josipovic and Reeger 2019). 

Intensifying militarization is particularly evident in Greece. The army played 
an important initial role in setting up refugee camps (called ‘hotspot’ cen-
tres), as well as running the logistical processes connected with this infra-
structure (Ilias et al. 2019). Additionally, the Greek army is strongly in-
volved in border-control activities at the Greek–Turkish land border, particu-
larly since tensions erupted between Greece and Turkey in March 2020 
(HumanRights360 2020). Since then, this border has become even more 
militarized by constructing new walls and observation posts, the deployment 
of sound cannons, more thermovision cameras and armoured vehicles (Stav-
ris 2021). 
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Border infrastructure 

RESPOND research findings also point to multiple expansions of border 
infrastructure. Under this term, we not only include the installation of fences 
accompanied by new laws but surveillance technologies and the creation of 
new kinds of detention and reception facilities in the proximity of the border. 

Already in 2011, Greece constructed a fence along its northeastern land bor-
der with Turkey, also featuring technological equipment such as thermo-
vision cameras. Following the ‘border spectacle’ of March 2020, the Greek 
government announced the construction of three more walls in south Evros 
due to be completed at the time of writing (Stavris 2021). Hungary has con-
structed 175 km of fencing along its border with Serbia, as well as another 
116 km along its border with Croatia, while legislative changes criminalized 
damage to this infrastructure. Initiatives to add such fencing to the border 
with Romania and Slovenia did not come to fruition. However, a law made 
causing damage or obstructing the construction of the fence, actions relating 
to the materiality of the fence, a criminal offence. Austria also constructed a 
fence at the border crossing point Spielfeld-Sentilj with Slovenia and intro-
duced systematic border controls at the Brenner Pass with additional barbed 
wire fences kept in containers in 2016. 

A variety of camp infrastructure measures have been implemented through-
out Europe. The most exemplary of the shifts in border management since 
2015 have been the mixed identification, registration and detention infra-
structures of the ‘hotspot’ centres in Greece and Italy (Ilias et al. 2019; 
Terlizzi 2019). Hungary introduced so-called transit zones at its border with 
Serbia, constituting the only site where asylum applications may be lodged 
(Gyollai and Korkut 2019). However, these transit zones were abandoned 
following a judgement by the Court of Justice for the European Union 
(CJEU) that they did not comply with the CEAS (Court of Justice for the 
European Union 2020). In Austria, former reception centres were repurposed 
as ‘return centres’, which—although not detention centres—impose re-
strictions of movement both legally and through their placement in remote 
locations of the country. Germany introduced so-called ‘first reception’ cen-
tres and AnKER centres—namely, integrated facilities that combine func-
tions of reception, asylum processing and deportation facilitation (Hänsel et 
al. 2019). 
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Hardening the internal borders 

Repeated introductions of temporary Schengen internal 
border controls 

The reintroduction of internal border controls in the Schengen Area since 
autumn 2015 has been interpreted as one of the most evident signs of re-
nationalization and persistent intergovernmentalism (Karamanidou and Kas-
parek 2020a). While in total, nine Schengen states have made use of the 
provisions in the Schengen Borders Code or SBC (Austria, Belgium, Den-
mark, France, Germany, Malta, Norway, Slovenia, and Sweden), we focus 
on the three countries—Sweden, Germany, and Austria—which are included 
in the scope of the RESPOND project. 

These three countries with largely Schengen-internal borders opted to rein-
troduce border controls in autumn 2015 in response to migratory movements 
and have since then extended them repeatedly. Germany introduced tempo-
rary border controls at three highway border-crossing points (BCP) from 
Austria into Bavaria in September 2015 and reinforced previously existing 
checks on international trains from Austria and in areas near the border. 
However, the introduction of border controls at only three sites left the vast 
majority of border-crossing from Austria unpoliced (Hänsel, Hess and Kas-
parek 2019). 

The Austrian government introduced internal border controls in September 
2015 at two border-crossing points—one with Slovenia (BCP Spielfeld) and 
the other with Hungary (BCP Nickelsdorf)—which were at the time exten-
sively transited by asylum seekers using the Balkan route (Josipovic and 
Reeger 2019). In November 2015, Sweden introduced border controls at its 
territorial border with Denmark under Article 25 of the SBC. The article 
provides for ‘special measures in the event of serious danger to public order 
or internal security’ (Borevi and Shakra 2019). Notably, these measures 
were combined with national legislation to allow for and mandate compre-
hensive ID checks in these border controls. 

The rationales for extending temporary internal border controls have shifted 
over time, with member states finding new reasons to continue to reintro-
duce checks aimed at controlling migratory movements. Initial reintroduc-
tions in 2015 cited the impact of migratory movements on public policy and 
security, according to Article 25 of the SBC (Borevi and Shakra 2019; Ka-
ramanidou and Kasparek 2020a). Following the exhaustion of Article 25 
grounds, the Commission proposed the extension of internal border controls 
on the grounds of Article 29 failures of border control at the external bor-
ders. When this possibility was exhausted, the reasons cited were to prevent 
secondary movements and the risk of terrorism (Karamanidou and Kasparek 
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2020a). Then, they were reintroduced again in March 2020 due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

Contrary to crisis narratives of the ‘death of Schengen’, the selective nature 
of these border controls does not signify a desire to abolish Schengen free 
movement but instead the use of the SBC to control secondary migratory 
movements. Further, despite much research treating the reintroduction of 
temporary internal border controls as an example of persistent intergovern-
mentalism, the Commission’s interpretation of Article 25 in September 
2017—which allowed for the extension of temporary border controls to six 
months—and their proposal for legislative reform point to the same end (Ka-
ramanidou and Kasparek 2020a). 

Return, detention and internal control measures 

Controls within the territory of the member states have been significantly 
strengthened since 2015, as have returns and deportations. Internal controls 
include a wide range of measures such as ID and employment checks, time 
limitations to protection status, practices of detention—applying both in the 
processing of asylum applications and during deportation procedures—and 
deportation regimes. Such policies often work in a continuum: identifying 
people without legal status, containing them, and enabling their deportation. 
It should be noted that they have been indispensable technologies of border 
regimes in both EU and non-EU contexts well before 2015, but the RE-
SPOND findings suggest they have been reinforced significantly since then. 

In Sweden, permanent residence permits issued with protection status were 
changed to a three-year duration and introduced stricter workplace controls 
(Borevi and Shakra 2019). The introduction of the 8km-rule in Hungary in 
2016 and its extension to the whole country in 2017 provided for the ‘escort’ 
of migrants without status and asylum seekers back to the transit zone at the 
border (Gyollai and Korkut 2019). Austria adopted stricter provisions for 
establishing a person’s identity and allowed mandates for asylum seekers to 
remain in designated accommodation centres if they had committed criminal 
offences, on public order grounds or for accelerating the processing of appli-
cations (Josipovic and Reeger 2019). Accommodation and residency obliga-
tions, such as remaining in first reception centres for a time and terminating 
asylum procedures in cases where applicants had violated residency obliga-
tions—were also tightened in Germany. At the same time, other measures 
included enhanced reporting obligation, the replacement of cash social bene-
fits with in-kind benefits, and limiting the granting of residency permits 
(Hänsel et al. 2019). 

Provisions for detention during the asylum process were also expanded in 
several countries. Austria, for example, introduced new grounds for detain-
ing asylum seekers, including on the basis of endangering public order. In 
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Hungary, since 2017, asylum seekers have been detained in transit zones 
near the border. In Greece (and to a lesser extent Italy), practices of deten-
tion and limitation on residence were shaped by the hotspot regime. In 2016, 
Greece introduced a law that allowed a 3-day restriction of liberty within 
hotspots to complete registration and screening procedures, which could be 
extended to 25 days if the procedures were not completed. Further, the geo-
graphical limitation imposed on hotspots obliges applicants for international 
protection to stay on the island where the hotspot is located. Migrants seek-
ing international protection can be detained in hotspots in Italy, but questions 
were raised regarding the legal basis for detention (Terlizzi 2019; AIDA 
2020). 

Detention for the purpose of return was also enhanced in several countries, 
in conjunction with policies enhancing capacities for return and deportation 
since 2015. Austria extended the time limit of detention from six to the max-
imum allowed limit in EU law of 18 months in 2017, extended periods of 
repulsion, and established return centres for rejected asylum seekers. Ger-
many introduced further grounds for detention for the purpose of return, 
expanded provisions for pre-removal detention both in custody facilities and 
accommodation centres, reduced the time limit for suspension of deportation 
and prohibited its notification, tightened provisions for the expulsion of mi-
grants with a criminal record, and limited the grounds for suspending a re-
moval due to health concerns (Hänsel et al. 2019). Italy extended time limits 
for pre-return detention from three to six months in 2018 and introduced a 
law allowing for readmission agreements with third countries for the purpose 
of return (European Migration Network 2017). Sweden expanded police 
powers on deciding the detention and return of minors. In Hungary, re-
turns—in essence, pushbacks—were facilitated by the introduction of the 
8km-rule and new grounds for deportation, such as entering through the bor-
der closure or damaging the border fence. 

Return was also identified as a policy priority in the 2015 European Agenda 
on Migration and subsequent policy proposals, which included increasing 
the number of returns and increasing the use of EU and bilateral agreements 
with non-EU countries (Karamanidou and Kasparek 2018). Informal ar-
rangements, such as the ‘Joint Way Forward with Afghanistan’ and the 2016 
EU–Turkey statement, which, although not a legal instrument, allowed for 
returns from Greece to Turkey, were examples of the policy emphasis on 
return. Furthermore, in the New Pact on Migration, return was designated as 
a key priority, an aim reiterated by Commission officials along with the will-
ingness to reinforce the role of Frontex in returns (European Commission 
2020; Euronews 2021). This again suggests both the continuity of a prefer-
ence for a securitized mode of migration governance and the interconnec-
tions between national and supranational levels. 
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Border violence and violations of human rights 

Like much recent research by academics, human rights organizations, and 
activists, the research done in the 11 countries of the RESPOND project 
highlights that human rights violations are a regular occurrence within the 
border regime. While such violations are evident in every aspect of the bor-
der regime, we focus on two practices—pushbacks and refusals of entry. 
These violations occur in multiple national contexts and are particularly sig-
nificant in terms of preventing access to EU territory and protection. 

Refusing entry is not illegal within national and EU law. However, the SBC 
provides for exceptions from the refusal of entry provisions for people seek-
ing international protection. Yet, the practice of refusing entry even to those 
who appear to have legitimate asylum claims seems to have intensified in 
several countries. In Poland, refusals of entry have been a long-standing 
practice at the Brest/Terespol crossing point on the Polish–Belarussian bor-
der and the Medyka BCP with Ukraine (Szulecka 2019). Refusals of entry 
and the Polish border guards’ practice of impeding submission of asylum 
applications were deemed by the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) 
judgement M.K. v Poland to violate human rights law covering non-
refoulement, collective expulsions, and the right to asylum (Brandl and 
Czech 2020). Refusals of entry within the EU increased at the German and 
Austrian internal borders (Hänsel et al. 2019; Josipovic and Reeger 2019). 
Similarly, the Dublin administrative arrangements that Germany has entered 
into with Greece, Italy, and Spain purport to form a legal basis that in prac-
tice pre-empts the lodging of an asylum application in specific cases. 

Pushbacks were a particularly salient feature of border regimes in four na-
tional contexts: Greece, Italy, and Hungary3 (see also Hess and Petrogiannis 
2020). While a long-standing practice in Greece (Pro Asyl 2013), since 
2015, pushback practices have intensified at both maritime and land borders. 
They have been extensively documented at the Greek–Turkish land border 
since 2018 (ARSIS et al. 2018; Mobile Info Team 2019; Human Rights 
Watch 2020; Barker and Zajović 2020a, 2020b), while dramatically escalat-
ed at the Greek–Turkish maritime border since 2020 (Legal Centre Lesvos 
2021; Refugee Support Aegean 2020). 

Unlike refusals of entry, where the described practices are carried out in the 
open, in the Greek case, the authorities involved seem to act in a more clan-
destine manner, which has complicated the adjudication of violations of 

                               

 
3 In ‘Border Experience and Practices of Refugees’ and based on 560 interviews 
with refugee-migrants in the 11 RESPOND countries, Hess and Petrogiannis (2020) 
show that pushbacks were experienced along the routes also before 2015 but mostly 
not as a systematic practice. 
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fundamental rights in national and international courts (Ilias et al. 2019). In 
Hungary, pushback practices were, in essence, legalized through the intro-
duction of the 8km-rule and its extension to the entire national territory. This 
constitutes a prime example of a ‘legal device’ to legitimize pushbacks by 
allowing immediate return without access to asylum (Gyollai and Korkut 
2019; Hungarian Helsinki Committee 2020). In December 2020, a judge-
ment by the CJEU following infringement procedures initiated by the Com-
mission found that these practices violated EU law (Court of Justice for the 
European Union 2020), later triggering the suspension of Frontex operations 
in the country. 

Pushbacks have also been documented in Italy (Terlizzi 2019; ASGI 2020). 
One pattern concerns pushbacks across the land border to Slovenia. While an 
Italian minister justified them as informal readmissions based on a 1996 
bilateral agreement with Slovenia, an Italian court ruled this practice unlaw-
ful and in violation of EU and national law (Statewatch 2021). Similarly, 
pushbacks have been recorded from the Adriatic ports of Italy to Greece 
(ASGI 2020). Even more controversial are the multifarious and long-
standing practices of non-assistance instead of rescue in the Mediterranean. 
Italy has cooperated with Libya based on bilateral agreements, the most re-
cent in 2017. While presented as having a humanitarian logic of rescue, co-
operation on maritime surveillance has resulted in systematic pushbacks—
or, more accurately, ‘pullbacks’—to Libya following interceptions in inter-
national waters. More significantly, these pushbacks occur in the context of 
cooperation between the EU and the Libyan authorities, including the train-
ing of the Libyan coast guard and practices of notifying the Libyan coast 
guard of detected ships that are intercepted returned to Libya (Amnesty In-
ternational 2021). The Italian and EU practices in the Mediterranean have 
been controversial not only because of refoulement to a territory where 
widespread violations of human rights have been recorded—including tor-
ture, arbitrary detention in degrading conditions and multiple forms of vio-
lence—but also because of the resulting high death toll (Amnesty Interna-
tional 2021; Heller and Pécoud 2020; Hess and Petrogiannis 2020). 

It should be noted that pushbacks are not limited to the countries studied 
within the RESPOND project. Indeed, pushbacks have been documented 
extensively across the external borders of the EU (for example, in Spain, 
Croatia, and Bulgaria) as well as along the Balkan route. Moreover, their 
adoption by multiple EU member states and associated countries such as 
Albania, North Macedonia, and Bosnia–Herzegovina—and mounting evi-
dence of the involvement of the European Border and Coast Guard Agency 
in them—suggest that pushbacks have become an indispensable technology 
for the European border regime. Yet, as extensively documented by NGOs 
and becoming the focus of investigations into the practices of Frontex, the 
European Commission has remained largely inactive on the issue. It has, for 
instance, turned a blind eye to the actions of the Greek authorities (for ex-
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ample, by not initiating infringement proceedings) and has pulled back its 
initial support for inquiries into the activities of Frontex, swinging its full 
support behind the agency (Euronews 2021). 

Conclusion 

Throughout our contribution, we have highlighted the many developments 
that have contributed to a profound reconfiguration of the European border 
regime. We see a complex interplay between renationalizing tendencies and 
appeals to supranational harmonization—also exemplified by the New Pact 
proposals—which will not necessarily result in a clear separation of levels, 
but instead forms of authority that cut across levels and arrange their respec-
tive actors in networks, and networks of networks. The most striking exam-
ple is the construction of the European Border and Coast Guard as a network 
of member state institutions. To further analyse these emergent hybrid forms 
of border management and migration control, a methodological departure 
from a pure multilevel governance approach is required. 

More fundamentally, our findings have showcased that borders—and thus 
sovereign forms of the governance of exception—have been strengthened 
since 2015. To all appearances, induced by multiple crises, the European 
project has entered a new phase, which challenges established European 
integration theories and calls for adjustments. We see a heterogeneous inter-
play of renationalizing as well as supranationalizing tendencies, which are 
not necessarily in contradiction. This particularly applies to the continuum of 
modes of governance which currently exhibit a unidirectional move towards 
intensified violence, human rights abuses, and securitization at the EU’s 
borders. 
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Introduction 

This comparative chapter draws on the RESPOND country reports from 
Hungary, Sweden, Austria, Germany, Greece, Poland, and Italy to provide 
an overview of the dominant political claims and narratives of key political 
actors in the context of the so-called ‘refugee crisis’ between 2014 and 2018. 
Furthermore, it considers how related political assumptions have been re-
flected in the European Commission’s policy agenda since 2019. 

The aim of this chapter is twofold. In the first part, we detail the political 
claims and narratives of national governmental actors concerning the EU and 
external migration. Under the Horizon 2020 project RESPOND, we con-
ducted a qualitative analysis of political claims in seven EU member states 
involving various political parties in both government and opposition. We 
studied how the aforementioned actors narratively construct the EU and its 
member states, how they narrate how external migration should be managed 
and—on that basis—how migrants should be received and protected. More 
specifically, we selected public speeches that covered these topics and exam-
ined how 1) politicians publicly refer to the EU’s institutional architecture as 
well as interstate relationships; 2) how they evaluate existing European and 
national policies and proposed new ones, and; 3) how they referred to immi-
grants and the domestic public as the primary audience of their speeches. 

In section 4, we will discuss these claims along with three major narratives 
built on binary concepts: national sovereignty vs supranationalism, border 
control vs humanitarianism, and externalization vs burden-sharing. We clus-
ter the cases into three groups. The first, central–northern group—consisting 
of Austria, Germany and Sweden—has been a major destination block in the 
context of asylum in recent years. The second, eastern group consists of 
Hungary and Poland, states that have been adamant in their opposition to the 
admission of refugees. Geography ordained that the third, southern group 
comprising Italy and Greece bore the brunt of the sudden increase in the 
number of refugees after 2014. Across these three groups and following their 
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political narratives, we propose a comparative interpretation of evolving 
positions on external migration and the future course of Europeanization. 

In the second part of this study, we examine how the diversity of claims and 
narratives within the EU member states is echoed in the European Commis-
sion’s ‘Migration and Asylum Package’ introduced in September 2020 as 
well as the ‘European Way of Life’ agenda underpinning Ursula von der 
Leyen’s Commission, established in 2019. We consider these two policy 
documents given how external migration was politicized in seven EU coun-
tries and the national priorities that arose. Hence, we look at them as at-
tempts to reconcile the conflicting conceptualizations of Europeanization 
over an external migration agenda. 

The remainder of the chapter proceeds as follows. We first offer a brief 
background primer on the milestones of European integration in the realm of 
immigration and asylum. The following section proposes a conceptual 
framework for the study of Europeanization and European integration that 
focuses on the domestic aspects of the political construction of substantive 
policy issues and claims of political authority over the Europeanization nar-
rative. Section 4 offers insights into our empirical findings within the seven 
member states, and section 5 discusses findings concerning the EU Commis-
sion. The final two sections cover the 2019 ‘European Way of Life Agenda’ 
and 2020 ‘Migration and Asylum Package’, respectively. The chapter ends 
with a brief conclusion that ties together the findings. 

European integration in the area of immigration and asylum 

The European integration process in the area of immigration and asylum has 
never been smooth. Two dimensions of the conflict have determined the 
development of these policy fields. On the one hand, there has been a tension 
between harmonization based on supranational governance and sovereignty-
preserving coordination of national systems. On the other, we find a conflict 
between the state-centred primacy of internal security (namely, national bor-
der control) and its impacts on universal human rights. Furthermore, demo-
graphically ageing societies and shortages of low-skilled labour introduce an 
economic dimension to the debate, which cuts across the management of 
asylum based on reception and protection policies. 

In line with neofunctionalist integration theory, one might argue that the 
creation of a single market and the establishment of the Schengen Area 
would have led to a spill-over, incentivizing the member states to foster co-
operation on the management of external migration and asylum after the 
early 1990s (Bendel and Ripoll Servent 2017). However, despite a common 
understanding that the abolishment of intra-Schengen borders created a lack 
of control on the movements and activities of third-country nationals, the 
question of how related cooperation and policies would look was far from 
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resolved. Ever since the Dublin Convention was signed in 1990, a gap re-
mained apparent between European claims to fairness and solidarity found in 
the early policy documents (Thielemann 2003) and the harsh reality of 
member states seeking to preserve national sovereignty. 

Even following the creation of the Area of Freedom, Justice and Security 
under the Amsterdam Treaty, national governments sought to keep decision-
making intergovernmental, relying on unanimity and sticking to consultation 
procedures with the European Parliament. Despite the imbalances inscribed 
in the Dublin systems, first-generation EU directives passed during the early 
years of cooperation established minimum standards and rights for third-
country nationals settling in the member states and harmonized rules for 
family reunification and asylum procedures. 

The Lisbon Treaty strengthened the supranational institutions, the Commis-
sion, the parliament, and the European Court of Justice, leading to a system 
of co-decision-making. In the past decade, the EU has witnessed a thematic 
expansion of its agenda, including a clearer harmonization of asylum sys-
tems, initial steps towards common labour-migrant admission policies and a 
comprehensive foreign policy agenda in which migration policy goals are 
linked to external development priorities. However, the sudden increase in 
the number of irregular external migrant arrivals in 2015 had a marked effect 
on external migration management at both the EU and member state levels. 
In the context of the so-called ‘refugee crisis’ and given the highly emotive 
domestic discourses, the EU retreated to ad hoc responses and came to rely 
ever more on the EU Council to resolve conflicts over its migration agenda 
(Roos 2017). These developments opened ample space for discursive gov-
ernance (Korkut et al. 2015) of external migration, including border man-
agement, protection and reception-related policies. 

Conceptual approach: Politicizing EU policies and 
political authority at the national level 

Given the fact that asylum and immigration are no longer subject to inter-
governmental policy-making but take place in a political system sui generis, 
it comes as no surprise that in recent years the study of European integration 
and Europeanization has turned away from studying why cooperation takes 
place, and policy regimes become harmonized to investigating how these 
processes unfold. 

Our approach departs from the assumption that European integration (the 
transfer of formerly national policy areas to the EU) and Europeanization 
(member states’ response to the impact of EU norms) are deeply interrelated 
phenomena (Ladrech 2014). Specifically, we adopt a post-functionalist per-
spective (Hooghe and Marks 2009), which emphasizes how EU norms, pro-
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cedures and actors are politicized at the national level, often leading to dis-
tinctive outcomes. Thus, while there might be external pressure to delegate 
authority to supranational institutions and increase cooperation—following, 
say, a sudden increase of external immigration—domestic political discourse 
can shape how existing EU norms are perceived and which integration tra-
jectories become more or less acceptable in the future. 

By politicizing specific issues such as the adoption of refugees, domestic 
politicians inevitably connect their claims to more or less explicit views 
about political authority and where it should be located. On the one hand, the 
call for refugee distribution quotas is itself an implicit expression of support 
for supranational institutions. On the other hand, border protection narratives 
are often tied to an explicit indication of the failure of the EU to protect its 
external borders, thus prompting member states to reclaim some of their pre-
Schengen authority in this domain. 

A helpful heuristic to distinguish the positions of political groups and parties 
vis-à-vis the EU is the typology by Kopecký and Mudde (2002). The authors 
argue that the position of political parties runs across two dimensions, one 
relating to support for European integration (namely, a sharing of political 
authority) and the other relating to support for the majority of policy ideas 
that are institutionalized within the EU. In this vein, they distinguish be-
tween four groups. First, there are Eurosceptics, who ‘support the general 
ideas of European integration but are pessimistic about the EU’s current 
and/or future reflection of these ideas’ (Kopecký and Mudde 2002: 302). 
Second, there are Europragmatists, who ‘do not support the general ideas of 
European integration underlying the EU, nor do they necessarily oppose 
them, yet they do support the EU’ (ibid.: 303). Third, there are the Euroen-
thusiasts who ‘support the general ideas of European integration and believe 
that the EU is or will soon become the institutionalization of these ideas’ 
(ibid.: 302). The fourth group are the Eurorejectionists who ‘subscribe nei-
ther to the ideas underlying the process of European integration nor to the 
EU’ (ibid.: 302). 

It is important to consider these dynamics against the background of infor-
mal EU policy-making rules, which are driven by consensus. Although most 
decisions in the realm of Justice and Home affairs do not require unanimity 
in the Council, the legislative bodies of the EU typically seek to reach broad 
consensus by including more extreme dissident voices as well. The European 
Commission, which has a monopoly on legislative proposals, frames politi-
cal problem definitions in a crucial way and thereby has to bridge an increas-
ingly broad spectrum of member state positions. As we will discuss further 
below, it has also not shied away from incorporating the claims and narra-
tives of far-right, anti-immigration governments in recent years. 

Methodologically, researchers in all seven countries followed a common 
framework for comparative analysis, designed to uncover narrative construc-



 71

tions linking migration and ‘Europe’ within mainstream politics and media. 
While the emphasis was on inductive theory-construction, starting points 
were drawn from post-functionalist themes of identity and contestation. A 
further emphasis was on audience construction—namely, analysing texts to 
uncover how narratives spoke to assumed audiences. These themes formed 
the basis of common analytical grids. 

In this way, the research teams analysed how politicians and journalists link 
national stories—from Hungary and Poland’s links to the Soviet imperial 
presence to post-War German guilt—with narratives of a European order 
affected by external migration. This aim was to uncover the strands linking 
national and European identities, particularly insofar as the latter became an 
object of contestation between, for instance, a liberal-cosmopolitan ‘open 
Europe’ and a civilizational, White, Christian defence of Europe from out-
siders. 

Political claims and narratives about migration and the EU 
in seven member states 

In this section, we take a closer look at how governmental actors in different 
EU member states have politicized European immigration and asylum poli-
cies, immigrants as policy targets, and the EU itself as a container of politi-
cal authority. We group the seven countries of our study into three clusters: 
the central and northern group comprising Germany, Austria, and Sweden; 
the eastern group of Hungary and Poland; and the southern group made up of 
Greece and Italy. 

The central and northern group: Germany, Austria, and Sweden 

During the peak of the migration crisis of 2015, the central and northern 
European countries of Austria, Germany, and Sweden were the three main 
destinations for newly arriving refugees. Relative to the size of the popula-
tion, each accepted a significant number of applicants into their asylum sys-
tems. At the same time, all three introduced a series of similar restrictive 
measures starting from late 2015 and early 2016. These measures included, 
for example, repeated and prolonged intra-Schengen border controls and 
time limitations to protection statuses as well as restrictions on associated 
rights. Germany and Austria had centrist, grand coalition governments, 
while in Sweden, the Social Democrats and the Greens relied on legislative 
support from the conservative and liberal block. 

Despite their similar settings, we came across finely nuanced but surprising-
ly diverse political narratives among political leaders in these three states. 
Through such narratives, the political context that mass migration generated 
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was interpreted, and a way forward was charted in the face of strong Euro-
pean interdependencies. An undisputed assumption shared across a broad 
spectrum was that the European Union represents the institutional vehicle for 
solving related issues, notwithstanding that for some political actors, the EU 
was to blame for existing failures of migration management in the first place. 
The questions are what role political elites envisioned for European coordi-
nation and where they placed member states within this coordination. As 
shall become apparent below, policy rationales in the field of migration and 
asylum are inherently linked to political leaders’ particular conceptions of 
power division within the Union. 

Narrates on border control are a good example. While all three countries had 
similar approaches to the reintroduction of intra-Schengen border controls, 
the Austrian government fostered a very distinct narrative. Most notably, the 
conservative coalition partner, the Austrian People’s Party or ÖVP, sought to 
legitimize border controls by pointing to the principle of subsidiarity. The 
argument presented was that the EU had failed to protect its external borders 
and that some member states had enabled ‘unrestricted admission’. While 
the ÖVP’s socialist coalition partner aligned with the position of the German 
chancellor, the conservatives frequently sought to juxtapose their position 
against what was referred to as Germany’s ‘open-border policy’. Although 
effectively pursuing a similar border policy to Austria, the German govern-
ment adopted a narrative of taking responsibility. Therefore, it also took a lot 
of heat at home, with some CSU members making common cause with the 
far-right Alternative for Germany (Alternative für Deutschland, AfD), which 
at that time had not entered the federal parliament. Interestingly, however, 
the German government was the driving force behind the European external-
ization strategy through its support for the EU–Turkey deal. 

Like the German government, the Swedish Social Democrats, the Green 
Party, and the conservative Moderate Party (known as ‘the Moderates’) dis-
played unity by adopting a liberal stance and arguing in favour of European 
solidarity driven by supranational institutions rather than national isolation. 
The so-called Swedish ‘U-turn’ on asylum policy was adopted with a public 
display of discontent by the government and a realist argument of being 
overburdened. Burden-sharing—understood as a systematic distribution of 
asylum seekers across the member states—appeared as a viable solution 
among many governmental figures in the early days of the crisis. 

Even though more pronounced about this idea in 2015 than later on, the 
German chancellor combined the call for obligatory quotas with a ‘Euroen-
thusiast’ call for humanitarianism. Not least due to a comparably strong sen-
sitivity for human rights obligations and concern for Germany’s international 
reputation, her approach found broad support among German political elites. 
Furthermore, and unlike in Austria, German politics displayed a strong dis-
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cursive nexus between humanitarianism and the demographic and economic 
benefits of a comparatively young immigrant population. 

In Austria, this link was mostly rejected. Conservatives and right-wing popu-
lists argued on ethnic diversity lines, while social democrats charged it 
would increase competition in the labour market. The Swedish government 
offered the most robust defence of humanitarianism by arguing that the EU 
had non-derogatable responsibilities towards refugees, one of which implies 
saving lives in the Mediterranean and accommodating those who arrive safe-
ly. Like Germany, Sweden sought to lead as an example of European hu-
manitarianism and solidarity. Again, the major counter-discourse to a broad 
political elite consensus came from a rising far-right party, namely the Swe-
den Democrats. 

Considering the political claims made by political leaders in government, 
Austria seemed to take a particularly restrictive position within the central–
northern block. Indeed, the narratives Social Democratic chancellors de-
ployed during the crisis suggested a liberal Europeanization trajectory like 
Germany’s (even though with a stronger emphasis on the problem of immi-
grant integration). Yet, more than in the other two countries, Austria’s coali-
tion partners displayed early signs of deep division. The conservatives within 
the ÖVP—who held the interior and foreign affairs ministries—soon adopt-
ed restrictive narratives of the kind traditionally fostered by the established 
far-right Freedom Party (FPÖ). Thus, it came as no surprise when the ÖVP 
terminated the coalition in 2017 and started collaborating with the FPÖ fol-
lowing the conservatives’ considerable electoral success, driven by anti-
immigration slogans. In contrast, the FPÖ gave up its Eurorejectionist posi-
tion and turned towards a more pragmatist position. Germany continued its 
grand coalition but saw the rise of the AfD, which entered the Bundestag in 
2017 as the strongest opposition party. Likewise, in Sweden, the far-right 
Sweden Democrats established themselves in the Riksdag and are the se-
cond-strongest opposition party today. 

The northern block demonstrates how precisely the far-right parties might be 
a factor explaining the diverging narratives on the future course of European 
cooperation and integration. They do not necessarily coin positions and 
claims that reject or embrace the European Union and integration per se. 
Still, they might be able to exert pressure on centrist parties and discursively 
shape the principles, values, and modes of governance that inform European 
policy-making. Today, the idea of obligatory distribution quotas for asylum 
seekers has been taken off the table in EU negotiations, and the securitiza-
tion of external border control has turned into the primary goal in asylum 
politics. In light of this, it seems as though far-right discourses have been 
able to make a crucial difference. 
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The eastern group: Hungary and Poland 

The issue of political authority in Europe was most fiercely politicized in the 
eastern group. Right-wing political parties in government and emblematic 
political figures such as the Hungarian Prime Minister, Viktor Orbán, 
evolved into the most vocal anti-immigrant voices in Europe. It is also note-
worthy that the political opposition in Poland and Hungary is comparatively 
silent about (and partly complicit in) the security-oriented migration politics 
of the conservative right. In other words, unlike in the central–northern and 
southern groups, migration politics did not see much contention across the 
political spectrum in the eastern group. 

Even in Poland, initial divergences between the conservative Law and Jus-
tice Party (PiS) and the liberal right Civic Platform (PO) disappeared over 
time. While in 2015, the PO government supported the EU decision on com-
pulsory quotas for the relocation of refugees from so-called ‘hotspots’, the 
PO later tightened the party position on this matter under the influence of 
public opinion and due to election losses. In so doing, it recognized that the 
dispersal of refugees must be voluntary, and the emphasis in EU policy 
should be on the control of the EU’s external borders. At the same time, the 
PO made it clear that it was not going to endorse ‘illegal migrants’ should it 
take power. In this way, the position of this party towards migration has 
clearly come close to the policy of the ruling PiS (Grosse 2018). 

In Hungary, the lack of discursive diversity in migration politics even turned 
into a one-man show (that of Viktor Orbán). Orbán made himself the leading 
anti-immigrant European voice and received much praise from right-wing 
politicians, including the extreme right, in other EU states. 

Yet, insomuch as migration politics of the incumbent governments did not 
face much contention from the opposition, their position on the future of EU 
integration and external migration in time solidified and became distant from 
what we traditionally qualify as the Euroenthusiastic political party types. 
Equally, the Hungarian and Polish political parties showed that by opposing 
an increased role for the EU reception and protection of migrants—in partic-
ular their dispersal through the quota regime—they could present themselves 
as the ‘genuine Europeans’ telling the truth about the danger that migrants 
posed for the future of Europe. For this reason, we associate the Hungarian 
and Polish conservative right with a Europragmatic attitude rather than a 
Eurorejectionist one, even if they were opposing a crucial instrument of Eu-
ropean integration of migration policy (namely, the quota regime). 

There were a few noteworthy reflections in the discourses of politicians in 
Hungary and Poland in view of Europe and migration. Both Fidesz in Hun-
gary and PiS (partly also PO) in Poland consider their countries to be EU 
frontier states. This is noteworthy as, until the last decade or even 2015, the 
southern states, mainly Greece and Italy, would have been conceived as the 
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EU border states. The enlargement and the sudden increase in the number of 
external migrant arrivals in 2015 made Hungary appear as a major frontier 
state. Notwithstanding the political importance that the eastern border has for 
the EU, Poland cannot be argued as strongly affected by irregular arrivals 
during the 2015 crisis. 

In both Hungary and Poland, there was an attempt to shift the blame for the 
migrant flows to Germany and the so-called ‘liberal EU establishment’—
represented, according to Orbán, by the European Commission. Here, Berlin 
and Brussels were accused of making false promises of integration. One 
crucial aspect of their narrative lies in their particular conception of solidari-
ty, which is coined as solidarity for Europe rather than for the European 
Union. Both Hungarian and Polish politicians declared that, in fact, their 
primary objective was to be in solidarity with their respective publics. Orbán 
went even further to claim that the security-oriented migration politics that 
his government pursued made him a ‘true European’. 

Therefore, neither the Polish nor the Hungarian governments conceived their 
opposition to EU-led admission policies as taking a Eurorejectionist posi-
tion. In contrast, they argued that they were serving Europe better by reject-
ing any migration policy introduced at the EU level and by promoting 
through security-focused policies what they conceived as the European pub-
lic interest. We take this as a further sign of how Europragmatism evolved as 
a position. By this, we mean that the political parties in the eastern group 
leveraged migration politics to steer the path of future Europeanization in 
line with their respective domestic political agendas. 

The southern group: Greece and Italy 

Southern Europe endured the worst of the Eurozone crisis after 2008, and a 
mixture of geography and the Dublin Regulations meant the region was 
equally central to the politicization of asylum. The outcome has been a dec-
ade of turbulence, dominated by EU demands for austerity and Europe-wide 
dissensus over reallocation mechanisms. Southern European attitudes to the 
EU are thus among the continent’s most hostile. In the two countries consid-
ered here, this has led to swings from anti-establishment to emergency tech-
nocratic rule. Indeed, the Greek Prime Minister Lucas Papademos and Italy’s 
Mario Monti—both politically independent former bankers and academic 
economists—were appointed within days of one another. Equally, both 
countries have been ruled by governments actively committed to conflict 
with European institutions, ranging from Greece’s Syriza to Italy’s Silvio 
Berlusconi, Lega Nord (LN) and the Five Star Movement (M5S). Given the 
above, it follows that, in assessing Southern European narratives against the 
European Union, it is challenging to disentangle grievances against imposed 
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economic hardships from xenophobic attitudes towards migrants. Thus, it is 
crucial to note how political issues were constructed and by whom. 

Where left-wing parties have held power, such as Greece’s Syriza, they have 
sought to combine opposition to xenophobia and ‘fortress Europe’ with calls 
for EU-wide solutions to relieve the burden on border states. The Syriza 
Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras put it as follows: 

I am of the opinion that the protection of the EU borders and the external di-
mension of the migration crisis must be taken equally seriously. The EU 
should focus on sharing responsibility and not the burden of falling on the 
host countries (Papatzani et al. 2020). 

While asserting that refugee management was a clear left-versus-right ideo-
logical issue, solutions turned on the reallocation of refugees to other, less 
affected areas of the continent. The EU’s failure to impose such mechanisms 
was a persistent source of conflict. Thus, a rhetoric of European solidarity 
was often framed against the actually existing EU structures. Syriza asserted 
that ‘the refugee issue is a common European issue’ (Papatzani et al. 2020), 
but equally ‘the drama of millions of refugees reveals the blatant failure of a 
sovereign European policy, both in addressing the migratory-refugee phe-
nomenon and with regard to the Common Foreign and Security Policy of the 
EU’ (Papatzani et al. 2020). It thus becomes apparent that alternative visions 
for European integration have not necessarily been confined to the conti-
nent’s populist right. While Syriza explicitly adopted a populist framing of 
politics that conflicted with the European establishment, their politics did not 
conform to the anti-pluralism often associated with populist rhetoric. Indeed, 
their criticisms centred on the EU’s failure to achieve pluralism and humani-
tarianism in practice. 

Italy’s successive crises have taken a different dynamic that largely pitches 
an anti-establishment right against a technocratic, Europhile centre-left. The 
M5S has played an intermediary role, entering a coalition with the right-
wing populist LN, then later with the technocratic-left Democratic Party 
(PD) in the so-called ‘techno-populist’ alliance under the leadership of the 
non-affiliated Giuseppe Conte. This confusion reflects M5S’s diverse ideo-
logical origins, combining left-populist economics with more right-wing 
stances on immigration and party structures that allow online plebiscites to 
strongly influence the platform. Effectively, M5S has been incorporated to 
combat the charismatic power of LN leader Matteo Salvini, who has suc-
ceeded Silvio Berlusconi as the dominant presence in Italian politics. 

Salvini has weaponized grievances around migration to help LN move be-
yond its traditional northern base to become a dominating force in Italian 
politics. His rhetoric accentuates fears of ‘terrorists and criminals hidden in 
barges’ and similar rhetorical tropes. Equally, Salvini has pursued a vigorous 
critique of EU leaders (‘governed by dangerous hypocrites’) combined with 
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ambivalence about EU membership. At times, Salvini straightforwardly has 
adopted a Eurorejectionist stance and called for Italy to exit the Eurozone 
and the EU to restore Italian sovereignty. 

However, proximity to power has served to weaken these combative stances. 
Having run on the slogan ‘No Euro’ in 2014, by 2019, Salvini was calling 
the Eurozone ‘irreversible’, asserting: ‘The [Northern] League is not think-
ing about Italy’s exit from the euro or the European Union’. Salvini has thus 
been central to putative pan-European alliances for a sovereigntist ‘Europe 
of the nations’ (Terlizzi and Marchese 2020). Conversely, Salvini’s critics 
have appealed to European institutions to relieve Italy’s burdens, often with 
little success. The EU’s failure to negotiate collective solutions to successive 
crises—including, as of 2020, the coronavirus pandemic—have put the Ital-
ian forces ranged against Salvini into difficult positions. 

The Southern European cases also highlight the unevenness of European 
experiences. These cases have been influenced historically by legacies of 
authoritarianism and weak state authority, geographically by their proximity 
to the Mediterranean and economically by ongoing and long-standing socio-
economic imbalances. EU membership initially appeared to offer both eco-
nomic and political development benefits. Recently, it has also imposed sig-
nificant (and, many would concede, unfair) burdens on Southern European 
states, and relations have become dysfunctional. Governments of all political 
stripes have been forced to reckon with the attendant problems. While Syriza 
pursued a relatively lax border regime, the intensity of austerity measures 
imposed on the country meant that conditions for migrants became a byword 
for inhumane squalor. The contradictions of the European humanitarian ide-
ology thus became concentrated on very particular geographical zones. 

A common theme across all Southern European countries has been a critique 
of the Dublin Regulation. This has effectively worked to concentrate the 
‘burdens’ of asylum in particular geographies, and themes of burden appear 
in the rhetoric of all governing parties, regardless of ideology. Under these 
circumstances, and given ongoing demands for austerity, conflict with EU 
institutions has formed an inescapable fact of government. 

In the following section, the discussion turns to the new Von der Leyen 
Commission. We pose the question of which political assumptions and nar-
ratives in evidence across the country clusters have been echoed in Brussels’ 
most recent policy proposals and policy agenda. 
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The European Commission: Echoing national claims 
and narratives 

Two recent documents set the stage for the migration policy paradigm of the 
Von der Leyen Commission, established in 2019—namely, the ‘EU Migra-
tion and Asylum Package’ introduced in September 2020 and the ‘European 
Way of Life’ agenda that was put forth in 2019. In 2019, the incoming exec-
utive of the European Commission nominated a vice-president for migration 
and security issues bearing the title of ‘Commissioner for Protecting the 
European Way of Life’. This allusion to a continent under threat and needing 
protection prompted months of controversy about the meaning attached to 
European borders and boundaries. The centre-right European People’s Party, 
which proposed the title, insisted they had not meant to raise the drawbridge 
against refugees, arguing, ‘this means to rescue people in the Mediterranean 
[…] not to close harbours’. 

Nonetheless, both supporters and critics interpreted it as a move to absorb 
right-wing populist narratives. Marine Le Pen hailed ‘an ideological victory’. 
By contrast, socialist and Green MEPs saw it as a surrender to a notion of an 
embattled ‘European civilisation’ promoted in the rhetoric of leaders like 
Hungary’s Viktor Orbán. The controversy would eventually force a small 
but crucial change, with ‘protecting’ becoming ‘promoting’ the European 
way of life. But the polarized reaction had already established a crucial fact 
about the continent’s political identity. Henceforth, it is nearly impossible to 
speak of the ‘European way of life’ without insinuating fear of foreign in-
truders. 

The ‘European Way of Life’ agenda from 2019 

The agenda calls for further cooperation and solidarity in handling migration 
among EU member states and appeals to the securitization of migration poli-
tics of right-wing European governments. As discussed above, crafting a 
migration narrative through a security lens has been a dominant element 
across all countries under study. As the focus on migration management 
remains security-focused, we can also see how border protection and terror-
ism informed discourses from national contexts have entered this document. 
In this vein, the European Commission (2020: 3) introduced its aim to mod-
ernize the management of external borders through new and upgraded large-
scale information systems, with reinforced support by Frontex and eu-LISA, 
and to ensure systematic checks at the EU’s external borders. This effort 
responds to the demands of some member states such as Poland and Hunga-
ry to re-interpret the EU’s role in migration management and shift from fa-
cilitating refugee admission (namely, the quota regime) to providing border 
security. 
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A prominent expression of the security-based discourse of migration in the 
‘European Way of Life’ agenda has been an apparent inclination to catego-
rize migrants as ‘legal’ or ‘illegal’. The terminology of illegality and irregu-
larity places a particularly strong stigma of doubt on asylum seekers who are 
usually forced to embark on an irregular journey. At the same time, Mar-
garitis Schinas, the vice-president for the ‘European Way of Life’ agenda, 
reiterated that being European means being open to the world and helping 
those who were less fortunate (Schinas 2019: 8). 

Yet, this humanitarian focus has at the same time appears to suggest eco-
nomic returns for the EU. Ylva Johansson, the home affairs commissioner, 
stated that ‘[w]e face an increasing need for legal migration for our labour 
markets to remain competitive, to face the long-term demographic challeng-
es’ (Johansson 2019: 10). This suggests that legality and humanitarianism 
have become bound up with the benefits that some migrants offer to the EU 
and its economic competitiveness. While this goes against the discourses of 
Hungarian and Polish politicians, who questioned integration and argued that 
it was impossible, it is still aligned with migration politics in Germany. Yet, 
the EU officials also used ‘illegal’ as a qualifier for those migrants that 
posed a security threat to the ‘European way of life’, which resonates with 
Viktor Orbán’s discourse that migrant smugglers are the reason for illegal 
immigration. This suggests that the Von der Leyen Commission seeks to 
appeal to a feeling of insecurity already attached to external migration. 

The 2020 ‘EU Migration and Asylum Package’ 

The ‘EU Migration and Asylum Package’ (introduced in September 2020) is 
an acute attempt to embed feelings of insecurity into actual policy. The nar-
ratives surrounding this legislative proposal refer to border security, humani-
tarianism, sovereignty, externalization, talent and labour migration and final-
ly, efficient and coordinated returns. In this order, the EU seeks to establish a 
coordinated border-security system to protect the Mediterranean border. It 
reduces humanitarianism to ‘efficient’ asylum decisions at the border. The 
document praises externalization agreements, thus foregrounding the priori-
ties of those member states demanding more externalization. It also recom-
mends that more such agreements be concluded and supports the ‘hotspot 
approach’. Meanwhile, echoing the valence applied to ‘legal’ migrants in the 
‘European Way of Life’ agenda, the pact reiterates the need for talent and 
labour migration. However, the implication is that the Commission has ef-
fectively excluded unregulated migration from its scope of legality. 

The issue around which the Commission has most visibly attempted to build 
consensus among the member states is responsibility and burden-sharing. 
The mandatory admission quota, which appeared as a politically valid con-
cept among centrist and left-wing parties in 2015, has disappeared from the 
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political agenda. This is most likely because of the reluctance of countries 
like Hungary, the Czech Republic and Austria to implement the relocation 
agreement from 2015. As the political discourse shifted rightwards, the 
Commission confined its ambitions of solidarity to the concept of ‘flexible 
solidarity’. Therefore, it proposed a financial incentive system for the admis-
sion of refugees during normal times. During periods of crisis, a mechanism 
for mandatory solidarity would kick in, obliging the member states to take in 
refugees or express their solidarity by supporting other states with deporta-
tion procedures. 

Considering these two documents, overall, there appears an attempt to reach 
out to populist politicians to append their agendas to the future course of 
Europeanization in migration governance at the European level. Humanitari-
an obligations are contextualized within a crisis management frame, whereas 
asylum applications are referred to status determination at the border effi-
ciently. This is perhaps the most acute example of how the Hungarian narra-
tive has made its way into the new migration pact. These decisions at the 
border are to accompany pre-screening—that is, health, identification, and 
security checks—assuming that all migrants have the appropriate documen-
tation to hand. Finally, as a further element of externalization, the pact calls 
for harmonization of rules with third countries. 

This ambiguous and ambitious agenda raises questions about externalization. 
There is a distinct likelihood it becomes a tit-for-tat tussle over sovereignty 
between transit states and the EU. The upshot is that the welfare and rights 
of migrants are left in peril. 

Conclusion 

In this comparative chapter, we have sought to describe some key political 
claims and narratives on migration and the EU across three country clusters 
and provide a deeper understanding of how specific ideas from the national 
level are mirrored in the European Commission’s policy proposals. As be-
came evident, the crisis of migration governance was a critical juncture for 
party politics across Europe and demonstrated once more the deficiencies of 
the Common European Asylum System. In particular, the question of re-
sponsibility and burden-sharing called for joint action and solidarity among 
member states. 

However, the meaning of solidarity was deeply contested across European 
governments and political parties. The introduction of an ad hoc relocation 
quota in 2015 and the widespread resistance to its implementation marked 
the beginning of the end for the distribution paradigm. In contrast, we wit-
nessed how solidarity was interpreted in terms of protecting borders, where-
by the restoration of a country’s national sovereignty was also argued to 
protect other member states. In this vein, the spirit of the Dublin Convention 
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prevails, and political authority was increasingly reclaimed for the nation-
state. Securitization discourses that primarily circulate around conceptions of 
border control were first driven by far-right parties as well as conservative 
parties in Eastern Europe. Later they entered mainstream parties and estab-
lished a hegemony that is mirrored in the flexible solidarity concept by the 
European Commission. It remains to be seen how its legislative proposal 
from 2020 will develop, particularly whether the European Parliament will 
develop alternative conceptions to solidarity for the future of the European 
Union. 

Ultimately, questions remain about where at the nexus of supranationalism 
and inter-governmentalism EU migration governance can be contextualized 
and how this affects conflicting conceptualizations of Europeanization 
among the EU member states. The existing reports and this comparative 
chapter have sought to foreground the relevance of established conceptuali-
zations of what makes Eurorejectionist, Eurosceptic, and Euroenthusiast 
political positions. The finding is that a self-perception of a political party on 
the rejection—enthusiasm spectrum of Europeanization is not the same as 
how the European supranational institutions perceive them. 

To understand this disparity, we need to study and understand how political 
leaders narrativized their politics to bolster domestic audiences. This has 
become the most acute in Hungarian politics. While the European suprana-
tional institutions consistently depicted Fidesz-led Hungary as a Eurosceptic 
or Eurorejectionist party, Orbán himself proposed that Hungary was acting 
on behalf of Europe to defend it from intruders. The Polish case resembles 
Hungary in many ways. However, what appeared as crucial in these two 
countries was how the opposition could not produce any alternative dis-
course concerning refugee admission policies. 

Beyond the eastern group, we can underline that the historical Euroscepti-
cism in the southern group, which was conditioned by the austerity politics 
by the Troika during the economic crisis, resurfaced again. However, when 
it came to narratives to border security, politicians in both Greece and Italy 
sought to present their countries as defenders of European borders. Hence, 
their Euroscepticism dissipated when they faced the imagined threat posed 
by the ‘other’ personified by the external migrant. It is noteworthy to illus-
trate that the extent to which a country follows Europeanization is affected 
by which audience their political parties present their European identity. By 
drawing a line between ‘us’ the ‘other’, they would appear European, but 
facing ‘the self’, they would have more space to qualify how they coopt Eu-
ropeanization. 

Finally, an attempt to bandwagon domestic policy preferences to the Euro-
pean level has appeared most distinctly in the central and northern group, 
where Europe emerged as a solution to the problem that external migration 
posed to national politics. However, we should also note that this group of 
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states attempted to append their policy preferences to the European level 
after realizing that domestic solutions were failing. In this case, one can say 
that their relative Euroenthusiasm was affected by their national political 
preferences. 

This shows that even Euroenthusiasm—an apparently (mostly) supranational 
policy stance on Europeanization—is prone to be affected by domestic polit-
ical preferences. Considering this context, our findings suggest that Europe-
anization theories require ever more complex and identity-focused narra-
tives, both European and national, be considered if we are to understand the 
cacophony of policies at the member state level when external migration is 
at issue. 
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5 Configuring Borders: Policies, Practices 
and the Case of Lesvos, Greece 

Eva (Evangelia) Papatzani, Nadina Leivaditi,  
and Electra Petracou 

 

Introduction 

On 9–11 September 2020, a massive fire destroyed the Moria ‘hotspot’ on 
the Greek island of Lesvos. Within a few days, a new camp—presented as a 
temporary solution—had already been constructed by the Ministry of Migra-
tion and Asylum with the assistance of the Greek army in a former military 
shooting range in the area of Karatepe on Lesvos. The hotspot regime on 
Lesvos has a significant geographic, political and bordering role and forms a 
major part of the Greek and European authorities’ border management sys-
tem. For this reason, it could not be abandoned. 

Today, migration control and border management constitute crucial issues in 
the public debate and political governance in Greece and across the EU. 
Specific geographic areas have moved to the epicentre of global migration 
governance. They emerge as important border sites not only in spatial terms 
but also in the way they are configured through a complex grid of policies, 
discourses, and practices at multiple scales. Different strategies, practices, 
and rationalities shape border policies through multiple narratives and logics, 
including humanitarian actions and border protection against unwanted peo-
ple movements. Thus, specific places, borders, and movements constitute 
parts of new assemblages of the sovereignties, irrespective of whether bor-
derlines seem to be still enforced by nation-states and regional institutions. 

This chapter explores theoretical perspectives on border management and 
how it connects to attempts at controlling population movements within a 
territory, with the latter playing a crucial role in the organization and reor-
ganization of power relations. We draw from research conducted for the 
Horizon 2020 Research Programme RESPOND, focusing on the Greek case. 
Special attention is paid to Lesvos, an island on Greece’s eastern maritime 
borders. Lesvos is one of the most crucial border sites in Europe and the 
Mediterranean. The chapter analyses specific events and border policies and 
their role in constructing territory and controlling population movements. 
The following fundamental questions are addressed: In what ways is the 
island of Lesvos being shaped as a border area? How are borders configured 
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in the case of Lesvos? In what ways are other scales contained in this border-
ing process? What mechanisms are involved? What kind of ‘new’ border 
spaces have emerged on the island? 

These questions are approached by focusing on three border policies: The 
so-called ‘hotspot approach’, the geographical confinement on the eastern 
Aegean islands where hotspots are established, and a pilot project known as 
the ‘low-profile scheme’, which established a detention practice in specific 
hotspots without being defined in legislation. The chapter draws on extracts 
from 34 interviews with refugees and asylum seekers of different nationali-
ties staying on Lesvos who arrived in Greece between 2011 and 2017. 

Theoretical considerations: Territory, borders, 
and movements 

After the end of the Second World War, borders have been understood as 
fixed lines between sovereign nation-states in the international state system 
that neatly delineates the various jurisdictions. They were seen as rigid 
boundaries that distinguished the internal from the external. They defined a 
specific population and a special political relation between the citizen and 
the nation-state within, as well as signifying the right of this population to its 
homeland. This separation between internal and external, in turn, defined 
different statuses of people within a territory, and the state’s authority was 
considered conclusive within its boundaries. Borders were the sites that con-
firmed the state’s authority over its territory and population and over any 
outsiders seeking to enter that territory. As Sassen (1990: 36) argues, ‘na-
tional boundaries do not act as barriers so much as mechanisms reproducing 
the system through the international division of labor’, an operation that is 
based on a multiplicity of political units, including nation-states. 

The end of the Cold War at the beginning of the 1990s led to euphoria about 
the end of a world divided by tight borders and sharp ideological rivalries. The 
vision of a globalized world challenging the sovereignty and borders of the 
nation-states gained prominence, heralding for many the prospect of a truly 
borderless world (Paasi 2019). In Europe, the abolition of internal border con-
trols and the establishment of the internal market redefined ‘European integra-
tion’ and coincided with the establishment of a ‘New World Order’ along a 
North–South, rather than East–West axis. Since then, research has started to 
question the classic conceptualization of borders as lines compartmentalizing 
national sovereignties and to see them both as barriers and bridges. Foucher 
notes the ‘contradiction between greater openness of internal borders and the 
reinforcement of controls at the external borders’ (Foucher 1998: 242). Paasi 
distinguishes borders from boundaries, arguing that borders concern the terri-
torial limits of the state, while boundaries are produced at a range of spatial 
scales and are reproduced in local social practices and discourses (Paasi 1999). 
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According to Sack (1986), territoriality is the basis of power. ‘Territory’ can 
be considered a bounded area, and its boundaries have an important symbol-
ic communication role. Maps, fences, walls, land mines, and passports are 
ways of communicating. The symbolic form of borders, as Sack points out, 
includes a statement about the direction in space and a statement about pos-
session and exclusion. Territories are thus both spatial entities and commu-
nicative devices (Delaney 2005: 15), which present the idea of a consistent 
and orderly world through formalized political units. The territory is ‘best 
conceived as a historically and geographically specific form of political or-
ganisation and political thought’ (Brenner and Elden 2009: 355). Today, the 
world seems to be a horizontal separation of homogeneous territories and 
distinct sovereignties. But as Delaney argues, besides the horizontal aspect 
of territoriality, which establishes a dichotomy between ‘ins’ and ‘outs’, 
there is the vertical aspect. Territory’s vertical dimension reflects the differ-
ent scales above and below the nation-state—global and local—but also 
including the national territory. 

In the Post-Cold War era of globalization and regionalization (including 
Europeanization), the division between interior and exterior, as well as the 
issues of defining the population and a common territory, have come to the 
fore in discourse and practice. We can refer to this as a ‘process of territori-
alization’—one that shapes new territory by breaking (intentionally or unin-
tentionally) old forms of connectivity and affiliation, sovereignty, and gov-
ernmentality. In shaping the new bounded area, the bordering processes re-
late to borders on the move, transforming external boundaries to internal 
ones, and these processes play a role in constructing an undefined territory. 
This can be seen as ‘undefined territory’ because it is a process that includes 
a multiplicity of centres of decision-making and power, even though national 
authorities seem to be the dominant players. Furthermore, there is no clear 
demarcation of where this territory ends and what it is based on (such as 
cultural–religious, political, or geographical values). 

The second dimension of moving borders relates to legal and administrative 
regulations and control of immigrants (Balibar 2002; Pham 2009) within this 
new, under-construction territory as a united area and within the old territo-
ries as fragmented national areas. The paradigm of moving borders does not 
mean that the ‘fixed’ borders have ceased to exist, but legal status has be-
come centrally important, as everyday transactions now require proof of that 
legality. Pham points out that in the USA, borders move into the ‘interior, 
resulting in differential treatment of people in public and private spheres 
based on alienage’ (Pham 2009: 6). 

Constructing territories is a process that intends to produce a common terri-
tory, a bounded space with interior and exterior dimensions (Walters 2008), 
including the delineation of a common population on a collective basis. It is 
true that the normalization of the national citizen–subject—‘us’ versus 
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‘them’ and the exclusion of foreigners—as Balibar argues ‘is also internal-
ised by individuals, as it becomes a condition, an essential reference of their 
collective, communal sense, and hence […] of their identity’ (Balibar 2002: 
78). To explain this internalization, Balibar mentions three characteristics of 
borders—namely, their overdetermination, their polysemic character and 
their heterogeneity (Balibar 2002: 79). The first aspect is that borders are 
‘world configuring’ and not simply territorial since each border includes 
other geopolitical divisions and not only those of nation-states. The second 
aspect stresses that borders actively ‘differentiate between individuals [in 
terms] of social class’ (Balibar 2002: 82). The last element refers to the fact 
that some borders lie elsewhere than established in the geographical-political 
administrative sense of the term (Balibar 2002: 84). 

Rationality derived from the neoliberal technology of governing free indi-
viduals has emerged. It is ‘best conceptualised not as a standardized univer-
sal apparatus, but a migratory technology of governing that interacts with 
situated sets of elements and circumstances’ (Ong 2007: 4). As a ‘global 
form’, neoliberal practices spread not out of a necessity of universal repro-
duction but through the vectors carved through the global marketplace of 
ideas and practices. To study this rationality, Collier and Ong use the con-
cept of ‘global assemblages’ to identify an unstable constellation shaped by 
interacting global forms and situated political regimes (Collier and Ong 
2005). Assemblages do not stress ‘structural hierarchy but an oblique point 
of entry into the asymmetrical unfolding of emerging milieus’ whereby ‘the 
promiscuous entanglements of global and local logics crystallise different 
conditions of possibility […] fragmenting and re-combining spaces and pop-
ulations in novel ways’ (Ong 2007: 5–7). 

Using assemblages as a vantage point, we can explore collective action in 
terms of the multiplicity and connectivity of different elements. Assemblag-
es are an approach that can explore the polysemic and multiple aspects of 
borders, which means that a given border means different things to different 
people (Sohn 2015). One example is agents who coexist and co-act under 
certain conditions without having the same goals or in a uniform way. As 
Briassoulis points out, ‘assemblage, an ontology of becoming, denotes the 
coming or fitting together of diverse, heterogeneous, material and human 
components into dynamic, provisional, decomposable, but irreducible 
wholes to serve a purpose and [to create] agency’ (Briassoulis 2019: 425). 
Moreover, the connections among the heterogeneous components can ‘be 
nonhierarchical, a-centered (rhizomatic) but, as well, horizontal hierarchical 
(arborescent), centralized and vertical’ (Briassoulis 2019: 426). Territoriali-
zation and deterritorialization are the stabilization and transformation pro-
cesses of an assemblage. 

In general, migration is a form of social relations that potentially includes all 
processes pertaining to the organization of social relations. Nevertheless, the 
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specific elements of these social relations emerge in a distinct manner de-
pending on migration’s particular spatial and temporal context. Migration 
movements can be perceived as a part of the social struggle of global capital 
relations (Cleaver 1979), while border migration policies structure global 
contradictions and conflicts within ‘national’ territory to secure the mainte-
nance and functioning of a societal milieu. Migration can be studied through 
the lens of enforcement practices and as an antithesis to established social, 
political, economic relations. It simultaneously consists of free and re-
strained properties. Furthermore, the arguments of autonomy of migration 
(Papadopoulos et al. 2008) and acts of demonstration reveal and highlight 
the subjective practices and behaviour of migration as well as ‘fundamental 
political moments’ (Nyers 2010: 131). The above claims are significant be-
cause they assert migrants’ practices as necessary components of the migra-
tion regime and border management. 

The paradigm of Lesvos and two temporal–spatial events 

Ιn administrative terms, Lesvos1 constitutes, along with other islands, the 
North Aegean Region of Greece. Its capital, Mytilene, is located in the 
southeastern part of the island. Until 2009 Lesvos was a main entry point of 
migrants into Greece and therefore into the Schengen Zone. From 2003 to 
2009, a closed detention centre operated in Pagani (an area on the northwest-
ern side of Mytilene), and from 2008 until 2014, a ‘Hospitality Centre for 
Unaccompanied Minors’ called ‘Villa Azadi’ operated in Agiasos (a village 
on Lesvos). It closed due to a lack of funding. 

During the summer of 2009, the island hosted the ‘No Border Camp’. Due to 
its relationship with migration movements and the Pagani camp, the entire 
island—especially the town of Mytilene—became a ‘front’ that witnessed 
the struggle between competing logics and practices. It became a space of 
both social activism and state enforcement. Activists, often migrants them-
selves but also others, originating from different locations and with diverse 
perspectives, all met in Lesvos. The island was transformed (or rather re-
vealed its hidden full potential) overnight, triggered by this ‘encounter’ be-
tween competing logics. The terms ‘demonstration’, ‘free camp’, ‘infor-
mation kiosk’, ‘media correspondent’, ‘Special Police and Coast Forces’, 
‘Frontex’, and ‘freedom’ became part of the everyday vocabulary, while 
banks with protective metal covers were a common site reminding of the 
tension on the island. 

                               

 
1 Lesvos, situated in the Aegean Sea at Greece’s northern maritime border with Tur-
key, is the third largest island in Greece and has around 86,000 inhabitants according 
to the 2011 Census. 
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The events of that summer stirred the apparent ‘tranquillity’ of the island and 
also triggered events at a local, national, regional, and international scale. It 
may not be coincidental that in 2010 the detention centre was closed down 
after several inquiries by national and European actors found human rights 
violations and evidence that detainees protesting against the living condi-
tions were beaten. According to official and activists’ reports, the numbers 
of non-status migrants arriving on the island declined for two years. Num-
bers rose again after the construction of the Evros fence along the northern 
land borders of Greece. For a short period, migrants were housed in a sum-
mer camp after their arrival. Soon the government decided to convert a pre-
vious military camp next to a village called Moria in the north of Mytilene 
into a new refugee centre. In the beginning, officials sought to establish it as 
a closed detention centre. However, local protests from residents and the 
municipal authorities after the adoption and implementation of the new Law 
for refugee protection and reception (Law 3907/2011), authorities decided it 
to be a ‘First Reception Centre’. 

Since then, border management and migration controls have significantly 
expanded in Greece. In 2011, in particular, the Greek authorities adopted the 
‘Integrated Border Management Program for Combating Illegal Immigra-
tion’, the primary goals being the protection of both the EU and national 
borders and reductions in ‘illegal migration’. Moreover, almost no one was 
granted international protection; limited access to asylum procedures, exten-
sive delays and long waiting times for decisions, detention of asylum seek-
ers, and refoulement remained systematic practices. The UNHCR (2012) 
characterized the situation at the borders and the reception conditions as a 
humanitarian crisis and opposed transfers to Greece under the Dublin Regu-
lation because of inadequate protection of asylum seekers. 

Following the 2011 judgement of the European Court of Human Rights (EC-
tHR) in M.S.S. v Belgium and Greece (Council of Europe 2011), the other 
member states suspended Dublin transfers to Greece. Furthermore, since 
2010, the European Commission has sought to guarantee that the border-
control procedures in Greece were in line with the Schengen Agreement. To 
this end, Frontex increased its operational support to Greece in the frame-
work of the joint land and sea operation ‘Poseidon’, contributing personnel, 
equipment, and technical and operational expertise to the national authorities 
(mainly the Greek Police and the Hellenic Coast Guard) responsible for bor-
der control. At the same time, police dragnet operations to reinforce controls 
and deportations of undocumented migrants were systematized under the 
name of ‘Xenios Zeus’ or ‘Hospitable Zeus’—the ancient Greek god was 
known as the god of hospitality—and took place in Athens and other urban 
centres. 

Moreover, in 2012 a new electronic surveillance system was introduced 
along the Greek–Turkish land borders, and a 12km fence was completed in 
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the Evros area (despite opposition from the European Commission), which 
resulted in stricter border controls. The aforementioned expanded border 
management mechanisms can be seen as a part of bordering processes at 
multiple scales, thereby delimiting Greece as a ‘border zone’. On the one 
hand, the new bordering project seeks to define a specific territory, as in the 
case of Evros wall, closely linked to the securitization of the nation-state’s 
borders. On the other hand, parts of the extended border controls seem to 
move borders everywhere and resemble the multiplication of borders even in 
everyday life (de Genova 2002). 

During the summer of 2015, Lesvos, and other Aegean islands, experienced 
remarkable population movements. As a result of the war and the general 
adverse conditions prevailing in certain countries, people from Syria, Iraq, 
Afghanistan, Eritrea, and other countries entered Greece across the maritime 
borders with Turkey. The new arrivals were simply seeking to transit to 
countries in northern Europe, but the slow registration procedures, the diffi-
cult transport link between the island and major Greek urban centres, and the 
island’s lack of infrastructure meant they were forced to settle, creating poor 
conditions and an emergency situation. 

International organizations and NGOs mobilized immediately. The same hap-
pened with activists, collectivities, volunteers, local people from Lesvos, and 
other areas. For about eight months, people and organizations from all over the 
world gathered in Lesvos. As mentioned, since 2003, activists, including mi-
grants, had been undertaking action to question sovereignty and nationalism 
and to demand common rights for all, with the No Border Movement forming 
a characteristic example (Anderson et al. 2009). However, in 2015, the domi-
nant issue became the ‘humanitarian crisis’. Different organizations and col-
lectivities had different logics, aims, and actions regarding population move-
ments. Nevertheless, the urgent situation and other factors such as general 
border policies and specific policies for particular ethnic, age, and gender 
groups resulted in the prevalence of the humanitarian aspect. 

Since then, a significant number of events and policy shifts have structured 
border control. These include the closure of borders of EU member states or 
non-EU member states, the closure of the so-called Balkan corridor on 8 
March 2016, the Joint EU–Turkey Statement of 18 March 2016—which was 
initially described as ‘a temporary and extraordinary measure’ and implied 
the geographical restriction of movement and the confinement of refugees on 
the northeastern Aegean islands2—the adoption of Law 4375/2016, and the 

                               

 
2 On 18 March 2016, the European Council and Turkey reached an agreement aimed 
at stopping the flow of irregular migration via Turkey to Europe. According to the 
EU–Turkey Statement, any new arrivals on the Greek islands after 18 March 2016—
regardless of nationality and need for international protection—became subject to 
possible deportation back to Turkey after a fast-track border asylum procedure. In 
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‘hotspot approach’. Border management in Greece has become more ‘Euro-
peanized’ since 2016, based on the implementation of the ‘hotspot ap-
proach’, and especially the actions of Frontex and EASO, NATO, Europol, 
and Interpol, which have been reconstructed and consolidated in response to 
the ‘migration crisis’. 

Configuring borders: Policies and practices on Lesvos 
since 2015 

This chapter argues that certain policies—such as the so-called ‘hotspot ap-
proach’, the closure of the Balkan corridor, and the EU–Turkey Statement—
have been essential for border management and migration control in Greece 
and the European Union. In the following, we discuss how the ‘hotspot ap-
proach’, the geographical restriction of movement, and the ‘low-profile 
scheme’—a pilot detention project—have been crucial to the configuration 
of borders at multiple scales, starting from Lesvos. The diversity of these 
three policies regarding their institutional or non-institutional character, the 
competent authorities for their adoption, and the actors involved in their 
implementation can be seen as components of an assemblage, fitting together 
heterogeneous material and human elements from refugees’ bodies to the 
European Commission’s headquarters. 

The European Commission rolled out the ‘hotspot approach’ in May 2015 to 
manage the so-called ‘refugee crisis’ and assist frontline member states fac-
ing disproportionate migratory pressure at their external borders (European 
Parliament 2018). In the beginning, Reception and Identification Centres 
(RICs) in Greece operated as open facilities to register, screen, and assist 
arriving migrants and asylum seekers before their swift transfer to the Greek 
mainland. Immediately after the EU–Turkey Statement, RICs on Lesvos and 
the other four Aegean islands (Chios, Kos, Leros, and Samos) were trans-
formed into closed (or ‘secure’) facilities (‘hotspots’). 

Several official actors, both national and European, are present in the RICs. 
The Greek Asylum Service (GAS), the Reception and Identification Service 
(RIS), the Greek police, port authorities, and the Greek military are involved. 
International agencies such as the UNHCR and the International Organiza-
tion for Migration (IOM), as well as EU agencies such as Frontex and EA-

                                                                                                                             
 
return, the EU agreed inter alia to resettle directly from Turkey a number of Syrian 
refugees equal to the number of those intercepted and returned from Greece. As 
Turkey was declared a ‘safe third country’, Article 38 of the Asylum Procedures 
Directive applies. Refugees and migrants can still claim asylum in Greece, but ap-
plications can be declared inadmissible on the basis of the application of the latter 
principle. 
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SO, and a large number of NGOs and INGOs. A considerable number of 
them already existed in Lesvos before 2015, but the presence of others start-
ed or expanded since then. It is characteristic that the role of EASO in 
Greece—and especially in the hotspots—has been expanded since 2018 
through new legislation (Law 4540/2018). EASO plays a role in assessing 
vulnerability, conducting interviews, and drafting opinions within the 
framework of the ‘Fast-track Border Procedure’ to its participation in the 
regular asylum procedure. 

According to Law 4375/2016 and its multiple later amendments until today, 
newly arrived persons on the Greek islands should be directly transferred to 
a RIC (that is, a ‘hotspot’), where they are subject to a 3-day restriction of 
freedom of movement within the premises of the centre, which can be fur-
ther extended by a maximum of 25 days if reception and identification pro-
cedures have not been completed. Furthermore, new arrivals are subject to 
‘geographical restriction of movement’. Pursuant to this measure, migrants 
and asylum seekers are obliged to remain on the island on which they were 
initially registered until they undergo a ‘Fast-track Border Procedure’. The 
order of the restriction of movement is imposed both by the police and the 
Asylum Service. 

The imposed prolonged stay on the islands, which the aforementioned pro-
cedures and practices imply, has already created inhuman living conditions 
and human rights violations in everyday life. The words of Michael, an asy-
lum seeker from Sudan, capture the confinement that the hotspot regime 
produces when he describes Moria as a ‘giant prison’. The hotspots consti-
tute areas of control not only of refugees’ movements but also of their eve-
ryday lives, as well as their spatial and temporal trajectories. Living in 
hotspots for an indefinite period, which started as an exception through the 
EU–Turkey Statement, has now become the rule and the law. 

This is probably why Greek hotspots have been described as a regime that 
resembles Agamben’s ‘sovereign power and bare life’ (Agamben 1998). As 
one asylum seeker summarizes it: 

[T]he big problem is what most refugees call ‘περίμενε’ (waiting)—waiting 
for an uncertain future […]. You feel depressed when you hear that word 
‘περίμενε’—you can’t sleep, you can’t eat, you can’t do anything, and it be-
comes worse and worse. They [the authorities] want you to collapse in order 
to ask by yourself to go back […] it’s a kind of fight! (Penen, asylum seeker 
from Congo, living in the Moria hotspot). 

Furthermore, as Tazzioli argues, by shedding light on the procedures, infra-
structures and techniques that characterize the hotspot system, what emerges 
is not only the control and surveillance of migrants’ movements but mainly a 
‘generalised strategy of containment through mobility’, meaning the use of 
‘(forced) mobility as a technique of government’ (Tazzioli 2017: 2). 
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This is even clearer of cases where the geographical restriction is lifted are 
taken into account. Until today, the geographical restriction is lifted for spe-
cific cases only, mainly refugees with a favourable asylum decision or where 
applicants can prove they are especially vulnerable. After the geographical 
restriction is lifted, vulnerable asylum seekers are transferred—through an 
official decision—to different reception sites in mainland Greece, even in 
camps or apartments in the cities. Thus, the vulnerability criteria adopted by 
the Greek legal framework on asylum have become increasingly difficult to 
meet over the years. Moreover, they produce a perverse structure of catego-
rizations that mean, as a research participant noted, ‘we currently talk about 
the right to vulnerability instead of the right to asylum’. 

Fatima, an asylum seeker from Afghanistan living in the Moria hotspot, de-
scribes the mobility restrictions reflected in the colour of the stamps provid-
ed on the papers of asylum seekers. This colour scheme hues close to the 
asylum procedure: 

There are three stamps for refugees. One is red, which means that you can’t 
leave the island; one is black, which means you can leave the island, but you 
are waiting for the answer following your asylum interview; and one is a blue 
stamp, which means that the decision is favourable (Fatima, Afghan, living in 
the Moria hotspot). 

One could argue that the hotspot regime constitutes a bordering mechanism, 
or more accurately, a process that redefines space, territories, and social 
identities at multiple scales. First, the hotspot is designed as a physical bor-
der that distinguishes insiders and outsiders and controls entrance and exit 
from the space of the hotspot and the island. It does so through its material 
design but also the set of laws, policies, and practices of multiple actors that 
intersect to enable the hotspot’s functioning. Additionally, hotspots are not 
homogeneous spatial areas, simply defined by their external borders and 
walls. Inside them, specific spaces—such as the detention areas—are marked 
out in such a way as to constitute another border and field of enforcement. 
As already mentioned, refugees may stay for an extended period in these 
detention areas, lacking the freedom to move. Willy, an asylum seeker from 
Cameroon living in the Moria hotspot, questions this bordering character of 
the hotspot in the following extract: 

Living in Moria is a kind of nightmare because of the living conditions and 
treatment. Imagine spending a year in a horrible situation. It is gonna be dif-
ficult just to imagine, let alone erase totally from your memory. […] That’s 
the main question I ask myself too: Why don’t they let people [observers] in? 
Are they scared about something? Or is it that they don’t want people to learn 
about what is [going on here…]. I don’t know (Willy, asylum seeker from 
Cameroon living in the Moria hotspot). 
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The hotspot approach and its implementation in Greece configure borders 
and territories in other ways as well. It is worth mentioning that migrants and 
refugees arriving from other border areas of Greece are not subject to the 
aforementioned specific asylum procedures (such as the ‘Fast-track Border 
Procedure’) and movement restrictions. Migrants and refugees arriving from 
the northern land borders around Evros or other maritime borders where 
hotspots are not established are not obliged in such geographical restrictions 
or asylum procedures. Of course, this does not mean that the policies and 
practices that define borders and movements are not in place in such loca-
tions (see, for example, Karamanidou and Kasparek 2020). However, 
Lesvos, and the other Aegean islands where hotspots are established, define 
not only a national territory but also a differentiated territory where borders 
take different forms. This ‘process of territorialization’ that the hotspot re-
gime implies also discriminates and excludes, thereby constructing and rede-
fining social identities and filtering refugees’ characteristics. 

New types of categorization of the refugee population are introduced and 
imposed through the relevant legal framework that both define asylum pro-
cesses and outline the scope of the hotspot regime. Here, we can observe 
distinctions between those who arrived through specific islands and those 
who came through other Greek borders; between those who arrived before 
and those arriving after the 2016 EU–Turkey Statement; those from ‘safe 
countries of origin’ or from ‘safe third countries’; and those considered vul-
nerable versus those not. 

To manage the urgent situation, national authorities, such as the police, the 
GAS and the RIS—while continuing to obey existing law—began to ‘free-
lance’, pursuing new approaches that were not legally defined in legislation. 
In this direction, a ‘pilot project’ was implemented from October 2016 until 
January 2018 that had no legislative basis. This project involved a highly 
systematized and arbitrary practice of detention. Specifically, newly arrived 
persons—usually single men belonging to particular nationalities with low 
recognition rates3—were placed in administrative detention upon arrival and 
remained there for three months. This automatic detention upon arrival per-
sisted on the Islands of Lesvos, but also on Kos and to a certain extent on 
Leros. The project focused on nationals from Pakistan, Bangladesh, Egypt, 
Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco, and Sub-Saharan Africa. The list of countries 
was expanded to 28 in March 2017, when the project was rebranded as the 
‘Low-Profile Scheme’ (ECRE 2017; Legal Centre Lesvos 2018). Research 
participants characterized this project as a discriminatory ‘containment poli-
cy’ that functions as a new norm for Greece and a pilot project for the entire 
European Union. 

                               

 
3 Certain nationalities are more likely to be granted international protection com-
pared to other ones. 
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Thus, the porosity of borders is different for different categories of movers 
— for example, the asylum seeker, the immigrant, the refugee, the vulnera-
ble, the Syrian. Borders are thus places to interrogate identities and catego-
rize people and movements. This practice of ‘labelling […] is a way of refer-
ring to the process by which policy agendas are established and more partic-
ularly how people, conceived as objects of policy, are defined inconvenient 
images’ (Wood 1985 cited in Zetter 1991: 44). By redefining identities and 
categories (albeit not yet constructing new ones), the hotspot regime can 
control specific movements and exchanges into and out of the hotspot but 
also the further movements towards the Greek nation-state and destination 
countries in the EU. Thus, it constitutes a border management and a popula-
tion filtering mechanism that produces new border zones and inner territo-
ries or borderlands that exclude some and include others both in spatial and 
social terms. As Balibar argues, ‘borders are being thinned out and doubled, 
becoming borders zones, regions, or countries where one can reside and live’ 
(Balibar 2002: 92), at the same time that ‘borders are not only external reali-
ties but become ‘inner borders’ that means invisible borders situated every-
where and nowhere’ (Balibar 2002: 78). 

Conclusions and open questions 

Following the insights of Sack (1986) and Delaney (2005), borders define a 
specific territory that is not, however, limited to its physical limits. If 
hotspots in Greece are combined with the geographical restriction on the 
eastern Aegean islands, as a practice implemented by a wide range of actors 
(local, translocal, national, global), their territory is expanded to include the 
whole island where the hotspot is established. Furthermore, through the EU–
Turkey Statement, the hotspot regime defines freedom of movement, and 
most importantly, categorization of movements. The areas of the islands are 
transformed into border areas inside the same territory of the nation-state. 
Thus, borders are expanded and multiplied to include something more than 
simple physical lines on a map. Space is reterritorialized, by creating specific 
bounded areas between EU and national territories, while it seems that the 
Turkish and Greek territories are connecting in a bordering process, con-
structing a buffer zone, albeit one that is not legally binding. 

These various bordering processes can be usefully compared to England’s 
old ‘poor laws’ (Walters 2004). For example, policies such as the geograph-
ical restriction—and the hotspots in particular—are something akin to the 
Act of Settlement, introduced in 1662 in England, which divided poor people 
into different categories according to their capability for work and restricted 
the movement of poor people into rich parishes (Polanyi 2001). These poli-
cies are related to the operation of borders as filters (Anderson et al. 2009) 
and as modes of differential inclusion (Mezzadra and Neilson 2013). This is 
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a technique in population governance that Walters (2011) has described as a 
blend of humanitarian borders and securitization. 

The New Pact on Migration and Asylum was launched a few days after the 
fire destroyed the Moria hotspot in September 2020. This came one year 
after a shift in the political context in Greece, specifically, after the national 
elections of 2019, won by the right-wing ‘New Democracy’ party. Since 
then, a wide range of conservative measures on refugee issues has been im-
plemented, such as the adoption of a new Asylum Law (4636/2019), as well 
as plans for a stricter securitization of the Greek borders and the conversion 
of camps to ‘closed centres’. The new law has significantly reduced funda-
mental guarantees of the Greek asylum and reception system, especially in 
the hotspots. 

The pact apparently seeks to deepen (systematize and regularize) the hotspot 
regime, which has caused prolonged mass confinement of people at the bor-
derlands of Europe. The proposals include the ‘pre-entry screening’ process 
proposed for all people who arrive at EU borders irregularly, the ‘Fast-track 
Border Procedure’ (to applicants from third countries with a recognition rate 
lower than 20 per cent) and the extension of detention during border proce-
dures. Additionally, the pact proposes to accelerate the process of investigat-
ing asylum claims. This is something of a dead letter since, in Greece, accel-
erated assessment has already proved impossible without guarantees of the 
right to asylum and other procedural guarantees. Finally and most important-
ly, the pact outlines that people undergoing border procedures are not con-
sidered to have formally entered the territory of the member state, raising 
new questions about borders’ configuration, especially in the case of Greece. 

It seems that the Schengen Area has collapsed or at least fragmented into 
national-territorial provisions. Nevertheless, member states have formed 
coalitions and agreed —and continue to agree—on a bilateral or multilateral 
basis on various measures to manage border crossings. At the same time, 
despite the different coalitions with different goals for refugees and national-
ization of policies, a kind of re-Europeanization process has occurred, most 
visible in the establishment of new border management institutions and 
agencies. The EU–Turkey statement—to which all member states agreed—
and EASO and new arrangements for Frontex constitute the most important 
examples. As the New Pact mentions, a new hotspot centre will be estab-
lished on Lesvos and will operate as a ‘joint European pilot project’. 

It is not clear yet what the longer-term implications of this renewed effort 
will be. However, since the pact focuses on the involvement of EU agencies, 
we could probably imagine deeper participation of a wide range of actors 
forming part of new assemblages that redefine the function of Greece—
especially the Greek islands—as a border and asylum buffer zone for the 
entire European Union. 
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6 The Italian Migration Governance 
Regime and the Role of Narratives in 
the Policy-making Process (2011–2018) 

Andrea Terlizzi 

 

Introduction 

When studying migration control regimes, it is important to distinguish be-
tween the internal and external dimensions. While internal control policies 
are concerned with migrants who are already within a country’s territory, 
external control policies target migrants at the border or outside the border 
before their arrival (Caponio and Cappiali 2018; Triandafyllidou and Am-
brosini 2011). Concerning external migration controls, governments’ main 
challenge is facilitating the legitimate movement of individuals while main-
taining secure borders. In this respect, border management aims at ensuring 
‘that movement deemed beneficial […] is unimpeded; while unwanted 
movement […] is blocked’ (Hansen and Papademetriou 2014: 2). From this 
perspective, secure borders are those that are free of unauthorized and other 
unwanted movements of individuals. Therefore, an effective border-control 
policy should be able to strike a balance between these two aspects (namely, 
legitimate movement of migrants and security) so that security aims do not 
outweigh humanitarian objectives at the risk of violating refugee and asylum 
seekers’ rights. 

This chapter focuses on border management and external migration controls 
in Italy and investigates the role of narratives in policy-making between 
2011 and 2018. Border management is defined here as the ensemble of legis-
lation, institutions, actors, and policy implementation practices concerned 
with defining, conceptualizing, and policing borders (Karamanidou and 
Kasparek 2018). In this regard, narratives are crucial in disseminating and 
articulating ideas that specify the problems at stake in border management 
and what to do to solve them. As such, narratives and argumentation consti-
tute an important factor in the process of designing border-control policies. 

In presenting the leading institutions and actors involved in implementing 
external migration control measures in Italy, the chapter first identifies the 
key issues at stake—namely, the ‘hotspot approach’ and the externalization 
of border controls. Secondly, I trace the dominant policy narratives con-
veyed by key decision-makers in government. In so doing, I point to the 
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discursive blend of humanitarianism and securitization underpinning Italy’s 
externalization strategy. 

In terms of policy implications, the chapter argues that blocking the migratory 
flows in the countries of origin or transit—preventing migrants from seeking 
asylum—should not be seen as the primary goal of the overall border man-
agement policy. The Italian externalization strategy has, in fact, been mainly 
focused on limiting cross-border flows of migrants and, therefore, the legiti-
mate movement of individuals seeking asylum. Moreover, Italy should rein-
force the ‘legal channels’ for asylum seekers to access the Italian asylum sys-
tem. 

The chapter is organized as follows. The following section defines the con-
cept of ‘policy narrative’ and briefly reviews the main academic literature on 
narratives and migration governance. Section 3 illustrates the methods as 
well as the sources of empirical material. In section 4, the key features of the 
Italian border management and external migration control policy between 
2011 and 2018 are presented. Section 5 traces the dominant narratives that 
decision-makers have developed during the period under consideration. Fi-
nally, section 6 discusses the main findings and formulates policy recom-
mendations. 

Narratives and migration governance 

In his seminal work Evidence, Argument, and Persuasion in the Policy Pro-
cess, Giandomenico Majone (1989) developed the idea that argumentation 
plays a central role in all stages of the policy process, setting the premises 
for an argumentative turn in public policy analysis (Fischer 2017; Fischer 
and Forester 1993). Against this backdrop, ‘narrative’ is a crucial analytical 
concept to grasp the discursive construction of public policy. 

In the past several decades, the role of narratives in public policy-making has 
been widely discussed (Acosta et al. 2019; Blum and Kuhlmann 2019; Dud-
ley 2013; van Eeten 2007; Esposito, Terlizzi, and Crutzen 2020; Fischer and 
Forester 1993; Jones, Shanahan, and McBeth 2014; Oppermann and Spencer 
2016; Quaglia and Howarth 2018; Radaelli 1999; Shanahan et al. 2018; 
Sievers and Jones 2020; Stone 1989, 2012). The study of narratives relates to 
analysing ideas and the construction and dissemination of knowledge (Haas 
2004; Radaelli 1995; Yee 1996). As argued by Hall (1993: 279), ‘policy-
makers customarily work within a framework of ideas […] that is embedded 
in the very terminology through which policymakers communicate about 
their work’. Ideas can be defined as causal beliefs that specify cause-and-
effect relationships, elucidate the issues at stake, and prescribe what to do to 
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solve them (Campbell 2004).1 So conceived, ideas encompass both the pro-
cess of issue interpretation and the elaboration of solutions. Ideas constitute 
the substantive content of discourse, which can be defined as the interactive 
process through which ideas are conveyed in institutional contexts (Schmidt 
2008). Crucial to discourse is the concept of agency. In fact, following 
Schmidt (2008), agency can be conceived as the actions taken by actors in 
the form of discursive practices through which they strategically mobilize 
their arguments. As we shall see, the notion of policy narrative makes the 
concepts of ideas and discourse empirically viable. 

In migration studies, the role of narratives has been extensively explored 
(Boswell 2011; Boswell, Geddes, and Scholten 2011; Carling and Hernán-
dez-Carretero 2011; D’Amato and Lucarelli 2019; Gianfreda 2018; 
Greussing and Boomgaarden 2017; Korkut, Terlizzi, and Gyollai 2020; 
Steinhilper and Grujters 2018). By focusing on the management of unauthor-
ized maritime migration from West Africa to Spain, Carling and Hernández-
Carretero (2011) show how policy measures based on direct control, deter-
rence and dissuasion relate to dominant policy narratives centred on security, 
cooperation and protection of migrants’ lives. In particular, it is shown how 
narratives underlying the need to protect migrants are, in effect, rhetorical 
tools to justify the implementation of security and control measures (see also 
Korkut, Terlizzi, and Gyollai 2020). Attention has also been paid to whether 
policy narratives are evidence-based. For example, in the field of border 
controls, several researchers have challenged the dominant deterrence-policy 
narrative based on the argument that Search and Rescue (SAR) operations 
constitute a ‘pull factor’ for irregular migration. Specifically, the mere pres-
ence of rescue boats is a factor leading to more sea-crossings. In fact, there is 
no empirical evidence supporting the ‘pull-factor hypothesis’ (Cusumano 
and Villa 2019, 2021; Heller and Pezzani 2017; Steinhilper and Grujters 
2018). 

Moving from narratives in policy-making to media narratives, research has 
highlighted the stereotyped interpretations of refugee and asylum issues that 
help to shape the audience’s understanding of the so-called ‘2015 refugees 
crisis’ (Greussing and Boomgaarden 2017), as well as the increasing normal-
ization of extreme and anti-immigrant claims in European national newspa-
pers (D’Amato and Lucarelli 2019). Referring to the Italian case, Ceccorulli 
(2019) argues that mainstream media narratives—especially vis-à-vis the 
Mare Nostrum operation—have overlooked the actors directly involved in 
the crisis (migrants and local actors engaged with the reception system). This 
oversight has contributed to a misrepresentation of the phenomenon—
namely, an overemphasis on the negative consequences of migration. More-

                               

 
1 Definitions of ideas abound in the literature (for a review, see, for example, 
Campbell 2002). 
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over, while a humanitarian narrative was present in the media, this was 
mainly focused on victimizing migrants—instead of insisting on the need to 
protect their rights—and it was also used to support securitarian arguments. 

This chapter focuses on narratives conveyed in migration policy-making 
processes. Through narratives, policy-makers articulate and make sense of 
complexity and uncertainty, provide justificatory arguments to legitimize 
decisions, and strategically shape opinions with the aim of controlling policy 
agendas (Acosta et al. 2019; Crow and Jones 2018; Majone 1989; Sievers 
and Jones 2020). Therefore, for the purpose of this chapter, policy narratives 
are defined as the set of arguments that decision-makers construct and mobi-
lize to influence policy choices and establish the assumptions for policy-
making in the face of high uncertainty and complexity. Echoing Boswell, 
Geddes, and Scholten (2011), I conceive of policy narratives as comprising 
two sets of arguments concerned with 1) the policy issue to be addressed 
and; 2) how the identified policy measures will solve the issue. 

Methods and data 

Empirical evidence provided in this chapter is mainly drawn from official 
central government documents,2 parliamentary committees reports, reports 
by both governmental and non-governmental institutions, speeches by na-
tional decision-makers, and interviews with experts, key interlocutors, and 
decision-makers. The period under consideration is 2011–2018.3 

Concerning the analysis of policy narratives, I place particular focus on 
speeches and statements delivered in institutional contexts—mainly parlia-
mentary speeches—by government actors. Text data have been analysed 
through qualitative content analysis using NVivo software. The empirical 
material was systematically interpreted and translated into categories of a 
coding frame. A combination of induction and deduction has generated cate-
gories identifying the key narratives over border management and external 
migration control. An inductive approach makes it possible for categories to 
emerge from the data (data-driven) and to then group them into categories 
deductively derived from theory (concept-driven) (Schreier 2012). 

                               

 
2 Mainly the Ministry of the Interior and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 
3 Between 2011 and 2018, there were five governments: the Berlusconi government 
(centre-right, May 2008–November 2011), the Monti government (technocratic, 
November 2011–April 2013), the Letta government (grand coalition, April 2013–
February 2014), the Renzi government (centre-left, February 2014–December 2016), 
and the Gentiloni government (centre-left, December 2016–June 2018). The Conte I 
government (populist, June 2018–September 2019) was not included in the analysis 
since it just took office when the data collection and analysis started. 
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Therefore, the coding strategy consisted of two rounds. In the first round of 
coding, categories were generated inductively. In the second round, those 
categories were grouped into macro-categories derived from key concepts 
we find in the literature on migration governance (Table 6.1). Text pointing 
to the need to collaborate with and provide assistance to African countries 
was grouped into the macro-category ‘externalization’, which refers to those 
‘extraterritorial state actions to prevent migrants, including asylum seekers, 
from entering the legal jurisdictions or territories of destination countries’ 
(Frelick, Kysel, and Podkul 2016: 193). Those segments of text referring to 
the need to save migrant’s lives and protect their human rights were grouped 
into the macro-category labelled ‘humanitarianism’, which encompasses 
those activities ‘intended to relieve suffering, stop preventable harm, save 
lives at risk, and improve the welfare of vulnerable populations’ (Barnett 
2013: 383). Text passages referring to the fight against illegal immigration 
and the smuggling of migrants were grouped into the ‘securitization’ macro-
category. Finally, text stressing the need to redistribute responsibilities be-
tween member states, strengthen collaboration with the EU, and reform the 
Dublin Regulation4 was grouped into the macro-category ‘EU solidarity’. 

Table 6.1. Coding frame 

Inductively generated categories (data-driven) Macro-categories 
(concept-driven) 

 Need to collaborate with African countries 
 Need to provide assistance to African countries 

Externalization 

 Saving migrants’ lives 
 Protect human rights 

Humanitarianism 

 Need to fight against illegal immigration 
 Need to fight against the smuggling of migrants 

Securitization 

 Need for a fair distribution of responsibilities be-
tween member states (burden-sharing) 

 Need for intense and comprehensive collaboration 
with the EU 

 Need to change/abandon the Dublin Regulation 

EU solidarity 

                               

 
4 According to the Dublin Regulation, the member state responsible for examining 
an asylum application is the one through which the asylum seeker first entered the 
EU (for details, see Ibrido and Terlizzi 2019).  
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Key developments in the Italian external migration control 
policy regime 

Between 2011 and 2018, two key features in the development of the Italian 
external migration control policy regime can be identified: the adoption of 
the ‘hotspot approach’ and the externalization of border controls (Terlizzi 
2019). 

The ‘hotspot approach’ 

The ‘hotspot approach’ was launched as part of the European Agenda on 
Migration in 2015 and aims to provide assistance to countries with high mi-
gratory pressure and to coordinate the activities of EU and national authori-
ties at the external borders. ‘Hotspots’5 are facilities for initial reception, 
identification, registration and fingerprinting of migrants arriving in the EU 
by sea. In implementing the European Agenda on Migration, the Ministry of 
the Interior has drafted a document titled the ‘Italian Roadmap’, which in-
cludes measures aimed at improving ‘the capacity, quality and efficiency of 
the Italian asylum system in the areas of first reception and repatriation’ 
(Government of Italy 2015: 2). The Ministry of the Interior has also issued a 
document containing the Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) applicable 
to the Italian hotspots. As defined in the document, a hotspot is a 

designated area, usually (but not necessarily) in the proximity of a landing 
place where, as soon as possible and consistent with the Italian regulatory 
framework, new arrivals land safely and are subjected to medical screenings. 
[Migrants] are controlled, pre-identified, and, after having been informed 
about their current condition as irregular immigrants and the possibility to 
apply for international protection, they are fingerprinted (Government of Italy 
2015: 4). 

The document also lists the basic staffing required for each hotspot. These 
include medical staff, a Frontex team to provide support for pre-
identification and screening activities, experts from the European Asylum 
Support Office (EASO) to provide information on the relocation programme, 
Frontex experts for the verification of documents, and, finally, forensic ex-
perts to take fingerprints. Crucially, besides the ‘Italian Roadmap’ and the 
SOPs, hotspots lack a solid legal basis. In fact, the activities taking place 
within hotspots are not regulated by any EU directive or regulation nor by 
any Italian legislation. Despite the absence of a clear legal framework regu-

                               

 
5 Currently, there are four hotspots on Italian territory (in Lampedusa, Messina, 
Pozzallo, and Taranto). 
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lating hotspots,6 the latter have become crucial within the Italian asylum 
system and the relocation procedure. 

Non-governmental actors have reported several issues.7 For example, the 
Association for Legal Studies on Immigration (Associazione per gli Studi 
Giuridici sull’Immigrazione, ASGI) highlighted that hotspots have become 
part of ‘a standard procedure [according to which] migrants are detained 
without any court order, forced to be fingerprinted, and classified as asylum 
seekers or economic migrants depending on a summary assessment’ (AIDA 
2017: 25; see also Extraordinary Commission for the Protection and Promo-
tion of Human Rights 2017). On many occasions, nationality has been used 
as a filtering criterion to classify people as ‘economic migrants’ without 
analysing the case for asylum on its merits. Such migrants are notified with 
an expulsion order and detained in pre-removal facilities.8 Moreover, it has 
been reported that the hotspots’ occupancy levels have regularly exceeded 
the official capacity (Committee for the Prevention of Torture 2018). Alt-
hough the identification rate in hotspots remains high, it has also been doc-
umented that Italian authorities have in some cases elected not to identify 
migrants on purpose to ‘avoid’ the Dublin procedure since they are aware 
that most people arriving in Italy are attempting to reach other countries.9 

The externalization of border controls 

A variety of actions can be categorized as ‘externalization measures’, includ-
ing both direct (for example, interdiction at land borders and sea) and indi-
rect actions (for example, supporting border management policies in third 
countries). Externalization can occur through either bilateral and multilateral 
states’ agreements or unilateral initiatives through which admission proce-
dures and decisions become no longer confined to the actual physical border 
but involve the point of departure (or of transit) as well (Frelick, Kysel, and 
Podkul 2016; Menjívar 2014). In a nutshell, the term externalization refers to 
‘a process that moves the migration control policies beyond the (European) 
external borders’ (Biondi 2012; see also Guild and Bigo 2005). 

                               

 
6 Vague reference to hotspots is provided only in Legislative Decree No. 13 of 17 
February 2017, “Disposizioni urgenti per l'accelerazione dei procedimenti in materia 
di protezione internazionale, nonché per il contrasto dell'immigrazione illegale” 
(Oxfam 2016; Pannia et al. 2018). 
7 Interview with an office manager (NGO), 7 November 2018. 
8 Interview with a migration expert, 24 October 2018. 
9 Interview with an office manager (NGO), 7 November 2018; interview with a 
migration expert, 24 October 2018. 
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Externalization has always been one of the most important features of the 
overall EU strategy of border management (Müller and Slominski 2021). As 
stated in a document issued by the Italian Recreational and Cultural Associa-
tion (Associazione Ricreativa Culturale Italiana, ARCI), ‘the actual goal of 
the EU, with the Italian government in the front line, is to try to draw up our 
borders in Africa, or even at the countries of departure themselves, blocking 
at source “economic” migrants and asylum seekers’ (ARCI 2016: 8). In No-
vember 2015, the EU Emergency Trust Fund for Africa (EUTF) was set up 
by the European Commission, 25 EU member states, as well as Norway and 
Switzerland. The aim is to foster stability and contribute to better migration 
management, as well as ‘to address the root causes of destabilization, forced 
displacement and irregular migration by promoting economic and equal op-
portunities, security and development’ (European Commission 2018: 7). 
Clearly, the objective of the fund is to support countries of origin and transit 
to block the flow of migrants, as well as to advance development projects 
seeking to remove the causes of migration and establish an African borders 
control system to identify transiting migrants (ARCI 2016). 

To curb migration flows, Italy has been relying upon cooperation with Afri-
can countries since the 1990s, long before the EUTF was set up.10 Important 
bilateral agreements were signed with Tunisia, Libya, and Egypt within the 
time period under consideration (2011–2018). In 2011, Italy recognized Lib-
ya’s National Transitional Council (NTC) and a Memorandum of Under-
standing (MoU) was signed. According to this agreement, ‘the Parties shall 
exchange information on flows of illegal immigration [and] on the criminal 
organizations that facilitate them, [as well as] provide mutual assistance and 
cooperation in the fight against illegal immigration, including the return of 
illegal immigrants’.11 Bilateral cooperation between the two countries has 
been consolidated through other agreements signed during 2012. As a result 
of these agreements, Italy committed to providing the necessary technical 
support to help Libyan authorities control Libya’s borders, seen as a mean-
ingful contribution to the control of Italian (maritime) borders. In 2011, ac-
cords were signed with Egypt and Tunisia as well, with the latter setting 
‘concrete measures to prevent irregular arrivals in Italy and to repatriate 
Tunisian nationals arriving in the country’ (Paoletti 2012). 

In 2017, another MoU was signed between the Italian and Libyan govern-
ments. The agreement reactivated the Friendship, Partnership and Coopera-
tion Treaty signed in 2008. As stated in the document, Italy commits to pro-

                               

 
10 Agreements were signed with North African Mediterranean countries, such as 
Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Morocco, and Tunisia (see, for example, Marchetti 2010). As 
for Italian–Libyan cooperation, see for example, Klepp (2010). 
11 Memorandum of Understanding, 17 June 2011. Available at 
http://download.repubblica.it/pdf/2011/migrazione.pdf. 
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vide ‘support and funding for growth programmes in regions affected by 
illegal immigration, in various sectors, such as renewable energy, infrastruc-
ture, health, transport, human resource development, education, staff training 
and scientific research’.12 Moreover, Italy provides technical and technologi-
cal support to the Libyan authorities in charge of the fight against irregular 
immigration, mainly represented by the Libyan navy and the coastguard. As 
with the 2008 Treaty, several concerns have been raised by human rights 
organizations, which pointed to the ‘arbitrary detention of migrants, abuse 
and torture at the hands of the Libyan authorities’ (Bajec 2018). As reported 
by Amnesty International (2018: 212), Italy has continued 

to implement measures to increase the Libyan coastguard’s capacity to inter-
cept refugees and migrants and take them back to Libya. This was done 
amidst growing evidence of the Libyan coastguard’s violent and reckless 
conduct during interceptions of boats and of its involvement in human rights 
violations. 

As argued by Paoletti (2012), bilateral relations between Italy and North 
African countries ‘demonstrates numerous elements of continuity pointing to 
the dominance of domestic interests over human rights considerations, [in 
that] border control is prioritized over a more comprehensive human rights 
policy framework’. In fact, since cooperation is established with countries 
where systematic violations of human rights are reported, the Italian exter-
nalization strategy certainly poses serious concerns in terms of respect of 
refugees and asylum seekers fundamental rights13 (see also Frelick, Kysel, 
and Podkul 2016; Steinhilper and Grujters 2018; Villa, Grujters, and Stein-
hilper 2018). Border externalization may indeed ‘attempt to (or effectively) 
limit formal legal obligations, including the right to seek and enjoy asylum, 
by preventing migrants from ever coming under the jurisdiction of destina-
tion states’ (Frelick, Kysel, and Podkul 2016: 197). In Italy, there have been 
cases of collective pushbacks preventing migrants from applying for asy-
lum.14 In 2012, the practice was ruled unlawful by the European Court of 
Human Rights in the Hirsi Jamaa v. Italy judgement.15 Though Italian gov-
                               

 
12 Memorandum of Understanding, 2 February 2017. Available at 
http://www.governo.it/sites/governo.it/files/Libia.pdf. On similar grounds, in 2017 
the Italian government has also renovated the cooperation over border management 
and security with Tunisia. 
13 Interview with a migration expert, 03 December 2018; interview with an activist, 
23 November 2018. 
14 Interview with a legal expert, 18 October 2018. 
15 The case concerned Somali and Eritrean nationals intercepted by Italian authorities 
on 6 May 2009. Pushbacks were part of the Italian government’s efforts to interrupt 
the flows of migrants by sea from Libya, and were conducted in agreement with 
Libyan authorities (for details, see Papanicolopulu 2013). 
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ernments have declared that no more pushbacks towards Libya will be car-
ried out, Italy is still engaged in preventing migrants from reaching Italian 
shores, and cooperation with Libya for the purpose of migration control has 
continued. 

Overall, what is striking is that, although decision-makers have constantly 
highlighted the need to fight ‘illegal’ immigration, ‘legal channels’ for asy-
lum seekers to access Italian territory remain weak. These channels are 
mainly implemented through the ‘humanitarian corridors’ (corridoi umanita-
ri) project.16 This innovative project was launched in 2015 with an MoU 
between the Ministry of Foreigner Affairs, the Ministry of the Interior, the 
Community of Sant’Egidio, the Federation of Protestant Churches in Italy 
(La Federazione delle chiese evangeliche in Italia) and the Waldensian 
Evangelical Church (Chiesa evangelica valdese). The legal basis of the pro-
ject, which is not a government initiative and does not receive public financ-
ing, is Article 25 of the Regulation (EC) No 810/2009. Member States can 
issue humanitarian visas valid for their territory based on this regulation. The 
aim is to facilitate the safe and legal arrival in Italy of potential beneficiaries 
of international protection (especially the most vulnerable).17 

Policy narratives and the externalization strategy: 
Between humanitarianism and securitization 

As a legal expert has commented, the Italian approach to border manage-
ment in the last few years can be defined as ‘schizophrenic’. There have 
been periods in which access to the territory has been restricted harshly and 
periods of relative openness, above all vis-à-vis search and sea rescue opera-
tions.18 The same definition might apply to the discourses developed in the 
public debate. As the analysis shows, the narrative has swung between hu-
manitarianism and securitization of border management, with a constant 
emphasis on solidarity and externalization (see Table 6.1). 

Narratives of humanitarianism have focused on the commitment by the Ital-
ian government and EU institutions to save migrants’ lives and protect their 

                               

 
16 Interview with a migration expert, 24 October 2018; interview with an office man-
ager (NGO), 7 November 2018; interview with a decision-maker (law enforcement), 
13 December 2018. 
17 By early 2019, around 2000 people (mostly Syrians) have arrived in Italy through 
the ‘humanitarian corridors’ (Terlizzi 2019). For more information about the human-
itarian corridors see Comunità di Sant’Egidio (2019) and 
https://www.santegidio.org/pageID/30112/langID/it/CORRIDOI-
UMANITARI.html. 
18 Interview with a legal expert, 18 October 2018. 
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human rights. However, the humanitarian discourse is inextricably inter-
twined with that of securitization. Indeed, humanitarianism and securitiza-
tion have often gone hand in hand. Crucial to the analysis of the ‘humanitar-
ian–security nexus’ is the discourse developed around Operation Mare Nos-
trum.19 Officially a humanitarian mission aimed at saving lives at sea, the 
Italian government launched the operation as a response to the Lampedusa 
shipwreck of 3 October 2013, when 368 migrants died after their boat sank 
before reaching Italian shores. However, the operation was also presented as 
a security mission to capture smugglers (Cuttitta 2014). As stated by the then 
Minister of Foreign Affairs Emma Bonino (Italian Radicals),20 ‘Operation 
Mare Nostrum […] certainly has the merit of saving people […] but [it also 
represents] the possibility of filtering and controlling refugees who are ‘less 
refugees’ [than they are economic migrants]’.21 

The securitarian–humanitarian mix has also characterized the discourse over 
the need to establish cooperation with and provide assistance to African 
countries, even before 2011. Italian decision-makers have always considered 
the externalization of border management and migration control as a win-
ning strategy to curb migratory flows. In 2006, concerning deaths at sea, the 
then Minister of the Interior Giuliano Amato (Independent)22 declared that 
‘[we need] to stop the flow of illegal immigration because it is a flow orga-
nized by […] criminal organizations that put migrants’ lives at risk, first in 
the desert and then in the crossing of the Mediterranean’.23 One year later, an 
agreement for the joint patrolling of the Libyan coast was presented as nec-
essary to stop smugglers and, therefore, save human lives and disrupt crimi-
nal organizations. In 2009, when Italian authorities conducted several 
pushback operations, the then Minister of the Interior Roberto Maroni 
(Northern League)24 declared that ‘since the agreement with Libya came into 
force, [thousands of people] have not left Libya. This is the most positive 
fact, I believe, because the […] tragedy of so many deaths at sea has been 
avoided’.25 Pushbacks were even defined as ‘an act of great humanity’26 by 

                               

 
19 Mare Nostrum was a military operation launched on 14 October 2013 and en-
hanced by a resolution of the Council of Ministers approved on the same day. It 
started on 18 October 2013 and ended on 31 October 2014. 
20 Government led by Enrico Letta (grand coalition, 2013–2014) 
21 Parliamentary intervention, 12 December 2013. 
22 Government led by Romano Prodi (centre-left, 2006–2008). 
23 Parliamentary intervention, 3 August 2006. 
24 Government led by Silvio Berlusconi (centre-right, 2008–2011). 
25 Parliamentary intervention, 23 September 2009. 
26 ‘Immigrati: Berlusconi, respingimenti sono atto di umanità’, 25 May 2009,  
available at http://www1.adnkronos.com/Archivio/AdnAgenzia/2009/05/25/Politica/ 
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then Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi. Similarly, in 2011, Maroni argued 
that cooperation with Tunisia in border surveillance at sea ‘is absolutely 
important […] because it serves to prevent landings, which is always the best 
thing to do since it makes it possible to save human lives’.27 

The need to externalize border controls was also emphasized in official doc-
uments. According to a 2013 report by the Parliamentary Committee Re-
sponsible for Monitoring the Implementation of the Schengen Agreement, 
migration flows should be governed ‘with a view to solidarity in the man-
agement of external borders’, which makes it ‘urgent for the European Un-
ion to act as a counterpart to bilateral agreements with […] African coun-
tries’ (Chamber of Deputies and Senate of the Republic 2013: 20). In 2016, 
in a letter to the Presidents of the European Commission and the European 
Council, the Italian Prime Minister Matteo Renzi (Democratic Party)28 stated 
that ‘the management of migratory flows is no longer sustainable without a 
targeted and enhanced cooperation with third countries, both of origin and 
transit’.29 The letter introduced a ‘non-paper’, which the Italian government 
labelled a ‘Migration Compact’. It stressed that all initiatives in the field of 
migration controls should focus ‘first and foremost on African countries of 
origin and transit’.30 In this respect, the EU and its member states could offer 
third countries incentives like investment projects, cooperation on security, 
legal migration opportunities, and resettlement schemes. For its part, the EU 
might request stronger commitments to effective border control and reduce 
flows towards Europe, cooperation on returns/readmissions, management of 
migration and refugee flows, and strengthening the fight against trafficking 
in human beings and the smuggling of migrants. 

In 2017, the idea that cooperation with third countries was needed to prevent 
life-threatening crossings and save human lives was remarked in a letter to 
the Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights by the then Minister 
of the Interior Marco Minniti (Democratic Party).31 Minniti stated that sup-
porting Libyan authorities in border control ‘contributes to reducing the risk 

                                                                                                                             
 
IMMIGRATI-BERLUSCONI-RESPINGIMENTI-SONO-ATTO-DI-
UMANITA_095029.php. 
27 Parliamentary intervention, 7 April 2011. 
28 Centre-left Government, 2014–2016. 
29 Letter to the Presidents of the European Commission and the European Council, 
15/04/2016. 
30 Migration Compact: Contribution to an EU strategy for external action on migra-
tion, April 2016, p. 1. 
31 Government led by Paolo Gentiloni (centre-left, 2016–2018). 
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of accidents and shipwrecks, a risk that can only be eliminated by stopping 
departures’.32 

The narrative related to the need for solidarity and fair distribution of re-
sponsibilities (burden-sharing) between EU member states has also played a 
crucial role in developing Italy’s externalization strategy. As stated in 2011 
by then Minister of the Interior Roberto Maroni,33 

a system that leaves the individual coastal states of the southern Mediterrane-
an alone to manage unilaterally or bilaterally such important issues as illegal 
immigration cannot work […]. Italy cannot be the only country that carries 
out [actions] in all Maghreb countries.34 

The Parliamentary Committee Responsible for Monitoring the Implementa-
tion of the Schengen Agreement in 2013 also stressed the need 

to identify at the European level concrete ways of supporting countries such 
as Italy, which are particularly exposed […] to flows of refugees, [and] to en-
sure that the burden of flows is appropriately shared among the Member 
States of the European Union (Parliament of Italy 2013: 16, 19). 

This discourse is undoubtedly linked to the pitfalls of the Dublin Regulation, 
which national decision-makers have highlighted on several occasions. 

Discussion and conclusion 

This chapter has aimed to investigate the Italian border management and 
external migration control regime and its developments from 2011 to 2018. 
In particular, it has explored the dominant policy narratives mobilized by 
key decision-makers in government to legitimize decisions in this policy 
domain. 

Several key issues have been identified in presenting the main developments 
in the Italian external migration control policy regime. These are primarily 
related to 1) the ‘hotspot approach’ and 2) the externalization strategy. As far 
as the implementation of the ‘hotspot approach’ is concerned, the activities 
taking place in hotspots lack a clear and solid legal basis. In fact, hotspots 
are not regulated by any EU directive or regulation nor by primary Italian 
legislation, as they are provided for and disciplined by secondary legislation. 
Moreover, several criticisms have been reported by non-governmental ac-
                               

 
32 Letter to the Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights, 11 October 
2017. 
33 Government led by Silvio Berlusconi (centre-right, 2008–2011). 
34 Parliamentary intervention, 7 April 2011. 
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tors. Concerns have been related to the identification procedure, with mi-
grants who have been often classified either as asylum seekers or economic 
migrants depending on an approximate and superficial assessment. Poor 
living conditions and severe violations of fundamental rights in hotspots and 
pre-removal facilities have also been detected. Moreover, although the iden-
tification rate in hotspots remains high, no positive results were achieved 
regarding the relocation policy. 

Concerning the border externalization strategy, Italy has signed several 
agreements with African countries to curb migratory flows. However, the 
countries with which Italy has established cooperation have shown reports of 
systematic violations of migrants’ rights. In this respect, the Italian authori-
ties appear to have entirely overlooked the humanitarian consequences of the 
restrictive control policies implemented in agreement with African countries. 
Moreover, by preventing migrants from ever coming under Italian jurisdic-
tion, externalization might directly violate the right to seek and benefit from 
asylum. 

This study has also traced the dominant policy narratives related to border 
management and external migration controls in Italy through a qualitative 
content analysis of text data. The chapter has defined policy narratives as a 
set of arguments that decision-makers construct and mobilize to influence 
policy choices and establish the assumptions for policy-making. In particu-
lar, a narrative is made of two components: 1) a set of arguments about the 
issue to be addressed and; 2) a set of arguments about how the identified 
policy measures will solve the issue. Italian decision-makers have constantly 
pointed to the excessive migratory pressure and ‘illegal immigration’35 as the 
problems to solve. As for the solutions, it has been shown that policy narra-
tives have mainly revolved around the need to save migrants’ lives and pro-
tect their human rights (humanitarianism), as well as to combat illegal immi-
gration and smuggling of migrants (securitization). 

Interestingly, these narratives have cut across partisan divides and have often 
gone hand in hand, showing the crucial role of the humanitarian–security 
nexus in the development and design of the Italian externalization strategy. 
In this regard, humanitarian rhetoric has been mobilized to legitimize the 
implementation of security policy measures (Cuttitta 2018; Korkut, Terlizzi, 
and Gyollai 2020; Sciurba and Furri 2018). Moreover, evidence shows that 
decision-makers—in centre-left, centre-right, technocratic, and grand coali-
tion governments alike—have emphasized the need for solidarity and fair 
                               

 
35 Since 1975, the General Assembly of the United Nations has recommended the 
use of the terms ‘undocumented’ or ‘irregular’ migrants. Nevertheless, expressions 
such as ‘illegal’ or ‘clandestine’ are frequently found in the material (even in official 
documents). These terms have to be considered inappropriate both from a formal 
and a substantial point of view (see Liguori 2019). 
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distribution of responsibilities between EU member states to tackle migra-
tion flows (burden-sharing). 

Overall, in terms of policy implications, it is important to highlight that 
while the main issue at stake has always been ‘illegal’ immigration, on very 
few occasions have decision-makers pointed to the need to implement safe 
and legal channels for asylum seekers and refugees. Italy should reinforce 
the ‘legal channels’ for asylum seekers to access the Italian asylum system. 
Currently, such channels are in effect guaranteed by the ‘humanitarian corri-
dors’ (corridoi umanitari). However, this is not an official government initi-
ative. Strengthening legal access would facilitate safe arrival in Italy for the 
beneficiaries of international protection. Moreover, the Italian externaliza-
tion strategy has been mainly focused on limiting cross-border flows of mi-
grants. In striking a balance between maintaining secure borders and allow-
ing the legitimate movement of individuals seeking asylum, Italy should 
better evaluate the humanitarian consequences of its securitarian border ex-
ternalization policy. 
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Introduction 

At least 79.5 million people around the world have been forced to flee their 
homes. These include 26 million refugees, 45 million internally displaced 
people, and 4 million asylum seekers, with 2019 marking a record high 
(UNHCR 2020a). The history of the regime and governance of refugee pro-
tection has been mixed, recording both successes and setbacks. The refugee 
regime has succeeded in extending international protection to millions of 
refugees when their home states have been unable or unwilling to do so. 
Despite this considerable achievement, it has, in some instances, failed to 
solve serious refugee protection problems and offer durable solutions for 
many of the world’s refugees. 

In 2021, the 1951 Refugee Convention1 celebrates its 70th anniversary. How-
ever, it has been highly criticized for being outdated, non-responsive to par-
ticular kinds of displacement, and unable to address international responsi-
bility-sharing. In response to new needs and existing problems and to attain 
better global governance of refugee protection, the United Nations (UN) 
adopted the Global Compact on Refugees or GCR (UNHCR 2018).2 The 
GCR represents ‘the political will and ambition of the international commu-
nity as a whole for strengthened cooperation and solidarity with refugees and 
affected host countries’ (UNHCR 2020b). However, it is far from providing 
an effective mechanism for refugee protection. 

On the other hand, following the Syrian mass migration in 2011, the lack of 
political will and solidarity-based responses by most European Union (EU) 
member states (MS) and the absence of safe reception conditions and refu-

                               

 
1 The 1951 Refugee Convention and 1967 Protocol is available on the UNHCR web-
site. Retrieved 5 January 2021 from https://www.unhcr.org/about-us/background/ 
4ec262df9/1951-convention-relating-status-refugees-its-1967-protocol.html. 
2 The full text of the GCR: https://www.unhcr.org/gcr/GCR_English.pdf. 
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gee protection mechanisms resulted in an actual humanitarian crisis in 2015. 
In response, the European Commission prepared the New Pact on Migration 
and Asylum (European Commission 2020), which adopts a ‘crisis manage-
ment’ approach to searching for remedies. However, as our research findings 
regarding refugee protection confirm that there has been a restrictive turn 
and increasing emphasis on return, the EU Pact also essentially promotes 
readmission and return policy through cooperation with third countries. 

This chapter briefly discusses conceptual issues on protection and the histor-
ical and political events that led to the emergence of principles, rules and 
institutions shaping international and regional systems of protection. It fo-
cuses mainly on international protection policies, particularly on asylum 
procedures and refugee protection in the EU, the selected EU MS (Sweden, 
Germany, Poland, Italy, Greece, Austria) and non-EU countries (the UK, 
Turkey, Iraq, and Lebanon). The main aim of the chapter is to provide read-
ers with the different approaches to refugee protection (from the first appli-
cation to the appeals process) adopted in the countries concerned. It also 
details the specific aspects of refugee protection that have emerged today as 
crucial by looking at implementing the legal and institutional framework and 
its implications. These aspects include 1) a highly restrictive and complex 
legal framework; 2) the proliferation and fragmentation of forms of protec-
tion and asylum procedures; 3) the ambiguous role of multiple actors and; 4) 
the failure of the so-called ‘hotspot approach’ and the Dublin Regulation. 

This chapter reflects three years of intense research undertaken through the 
RESPOND project3 on refugee protection in ten European and non-European 
countries,4 as well as comparative analysis on them (Gökalp-Aras et al. 
2020). The present chapter offers several critical insights into the implica-
tions of refugee protection dynamics, which have undergone many changes 
since 2011, particularly during the post-2015 period. The chapter focuses on 
the comprehensive nature of protection, capturing its dynamism at the na-
tional, regional, and global levels in the selected countries. 

We approach protection through a wide lens, defining it as ‘the ensemble of 
legislation, policies, implementation practices, institutions, and actors in-
volved in the definition, conceptualisation and implementation of asylum 
                               

 
3 This chapter is based on the research conducted in the context of the Horizon 2020 
project ‘RESPOND: Multi-level Governance of Mass Migration in Europe and Be-
yond Project’ funded by the European Union (2017–2021). 
4 The national reports cover reception policies and practices between 2011 and 2018 
in the following countries: Austria, Germany, Greece, Iraq, Italy, Lebanon, Poland, 
Sweden, Turkey, and the United Kingdom. They are referenced within the report 
and listed in the Reference section. The full list of publications produced in the RE-
SPOND project is available at the project website  
(https://respondmigration.com/wp-blog).  
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procedures and refugee protection’ (Leivaditi et al. 2020: 9). Betts and Wil-
ner (2019: 4) mention the complexity of refugee protection and argue that ‘a 
range of international institutions has proliferated, many of which overlap in 
scope and purpose with the refugee regime’. The latter appears as ‘complex’ 
because of these overlapping institutions. We opt for the term ‘protection 
regime’—rather than simply ‘refugee protection’ or ‘protection’—because it 
encompasses the legal and political framework, the institutional organization 
and the practices adopted. It also indicates the power aspect with this com-
plexity and web of relations. 

The ‘protection regime’ concept covers a range of different institutionalized 
forms of protection, such as the international protection regime and various 
forms of national protection regimes. The most global and structured regime 
relating to refugee protection, founded on explicit norms and solutions, is the 
Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees (1951) and its Protocol 
(1967). Despite its shortcomings, the 1951 Convention was the first—and 
remains the only—binding refugee protection instrument with a universal 
character. The Convention is the key regulating component of protection 
regimes worldwide in that it offers a global definition of a refugee—namely, 
as ‘a person who flees country because of a well-founded fear of persecution 
on the grounds of race, religion, nationality, membership in a particular so-
cial group, or political opinion’ (Article 1). It also establishes common prin-
ciples such as the principle of non-refoulment, according to which a refugee 
should not be returned to a country where he or she faces a serious threat to 
his/her life or freedom. The 1967 Protocol of the Convention broadens its 
applicability by removing the geographical and time limits that initially re-
stricted the Convention to persons who became refugees due to events occur-
ring in Europe before 1 January 1951. 

All RESPOND countries, except Iraq and Lebanon, are signatories to the 
1951 Geneva Convention and the 1967 Protocol Relating to the Status of 
Refugees. Iraq and Lebanon, which have not ratified the 1951 Geneva Con-
vention, are bound by other international or regional agreements and treaties 
that refer to human and refugee rights. Although Turkey has ratified the 
Convention, it has retained a geographic limitation to its ratification and 
recognizes the refugee status described by the Convention only for those 
fleeing as a consequence of ‘events occurring in Europe’. 

Besides the global principles and standards on refugee protection, there are 
also legally binding asylum regimes at the regional level. Most RESPOND 
countries are EU members. Therefore, they are bound by the relevant EU 
acquis referring to the Common European Asylum System (CEAS). The EU 
developed the CEAS in 1999 as a policy framework of agreed rules estab-
lishing common procedures for international protection. The European Asy-
lum Support Office (EASO) was established at the same time. Additionally, 
most RESPOND countries have incorporated the European Convention on 
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Human Rights (ECHR) and its principle of protection against torture or in-
human or degrading treatments (Article 3) into the domestic legal order. It 
should also be mentioned that the principle of asylum is explicitly en-
trenched (to varying degrees) in the constitutions of Italy, Germany, Poland, 
and Iraq. 

Against this background, the chapter begins with conceptual issues on pro-
tection, then moves to comparative analysis. It concludes with a discussion 
on the shifting qualities of refugee protection worldwide. 

Conceptualizing refugee protection 

Refugee and international protection are products of specific historical and 
geographical circumstances and should not be taken for granted. The concept 
of ‘protection’ is highly blurred and contested, yet it cannot be reduced to 
survival and physical security. Protection is often conceived as a right. How-
ever, it implies the provision of the full range of rights, including civil, polit-
ical, economic, social, and cultural rights. As Malkki (1996) argues, the 
treatment of refugees as people out of place affirms the legitimacy of an 
international order of nation-states in which everyone must belong some-
where. One of the fundamental questions regarding international or refugee 
protection is ‘how to lose and regain rights’ as a human, a citizen, or a refu-
gee in a world of nation-states. Hannah Arendt’s 1951 critique addresses the 
issues of displacement and ‘stateless’ people5 after the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights was adopted by the UN General Assembly in 1948 (Arendt 
1968). 

A broad definition of the term ‘protection’ refers to ‘all activities aimed at 
obtaining full respect for the rights of the individual by the letter and spirit of 
the relevant bodies of law, namely human rights law, international humani-
tarian law and refugee law’ (UNHCR 2011: 5). Protection is also approached 
as an objective and a practice. As an objective, it implies full and equal re-
spect for the rights of all individuals without discrimination, as enshrined in 
national and international law and as a legal responsibility (principally of the 
state and its agents, as well as of other agents, such as the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees or UNHCR). As a practice, it has four 
dimensions 1) to be responsive (preventing or stopping rights violations); 2) 
to be remedial (ensuring a remedy to violations, including through access to 
justice and reparations); 3) to build a conducive environment (promoting 
respect for rights and the rule of law), and; 4) to be empowering (ibid.). 

                               

 
5 Those who found themselves deprived not only of citizenship rights but also hu-
man rights. 
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Generally speaking, ‘international protection’ and ‘refugee protection’ have 
been used interchangeably. The concept of ‘refugee protection’ usually re-
fers to ‘international protection’ and, despite its wide use, the meaning of 
protection remains open to interpretations. According to Puggioni (2016: 1), 
the lack of clarity regarding protection is since it is often conflated with the 
concept of assistance. Thus, refugee protection tends to refer to any policies 
regarding refugees. The UNHCR Statute uses the term ‘international protec-
tion’ (UNHCR 2001: 30) to delimit those who lack protection in the country 
of citizenship. International protection refers to situations where the country 
of origin cannot provide protection, and the international community fills the 
gap by providing ‘diplomatic protection’ or, in other words, international 
protection (Fortion 2011 cited in Puggioni 2016: 7). When states and other 
authorities are unwilling or unable to fulfil their protection obligations, ac-
tors in the field of humanitarian aid and development step in and act within 
the context of ‘humanitarian protection’. The notion of humanitarian protec-
tion is strongly connected with the Geneva Convention. More recently, the 
notion has been used in the framework of EU law. As defined by the Euro-
pean Commission, humanitarian protection is provided under conditions of 
violence, coercion, deliberate deprivation and abuse for persons, groups and 
communities in the context of humanitarian crises. It complies with the hu-
manitarian principles of humanity, neutrality, impartiality and independence 
and within the framework of international law and, in particular international 
human rights law, international humanitarian law and refugee law (European 
Commission 2016). 

As pointed out in Feller’s (2001) genealogy of the international refugee re-
gime, the 1950s marked the period when the international refugee protection 
regime was developed, with the 1951 Convention and the establishment of 
the UNHCR. During the 1960s and 1970s, the regime expanded, with some 
attempts to go beyond its initial Eurocentric approach. The previous narrow 
geographic and temporal terms of the Convention are partially overcome 
with the 1967 Protocol. Some scholars argue that decades after its signing, 
the Refugee Convention can still provide an adequate framework for protec-
tion as an instrument of law (Kneebone 2018). The Convention is considered 
the critical regulating component of the protection regime and a blueprint for 
positive action, as it sets out the minimum standards and conditions within 
which states must operate (McAdam 2017). The interpretation of the con-
vention rules is dynamic, allowing for its adaptation to evolving human 
rights law conceptions (Goodwin-Gill 2013). 

On the other hand, many criticize the Convention in terms of its effective-
ness. These criticisms are advanced from two diverging perspectives. The 
first perspective contends that the refugee definition enshrined in the 1951 
Convention is both limiting and outdated because it was initially influenced 
by the Second World War (McAdam 2017). The second perspective consid-
ers the Convention itself responsible for the displacement crises because it is 
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too generous (ibid.). Non-refoulement is the cornerstone of the Convention 
and is among the vital rights that states must respect. However, the situation 
on the ground is more complex, as there are critical areas of legal ambiguity 
in refugee law (Gammeltoft-Hansen 2011; Menjívar and Kanstroom 2013). 

The regional refugee protection regimes are supported and improved by new 
regional instruments, such as the 1969 Organisation of African Unity (OAU) 
and the 1974 Convention Governing the Specific Aspects of Refugee Prob-
lems in Africa. However, the Convention has yet to be signed by all coun-
tries, particularly in Asia. From the 1970s to the 1990s, an explosion of po-
litical violence in many places and the unwillingness of more powerful states 
to take responsibility or recognize the responsible state for protection at the 
international level saw priority given to providing humanitarian assistance to 
meet urgent needs. This assistance was carried out by the UNHCR and other 
international organizations, and local and international non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs). Undoubtedly, governments remain the leading actors 
in the asylum regime, according to the common norm that it is ‘the duty and 
responsibility of states to respect, protect and fulfil the human rights of refu-
gees within their borders’ (Purkey 2013: 693). However, legal uncertainties 
allow states to evade protection responsibilities, as international law is dom-
inated by the ‘state sovereignty-oriented approach’ and states are only bound 
by their consent (Jubilut et al. 2018). 

In the 1990s, political and ideological interests favouring the reception and 
protection of refugees ceased to exist in Europe. Around this time, Helton 
argued that ‘a new strategy of containment is emerging, this time champion-
ing migration control and not ideology’ (Helton 2002: 10). Within Europe, 
some EU MS managed to shift asylum management to the supranational 
level (Lavenex 2001). This way, they put pressure on the other MS or third 
states and the refugees and asylum seekers themselves, adopting restrictive 
measures to control movements in their territories and the European territory 
being constructed (Petracou 2004). These measures have securitized immi-
gration by constraining access to European territory (such as through carri-
ers’ liability), reducing stays in the EU (for example, via detention, deporta-
tion, restriction of social benefits, temporary protection) and excluding cer-
tain migrants from asylum procedures (such as those from ‘safe’ countries, 
or by country of origin or nationality). Article 13 of the 1951 Convention 
‘denies States Parties the right to penalize refugees for illegal entry or pres-
ence. Nevertheless, this binding guarantee is of little practical value when 
migration control efforts are implemented in an indiscriminate way’ (Hatha-
way 2008: 7). Additionally, the practice by EU MS of granting temporary 
protection rather than refugee status, which began in the 1990s, is considered 
as a compromise between providing protection and avoiding putting the bur-
den on the asylum system (Koser and Black 1999) and raises the issue of 
burden-sharing among MS (Petracou 2004). 
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Since the 2000s, an increasing approach has been the offshoring and out-
sourcing of protection (also known as extra-territorialization or externaliza-
tion). The main goal is ‘to prevent migrants, including asylum seekers, from 
entering the legal jurisdictions or territories of [European] destination coun-
tries or regions or make them legally inadmissible without individually con-
sidering the merits of their protection claims’ (Frelick et al. 2016: 193). The 
two main approaches to externalization are the ‘remote-control’ and ‘root-
cause’ perspectives (Zapata-Barrero 2013). The first aims to keep potential 
migrants away and prevent them from reaching EU borders, as to deport 
them after arrival would be more challenging due to European requirements 
to protect legal and human rights. The second approach focuses on ‘pull’ and 
‘push’ factors and aims to reduce the push factors motivating people to leave 
their home countries through development support. Overall, states look to 
limit their obligations as much as possible, which leads to the emergence of 
a ‘precariousness of protection’ (McAdam 2017). 

In the 2010s, increased entries at the EU border and the spill-over of Syrian 
mass migration to Europe (2015–16) gave new political impetus to the EU’s 
migration and asylum agenda. An essential frame is provided by the EU 
Qualification Directive (European Parliament and European Council 2011) and 
the 2013 Asylum Procedures Directive (European Parliament and European 
Council 2013). These documents are fundamental insofar as refugee law per-
tains to human rights and is intricately linked to international humanitarian 
law. The signatory states assume the obligation of granting refugee status 
and must, therefore, respect fundamental individual rights. The Qualification 
Directive sets out the qualification criteria for applicants for refugee status or 
subsidiary protection and defines the rights afforded to the beneficiaries of 
these statuses through its provisions on protection from refoulement, resi-
dence permits, and travel documents. 

Apart from states and the EU, there are also international and supranational 
actors, such as the UN and international non-governmental organizations 
(INGOs), as well as subnational and local actors (municipalities, local 
NGOs, etc.). In institutional terms, the creation of the UNHCR marks a turn-
ing point as it has the mandate to work with states on refugee protection. The 
UNHCR was established in 1951 as the successor of the International Refu-
gee Organization (IRO, 1946–1950) in providing international protection for 
refugees and seeking permanent solutions to their problems by assisting 
governments (Feller 2011: 131). 

The UNHCR provided the new regime’s institutional core, aiming: ‘to en-
sure the international protection of refugees’ and ‘to cooperate with govern-
ments to find permanent solutions for refugees’ (ibid.: 2). The UNHCR plays 
a substantial role as the norm diffuser in international protection and assis-
tance. Particularly in the less developed countries of the Global South, where 
most refugee situations happen, protection responsibilities have been carried 
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out by the UNHCR. However, it has also been criticized for not conducting 
effective monitoring and enforcing protection and acting as a mere aid pro-
vider in protracted refugee situations. 

Nevertheless, it is sovereign states who have the leading role; the function of 
the UNHCR is defined as complementary and limited: 

international protection as provided by countries of asylum in cooperation 
with the UNHCR is an effort to compensate for the protection that refugees 
should have received in their own countries, and its objective is not fulfilled 
until refugees once again enjoy protection as full-fledged members of a na-
tional community (UN General Assembly, 1993 par. I.3: 2). 

The UN and the UNHCR reaffirm the state-centric approach in migra-
tion affairs. The EU is the major player regulating protection in Europe, 
while the UNHCR carries out this responsibility in non-European re-
gions. Besides states, intergovernmental organizations (IOs), local authori-
ties, civil society partners, the courts, the media, and refugees are also part of 
the protection regime. International NGOs contribute to the system as im-
plementing partners and instruments for change regarding refugee protec-
tion. They fill in the gaps in practice by providing services and legal assis-
tance and more proactive forms of activism and monitoring functions. IN-
GOs and NGOs seek to influence the agenda and become global stake-
holders in what refers to asylum (beyond the North–South divide) (Joly 
2002: 8). All non-state actors act primarily in a soft governance mode to 
lobby for respecting international refugee protection law in countries. How-
ever, state agencies play a central role and always have leeway in deciding 
whether to apply international law, instrumentalize it for their foreign policy 
goals or develop ad hoc legislation and protection regimes. 

Regarding the multiplicity of actors, refugee protection is a matter of gov-
ernance, in particular multi-governance, referring to ‘systems of governance 
where there is a dispersion of authority upwards, downwards and sideways 
between levels of government –local, regional, national and supra-national– 
as well as across spheres and sectors, including states, markets and civil so-
ciety’ (Daniell and Kay 2017: 3). 

Not only the question of ‘who’ but also ‘what’ is important here: ‘what will 
the protection look like?’ This question can be addressed by referencing the 
1951 Geneva Convention. Some scholars argue that decades after its signing, 
the 1951 Convention still provides an adequate framework for protection as 
an instrument of law (Goodwin-Gill 2013; McAdam 2017; Kneebone 2018). 
On the other hand, as mentioned, many criticize the Convention regarding its 
effectiveness (Gammeltoft-Hansen 2011; Menjívar and Kanstroom 2013; 
McAdam 2017). 
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As mentioned, both the Qualification Directive and the Asylum Procedures 
Directive are highly relevant. The more recent EU Pact on Migration and 
Asylum (European Commission 2020) has also attracted significant atten-
tion. However, it is not entirely promising for better governance of interna-
tional protection. It foresees obligatory but flexible solidarity for the EU 
members. It abolishes the Dublin Regulation but retains the country of first 
entry criterion for asylum applications. Its primary focus appears as the secu-
rity dimension with a strong emphasis on returns. 

A more recent UN initiative in refugee protection is the UN GCR, adopted in 
2018 as one of two separate compacts foreseen by the New York Declaration 
(2016). However, as a non-binding but mainly normative consensus, the 
GCR seems unable to fix the shortcomings of the 1951 Convention; howev-
er, it can be seen as a positive effort to address ‘what’ questions by providing 
a framework for collaboration and challenging the implementation problems 
facing refugee protection. 

Neither the Convention nor the recently adopted GCR and EU Pact on Mi-
gration and Asylum regulates the procedures for granting refugee status; this 
is left to the discretion of institutions and agents (state bureaucracies) that 
translate the 1951 Convention into the national asylum regimes with national 
and regional asylum laws. Countries adopt implementing legislation to bring 
their law into conformity with domestic obligations under the international 
treaties (Farbenblum 2011). They track the language of the treaties, particu-
larly regarding fundamental prohibitions such as non-refoulement or the 
definition of refugees. They interpret, adapt, and contest the technical and 
administrative dimensions of legislation. 

Aspects of international refugee protection governance: 
Policies, practices, and experiences 

Policy responses, important changes, and tendencies after 2011 

Since 2015–2016, all RESPOND countries have received large numbers of 
refugees fleeing war and poverty. This development was imprinted through 
the perception and usage of the concepts of ‘crisis’ or ‘state of emergency’ in 
most RESPOND countries. At the same time, these discourses impacted the 
developments and changes in the legal framework, policies, and practices of 
protection, such as border management, reception, or even integration. 

The research conducted in the ten RESPOND countries revealed common 
patterns in the refugee protection regime. From 2015 onwards, almost all 
countries are under pressure and lack the administrative capacity to process 
the increasing number of asylum applications. Except for Turkey, all RE-
SPOND countries react within a ‘crisis’ or ‘state of emergency’ framework 
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(for example, Germany, Greece, Lebanon, Italy, and Poland). Since 2015–
16, many RESPOND countries have introduced more restrictive policies to 
decrease the number of entries and asylum applications and reduce the num-
ber of asylum seekers reaching their territories. There has been a shift from a 
welcoming approach to a policy of narrowing access. The analysis revealed 
that the restriction of access to national/federal territories was conducted 
through physical measures such as increased border controls, eradicated 
security walls (sea, land, cyber-security walls), and other actions such as 
pushbacks. 

In addition to increased border controls and physical barriers, procedural 
barriers have also been imposed in most RESPOND countries to block or 
restrict access to the asylum procedure and limit procedural rights and the 
chances for a positive refugee status determination. Furthermore, many RE-
SPOND countries have introduced additional procedural measures to prevent 
and restrain access to international protection via ‘inadmissibility proce-
dures’ and speed up asylum assessments. Such is the case with accelerated 
procedures, fast-track procedures, and increased rejections, which have be-
come a common practice in said nations alongside long waiting periods for 
applicants. Along with the Dublin Regulation, the list of safe countries of 
origin has been extended, meaning asylum applications from those countries 
are automatically rejected. In addition, different forms and schemes of ‘ac-
celerated’ procedures have been introduced (for example, in Austria, Ger-
many, and Greece). Procedural acceleration is linked chiefly to the enforced 
encampment, which in some countries assumes the form of half-closed 
(Germany, Poland) or entirely closed campsites (Greek islands). 

The legislation in most RESPOND countries converges towards a reduction 
of rights and standards for asylum applicants. Many have introduced new 
categories, such as the ‘prospect of remaining’ by measuring acceptance 
rates. All newly introduced categories, amendments and regulations impose 
restrictions or limitations to existing standards of rights. In addition, some 
countries have developed policies and practices to welcome refugees only 
from certain nationalities on the grounds of humanitarian or national reasons, 
residence permits and family reunification. For EU members, this amounts 
to differential implementation within national territories, further highlighting 
the deficiencies of the CEAS. 

The procedures have also resulted in stratified legal statuses with different 
procedures and specified rights, adding up to the traceable nationality-based 
discrimination against particular asylum seekers (for example, Afghans) and 
creating categories of ‘desirable’ versus ‘undesirable’ migrants/refugees. In 
general, there is an increased denial of the right to family reunification for 
refugees or the imposition of new hurdles to accessing it. In particular coun-
tries (for example, Sweden, Greece, Germany, and Austria), refugees are 
entitled to family reunification but must submit their application within three 
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months from the granting of status. In many RESPOND countries, perma-
nent protection schemes for refugees have been replaced by subsidiary and 
temporary protection mechanisms. 

Alternative forms of protection have become more prominent, a case in point 
being Turkey’s ‘temporary protection regime’. In other cases, refugee status 
has been diminished to one of ‘subsidiary protection’, resulting in further 
limitations. For example, in Germany, beneficiaries of subsidiary protection 
are denied the right to family reunification. A ‘pervasive legal uncertainty’ is 
observed as a general tendency in almost all RESPOND countries (RE-
SPOND 2020). This pervasive uncertainty encompasses, in many instances, 
every stage of the national migration system, from rescue operations and 
humanitarian aid to refugee status determination (RSD) and the set of enti-
tlements bestowed on asylum seekers after they obtain protection or permis-
sion to stay (Ibid.). 

Another policy convergence is the emphasis on deterrence and return poli-
cies in almost all RESPOND countries, using the ‘regressive approach’ and 
the notion of the ‘illegal asylum seeker’ (RESPOND 2020). Most RE-
SPOND countries tend to merge the status of ‘protection seeker’ with a con-
dition of ‘illegality’ or ‘irregularity’ as justification for deportation. From the 
refugee protection perspective, we note that forced migrants in need of refu-
gee protection are also treated as part of the unwanted population of irregular 
migrants, regardless of their status. Against this background, efforts to keep 
them from reaching EU borders have become common practice. Country-
specific research reveals that the dominant discourse among political actors 
in most EU and non-EU countries promotes return as an alternative way to 
tackle unprevented entries and asylum applications. This general tendency is 
visible in the increasing emphasis put on speeding up deportations and as-
sisted voluntary returns. Both legislations and actual practices further blur 
the lines between forced and voluntary returns. 

Table 7.1 provides common policy responses, levels, mechanisms and in-
struments identified in the RESPOND countries. 

A highly restrictive and complex legal framework and its implications 

During the examined period, almost all RESPOND countries have trans-
formed their legal framework on refugee protection and asylum procedures 
(for example, Germany, Greece, Italy, Lebanon, Sweden, Turkey, UK). Yet, 
despite regional, international, and supranational obligations that are, for the 
most part, shared, significant differences exist at the regional, national, and 
even subnational levels regarding legal procedures and the implementation 
of refugee protection. Such variation suggests the different ways in which 
each member state intends to implement the common legislative guidelines 
and directives. 
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There is no unified protection system, not even in the EU MS. The legal 
framework concerning refugee protection is extraordinarily complex and 
hypertrophic in all RESPOND countries (RESPOND 2020). National legis-
lation on refugee protection has constantly been changing—and not always 
coherently—in all countries. There is considerable divergence even among 
the MS, which can be partly attributed to the discretion allowed by EU legal 
frameworks. Overall, what emerges is an overly complicated and fragmented 
protection regime and asylum system in all RESPOND countries, where 
centralization and decentralization coexist. The fragmented, complex struc-
ture—which can be defined as a ‘hyper-complex fragmented legal system’—
is accompanied by a lack of consistent and standardized implementation, 
thus jeopardizing transparency and consistency. 

Despite the differences between RESPOND countries, recent shifts in refu-
gee protection indicate a desire to consolidate a common restrictive approach 
that remains problematic both at the legal framework and practical imple-
mentation. This more restrictive approach begins beyond the borders but 
continues after borders have been crossed, penetrating different aspects and 
stages of the asylum procedures. These measures aim to reduce the number 
of asylum seekers reaching national territory, decrease the number of en-
trances and asylum applications and beneficiaries of international protection 
and generally prevent or restrain access to international protection. The ap-
proach is made visible with physical measures at the borders (such as securi-
ty walls) and pushbacks at sea. It is supported by additional, national-level 
procedural measures to prevent and restrain access to international protection 
(Pannia et al. 2018: 8). The restrictive policies also seek to increase the 
number of deportations and returns. 

The systematic prolongation of procedures and backlogs is observable at 
every step of the proceedings. Interviewees in most countries under consid-
eration spoke negatively of lengthy bureaucratic procedures. A sense of ‘un-
certainty’ and of being in ‘legal limbo’ are commonly expressed sentiments 
among all the interviewed asylum seekers. In general, long waiting periods 
for applicants, increased rejections, returns as an alternative to refugee pro-
tection, and bilateral or EU-level readmission agreements or administrative 
arrangements have become common characteristics of the implemented poli-
cies. 

Another crucial aspect adding to the complexity of asylum systems’’ is the 
confusion and lack of orientation described by most interviewees regarding 
the administrative steps they must follow. Although some countries, such as 
Austria, Sweden, and Germany, provide relatively systematic asylum proce-
dures, most respondents stated they were confused about the required steps. 
Some explicitly referred to their limited understanding upon arrival and the 
lack of knowledge regarding their legal status in certain countries (such as 
Greece). 
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Proliferation and fragmentation of forms of protection, asylum 
procedures, and migrant categories 

The EU has a two-tier protection regime (ECRE 2016). The 2004 Qualifica-
tion Directive, harmonizing recognition standards across the MS (and its 
2011 recast), extends the remit of the 1951 Refugee Convention by setting 
out two forms of protection available under EU law—namely, refugee status 
and subsidiary protection. Through this dual approach to protection, the EU 
creates a complementary category of protected persons, legally and norma-
tively distinct from refugees (AIDA 2016a). Extensive reforms across sever-
al MS have lowered the level of rights conferred upon subsidiary protection 
holders compared to refugee status holders, often as far as EU law would 
allow (Ibid.). The two-tier approach has resulted in multiple categories of 
applicants, unequal treatment of persons, and discrimination in the protection 
of rights. 

Furthermore, the recast EU Asylum Procedures Directive of 2011 estab-
lished multiple asylum procedures, resulting in the fragmentation of asylum 
procedures depending on the applicant’s location or the presumed content of 
his/her application (AIDA 2016b). Different countries adopt different kinds 
of asylum procedures. For example, the introduction of accelerated proce-
dures, border procedures, fast-track procedures, and admissibility procedures 
beyond the ‘regular’ process contributes to this direction. The concept of a 
safe third country (such as detailed in the EU–Turkey Statement) is also 
linked to the multiple categorizations of applicants. The proliferation of dif-
ferent procedures and policies resulted in stratified legal statuses and deter-
mined rights, in addition to traceable nationality-based discriminations. 

Compared to other nationalities, the differential treatment of Syrian asylum 
seekers is commonly mentioned by interviewees in most countries. In this 
regard, it is emphasized that refugees from Syria appear as a relatively more 
favoured group, enjoying a high level of acceptance and shorter waiting pe-
riods. By contrast, applicants from certain other nationalities appear to have 
no chance in the asylum system and are systematically excluded. For exam-
ple, in many RESPOND countries, Afghans appear the most disadvantaged 
national group among refugees, and similar nation-based discrimination was 
also mentioned in many other countries. There is no doubt that differentia-
tions stemmed from procedural or legislation issues but are impacted by 
bilateral relations, geopolitical interests, domestic considerations, and global 
policy narratives that we might gather under the umbrella term ‘the politics 
of asylum’. However, discussions of the political aspects of—and power 
relations behind—the asylum regime and procedures are beyond the scope of 
the present chapter. 

Another aspect that plays a crucial role is vulnerability, especially in exam-
ining asylum applications. Many EU countries—such as Greece, Italy, and 
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Poland—provide that asylum applications from persons with special needs 
receive priority examination. Furthermore, vulnerability assessment process-
es determine who has the right to asylum (for example, in the UK), who has 
priority in asylum registration (for example, in Greece), relocation (which 
EU countries currently practice vis-à-vis unaccompanied children in the 
Greek islands) or UNHCR resettlement programs (in Lebanon, Turkey, 
Iraq). However, in some countries such as Greece, vulnerability plays a sig-
nificant (although at times less formal) role in other asylum procedure steps, 
resulting in the multiple categorizations of applicants for international pro-
tection. As a representative from an NGO from Greece stated: ‘at this point, 
we speak of the right to vulnerability instead of the right to asylum’ (Leiva-
diti et al. 2020: 35). Furthermore, following the EU–Turkey Statement in 
2016, the vulnerability assessment in the Greek islands where ‘hotspots’ are 
established determines what asylum procedure will be followed (namely, the 
regular or fast-track border procedure). 

The ambiguous role of multiple actors 

Regarding the governance of refugee protection, the actors involved are nu-
merous and operate at different levels (local, national, regional, supranation-
al). These actors play a substantial role in implementing asylum procedures 
and giving meaning to legislation concerning such procedures. Against this 
backdrop, critical issues are the role of officials (migration officers, case-
workers), lawyers, and judges in the asylum procedures, how the asylum 
system is organized, how different actors perceive and perform their roles, 
and how applications are assessed, discussed, and decided in bureaus and 
courts. 

Existing studies show that practices are central to asylum bureaucracy. 
Such practices are typically shaped by the organizational practices of migra-
tion agencies, accommodation centres/camps, the judiciary, social workers, 
law enforcement agencies, humanitarian institutions. For example, ‘the so-
cial practices of decision-making officials in determining refugee status go 
beyond labelling and categorization and include the construction of facts, 
artefacts and (in)credibility’ (Dahlvik 2017: 369). Thus, the contingency and 
volatility of the (asylum) regime ‘at work’ has implications, as it is neces-
sarily reproduced and reinvented by bureaucrats in the process of determin-
ing refugee status (Ibid.). There is a relational and interactive process be-
tween agency and micro-organizational structure, and the practices of case-
workers are bound by social and legal constraints which force them to per-
form an interpretation of the law when implementing it. The tendency to 
strictness may result from ‘the controls of superiors and peers, [and] the 
secondary implementation rules created within the office to orient casework-
er practices’ (Miaz 2017: 372). 
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Although the asylum bureaucracy might not have the power to challenge a 
country’s asylum system, it has discretionary power in everyday practices, 
building knowledge, and claims of expert authority in designing standards, 
guidelines, and policy contours. Asylum seekers have to navigate this asy-
lum bureaucracy and fulfil paperwork to access asylum and exercise their 
rights tied to it. In almost all countries, the role of ‘caretaker’ is undertaken 
by an increasing number of non-state actors, although state actors remain in 
control. Despite legislation, asylum caseworkers may have the power of 
discretion (similar to other law enforcement actors) in adhering to proce-
dures and making decisions. 

However, interviews conducted with asylum seekers, caseworkers, and law 
enforcement agencies in several countries revealed the presence of stigma, 
structural mistrust, hostility, and disbelief towards asylum applicants. These 
issues result in restrictions, arbitrary practices, and even intimidation or vio-
lence. For example, in Italy, according to several NGOs, the Italian authori-
ties have been making arbitrary distinctions between irregular migrants and 
asylum/international protection seekers at border crossings, thereby hinder-
ing the possibility of submitting protection applications (Ibrido and Terlizzi 
2019: 32). In parallel, in Austria, migration experts ‘criticise the lack of in-
dependent border monitoring to control whether persons requesting to lodge 
an application for asylum are granted access to respective procedures’ (Josi-
povic and Reeger 2019: 25). In Poland, foreigners encountered problems in 
attempting to apply for international protection and pushback practices by 
the authorities at the Polish-Belarusian border crossing, as pointed out during 
interviews with NGOs (Pachocka and Sobczak-Szelc 2020: 39). Finally, in 
Lebanon, there have been widespread instances of class-based discrimination 
and selection in accessing asylum at the borders, according to meso-level 
actors such as lawyers (Rahme 2020: 18). 

The problems with actors are not limited to border areas; negative experi-
ences are also mentioned when engaging with actors who assess asylum 
applicants. Those participating in the research also observed such problems. 
In Germany, ‘structural racism and a structural mistrust [are] built into the 
bureaucratic and procedural system of the asylum regime in Germany, as 
well as personal resentments among employees on various levels’ (Hänsel et 
al. 2020: 8). The system is increasingly perceived as highly arbitrary and 
non-transparent (ibid.: 48). There is a ‘culture of disbelief’ among casework-
ers and others involved in the asylum system’ in the UK (Foley 2020: 9). In 
Turkey, actors’ attitudes change from city to city or from person to person, 
as respondents mention different behaviours. This concept of the culture of 
disbelief was also discussed in a UK parliamentary committee as ‘the ten-
dency of those evaluating applications to start from the assumption that the 
applicant is not telling the truth’ (Home Affairs Committee 2013 cited in 
Foley 2020: 23). 
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The research also revealed persistent systematic failures in asylum inter-
views conducted by EASO officials, who violated fundamental standards 
and overstepped their competencies under European law (Leivaditi et al. 
2020: 46–47). As an NGO representative pointed out, there are complaints 
about how the EASO conducts interviews, both in terms of interpreting and 
putting ‘too much pressure […] on people’ (ibid.: 47). So, the mistrust, 
structural racism, stigma targeting asylum seekers are more deeply embed-
ded in the socio-political fabric of receiving countries, on the one hand, in-
creasing populist anti-migrant discourses disseminated through media on the 
other. These inevitably shape the mindset of actors and organizations serving 
in the national and regional asylum regimes. 

The failure of the ‘hotspot approach’ and the Dublin Regulation 

As reflected in most country reports’ expert and refugee interviews, a vital 
implementation failure is the Dublin III Regulation. In practice, the Dublin 
III Regulation results in unfair burden-sharing, particularly for the frontline 
countries (those at EU borders) and is criticized for its practical deficiencies 
and normative premises. At the core of the Dublin Regulation, the concept of 
‘the first country of asylum’ aims to prevent secondary movements within 
Europe and is the source of uneven responsibility-sharing. Consequently, 
almost all interviewees emphasize the need for an alternative to the Dublin 
regime, with new forms of solidary distribution and responsibility-sharing 
mechanisms and a more substantial harmonization of national asylum proce-
dures within the EU. 

More restrictions and failures emerge when considering the new ‘hotspot 
mechanism’. The ‘hotspot approach’ still serves as a cornerstone for the 
protection regime in respective frontline countries (Greece and Italy) and the 
EU as a whole. In Italy, four hotspots were operating at the end of 2018, 
marked by prolonged and generalised legal uncertainty concerning the pro-
tection of refugees’ (Ibrido and Terlizzi 2019: 32). Violations of the funda-
mental rights of asylum seekers and beneficiaries of international protection 
prevail, with inhuman living conditions and a lack of support and precise 
information about the asylum procedure at the point of arrival (‘hotspots’) 
both in Greece and Italy (Ibrido and Terlizzi 2019: 35; Leivaditi et al. 2020: 
31). The introduction of the ‘hotspot system’ and the subsequent geograph-
ical restriction on the five islands in Greece considerably increased the num-
ber of asylum applications. The EU–Turkey Statement caused a significant 
rise in the population living in the Moria hotspot over an extended period 
(Leivaditi et al. 2020). Thus, it neither accomplished effective cooperation at 
the EU level nor provided protection according to EU laws (AIDA 2017; 
ECRE 2016). It has led to rights violations rather than solutions, and 
pushbacks at the borders have become normalized. 
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Reflections on the Global Compact for Refugees 
and the New Pact on Migration and Asylum 

We opened the conceptual section reflecting on whether a common institu-
tional structure for protection, regionally or internationally, can guarantee a 
more efficient protection system. However, the recent developments and 
implementations reflected in the research conducted for the RESPOND pro-
ject show that we are still far from answering this question. On 17 December 
2018, while our research was still in train, the UN General Assembly af-
firmed the GCR. The Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework 
(CRRF) focuses on sharing burdens and responsibilities, sets out national 
and regional arrangements for specific situations, and provides tools for 
funding, partnerships, and data gathering and sharing. The GCR represents 
‘the international community’s political will and ambition as a whole for 
strengthened cooperation and solidarity with refugees and affected host 
countries’ (UNHCR 2020b). Seven RESPOND countries signed it, while 
Austria and Italy abstained (and Poland and Hungary even voted against it). 

The GCR is not binding, but it provides a common ground for both the EU 
and non-EU RESPOND countries. A global response to mass migration with 
fair responsibility-sharing and better protection, the GCR can be seen as 
fostering a more systematic collaboration of states in refugee and interna-
tional protection. However, the fact that it was rejected by some countries, as 
well as the explanations provided for such response, reaffirm the existence 
of renationalization, the emphasis on the sovereignty of nation-states, and 
the increasing securitization of migration policies which were among the 
main findings of our research on refugee protection. Furthermore, aligned 
with our findings, the two main objectives of the GCR are to expand access 
to third-country solutions ‘with an emphasis on externalization and support 
conditions in countries of origin for return in safety and dignity’ on deter-
rence and return policies (UNHCR 2020b). 

After only two years, the European Commission prepared a new communi-
cation—the New Pact on Migration and Asylum—published on 23 Septem-
ber 2020 as a response to the 2015 European humanitarian refugee crisis 
(European Commission 2020). While the ‘refugee crisis’ has also become a 
political and legitimation crisis within the EU, the new EU Pact appears to 
be ‘more of the same’ in light of the GCR; it also consistently presents ex-
ternalization and return policies as the leading two solutions. We want to 
conclude our research by describing the similarities between the RESPOND 
findings and the focal points of the EU Pact on Migration and Asylum, as 
well as raising further questions regarding the future of refugee protection. 

The pact falls short of ameliorating these adverse tendencies and shows little 
innovation. Starting from the general attempt to reduce the number of asy-
lum seekers reaching the territory, the pact proposes strengthening external 
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EU borders and the capacity of Frontex and a new screening procedure. The 
screening procedure is designed to ensure fast identification of the correct 
procedure applicable to those entering the EU who does not fulfil the condi-
tions of entry. It will be applied to three groups: ‘persons who, while not 
fulfilling the conditions for entry into the EU, request international protec-
tion during border checks’; ‘persons brought ashore in search and rescue 
operations at sea’ and ‘persons apprehended within the territory if they have 
eluded controls at the external borders in the first place’ (European Commis-
sion 2020). Those applying for asylum following the screening will have 
their case examined under the ‘border procedure if they are nationals of 
countries with low recognition rates for international protection, if their 
claim is fraudulent or abusive or if they pose a threat to national security’ 
(ibid.). This aspect is consistent with our findings regarding the general ten-
dency in RESPOND countries to sort migrants and refugees into ‘desirable’ 
and ‘undesirable’ categories. However, proposed at-the-border procedures 
and screenings procedures raise further concerns about accessing asylum. 

The EU Pact on Migration and Asylum aims to replace the Dublin Regula-
tion—which, as mentioned, comes in for severe criticism among interview-
ees in RESPOND countries—with the new Asylum and Migration Manage-
ment Regulation. Although the details are still missing, the new regulation is 
presented as the EU’s promise for an effective and comprehensive govern-
ance system that will ensure that solidarity is effective in practice and that 
the challenges of migration are addressed comprehensively – be it outside or 
inside the EU. The pact does not have a lot to say regarding the ‘hotspot’ 
approach,1 but it acknowledges the difficulties and unfair burden placed on 
frontline countries, such as Greece, Italy, Malta, and Hungary. 

However, in keeping with our findings, the main solidarity proposal focuses 
on return policy. The pact states its aim ‘to dramatically improve returns 
procedures, strengthen return governance structures, including in Frontex, 
and combine better the external and internal aspects of return policy’ (Euro-
pean Commission 2020). The EU Pact on Migration and Asylum provides 
MS with an alternative way of burden-sharing, called return sponsorships. It 
provides MS with the opportunity to continue applying detention in the con-
text of the return procedure. The return sponsorship is a new form of solidar-
ity contribution that MS can use to assist each other. Frontex is assigned to 
assure effective cooperation with third countries in the area of return and 
readmission. More importantly, by employing crisis labelling, MS are given 
the right to suspend international protection in the interests of resilience and 
flexibility. The pact also proposes cooperation with countries of origin and 

                               

 
1 The Pact only mentions an additional support for the members, which is a part of 
hotspot approach and need further financial and operational support (European 
Commission 2020).  
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transit countries to contain and control departures and allow for repatriation. 
In this framework, while the pact promises tailor-made and more balanced 
cooperation with third countries, the European Commission is given the 
particular task of finding proper incentives for more effective collaboration 
with third countries regarding readmissions and returns. A clearer idea is 
given by the fact that the 2016 EU–Turkey Statement will apparently serve 
as a blueprint for future cooperation. 

Conclusion 

Protection is not only limited to survival and physical security; it is, above 
all, related to the provision of the full range of rights, including civil, politi-
cal, economic, social, and cultural rights. Overall, recent developments on 
refugee protection in terms of legislation, policies, and implementations 
appear highly problematic. The challenges stem from and reconstitute at 
least three features of the European and national protection regimes. These 
include 1) a highly restrictive and complex legal framework; 2) the prolifera-
tion and fragmentation of forms of protection and asylum procedures, and; 
3) the ambiguous role of multiple actors. 

The research also revealed that—despite the well-established international 
and supranational framework and norms—significant differences exist at the 
regional, national, and subnational levels regarding legal procedures and the 
implementation of refugee protection. The common tendency towards the 
restrictive approach starts beyond borders and continues after the borders 
have been crossed, penetrating different aspects and stages of the asylum 
procedures. This tendency becomes visible with the physical measures at the 
borders (such as security walls) and the pushbacks and is supported by addi-
tional, national-level procedural measures aiming to prevent and restrain 
access to international protection. These features inevitably cause failures as 
well observed in the EU’s asylum regime’s common components, such as 
the Dublin Regulation and newly tested policy such as the ‘hotspot ap-
proach’. 

While our conclusions refer to the period examined by RESPOND, from 
2011 to 2018, more recent developments do not challenge existing tenden-
cies. New procedures and more restrictive measures have been introduced in 
most RESPOND countries, not substantially transformed by global or re-
gional initiatives such as the GCR or the EU Pact on Migration and Asylum. 
In particular, the EU Pact shows that many of the crisis-based exceptional 
implementations turn into the new normal. However, this situation can also 
be seen as a calling for a new discussion platform on refugee protection’s 
future trajectories, which requires further research. Urgent action is needed 
from actors involved in protection to address the ongoing challenging situa-
tions described above. 
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8 The European Refugee Regime:             
A Critical Assessment 

Nils Holtug 

 

Introduction 

The 2015 refugee crisis sent shockwaves through the European community. 
That year, 1.3 million migrants applied for asylum in the EU, Norway and 
Switzerland (Pew Research Center 2016: 4), a more than twofold increase 
from 2014. Of these migrants, more than half were citizens either of Syria 
(29 per cent), Afghanistan (15 per cent) or Iraq (10 per cent). While selected 
European states initially adopted a welcoming approach—not least symbol-
ized by German Chancellor Angela Merkel’s famous words, ‘Wir schaffen 
das’ and her open-border policy—the EU and EU member states soon began 
to intensify efforts to limit the influx. This resulted in a somewhat chaotic 
process of border closings, erection of walls and barbed wire barriers, transit 
policies that sought to pass refugees on to neighbouring states, new laws and 
regulations at the national level to render asylum less attractive and thus de-
incentivize refugees from making asylum claims in individual member 
states, pushbacks and increased surveillance and policing of external EU 
borders, and deals being struck with third countries to control emigration, as 
exemplified by the EU–Turkey deal. It was a period of increasing renational-
ization, where the Dublin Regulation was effectively set on standby 
(Gökalp-Aras et al. 2020). 

In this chapter, the European response to the refugee crisis is critically ana-
lysed from a normative perspective. The focus is refugee protection and the 
extent to which the European response can be said to accommodate the 
rights and legitimate claims of refugees. More specifically, the focus is on 
the process through which refugees access European states in which asylum 
claims can be made and the policies that impact this process, rather than on 
policies that concern asylum seekers’ lives and opportunities once they have 
made these claims. Note, however, that this distinction between policies is 
not as tight as it may initially seem, as some policies that target the opportu-
nities of migrants who have already made asylum claims (such as policies 
pertaining to their housing conditions, benefit levels, and access to family 
reunification), are also used to de-incentivize refugees from making the 
journey in the first place. 
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In section 2, I distinguish between different conceptions of ‘refugee protec-
tion’ and opt for a moral conception. In section 3, I explain the moral basis 
for asylum and refugee protection in greater detail and what it implies for the 
kinds of protection refugees are entitled to. Then, in section 4, I begin to 
consider European policies and the extent to which they (have failed to) pro-
tect refugees. In section 5, I focus specifically on some problems of the ‘hot 
spot’ approach. Furthermore, in section 6, I consider various border external-
ization policies and explain some of the ways in which they have harmed 
refugees (and why the EU is, at least in part, responsible). Then, in section 7, 
I turn to the more general notion of ‘non-arrival measures’ and the ways in 
which they are sometimes incompatible with the letter, but more often the 
spirit of the Refugee Convention. Finally, in section 8, I provide an account 
of what I believe a sustainable refugee regime would look like in light of the 
previous sections. I also briefly reflect on how the European refugee regime 
should be transformed to implement such a sustainable regime. 

Refugee protection 

Refugee protection concerns the needs of refugees that arise due to their 
vulnerability and precarious conditions. By being forced to leave their coun-
try of origin, refugees lack the protections they would (or should) usually 
have as citizens in the states responsible for securing their interests. When 
refugees are forced to flee their country of origin or residence because it can 
or will no longer protect them, the responsibility for catering for their basic 
interests is transferred to other states, at least temporarily. 

I need to distinguish between legal and moral conceptions of refugee protec-
tion. According to legal conceptions, the standards for refugee protection are 
defined by a set of legal documents that states have obligated themselves to 
conform to. For example, according to the UNHCR (2011: 5), protection 
refers to ‘all activities aimed at obtaining full respect for the rights of the 
individual in accordance with the letter and spirit of the relevant bodies of 
law, namely human rights law, international humanitarian law and refugee 
law’ (cf. Gökalp-Aras et al. 2020: 12–22). On the other hand, a moral con-
ception does not define refugee protection based on protections entrenched 
in existing bodies of law but based on the protection refugees should be pro-
vided with, whether or not such protection is legally guaranteed. 

To illustrate the difference between legal and moral conceptions, consider 
the 1967 Protocol of the UN Convention on the Status of Refugees, accord-
ing to which a refugee is someone who: 

Owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, reli-
gion, nationality, membership in a particular social group, or political opin-
ion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such 
fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, 
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not having a nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual 
residence, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it. 

According to the 1951 Refugee Convention, the basic protection provided 
for refugees who are granted asylum is the right of non-refoulement, accord-
ing to which they cannot be returned to a country where they face serious 
threats to their life or freedom. 

A common criticism is that, on this understanding of who qualifies as a refu-
gee, there is a protection gap, both because no protection is offered to people 
who are internally displaced (that is, who have been forced to leave their 
homes but have not crossed any international borders) and because of a mor-
ally arbitrary restriction to people who are persecuted (for particular rea-
sons), thus excluding people who are fleeing, for example, war, civil strife, 
poverty, famine, earthquakes, floods, etc. Concerning this morally arbitrary 
restriction, a common objection is that what matters, from a moral point of 
view, is the nature and severity of someone’s need, not the particular source 
of that need. Thus, several political theorists have argued for replacing the 
source-based Refugee Convention with a needs-based one (Carens 2013; 
Gibney 2004; Miller 2016). 

For present purposes, the point is that to criticize the Refugee Convention 
and other parts of the current legal framework at a fundamental level, one 
needs to adopt an external framework—namely, a framework that questions 
the basic distinctions drawn within the Convention. Ultimately, one needs to 
appeal to a moral framework that explains, for example, why the protections 
offered by the existing body of legal documents (and, perhaps, legal practic-
es) does not provide refugees with the level of protection they ought to re-
ceive. This illustrates how legal and moral conceptions of refugee protection 
differ. 

In this chapter, I focus on the moral conception of protection because my 
concern is whether the European refugee regime provides the protections 
refugees ought to receive. Nevertheless, the protections secured in the cur-
rent legal framework, including the Refugee Convention and the European 
Declaration of Human Rights, are also important from a moral perspective. 

So there is arguably a significant amount of overlap between protection in 
the legal and the moral sense. And, in fact, much of my discussion of the 
European response to the refugee crisis can be captured, at the normative 
level, by the content and spirit of this framework. My point is, therefore, not 
so much to criticize the present legal framework as to explain where and 
how refugees are currently insufficiently protected by European policies. 

In order to determine what refugee protection amounts to in the moral sense, 
we need to know more about what the moral basis for asylum is in the first 
place. It is to this question, then, I turn next. 
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The moral case for asylum 

I want to outline two basic moral arguments for admitting refugees. Accord-
ing to the first humanitarian argument, human beings have a right to have 
their basic needs secured or to a decent standard of living (Carens 2013: 195; 
Gibney 2004: 233). This is why, if I can save a child from drowning in a 
pond, at no great cost to myself (other than, perhaps, getting my clothes wet 
and having my shoes ruined), I have a moral obligation to do so (Singer 
1972). Regarding refugees, their most basic immediate need, which states 
have an obligation to secure, is access to a safe place where they can reside, 
either temporarily or permanently, depending on the circumstances. States 
also have an obligation to secure, and certainly not prevent, that refugees can 
access such a place in a safe manner. But there are many other needs that 
receiving states should also address, including, arguably, access to housing, 
benefits, jobs, education, language skills, and eventually citizenship. 

I shall not here attempt to provide an exhaustive account of what refugees 
are entitled to, nor of the exact moral basis of protection. Some argue that 
refugee entitlements should be based on an account of human needs (Miller 
2016: Ch. 5), but there are also other possible accounts. Furthermore, the 
level of protection to which refugees are entitled will depend on whether our 
principles of justice are construed as partial ones, where states have stronger 
obligations towards nationals/citizens than towards non-nationals/non-
citizens (Gibney 2004; Miller 2016), or as impartial ones, where, at the basic 
level of justice, states do not have stronger obligations towards members 
than non-members (Holtug 2020; Holtug 2021a). This is the question of how 
to weigh the interests of members against the interests of non-members. For 
example, suppose we adopt an impartial approach. In that case, it may be 
more difficult for states to justify various restrictions on the intake of refu-
gees than if we adopt a partial approach that allows favouring the interests of 
citizens over the interests of refugees. 

The other argument for admitting refugees I want to outline appeals to a 
basic liberty—namely, freedom of movement. According to the principle of 
freedom of movement, people have a right to go where they want, or more 
specifically, a right that others do not prevent them from doing so. Of 
course, this principle needs to be rendered more precise in various ways. For 
example, it does not imply that you can access my flat without my consent. 
Nevertheless, as some theorists have argued (Cole 2000; Carens 2013; 
Oberman 2016), it can be invoked in favour of open borders. Furthermore, in 
the case of refugees, freedom of movement seems to be especially weighty 
because this principle protects some particularly strong and basic needs or 
interests of individuals, such as the interest in fleeing war, torture, oppres-
sion, persecution, and the like. These are basic needs or interests by any 
standard. 
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Unlike the humanitarian argument, which appeals to refugees’ positive 
rights, freedom of movement is a negative right (the right not to be prevent-
ed from moving). This is significant because some people believe that nega-
tive rights are morally prior to positive rights. If so, the argument from free-
dom of movement suggests that the obligation to admit refugees cannot be 
resisted simply by downplaying the importance of humanitarian concerns, 
focusing instead on the basic liberties (as, for example, right-wing libertari-
ans tend to do). However, while freedom of movement may secure refugees 
a right to entry, it does not secure them assistance of various kinds once they 
have entered the destination society. For this, one needs to appeal to the hu-
manitarian argument. 

Nevertheless, the humanitarian argument seems fairly well-established, at 
least at the intuitive level. Suppose that, in the example mentioned above, I 
learn that the child drowning in the pond is a Syrian who has just entered the 
territory of the state in which I reside, having escaped the atrocities of the 
war in her own country. Surely, my positive duty to rescue her from drown-
ing would not lapse (or even attenuate) for that reason. 

One reason why states may feel a need to close off their borders to prevent 
asylum seekers from entering is the suggestion that it is simply too demand-
ing for them to admit refugees, or at least to admit the numbers that would 
arrive if they did not impose restrictions to limit the influx. Thus, as was 
evident during the refugee crisis of 2015, many European states felt that they 
were being swamped and that the burdens imposed on them, whether eco-
nomic or cultural, were too high for them to be required to carry them. 

However, note that this appeal to the demandingness of refugee reception 
cannot stand alone. This is not just because the extent to which refugees pose 
a burden for receiving societies is disputed (IMF 2016: 12; d’Albis, 
Boubtane and Coulibaly 2018), but also because the demandingness objec-
tion does not explain why it is the costs associated with assisting refugees, in 
particular, that should be declined (Holtug 2020: 125; Holtug 2021b). Just as 
it may be costly for a state to take in a refugee, it may be costly to provide 
housing and food for a homeless person. The mere appeal to demandingness 
does not explain why the state should undertake the latter but not the former. 
This is an important point because European refugee policies have often 
been defended simply on the basis of costs of various kinds. Thus, as has 
been documented in RESPOND reports, which I shall dig into in the next 
section, European policies are harmful to refugees in several ways. They 
have not been satisfactorily justified. 

Restrictive policies, harm and protection 

Since 2015, more restrictive policies to limit the number of entries have been 
introduced, and the number of deportations and returns have increased 
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(Gökalp-Aras 2020: 23). It has become more difficult to access European 
territory, and the rights of applicants have been downgraded. Benefits for 
refugees have been cut (sometimes taking them below the poverty line), they 
have been granted more temporary forms of protection (leading to greater 
insecurity), and opportunities for family reunification have been restricted 
(the right to family life being a human right). In some cases, such policies 
have been introduced deliberately to try to limit the inflow. Similarly, hous-
ing conditions have been neglected as a way to de-incentivize refugees to 
come, for example, through the introduction of tent camps (Whyte, Camp-
bell and Overgaard 2020). And a lack of capacity for handling asylum appli-
cations has resulted in long waiting periods, and rejections have increased 
(Gökalp-Aras et al. 2020; Hess and Petrogiannis 2020). 

In some cases, refugees have been met with violence, not least in the context 
of border control. More generally, it is the case that ‘life-threatening risks 
and human rights violations directly correlate with border-control policies 
that aim to control the movements of migration and flight by sealing off the 
border’ (Hess and Petrogiannis 2020: 6). Threats to refugees may take dif-
ferent forms, depending on individual characteristics, where women have 
been exposed to gender-based forms of violence, such as rape and ‘transac-
tional sex’ (Hess and Petrogiannis 2020: 10). 

Furthermore, some refugees travelling on the so-called ‘Balkan route’ report 
being robbed by the police, attacked by locals, and exposed to aggressive 
policing. Many report being beaten by the police in Hungary and detained, 
often without access to necessary medicine (Hess and Petrogiannis 2020: 
32). I shall return to the experiences of refugees travelling through the Medi-
terranean route in section 6. 

In Greece, efforts to prevent refugees from arriving from Turkey continue, 
not only through the mechanisms of the EU–Turkey agreement and, in some 
cases, pushbacks, but the use of tear gas and rubber bullets, which has also 
been reported (Siegfried 2020). And in Croatia, there are recent reports of 
police brutality, where refugees have been severely beaten, kicked, whipped, 
punched, sexually assaulted and humiliated (Tondo 2020). 

Regarding return policies, lists of safe countries are being updated to in-
crease deportations and returns, ‘blurring the lines between forced and vol-
untary returns’ (Gökalp-Aras 2020: 9). For example, deportations to Afghan-
istan have picked up in some countries, although critics argue that Afghani-
stan cannot be considered a safe country. Thus, Amnesty International 
(2017) has documented that deportees face a real risk of serious human 
rights violations. An illustration of this point is Hadi, an Afghan man who 
fled with his family to Norway after being kidnapped and beaten back in 
Afghanistan in 2015 by a group opposed to his work. He was refused protec-
tion in Norway and returned, and after a few months, he had been killed. In 
another case, Denmark deported two brothers, 23-year-old Vahid and 16-
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year-old Abolfazl, to Afghanistan, and soon after, the younger brother was 
found killed, reportedly targeted by the Taliban (Hvilsom 2015). Arguably, 
such returns are in breach of non-refoulement. 

In some cases, detention centres in which rejected asylum seekers are wait-
ing to be deported have been heavily criticized. For example, the European 
Committee for the Prevention of Torture (2019) describes the Danish centre 
Ellebæk as ‘unacceptable’ and worse than a prison. It bears repeating that 
Danish authorities have deliberately accepted such harsh conditions to in-
crease voluntary returns. 

In different ways and to different degrees, the above observations exemplify 
European policies that have been harmful to refugees, and in many cases, 
ignored their basic human needs. Indeed, as regards refugee protection, ‘hu-
man and fundamental rights considerations have been weakened since 2015’ 
(Karamanidou, Kasparek and Hess 2020: 8). 

Problems of the hotspot approach 

A further aspect of the European response to the refugee crisis concerns the 
so-called ‘hotspot approach’, where centres or camps at the EU border in 
Greece and Italy engage in the registration and identification of asylum 
seekers (Gökalp-Aras 2020: 58). Here, basic criticisms involve the inhumane 
living conditions to which asylum seekers are exposed, which includes 
camps being overcrowded, the extended period of time in which asylum 
seekers may have to stay there, the quality of the asylum procedures taking 
place, and general insecurity experienced by many asylum seekers, not least 
women, children and torture victims (Gökalp-Aras 2020: 75). A case in point 
is the notorious Moria camp on Lesvos, where a fire recently left 13,000 
migrants without shelter. 

It should be stressed that these are not necessarily criticisms of the hotspot 
approach per se, but of the particular ways in which it has been organized in 
the EU, with too many migrants in too little space, insufficient resources, 
inadequate facilities and procedures, as well as security issues. In principle, 
centres on the EU side of the border with appropriate facilities and proce-
dures for further distributing refugees among EU countries could cater for 
registration and (pre)-processing while providing basic protection of refu-
gees’ needs and interests. 

Border externalization and human rights violations 

The EU, as well as individual member states, have in various ways external-
ized border control, such that the process of limiting the influx of migrants 
and refugees begins well before they reach European territory (Moreno-Lax 
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and Lemberg-Pedersen 2019). Perhaps the most thoroughgoing measure 
consists in the combination of visa requirements and carrier sanctions, which 
prevents refugees from accessing Europe in ways that would be easier, 
cheaper and, not least, safer (I shall return to this measure in the next sec-
tion). 

Furthermore, the EU and individual member states have struck deals with 
states in the proximity of the external European border. The latter states 
commit themselves to control and restrict the passage of transit migrants. 
This is the essence of the EU–Turkey deal, where Turkey has committed to 
limiting the influx into Europe and is economically compensated for doing 
so. However, this deal is not without humanitarian costs. Thus, Turkey has 
closed its borders to Syria, some Syrian refugees have been deported back 
into Syria, and refugees have been shot at to prevent them from entering 
Turkey (Hess and Petrogiannis 2020: 40, 44; Kingsley 2016). In addition, 
many refugees in Turkey have found it difficult to find work and have been 
exploited on the labour market when they do; many also struggle to obtain 
medical treatment (Hess and Petrogiannis 2020: 28). 

Similarly, the EU and Italy collaborate with authorities in Libya, including 
by delivering equipment for surveillance and border control and the training 
of border personnel, as part of a European strategy to limit the influx of mi-
grants, including refugees, into the EU. In this regard, the Libyan border-
control system contributes to the many hardships migrants face in Northern 
Africa when trying to reach Europe through the Central Mediterranean route. 
On this route, migrants have been exposed to robbery, police brutality, kid-
napping, imprisonment, gunfire, expectations of bribery (to be able to move 
on), slave labour and sexual assault (Hess and Petrogiannis 2020: 33–37). 

In Libya, the coast guard intercepts migrants and sends them to detention 
centres, where they have been grossly mistreated on multiple occasions. 
According to a report from the OHCHR (2018: 5), migrants in detention 
centres under the Department of Combating Illegal Migration (DCIM) are 
‘systematically held captive in abusive conditions, including starvation, se-
vere beatings, burning with hot metals, electrocution, and sexual abuses of 
women and girls’. Likewise, reports reveal that migrants have been drained 
in petrol and set on fire, had boiling water thrown on them, had burning plas-
tic dripped on them, been gang-raped and sold as slaves. These are, of 
course, gross violations of fundamental human rights. 

Nevertheless, it may be objected that such severe human rights violations in 
third countries are, while indeed terrifying, of no concern in the present 
chapter, which deals with the European refugee regime. The idea is that 
human rights violations in, for example, Libya would be the responsibility of 
the Libyan government (to the extent that such a government exists), not the 
responsibility of the EU. However, given the nature of EU involvement in 
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the Libyan effort to control migration into Europe, it is not so clear that this 
is a valid objection. 

Indeed, this is not how most of us usually think about responsibility. To il-
lustrate this point, it may be helpful to highlight a different but, in some 
ways, rather similar (hypothetical) example. Suppose I own a house and am 
eager not to have homeless people trespass and camp in my large garden, 
where I know from experience that they may eat some of the fruit and vege-
tables I am growing. To pre-empt this, I make an arrangement with my 
neighbour such that he prevents them from entering my property from his 
side. I pay him to do so and further contribute with surveillance technology 
and barbed wire and help train the guards he employs. From my window, I 
can see that the homeless people that are caught are locked up in his base-
ment, where they are exposed to torture, rape, and many other forms of 
abuse. I would, of course, much prefer that he did not expose them to any of 
these forms of mistreatment, and I tell him so, but as I am quite eager not to 
have these homeless people on my property, I nevertheless continue to sup-
ply money, equipment and training. 

Presumably, most of us would think that my behaviour is indefensible and 
that if I were to argue that since it is actually my neighbour who is mistreat-
ing these poor people, I am not even partly responsible, this would be a poor 
argument. In other words, there are ways in which an agent may contribute 
such that, even though the harmful activities are carried out by third parties 
and not condoned by the agent, he or she is nevertheless responsible, at least 
in part. And arguably, these considerations also apply to EU involvement in 
third countries of the kind described above. 

Non-arrival measures and the spirit of the 
Refugee Convention 

As we have seen, the EU engages, to a considerable extent, in various non-
arrival measures to keep refugees and migrants from entering European terri-
tory. This includes border externalization policies (such as delegating re-
sponsibility to third countries, visa requirements and carrier sanctions), as 
well as increased control of the EU’s external borders, and pushbacks on the 
open sea. But non-arrival measures also include the more indirect policies 
member states leverage to de-incentivize refugees, such as reductions in 
benefits, more temporary forms of protection, and restrictions on family 
reunification. Such measures to de-incentivize refugees can be said to in-
volve a sort of race to the bottom, where individual states are trying to make 
themselves less attractive for refugees than other states in the region, in a 
policy of ‘beggar thy neighbour’, where other countries then respond by 
lowering their own standards. 
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As we have seen, non-arrival measures contribute to many of the harms ex-
perienced by refugees. For example, visa requirements and carrier sanctions 
prevent refugees from forms of transportation and routes that are easier, 
cheaper and, not least, much safer. Regarding the latter, 5,096 people died or 
went missing trying to cross the Mediterranean in 2016 alone (UNHCR 
2020b). Aggressive policing at the borders and pushbacks put refugees in 
harm’s way, as do deportations into unsafe countries and regions as well as 
overcrowded hotspots with limited resources. Border externalization leads to 
grotesque forms of maltreatment in third countries, with little respect for 
human rights. But even social policies, such as cuts in benefits for refugees 
to make it less attractive to immigrate, may have harmful consequences by 
forcing refugees to live in poverty with little hope of having all their basic 
needs met. 

Now, as we have also seen, some of these non-arrival measures may be con-
trary to the letter of the Refugee Convention (such as non-refoulement), but 
arguably many more are contrary to its spirit (Gibney 2004). Thus, the Refu-
gee Convention was originally designed to ensure that refugees would no 
longer find themselves unable to find refuge in another country, as Jews did 
when they tried to get out of Germany under the Nazi regime (although this 
was not the only motivation for the Convention). However, clearly, the right 
to apply for asylum once one enters a state’s territory provides much less 
protection if that state does pretty much everything it can to prevent one 
from entering in the first place. Furthermore, if many states do this, refuge 
may be in serious undersupply, contrary to what was intended with the Ref-
ugee Convention and contrary to the ideals to which the countries that have 
signed it have committed themselves. 

Some, both politicians and scholars, deny that the harmful consequences of 
non-arrival measures, or at least some of them, are instances of inadequate 
refugee protection, simply because they deny that Europe is required to pro-
vide such protection for, for example, Syrian refugees. Thus, they will argue 
that, typically, or at least often, such refugees have already entered safe 
countries before they arrive in Europe and so are no longer in need of refu-
gee protection (see, for example, Miller 2016: 168). Along this line of argu-
ment, refugees who have made it to, say, Turkey, Lebanon or Jordan are no 
longer in need of protection, and so European countries cannot be required to 
admit them, not even to apply for asylum. Of course, this argument may not 
apply to refugees facing dehumanizing treatment in, for example, Libya, but 
its proponents may hold that it does apply to many of the countries in the 
Middle East that have taken in large numbers of refugees. 

Sometimes, this argument is offered in conjunction with another argument, 
according to which neighbouring countries, such as Turkey, Lebanon and 
Jordan, can be expected to host the lion’s share of the refugees from Syria 
simply because of their proximity to that country. This, however, is not a 
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plausible argument. Physical proximity, in itself, is not a reason why some 
countries have stronger obligations (Unger 1996: 33–36), and it is only con-
tingently related to factors that are relevant for responsibility, such as the 
ability to help. 

Regarding the suggestions that refugees in neighbouring states have already 
found refuge and so the EU cannot be required to take them in, and that the 
EU is entitled to a wide range of non-arrival measures, I shall address them 
in the following section, where I present what I believe to be the most plau-
sible proposal for a solution to the ongoing refugee crisis. 

A sustainable solution to the refugee crisis 

Arguably, a sustainable solution to the refugee crisis must achieve the triple 
aim of 1) providing basic protection for all refugees, 2) not imposing exces-
sive costs on particular destination countries, and 3) removing the incentive 
for nation-states to partake in a race to the bottom as regards being unattrac-
tive for refugees. On this basis, I want to suggest that a sustainable policy 
will involve a) massive support for countries neighbouring conflict zones or 
other zones from which people flee, b) relieving these countries by resettling 
refugees, and c) international cooperation in distributing refugees among 
destination countries (I present the argument in greater detail in Holtug 
(2016), on which this section in part relies). 

Here, a) reflects the fact that some countries, typically countries neighbour-
ing conflict zones, are housing huge numbers of refugees. Some 85 per cent 
of the world’s 80 million forcibly displaced persons are hosted in developing 
countries, and 80 per cent are in countries or territories affected by acute 
food insecurity and malnutrition (UNHCR 2020a). Looking just at Syrian 
refugees, by the end of 2015, Turkey was hosting 2.5 million, Lebanon 1.1 
million and Jordan 664,100 (UNHCR 2016). Furthermore, RESPOND re-
search (on Lebanon, for example, see Rahme 2020) has shown that many 
refugees face desperate conditions and lack legal rights in host countries; in 
some cases, they are deported back into Syria. Indeed, according to a report 
from the World Bank Group and UNHCR (Verme et al. 2016: 8), respective-
ly, 69 and 64 per cent of Syrian refugees in Jordan and Lebanon live below 
the UNHCR poverty line. And refugees face exceedingly difficult conditions 
on the labour market, where they are taken advantage of by employers and 
displace domestic workers, which leads to resentment and tensions between 
national groups. Problems include sectarian violence and sexual harassment 
of women (Samari 2015). Also, among adolescent Syrians, there has been an 
increase in suicides (Anderson 2016). 

The number of refugees and tensions between national groups further threat-
ens fragile social and political stability, not least in Lebanon and Jordan 
(Guzansky and Striem 2013). In this regard, consider Lebanon’s housing of 
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Hezbollah, which has been fighting along with Iranian forces on the side of 
Bashar al-Assad in Syria, which unavoidably leads to tensions with Syrians 
who have fled al-Assad’s military. And it is worth remembering that the 
influx of refugees, namely Palestinians, was a contributing factor to the out-
break of the Lebanese civil war in 1975. 

There is, therefore, a considerable need for assistance in these states neigh-
bouring conflict zones. However, economic and other support will not do it 
alone. There are at least two reasons for this. First, as transpires from the 
above, the problems facing neighbouring countries are not only due to lack 
of resources but also simply to large numbers of refugees. Consider again, 
for example, sectarian violence, sexual abuse and threats to political stabil-
ity. Second, there is an important question of fairness and burden-sharing in 
the distribution of refugees. At the end of 2014, the number of refugees in 
the EU ranged from 0.01 per 1,000 inhabitants in Latvia, Luxembourg and 
Slovenia to 14.8 per 1,000 inhabitants in Sweden. In Lebanon, the number 
was 232 per 1,000 inhabitants, and in Jordan, it was 87 (IMF 2016: 7–8). 
Furthermore, as we have seen, the burden of hosting refugees is not only 
economic, and justice arguably requires a more balanced distribution of ref-
ugees (Carens 2013: 212). 

What this suggests is that neighbouring countries should not only be sup-
ported in terms of resources but should also be relieved through the resettle-
ment of substantial numbers of refugees they host to other countries. This 
would involve opening transportation and travel routes into the EU that are 
much safer for refugees than those they have been relying on during the ref-
ugee crisis. As we have seen, many of the hardships and inadequacies in 
protection that refugees confront are due to non-arrival measures imposed by 
the EU and its member states. Indeed, a resettlement scheme would ideally 
tackle the problems of unsafe routes and smugglers and would provide op-
portunities for some of the most vulnerable refugees, who may find it diffi-
cult to make it to Europe on their own (Gibney 2004: Ch. 8). 

These considerations also explain why the argument presented in the last 
section, according to which Europe cannot be required to admit refugees 
who have already found refuge in neighbouring countries, fails. First, some 
of these refugees do not obtain adequate protection (which can only partially 
be addressed through transfers of resources). This is so not least for some of 
the most vulnerable refugees. Second, there is the issue of threats to social 
and political stability in these countries (where conflicts may potentially 
cause new streams of refugees). And finally, there is the issue of fairness and 
burden-sharing in the allocation of refugees. 

The third and final element in the proposed ‘solution’ to the refugee crisis 
pertains to international cooperation in the distribution of refugees. The EU 
has already attempted to take steps in this direction by introducing a reloca-
tion scheme to compensate for the unfair burden-sharing imposed by the 
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Dublin Regulation (Gökalp-Aras et al. 2020: 80). Thus, a temporary emer-
gency relocation scheme was set up in two European Council decisions in 
September 2015, according to which 160,000 refugees in need of protection 
should be relocated from Italy, Greece and Hungary to other member states 
(European Commission 2015). 

However, despite EU commitments to solidarity between member states 
(Favilli 2018), only a much smaller number was relocated due to resistance 
from some of the involved states. This was, of course, a major setback in 
terms of the solution being proposed here. Nevertheless, it is worth noting 
that a study by Bansak, Hainmueller and Hangarter (2017) finds that a large 
majority of Europeans actually support a proportional allocation of asylum 
seekers in Europe. 

The key for distribution on which the relocation scheme was based consisted 
of four criteria: members state population size, GDP, number of past asylum 
applications and unemployment rates (European Commission 2016). I have 
elsewhere suggested that this relocation key is on the right track because 
what these four factors have in common is that they are relevant to a state’s 
capacity to cater to the needs of refugees (Holtug 2016; cf. Gibney 2004: 
241; Miller 2016: 86; Schuck 1997: 246). 

More recently, the European Commission (2020) has developed a Pact on 
Migration and Asylum that emphasizes responsibility-sharing and solidarity 
between member states. The primary mechanisms for intra-EU solidarity are 
relocation and return sponsorship (support for member states under pressure 
to ensure returns). However, it is not obligatory for member states to accept 
relocated asylum seekers, and it is unclear how an adequate number of relo-
cations is to be reached. 

Solidarity and cooperation on the distribution of refugees play several im-
portant roles in the provision of protection for refugees. First, given the high 
number of displaced persons in the world, solidarity and cooperation are 
simply necessary in order to provide protection for all. Second, they are nec-
essary to secure fair burden-sharing among states, which is necessary to pro-
vide adequate incentives for states to partake in the effort to cater to refugees 
in the first place. Third, solidarity and burden-sharing between countries are 
necessary in order for states to feel confident enough to remove some of the 
many non-arrival measures that, as we have seen, cause so much harm to 
refugees. 

In part, this is about breaking the link between the country in which asylum 
is applied for and the country that ends up providing protection (Carens 
2013: Ch. 10). Non-arrival measures are put in place to prevent refugees 
from making it to the territory of a state (or a collection of states) because 
then they can apply for asylum there. However, suppose a system of interna-
tional cooperation and burden-sharing leaves it open whether protection will 
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be provided in the state where the application is originally made or else-
where. In that case, the incentive to impose such measures drops dramatical-
ly. Fourth, the incentive to provide increasingly harsh conditions for refu-
gees in a race to the bottom to try to get them to apply elsewhere will like-
wise be radically reduced as a consequence of such a solidaristic scheme of 
international cooperation. 

To some extent, efforts have been made towards such a system in the EU. 
However, as we have seen, it has also been met with a great deal of re-
sistance. Furthermore, in order for a system of international cooperation on 
refugee resettlement to achieve the aim of providing protection for all refu-
gees, it must be global in scope. Therefore, EU policies should be trans-
formed not just to secure adequate burden-sharing internally but also to work 
for such a solution internationally. 

As is evident, this is not an easy task. Nevertheless, I fail to see an alterna-
tive if the triple aim that I referred to at the beginning of this section is to be 
achieved: 1) providing basic protection to all refugees, 2) not imposing ex-
cessive costs on particular destination countries, and 3) removing the incen-
tive for nation-states to partake in a race to the bottom as regards being unat-
tractive for refugees. The road may be long and full of compromises, but 
unless we know where we are heading, the chance of even getting close is 
slim indeed. 
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9 Paternalism and Control:          
Germany’s Exceptionalism Revisited 

Sabine Hess and Alexander-Kenneth Nagel 

 

Introduction: Deconstructing the narrative of German 
exceptionalism 

In the years 2015 and 2016, vast numbers of asylum-seeking migrants man-
aged to enter EU-European territory, an influx that was immediately labelled 
the ‘European refugee crisis’. In the formation of public—and to a certain 
degree, academic—narratives of these events, the German government has 
played a pivotal role. A widely shared tale that still circulates attributes the 
events to a telephone call between the German Chancellor Angela Merkel 
and her Austrian counterpart on the night of 4–5 September 2015. The two 
discussed the escalating situation in Hungary where thousands of refugee 
migrants had set out from Budapest’s main train station in the morning along 
the motorway towards Austria. Merkel’s decision not to close the borders 
vis-à-vis these marching people and help Austria and Hungary was quickly 
communicated as Germany having ‘opened’ its borders and hence ‘invited’ 
all incoming refugees. 

Even though Merkel’s decision not to close the German-Austrian border was 
fully in line with the Schengen Border Code (SBC) and the Dublin Regula-
tion that allows national governments to declare the responsibility for certain 
asylum cases, the trope of ‘invitation’ was also used in political debates in 
Germany at that time and almost led to a split in the governing coalition. In 
the following years, this trope was complemented by another obstinate narra-
tive—namely, that of the German Willkommenskultur (‘welcome culture’)—
which designated the German asylum system as one of the most liberal in 
Europe and the German society as steeped in humanitarian sentiments and 
civic solidarity. 

In this chapter, we seek to deconstruct these narratives of German excep-
tionalism and excellence in the context of the so-called ‘European refugee 
crisis’. We do so by drawing on research findings from three national reports 
corresponding to RESPOND’s three work packages on refugee ‘protection’ 
(Hänsel, Hess and Schurade 2019), ‘reception’ (Chemin and Nagel 2020a) 
and ‘integration’ (Chemin and Nagel 2020b). This deconstructive approach 
targets the discursive locus of prominent tropes and analyses it in light of 
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existing power structures. However, it is important to note that a critical 
stance to (some of the discourses on) ‘welcome culture’ does not call into 
question the civic spirit of solidarity and acts of welcome by many NGOs 
and volunteers on the ground, which continues to this day. 

By applying a genealogical reading and contextualization of the 2015–2016 
events within the recent history of German asylum politics, we shed light on 
decisive shifts within the German asylum system. We will also show that the 
trope of ‘welcome culture’ and more humanitarian-oriented approaches were 
rapidly replaced (in line with the dominant ‘crisis’ narrative) by security-
based discourses that were associated with a political paradigm shift from 
reception to deportation by the end of 2016 (Hänsel, Hess and Schurade 
2019: 73–74). We will demonstrate how the issues of accommodation and 
the acceleration of the asylum procedure were politicized and intermingled, 
which eventually resulted in a severe diminution of protection standards and 
legal provisions. By simultaneously tracing the different discursive strands 
and shedding light on the level of implementation and political practice (and 
their interrelation), we show how the German asylum regime is governed by 
a specific humanitarian–security nexus— a distinct mixture of care, pater-
nalism and control. In so doing, we elucidate decisive shifts and dominating 
new contours in the post-2015 German asylum regime. 

In terms of methodology, our chapter builds on a qualitative content analysis 
of 60 semi-standardized interviews with refugees from different countries of 
origin (including Syria, Iran and several countries in Sub-Saharan Africa) 
and interviews with stakeholders (politicians and practitioners) in the fields 
of protection and reception as well as of a broad range of policy documents 
and media reports. The interviews were coded based on a common scheme, 
which covered a wide range of themes. For the purpose of this chapter, we 
concentrate on codes covering the experiences of refugees and political ac-
tors pertaining to the asylum procedure and initial reception in Germany. 

The humanitarian–security nexus 

A growing body of literature in migration, refugee and border studies shows 
that humanitarian, caring politics and sentiments, on the one hand, and secu-
rity-based control policies of border enforcement, on the other, are by no 
means mutually exclusive but entangled in conflictual ways (Walters 2011; 
Ticktin 2014; Vaughan-Williams 2015; Bendixsen 2019; Hess and Kasparek 
2017, 2019). In this regard, Andersson has pointed to the ‘humanitarian–
security nexus’ (2017), and Williams has underlined the ‘safety–security 
nexus’ (Williams 2014: 8). 

Since the early 2000s, the security paradigm and the concept of ‘securitiza-
tion’ have been firmly established in border and migration studies as a pri-
mary focus to study the development and nature of the European border and 
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migration regime.1 However, the critical perspective on ‘humanitarianism’ as 
an instance of governance and control within the border and migration policy 
field is rather recent. In this vein, Didier Fassin (2007) and Miriam Ticktin 
(2011) have illustrated how ‘humanitarian reason’—namely, elevated moral 
sentiments, such as respect for human life and the alleviation of suffering—
have become part of politics and governance generally in the West. In an 
early account, Fassin asserted that humanitarian intervention 

is also a politics of life, as I suggest phrasing it, in that it takes as its object 
the saving of individuals, which presupposes not only risking others but also 
making a selection of which existences it is possible or legitimate to save 
(Fassin 2007: 501) 

These studies not only show how humanitarianism is grounded in a hierar-
chical relationship between the one who is able to help and the one perceived 
as the ‘victim’2 but critically conclude that humanitarian governance tends to 
undermine rights-based regimes in favour of a political practice based on 
benevolence and favour (Fassin 2016). In this regard, Ticktin writes: ‘Gov-
ernments are reducing protections in the name of helping the most vulnera-
ble’ (Ticktin 2011: 334). Therefore, the emergence of ‘vulnerability’ as a 
new concept for protection in the wake of the mass refugee movements of 
2015–2016 deserves particular attention (Elle and Hess 2020). 

In the field of border studies, the analytical lens of humanitarianism has been 
increasingly applied since 2010, when the crossing of the external European 
border literally became a ‘matter of life and death’. These are the years that 
Williams Walters marks as the ‘birth of the humanitarian border’ (Walters 
2011). After a couple of shipwrecks near Lampedusa in 2013 with hundreds 
of victims, the humanitarian paradigm even outweighed (briefly) rationales 
of securitization in the European border and migration regime. Even though 
these incidents were neither the first nor the last tragedies at sea, they cap-
                               

 
1 Many authors of border studies or studies of European integration have pointed to 
the fact that the creation of the Single Market and the associated abolition of internal 
border controls opened the door to a wide field of security actors (Bigo and Guild 
2005) and led to an intensified securitization of questions of mobility in Europe 
(Huysmans 2000). Walters and Haahr even write that, ‘Schengenland can be seen as 
having certain acts of securitisation as its conditions of possibility’ (Walters and 
Haahr 2005: 95). Lahav and Giraudon attribute central dynamics and political ra-
tionales governing the development of the European Border and migration regime to 
the fundamental ‘control dilemma’ that the creation of the Single market and the 
Schengen Area entailed (Lahav and Guiraudon 2000: 844). 
2 Thereby, research shows that not all victims qualify as victims in the humanitarian 
sense, rather they need to fulfil certain characteristics connected with victimhood as 
‘passivity’ and ‘pureness’, constituting a strong sense of ‘deservingness’ (Ticktin 
2011).  
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tured the attention of the European public in an unprecedented manner, and 
the legitimacy of restrictive border controls was called into serious question. 
The Italian government launched ‘Mare Nostrum’, the first state-run rescue 
mission at sea (Hess and Kasparek 2017).3 Even though this prevalence of 
humanitarian rationales was short-lived and quickly replaced by a new dom-
inance of restrictive approaches after the 2015–2016 events saw a return to 
the doctrine of deterrence, humanitarian discourses in the field of border and 
migration policies and their entanglement with security-based politics can be 
traced back to the early 2000s. 

The happy marriage of humanitarianism and securitization—to rephrase a 
concept of the feminist security theorist Claudia Aradau (2004)4—seems to 
be possible as both construct the refugee migrant as a ‘vulnerable victim’ 
reducing her experience to one of a ‘suffering body’ that needs to be rescued 
and saved.5 In the word of Williams, 

[T]he migrant as vulnerable victim is emerging as a more and more 
significant character in struggles over border enforcement. Within the sym-
bolic space of the safety/security nexus, migrant safety and border security 
are seemingly reconciled as border enforcement is rendered humanitarian. 
(Williams 2014: 8) 

In recent years, this has changed considerably along with the ongoing crimi-
nalization of the civic sea rescue fleet by the Mediterranean EU countries 
and the almost complete cessation of state-run rescue missions as document-
ed by human rights and media reports almost on a daily basis. 

Another research field pointing especially to a safety–security nexus govern-
ing the field of migration and border policies is the research on refugee 

                               

 
3 But, as Sabine Hess has argued elsewhere, this paradigmatic shift was only possi-
ble due to ‘wider hegemonic changes, which in part were also due to incessant mi-
gration struggles, transnational solidarity networks, and the professionalized critical 
knowledge practices of NGOs and legal interventions, all of which have led to a 
further juridification of the border regime and human rights-based approaches in 
these years’ (Hess 2018: 91f). 
4 Claudia Aradau demonstrates a similar nexus, namely of women’s rights discours-
es in the field of anti-trafficking politics in the late 1990s and early 2000s that were 
‘happily married with the field of security and anti-immigration policies in the con-
text of the EU’ (Aradau 2004: 253). This coupling was made possible through the 
figure of the ‘suffering’ (now female) migrant body as ‘passive victim’ (Hess 2013). 
5 As Sabine Hess has shown elsewhere, the figure of the vulnerable migrant dates 
further back, to the White Paper tabled by the Blair government in the UK in 2002, 
entitled ‘Secure Border, Safe Haven’. It is mostly read as a founding document for 
externalization. The White Paper instrumentalized a strong humanitarian rhetoric to 
legitimize further externalization and an intensification of border controls. 
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camps, which has demonstrated how humanitarianism as a regime of care is 
practised by states, NGOs and IOs alike and how it is aligned with control, 
paternalism and victimization (Malkki 1995; Agier 2011; Hoffmann 2015).6 
In a similar vein, recent developments suggest that refugee camps should be 
considered as central nodal sites of migration management and control 
(Turner 2016; Kreichauf 2018), enacting a specific figuration of control and 
policing as well as humanitarian assistance and protection (Hoffmann 2016). 

Tobias Pieper’s historical reconstruction of the camp system in Germany 
dates back to colonial times while noting that the use of camps as the prima-
ry accommodation facility for asylum seekers was implemented after the 
1980s when ‘asylum’ became a controversial public topic for the first time 
(Pieper 2008). Since then, the German camp system has undergone different 
phases oscillating between the poles of centralization with half-open mass 
camps (‘Sammellager’) and decentralization.7 In the post-2015 asylum re-
gime, this rationale seems to be shifting towards centralization, prolonged 
confinement, spatial segregation and a ‘regime of differential detention’ (de 
Vries, Carrera and Guild 2016: 5). 

Kreichauf (2018: 4) has analysed accommodation and reception policies in 
Europe since the 1990s in a similar vein. The author points to decisive 
changes with the arrivals of 2015. He has identified a general trend toward 
‘campification’8 in the accommodation of refugees, arguing that ‘accommo-
dation has increasingly been transformed into large, camp-like structures 
with lowered living standards and a closed character’ (ibid.: 1). Such a ra-
tionale has also dominated the reception policy and transformation of the 
German camp system since then (Hänsel, Hess and Schurade 2019). 

Given its focus on policies and practices of refugee protection and reception 
and its country comparative research design, the RESPOND consortium 
seems to be particularly apt to address the humanitarian–security nexus and 

                               

 
6 Particularly noteworthy is the emergence of a new humanitarian–military nexus 
also within the context of this, where military forces are deployed under a humani-
tarian rationale. This can be seen in the use of the army in the construction of refu-
gee camps and hotspot centres in Greece or temporarily in Croatia. In this way, 
restructuration attempts produce both an increased militarization of the border (such 
as in Macedonia, Hungary or Austria) where the army or new military–police units 
are called to support the border guards and also a new securitarian–military–
humanitarian complex within states (Hess and Kasparek 2017). 
7 Whereas camps in the Global South are usually directed to a prolonged confine-
ment of people (Inhetveen 2010; Krause 2013), a different typology of camps has 
been described in Europe. Agier qualifies European camps as ‘transit’ and ‘sorting 
centres’ causing a ‘more or less prolonged moment of immobility, waiting and mul-
tiple constraints’ (Agier 2011: 47) for those on the move. 
8 Also referred to as ‘campization’ (e.g., Kreichauf 2018). 
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its transformations in recent years. As a matter of fact, all countries covered 
by the consortium exhibit an increase of securitization and, in some cases, 
even militarization along with severe cutbacks of rights and protection 
standards (Gökalp-Aras et al. 2020). 

Against this backdrop, we would like to caution against an ahistorical and 
rather fixed conceptualization of the humanitarian–security nexus and rather 
scrutinize the ongoing connection and recombination of humanitarian and 
security rationales, which varies not only across national contexts but in the 
German context also between the different federal states. 

To the extent that refugee accommodation (and reception politics in general) 
can be located at the intersection between welfare and immigration politics 
(Bank 2000; Scholten 2020; Nagel and Kaya 2020), we assume that the hu-
manitarian and security nexus crystallizes in the German model of welfare 
paternalism. In general, paternalism can be characterized as a system of rule 
that legitimizes authority based on a custodial relationship between the ruler 
and the ruled. In the history of the German welfare state, the term was used 
to describe corporate welfare measures offered by big companies, such as 
the steel manufacturer Krupp as it reflected the assumed patriarchal respon-
sibility of the company owner for ‘his’ workers. 

More recently, some authors have pointed to the rise of a ‘new paternalism’ 
in the course of a neoliberal retrenchment of late modern welfare states. Ac-
cording to Susan MacGregor 

[t]he focus is now on responsibility and it is stressed that there are no rights 
without duties. This old principle has been adapted from the welfare state era 
but modified so that now, rather than risks being shared and collective re-
sponsibility accepted, the focus is on a balance of rights and obligations at the 
level of the individual—you only have rights to the extent that you fulfil your 
obligations. The main stress is on getting the poor and those receiving public 
services to change their behaviour and act more responsibly. (MacGregor 
1999: 108; emphasis added) 

In a similar vein, paternalist strategies have been discussed and criticized in 
the recent German literature on social work. The main point of criticism is 
that paternalism promotes a logic of policing and incorporates NGOs as 
agents of a punitive social policy paradigm (Eick 2011). According to 
Breymann (2007), the new paternalism envisions itself as authorized to eval-
uate individual interests and to actively intervene in individuals’ life conduct 
to adjust them to external socio-economic demands: ‘It is part of its logic of 
enforcement to make use of authoritarian and repressive means’ (ibid.: 84). 
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From our perspective, the new paternalism9 embraces the main rationales of 
the humanitarian–security nexus in an almost ideal-typical fashion and trans-
lates them into concrete practices of refugee reception and accommodation. 
This is because the new paternalism a) relies on a particularistic idea of de-
fining and segregating distinct target populations, b) assumes that the best 
welfare outcome for these populations can only be achieved through ongoing 
external monitoring and intervention and c) makes use of certain civil socie-
ty actors (either NGOs or well-intentioned volunteers) to put these measures 
of surveillance and control into practice. On a general level, paternalism 
points to the dilemmatic relationship between care and dependency, which 
materializes in institutionalized protection and reception practices. 

The following sections will provide a more detailed account of some general 
shifts within the German protection and reception system and their discur-
sive framing (section 2). Subsequently, we will provide a more in-depth 
analysis of changes in the protection regime under the rubric of acceleration 
and efficiency (section 3) and in the reception system under the rubric of 
‘integrated refugee management’. 

Shifts in the German protection and reception system 

The sharp increase in the number of asylum seekers in the years 2015 and 
2016 more or less caught the German asylum and reception system unpre-
pared. Nevertheless, the numbers had been rising gradually since 2011. Ap-
plications for international protection in 2011 were 45,741, but rose to 
173,002 in 2014, and then sharply again to 441,899 in 2015 and 722,370 in 
2016. This intense growth brought the protection and reception system—
which had been cut back over previous years—close to the edge of a col-
lapse. The asylum and reception infrastructure, as well as the procedural 
apparatus of the Federal Office for Migration and Refugees (BAMF), were 
not adequately equipped and staffed to deal with the vast numbers of new-
comers despite BAMF’s numerous appeals for more resources in the years 
prior. In that sense, the German asylum system played an active role in co-
producing the emergency situation. 

Whereas the emerging crisis narrative in the summer months of 2015 was at 
the beginning mainly fuelled by discussions about the lack of infrastructure 
and capacity and first and foremost regarded as a ‘logistical challenge’ (Hän-
sel, Hess and Schurade: 70–71), the political and media discourse rapidly 
changed in autumn 2015. The emerging discourse centred on the tropes of a 

                               

 
9 In the field of asylum and refugee reception, paternalism is certainly associated 
with xenophobic and racists legacies and knowledge production as critical race stud-
ies in Germany indicates (do Mar Castro Varela 2016). 
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‘state emergency’ and a ‘loss of state control’, thus legitimating security-
centred responses. 

To that extent, the subsequent institutional responses can be characterized 
(retrospectively) as a second ‘decisive break’ within the German asylum 
system. The first break took place in the years after the German reunification 
and the end of the Cold War when rising numbers of asylum-seeking mi-
grants (numbers nearly doubled from 120,000 to 220,000 between 1989 and 
1991) led to a broad and controversial politicization of asylum, which was 
associated with outbreaks of racist violence all over the country. In 1992, the 
parliament adopted a reform of Article 16 of the German Basic Law, the 
legal basis on which the right to political asylum in Germany is grounded. 
This reform—the so-called ‘asylum compromise’—introduced a couple of 
concepts that have continued to shape the German asylum system until to-
day. Specifically, it introduced the concepts of ‘safe third country’ or ‘safe 
country of origin’ into German law, accelerated asylum procedures at inter-
national airports, and established a separate social welfare regime for asylum 
seekers that saw benefits reduced by 30 per cent (see Chemin et al. 2020a). 
As this glance at the early history of asylum in reunified Germany indicates, 
the asylum procedure was marked by a rationality of deterrence and re-
striction (namely, blocking access for a wider number of groups to the pro-
tection system) even in the years before 2015. 

However, through the 1990s, numbers dropped significantly—partly because 
of the restrictions introduced by the asylum reform—and the asylum and 
reception infrastructure was retrenched. In response to several pro-refugee-
rights campaigns in the following years, the early 2000s also saw significant 
improvements in conditions for asylum seekers. In 2013, the German Asy-
lum Law was decisively extended through the transposition of the Qualifica-
tion Directive 2011/95/EU into national law and the incorporation of the 
subsidiary protection status, which had been unknown to the German asylum 
system (Gesetz zur Umsetzung der Richtlinie 2011/95/EU). Additionally, 
there were successive improvements concerning access to the labour market 
(Neuregelung der Beschäftigungsverordnung, 1 July 2013) and lifting the 
geographic restriction on asylum seekers —the so-called ‘residence obliga-
tion’ (Residenzpflicht). As a matter of fact, all of these improvements have 
been retracted since 2015. 

Moving on to the more recent developments, one could argue that the Ger-
man ‘refugee crisis’ had already begun one year before the mass movements 
of migration started to shake Europe in 2015. In fact, the numbers of asylum-
seeking migrants already started to increase sharply in 2014 as arrivals from 
Balkan countries, such as Kosovo, Montenegro and Serbia, shot up. This 
new ‘Balkan corridor’ would become ‘notorious’ after 2015 (Speer 2017). In 
this regard, the extension of the list of safe countries of origin became an 
important milestone in the overall retrenchment of the protection system: 
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Serbia, Macedonia and Bosnia–Herzegovina were included in November 
2014 and Albania, Kosovo and Montenegro followed in the context of the 
first so-called Asylum Package in October 2015. The years 2015 and 2016 
saw further amendments within a noticeably short period.10 

In the name of ‘efficiency of the reception and return system’ and ‘regaining 
state control’ (Hänsel, Hess and Schurade 2019), the reforms centred on the 
asylum procedure and the status determination process and on the other side 
revised the accommodation system in the course of the doctrine of ‘integrat-
ed refugee management’ (see next section). Under the increasing dominance 
of security and control-based narratives circulating around the notion of a 
‘lack of state control’, we can study a turn to a law-and-order policy and a 
further securitization of the German asylum and reception system, as a high-
ranking employee of the Ministry of the Interior of Lower Saxony also real-
ized: 

Yes, indeed, the political approach has been changing. One of the reasons for 
that is that the initial high acceptance of society of a humanitarian approach 
has been decreasing. But, at the same time, certain voices from certain more 
extreme political sectors have become louder, [ones] that demand a different 
approach and a cut in protection standards. And these kinds of demands have 
had their repercussions on the daily political routines [politischer Alltag] in 
federal and state bureaucracies regarding political initiatives, without a doubt. 

A member of the national platform of refugee councils, Pro Asyl, even de-
scribed the moment in 2016 as ‘a kind of counterrevolution, against the more 
humanitarian approaches and the welcoming culture, with the state wanting 
to regain control’ (Hänsel, Hess and Schurade 2019: 73). In fact, the proce-
dural changes produced a heightened degree of ‘deportability’ (de Genova 
2002), whereas the doctrine of ‘integrated refugee management’ ensured 
better state control and hence a more effective implementation of deportation 
measures. In 2017–2018, the public debate escalated further with the intensi-
fied focus on the question of deportation and the narrative of a ‘deportation 
gap’ that was accompanied by drastic political statements such as the diag-
nosis of a general ‘state failure’ (Staatsversagen) by the national director of 
the Union of Police officers (Hänsel, Hess and Schurade 2019: 74). This 
perception of state failure concerning the enforcement of deportations led 
further to several institutional and political-legal changes on the national and 
subnational level and represented another decisive step, a final ‘turn from 
welcome to deportation’ (cf. de Genova and Peutz 2010). 

                               

 
10 The political debates resulted in some major legislative acts, namely the so-called 
Asylum Package I and II (‘Asylpakete’, 2015/2016), the Integration Act (‘Integra-
tionsgesetz’, 2016) and the Law for a Better Enforcement of the Obligation to Leave 
the Country (‘Geordnete Rückkehr Gesetz’, 2017). 
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More specifically, the so-called Asylum Package I of October 2015 extended 
the maximum length of stay in a reception centre to 6 months. Previously it 
was three months before asylum seekers had to be distributed to smaller 
municipal accommodation centres (Gemeinschaftsunterkünfte) or decentral-
ized housing in separate apartments. The same package introduced the ‘pro-
spect to remain’ (Bleibeperspektive) as a selection criterion, mainly based on 
the country of origin and had a crucial impact on integration chances and 
procedural rights (discussed in further detail in the next section). The Asy-
lum Package II of March 2016 enforced accelerated procedures for certain 
groups and stipulated that new reception facilities should be created (see 
above), benefits for asylum seekers be cut further, and the right to family 
reunion for persons with a ‘subsidiary protection’ status be abolished. Ac-
cording to the Refugee Council of North Rhine-Westphalia, both asylum 
packages reflect a restrictive stance on reception politics, are (partly) incom-
patible with international law and have therefore been ‘vehemently rejected’ 
by many human rights organizations. 

Furthermore, the Integration Act of August 2016 has allowed restrictions on 
the freedom of movement of recognized refugees—those arriving in Germa-
ny after 1 December 2016 can be required to remain resident in a particular 
state for up to three years (Wohnsitzauflage). In addition, recognized refu-
gees have to prove they are actively integrating (such as by developing lan-
guage skills and seeking employment) to receive a residence permit (Nieder-
lassungserlaubnis). Finally, as its name suggests, the Law for Enhanced 
Enforcement of the Obligation to Leave the Country from July 2017 was 
supposed to establish measures of surveillance of immigrants with the obli-
gation to leave, including the utilization of their private data (for example, 
from cell phones), to extend the residence in reception centres for up to two 
years and to facilitate detention. In addition, the so-called Migration Package 
of June 2019 comprised eight new laws on asylum and introduced even more 
measures to facilitate and accelerate return and deportation, partly by again 
extending the possible length of stay in mass-reception centres.11 

                               

 
11 The ‘Second Law on the Enhanced Implementation of the Obligation to Exit the 
Federal Republic of Germany’ (also commonly referred to as the ‘Ordered Return 
Act’) introduced sanctions for those applicants seen to be not actively collaborating 
with German institutions to establish their identities and get hold of passports; it 
lowers the barriers for detention and allows for the detention of migrants obliged to 
leave the country in regular penal facilities. Additionally, it extends the maximum 
length of stay for all persons in initial reception facilities to up to 18 months with the 
exception of families with minor children, including adult siblings, who may not be 
accommodated in mass reception facilities for more than six months, which also 
applies to families from so-called ‘safe countries of origin’ (new § 47 AsylG). 
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All in all, the early history of political and legislative changes within the 
German asylum system reflect a general trend of exacerbating the conditions 
for protection and reception in the wake of a symbolic politics of restriction 
and deterrence. It is obvious how the rationale of the humanitarian–security 
nexus has been operative in this backlash: It is reflected in the inherent logic 
of selection and compartmentalization (for example, in the distinction be-
tween ‘good’ and ‘bad’ prospects to remain in Germany), a collectivized 
notion of eligibility (in contrast to a rights-based understanding of individual 
legal entitlement) and a paternalist spirit of intervention, which takes form in 
the politics of dispersal and ‘campification’. In the following, we will first 
analyse recent procedural changes and, in the subsequent section, discuss the 
recent reception policy doctrine of ‘integrated refugee management’ as an 
exemplary case of paternalism and control. 

Procedural acceleration and centralization: Blocking access, 
selecting groups, and lowering procedural rights 

Against the backdrop of the sheer collapse of the asylum system in 2015, 
two rather technical tropes—namely, of ‘efficiency’ and ‘acceleration’—
quickly came to dominate the public and political debate. Additionally, the 
consultancy firm McKinsey, an actor without any legal expertise, was asked 
to write an efficiency study on how to revise the whole system. Even though 
at first glance, all actors, including pro-refugee groups, could subscribe to 
the objective of acceleration given the serious infrastructural problems of the 
understaffed BAMF, the subsequent restructuring of the asylum procedure 
led, as mentioned above, to a series of severe retrenchments in procedural 
rights and protection standards. 

The German asylum system before 2015 already knew exclusionary proce-
dural norms with the aforementioned 1993 invented category of ‘safe coun-
try of origin’, which entailed a shortened and accelerated procedure as well 
as the reversal of the burden of proof in the asylum procedure.12 After 2015, 
acceleration and centralization became the two main objectives. The accel-
eration of procedures (talking anywhere from years to several weeks) was 
mainly achieved through the concentration of the key administrative agen-
cies on the premises of the newly introduced arrival centres, by lowering 
procedural standards, and by increasing staff levels, mainly of the BAMF. 
The recruitment drive entailed severe problems, as most of the newly em-
ployed case officers were not sufficiently trained, leading to an increase in 
poorly justified adverse decisions. 

                               

 
12 Since 2016 with Asylum Package II, people from safe countries of origin are gen-
erally channeled into this kind of accelerated asylum procedure. 
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In 2015, one of the first decisive measures introduced in Asylum Package I 
was a fast-tracking procedure that relied on the aforementioned introduction 
of the concept of ‘prospect to remain’ as a primary selective criterion. Play-
ing on the humanitarian–security nexus in a distinct way, this new criterion 
was officially introduced to enable the integration for asylum seekers from 
particular countries, such as Eritrea, Iran, Iraq, Somalia and Syria (today it is 
only Syria, Iraq and Eritrea), who were more likely to settle permanently in 
Germany. In contrast, other applicants were increasingly excluded from ear-
ly integration measures. The concept was also used as a decisive filter mech-
anism in the procedural sense (Hänsel, Hess and Schurade 2019). In turn, 
individual asylum seekers were pre-selected based on the overall statistical 
recognition rates of their respective countries of origin—before any consid-
eration of their individual cases—and channelled into different sections of 
the protection and reception system. 

Given their ‘good prospect to remain’ in Germany, it is hardly surprising that 
most of our Syrian-origin interviewees had come away with a rather positive 
impression of the reception process in Germany, as one female interviewee 
noted as follows: ‘It was not difficult; the whole procedure was very smooth’ 
(SYR-F-MUN 140818). Another Syrian asylum seeker commented on the 
obvious mechanisms of selection based on national groups in the following 
way: 

I wouldn’t label the asylum procedure as either easy or difficult, but it was 
clear that Syrians could [readily] secure their asylum rights. You just needed 
to prove that you were Syrian. […] You are asking me if I was afraid I would 
get a rejection? We were not afraid about it because Syrians were always get-
ting acceptances. Maybe Iraqis and Afghanis were afraid about that. (SYR-
M-MUN 031218) 

In contrast, asylum seekers of other nationalities complained heavily about 
this practice, such as one applicant from Cameroon. Not only did he recall 
that Syrians had been given priority in crossing the border in 2015, but he 
pointed to differential treatment between those with a ‘good’ and a ‘bad pro-
spect to remain’ within the accommodation system as well: 

When I went there, the camp was so full, and it was winter, and I was put up, 
I remember, in a tent. Because the housing [fixed dwellings] was [reserved] 
for Syrians, and so I was put up in a tent. And that was my first experience of 
cold temperatures in winter because I’d never faced winter before. And I got 
sick. I got an infection. (CAM-M-GRO 070718) 

As outlined above, this procedural division not only caused tensions between 
different refugee groups, but it undermined the basic principle of the EU and 
German asylum systems—namely, that refugees are entitled to an individual 
hearing or procedure. Instead, collective criteria premised on group attrib-
utes, such as asylum seekers’ country of origin, were prioritized. As a matter 
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of fact, the full impact of this division was reached by combining the proce-
dural reforms and reorganization of the accommodation system under the 
doctrine of ‘integrated refugee management’ that we will explore in greater 
detail in the following section. 

In this regard, the introduction of the so-called initial reception or arrival 
centres—as well as the further establishment of mass-reception centres—not 
only influenced the well-being of asylum seekers and their opportunities for 
participation and integration but their very chances of asylum. The following 
statement by the director of the Refugee Council of Lower Saxony under-
lines how the procedural reform and the rationale of acceleration were put 
into practice in the framework of the newly created arrival centres: 

The main effect was that the new director of the BAMF optimized the hither-
to rather bureaucratic and entrenched decision-making procedures. Especially 
the famous ‘asylum road’ (Asylstraße) that he had implemented in the arrival 
centres meant that the people were registered, fingerprinted, photographed 
and interviewed by the police, public health officials, intelligence services, 
and the like, all within a short time frame of perhaps two days (24–48 hours). 
The steps were all laced up like a pearl bracelet. And the asylum seekers were 
pushed through it relatively quickly. 

Apart from the isolation of refugees in such half-closed and remote mass 
accommodation centres, refugee rights organizations criticized the hasty 
procedures for potentially obstructing a sound information policy and coun-
selling about rights and duties as enshrined in the European asylum direc-
tives. In particular, vulnerable and traumatized asylum applicants would find 
it difficult to express their needs and backgrounds in such a short period. 
Consequently, both recognition rates and the quality of adverse decisions 
declined tremendously, which is reflected in an increase in the rates of ap-
peal to a record high of 76 per cent in 2018. 

Since the administrative courts have been working at the limits of their ca-
pacity, asylum applicants have had to wait several months for their hearings, 
and sometimes up to two years. During that time, they are obliged to stay in 
the designated reception centre. Hence, the intended acceleration of asylum 
decisions appears to have produced a backlog in the courts and prolonged 
the period of isolation and restricted movement, as the Bavarian refugee 
council has pointed out (Flüchtlingsrat Bayern 2019a). To some extent, this 
critical tenor has been supported by asylum administrators who have prob-
lematized a number of logistic and legal ‘challenges’ resulting from the cen-
tralized approach (Hänsel, Hess and Schurade 2019: 42), which will be de-
tailed further in the next section. 

The chapter now turns to detail how the refugees experienced the reorganiza-
tion of the camp system in line with the objective of process acceleration and 
control as a form of repressive paternalism. 
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Paternalism in practice: The reception policy doctrine of 
‘integrated refugee management’ 

In our interviews with reception stakeholders, interviewees frequently re-
ferred to a ‘new’ strategy of ‘integrated refugee management’ (Integriertes 
Flüchtlingsmanagement). One key element of this strategy turned out to be 
so-called initial reception centres or arrival centres, which were supposed to 
combine all steps of the reception process under one roof: registration, health 
check, asylum application and counsel on early integration measures.13 One 
of the main goals was to speed up the application process, particularly for 
asylum seekers with a ‘good prospect to remain’ and those with a ‘bad pro-
spect to remain’ (see above). Central to the accelerated decision process in 
these centres is the assignment of asylum seekers to four ‘clusters’.14 

A number of critical media reports have pointed out major problems in the 
launch phase of initial reception centres, such as overstretched staff as well 
as limited access to medical treatment and a dearth of trained interpreters. A 
more fundamental critique was formulated by the Refugee Council of Lower 
Saxony, which held that ‘an asylum procedure which considers the needs of 
the applicants and which meets the legal requirements [cannot be] conducted 
in 48 hours [let alone] two weeks’ (Chemin and Nagel 2020a: 26). 

Another recent development in the spirit of ‘integrated refugee management’ 
was so-called AnKER (short for ‘Arrival, Decision-making, and Return’) 
centres. Similar to the initial reception centres, AnKER centres are designed 
to combine different elements of the reception procedure in one spot. In ad-
dition, they are supposed to maintain control over the applicants and enforce 

                               

 
13 Similar models have been adopted. For example on the EU level, with the empha-
sis on the new ‘integrated border procedure’ in the new EU Pact on Asylum and 
Migration (see European Commission 2020).  
14 Applicants with a ‘very good prospect to remain’ (such as those from Syria, Eri-
trea and religious minorities from Iraq) are assigned to ‘cluster A’. It is envisaged 
that a (positive) decision on their applications is reached in 24 to 48 hours, after 
which they are directly referred to municipalities and become eligible for early inte-
gration measures. In contrast, applicants from safe countries of origin are assigned to 
‘cluster B’. It is envisaged that a (negative) decision on their application is reached 
in 24 to 48 hours and they undergo ‘return counselling’ (Rückkehrberatung), which 
provides information about the remuneration of travel costs and potential measures 
of reintegration support in their country of origin. Applicants assigned to cluster B 
are supposed to stay in the arrival centre or another reception centre until their (vol-
untary) return or deportation. ‘Cluster C’ comprises so-called ‘complex cases’ which 
can be referred to a branch office of the reception authority. The same applies to all 
‘Dublin cases’—namely, all applicants who have been registered in another EU 
member state, who are assigned to ‘cluster D’. 
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the return of those bound to leave the country. In contrast to arrival centres, 
applicants can be made to stay in an AnKER centre for up to 24 months. 
They have a residence obligation, which allows them to leave the centre 
itself, but not the respective city or municipality, without permission. The 
AnKER centre concept has been contested from the very beginning on many 
different levels. One of the police unions voiced objections against plans to 
make use of the federal police (Bundespolizei) to guarantee security in the 
centres. Welfare associations and refugee councils heavily criticized the 
detention aspect of the concept and articulated severe concerns that the isola-
tion of asylum seekers would not only hinder integration but could also lead 
to stigmatization and re-traumatization. Out of 16 regional states, only Ba-
varia has so far adopted the AnKER model on a larger scale. At the same 
time, most of the other states have established similar forms of highly cen-
tralized mass accommodation. All of these facilities are based on the ra-
tionale of isolation and control, which is crucial for the paternalist paradigm. 

In harsh contrast to these attempts to centralize refugee reception (mainly in 
response to the emergency discourse we mentioned earlier), there has been a 
broad consensus that in terms of reception and integration, refugees benefit 
most from decentralized accommodation—that is, housing in separate 
apartments. In a policy paper published with the network for ‘Reception 
Management and Counselling for Asylum Seekers in Lower Saxony’ or 
AMBA, it was argued that ‘only decentral accommodation grants refugees 
the possibility of a self-determined life and the opportunity for social, cultur-
al and political participation’ (Netzwerkprojekt AMBA 2018: 23). Conse-
quently, municipalities are called upon to make decentral accommodation of 
all asylum seekers a central goal of their concepts of refugee housing and to 
flank it with appropriate measures of community organizing. In a recent 
explorative study, Elle and Hess (2018: 38) concluded that decentral housing 
in conjunction with intensive outreach, social work would be the preferred 
option as opposed to central accommodation. 

An important issue connected to the newly employed mass accommodation 
centres is the protection of so-called vulnerable groups and the development 
of more encompassing strategies of violence protection. In 2015 and 2016, 
public debates focused on interreligious conflicts. Some parties, such as a 
police union and the Christian Social Party, had argued for a separation of 
refugees on religious grounds. In a recent pilot study on religious and cultur-
al diversity in reception centres in Lower Saxony, Nagel and Rückamp ob-
served that the social and administrative staff of the centres denied any sorts 
of group-related religious conflict but had perceived various instances of 
conflict on racist or nationalist grounds (Nagel and Rückamp 2019). At the 
same time, Hess and Elle have argued that protection measures have taken a 
‘feminist conjuncture’ (Hess and Elle 2018: 17) and highlighted the protec-
tion needs of women and children. 
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These debates resulted in a number of protection guidelines at various levels 
of governance. On the federal level, the Ministry for Family Affairs, Senior 
Citizens, Women and Youth has formulated ‘minimum standards for the 
protection of refugees in accommodation centers’ in 2016, which has been 
updated since then (Chemin and Nagel 2020a: 27). One year earlier, the (re-
gional) social affairs and interior ministries had come up with a ‘joint con-
cept for the protection of children and violence protection of women in re-
gional reception centres’, which has since then been updated. These concepts 
provide a preliminary definition of ‘vulnerable groups’ and formulate several 
‘recommendations’ concerning spatial aspects (for example, separate ac-
commodation for families, retreat zones for women, the option of locking 
apartments and toilets) as well as the composition and training of personnel 
(for example, one full-time equivalent position for every 75 residents, avail-
ability of female contact persons).15 However, most of these recommenda-
tions are not binding, and research on gender protection standards in Lower 
Saxony indicates that they are only marginally applied and implemented 
(Elle and Hess 2020). 

At the same time, the paternalist paradigm shift towards integrated refugee 
management resonates strongly with the individual experiences of refugees 
within the accommodation system. First of all, several of our interlocutors 
have pointed to massive interventions (in some cases even physical assaults 
or sexual harassment) by the security staff. A recurrent spur for security in-
tervention was unauthorized cooking. Because of fire protection rules, in 
many accommodation centres, cooking is prohibited in private spaces. At the 
same time, many of our interview partners argued they were practically 
forced to cook for themselves given the quality of food or the poor hygiene 
conditions in the communal kitchens. In another case, an Algerian woman, 
who had fled with her Syrian husband and three children, was forced to stay 
separate from her husband (due to the segregated nature of the protection 
regime, see next section) and was hassled by the security service when her 
husband came to visit. A political refugee from Turkey perceived the securi-
ty personnel as the personification of a wider strategy of deterrence: 

The [authorities] employ another tactic here—assigning refugees as security 
staff, like Syrian or Arab newcomers who have learned the [German] lan-
guage. Most of them had Arab roots. They were clamping down so hard. […] 

                               

 
15 Finally, some cities and municipalities have come up with their own concepts for 
protection against violence. For instance, the city of Oldenburg presented a concept 
in 2016, which compiles preventive and interventionist measures and resonates 
closely with the protection concept by the regional state. According to Hess and Elle 
(2018: 18), however, municipalities lack the capacity to fully implement these strat-
egies. 
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They roughed us up so badly that I felt as if I was a criminal. (TUR-W-BER-
2412) 

The statement brings to light the connection between forceful and encroach-
ing behaviour by the security personnel as the literal spearhead of the puni-
tive character of the reception regime and a sense of captivity and imprison-
ment. 

Other forms of paternalist practice were more subtle and took the shape of 
pedagogical interventions. For instance, a young, educated woman from 
Syria problematized the ‘guarding status’ of some German volunteers with 
the following powerful words: 

Either we sit on the same table all equal, or I will not participate; I will not 
participate [when a] white person comes to take a selfie with me and shows 
pity towards the immigrants and indicates that they are trying to transform 
them into civilized human beings. I belong to an ancient civilization; I am not 
waiting for that white man to civilize me. (SYR-F-GOE-0712) 

The quotation takes a critical stance towards the patronizing attitude of some 
volunteers, which is marked by ‘pity’ and the desire to ‘civilize’ the new-
comers and calls instead for encounters on a level playing field. In a similar 
vein, a Turkish woman commented on her experiences in a reception centre 
in Berlin: ‘They remind you that you have to brush your teeth, as this is the 
first sign of being civilized’ (TUR-W-BER-0311). In both cases, the pater-
nalist regime of reception provokes an apologetic reaction, which is phrased 
in the semantics of ‘civilization’. Apart from German volunteers and the 
staff at reception centres, a pronounced educational attitude vis-à-vis the 
newcomers can also be found in the support measures of established migrant 
self-help organizations. It is important to note that the paternalist foundation 
of these measures does not rest in the actual performance of support but in 
the politics of care and the profound asymmetry and power play that they 
entail. 

Finally, our interviews with reception stakeholders brought to light another 
facet of the paternalist framework—namely, a tendency to infantilize refu-
gees. One significant trope in this regard was the so-called ‘capacity to be in 
residence’ (Wohnfähigkeit) that refugees were supposed to lack. In this re-
gard, the representative of a large welfare association praised the advantages 
of assisted living: ‘They just learn so much in these living arrangements. 
They learn how to cook, how to clean up; they learn housekeeping. Until 
now, men lived with their families and did not have to care about such 
tasks’. 

The statement suggests that (male) refugees need continuous assistance and 
surveillance to acquire the competences necessary to maintain an apartment 
in Germany. The bottom line is that they are not yet ready for an independ-
ent life and more or less depend on the support and educational interventions 
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of their social workers. Against this backdrop, our interlocutor concludes 
that centralized accommodation is an essential part of the reception process: 

They learn a lot here, and this is why the accommodation centre is incredibly 
valuable at the time of arrival. Many people are against accommodating the 
refugees in centres and argue that they should go out into the private housing 
market. But for the families, in particular, it is so important that the children 
can access pedagogical assistance. So, one year in an accommodation centre 
is perfect! 

The quote sheds light on the ambivalence of the humanitarian–security nex-
us in an ideal-typical fashion. After refugees in general (and families in par-
ticular) have been identified as a target population with special needs for 
‘pedagogical assistance’ (humanitarian concern), central accommodation is 
identified as an ideal means as it allows permanent access for pedagogical 
intervention (security concern). 

All in all, our evidence brings to light various facets of the paternalist shape 
of the German reception system, be it a rigid regime of surveillance and con-
trol, a profoundly asymmetric role division between residents and staff, a 
spirit of infantilization and, last but not least, an extensive repertoire of in-
terventionist and correctional practices. 

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, we have shown that the topic of asylum has been highly po-
liticized in Germany since the 1990s. Moreover, this politicization has given 
voice to new actors on both the right and the left of the party spectrum as 
well as within civil society (Hess and Linder 1997; Schwiertz and Ratfisch 
2017). As a consequence, in 2015, there was a well-established public dis-
course of ‘welcome’ as well as a support infrastructure and know-how, espe-
cially on the part of civil society and church-based NGOs and welfare organ-
izations which were professionally active in the field (Karakayali and Kleist 
2015). In addition, refugee self-help organizations have gained some mo-
mentum over the last 30 years and have been able to build up some enduring 
nationwide infrastructure. While this ‘welcome culture’ prevented a major 
retrenchment or abolition of the right of asylum as enshrined in Article 16 of 
the German Basic Law, it also reflects an intrinsic humanitarian bias in the 
German asylum and migration regime. 

In order to address this bias, we set out to analyse the recent trends and 
transformations of the German protection and reception system over several 
decades, drawing on the concepts of a humanitarian–security nexus and 
welfare paternalism. In this light, we have shown that the first decisive break 
in the early 1990s was associated with the so-called ‘asylum compromise’. 
The compromise was characterized by a strong tendency to securitization in 
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discursive as well as in practical terms, which set the ground for subsequent 
policies of ‘campification’ and centralization. Concerning the asylum pro-
cess, we traced the introduction of procedural barriers, which restricted ac-
cess to the asylum system, such as the concept of ‘safe countries of origin’, 
which was later adopted at the EU level. We detailed how refugee protests 
and human rights campaigns in the first decade of the new millennium suc-
ceeded in improving the situation for asylum seekers and liberalizing the 
system of reception in terms of decentralized accommodation, enhanced 
freedom of movement and access to the labour market. Such improvements 
were driven primarily by discourses of effective integration and maximizing 
the economic benefits from accepting asylum seekers. These observations 
point to the humanitarian–security nexus governing the German asylum re-
gime since the 1990s. This nexus is by no means fixed but oscillates between 
the two poles in response to whatever discourses become salient in a given 
period. 

The almost unanimous framing of the large-scale arrival of refugees in Eu-
rope in 2015–2016 as the ‘European refugee crisis’ set the ground for a hu-
manitarian approach to governance all across Europe under ‘emergency’ 
conditions. This approach undermined existing legal regimes through ad hoc 
policies and measures in the name of restoring public order. As we have 
shown, already in the autumn months of 2015 in Germany, broad segments 
of the public and political discourse quickly turned towards perceiving the 
situation as a ‘state of emergency’ and ‘lack of state control’. As a result, a 
strict law-and-order approach was advanced, calling for strong state action 
and firm control over the movements of asylum seekers, the asylum proce-
dure and civil society. 

These findings are in line with recent debates on a widely practised ‘crisis-
led policy-making’ in Europe in response to the perceived ‘refugee crisis’ of 
2015. Research shows that this specific response constitutes a mode of gov-
ernance that generally ‘makes use of rapid, informal and flexible policy in-
struments and legislative proposals, which often are at odds with democratic 
rule of law and fundamental rights’ (de Vries, Carrera and Guild 2016: 2). 
This very often includes blocking access to existing asylum and protection 
systems, the establishment of ‘extended zones of hold-up, push-back and 
violence’ (ibid.: 3), a renewed ‘warehousing of refugees’ (Smith 2004), and 
more generally, a multiplicity of illegal or illiberal practices circumventing 
legal norms (cf. Hess and Kasparek 2019). Critical humanitarianism studies 
argue that such a mode of governance can be defined as a ‘politics of excep-
tion’ (Calhoun 2004; Fassin 2012). 

All in all, the humanitarian–security nexus which has marked the German 
asylum system ever since the 1990s, has taken a restrictive and paternalist 
turn in response to the large-scale arrival of refugees in 2015–2016, which 
can be characterized by four main trends: 
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1. A centralization and ‘campification’ of the reception and procedural 
system, associated with a concentration of all administrative agencies 
and asylum seekers in half-open mass camps for an extended period (for 
some groups theoretically during their whole stay until deportation) in-
tensifying state control and interventions in the name of an effective re-
turn policy. 

2. The trope and policy objective of procedural acceleration. While the 
acceleration of the asylum decision-making procedure was publicly le-
gitimated as being in the best interest of applicants by reducing insecuri-
ty and waiting time, in practice, it turned out to undermine crucial pro-
cedural rights and a safe determination process as enshrined in the CE-
AS and the European Charter of Fundamental Rights. 

3. Altogether, it appears as if recent reforms of the German asylum system 
have made strategic use of the security-humanitarian nexus to erode the 
right to asylum through an arsenal of exceptional clauses and selective 
categorizations. In this regard, the concept of a good or bad ‘prospect to 
remain’ in Germany represents the symbiosis of humanitarian action and 
security, care and control in an ideal-typical way as it establishes differ-
ent trajectories of protection and reception based on group attributes. 

4. This group-based approach not only undermines the right of the appli-
cants to an individual hearing and determination process but is also ex-
emplary for the collectivist and interventionist logics of paternalism in 
which the humanitarian–security nexus is embedded. These logics have 
also shaped recent discussions on vulnerability. This concept is well-
intended but continues the above-mentioned compartmental logic of the 
paternalist rule as it entails new categorizations centring more or less 
around the ‘vulnerable body’. Whereas the previous refugee protection 
system centred mainly on the notion of protection from (state) persecu-
tion and prioritized narratives of political activism, the vulnerability dis-
positive centres on physical characteristics (gender, age, illness, disabili-
ties, and so on) that are qualified in ‘screening tools’ and are scored dif-
ferently (Elle and Hess 2020; UNHCR 2016). 
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Introduction 

Syrian mass migration has created significant consequences for all receiving 
countries, but none more so than the three largest host countries: Turkey, 
Lebanon, and Jordan. Since 2014, Turkey has been hosting the largest refu-
gee population on earth. The vast majority are Syrians under temporary pro-
tection (TP). At some 3.6 million currently living in Turkey, this amounts to 
64.4 per cent of the total displaced Syrian population. Turkey is also hosting 
close to 370,000 refugees and asylum seekers elsewhere (the top three na-
tionalities being Afghans, Iraqis, and Iranians) under international protection 
(UNHCR 2020). 

This chapter focuses on mass refugee movements in Turkey between 2011 
and 2018. The main research question the chapter addresses is how the vari-
ous stakeholders in Turkey at both meso- and micro levels have responded to 
regulations, policies, and practices concerning migrants under international 
and TP. To systematically explain the stakeholder responses, we have differ-
entiated four sub-areas – ‘border management’, ‘protection’, ‘reception’, and 
‘integration’. 

Adopting a qualitative approach, this chapter compiles data from various 
sources to address the principal research question. The inquiry relies on crit-
ical analyses of government policies and legal regulations as well as the sub-
jective experiences of state officials, relevant experts, and migrants them-
selves. The chapter draws from fieldwork1 conducted in four Turkish cities 
(Izmir, Istanbul, Şanlıurfa and Ankara) by the members of the Turkish re-

                               

 
1 The fieldwork was conducted as a part of the Horizon 2020 project “RESPOND: 
Multi-level Governance of Mass Migration in Europe and Beyond Project”. An 
earlier version of the sections of this chapter has been presented in several project 
reports on “Turkey” in RESPOND Working Paper series. 
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search team2 between July 2018 and November 2018. The fieldwork in-
cludes 81 semi-structured meso-level interviews with high-level state offic-
ers, including representatives from ministries, and directorates, local gov-
ernment bodies, law enforcement agencies, provincial civil servants, experts 
from international organisations, representatives of international, national, 
local non-governmental organizations and lawyers dealing with cases about 
migrants. 

The chapter also draws from micro-level interviews to shed light on refugee 
responses to policies, regulations, and practices. Some 104 refugees were 
interviewed. Most were of Syrian origin, with a small number of non-Syrian 
respondents (from Morocco, Sudan, Iraq, Senegal, Sierra Leone and Afghan-
istan). A total of 40 micro-level interviews were conducted in Izmir, 24 in 
Şanlıurfa, and 40 in Istanbul (balanced between women and men). The data 
were analysed using a qualitative content analysis approach. 

From ‘guesthood’ to return: Turkey’s changing border 
management and migration policy 

Turkey has a highly fragmented legal and institutional framework for border 
management. Moreover, border management has been a central theme in 
EU–Turkey relations since the 2000s. However, increasing security-related 
concerns, mass migration from the Middle East and long-standing irregular 
migration movements have also been challenging and critical driving forces 
for Turkey’s ever-changing border management (Gökalp-Aras 2019a, 
2019b). 

Since 2011, many challenges pertaining to border management have arisen, 
marked by Syrian mass arrivals to Turkey and the continued arrival of irreg-
ular Afghan, Iraqi, Iranian, and African migrants. Until mid-2012, Turkey 
adopted a humanitarian and flexible approach with an unconditional ‘open-
door’ policy that welcomed most Syrian refugees fleeing from the conflict, 
which can be seen as the first phase of its response. Turkey’s ‘open-door’ 
policy was driven by a range of geopolitical and humanitarian concerns, 
such as a desire to present itself as a powerful country in the region, to play a 
regional mediator role, and to contribute to the solution of humanitarian 
problems through diplomacy (Gökalp-Aras and Şahin-Mencütek 2015). In 
the studied period, Turkey’s dominant perspective vis-à-vis border manage-
ment shifted, taking at first a humanitarian lens and later adopting one of 

                               

 
2 The Turkish research team is composed of Ayhan Kaya, Susan Beth Rottmann and 
Aslı Aydın in Istanbul, N. Ela Gökalp-Aras in Izmir and Ankara, and Zeynep Şahin-
Mencütek in Şanlıurfa. 
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securitization within a context of combating irregular migration and protect-
ing national security. 

The second phase of the refugee response started in late 2012 and ended 
around mid-2015 when Turkey began to look to regional and international 
initiatives and actors (such as the UN) for solutions. Starting in April 2014, 
the national migration and asylum agency started registering Syrian refugees 
in parallel with an unofficial closed-door policy. Securitization moved to the 
policy centre in this period. Turkey started to construct a 764-kilometre ‘se-
curity wall’ along its border with Syria and carried out cross-border opera-
tions. After military operations in Syria in 2017–2018, the return narrative 
became more visible. Here, the government strongly linked these trans-
boundary security practices—which it labelled self-defence and anti-terror 
operations—with large-scale repatriation and safe zone proposals at the in-
ternational level (Şahin-Mencütek 2021). 

By mid-2015, the third phase had begun. Turkey’s border management in-
creasingly focused on the western land and sea borders with the EU, with 
migrants seeking to cross in ever-large numbers. In 2015, at the peak of mass 
arrivals from Turkish shores to Greece, Turkish policy and the EU objectives 
in controlling irregular migration once again intersected. Following a sharp 
increase in the number of border crossings through Turkey to Greece in 
2015, new policy tools and agreements were introduced regarding external 
border controls, such as the Joint Action Plan with the EU in 2017 and the 
EU–Turkey Statement (EUTS) of 18 March 2016.3 According to the State-
ment, the EU member state representatives and Turkey agreed to end irregu-
lar migration flows from Turkey to Europe, improve the reception conditions 
for refugees in Turkey and open up organized, safe, and legal channels to 
Europe for Syrian refugees. The EUTS aims to prevent the loss of lives in 
the Aegean Sea, break down migrant smuggling networks, and replace ille-
gal migration with legal migration. Known as the ‘one-to-one’ formula, the 
agreement is that for every Syrian returned to Turkey from the Greek is-
lands, another Syrian should be resettled in the EU (Article 2). 

Although the EU–Turkey Readmission Agreement (EUTRA) was signed in 
2013 and all its articles came into force in 2017, it could not be applied due 
to a Turkish administrative measure. However, it was not possible to obtain 
an official declaration from Turkey regarding the measure until 22 July 
2019, when the Turkish government officially announced it had suspended 
the EUTRA in response to EU sanctions against Turkey’s gas drilling opera-
tions in Cypriot waters and delays in visa-free access for Turkish citizens 
(Gökalp-Aras 2020: 57). Despite Turkey’s unilateral suspension of the EU-

                               

 
3 For the EU–Turkey Statement see https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-
releases/2016/03/18/eu-turkey-statement/ (accessed 20 September 2020).  
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TRA, the EUTS (2016) still appears fully operational, which was confirmed 
during our fieldwork. However, the last readmission operation as a part of 
the EUTS was conducted in March 2020 (Gökalp-Aras 2021). 

Border management continues to be one of the significant issues regarding 
EU–Turkey relations, as was apparent during the February 2020 events at 
the Greece–Turkey border. Following an incident in Idlib on 27 February 
2020, the Turkish government lifted controls along its borders with the EU, 
declaring they were open for migrants who wanted to leave. Turkish state 
actors were clearly sending a message to the EU and leveraging the migrant 
population in the interests of foreign policy objectives (Kaya 2021; Gökalp-
Aras 2021). 

Beyond the geopolitical dynamics, political factors have influenced Turkey’s 
border management, including securitisation and exit controls. The abortive 
15 July 2016 coup was a critical juncture in this regard.4 Shortly after, a 
‘state of emergency’ lasting until 18 July 2018 came into force. In the wake 
of the coup, Turkey tightened its border controls to prevent those caught up 
in or linked to the failed coup from slipping away. An intergovernmental 
organization (IGO) representative addressed the increased controls at exit 
points and the pressures on border-related actors as follows: 

I know very well that the coast guard is doing everything possible [to prevent 
departures]. The ‘let them cross period’ has passed because there is a lot of 
pressure on them [the coast guard] because of FETÖ. For example, if one—a 
FETÖ member—leaves Turkey, it is the coast guard that can be the subject to 
an investigation (Interview SRII-Izmir-02_NEGA). 

In addition to external border controls, internal border controls have grown 
in importance over time. Despite the earlier flexible approach to the Syrian 
movement from one province to another, this changed over time and provin-
cial authorities adopted a range of new measures. So-called ‘travel permits’ 
have been introduced and implemented for international and temporary pro-
tection beneficiaries. On 24 May 2018, another regulation was adopted re-
garding the strategies after Syrians’ apprehension during their irregular bor-
der crossings. In 2019, the governor of Istanbul—operating through the Min-
istry of the Interior—announced that Syrians under TP residing in Istanbul 
who had initially been registered in other cities would be sent back to the 
cities where they were initially registered or risked losing their protection 
rights. 

                               

 
4 On 15 July 2016, an attempted coup took place in Turkey. The government ac-
cused coup leaders of having links to the Gülen Movement, which has now been 
officially labelled the Fethullah Gülen Terrorist Organization (FETÖ). 
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Our research shows that by 2019 a significant emphasis on returns policy 
had commenced, which can be seen as the fourth phase based on broad re-
turn narratives and ad hoc practices and techniques (Gökalp-Aras and Şahin-
Mencütek 2019). More strategies have been adopted to promote ‘voluntary’ 
returns, including municipal campaigns to return home, provision of trans-
portation support, and so-called ‘go and see visits’ in which Syrians could 
return home temporarily—often during religious festivals—to see if condi-
tions on the ground in Syria had changed for the better (Şahin-Mencütek 
2019). Also, practices blurring the line between forced and voluntary returns 
and significant gaps between the legislation on paper and actual implementa-
tions have not been rare. Deportation in cases where migrants, including 
Syrian refugees, have disobeyed internal controls was also floated. Since 
then, deportations have been increasingly reported, and we also observed 
this during our research. 

These developments created increasing concern about Syrians being returned 
involuntarily as well as individual cases of administrative detention and de-
portation of irregular migrants. Such challenges hamper integration and pro-
tection. Along with voluntary return, many interviewees from our fieldwork 
showed rather than voluntary returns but forced returns or unlawful practices 
regarding the voluntary return process. The following quote from an inter-
view with the representative from an international organization in Izmir 
bears this out: 

We request that the Izmir PDMM [Provincial Directorate of Migration Man-
agement] not return [certain people]. People cannot be classified as voluntary 
until we have seen them face-to-face. It is difficult to understand [in some 
cases] whether a return is really voluntary or not. Through a phone call, you 
cannot be sure. Once, we were called from the DGMM (for an assisted re-
turn). There was a woman; she had been registered with us. We realized that 
hers was not a voluntary return at all. She did not want to turn back, and she 
was registered for protection. In general, deportation decisions are taken 
overnight, and the following morning the deportation is completed. 
(SRII_Meso_Izmir_02_NEGA) 

As yet, there have been no mass or forced returns from Turkey to Syria. The 
returns that have taken place have been primarily on an individual case-by-
case basis, which might be called ‘spontaneous returns’. Nevertheless, a 
growing discourse focused on the need for Syrians to return and replaced the 
initial discourses around ‘guesthood’. The ruling elite has refrained from 
using a discourse of integration as they strongly believe that the discourse of 
return will pay off politically. 
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The protection regime 

The concept of protection is blurry and highly contested. A broad definition 
of protection is ‘all activities aimed at obtaining full respect for the rights of 
the individual following the letter and spirit of the relevant bodies of law—
namely, human rights law, international humanitarian law and refugee law’ 
(UNHCR 2011: 7). Protection should not be approached as limited to sur-
vival and physical security and the provision of the full range of rights, in-
cluding civil and political rights, as well as economic, social, and cultural 
rights. 

In terms of the legislative framework, Turkey is different from the EU mem-
ber states because it does grant refugee status to non-European refugees due 
to its geographic limitation to the 1951 Geneva Convention. Instead, the 
legislation introduces ‘conditional refugee’ status pending resettlement and 
durable solutions from the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR). There is a dual structure within the asylum system, creating 
‘conditional refugee’ and ‘refugee’ statuses based on international protection 
(IP) applicant nationality. In addition to this duality, more than 3.6 million 
asylum seekers arriving from Syria were granted another protective status— 
namely, ‘temporary protection’. Turkey introduced TP for refugees in 2014 
with the Temporary Protection Regulation (TPR), based on Articles 61 to 95 
of the Law on Foreigners and International Protection (LFIP) of 2013. The 
TP consists of three elements: an open-door policy for all Syrians, no forced 
returns to Syria (non-refoulement), and unlimited stay in Turkey. The TPR 
grants Syrians almost the entire spectrum of social and civil rights refugees 
enjoy in Western societies. Its initial formulation granted even more rights to 
Syrians than to other refugees in the country, including free access to 
healthcare and formal employment. 

However, the TP brings additional complexities and uncertainties for the 
dual IP system. Turkey now recognizes a range of IP statuses—including 
‘refugee’, ‘conditional refugee’, ‘subsidiary protection’, and, as mentioned, 
‘temporary protection’—which has resulted in a rather complicated and dif-
ficult-to-navigate protection regime replete with ambiguities, barriers, and 
right-based differences for beneficiaries (Gökalp-Aras and Şahin-Mencütek 
2020). 

Institutionally speaking, key developments have been the establishment of a 
national migration agency (the Directorate General of Migration Manage-
ment, DGMM) with provincial branches and the increasing number of na-
tional and international NGOs working in the field. However, problems re-
garding coordination and communication between state and non-state actors 
and state agencies have arisen. After the failed 2016 coup, the Turkish gov-
ernment has become more suspicious about international and national 
NGOs. The environment for NGOs working in the field of asylum and mi-
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gration has become more constricted, as it has for NGOs serving in other 
fields (Gökalp-Aras and Şahin-Mencütek 2020). Many have encountered 
legal restrictions, had service permits revoked (or not renewed) and access to 
the field limited; others have been shut down entirely (Şahin-Mencütek 
2020: 8; Gökalp-Aras 2020). 

Registration of asylum seekers is the first critical step for status determina-
tion and access to rights. The DGMM has been the sole responsible authority 
for registrations for TP and verification and renewal of previous registra-
tions. For Syrians, the process was initially easy, as one of our female İzmir 
interviewees explained, 

We have a foreigner ID card now. It happened like that. Police stopped my 
brother and informed him that we all need an ID card; we then went to the 
nearest place [to apply]. On the first day, we got one for my mother and 
brother. On the second day, we got IDs for my family too, and it was not dif-
ficult. (Interview, Izmir, 2018, SRII_Micro_02_ZSM) 

Since the autumn of 2018, the DGMM has assumed full authority for refugee 
status determination (RSD) procedures. The parallel procedure carried out 
with the UNHCR for non-Syrian asylum seekers has been gradually elimi-
nated. Following this institutional and procedural change, beneficiaries of IP 
face significant obstacles for initial registration and identification of vulner-
abilities. The DGMM—in particular the provincial branches or PDMMs—
seem unable to meet the demand in the field, as was stated by a representa-
tive of one of the national NGOs: 

The Turkish authorities should have the capacity to evaluate asylum applica-
tions. Why has the UNHCR performed this role in Turkey until now [10 Sep-
tember 2018]? For two reasons. First, the geographical limitation5 and se-
cond, Turkey’s lack of capacity and expertise in evaluating these applications 
[...]. Of course, undertaking the asylum process as a sovereign country should 
be the case. However, neither the administration nor the judiciary actors in 
Turkey have such a capacity. (SRII_Meso_Izmir_16_NEGA) 

Non-standardized practices in registration have been observed across cities. 
As a result, access to rights and, in some cities, even access to asylum is now 
challenging for migrants since the authorities have temporarily suspended 
registration for both international and TP applicants and are not taking first 
registrations. An interview with a refugee lawyer is illustrative in this regard: 

                               

 
5 Turkey retains a geographic limitation to its ratification of the 1951 UN Conven-
tion on the Status of Refugees). It means that only those fleeing as a consequence of 
‘events occurring in Europe’ can be given refugee status in Turkey.  
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[At one point], there was no new registration possible in Istanbul. But then 
they re-opened the registration. Now [2018], we are sending people [Syrians] 
to Yalova. Because Istanbul is closed for [temporary protection] applications, 
you cannot know, without going there, if they [the PDMM] will take the ap-
plication or not because they do not publicise the current service policy. The 
instructions come from the DGMM, or PDMMs decide daily policies on their 
own initiative. (Interview, Istanbul, 2018, Bilgi_M10_AK) 

Besides challenges in accessing registration and status determination, Tur-
key’s dual protection system results in vast differences regarding access to 
rights for international and TP beneficiaries. Non-Syrian beneficiaries of and 
applicants for IP appear to be more disadvantaged. Access to asylum—
especially at the borders—appears problematic for both international and TP 
applicants. For asylum seekers, it is challenging to reach NGOs or IGOs to 
get legal assistance. The majority of the migrants who are caught at the bor-
ders during irregular border crossings do not know about their right to apply 
for asylum. 

Also, lodging an asylum application with law enforcement after being ap-
prehended is difficult. In many cases, even if they apply for asylum, appli-
cants tend to leave Turkey as soon as possible due to the misleading infor-
mation they gathered from informal channels. An IGO representative operat-
ing at one of the border-crossing points (BCPs) stated the following: 

Many deceived people say, ‘I would like to stay in Turkey; what can I do?’ 
After we explain their options in Turkey, they divulge their lack of aware-
ness: ‘We did not know about these opportunities; nobody told us that we 
could be registered and legal in Turkey. Nobody told us that we could benefit 
from the hospital, school, etc.—we did not know’. I have never met anyone 
who applied for asylum after being caught. Because people are so scared after 
they are caught, they worry about what will happen next—namely, whether 
they will be deported or not. (Interview, Izmir, 2018, SRII_Meso_8_NEGA) 

Few IGOs and NGOs are able to officially cooperate with Turkish law en-
forcement authorities at the BCP to provide information to migrants about IP 
applications. Besides the problems that migrants face accessing information, 
Turkish state agencies have limited capacity, training, and preparation to 
fully undertake their responsibilities for registration, identification, evalua-
tion, and appeal, stages that are all characterized by uncertainties and com-
plexities. Problems at each stage either prevent or slow down the recognition 
of vulnerabilities within the asylum procedure. 

Considering that TP does not afford primary protection, an interim measure 
provided in emergencies should not be seen as an alternative to proper IP. 
With limited or no access to IP, temporarily protected individuals face the 
risk of being subject to an uncertain status for an indefinite period. This is 
underscored by the fact that TP status prevents asylum seekers from ap-
proaching the UNHCR for resettlement save a limited number of exceptional 
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circumstances. Interviewees mentioned that the application often remains 
inconclusive or is rejected. Therefore, there is a significant risk of protracted 
refugee situations with no durable solution available. In addition, there is an 
increasing emphasis on the ‘return’ dimension, which has been hampering 
integration and the development of durable solutions, thus creating concerns 
that Syrians under TP are being pressured into the involuntary return. 

Reception governance and practices 

The definition and scope of ‘reception’ in Turkish legislation (the LFIP and 
the TPR) include various material provisions, including housing, food, and 
clothing provided directly financial allowances or vouchers (or a combina-
tion of the three), plus a daily cash allowance. Reception also covers educa-
tion, basic health care and accommodation, all of which the authorities are 
legally required to provide during the period of reception. 

As in EU legislation, the time frame of ‘reception’ is not clearly defined in 
Turkish legislation. However, there is an implicit definition: reception starts 
as soon as the border of a given state has been crossed and an application for 
IP has been made. It ends with either the ‘effective expulsion’, ‘repatriation’, 
‘forced/assisted return’ of the unsuccessful applicant or with his or her re-
quest for protection accepted. At this point of acceptance, the applicant is 
subject to ‘integration’ in the terminology of RESPOND. Under normal cir-
cumstances, reception refers to the liminal period between arrival and appli-
cation for asylum and the decision about the asylum application. However, 
in the Turkish case, it refers to the liminal period between ‘arrival’ and ‘ex-
it’, or between ‘arrival’ and the moment when the refugee decides to spend 
their efforts to integrate into the social, economic, and cultural spheres of the 
life of the receiving society. 

In Turkey, Syrians were first registered by the camp authorities under the 
surveillance of the Disaster and Emergency Management Authority (AFAD) 
in collaboration with the DGMM. From the very beginning of the Syrian 
civil war, Turkey adopted a state-centric model of reception. Initially, Tur-
key offered both self-settlement and camp settlement options. Even though 
conditions within camps were good, 98 per cent of refugees in Turkey have 
chosen self-settlement, mainly in urban areas. There are several potential 
reasons for this. The negative perceptions attached to ‘campification’ may be 
one reason (Kreichauf 2018). Refugees likely also feel comfortable and safe 
in newly established enclaves in big cities beyond the strict control of state 
authorities (Rottmann and Kaya 2021; Kaya 2017). The camps are now al-
most completely closed down. As of May 2020, only 1.7 per cent of Syrians 
in Turkey were residing in camps. 

Since the beginning of the mass migration in 2011, Turkey has adopted a 
flexible but standard approach by tying residence permits to a specific prov-
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ince. The large majority of Syrians live in cities in the Turkish border prov-
inces of Şanlıurfa, Gaziantep, Hatay and Kilis, and the other major cities in 
Turkey. Only 59,543 Syrians live in the seven remaining Reception and Ac-
commodation Centres, which are located in five provinces (Adana, Hatay, 
Kahramanmaraş, Kilis and Osmaniye) (DGMM 2021). When the authors 
conducted the field research, there were 13 such centres, all of which were 
located in provinces close to the Syrian border. 

The reception of Syrian refugees in Turkey is mainly based on a discourse of 
tolerance and benevolence driven by path-dependent ethnocultural and reli-
gious premises dating back to the Ottoman Empire of the late 19th century 
and the establishment of the Turkish Republic in the 1920s. Having histori-
cal and religious roots, political discourse about the Syrian refugees was 
primarily mainstreamed around the category of ‘guesthood’, which was later 
coupled with the Islamic terminology of the ‘Ansar spirit’. The term ‘Ansar’ 
refers to the people of Medina who supported the Prophet Mohammad and 
the accompanying Muslims (muhajirun, or migrants) who migrated there 
from Mecca when it was under the control of pagans. The metaphor of Ansar 
points to a temporary situation as the Muslims later returned to Mecca after 
their forces recaptured the city from the pagans (Erdemir 2016; Kaya 2017; 
Haber7 2014).6 Hence, the Turkish government has reached for a kind of 
Islamic symbolism in its attempts to address the Syrian refugee crisis. Most 
of the Turkish population shared this culturalist and Islamic reception of 
Syrian refugees spearheaded by the Justice and Development Party (Adalet 
ve Kalkınma Partisi, AKP) government in the first years of mass migration. 

The discourse of the Ansar spirit employed by the AKP government and 
President Erdoğan parallels their more general Islamist, neo-Ottomanist and 
populist rhetoric in both domestic and foreign policy. Essentializing the Is-
lamist and Ottoman heritage has made it easier to control and discipline the 
Turkish population—which is predominantly Sunni Muslim—and the Syrian 
refugees, who have similar religious characteristics (Kaya 2019). The Syri-
ans chose to settle in big cities such as Istanbul, Izmir, and Bursa due to the 
better education, accommodation, health, and employment conditions avail-
able there. 

The Turkish case demonstrates substantial regional variations as far as refu-
gees’ access to the labour market is concerned. The field research conducted 
in Şanlıurfa, an agrarian province, reveals that agrarian economies facilitate 
ready access to the labour market compared to industrial cities such as Istan-
bul and Izmir. However, in the big cities, too, Syrians have found settlement 
workable, if not convivial. Cultural and religious intimacy in urban centres 

                               

 
6 For a detailed discussion on this topic see, also, Korkut et al. (2015). 
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has been the major reason many Syrians have declined to pursue options to 
move on to Europe, which we discuss in greater detail in the next section. 

Reception, cultural intimacy and responses 

Recent studies reveal that Syrian interlocutors see ethnocultural, religious 
and historical ties between themselves and native Turkish citizens as the 
primary source of respite during their stay in Turkey. This is what Michael 
Herzfeld calls ‘cultural intimacy’, which he defines as ‘the recognition of 
those aspects of a cultural identity that are considered a source of external 
embarrassment, but that nevertheless provide insiders with their assurance of 
common sociality’ (Herzfeld 2005: 3). Thus, cultural intimacy provides a 
kind of reassurance for Syrian refugees staying in Turkey despite the social-
economic difficulties, deprivation of rights, and exclusion and exploitation in 
the labour market and everyday life that they confront. 

Syrians have settled in significant numbers in specific neighbourhoods in 
major cities (namely Istanbul, Izmir, Gaziantep, Şanlıurfa, Adana, Mersin, 
Bursa). In a relatively short period, they have established enclaves in those 
neighbourhoods, launching businesses (often service- and trade-related) that 
have paved the way for their more permanent settlement in Turkey. Arabic-
speaking Sunni Syrians have already created comfort zones based on a cul-
tural intimacy with local communities that rests on religious, moral, architec-
tural, urban, and sometimes even linguistic similarities. Unlike other groups, 
such as Afghans, Syrians have mostly migrated in family groups, which has 
provided an extra layer of reassurance and support. Thus, the role of family 
and kinship, especially in Şanlıurfa, Gaziantep and surrounding places along 
the Syrian border, has been central. It seems that cultural intimacy has 
dampened the desire of most Syrians to attempt to move on to Europe (Kaya 
and Kıraç 2016; Fabbe, Hazlett and Sinmazdemir 2017). 

Herzfeld’s notion of cultural intimacy not only refers to ‘the sharing of 
known and recognisable traits’ (Herzfeld 2016: 94) with insiders, but it also 
refers to those traits ‘disapproved by powerful outsiders’ (Byrne 2011: 148). 
It could be argued that this second component of cultural intimacy comes 
into play when Syrian refugees residing in Istanbul and other parts of Tur-
key—especially in the southeastern parts of the country—are asked to ex-
press their opinion about onward migration to EU countries (Kaya and Kıraç 
2016; Fabbe, Hazlett and Sinmazdemir 2017). The Syrian refugees’ hesita-
tion in going to Europe seems to derive partly from their firm belief that 
Europeans disapprove of them and partly from the life-threatening nature of 
the journey, which has already led to the deaths of thousands of people en 
route. During our research, the interlocutors often noted that the tragedies 
endured by fellow Syrians during their exodus from Syria to Greece had left 
very negative marks on them. For example, we interviewed a 28-year-old 
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mother with two children from Damascus residing in Istanbul. When we 
inquired as to why she had settled in Istanbul and whether she wished to 
continue the journey to Europe, where her husband —who was smuggled to 
Germany three years ago—awaits her, she expressed her fears about dying 
on the way: 

We stayed for a period [thinking] we could continue [on] our way to Greece 
[by using smugglers]. [The smugglers] scared us too much about the journey 
[…W]e kept hearing stuff [about the risks of death] a lot [… whenever] we 
went to see a smuggler [to discuss the journey]. I [didn’t] feel comfortable 
[smothered crying]. We got scared [so we] cancelled the idea […We decided 
to stay] here and wait until family reunification happens. (Interview, Istanbul, 
Zeytinburnu, 27 July 2018, 9_Bilgi_AK) 

Another person (a 23-year-old Kurdish woman from Afrin, married with one 
son) whom we interviewed in Izmir, on the Aegean coast, expressed similar 
concerns when asked if they were planning to continue the journey to Eu-
rope: 

No, we did not try to cross the sea. I was always planning to return to my 
family [in Afrin]. We do not want to go to Europe. One of my sisters-in-law 
is in Germany; we communicate with her [and] their conditions are very 
good. She has a baby now. They crossed by sea. [However,] we saw their 
pictures after they arrived on the other side [the Greek islands]. They looked 
like they were dead—their faces had turned yellow. They had three kids 
[who] got very scared. This scaring will impact [the children] their entire 
lives. It is like they were rescued from dying. It is like they saw death. (Inter-
view, Izmir, 17 August 2018, 13_SRII) 

During the field research, we asked our interlocutors about their future plans 
regarding their geographical mobility, such as willingness to go to Europe, 
stay in Turkey, or return. We received various answers that differed in ac-
cordance with gender, age, economic status, education and the location of 
the interlocutors. For example, when asked about her choices about living in 
Turkey, Europe or somewhere else, a literature graduate, a 34-year-old 
mother with one daughter from Damascus, said the following to express her 
preference about staying in Turkey: 

I love Turkey because it is an Islamic country, firstly, and a developed coun-
try. Secondly, although the language is a bit difficult, at least I am living in a 
place where I am not afraid for my daughter. Wherever we go, we find a 
comfortable environment similar to [what we are used to]. So, I don’t want to 
leave [...]. I hope to get citizenship and stay here. Also, I hope to complete 
my studies here, even if [the classes are in] Turkish, because it is better for 
work if you speak the language of this country. (Interview, Istanbul, Fatih, 25 
July 2018, 9_OzU_SR) 
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During the field research, many other interlocutors expressed similar testi-
monies. It is undoubtedly a relief for them to stay somewhere near their 
homeland so that they can stay connected with it and their remaining rela-
tives, whom they can visit briefly during the religious Eid seasons twice a 
year. 

Most Syrians continue to align themselves with this discourse of cultural and 
religious intimacy (Rottmann and Kaya 2021). However, after ten years of 
Syrian mass migration, the political discourse of cultural intimacy is no 
longer socially reciprocated by the majority of Turkish citizens. Following 
the local elections in the spring of 2019, a radical shift in the political dis-
course adopted by the AKP government and state actors could be observed. 
Rather than ‘guesthood’ and Ansar rhetoric, the emphasis is now on the re-
turn of the Syrians either to their home cities or to the safe zone, which is in 
the process of being constructed by international forces along the Turkish–
Syrian border. 

Integration governance or non-governance? 

Despite lacking an official national integration programme and despite the 
rise of a return discourse (to Syria) among public officials and the media, 
Syrians are gradually integrating into all major areas, including in the labour 
market, education, housing, and healthcare (AIDA 2019). They are also find-
ing ways to engage civically and to forge a tenuous social belonging. 

However, integration is far from uniform. Indeed, it varies according to gen-
der, age, life stage, social class, and other factors (Şimşek 2018). For exam-
ple, adjustment to the new society may be relatively quick for youth but dif-
ficult for the elderly. As men and women’s roles change (Rottmann and 
Nimer 2020; Rottmann and Nimer 2021), children may need to take on non-
customary roles, including as providers or translators. Parents may feel out 
of control. Not surprisingly, more economically and socially privileged mi-
grants find it easier to integrate and are more likely to find societal ac-
ceptance, even the right to obtain citizenship (Şimşek 2018). 

Among the three regions of Turkey in which we conducted research 
(Şanlıurfa, Izmir and Istanbul), integration seems to be slightly smoother for 
Syrians due to shared linguistic and social ties in Şanlıurfa and somewhat 
more challenging for migrants due to host community reception in İzmir. 
However, in general, we observed only slight differences in service provi-
sion between the three cities. Non-Syrian forced migrants have even more 
challenges than Syrians, as they may face even more local discrimination, 
less access to services, and fewer programmes directed to meeting their 
needs. 
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Despite difficulties, Syrians are making a place for themselves in Turkish 
society. They have established formal and informal grassroots organizations 
for humanitarian relief, socio-religious services, and empowerment via em-
ployment, particularly in the border cities and Istanbul. They actively partic-
ipate in activities organized for social cohesion by municipalities, local 
NGOs, or faith-based actors. However, theirs is often token participation due 
to the government’s clientelist approach. Those organizations with socio-
economic capital can collaborate with Syrian diaspora organizations else-
where. Some Syrian community leaders and grassroots organizations empha-
size Arabic-language teaching, literature, and art among the refugee commu-
nity to maintain Syrian identity. Despite the overall negative economic out-
look and the pandemic crisis that is pressuring Turkish society, these efforts 
have positive impacts. 

Strong national leadership in the area of integration—the publication of a 
national policy and facilitating local-level deliberations on the topic—would 
improve integration for forced migrants, ensuring that they are incorporated 
into a society based on equality and fairness. Developing a comprehensive 
policy would also reduce animosity towards Syrians in local communities, 
which is a severe and growing problem. 

The labour market 

At the heart of self-sufficiency is the ability to earn a living and provide for 
one’s family. Under international and temporary protection, beneficiaries 
lack the automatic right to work, and legal work permits are difficult to come 
by. Integration is a new policy field in the Turkish legal and political con-
text, and its contours are still in flux. The LFIP and the TPR are the legal 
regulations that determine migrants’ legal status and have provisions for the 
labour market (Rottmann 2020: 18). The majority of the refugees in Turkey 
are Syrians under TP. An essential regulation concerning their labour market 
participation is the Regulation on Work Permits of Foreigners under Tempo-
rary Protection (2016). There are also regulations related to IP and migration 
in general, such as the Regulation on the Labour of Applicants and Benefi-
ciaries of International Protection. 

However, there is a time restriction for international and temporary protec-
tion beneficiaries to enter the labour market. The asylum and work permit 
processes are highly time-consuming and limit access to the labour market 
and slow down labour integration, resulting in high levels of informal em-
ployment and significant risk of exploitation. Furthermore, although mi-
grants are eligible for financial assistance through cash payments, specific 
criteria must be met, including there being no worker with socially insured 
employment in the household. Thus, in practice, regulations regarding em-
ployment are in conflict. 
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Before Law No. 8375 of January 2016, which allows Syrians under TP to 
have work permits subject to specific conditions and with certain re-
strictions, only 7,351 work permits had been issued to Syrians, mostly issued 
to those starting businesses. In 2019, 65,000 Syrians received work permits, 
a significant rise, although still a low number compared to the total number 
of Syrians in Turkey. The limited numbers are due to bureaucratic obstacles 
in permit applications and employers’ preference for keeping Syrians as an 
informal, lower-paid labour force. Aside from wage-work, Syrians are pro-
vided with a small amount of cash-transfer support by the Emergency Social 
Safety Net (ESSN) through the so-called ‘Kızılay cards’. In Turkey, around 
1.7 million of the most vulnerable refugees receive monthly cash transfers of 
120 Turkish liras (TL) financed by the EU in collaboration with the World 
Food Programme, the Turkish Red Crescent and Turkish government institu-
tions. 

Without ready legal channels to access the labour market, the informal sector 
becomes the only option for most individuals to earn a living. Jobs are pri-
marily found in the textile, construction, service and agricultural sectors. Pay 
for Syrians are generally reported to be around half the minimum legal wage, 
and some participants reported making as little as 30 TL a day. Of course, it 
should be mentioned that none of these jobs provides job security, occupa-
tional safety, or social security benefits. These difficulties were often related 
to us during our interviews. For instance, one man in Izmir explained, ‘Jobs 
for which Turks are paid 100 TL are given to Syrians at half the price. It is 
hard for us. It is very hard to pay the expenses of our children’ (Interview, 
Izmir, 2018, SRII_25). A persistent complaint of migrants is not receiving 
payment on time or sometimes at all. 

Overall, forced migrants face difficult labour conditions. They cannot easily 
find or change jobs and even increasing some of their qualifications (like 
language ability) often has a limited impact on employment opportunities. 
Treatment in the labour market seems to be an area where Syrians and other 
forced migrants face similar difficult conditions. However, non-Syrians 
maybe even worse off as fewer programmes are directed towards them, and 
they often face even more discrimination than Syrians. 

Education 

Regarding education, around two-thirds of Syrian children are now in 
school, and urgent steps are needed to ensure that the remainder enrols as 
soon as possible. New programmes supported by the EU and the Ministry of 
National Education have been implemented to smooth the transition of Syri-
ans into Turkish schools and improve Syrians’ educational outcomes. Our 
research shows that there are still barriers to access and tensions in schools, 
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among children and between children and teachers. For example, a woman 
in Izmir stated that 

The other students did not talk to my kids in school and were saying, ‘These 
are Syrians, do not talk to them’. My kids got upset. They wanted me to send 
them to another school or to let them stay home, and were saying, ‘Our 
classmates do not like us, although we did not do anything wrong’. And the 
mothers of Turkish students were saying to their kids: ‘don’t get involved 
with Syrian students’. (Interview, Izmir, 2018, SRII_2_ZSM) 

There is a strong need for more cohesion programming and diversity educa-
tion. Another problem is child labour, which was an issue raised by several 
interlocutors during interviews. Adult language education is also an urgent 
need, particularly an increased number of courses and more Turkish-
language teacher training is required. 

Housing 

The average size of a Syrian refugee family is just above five people, with an 
average of two families in each dwelling. Housing and living costs are high-
er for Syrian refugees due to abuse by landlords. They are generally higher 
in Istanbul than in other parts of the country, resulting in multiple families 
living under the same roof. A majority of Syrians navigate Turkey with 
overwhelmed public and support services, coupled with language barriers. 
Even though some aid agencies provide sporadic assistance and protection to 
the refugee population settled in urban areas, urban refugees struggle to se-
cure a minimum of social and economic rights, such as education, housing 
and healthcare. Many families live in abject poverty—often in unsanitary, 
even dangerous, housing conditions. Migrants often expressed that they felt 
insecure. 

Despite all of their difficulties, they manage to create spaces of comfort 
through furniture purchases and personal decorating choices. One woman 
explained how she changed her home decoration to make herself feel more 
at home. She gave an example during Christmas time in which she hung 
pictures of herself and her husband at parks and gardens in Turkey. Howev-
er, she said that she only feels that it is her home until the rent is due. When 
the landlord comes to collect the rent, he comments about the home’s clean-
liness, which results in her not feeling at home (Interview, Istanbul, 2018, 
Bilgi_3_AK). 

Although they face some discrimination, migrants generally speak positively 
of their neighbourhoods, and our research has shown that they are embed-
ding themselves vividly in their cities through newly opened restaurants, 
shops, and cultural centres. 
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Healthcare services 

Legally, Syrians registered under the Temporary Protection system can ac-
cess Turkey’s public hospitals free of charge. Refugees are generally pleased 
with their care in Turkish hospitals, making statements like, ‘Once my moth-
er fell and broke her leg. They [the hospital] did the operation for her, and 
they cared for her so well, and it was all free. Thank God!’ (Interview, Istan-
bul, 2018, OzU_18_SR). However, they are affected significantly by diffi-
culties in legal registration requirements (they must be registered in the city 
in which they seek treatment), thereby negatively influencing access to 
healthcare services. 

Many interlocutors during the field research reported a lack of access to 
healthcare facilities with Arabic-speaking staff and doctors. They attributed 
this as a major concern and barrier for access of Syrians to basic services. 
Due to the size of big cities such as Istanbul and Izmir, local transportation is 
also another major barrier to accessing services. 

Citizenship, belonging and gender 

Most migrants claim that they want citizenship. Syrians do not find their TP 
status confers sufficient rights. For example, one man from Şanlıurfa related 
that citizenship would improve his employment situation: 

Yes, if I get citizenship, I can work freely here. For my job, it would be bet-
ter. For example, when I need something, I cannot go to Adana, Istanbul or to 
the border to check our goods or talk with customers, etc. But with citizen-
ship, I could travel freely […]. I could [also] work freely. I could speak with 
people in the government, and I would not have problems. (Interview, 
Şanlıurfa, 2018, SRII_2_ZSM) 

The Turkish state has been bestowing citizenship on some migrants, seem-
ingly on an invitational basis and according to the refugee’s educational or 
class qualifications. While Syrian business people who received citizenship 
are pleased that business and travel are made easier, others who recently 
acquired citizenship felt disadvantaged as they lost access to social assis-
tance, and men are now subject to compulsory military service. More infor-
mation about the requirements and process is needed. Migrants are eager to 
participate in the political process, but this is not possible in today’s Turkey; 
even the possibility of having a Syrian candidate in elections sparked heated 
tensions in 2018. In general, Syrian migrants feel a strong belonging in the 
country due to historical and cultural links, but tensions are at an all-time 
high in local communities. For example, one woman related, ‘I don’t like 
where I live. Our neighbours are crazy. They keep harassing me and saying 
bad things about us, but my son’s work is nearby. And it is not easy to find 
somewhere else for us all to live’ (Interview, Istanbul, 2018, Bilgi_4). 
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Difficulties establishing neighbourly ties are particularly strongly felt by 
women who carry heavy community expectations of cultivating and 
strengthening social networks and are readily seen as ‘other’ due to their 
appearance (wearing a particular head covering style) (Rottmann and Nimer 
2021). Syrian women’s entry into the labour market in Turkey is limited, but 
it is still creating significant changes in terms of social relations within fami-
lies and the broader Syrian community. For some women, migration has led 
to a welcome evasion of traditional roles, while others feel more burdened 
by new challenges and responsibilities. Traditional family roles are under 
pressure, leading to divorce and a rise in domestic violence. Many men can-
not maintain their status as the sole breadwinner, which they held in Syria, 
leading to family tensions. More long-term research could determine what 
might be done to support Syrian families in the future. Our research shows 
that this is a pressing issue that will strongly affect integration in the years to 
come. 

Given that integration policies in the areas of labour market access, educa-
tion, housing support, health and citizenship are insufficient or lacking, it 
can be said that integration is largely being left to migrants to navigate on 
their own. In a sense, integration is not being governed. On the other hand, 
empirical research shows that integration is very much happening on local 
neighbourhood levels where migrants find ways to meet their needs. While 
policies could be improved, some—such as healthcare—are already general-
ly satisfactory for Syrians in Turkey. Therefore, it is essential to examine 
integration from a holistic and micro or ethnographic perspective to under-
stand its governance and non-governance. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has sought to demonstrate how various stakeholders in Turkey 
at both meso- and micro levels responded to legal regulations, policies and 
practices related to border management, protection, reception and integration 
of migrants under TP. As described, based on various experiences of en-
countering mass migration movements in the past as well as on the legal and 
political implications of relations with EU member states and neighbouring 
states in the Middle East, Turkey has formulated a variety of legal docu-
ments and policies to respond to the mass migration of Syrians since 2011. 
Our research found that the legal and political formulations designed to meet 
Syrian refugees’ needs received some positive and some unfavourable re-
sponses from refugee and local communities. 

Turkey has gradually moved from an open-door policy towards Syrians to 
rhetoric and return practices that reflect mass migration’s internal social, 
economic, and political costs. Accordingly, border management’s policies 
and practices initially revolved around the principle of humanitarianism but 
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later turned towards a politics of deterrence and securitisation. Such a 
change in the protection policies and practices has caused an increase in 
concern about involuntary returns of Syrians as well as individual cases of 
administrative detention and deportation of irregular migrants. 

This chapter also documented the shift from hospitality to reticence in the 
reception of Syrian refugees. Turkey does not commit to providing shelter to 
asylum applicants, but the DGMM does provide state-funded accommoda-
tion on a discretionary basis. In the first years of Syrians’ mass migration, a 
religio-political discourse of reception based on ‘guesthood’ and the ‘Ansar 
spirit’ was successfully implemented. However, since 2017, this religio-
political discourse is no longer embraced by an overwhelming majority of 
Turkish citizens. Nevertheless, a growing discourse of cultural and religious 
intimacy is magnifying among Syrians in the face of their increasing socio-
economic deprivation. 

Finally, this chapter has revealed that Turkey has been muddling through 
with the integration of Syrian refugees without an officially recognized inte-
gration policy. Despite the absence of an official national integration pro-
gramme and the rise of a discourse promoting (to Syria) among public offi-
cials and the media, there is a de facto national integration policy, including 
integration measures for employment, education, healthcare, and citizenship. 
Growing domestic societal and political tensions in Turkey have strength-
ened popular discontent against Syrians since 2017. This discontent has led 
to the formation of xenophobic and even Arabophobic sentiments expressed 
by mainstream political parties, especially during electoral cycles. However, 
there are also several developments at the national and local levels in Tur-
key, indicating that integration will most likely take more institutional forms 
in the years to come. Turkey’s refugees face many challenges, but many still 
claimed to feel some level of belonging and hopefulness about the future at 
the time of our research. 
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11 ‘No Children, No Value’:      
Descriptions of Legal Status and Health 
Among Refugees in Sweden in Light of 
Immigration Policy Changes 

Karin Borevi and Önver A. Çetrez 

 

Introduction 

In response to the large inflow of asylum seekers during the so-called ‘2015 
refugee crisis’, governments across Europe have made several immigration 
policy changes. Many of these reforms may be described as following a kind 
of race-to-the-bottom strategy or ‘negative competition’. To avoid appearing 
as the more favourable destination country—that is, to not attract migrants 
perceived as unwanted—states introduce increasingly restrictive immigra-
tion regulations (Hernes 2018; cf. Brekke 2004). Sweden is no exception. 
Before 2015, in many respects, Sweden diverged from other European states 
by pursuing a more open policy. For instance, different from many other 
countries, Sweden applied the principle that asylum seekers who were grant-
ed protection also immediately achieved permanent residency status (Borevi 
2014). As a direct consequence of the significant increase in asylum migra-
tion during 2014 and 2015, there was a shift to the opposite principle—
persons awarded asylum in Sweden were only granted temporary residence. 
Policy developments since November 2015 may generally be characterized 
as guided by a goal to reduce Swedish regulations vis-à-vis asylum seekers 
to the ‘EU minimum level’ in order not to stand out as more open or gener-
ous than other EU member states (Parliament of Sweden 2016; Borevi 
2018). 

This chapter analyses migrants’ integration and psychological health and 
well-being in light of macro-level conditions and the post-2015 policy 
changes. We explore asylum seekers’ experiences and reported psychologi-
cal health and well-being using qualitative data collected as part of the RE-
SPOND project. In particular, we are interested in exploring how partici-
pants with different legal statuses, which has been one of the most salient 
post-2015 policy changes in the Swedish context, describe their health and 
well-being. Additionally, we also explore if and how other risks and protec-
tive factors play a role in migrants’ psychological well-being. 
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The remainder of the chapter proceeds as follows. First, we briefly present 
the post-2015 policy changes, focusing on the shift from granting permanent 
residency to people in need of protection to only allowing temporary resi-
dency. Thereafter, we present relevant previous research and the theoretical 
framework on refugees’ health and well-being, followed by a section detail-
ing the gathered data, methods, and ethical considerations. This continues 
with the empirical analysis, where we explore the possible impact of the 
achieved status of residency (namely, whether it is temporary or permanent) 
on migrants’ health and integration. The chapter ends with a final discussion 
and policy recommendations. 

Post-2015 policy changes 

In 2015, more than 163,000 asylum seekers arrived in Sweden. Most of them 
(114,000 persons) lodged their applications during the autumn (September–
December). This outnumbered the previous record immigration of refugees 
to Sweden (from the ex-Yugoslavia in the 1990s) and was the highest per 
capita compared to other EU member states in 2015 (Commissioner for Hu-
man Rights 2018: 6).1 In September 2015, Prime Minister Stefan Löfven, a 
member of the Social Democrats (SD), expressed the hopeful and supportive 
words ‘my Europe does not build walls’ (‘mitt Europa bygger inte murar’) 
during a public manifestation in support of asylum seekers (Borevi and 
Petrogiannis 2020). 

A sense of crisis, however, rapidly grew in the political debate. In October, 
all parliamentary parties—except the SD (which was not invited) and the 
Left Party (which declined the invitation)—made a joint agreement to intro-
duce several temporary policy restrictions, including the decision only to 
grant temporary residency to persons with approved security needs. Unac-
companied minors, persons in families with minor children, and quota refu-
gees were, however, to be exempted from this restriction (Government of 
Sweden 2015a). A month later, in a press conference on 24 November 2015, 
the government went one step further, announcing its intention to present a 
temporary law proposal to adjust the Swedish asylum laws to ‘the minimum 
level under EU law and international conventions’ (Government of Sweden 
2015b). The initiative meant a dramatic change of the principles that had 
guided both Swedish immigration policies and their approach to immigrant 
integration (Borevi 2018; Hagelund 2020; Hernes 2018). With the sole ex-
ception of resettled quota refugees (who would continue to be granted per-
manent residence), persons granted asylum in Sweden would now (during 

                               

 
1 According to the OECD (2016) in 2014–2015, Sweden saw the largest per capita 
inflow of asylum-seekers ever recorded in an OECD country. 



 211 

the three-year period the new law was planned to run) receive only tempo-
rary residency. The length of the temporary residency was three years for 
Geneva Convention refugees and 13 months for persons with subsidiary 
protection. The proposal also contained other restrictions, including signifi-
cantly decreased possibilities for family reunification for persons granted 
protection in Sweden (Parliament of Sweden 2016). The date of the govern-
ment’s announcement of the intended law change (24 November 2015) was 
crucial since it decided whether an asylum application was to be decided 
with reference to the ‘old’ or the ‘new’ law. All applications lodged after this 
date were evaluated in accordance with the new temporary law (cf Borevi 
and Shakra 2019). 

During the spring of 2016, the government speedily produced a bill for tem-
porary restrictions on immigration to curb asylum immigration to Sweden, 
which was finally adopted by parliament in June 2016 (Parliament of Swe-
den 2016). The government deplored the negative consequences but justified 
it by referring to the emergency situation and the need to create ‘a breather’ 
(andrum) to cope with the extraordinary challenges. The maintenance of 
both the asylum seekers' reception system and of the welfare state institu-
tions were said to be at risk (Borevi 2018). 

In 2019, it was decided to prolong the temporary law by another two years. 
A committee (with representatives from all parliamentary parties) was ap-
pointed to examine Sweden’s future immigration policy options. The com-
mittee report was presented in September 2020 (Government of Sweden 
2020). The committee majority proposed that the rule to only grant tempo-
rary residency on initial arrival should become the main principle of the re-
formed Swedish immigration legislation. After an immigrant had resided in 
Sweden for three years, it would be possible to apply for a permanent resi-
dence permit. In a follow-up report in January 2021, it was proposed that 
access to permanent residency would be conditioned on four requirements: 
1) a good conduct requirement (no record of criminal offence), 2) a support 
requirement, 3) a language requirement, and; 4) a civic skills requirement 
(Government of Sweden 2021). Whereas the first two requirements had been 
part of the temporary law since 2016, the latter two were novel proposals. 
These changes, together with other reforms, were included in the govern-
ment bill that was submitted to the parliament in April 2021 (Parliament of 
Sweden 2021a) and discussed and passed by the parliament majority on 22 
June 2021 (Parliament of Sweden 2021b; Parliament of Sweden 2021c; Par-
liament of Sweden 2021d). Sweden’s new immigration legislation was set to 
come into force from 21 July 2021, which is the expiry date of the temporary 
law. 

Immigration control arguments—namely, that Sweden must not have more 
beneficial regulations than other states—and the idea that stricter require-
ments may promote integration were invoked to justify the restrictive chang-
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es. In contrast, those critical to restrictions highlighted that new arrivals’ 
access to safe abode was essential for promoting integration. Considerations 
about health were further highlighted, particularly by those critical to the 
proposed restrictions. In the Commission report, the Green Party representa-
tives, for instance, entered a reservation against the proposal to make tempo-
rary residency the new guiding principle, arguing (among other things) that 
it was ‘likely to lead to immense human suffering, increased mental health 
problems and deteriorated integration’ (Government of Sweden 2020: 500). 
Likewise, the Left Party held that the proposal would have a detrimental 
impact on migrants’ health as an expected consequence of the proposals 
(Government of Sweden 2020: 533). 

Previous research 

Previous studies have shown that migrants’ health and vulnerability are often 
related to their legal status, length of stay in the new country, social class, 
and policies on migration in the host society (et al. 2018). Studies have, for 
instance, found an association between long waiting periods for asylum deci-
sions with high scores of PTSD and other mental disorders (Laban et al. 
2004). Other studies have associated temporary residence permits with de-
creased mental health among newcomers, given the uncertainty about the 
future and limited possibility for family reunification they create (cf. Johan-
nesson and Westerling 2019). Two Australian studies focused on the rela-
tionship between legal status and mental health. One showed a pattern of 
increased mental distress, ongoing resettlement difficulties, and social isola-
tion in the acculturation process amongst refugees subjected to restrictive 
immigration policies compared to those with supportive immigration poli-
cies (Steel et al. 2011). The other indicated that a conversion from temporary 
protection visas to permanent residency status was associated with signifi-
cant improvement in PTSD and depression symptoms (Nickerson et al. 
2011). A study in Sweden (Johannesson and Westerling 2019) showed worse 
mental health among newcomers with temporary residency (45 per cent) 
than among those with permanent residency (31 per cent). Through a logistic 
regression analysis controlling for gender, age, education, and the length of 
having residency, the same study showed an increased risk for decreased 
mental health among those with temporary residence (twice the risk of those 
with permanent residence). 

A new study drawing on RESPOND Swedish survey data (n=639) based on 
a convenience sampling of Syrians in Sweden2 analyses the relationship 
between permanent residency, temporary residency, health, and integration 

                               

 
2 The overall survey results are also presented in Çetrez et al. (2021). 
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outcomes. The study shows that those with temporary residency (8.8 per 
cent) were almost double those with permanent residency (4.5 per cent) 
when responding that their psychological health was very poor. The negative 
outcome for those with temporary residency was also evident in higher 
PTSD (temporary residency 20 per cent; permanent residency 15 per cent), 
and finding less coping support within family and friends, but surprisingly, 
still indicating a similar resiliency level as those with permanent residency. 
Those with temporary residency also showed negative results regarding inte-
gration outcomes, where the level of and motivation to learn the Swedish 
language was lower than those with permanent residence. Furthermore, they 
were less likely to have attended professional training, to have had a paid 
job, and to believe it was possible to acquire Swedish citizenship. 

A qualitative study by the Swedish Red Cross (Beskow 2018) showed that 
temporary residence regulations result in increased worry and deteriorated 
mental health. The same study showed that temporary residence worsens the 
chances one will seek care and pursue continuous trauma treatment. The 
Swedish Red Cross study also showed a connection between temporary 
permits, anxiety and problematic integration. Migrant individuals are unsure 
whether they should invest in higher education and report difficulties in find-
ing work or accept worse working conditions to increase their possibilities to 
stay or reunite with their families. Similar findings were also reported in the 
RESPOND country report on reception in Sweden (Barthoma et al. 2020), 
which showed that mental pressure starts early, during the reception period, 
due to uncertainty with the lengthy waiting periods for processing asylum 
applications. The same report also pointed out that the restrictive policy 
measures introduced in 2015–2016 increased feelings of uncertainty and fear 
of being deported and undermined mental health. 

Theoretical framework 

The Adaptation and Development after Persecution and Trauma (ADAPT) 
model developed by psychiatrist Derrick Silove (2013) is a theoretical 
framework connecting personal health and well-being with societal macro-
structures among people who have faced conflicts and later resettled in a 
new environment. The model consists of five psychosocial pillars (Silove 
2013: 237–244) as follows: 

1. Safety/Security: The first pillar refers to the threat individuals may be 
exposed to under ongoing conflict, affecting their perception of security, 
stability, and control. This highlights the importance of the setting that 
the individual finds her/himself within in post-conflict, especially if con-
ditions of threat, uncertainty about the future, lack of control, and ab-
sence of social support are still prevalent. Thus, earlier extreme circum-
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stances, together with the precarious conditions in the new society, have 
importance for the sense of insecurity. 

2. Bonds/Networks: The second pillar refers to personal losses resulting 
from conflict. Displacement, separation and fatalities result in grieving 
for lost bonds and interpersonal connections, and in the extreme case to 
mental health issues. Family reunification has been shown to significant-
ly boost recovery from emotional disorders, a consideration that requires 
attention by authorities. In addition, cultural mourning rituals can help 
those involved to cope, and psychosocial programmes can support re-
covery. 

3. Justice: The third pillar concerns how unresolved injustices in the past, 
such as persecution or human rights violations, can have mental health 
consequences. An example is anger, which under normal conditions can 
be a normative response to injustice. However, under new conditions 
triggered by minor events, anger can develop to an extreme response, 
such as explosive anger, with grave social consequences for the individ-
ual and her/his surrounding. Therefore, restoring an ethos of justice 
through acknowledgement, dignity, respect and empowerment, is of ut-
most importance for any responsible government and program providers. 

4. Roles and Identities: The fourth pillar describes the impact of conflicts, 
displacement, uncertainty, and adversity on personal roles, interpersonal 
relations, and one’s sense of identity, which in the long run may be 
harmed. This sense of identity threat can increase under post-migration 
conditions, in camps, hot spots, or in any unwelcoming environment to-
wards newcomers. New experiences of unemployment and perceived 
discrimination threaten the sense of identity and self-respect and result in 
identity confusion. This threatens the family cohesion as well as social 
acceptance and risk resulting in feelings of isolation. In post-migration 
settings, it can be of benefit to promote community structures, cohesive 
patterns within the family, and adopting new roles. 

5. Existential Meaning: The last pillar concerns the broader narrative the 
individual is part of, such as his or her worldview or belief system. Giv-
en that these systems are influenced by culture, conflicts and displace-
ment, as well as confrontation with divergent belief systems can disrupt 
the earlier balance that was established. This is increased by fear of re-
strictions in cultural and religious practices in the new society. Being 
caught between different belief systems can cause complications for the 
individual when trying to settle and may lead to existential struggle. In 
this respect, a sensitive and helpful approach by the receiving society is 
important. However, Silove does not develop the level of existential 
meaning in terms of psychological functioning. Therefore, we may add 
that the existential meaning is the level that links a person’s different 
domains of life together so that they work together in a functional way 
(similar to the symbolic level in Kleinman’s cultural dimensions). Such 
meaning-making is context-specific and changes over time as the struc-
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tures change and one’s ability to deal with these structures develop 
(Çetrez 2005). 

The ADAPT model is a conceptual framework that can be applied to differ-
ent populations in different post-conflict situations for mapping and under-
standing the impact of policies and psychosocial interventions on partici-
pants. The five pillars are interdependent, meaning that a negative effect on 
one of the pillars has consequences on the others. Thus, there is no prioritiz-
ing order in the model. However, in applying the model, we treat existential 
meaning as a product or reflection of the other four pillars. We also use the 
five pillars not only in light of pre-migration conditions but also in light of 
post-migration structures and conditions. 

Measurement of ill-health or psychological symptoms is culture-specific, as 
Campion and colleagues (2012) point out. Illness expresses complex social 
constructs influenced by social norms, social interactions, and socio-political 
conditions. Therefore, ‘mental disorder and mental health are distinct alt-
hough related dimensions, so that absence of either mental health or mental 
disorder does not imply the presence of the other’ (Campion et al. 2012: 68). 
Therefore, as the ADAPT model implies, the macro-level factors are needed 
to understand personal conditions of health or ill-health. 

In the empirical analysis, with the modifications mentioned, we will employ 
the ADAPT model to analyse interview material with asylum seekers arriv-
ing in Sweden from 2011 to 2019 on issues relating to the five pillars. 

Data and methods 

The empirical material is taken from the Swedish interviews (n=61), which 
followed the sampling in line with the overall project. The themes covered 
were journey and border-crossing experiences, reception, integration and 
belonging, including psychological health. Briefly, respondents were from 
three countries of origin, Syria (n=44), Afghanistan (n=15), and Iraq (n=2). 
Overall the gender division was balanced (48 per cent women). The partici-
pants were mainly middle-aged, 18–26 (n=10), 27–50 (n=45), and 51+ 
(n=6), and the majority were married (n=31), single (n=17), divorced (n=8), 
and a few engaged and widowed. Ethnic origin was mainly Arab (n=26), 
Hazari (n=11), Assyrian (n=4), thus the majority with a Muslim background 
(n=45). Furthermore, the majority had a higher secondary or tertiary educa-
tion (n=41), and a few were illiterate (n=5). A majority were living with 
family (n=35) or living alone (n=17). The data contains responses from per-
sons who arrived before 2015 (n=15), and after (n=40) (6 missing), and in 
terms of legal status, the majority had permanent residence status (n=32), 
followed by temporary residence status (n=11), asylum seekers (n=9), asy-
lum seekers at deportation stage (n=6), and a limited number with family 
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reunification (n=3). Up to 14 individuals had received rejection at first in-
stance. 

The analysis is based on a coding framework for the overall project, first 
conducting a broad coding along the themes of the interviews (described 
above), followed by a second level of coding, identifying categories and sub-
categories, again on a general level (Braun and Clarke 2006). For this chap-
ter, we conducted a third and more specific level of coding, highlighting 
quotes relevant to the pillars in the ADAPT model. The ADAPT pillars help 
us analyse the empirical material to be presented in the next section. 

Analysis utilizing the ADAPT model: Health and legal 
status 

This section will analyse the interview material using the ADAPT model, 
not in any order of the five pillars presented earlier, but in an interconnected 
mode, as this better reflects the complex reality seen among newcomers. 
Additionally, the interview content does not strictly fit only one pillar but 
can be linked to several, which is a good example of how the pillars are in-
terconnected. 

Overall, the qualitative interview material shows a picture in which uncer-
tainty, delays, waiting, and unjust treatment are linked to anxiety, fear, and, 
in the long run, ill-health (see also Çetrez et al. 2021). From the interviews, 
we can see that the majority have negative experiences of different sorts, sea 
rescue (n=11), violence at the border (n=19), or reception administrators not 
being supportive (n=17), all of which may be linked to the pillar of safe-
ty/security from the ADAPT model.3 The following quote by a young Af-
ghan man with temporary residence clearly expresses problems regarding 
feelings of safety/security concerning the uncertainty regarding settlement in 
Sweden: 

I faced many psychological [problems], mostly because I don’t know what 
will happen to me in the future. Either I will get the permit or not. If I get de-
ported from here, where can I go? I can’t go back to my home country, and I 
am away from my family, and I don’t have any support from them. I don’t 
have anyone to share my pain with, and I also don’t know how I would sup-
port my family. These problems and difficulties cause pressure and illness. 
(Afghan man, Age group 18–26, No.47, Temporary residence permit under 
the Upper Secondary Education Act) 

                               

 
3 This quantification of qualitative data is based on our database including a system-
atic overview of all RESPOND interview data. See Çetrez and Barthoma (2020). 
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In the quote above, the young Afghan man also talks of bonds/networks, not 
being together with his family, not being able to share his pain, and neither 
having support from nor giving support to his family. This, we conclude, is 
closely linked to his status of temporary residency. In principle, the post-
2015 policy changes mentioned above mean that there is no possibility for 
family reunification (Parliament of Sweden 2016; Borevi 2018). 

The interviews show that rejection puts individuals under intense stress and 
fear, which is clearly linked to the pillar of safety/security, and as a conse-
quence results in worry about the family, linked to the pillar of 
bonds/networks, as expressed by this Afghan woman: 

Yes, for three years. I was on medication, but then they cut it, so now I’m not 
getting help. I’m scared that since I’m not feeling good, they’ll take my chil-
dren from me. They [counsellors] don’t do much; all they do is listen. (Af-
ghan woman, Age group 27–50, No.58, Asylum seeker) 

Temporary residency has negative consequences on many levels within the 
pillar of safety/security, as expressed in the first part of the quote below by a 
Syrian woman, where she expresses the feeling that she cannot settle or trust 
that she will be able to stay. It also has effects in the pillar of justice, as ex-
pressed in the second part, where she states that decisions from the Migra-
tion Agency that are vital for the individual can be changed without prior 
notice: 

It’s terrible. I can’t settle down because one day, the parliament might make 
decisions against us. Our life is connected to decisions. [...] I have an applica-
tion number, and the decision is not humanitarian. They should have told us 
that from the beginning. The temporary [protection] is not good. [...] It’s like 
they stopped our life. There’s no settlement. One decision by the parliament 
can destroy our life. Like they can decide the death penalty. (Syrian woman, 
Age group 27–50, No.10, Temporary residence permit) 

The waiting time itself is stressful, linked to the pillar of justice, or more 
concretely, feelings of unjust treatment, as the first part of the below quote 
by a Syrian man demonstrates. This also results in negative consequences for 
the family left behind, linked to the pillar of bonds/networks, as well as the 
pillar of security/safety of one’s children in the country of origin, as ex-
pressed by the second part of the quote: 

The asylum application was not difficult but disappointing because of the 
proceedings [...]. I did not feel justice in the way interviews were distributed. 
Some people were waiting for a month, and others were waiting for three or 
four months to get a date for the interview. This waiting time caused me 
stress because my family was in danger, and the age of my children was close 
to the mandatory conscription age. Young people of these ages were vulnera-
ble to recruitment, kidnapping and many other risks. (Syrian man, Age group 
27–50, No.9, Permanent residence permit) 
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A Syrian woman describes her situation once moving to Sweden, starting 
with strong motivation, but ending with disappointment. The idea of perma-
nent residency gave her an expectation of being part of society, which may 
be related to the pillar of bonds/networks, as well as the pillar of safe-
ty/security, which is important for the motivation to integrate into the new 
society. Contrary to the idea that stricter requirements may promote integra-
tion, the quote demonstrates that, for this Syrian woman, temporary residen-
cy has weakened the motivation to integrate and plan for the future: 

When I arrived, I had the motivation to start a new life, but we were shocked 
about the waiting. We had ambition and motivation, and they asked us, ‘Why 
the hurry? You have food and stipends’. But I’m not here to take money. I 
came here to establish a life, and without permanent residency, I’m nothing. 
We were destroyed because of the bureaucracy. They [refugees] are given 
only temporary residency, and they live from the social [benefits] and might 
not be able to study. As for me personally, I try to keep going, but a lot of 
people assume that they’re staying here temporarily and live in the moment. 
They should give permanent residencies to families; otherwise, it’s destruc-
tive. (Syrian woman, Age group 27–50, No.10, Temporary residence permit) 

Among those with temporary residence, the fear of deportation results in 
depression, weaker self-esteem, or failure, draining their energy and taking 
away their hope for the future. This dynamic may be linked to the pillar of 
roles/identity, as expressed in the first part of the following quote by a Syri-
an man with temporary residency. The fear he expresses is also based on the 
consequences a return may bring to those who have been politically active, 
which may be linked to the pillar of safety/security: 

[A]fter a year in Sweden, I did not accomplish anything, and the situation did 
not help me, and I always feel weak in myself. [...] There are many rumours 
and statements from party officials, and there are those who visited Syria and 
are working to bring the refugees back there. I am from a resistance village, 
and if I return to Syria, I will be killed immediately. (Syrian man, Age group 
27–50, No.7, Temporary residence permit) 

The experiences based on the first four pillars of the ADAPT model, when 
linked together, give a holistic picture, which is more than its parts; it forms 
the content in the pillar of existential meaning. The experience of life condi-
tions being decided by an authority outside oneself, without an ability to 
impact the situation, as expressed by the Syrian woman above—an issue of 
life and death—may undoubtedly be understood as a difficulty of creating 
meaning in a complicated situation one finds oneself in. 

The four first pillars in the ADAPT model mainly express structural levels, 
though roles and identities also are linked to individual self-perception. The-
se structural levels need to be present in a functional way, and even more, 
need to be perceived by the individual as functioning in order for the person 
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to be able to create meaning in her/his life situation. This does not imply that 
policies and other legal conditions need always to be to the advantage of the 
individual. However, the individual needs to have at least sufficient infor-
mation, be able to understand, make connections, and even be able to control 
the situation, for these structural conditions, restrictive or not, to make sense. 
This is a dimension of agency, which is presented in greater detail in chapter 
16 of the present volume. 

Existential meaning is about making sense of the past, one’s situation today 
and how one hopes to find and form the future, given the structural condi-
tions one lives in. When one’s search for existential meaning comes into 
conflict with the way one’s rights and roles are understood in the surround-
ing context—as well as one’s established values and practices—serious 
worldview collisions result. The description in the quote below from a wom-
an from Afghanistan, as she interprets her possibilities and encounters with 
migration officers, is one such worldview collision. In this respect, the de-
scriptions that this Afghani woman gives of how others (both in Afghanistan 
and in Sweden) see her and how they value or act towards her can be inter-
preted in light of her experiences and worldview through the same summary 
notion—if you do not have any children, then you do not have any value. 
The following quote links to all five pillars in the ADAPT model, but espe-
cially to existential meaning: 

I have been married to my husband for 14 years, but we don’t have children. 
My mother-in-law and her family were always telling me that I had to leave, 
as I couldn’t get pregnant, that I was not a healthy woman, that I was not use-
ful. They were pushing my husband to remarry. But my husband never did 
that. He likes me. They destroyed me and made me feel horrible during these 
14 years. […] In Afghanistan, […] it’s a man’s world; the man decides. They 
are not nice to women; women are not allowed to live a regular life. I am not 
allowed to talk about myself, and I am not allowed to do anything. In Af-
ghanistan, I couldn’t live. Over here, I can live. I don’t know what to do. As a 
woman, I feel very, very bad. As a woman, I want to have the benefits that 
men have, like here [in Sweden]. It is a democracy here; it is an open-minded 
country. But, please listen to me, don’t let me go back to jail, because over 
there, it is a jail for me. Let me live openly and freely. The migration office is 
pushing me down and saying that since I don’t have any children, I have to 
go back. It is the same thing as they would tell me in Afghanistan [no chil-
dren, no value], but in a different way. (Afghani woman, Age group 27–50, 
No.3, at third rejection state) 

Conclusions 

Our interview material showed how participants clearly linked uncertainty in 
legal status with adverse ill-health conditions and difficulties in integration. 
The qualitative data shows an overrepresentation of ill-health among those 
with temporary residency, which is probably not by chance. Still, a qualita-
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tive study has its limitations of generalization due to sampling and methods 
of analysis. Therefore, the analysis of the interview material presented here 
should not be seen as representative or giving a systematic overview of the 
content. The conditions found among participants may result from many 
other factors, not solely due to legal status. A person’s experiences of events 
and their outcomes are not static but rather continuous and cumulative, 
where the consequences of earlier difficult experiences do not cease simply 
because one has acquired a new legal status (or do so only for a short peri-
od). Individuals who have faced serious problems pre-migration, during the 
journey, and when holding temporary residency—or who may have endured 
a long and complex run of rejections before receiving residency of some 
sort—still live with and can be affected by the negative consequences much 
later. Most refugees come from conditions that have lacked security, safety, 
and justice; they have lost bonds and networks. As they confront novel and 
serious obstacles in the new society (even as adverse macro-level conditions 
continue in their countries of origin), the overall effect can be recurrent 
trauma (Mawani 2014). However, the existence of positive conditions 
among refugees should also be highlighted. As seen in our earlier publica-
tions, many or most refugees exhibit significant resilience (Çetrez et al. 
2021). 

Earlier research (mainly studies using statistical data), while valuable, has 
been limited to establishing baseline correlations between forms of legal 
status and health. In contrast, the qualitative interview data analysed in this 
chapter allows us to shed much-needed light on the affective mechanisms 
and processes—including experiences and feelings of uncertainty, worry, 
fear, and injustice—that produce poor mental health outcomes. While legal 
status as a socio-political condition may not by itself reveal the presence or 
absence of illness, it can, together with social determinants, be decisive for 
health outcomes. Different methods used together are the best way to reveal 
these complex relations. 

Much of the current political debates on immigration in Sweden revolve 
around restrictions to asylum seekers’ access to rights as a purportedly nec-
essary tool to curb and control immigration. Comparatively little focus has 
been devoted to what consequences these restrictions have for immigrants’ 
integration, understood, for example, in terms of participation in the labour 
market, a sense of belonging to society, but also general health and well-
being. As shown in this chapter, the so-called 2015 ‘refugee crisis’ has had a 
significant impact on Swedish immigration policies. Important changes as-
sociated with the 2015 event can also be identified in other states. 

However, given that Sweden was previously seen as bucking the restrictive 
European immigrant integration policy trend, the post-2015 changes have 
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arguably been much more striking than in other countries.4 Until recently, a 
‘rights-based’ approach to immigrant integration dominated Swedish politi-
cal debates (Borevi 2014), exemplified by the idea that a secure right of 
abode was a basic condition for an individual’s successful integration and 
good health. The 2015 events constituted a kind of catalyst that fundamental-
ly changed party political dynamics and dramatically increased politicization 
of the immigration issue, and mainly revolved around efforts at keeping out 
or deterring migrants from coming. One general insight that may be formu-
lated from the analysis presented in this chapter is that it is essential to care-
fully study and monitor the consequences of policy changes to avoid that 
people’s integration and well-being become the victims of political power 
play. 

The material presented here, as well as earlier research, shows that macro-
level conditions, including policies, have importance for newcomers’ health 
and well-being. Therefore, we recommend policy-makers and key persons in 
the reception and integration phase to establish stability and predictability in 
the asylum-seeking and integration procedures. Keeping newcomers, who 
have already been exposed to severe trauma and vulnerability, in limbo and 
uncertainty is at the risk of resulting in feelings of injustice and increased 
levels of stress and ill-health. Instead, paying attention to the health conse-
quences when setting legal status policies would arguably benefit all the 
individuals involved and society at large. Furthermore, we know from previ-
ous research that injustice, if left untreated or if cumulated, results in psy-
chological symptoms and attendant emotional responses, such as anger, frus-
tration, and disappointment. Thus, policies around legal status should be 
approached with sensitiveness to the high levels of PTSD, mental ill-health, 
worry, fear, lack of safety, the experience of discrimination, among many 
other determinants, expressed by the RESPOND interviewees. Research in 
post-conflict settings (Silove 2013) has demonstrated that two political con-
ditions of governance have a tremendous effect on mental health—namely, 
feelings of safety or security and feelings of justice. Safety/security in a post-
conflict context, in our case in a new society, is fundamentally important in 
recovery and hindering post-traumatic stress. 

                               

 
4 Neighbouring Denmark, for instance, also introduced restrictions due to the 2015 
increase in asylum seekers. Danish policies were, however, congruent with decades 
of strict immigration policy developments, whereas corresponding policy moves in 
Sweden constituted a paradigmatic change compared to previous approaches (cf 
Borevi 2018).  
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12 Reception Policies, Practices 
and Responses 

Ayhan Kaya and Alexander-Kenneth Nagel 

 

Introduction 

The ‘2015 refugee crisis’ has triggered substantial policy change in many 
countries along the Eastern Mediterranean route. Reception—the liminal 
period covering the initial phase in a new (host) country starting from arrival 
and application for asylum to the final decision about this application — is 
one area where policies and practices have considerably changed. Reception 
is a hybrid policy field with a strong attachment to social policy. Reception 
policies, practices and humanitarian responses to the mass migration of refu-
gees in contemporary Europe and beyond are of great concern for state and 
non-state actors, institutions, private individuals and refugees. Despite ef-
forts to achieve harmonization at the EU level, many differences exist in this 
field in the countries that are the focus of this chapter. Based on the findings 
of qualitative research conducted in Austria, Germany, Greece, Italy, Hunga-
ry, Iraq, Lebanon, Poland, Sweden, Turkey and the UK, this chapter reveals 
how the period of reception has gradually become extended in a way that has 
created limbo situations in the lives of refugees and asylum seekers. While 
the European Union member states were selected as they have been subject 
to heated public discussions on the so-called refugee crisis since 2015, Tur-
key, Lebanon, and Iraq were selected on the grounds that they host the larg-
est numbers of Syrian refugees. Most of the cases lay bare the expansion of 
deterrence politics in European nation-states even as the ‘welcome culture’ 
discourse of the region attenuates significantly. Neoliberal forms of govern-
ance, the emerging emphasis on the so-called ‘resilience’ of refugees, prob-
lems of multilevel migration governance, and the externalization of migra-
tion policies and reception are other contested areas that the country reports 
have covered extensively. 

This chapter is based on an extensive literature review and interviews con-
ducted with stakeholders active in the field of reception as well as individual 
asylum seekers and refugees. In total, more than 200 stakeholder interviews 
and more than 540 interviews with asylum seekers and refugees were con-
ducted during the period 2018–2019. The data derived from the interviews 
were analysed by country research teams using a common coding scheme. 
The interview material from each country was triangulated with secondary 
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sources and a careful investigation of relevant legal and policy documents. 
This chapter synthesizes the main results of these country reports and pro-
vides a comparative reflection on several recurring themes.1 

In order to better focus on reception policies, practices and responses in the 
states under scrutiny in this chapter, we try to map the policies and practices 
of reception and humanitarian responses of the aforementioned countries and 
migrants’ perceptions, actions and reactions to policies and practices. In so 
doing, our objective is to assess similarities and differences among different 
cases by bringing the recurring themes to the fore. The chapter starts with a 
summary of the reception policies and practices in the countries covered by 
the RESPOND research in order to uncover different aspects of multilevel 
governance. The rest of the chapter goes on to discuss the similarities and 
differences of the cases. 

Multilevel governance in reception policies and practices 

Multilevel governance was originally defined by Hooghe and Marks (2001) 
as the dispersion of authority away from central government—upwards to 
the supranational level, downwards to subnational jurisdictions, and side-
ways to public–private networks. As seen in the formation of protection and 
integration policies in the field of migration and asylum, there is also a simi-
lar trend in the making of reception policies—namely, a shift from state-
centric level to both supranational and local, public–private level. In this 
chapter, the latter will be depicted more in the sense that the neoliberal forms 
of governance of nation-states have paved the way to the local turn in the 
making of reception policies and practices (Scholten and Penninx 2016). 
However, the local turn—which has both empowered and delegated the re-
sponsibilities of nation-states to municipal authorities as well as to NGOs, 
Faith-Based Organizations (FBOs) and private individuals—is not only a 
result of neoliberal forms of governance but also in line with the Sustainable 
Development Goals defined by the United Nations in 2016. 

While we observe different examples of a restrictive turn and decentraliza-
tion in all EU member states, the restrictive approach has also been external-
ized through bilateral deals, such as the EU–Turkey Statement, which came 
into force in March 2016.2 The deal with Turkey was built on the back of the 
failing Dublin III Regulation and the 2015 EU Agenda on Migration, which 
sought to establish a relocation system to distribute asylum seekers among 

                               

 
1 An earlier version of this chapter has been presented as a report in RESPOND 
Working Paper series: https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.3783744 
2 For more detail, see European Commission (2018): http://europa.eu/rapid/press-
release_IP-18-1723_en.htm  
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member states while welcoming additional migrants. While most member 
states do not share a unified approach to immigration policy, the so-called 
‘refugee crisis’ posed a particular threat to the solidarity of the EU (Geddes 
and Scholten 2016). The deal itself reflected a general lack of solidarity 
among European member states. 

The Justice and Home Affairs Council meeting on 14 September 2015 saw 
tension and conflict over a relocation proposal, which was eventually adopt-
ed by a qualified majority, establishing a two-year plan to relocate 160,000 
Syrian refugees from Greece, Italy, and Hungary to other member states 
(Gyollai and Korkut 2020). Objections were voiced by leaders supporting 
more rigid policies of deterrence. For instance, Slovakia fought refugee quo-
tas by taking legal action with the European Court of Justice, while other 
member states suspended Schengen regulations and closed their borders. At 
the end of January 2016, when less than 500 refugees were resettled from 
Greece and Italy, it became apparent that reluctance on the part of member 
states would prevent any significant impact (Benvenuti 2017; Terlizzi 2020). 
The EU–Turkey deal is the turning point for the stabilization of ‘migration 
flows’, which allowed EU member states to introduce more restrictive 
measures domestically, including reception policies. This indicates the 
steady ‘decline’ in ‘welcome culture’ in Europe over time. 

The Directive of the European Parliament and of the Council of 26 June 
2013 lays down standards for the reception of applicants for international 
protection (European Parliament and European Council 2013). It specifies 
that standards for the reception of applicants that suffice to ensure applicants 
for international protection a dignified standard of living and comparable 
living conditions in all member states should be laid down (ibid.) The Di-
rective leaves a remarkable degree of discretion to define what constitutes a 
dignified standard of living and how it should be achieved (Peek and Tsourdi 
2016). Though the Directive tries to harmonize the reception regimes of the 
member states, national reception systems differ greatly in terms of the setup 
and modalities of provisioning. The European Agenda on Migration has also 
underlined the importance of a clear system for the reception of applicants 
for international protection as part of a strong common European asylum 
policy (European Commission 2015). It refers to the need for further guid-
ance to improve the standards on reception conditions across EU member 
states. 

Descriptive overview of country cases 

In this section, we provide a brief description of our country cases. Since it 
has been a particular strength of the RESPOND project to analyse mass mi-
gration from a broad perspective, we will first elaborate on the EU member 
states in our sample and then turn to the three third countries (Iraq, Lebanon 
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and Turkey). In the framework of our chapter, this section is meant to offer 
some basic contextual information in order to back up the more comparative 
discussions in the subsequent sections. In-depth insights can be obtained 
from the various country reports (see reference in each paragraph). 

Austria: During the so-called ‘refugee crisis’ of 2015, the shortage of recep-
tion facilities led to a series of conflicts between different levels of govern-
ment involved in the regulation of asylum seekers’ distribution and housing. 
Following the introduction of a federal constitutional law stipulating an ob-
ligatory admission quota for all municipalities, the number of accommoda-
tions increased. However, the distribution across all provinces has remained 
uneven, with Vienna admitting the largest share. The number of new arrivals 
decreased after the EU–Turkey Statement came into force in March 2016, 
and newly created small-scale facilities were closed down. One of the press-
ing issues of asylum seekers in Austria remains their exclusion from the 
labour market. On the other hand, language and education courses provided 
at the provincial and municipal levels have proved to be an important part of 
everyday life in reception, creating a routine and a sense of social normality. 
While civil society, NGOs, and some local government actors helped over-
come the reception crisis, their involvement has received little acknowl-
edgement at the federal level (Josipovic and Reeger 2020). 

Germany: Between 2011 and 2017, there was a major change in the position 
of asylum seekers within the reception regime in Germany. The panic-driven 
climax of overcrowding numbers and emergency discourses in 2015–16 was 
replaced by what many of the reception stakeholders in Germany perceived 
as a process of ‘normalization’. This ‘normalization’ was not only driven by 
domestic policy innovations. Rather, the EU–Turkey statement proved quite 
effective in limiting the overall numbers of asylum applicants in Germany, 
thus relieving the pressure on the reception system. ‘Normalization’ has also 
become a policy doctrine in itself and is closely associated with a paradigm 
of ‘integrated refugee management’, which seeks to regain control based on 
spatial concentration and punitive measures. Furthermore, Germany’s strong 
federal structure fosters incoherence in migration policies and practices with-
in and across national, regional and municipal levels of migration govern-
ance. While border management and protection are national responsibilities, 
reception and integration remain the responsibilities of the federal states 
(Bundesländer) and the municipalities (Chemin and Nagel 2020). 

Greece: Greece continues to suffer from a lack of capacity in handling the 
demands of irregular migrants in the islands. Difficulties in asylum-seeker 
accommodation on the northeastern Aegean islands continue to be a big 
problem. The imposition of the ‘geographical restriction’ on the islands since 
the launch of the EU–Turkey Statement has led to significant overcrowding 
in the reception facilities. Prevailing reception conditions, particularly in the 
so-called ‘hotspots’, have reached a devastating level as the basic needs and 
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human rights of asylum seekers are threatened and violated on an everyday 
basis. The camps in mainland Greece were established in remote areas with-
out adequate transportation, resulting in the spatial segregation of asylum 
seekers. These camps are not suitable for long-term accommodation. 

The reception system in Greece also suffers from serious shortcomings re-
garding ready access to education and the labour market. Despite the limited 
progress made in the last few years, rates of school attendance among immi-
grant children remain low. Asylum seekers—especially those who do not 
speak Greek—have limited access to the formal labour market. Additionally, 
they face a wide range of administrative obstacles to obtaining the necessary 
documents for legal employment. Limited access to health care and psycho-
social support remains to be another impediment for irregular migrants in the 
hotspots on the northeastern Aegean islands as well as in camps on the main-
land (Papatzani et al. 2020). 

Hungary: The Hungarian reception system reflects the country’s central-
ized, top-down model of asylum and immigration policy. The Hungarian 
government established transit zones along the Hungarian–Serbian border 
fence, which have become the only reception facilities in the country over 
the past couple of years. There are no effective accountability measures in 
place concerning the Hungarian government’s migration management and 
reception policies. Migration policy has become so subject to government 
discourse that any opposition is branded as treasonous, threatening both the 
Hungarian nation and Christianity. Gyollai and Korkut (2020) indicate that 
the Hungarian government has become more authoritarian since being elect-
ed to office in 2010, with checks and balances being steadily whittled away. 
The trend began when the government clipped the wings of the independent 
judiciary and continued with attacks on civil society groups. Such political 
and administrative changes have made asylum seekers and refugees even 
more vulnerable since the so-called 2015 refugee crisis (ibid.). 

Italy: There is a discrepancy between the legal-political framework and the 
actual functioning of the reception system in Italy. What is formally guaran-
teed to asylum seekers by law is not fully implemented in practice. Although 
formal responsibility is vested at the regional level, in practice, this level of 
government is bypassed. While civil society associations play a crucial role 
in the provision of reception services, there is insufficient collaboration be-
tween state and non-state actors. The ‘hotspot approach’ suffers from many 
deficiencies as far as first aid and assistance are concerned. The activities 
taking place in hotspots lack a clear and solid legal basis. Hotspots are not 
regulated by any EU directive or regulation nor by primary Italian legisla-
tion. The Italian reception system is also not equipped to effectively classify 
migrants as asylum seekers or economic migrants, depending on a summary 
assessment. Poor living conditions and severe violations of fundamental 
rights in hotspots and pre-removal facilities continue (Terlizzi 2020). 
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Finally, there are also problems resulting from the approval of Decree-Law 
No. 113/2018 (the so-called ‘Salvini Decree’), which revoked the right of 
asylum seekers to be hosted in the SPRAR facilities.3 This situation resulted 
in thousands of people being thrown into the street in a matter of days, which 
reinforced problems linked to the accommodation business and the black 
market. This results in increasing insecurity for asylum seekers (Terlizzi 
2020). In return, asylum seekers and refugees who drop out of the reception 
system often end up being exploited by criminal networks. 

Poland: Reception in legal and institutional terms in Poland means assis-
tance for foreigners in applying for international protection. Its basic scope is 
governed by the national provisions of the Act on Granting International 
Protection to Foreigners and two regulations regarding the amount of finan-
cial assistance for asylum seekers and rules of stay in the centres for foreign-
ers. The most important public body responsible for the reception policy is 
the Office for Foreigners, supervised by the Ministry of Interior and Admin-
istration, and in particular its Department for Social Assistance. Medical 
service providers for asylum seekers also play an important role – since 
2015, medical services have been covered by a private entity called Pet-
raMedica. Key actors in the area of public education for children include the 
Ministry of National Education, local public schools, and local self-
government authorities in the vicinity of the centres for foreigners. To this 
end, NGOs also provide various forms of support to foreigners both in and 
outside the centres (Pachocka et al. 2020). 

Sweden: Officially, Sweden has a unified, centralized organization of recep-
tion. However, considering the varying capacity and infrastructure among 
municipalities, reception experiences for asylum seekers are highly differen-
tiated. The capacity of the reception system as a whole was pushed to its 
limits in late 2015, resulting in extended backlogs and challenges in the re-
ception system. The key outcome was extremely long waiting times—two 
years or more—in the processing of asylum claims. This protracted reception 
situation created both practical and psychological problems, including a lack 
of access to proper language classes and labour opportunities and uncertainty 
about applicants’ legal status. 

                               

 
3 The SPRAR (Protection System for Refugees and Asylum Seekers) project is 
financed by the Ministry for the Interior through the National Fund for Asylum 
Policy and Services. It aims to support and protect asylum seekers, refugees and 
immigrants who fall under other forms of humanitarian protection. In 2018, SPRAR 
was renamed SIPROIMI—Protection System for Beneficiaries of International Pro-
tection and for Unaccompanied Foreign Minors (Decree-Law No. 113 of 4 October 
2018, enacted as Law No. 132 of 1 December 2018). See for further information, see 
https://www.sprar.it/english. 
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Housing/accommodation is one of the main problems faced during the re-
ception period. Housing is deeply connected with the idea of creating a ‘new 
home’ and, thus, feeling safe. Being placed in shared accommodation facili-
ties disregarding gender, age, health conditions and traumatic experiences 
(vulnerable groups) makes them feel unsafe and inhumanely treated. The 
isolated location of some facilities is associated with the problems and chal-
lenges related to the lack of infrastructure, obstacles in accessing health care 
services, poor representation of civil society organizations, and the feeling of 
being segregated as they are surrounded mainly by other asylum seekers. 
This creates a feeling of disconnection from the broader society. Notably, 
municipal facilities are called ‘camps’ by the majority of the asylum seekers 
interviewed, regardless of their location (Barthoma et al. 2020). 

United Kingdom: As far as reception conditions and services in the UK are 
concerned, there is a clear distinction between ‘recognized refugees’ who 
come via a resettlement programme and the so-called ‘normal’ asylum seek-
ers. Those coming to the UK via a resettlement programme are received at 
the airport by an official as a welcoming gesture. However, those applying 
for asylum in the UK via ‘irregular’ routes arrive and live in relatively diffi-
cult conditions. However, some entitlements differ depending on whether 
they have received refugee leave to remain after July 2017 or humanitarian 
protection before July 2017. The British reception system fails to safeguard 
and realize the human rights of asylum seekers. This perspective is shared by 
both asylum seekers and third-sector stakeholders, as witnessed during the 
field research. This seems to be a planned failure, as the aim of the British 
reception policy is exclusion and deterrence. It also operates as an internal 
migration control system that pushes people towards destitution so they will 
leave the UK ‘voluntarily’ (Karamanidou and Folley 2020). 

Iraq: Iraq hosted around 247,000 Syrian refugees as of early 2020 (See 
UNHCR 2020a). In practice, Iraq has faced major challenges in realizing 
adequate reception infrastructure, which has forced refugees to seek shelter 
in provisional housing arrangements, such as government school buildings. 
Many of these facilities lack the most basic necessities of life and exhibit 
lousy hygiene conditions. Likewise, Iraq has faced severe challenges in 
providing for the basic health of Syrian refugees on its territory. Many of 
them have suffered from various digestive diseases or skin allergies and 
report complications and a lack of public assistance in finding proper treat-
ment. While many Syrians have not received the formal right to work (since 
they were not recognized as refugees), the authorities have turned a blind eye 
to those working out of sympathy for their situation (Warda et al. 2020). 

Lebanon: At the end of 2020, there were 879,529 Syrian refugees registered 
in Lebanon (see UNHCR 2020b). Reception policies and practices in Leba-
non are decentralized. Although Lebanon is a party to various international 
conventions guaranteeing the basic rights of asylum seekers, these have not 
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really been implemented via national legislation. The various state and non-
state actors involved in multidimensional reception have failed to unify their 
efforts across the different levels of governance of asylum-seeker matters. 
Indeed, in the absence of formalized national reception legislation, local 
municipalities and non-state actors have become important players in the 
reception of refugees and asylum seekers. Like in Turkey and Iraq, Syrian 
refugees were received in Lebanon within the discursive framework of 
‘neighbourly hospitality’ with religious connotations. Syrian asylum seekers 
face a variety of hurdles and formalities affecting their everyday lives, such 
as difficulties in accessing the border, gender-related obstacles in regulariz-
ing their legal status, and restrictions in accessing income-generating oppor-
tunities, education, housing, services and allowances. The persistent use of 
ad hoc exclusionary policies and practices at both the local and national lev-
els has the aim of deterring Syrian asylum seekers from staying and further 
pushing them to perceive resettlement or repatriation as their only viable 
long-term options. The data gathered from the interviews in the field reveal 
that Syrian asylum seekers are dissatisfied with the overall process of recep-
tion (Rahme 2020). 

Turkey: As of the end of 2020, there were 3,632,442 Syrian refugees regis-
tered in Turkey. In the first years of the migratory movement, the discourse 
of ‘Turkish hospitality’, ‘welcoming guests’, and the so-called ‘Ansar spirit’ 
(Ansar being Arabic for ‘helpers’, referring to the Medinans who helped the 
Prophet Muhammad and his entourage when they were in flight from Mec-
ca)—not to mention the rhetoric of Islamism, neo-Ottomanism and popu-
lism—eased the reception of Syrians, who were offered all the basic provi-
sions such as housing, education, health services, accommodation and al-
lowances in the border cities (such as Şanlıurfa, Kilis, Hatay, Gaziantep) as 
well as in the temporary accommodation centres. In later years, Syrians 
moved to the big cities such as Istanbul, Izmir, and Bursa to resettle in 
search of better education, accommodation, health and employment condi-
tions. 

The Turkish case demonstrates that there are significant regional variations 
in refugees’ labour market access. Refugees find it easier to access the la-
bour market in the agricultural sectors outside the big cities compared to 
industrial cities like Istanbul and Izmir. Cultural and religious intimacy also 
held Syrians back from seeking options to move out of the big cities and on 
to Europe. Nevertheless, Syrians under temporary protection face difficulties 
regarding their access to the labour market, education, health services, social 
services, allowances, food and hygiene, substance, and domestic mobility. 
Many of the interlocutors interviewed in Turkey are unwilling to apply for 
official work permits or Turkish citizenship as they would lose all the finan-
cial and in-kind assistance they receive, such as from the EU’s Emergency 
Social Safety Net (ESSN) Program. Hence, the precariousness Syrians have 
known since arriving in Turkey has tended to persist for many (Kaya 2020). 
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Recurring themes 

As far as protection and reception regimes are concerned, a variety of poli-
cies and practices can be observed across the EU member states, as well as 
Turkey, Lebanon, and Iraq. National differences in welfare standards (and 
Brochmann 2015; Şahin-Mencütek 2018) and access to accommodation, 
work, health services and education (Zaun 2016) for asylum seekers persist. 
The time taken to process asylum seekers’ claims differs greatly from one 
member state to the other. The average duration of the asylum procedure 
ranges from 2.5 months (Belgium) to 10.5 months (Luxembourg) (Angeloni 
and Maria Spano 2018). 

There is also dissimilarity among EU member states about allowing asylum 
seekers to work while their application is pending (Constant and Zimmer-
mann 2016). For instance, applicants awaiting a decision on their asylum 
applications have immediate access to the labour market in Greece and Swe-
den. In other countries, however, they must wait for a period of between two 
months (Italy), three months (Austria), six months (Spain), or nine months 
(Hungary). At the same time, Austria, Germany, and Hungary impose fur-
ther labour market restrictions (Wagner et al. 2016). In contrast, in the UK, 
those who arrive as refugees via one of the resettlement programmes face a 
substantially different policy environment across all dimensions of integra-
tion. Refugees have free access to secondary healthcare and can access stu-
dent finance and free ESOL (language) classes straight away. Furthermore, 
they face no formal restrictions on employment, are allocated a caseworker 
to assist them in linking up with services and can access mainstream benefits 
on the same basis as UK citizens (Karamanidou and Folley 2020). 

Moreover, the characteristics of reception arrangements for asylum seekers 
vary considerably across EU countries (Nagel and Kaya 2020), ranging from 
open reception centres to detention facilities (Mouzourakis and Taylor 
2016). Conditions in many of these accommodation facilities present serious 
concerns and are not suitable for residential occupation. Non-EU states such 
as Turkey, Iraq and Lebanon have even more diverse policies and practices 
vis-à-vis reception of refugees, such as the introduction of the Temporary 
Protection Regulation in Turkey (Şahin-Mencütek 2018; Rahme 2020; 
Warda et al. 2020). 

A comparative analysis of the field research findings conducted in Austria, 
Germany, Greece, Italy, Hungary, Iraq, Lebanon, Poland, Sweden, Turkey 
and the UK reveals several recurring themes. These include the liminal and 
often protracted experience of reception, strategies and mechanisms of agen-
cy, the rapid attenuation in the initial ‘welcome culture’, politics of deter-
rence as well as more general trends of renationalization and neo-
liberalization of governance, and the pervasive delegation of state responsi-
bilities to civil society actors (Pachocka et al. 2020). 
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Stuck in reception 

In the process of migration, ‘reception’ is the liminal period covering the 
initial phase in a new (host) country starting from arrival and application for 
asylum to the final decision about this application. However, the experiences 
of refugees themselves show that reception can be extended for many years 
in a way that blurs the sociological and political distinctions of reception and 
integration. A comparative glance at the micro-level interviews in RE-
SPOND shows that many refugees report intense feelings of uncertainty and 
concern as a result of being in a ‘legal limbo’ and the protracted asylum pro-
cedures they must endure, which give rise to a sense of being ‘stuck in re-
ception’. The absence of a clear legal status, along with the lack of infor-
mation about rights in terms of access to public services, heighten risks of a 
serious deterioration in physical and psychosocial health and endanger future 
integration. The legal limbo is experienced by all kinds of asylum seekers 
and refugees irrespective of age, gender and ethnicity. For instance, an ad-
ministrator of the Spånga-Tensta district in Stockholm, Sweden, highlighted 
the scope of the problem as well as the severe consequences it may entail: 

If we take unaccompanied minors, for example, these children […find them-
selves in limbo]. There have been those who have not been granted a resi-
dence permit and […] told [they will be] expelled [... But] they have not had 
access to any public accommodation, actually, because they have not known 
if they [will] be sent home or not. So, many times, many of them have ended 
up in such places, where either the Migration Board or NGOs—for example, 
Stadsmissionen in Stockholm—supported many of them with temporary ho-
tel accommodation (adapted from Barthoma et al., 2020: 72). 

However, the challenge in many European and non-European countries goes 
beyond what could be judged as situations of legal limbo. There is also a 
widespread sense that national and municipal actors often treat refugees as 
objects or cases rather than as individuals. When asked about how he felt 
during his interactions with officials during his reception period, a Syrian 
man living in Berlin replied: 

It makes me angry. It makes me really angry because I can see that they don’t 
care about it. They are […] like, just trying to use us for their benefits, you 
know? All of them, to be honest. And that makes me feel like: ‘come on, I 
am not an object; I am a person’. You know? So, there is nothing in life that 
gives you the right to decide something for me. Even if I am a refugee, I am 
still a human being (adapted from Chemin and Nagel, 2020: 35). 

The asylum application is an integral part of the reception process. In this 
regard, refugees navigate a variety of bureaucratic stages formed of long 
waiting times, paperwork, courts, interviews, translators, lawyers, police, 
immigration officers and other public officials and institutions. Their interac-
tions with the respective national reception system offer important insights 
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into the mechanisms of the reception regime. Tensions between human 
rights ideals and European legislation, on the one hand, and national and 
regional particularisms, on the other, are evident throughout all European 
cases. Such tensions are visible in different spheres of an asylum seeker’s 
life, ranging from initial application to housing and education to health care 
and freedom of movement. The divergence between national reception poli-
cies and European regulations is mirrored by the infringement procedures 
brought by the EU Commission against some EU member states such as 
Hungary. 

As the reception period is extended, asylum seekers and refugees try to find 
ways to access different spheres of everyday life. A refugee living in Euro-
pean countries for a few years may not yet have achieved any significant 
legal status as her case (or appeal) is still pending. As such, she may well be 
living a normal, ‘integrated’ life and be but a step away from deportation. 

A comparative study of the reception policies, practices and responses of 
European states discussed in this chapter shows the following tendencies: 

1. Increased efficiency in reducing the waiting time for asylum applica-
tions, such as through ‘integrated refugee management’ (Germany).3 
This technically means that ‘reception time’ is limited in order to enable 
a fast-track decision on the application so that applicants are entitled to 
subsequent integration measures – or they are deported. 

2. Limiting asylum seekers’ rights to the degree that everything is post-
poned until the outcome of the final legal decision. This is deliberately 
designed to prevent asylum seekers’ settlement in the host country (for 
example, the UK). 

3. Turning reception into a ‘meaningful time’ with ‘meaningful activities’ 
linked with further integration measures. These are technically called 
‘early measures’ (for example, in Sweden), assuming that the majority of 
‘newcomers’ will stay in the host country. 

These policy pathways underscore the tension between economic efficiency 
and moral choices. The narrative that seeks to turn reception into ‘time well 
spent’ (rather than ‘time wasted’) implies asylum seekers will be granted 
more rights, even during their reception time (for example, labour market, 
education, health services). In contrast, the efficiency narrative is dominant 
and presupposes a trivial logic of costs and benefits in reception policy-
making. 

                               

 
3 Integrated refugee management was later proposed by the European Commission 
in its proposal for a New Pact on Migration and Asylum (See EC, 2020). 
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The politics of hospitality and deterrence 

As Ross Langmead (2016: 171) has fittingly put it, 

hospitality is a strong concept which includes justice-seeking, political ac-
tion, inclusion around our tables, intercultural friendship, pursuing a hospita-
ble multicultural approach to [religious] life, practical assistance, long-term 
commitment, learning from those who are different, sensitivity to the power 
dynamics of ‘welcome’, a willingness to ‘let go’ as well as ‘embrace’, inter-
faith dialogue and discovering the intertwining of the guest and host roles 
which is embedded in […] theological understandings of God’s activity 
amongst us. 

The discourse of hospitality and ‘welcome culture’ has been visible in many 
countries studied in this chapter. 

In both EU and non-EU countries, religious understandings of ‘neighbourly 
hospitality’ played an important role among the host communities (Saunders 
et al. 2016). The role of faith-based and ethnic-based solidarity in welcoming 
refugees was extensively discussed in the case studies of Iraq, Lebanon and 
Turkey. It was both a political and practical move by many EU citizens who 
saw the need to protect vulnerable people in immediate need. Likewise, 
many EU citizens, as well as the churches, opened their arms to asylum 
seekers (Chemin and Nagel 2020). It was even possible to detect that many 
supporters of right-wing populist parties in Europe felt the same urge to help 
refugees and asylum seekers in need of assistance (Kaya 2019).‘Welcome 
culture’ was not only visible in Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan and Iraq, but also 
in many European countries such as Germany, Sweden and Austria after the 
heart-breaking images of baby Ailan Kurdi shook the West in the summer of 
2015 (Smith 2015). ‘Welcome culture’ was generally civic in nature, mainly 
organized around the collective action of civil society organizations. 

At a policy level, one could talk about German Chancellor Angela Merkel’s 
decision to open borders. This also reflects certain public attitudes towards 
refugees. However, this ‘welcome culture’ soon began to attenuate in EU 
countries. In its place, refugees have encountered several problems in every-
day life due to the burgeoning of inhumane conditions in reception centres, 
long periods of assessing asylum applications, difficulties in the labour mar-
ket, education and housing facilities, and paternalistic treatment. All these 
difficulties, which are further aggravated by the prolongation of the recep-
tion period, seem to be symbolic and political instruments within a general 
politics of deterrence. 

At the beginning of the so-called 2015 ‘refugee crisis’, a considerable part of 
the European public responded spontaneously with empathy towards the 
newcomers passing through their countries and often engaged in practices of 
solidarity such as donating goods or money or even inviting newcomers into 
their homes to stay for a while. However, this initial wave of solidarity 
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quickly receded, also giving space to xenophobic and racist discourses. Civil 
society organizations played an important role in forming solidarity net-
works with refugees and asylum seekers. In 2015, civil society organiza-
tions’ early efforts were largely independent of national governments and 
filled important gaps in the reception system in European and non-European 
countries alike. These efforts, motivated by humanitarianism and interna-
tional solidarity, made a political statement in favour of the reception of 
asylum seekers (Hansen 2018). 

A wide range of solidarity initiatives has targeted newcomers, who—having 
undergone forced migration—are mostly in a position of extreme vulnerabil-
ity and precariousness. These local humanitarian initiatives have tended to 
fill in the gaps of reception and integration institutions resulting from mod-
ern states’ expanded neoliberal forms of governance, such that responsibili-
ties are delegated to non-governmental organizations and individuals. The 
individual country cases discussed in this chapter demonstrate that non-state 
initiatives of reception emerge as humanitarian forms of collective action 
that provide different kinds of support, including accommodation, help for 
food, health or administrative issues. The engagement of citizens (and immi-
grants themselves) within such initiatives poses various questions regarding 
the connection between civic initiatives and politics. 

According to the RESPOND research, a common theme encountered by the 
European research teams was the locating of most accommodation centres in 
remote rural areas. In some cases, the site setting allows scant interaction 
between refugees and the local community. Some are old buildings located 
in forest areas with weak transport links in the outskirts of towns or in be-
tween small villages. For instance, in Germany, a refugee from Libya in his 
early thirties described some of the problems he encountered as a resident in 
such a place and expressed his anxiety about living there: 

The village where I stayed, in Brandenburg [is] basically in the middle of 
nowhere, in the forest. The last bus to pass through the place is at 17:00, so 
you are stuck there. You can’t go out, and if you want to leave the place—if 
you want to go out— you can only visit [your] families [or] people like that. 
They allow you three days, and if you don’t come back after three days, they 
don’t pay you [your allowance] for many weeks. […So] the rules make the 
place quite like a prison. You know what I mean? (adapted from Chemin and 
Nagel, 2020: 43). 

Such restrictive, isolationist policies may lead asylum seekers to become 
dependent on the resources provided by states, provinces and municipalities 
rather than being able to rely on their own initiative to become self-sufficient 
in a new country. There is no evidence to suggest that restricting asylum 
seekers to one geographical location and imposing a heavily controlled re-
gime on their existence improves their chances of adaptation and integration 
into the wider society. In everyday practices in the centres, control and assis-
tance are closely intertwined and produce an oppressive environment that 
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engenders asylum seekers’ dependency. Indeed, there is counter-evidence 
showing better adaptation in private housing and living among co-ethnics 
(Szczepanikova 2013). As these harsh reception models do not offer any 
actual benefit for anyone, the primary rationale must be symbolic and politi-
cal—namely, to promote a policy of deterrence (de Genova 2019). 

While the politics of deterrence apply to most of the European countries 
studied, the situation is rather different in the non-European ones. Tradition-
ally known as emigration countries, Turkey, Lebanon, and Iraq have also 
become settlement and transit spaces for forced migrants over the last decade 
(Pérouse 2013). The Turkish, Lebanese and Iraqi states have considered the 
Syrian refugees as ‘guests’. From the very beginning of the refugee plight, 
Syrians have been presented as if they are ‘welcome’ by the host states and 
societies based on some deep-rooted values such as ‘Turkish hospitality’, 
‘Muslim fraternity’, ‘Arab hospitality’ and traditions of ‘welcoming guests’ 
(Chatty 2013; El Abed 2014, 2015; Erdoğan 2015; and Baban et al. 2017). 
However, all these values address the temporary character of refugees as 
guests. 

Against this backdrop, the ‘Ansar spirit’ metaphor has been deployed more 
recently to justify and legitimize the role that the Turkish state and pious 
Muslim-Turks should play for Syrians in Turkey. The Ansar were the people 
of Medina who supported the Prophet Mohammad and the accompanying 
Muslims (muhajirun, or migrants) who migrated there from Mecca, which 
was under the control of the pagans. The ‘Ansar’ metaphor points to the 
temporary settlement in Medina of the Muslims, who later returned to Mecca 
after their forces recaptured the city from the pagans (Korkut et al. 2015). 
Hence, the Turkish government has used a kind of Islamic symbolism to 
legitimize its conduct and policies to resolve the Syrian refugee crisis. Gov-
ernment leaders have consistently compared Turkey’s role in assisting the 
Syrian refugees to that of the Ansar, referring to the Medinans who helped 
Muhammad and his entourage. Framing the Syrian refugees within the ‘An-
sar’ and ‘Muhajirun’ discourses has elevated public and private efforts to 
accommodate Syrian refugees from a humanitarian responsibility to a reli-
gious and charitable duty (Erdemir 2016). The ‘Ansar’ spirit was also visible 
in Iraq and Lebanon in the first years of the mass migration of Syrians. 
However, the ‘Ansar spirit’ is now replaced with return discourse in each 
country to deter newcomers (Şahin-Mencütek 2018). 

While neighbouring countries welcomed the Syrian refugees in 2011, EU 
member states were rather reluctant to do so, at least initially. In some EU 
states, opposition eased slightly after the images of Ailan Kurdi shook the 
conscience of European citizens in the summer of 2015 (Smith 2015). In 
confronting the immense refugee inflows in 2015, member states adopted 
different approaches. Initially, some countries—such as Germany and Swe-
den—revised their migration legislation, adopted administrative reorganiza-
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tion, and scaled up their public spending to welcome refugees and process 
asylum applications faster. However, as mentioned, this so-called ‘welcome 
culture’ soon evaporated in the EU. Some countries are imposing numerical 
limits on the entry of foreign persons to address the increasing pressures that 
characterize more globalized asylum flows (Angeloni and Spano 2018). As 
the authors note, individual countries have lately altered their migration and 
asylum policies to deter asylum claims in various ways. These include re-
stricting potential asylum seekers’ access to the country’s borders on politi-
cal and electoral grounds or reforming the procedures under which applica-
tions are processed. Other countries can deter claims by denying asylum 
seekers permission to work while cases are pending (ibid.). 

After the EU–Turkey Refugee Statement came into force in March 2016, the 
deal seemed to be working for the Western and Central European countries, 
as the numbers of asylum seekers declined significantly. However, it has 
resulted in significant overcrowding in the reception facilities in Greece. 
Prevailing reception conditions, particularly in the hotspots, have become 
inhumane as asylum seekers’ basic needs and human rights are threatened 
and violated on an everyday basis (such as in the Moria camp on the island 
of Lesvos). Similarly, growing domestic political, societal and economic 
fragility in Turkey, Iraq and Lebanon—as well as the ongoing ambiguity in 
their temporary legal status—has seen Syrian refugees in these countries 
worry increasingly about their prospects. As mentioned, labour market ac-
cess is highly differentiated, and urban refugees continue to face difficulties 
in finding work. This environment has seen more and more Syrians flee to-
ward the Greek islands. With public attention in Europe and the Middle East 
diverted elsewhere, the number of illegal passages from Turkey to the Greek 
islands continues to increase, reaching levels seen before the so-called refu-
gee crisis that erupted in the summer of 2015. 

Scholten and Penninx (2016) have already drawn attention to the fact that 
immigration and integration policies have not concentrated at one level. In-
stead, what we see is a complexity of policies in both areas being formulated 
at various levels of government, including the EU and national levels, as 
well as the local—and in some cases also the regional—level. There is a 
substantial fragmentation in these policies, imposing the risk of ‘layering’ in 
a way that leads to the development of policies at different government lay-
ers without structural connections. The authors also note that where such 
‘layering’ occurs, there is a decoupling of policies, resulting in potential 
policy contradictions and even conflicts between different levels (Scholten 
and Penninx 2016). 
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Right-wing populism 

As right-wing populism has become a rising challenge, reception policies 
have become part of a larger discourse of national self-assurance in many 
countries.4 In 2015, most Europeans welcomed the waves of refugees. The 
media covered the refugees’ exodus as well as their arrival. Many volunteers 
began to assist, and local governments, state actors, European institutions 
and international organizations stepped in to offer various forms of assis-
tance. Despite fears of terrorism and financial and economic problems, there 
was a strong consensus about accepting refugees in need. This consensus 
continues, even if there is a growing stream of resistance against refugees 
from right-wing populist circles. The empirical evidence demonstrates that 
there is a differentiation in the reaction of right-wing populist groups against 
refugees. Such groups differentiate between those who ‘really’ need protec-
tion and the others (the largest group) labelled as ‘economic migrants’. Eco-
nomic migrants are mostly stigmatized by such right-wing groups, who show 
more compassion for refugees in need (Kaya 2019). 

At the same time, right-wing populist parties—such as the Party for Freedom 
(PVV) in the Netherlands, the Front National in France, Golden Dawn in 
Greece, and the Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) in Germany—have played 

into and exacerbated growing fears of mass arrivals in Europe. This fear is 
partly based on several jihadist attacks in different European cities and the 
atrocities committed by Al-Qaeda, the Islamic State (ISIS), and Boko Haram 
in the Middle East, Africa and elsewhere, and partly on other factors such as 
societal-political polarization, relative socio-economic deprivation, nostalgic 
deprivation and spatial deprivation (Rodrigues-Pose 2018; Kaya 2019). In 
many of the countries in our sample, these concerns have translated into an 
Islamophobic sentiment that is eagerly catered for by far-right political par-
ties. 

Hence, these populist outbreaks contribute to the securitization and stigmati-
zation of migration in general and Islam in particular. In the meantime, they 
deflect attention from constructive solutions and policies widely thought to 
promote integration, including language learning and increased labour mar-
ket access, which are already suffering due to austerity measures across EU 
member states. Islamophobic discourse has recently become the mainstream 
in the West (Kaya 2015). It seems that social groups belonging to the majori-
ty nation in each territory are more inclined to express their distress resulting 
from insecurity and social-economic deprivation through the language of 
Islamophobia, even in those cases which are not related to the actual threat 
of Islam. An Afghan refugee in Austria explained the worsening situation of 

                               

 
4 For a review of the debates on right-wing populism in Europe, see Kalb (2011), 
Wodak (2015), Mudde (2016), Müller (2016), and Kaya (2019). 
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refugees in the European countries and explicitly referred to the right-wing 
populist parties that have become stronger after the so-called 2015 ‘refugee 
crisis’: 

At first […] a lot of people were nice. If there is a [welcoming] government 
[in power], everyone is nice [...]. So at first, everything was ok, but the black-
blue parties [conservatives and right-wing populists], [their] policy [is to] al-
ways talk about refugees, refugees, refugees [...]. When [an Austrian-born 
person] does something, the newspapers Heute and Österreich [Austrian tab-
loids] write [dispassionately and objectively]. But when [a migrant does] 
something, they write [sensationalized stories] for a week: refugees from Af-
ghanistan or Iraq have done [something bad]. I think [they make it too] per-
sonal. If someone does something, then not [his or her whole group] is guilty 
(adapted from Josipovic and Reeger, 2020: 44). 

The impact of the 2015 ‘migration crisis’ on the European public and poli-
tics has been more remarkable in the following years. The anti-immigrant 
parties increased their electoral support in the meantime. The most signifi-
cant impact is to be seen in the internalization of right-wing, anti-migrant, 
Islamophobic and anti-Semitic rhetoric in political discourses and wide-
spread anxiety about the future of refugees as well as of the other migrant-
origin populations that have been already an important element of the Euro-
pean public space. 

The hostile environment created by right-wing populism has seriously im-
pacted reception policies, practices, and experiences. RESPOND research 
revealed that right-wing populist parties and aspirations have brought about 
a limitation of rights and entitlements during the reception period (for exam-
ple, housing conditions such as placing people in caravans or remote areas), 
an increase in discriminatory practices, and widespread use of politics of 
deterrence in the EU member states. The hostile environment has created 
classifications among refugees as ‘wanted’ and ‘unwanted’. 

‘Resilience’, gallows humour and neoliberal governance 

The structure of the current reception system in many countries in Europe is 
rooted in political and policy developments in the 1990s. Successive gov-
ernments responded to the increase of people seeking asylum in the EU and 
perceived threats to social cohesion rooted in the migrant-phobic legacies of 
the member states by attempting to restrict entry to the EU (Mayblin and 
James 2019). The restructuring of the welfare state in the EU under the flows 
of globalization, engendering greater labour mobility, and neoliberal govern-
ance, privileging the market as the primary mechanism for providing ser-
vices, have also affected migrant-origin people, asylum seekers and refu-
gees’ access to welfare (Darling 2016; Yuval-Davis et al. 2019). Welfare 
provision was privatized in many countries, while entitlement was increas-
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ingly associated with narratives of individual responsibility, agency and ful-
filling social obligations, excluding both citizens and non-citizens who were 
deemed as not contributing to the welfare state (Bloch et al. 2013). In public 
debates, citizenship and belonging were constructed as the crucial criteria for 
being entitled to welfare (Mayblin 2016). While welfare entitlement was 
extended to certain categories of migrants such as those with settled status 
and EU citizens, asylum seekers, refugees and people with no legal status 
were designated as ‘undeserving’, anti-citizens constructed as a ‘burden’, 
maintaining and reinforcing the highly stratified access to social and welfare 
rights (Inda 2006). 

The reception regimes in many European and non-European countries can 
only be understood against the backdrop of this neoliberal turn. Specifically, 
NGOs have increasingly borne responsibility, while states have tended to 
delegate their responsibilities to other stakeholders, including refugees. In 
times of crisis such as war, an epidemic, or a natural disaster, the weakened 
‘centre’ (namely, the EU or nation-state) is likely to ‘escape responsibility’ 
by delegating to local actors or civil society in the periphery (Panizzon and 
Riemsdijk 2019: 1233). This was explicitly stated in many RESPOND coun-
try reports on reception in the RESPOND project. One could see this trend in 
the increasing popularity of the very term ‘resilience’ in everyday life as 
well as in scholarly debates. In this regard, it is often encountered in the field 
that refugees generate various mechanisms of ‘resilience’ ranging from crea-
tive and subversive behaviour (refusing to stay in the assigned accommoda-
tion centre, cooking in one’s room, letting people stay without permission) to 
constant use of irony and playfulness in describing one’s disadvantaged situ-
ation. 

However, the term ‘resilience’ is also criticized by different scholars for its 
relevance to a postmodern form of governance (Chandler 2014). The promo-
tion of the term in contemporary scholarship is criticized by David Chandler 
(2014) from a Foucauldian perspective, according to which the current forms 
of neoliberal governance seek to govern the complexity of everyday life 
‘from below’. Various scholars have also explored how resilience has be-
come a defining feature of a neoliberal governmental regime that is progres-
sively shifting from equilibrium to adaptation. Mitchell Dean (2014) argues 
that this shift is a product of a qualitative transformation of neoliberalism. 
Based on a constant pattern of crises, poor economic growth and growing 
injustice and inequality, neoliberalism seeks to fashion ways to make indi-
viduals, communities, migrants, refugees, systems and organizations fit for 
rigidities of ‘the catastrophe yet to come’ (Dean 2014: 161). The notion of 
resilience thus entails an ultimate acceptance of the view that the world can 
neither be changed nor mastered; hence, the only rational strategy for sur-
vival is to adapt to externally imposed changes (Mavelli 2017; Joseph 2013; 
Walker and Cooper 2011). 
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Since the terminology of resilience has been criticized for promoting a ne-
oliberal understanding of making the individual responsible for all sorts of 
structural failure (Chandler 2014), we propose to focus more on sociological 
notions of ‘reflexive individual agency’ (Giddens 1991) or ‘tactics’ (de Cer-
teau 1984).5 Drawing on Giddens, we argue that immigrant individuals are 
no different from locals and do not simply react to external circumstances 
but become more reflexive and creative in coming to terms with everyday 
life. On the other hand, Michel de Certeau (1984: 37) reminds us that tactics 
are the art of the weak employed to cope with the destabilizing effects of 
strategies and ideologies of institutions (state, traditions, customs) and the 
difficulties of everyday life. The more a power grows, the less it can allow 
itself to mobilize part of its means in the service of deception. Power is 
bound by its very visibility (de Certeau 1984). 

Migrants and refugees are not really that different from individuals born 
locally in terms of coming to terms with the difficulties of everyday life. 
Migrants and refugees learn that all migration regimes contain numerous 
loopholes. Being dependent on the legal decision about their asylum applica-
tion does not necessarily limit their ability or potential to manoeuvre within 
or at the edges of any system. In this regard, migrants and refugees tend to 
draw on their ‘networks’ to build their lives. This is the terrain of ‘informali-
ty’ that breaks the chain of dependency. The sociologists Michel de Certeau 
(1984), James C. Scott (1985) and Alf Lüdtke (1989) have all generated 
different conceptions to underline such gestures and behaviours generated by 
individuals living under difficult conditions. Developing a sense of humour 
and relying on jokes allows such individuals on occasion to play-act that 
they are not bothered by such difficulties, which actually cause feelings of 
alienation, exclusion and humiliation. By pretending that they do not care 
about such acts and joking about their difficulties, they try to deal with their 
situation. 

For instance, in the southeastern parts of Turkey, Syrian refugees often en-
counter some stereotypical expressions and statements coming from local 
citizens: ‘Syrians seem to be having a lot of fun’, ‘Syrian women are very 
much embellished’, ‘Syrian women consume far too many make-up prod-
ucts, as if they never came from a war’, ‘Syrians just enjoy themselves, 
while we, the locals, constantly feel the burdens of this world’, ‘While our 
youngsters are fighting for the Syrians in Afrin, they are [here] having fun’ 
(Kaya, 2020: 26). 

                               

 
5 The authors of this work are aware of the fact that the criticism on resilience may 
not apply to health studies. Resilience literature in the area of health explains the 
coping mechanisms of individuals and collectives. For further discussion on this, see 
Simich and Andermann (2014). 
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Syrians tend to overcome such statements and stereotypes by communicating 
with each other through jokes, gossip, humour and metaphorical speech acts. 
Lüdtke (1989), Scott (1985) and de Certeau (1984) perceive such acts of 
humour as tactical behaviours and methods used to survive and cope with 
past traumas. Therefore, one could also interpret such types of behaviours, 
which may disturb the host society from time to time, as survival tactics and 
acts of agency developed by people to cope with the trauma they have expe-
rienced. 

Likewise, as research from Germany shows very well, asylum seekers living 
in accommodation centres try to make jokes to overcome the hardships of 
everyday life, such as the low quality of food provided to them. In one case, 
one refugee deployed a characteristic joke to express his reaction to the food 
served in his centre in Brandenburg: 

They give you food there, and the dinner is always the same; breakfast is al-
ways the same—bread with a slice of cheese; it’s always the same, [it] 
doesn’t change. […The] lunch is ok sometimes; you cannot eat it at all at 
other times. What they put [out] for breakfast is the same as what they put for 
dinner—bread with cheese. Tea and coffee are fine when you drink coffee, 
and you don’t feel hungry afterwards. […My friends] always make jokes 
about [the] dinner; they say that maybe they think we are rats because we on-
ly eat cheese; you know, many jokes are made out of this (adapted from 
Chemin and Nagel, 2020: 49). 

The comparison with ‘rats’ can be seen as one way this asylum seeker has 
expressed the dehumanization he has experienced—namely, being treated as 
unworthy of dignified treatment. The quotation from the field also points to 
the use of humour as a creative mechanism of agency (Chemin and Nagel 
2020). 

Reception and cultural intimacy in Turkey, Iraq and Lebanon 

Because of their geographical proximity, neighbouring Middle Eastern coun-
tries have been the first countries of destination for the Syrian refugees seek-
ing refuge since the first days of the Syrian civil war. Geographical proximi-
ty is, of course, not the only reason that countries like Turkey, Iraq and Leb-
anon have received so many Syrian refugees. Reception practices and re-
sponses in the non-European countries are also highly linked with cultural 
and religious intimacy that refugees tend to leverage to feel more welcome 
in their countries of reception. In other words, as will be explained in more 
detail, Syrian refugees are more likely to generate a discourse of cultural and 
religious intimacy that helps them overcome the challenges and hardships 
they face in building their lives in neighbouring countries. For Syrians—who 
have been exposed to their peers’ testimonies and stories of the deadly exo-
dus to EU countries as well as to the growing Islamophobia, right-wing pop-
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ulism and nativism in Europe—the feeling that it is comforting to live in a 
country where the majority of the population are of Muslim origin has be-
come more prevalent.6 

Such forms of cultural intimacy were also practised and expressed by the 
members of receiving societies in the neighbouring countries, especially in 
Turkey (Kaya 2020) and Northern Iraq (Warda et al. 2020), in the early 
years of the mass migration of Syrian refugees (Şahin-Mencütek 2018; 
Rottmann and Kaya 2021). In Lebanon, since the early days of the mass 
migration of Syrians, there was societal and political discontent against the 
Syrian refugees, which became even more prevalent with time (Rahme 
2020). However, over time, high numbers of refugees hosted by these three 
countries coupled with growing societal, political and economic cleavages 
and tensions have caused growing discontent among the citizens of the re-
ceiving states. 

Refugees with Sunni Muslim background residing in Turkey, Lebanon and 
Iraq expressed being content because they feel culturally similar to the local 
citizens of these countries. In the second edition of his path-breaking ethno-
graphic study, Cultural Intimacy: Social Poetics in the Nation-State, Michael 
Herzfeld (2005) defines cultural intimacy as ‘the recognition of those aspects 
of a cultural identity that […] provide insiders with their assurance of com-
mon sociality’ (Herzfeld 2005: 3). However, in a later edition, he draws our 
attention to the fact that the term ‘cultural intimacy’ has often been per-
ceived in the literature as the simple idea of acquaintance with a culture 
(Herzfeld 2013: 91). Arabic-speaking Sunni Syrians have already created 
comfort zones in various cities of Turkey, Lebanon and Iraq, based on a 
cultural intimacy with local communities regarding religious, moral, archi-
tectural, urban, and sometimes linguistic similarities originating from a 
common Ottoman past. 

Herzfeld’s notion of cultural intimacy does not only refer to ‘the sharing of 
known and recognizable traits’ with the ones inside, but it also refers to 
those traits ‘disapproved by powerful outsiders’ (Herzfeld 2005: 94; Byrne 
2011: 148). It could be argued that this second component of cultural intima-
cy comes into play when Syrian refugees residing in diasporic spaces, which 
they have currently constructed in the neighbouring countries, were asked by 
the country team in Turkey to express their opinion about migrating further 
away to the European Union countries. For instance, the Syrian refugees 
interviewed expressed their willingness to stay in Turkey and unwillingness 
to go to Europe. Their hesitation in going to Europe seems to be deriving 
partly from their firm belief that they are disapproved of by the Europeans 
and partly from the life-threatening nature of the journey, which has already 

                               

 
6 For more empirical evidence, see Kaya (2020) and Kaya and Kıraç (2016). 
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led to the death of thousands of people en route. During the fieldwork, the 
interlocutors often put forward that the tragedies that their fellow Syrians 
had been forced to endure through their exodus from Syria to Greece had left 
extremely negative marks on them (Rottmann and Kaya 2021). When asked 
why they had come to Istanbul a year before and why they did not want to 
continue the journey to Europe, where her husband had been waiting for 
them for the last three years after he was smuggled to Germany, a 28-year-
old mother with two children from Damascus residing in Istanbul expressed 
her fear of death with the following words: 

We first stayed in something like a studio. It was my brother’s wife and me; 
she also has a girl [interviewee is crying]. We stayed for a period [thinking] 
we could continue [on] our way to Greece [by using smugglers]. [The smug-
glers] scared us too much about the journey. […W]e kept hearing stuff [about 
the risks of death] a lot […whenever] we went to see a smuggler [to discuss 
the journey]. I [didn’t] feel comfortable [Smothered crying]. We got scared 
[so we] cancelled the idea. […We decided to stay] here and wait until family 
reunification happens (adapted from Kaya, 2020: 31). 

Such testimonies were not recorded in Northern Iraq and Lebanon. On the 
contrary, in Lebanon, many Syrian interlocutors complained about the diffi-
culties of everyday life, although they referred to the cultural similarities 
creating a kind of comfort zone (Rahme 2020). 

Syrian refugees residing in the neighbouring countries at large are likely to 
construct bridges between themselves and the members of the majority soci-
ety using visual, musical, religious, gastronomic, and even linguistic repre-
sentations, which create a space of intimacy with the host communities. Dur-
ing the field research, the interlocutors were asked about their plans regard-
ing their geographical mobility, such as their willingness to continue on to 
Europe, stay where they were being hosted, or return. The country teams 
have received various answers changing in accordance with the gender, age, 
economic status, education, and location of the interlocutors. For instance, 
when asked about the options of living in Turkey, Europe or somewhere 
else, a 34-year-old literature graduate and mother with one daughter from 
Damascus said the following to express her preference to stay in Istanbul: 

From time to time […] my husband says, ‘let’s try to go to Germany’. But for 
me, I always wanted to come to Turkey. Even before going to Egypt, when 
we were in Syria and packed our bags, we were thinking about going to Tur-
key. But then we heard that it is difficult to find a job here, and if you find 
one, the salary wouldn’t be enough, and at the same time, my brothers-in-law 
were in Egypt, and they said the situation is good there, so we travelled to 
Egypt. After that, when we came to Turkey, I found it to be like my dreams. 
From the beginning of my marriage, I told my husband that I dreamt of trav-
elling to Turkey. I love Turkey because it is an Islamic country, firstly, and a 
developed country. Secondly, although the language is a bit difficult, at least 
I am living in a place where I am not afraid for my daughter. Wherever we 
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go, we find a comfortable environment similar to [what we are used to]. So, I 
don’t want to leave [...]. I hope to get citizenship and stay here. Also, I hope 
to complete my studies here, even if [the classes are in] Turkish, because it is 
better for work if you speak the language of this country (Kaya, 2020: 33). 

The cultural and religious similarity is undoubtedly an essential element that 
creates comfort zones for some Syrians. One could find other reasons that 
make some other Syrians prefer to stay in Turkey rather than go to Europe. 
When asked the same question whether he considered continuing his journey 
to Europe, a 54-year-old man with two spouses and 11 children from Da-
mascus said the following: 

Actually, we were thinking of going to Europe in the beginning, but then we 
changed our minds; living there is hard. I wouldn’t have control over my kids 
and wife there. There, the [rules are] on their side. I couldn’t control them 
anymore. I [have] heard many stories about women who arrive [in Europe] 
and [then abandon their men] and [take off with] their children. Just 10 per 
cent are living there normally as a family. If a man wants to live [in Europe], 
he has to let [his wife] act like she wants (wearing a scarf or not, praying or 
not), but we aren’t like that. We like to live the ancient Syrian life in which 
the man is in control of the house. Another thing is, I thought about leaving 
Turkey because of its restrictions, because of the [way] Turkish people [were 
treating us]. I thought seriously about going to Egypt, but unfortunately, the 
Arab countries closed their doors in our faces (Kaya, 2020: 33). 

During the field research, several testimonies such as these were expressed 
by the interlocutors. It is undoubtedly a relief for them to stay somewhere 
near their homeland so that they could stay connected with it as well as with 
their remaining relatives whom they could visit at least from time to time 
during the religious Eid seasons twice a year. 

Most of the remarks made in this section about the construction and articula-
tion of cultural intimacy reflect the interviews conducted with Syrian refu-
gees. Further scientific studies are needed to assess whether refugees with 
other nationalities such as Afghanis, Senegalese, or Eritreans also go through 
similar processes in terms of constructing and expressing cultural and reli-
gious intimacy in such receiving countries. One could compare such refu-
gee/migrant groups to further develop the concept of cultural intimacy and 
assess whether different groups are subject to various forms of intersectional 
discrimination because of their nationalities, skin colour, or ethnic and social 
class backgrounds. However, the cultural intimacy discourse that many Syri-
ans in Turkey and elsewhere often use does not necessarily mean that they 
are all happy and fully accepted in their countries of settlement. On the con-
trary, that such a culturalist discourse has arisen implies that refugees have 
no other option but to look to culture and religion to survive under difficult 
socio-economic and political conditions. As the American anthropologist 
Renato Rosaldo (1989) stated earlier about Mexican immigrants in the US, 
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there is often a negative correlation between power and culture. Those who 
do not have material power, refugees in our case, do not have any other 
choice but to revitalize a culturalist discourse. 

Conclusion 

RESPOND research has demonstrated that material conditions of reception, 
such as housing and services, were often difficult, sometimes inappropriate, 
and at any rate subject to huge internal variation. Apart from the material 
conditions, legal uncertainty and access to labour and self-sufficiency have 
turned out to be other significant challenges. Refugees and asylum seekers 
experience practical difficulties in everyday life because of extended waiting 
periods and the ‘legal limbo’ in which they find themselves, making it harder 
for them to hold onto their life aspirations and make plans for the future. 
During the reception phase, their restriction from the labour market, the ab-
sence of language skills and training opportunities, and the poverty they 
experience effectively restrict them from mainstream social life and severely 
impair early integration. 

Migrants, refugees and asylum seekers are no different from local popula-
tions in the sense that they also generate agency and tactics in seeking a 
well-structured everyday life. Despite all the hurdles they encounter, they are 
eager to find tasks and experiences that allow the formation of a reliable 
daily routine. Language and education courses have shown to be an essential 
part of everyday life in reception, thus adding to a routine and a sense of 
social normality. Employment is another source of gaining a routine in eve-
ryday life. Refugees and asylum seekers interviewed throughout various 
countries recurrently referred to the need to work. One of the refugees inter-
viewed in Berlin, Germany, expressed this need with the following words: 
‘Life does not work without work’ (Chemin and Nagel 2020: 23). 

To conclude, reception policies, practices and responses are subject to 
changing socio-economic, political, ecological and medical conditions. Since 
March 2020, the so-called ‘second refugee crisis’ and the COVID-19 pan-
demic have revealed once again how the refugees are vulnerable to rapid 
changes of external factors in different countries as well as in the world. In 
early March 2020, the Turkish authorities announced the borders had been 
opened, and refugees could head towards the EU via land and sea borders 
with Greece and land borders with Bulgaria. This sudden move created great 
tension and fear in the EU, leading member states to re-securitize the refugee 
issue (Papatzani et al. 2020). The situation at the Greek–Turkish border led 
to the rise of a new awareness vis-à-vis refugees in the EU. In the wake of 
the ‘second refugee crisis’, the foreign ministers of the EU member states 
decided to meet to discuss the issue that had triggered the Turkish move—
namely, the Idlib crisis. The Turkish government was attempting to leverage 
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the EU to its side in Syria against the Russian and Syrian regime forces (see 
Deutche Welle 2020; Erlanger 2020). The crisis was eventually resolved 
after the Turkish President again closed Turkey’s European borders follow-
ing a meeting in Brussels with the top EU actors on 17 March 2020 (Wintour 
and Smith 2020). 

Another game-changer in refugee-reception-related debates in Europe and 
beyond was the fire in the Moria refugee camp on Lesvos, a Greek island in 
the Aegean Sea, on 9 September 2020 (BBC 2020). More recently still, the 
COVID-19 pandemic has had widespread adverse effects on refugee popula-
tions, arguably most visible in the Ritsona Refugee Camp near Athens, 
where scores of people tested positive in April 2020 (Nielsen 2020). The 
cramped nature of refugee accommodation facilities, along with inadequate 
hygiene standards and shortcomings in healthcare services, add up to a high-
risk epidemiological scenario. 

All these developments have made a remarkable impact on the preparation 
of the New Pact on Migration and Asylum published by the European 
Commission (2020), which is beyond the scope of the present chapter and 
deserves to be assessed separately in detail. 
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Introduction 

The arrival of many refugees around the year 2015 in the European Union 
and subsequently in Austria and Germany was by no means a surprise, given 
the political instability in the Middle East and the dire conditions in refugee 
camps. However, neither Austria nor Germany was prepared for what then 
transpired in a relatively short period. Hundreds of thousands of refugees, 
mainly from Syria and Afghanistan, were on the move to Europe, fleeing 
war and persecution. In 2015 and 2016, more than 1.2 million persons filed 
asylum applications in Germany; around 130,000 did so in Austria. At the 
time, reception conditions in both countries were somewhat chaotic. This has 
changed in the meantime, due to a considerable decrease in new arrivals, on 
the one hand, and the development of a more elaborate reception system and 
routines, on the other. 

However, for a long time, there were no coherent strategies of refugee recep-
tion or structural and social integration of those allowed to stay. Concerning 
the number of persons who received a temporary or final favourable decision 
on their application, both countries (together with Sweden) led the way in 
the European Union. According to the UNHCR, Austria has recognized 
131,400 refugees during the past ten years. This corresponds to 1.47 per cent 
of Austria’s total population. In Germany, 1,106,200 persons received a fa-
vourable decision (1.32 per cent of the total population). 

Receiving a residence status represents a major juncture in the life of a refu-
gee. After having lived in threat in the country of origin and having complet-
ed an often dreadful journey, many individuals have spent months or even 
years in legal limbo. While the decision on their asylum application is pend-
ing, asylum seekers in the EU are subject to reception systems that encom-
pass state-provided housing and social benefits. The positive outcome in the 
asylum procedure and the possibility of staying at least for a more extended 
period (or even for good) changes circumstances completely. In receiving 
protection status, individuals are granted new rights but are also required to 
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make many important decisions over a short time and with limited financial 
resources. Challenges such as finding a job and proper housing or undergo-
ing further language training need to be dealt with rapidly and are highly 
interdependent. A good and well-paid job increases chances in the housing 
market, and good language skills are crucial for navigating through the la-
bour market and other sub-systems in the receiving country. This holds true 
for single persons but even more so for adults who are with their families 
and hence face even greater responsibility and pressure. 

In this chapter, we wish to focus on one crucial aspect that beneficiaries of 
international protection must deal with directly after receiving a favourable 
decision: finding a place to stay. Our primary units of analysis are the expe-
riences, perceptions, and practices of individuals enjoying international and 
subsidiary protection in choosing a place of residence and entering the hous-
ing market. 

Two dimensions must be considered during the phase of transition from 
being an asylum seeker in reception to structurally integrating as a formal 
resident. First is the question of ‘where’ to live. Both Austria and Germany 
apply a dispersal policy that directs asylum seekers to federal provinces 
through a quota system, without leaving them much choice about where they 
want to stay during reception. Accommodation centres are often located in 
remote rural areas, whereas individuals strive to move to cities and urban 
regions. After receiving a title, refugees in Austria are free to live wherever 
they want, whereas, in Germany, they may be subject to a condition of fixed 
abode for as long as they remain dependent on social assistance. In either 
case, refugees sooner or later need to decide whether to stay or move else-
where. Whether choosing to move away or remain in the area of initial re-
ception, the question arises: what factors influence this decision? 

The second dimension of the transition period concerns the question of 
‘how’ to access accommodation and on what terms. No longer being in the 
asylum procedure also means having to leave the reception system, which 
forces individuals to move out of state-subsidized accommodations. While 
general social-aid schemes cover beneficiaries of protection, housing allow-
ances may not be sufficient and may restrict opportunities in the housing 
market. Therefore, the question of ‘how’ includes the type and quality of 
housing and access to the housing market more generally. What are the ob-
stacles that refugees must deal with in finding suitable accommodation, and 
how do they attempt to overcome these barriers? 

State of the art and theoretical approach 

Recent studies on the housing situation of migrants have focused on the situ-
ation of refugees settling in Europe or other parts of the world (for example, 
Australia and Canada) in recent years (Fozdar and Hartley 2013; Adam et al. 
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2019, 2020; Aigner 2018; Kohlbacher 2020). As the numbers receiving asy-
lum or international protection has grown, their access to housing has drawn 
increasing scholarly and political attention. Several studies have pointed to a 
pivotal link between structural integration (housing, labour market) and 
social integration (networks, neighbourhood cohesion) (Wessendorf and 
Phillimore 2018). 

Analysing the difficulties refugees face when moving from a reception ac-
commodation centre into the housing market in the German city of Cologne, 
Adam and colleagues (2019) point to several constraints. These include a 
lack of affordable housing, rejections of landlords due to limited language 
proficiency, legal status, or the status as a welfare recipient, all of which the 
authors consider in line with other international studies (for example, Flatau 
et al. 2015; Murdie 2008 cited in Adam et al. 2019: 15). Focusing on the 
housing access paths of recognized refugees from Afghanistan in Vienna, 
Kohlbacher (2020) also finds a ‘discriminatory mood’ towards this group 
among landlords based on origin, legal status, or being a welfare recipient 
(among others). 

Other authors suggested that the most important factor in finding an apart-
ment was social networks, including strong ties (such as family and friends) 
and weak ties (for example, with volunteers in welcome initiatives, counsel-
lors, or language teachers). Wessendorf and Phillimore (2018) argue that 
different types of social relations (with other migrants of the same or a dif-
ferent origin, as well as non-migrants) can be crucial for accessing the hous-
ing or labour market. In this sense, social integration is ‘instrumental regard-
ing access to more structural aspects of integration’ (ibid.: 126). 

When it comes to choosing the location (place of residence), there is ample 
empirical evidence of the tendency of immigrants to move to cities rather 
than rural areas (IOM 2015; Kohlbacher 2019). There are several reasons 
that migrants find cities more attractive. First, they assume their hope of 
landing a good job will be more likely in the urban economy (with its differ-
entiated service sector) and anticipate suitable accommodation will be more 
readily available in the large urban housing market. Second, migrants are 
either informed by co-ethnic networks that moving to a large city is optimal 
or hope to find access to such networks by relocating to one. These co-ethnic 
support structures are vital to navigating the urban labour and housing mar-
ket, at least in the first phase of the stay. Last but not least, lifestyle prefer-
ences like urban anonymity and less social control constitute another factor 
attracting migrants to urban areas. 

Clapham (2005) and Aigner (2018) explored various stages of individual and 
household housing pathways over time. From the perspective of Clapham 
(2005), the transition in status from ‘asylum seeker’ to ‘refugee’ is a junction 
in the housing pathway, a key analytical focus for associated changes (Clap-
ham 2005 cited in Netto 2010: 132). According to Aigner’s (2018: 20f) em-
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pirical results for Vienna, there are four housing entry pathways for recog-
nized refugees: 1) the migrant-assisted pathway with migrants as intermedi-
aries, with low security and to some extent ‘selfish profit-driven assistance’ 
(the ‘bad’ informal rental submarket); 2) the locally assisted pathway with 
well-organized support networks of members of the majority population (the 
‘good’ civil society rental submarket); 3) the non-assisted pathway via real 
estate agents, which requires employment, savings, and a good command of 
the language, and; 4) the welfare pathway, with the help of social workers 
who support the especially needy—for example, those with dependent chil-
dren—directly into the social housing segment, which requires a good rela-
tionship with the caretaker. 

In this chapter, we follow the work of Aigner (2018). The author has noted a 
gap in previous research, which has often adopted a constrained choices 
perspective, thus ‘ignoring the fact that apartment seekers are also creative 
agents who are able to develop strategies to overcome access barriers estab-
lished by the dominant society’ (Aigner 2018: 3). In response, Aigner has 
adopted an actor-centred approach based on Bourdieu’s theory of practice. 
Here, choices are understood as the product of an interplay between charac-
teristics of the individual (habitus) and the structure of the housing context 
(field). 

Individual characteristics include 1) the financial resources of the individual 
or the household; 2) the system knowledge on the individual level; 3) sup-
port networks of the same or a different origin, and; 4) other forms of social 
capital (language knowledge and level of education) at a given point in time. 
The housing context consists of factors such as 1) the structure of the hous-
ing market; 2) regulations structuring access into different segments for dif-
ferent groups; 3) the state of the housing market in terms of availability of 
affordable flats; 4) the overall housing demand, and; 5) the existence of pub-
lic policies to enhance access to housing for different groups. 

According to Aigner (2018), we gain a better understanding of how refugees 
secure access to the housing market when we conceive of them as agents in a 
network of actors. The relevant network searching for decent, affordable hous-
ing may include friends and acquaintances, landlords, or social workers. All 
actors in the network have their own social position and different available 
resources that they can mobilize to help with flat hunting (Aigner 2018: 3). 

This chapter focuses on one aspect of the transition from reception accom-
modation to self-organized housing—namely, how (in which ways) refugees 
gain access to such self-organized accommodation. Our sample allows us to 
widen Aigner’s valuable approach in two ways. First, we compare the strate-
gies of choosing a place of residence and the opportunities for finding a flat 
in cities versus the rural areas in each country (namely, Germany and Aus-
tria). Second, we compare the respective approaches of recognized refugees 
across the two countries. 
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Comparative perspective: Building the context and 
the empirical basis 

On the surface, Germany and Austria appear to be remarkably similar con-
cerning their regimes of refugee reception and structural integration in gen-
eral (and housing integration in particular). In both countries, differences in 
legal status (asylum seekers versus beneficiaries of international protection) 
result in wide disparities in access to housing and its organization as well as 
in the spatial distribution across the country. Furthermore, both countries 
received similar numbers of refugees around 2015 relative to the overall 
population. The two countries are similar in their federal structure, conserva-
tive welfare regimes, corporatist patterns of governance, and the discourse 
on the welcome culture coupled with a reluctance to consider themselves as 
immigration countries. However, a closer look reveals distinctive features 
that make a comparison worthwhile, as they render different outcomes re-
garding access to housing. 

In both countries, asylum seekers are distributed to federal provinces based 
on a given allocation quota (such as the ‘Königsteiner Schlüssel’ system in 
Germany) and the availability of free places in accommodation facilities at 
the beginning of their stay (Chemin and Nagel 2020: 18–19). In Austria, 
beneficiaries of international protection face no restrictions at all on their 
freedom of movement within the country. In Germany, they can be made 
subject to a condition of fixed abode (Wohnsitzauflage) for as long as they 
depend on social assistance, in which case they are required to stay within 
the borders of a given state (Bundesland) or municipality. Similarly, both 
countries have introduced residence restrictions for asylum seekers, who are 
obliged to stay in the federal province (Austria) or municipality (Germany), 
providing them with basic welfare support. Basic welfare support is provided 
through cash allowances or in-kind benefits and includes accommodation, 
organized mainly by NGOs or provincial/municipal authorities. Although 
there has been a tendency to concentrate asylum applicants in large accom-
modation centres, larger cities like Vienna have pursued the strategy of sub-
sidizing rent in private accommodation. 

Regarding the housing of beneficiaries of international protection, there are 
no specific public assistance measures on the federal level. In both countries, 
unemployed persons are entitled to the same social assistance schemes as 
ordinary citizens (Basic Unemployment Benefit and Arbeitslosengeld II or 
ALG II in Germany; formerly Needs-based Minimum Income, now Sozi-
alhilfe in Austria). The rates differ considerably between and within the two 
countries. 

In Austria, the reference rate across all provinces is €885 per month. Some 
federal provinces, such as Vienna, Vorarlberg, Tyrol, and Salzburg, also 
grant additional benefits from the housing subsidy (Josipovic and Reeger 
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2020). As the Needs-based Minimum Income varied across federal provinc-
es and was comparably higher in Vienna than, for example, in Lower Aus-
tria, many recognized refugees decided to move to Vienna. Still, as the au-
thors of a WIFO Study (Dellinger and Huber 2021) argue, it was not only the 
social benefits that brought refugees to the Austrian capital. 

In Germany, ALG II is based on a modular system and consists of a fixed 
monetary allowance to cover all regular living expenses (Regelbedarf), 
which amounted to €432 in 2020. In addition, social assistance covers the 
actual costs for accommodation and heating based on fixed maximum rates, 
which differ from municipality to municipality. It also covers special de-
mands (Mehrbedarf) covering, for instance, single parents, disabled persons, 
or in the event of pregnancy. When beneficiaries move into an apartment for 
the first time, they can apply for the coverage of initial equipment 
(Erstausstattung), such as furniture and domestic appliances. Since the mu-
nicipal social assistance office directly pays both the rent and heating costs 
of an apartment, beneficiaries must clarify in advance whether the place they 
have found matches the formal requirements. As a result, municipal social 
assistance authorities are important players in the housing acquisition pro-
cess. 

In both countries, there are considerable differences between the urban and 
rural housing markets. In Austria, Vienna’s urban housing market differs 
considerably from that in the country’s rural areas. Dynamic population 
growth due to the noticeable international immigration of the past decades 
has resulted in a tight situation, with rising prices in the private rental and 
owner-occupied segments; such changes have affected the population as a 
whole but most notably newcomers (Josipovic and Reeger 2020). Further-
more, the Vienna housing market is a rental market with only 19 per cent of 
dwellings being owner-occupied (Statistics Austria 2019) and is furthermore 
dominated by social housing. Some 22 per cent of main residences belong to 
the social housing segment owned by the City of Vienna (Europe’s largest 
property owner), 21 per cent to cooperative housing, and 33 per cent to the 
private rental segment. 

Though the social and cooperative segments are large, there are pronounced 
access barriers. This implies, for example, a minimum length of residence at 
the same address in Vienna for two years in the case of social housing and 
economic constraints in the cooperative segment. Such conditions render 
both segments challenging to access for recognized refugees, at least imme-
diately upon acquiring a title. The legal requirements in the social sector 
leave them with the private rental market as the only directly accessible 
segment of the housing market. Again, there are financial constraints such as 
fees for real estate agents and deposits amounting to the equivalent of sever-
al monthly rents. 
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In comparison, the housing market in rural areas (defined as municipalities 
with fewer than 10,000 inhabitants) largely consists of owner-occupied 
housing (65 per cent). Only 11 per cent of main dwellings belong to social or 
cooperative housing, and the private rental segment is comparatively small 
(10 per cent). Rents and the demand on the housing market are lower than in 
urban areas (Statistik Austria 2019). 

In contrast to the clear-cut divide of a distinct urban centre and its rural pe-
riphery in Austria, the German housing market is more polycentric, which 
corresponds to an overall economic structure based on small and medium-
sized enterprises. Nevertheless, there also are considerable differences be-
tween the urban and rural housing markets. For instance, in Berlin and Mu-
nich, only around 5 per cent of main residences belonged to the social hous-
ing segment in 2019. Since the profit limitation of earlier social housing 
projects is expiring, there is a conspicuous shortage of affordable housing 
(Government of Germany 2017: 74). Consequently, recognized refugees 
face fierce competition and must rely on formal and informal structures of 
brokerage or are forced to extend the scope of their search to the rural pe-
riphery of bigger cities (see the empirical section on choosing a place of 
residence). Like in Austria, the rental market is narrower in rural regions due 
to a higher proportion of owner-occupied housing. On average, the home-
ownership rate in cities was 30 per cent lower than in rural areas (Govern-
ment of Germany 2017). At the same time, the rents were lower due to sig-
nificantly lower demand. In 2016, the average monthly quoted rent in metro-
politan centres was €9.7 per square metre compared to €6 and below in rural 
municipalities (Government of Germany 2017: 103). 

As far as the spatial politics of reception are concerned, both countries em-
ploy a mechanism of regional dispersal (see above) but differ in their strate-
gies of accommodation for asylum applicants. Within Austria, Vienna, and 
Upper Austria display different approaches to accommodating asylum seek-
ers. In the capital city, the agency responsible for this aspect (the Vienna 
Social Fund or FSW) is keen to source private accommodation for tenants, 
which results in 73 per cent of basic welfare recipients (mainly asylum seek-
ers) living in private arrangements and the rest in organized facilities. The 
main aim of this strategy has been to avoid segregation and enhance social 
integration from the very beginning (Josipovic and Reeger 2020). In Upper 
Austria, on the other hand, there is a clear preference for small-scale orga-
nized facilities with only a few housing units dispersed among several rural 
municipalities. This approach also aims at ensuring a smooth social integra-
tion from the very beginning, accompanied by measures bringing together 
locals and newcomers. 

In Germany, asylum seekers are subject to a residential obligation (Resi-
denzpflicht), which expires upon the approval of their asylum application or 
after six months. During that time, they are not allowed to leave the district 
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of the foreigners’ registration authority (Ausländerbehörde) to which they 
were assigned. Although experts have repeatedly underlined the significance 
of ‘decentral housing’ for the early integration of refugees (Chemin and 
Nagel 2020: 27–28), central accommodation has been the rule rather than the 
exception. Since 2016, a restrictive paradigm of ‘integrated refugee man-
agement’ has become prevalent, which seeks to allocate asylum seekers to 
so-called arrival centres (Ankunftszentren), combining several steps of the 
asylum procedure. The remote and isolated location of many accommoda-
tion centres in Germany—alongside frequent changes of location—not only 
impedes access to education and employment but is also an obstacle to the 
formation of social networks that might facilitate access to the housing mar-
ket (ibid.: 45–46). 

The database underlying this chapter is comprised of interviews with refu-
gees in different regions in Austria and Germany. Of the 29 respondents in 
the Austrian sample, 17 persons had received some form of protection, most-
ly international protection (14 persons), but three persons were recipients of 
subsidiary protection. Ten persons lived in Vienna and seven in rural areas, 
mostly in Upper Austria. Nine beneficiaries came from Syria, seven from 
Afghanistan, and one from Georgia. We see a clear gender imbalance in our 
sample. All recognized refugees from Afghanistan were female, whereas 
there were more males among the Syrian interview partners. Out of the 59 
interviews in the German sample, 32 participants had received a status of 
protection, with a clear majority being Syrians (21) alongside others from 
Iran (5), Turkey (4), Algeria (1) and Cameroon (1). In line with the overall 
sociodemographic profile of refugees in Germany, there is a degree of male 
numerical predominance (19) without any systematic covariation between 
gender and country of origin. 

The interviews were transcribed (and partly translated) into English and 
German. Subsequently, a qualitative content analysis was performed under 
MaxQDA (German data) and NVivo (Austrian data), based on a joint system 
of categories as part of the European project RESPOND.1 Whereas the cate-
gories covered a wide variety of themes, including the journey to the receiv-
ing country, the asylum application procedure, reception, and integration, in 
this chapter, we concentrate on categories related to structural integration 
(for instance, those connected to the codes ‘housing’ and ‘place of resi-
dence’). Interview partners were asked to describe their apartment, how they 
had found it, whether they received help with the rent, whether they felt at 
home there, or would prefer to move elsewhere. Additionally, we empha-

                               

 
1 For more detailed information on the Horizon 2020 project, RESPOND ‘Multi-
level Governance of Mass Migration in Europe and Beyond’ (Agreement No. 
770564), see the project website (https://www.respondmigration.com/).  
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sized the choice of location and the advantages and disadvantages it entails 
from the point of view of these recognized refugees. 

We know that this qualitative dataset is not representative of Germany or 
Austria’s situation under a strict understanding of statistic inference. Instead, 
we sought to explore how individual conditions of particular subgroups can 
be interconnected with structural barriers and opportunities. This enables the 
creation of new hypotheses to be tested in future research. 

Comparative findings 

Choosing a place of residence 

We wanted to investigate whether recognized refugees remain at the location 
they were assigned during reception or whether they leave after receiving 
their status. Which factors do they consider during this decision-making 
process? What does ‘place’ mean to them, and how do they assess the ad-
vantages and disadvantages of different settings? Starting from the location 
during reception and that which is chosen after having become a recognized 
refugee, there are four possible combinations: 1) persons who remain in a 
rural area; 2) persons who remain in a city; 3) persons who move from the 
countryside to a large city; and conversely 4) those who move from a large 
city to the countryside. 

In the case of the Austrian respondents, there were no instances of urban–
rural internal migrants after the reception phase came to an end. All other 
groups are present in the Austrian sample. An example from Austria illus-
trates the first combination well. It comes from a beneficiary of international 
protection from Syria who chose to stay in the rural setting where he was 
accommodated during reception. The decision contradicted what some peers 
had told him and was contrary to the general inclination of migrants to move 
to a city. He was somewhat satisfied with his housing situation and did not 
report any difficulties regarding access to the housing market. He was living 
in a small village and – most importantly – already had a job and was enjoy-
ing the tranquillity of his home: 

I was looking for an apartment when two or three months ago I got a notice 
of asylum, and everyone said ‘Linz, Linz’ (the capital of Upper Austria). But 
I didn’t want to go to Linz; I wouldn’t have a balcony in Linz, and what 
would I do? I love the small village; you can always go for a walk there. If 
something is exhausting, for example, then you can take a walk in the forest 
or to the river. You have peace and quiet. In Linz, where do you have peace 
and quiet? You work in an office all day, and then you return to your flat—
what do you do? Watch TV or something, or go for a walk in the noise? I 
work hard all day, and when I come home, I need rest. That’s me. (R19_AT) 
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Among the respondents in Austria, we find ample evidence of much easier 
flat hunting in rural areas, which was also indicated by the fact that the re-
spective respondents’ answers were brief and seldom mentioned any trouble. 
Asked about his current housing situation, a beneficiary of international pro-
tection from Syria who had found a job at the local post office and who lives 
with his wife and three children explained: 

Actually, I like it [the accommodation] a lot. I got the apartment from a 
friend, and it is spacious and well-heated and affordable for my family and 
me. And the surrounding area is quiet; there is no noise; you always have 
peace, and the neighbours are nice, too. We haven’t met that many yet, but 
the people are very nice there. (R20_AT) 

We find a large variety of ideas and expectations among recognized refugees 
who still reside in the countryside when it comes to assessing what life in the 
city might be like. People are aware of the challenges in the urban housing 
market, as the following quote from a 53-year-old Afghan woman living in a 
small village confirms: 

It [the small village] is all right. But I think it would be easier to live in a big-
ger city like Vienna, for example. Because it is the capital, everything is close 
there. There are many doctors and hospitals; the transport system is better. 
So, I think it would be better to live in Vienna. But it is difficult to find an 
apartment. And it’s also very expensive in Vienna. So, I don’t know. 
(R13_AT) 

Among the respondents who had already lived in Vienna during reception, 
there are no clearly defined ideas or attempts to move away and live else-
where in Austria. The quality of life is portrayed as extremely high (public 
transport, health services, school system, green areas, etc.), and local family 
bonds play an important role in establishing social networks. The very high 
cost of housing is cited often but does not prompt serious plans to move 
elsewhere. Still, the chances on the labour market are overestimated, as ex-
plained in the following quote by a married man from Syria who still is job-
less: 

Why am I in Vienna and not another city? Maybe there is another city or vil-
lage where it is cheaper or where you can earn more than here, but that is dif-
ficult. I am here in Austria with my four brothers and one sister, and many 
cousins. If I moved to another city, oh my God, then my child would have to 
visit my brother every day. In Syria, we all lived together in a house and here 
too. We lived together here for maybe a year, and so if I left, then my chil-
dren would be obliged to visit my brother every day. And it is difficult to 
move to another city or find an apartment there. And there is another reason: 
Vienna is the capital. Chances for work are better here—not maybe, certain-
ly. (R09_AT) 
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Among those who came to Vienna from another part of Austria, the ad-
vantages of living in a large city like Vienna include the fact that looking 
and talking differently is normal in a diverse urban society. A married 29-
year-old Syrian man who studies law in Vienna and moved there from Low-
er Austria after the reception phase elaborated: 

In small towns, it is usually difficult. You are either the only or the second 
foreigner there, and then you are always looked at in a funny way. That was 
the case in Lower Austria. There are many people here [in Vienna] who look 
like me and talk like me, and so you don’t feel one hundred per cent foreign. 
(R29_AT) 

As in the Austrian sample, refugees in Germany who had been located in an 
urban area sought, as a rule, to stay. There were various reasons for this. 
Apart from logistic matters, such as access to educational institutions or 
shops (see below for details), some interlocutors referred more generally to 
an urban way of life as the main reason for their decision. A married 34-
year-old woman from Syria with two sons elaborated on her decision to stay 
living in a city in some detail: 

My sister suggested we move to the rural parts near Munich. I did not accept. 
I couldn’t even live in the rural parts of Syria. I am used to living in big cit-
ies. It is even harder to live in a rural area in exile. I told them [the wider 
family] the idea is impossible for me. I did not accept. Here it is much better. 
In the city, we meet other Syrians and Arabs, and the kids go to the mosque 
and learn the Qur’an and the Arabic language. All these are nice in the big 
city and are not available in the villages. (R31_DE) 

The quotation elucidates several mechanisms of the decision-making pro-
cess. First, the question about where to live is discussed within a family set-
ting. In fact, many of the interview partners were living with other family 
members at the time of the interview, mostly in constellations of what might 
be called the wider core family. Secondly, the personal history of urban 
settlement weighs heavily in the discussion, indicating a fundamental differ-
ence between urban and rural ways of life. Third, the respondent addresses 
the specificities of the diaspora situation (‘exile’)—namely, access to people 
with a similar cultural background (‘Syrians and Arabs’) and religious insti-
tutions, which can only be found in large, multicultural cities. 

Like Austria, several of our interlocutors in the German sample who found 
themselves in a rural location during the reception phase reported their desire 
to move to a bigger city (mostly Berlin or Munich). While some succeeded, 
others were forced to remain in the countryside or smaller towns. The fol-
lowing account of a young man (aged 22) from Syria who lives with his 
parents in a small Bavarian town illustrates how he and his family have be-
come accustomed to the more rustic way of life: 
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I live in a very calm apartment in a very calm city. I live with my parents in 
[name of town]. It is almost one-and-a-half hours from Munich. I tried but 
could not find a place in Munich. My parents and are no longer registered 
with the job centre. We all work, and I have a student loan, so we share the 
rent. The town is perfect. It has everything, including doctors and a hospital. 
The only problem is that it doesn’t have a university. Lots of public transport 
is available, including fast trains. (R26_DE) 

While the interlocutor and his parents have an income, they did not manage 
to find an apartment in Munich and moved to this smaller town (with about 
20,000 residents). Even though the interview partner is enrolled at the uni-
versity in Munich, he and his family seem to have adapted well to the new 
environment, highlighting the fast train connection, the city’s ‘calm’ atmos-
phere and the access to medical care. 

Just as in the Austrian case, the German sample did not include an actual 
instance of urban–rural internal migration. However, some of the interlocu-
tors who were staying in bigger cities at the time of the interview expressed 
their desire to move to a village. For instance, a 36-year-old Kurdish woman 
who fled her village in Turkey with her youngest daughter to escape domes-
tic violence juxtaposed a romantic idea of German village life with her urban 
neighbourhood: 

[I imagine] a smaller village. Quiet. Because they’re all strangers in the 
neighbourhood we’re in; the kid can’t even go down and play. I’m scared, 
and I’m nervous when she goes down for even 5 minutes to ride her bike. I’m 
anxious. […] Because Germany is not what it used to be, especially [name of 
district]—not at all. They’re all foreigners and all sorts of people. (R49_DE) 

It is evident that her desire for rural living is mainly rooted in concerns for 
her daughter’s security. In her eyes, a significant source of anxiety is 
‘strangers’ or ‘foreigners’ in the neighbourhood. Other interviewees embrace 
the idea of moving to a village because they expect it to be more spacious, 
clean, and healthy. 

Finding a flat 

For many respondents, social contacts established during reception were 
pivotal in finding accommodation. Some received help from the NGOs re-
sponsible for their reception; others seemed to be rather outgoing and estab-
lished many new contacts themselves. As good as these connections might 
be, they do not outweigh all the barriers that recognized refugees have to 
face when entering the private rental housing market, particularly in Vienna. 
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Discrimination and exploitation 

In Vienna, landlords are often very reluctant to rent to refugees. The follow-
ing example from a young man from Syria refers to experiences made by his 
friends: 

Luckily, I had no trouble finding an apartment. And the thing that all my 
friends suffer from now is to find an apartment, because [...] as soon as 
they—well, not always one hundred per cent—but often as soon as they say 
‘hello’ and that they are Syrian, then the owner no longer wants to rent the 
apartment to them. Often the landlords say: ‘I want an Austrian’. And other 
landlords don’t care—they just want someone who has a skilled job […]. I 
was on the phone [to a landlord], and it was really very bad [...]. We didn’t 
say on the phone that we were from Syria, and then we made an appointment 
[to view the flat]. And he saw that we were two Syrians, two dark men. The 
friend had a very Arab face, and he [the landlord] sent us away. So we were 
not even allowed to view the apartment. (R01_AT) 

A family father from Syria, living in Vienna, argues that not having a job 
and being a recipient of money from public welfare keeps landlords from 
renting out to people from outside Europe: 

Landlords only want Europeans. When we inform them ‘we are refugees’, 
then they simply say ‘no’. They only want people who work and those from 
Europe, and when they see ‘refugees’, then that is bad. That is difficult. Y [an 
Austrian friend] told me about this apartment six months ago. Y was looking, 
I was looking, and my brother was looking for an apartment for us, and we 
didn’t find anything. When we did find one, it was a lousy apartment—very 
old and expensive and everything broken. At that time, I was an asylum 
seeker. Yes, I looked at two apartments in the 10th district, and everything 
was okay, and I had money with me, and when this woman [the landlord] 
knew that we are entitled to asylum, she said ‘No, no, no, no’. And I said: 
‘No? I came all this way [to view the flat]; why not?’ She said: ‘You are a 
refugee; this is welfare money. Maybe you will be unable to pay the rent’. I 
think they just don’t want to [rent to Syrians], so searching for a flat is ex-
tremely bad and extremely difficult. (R09_AT) 

In Germany, interlocutors reported similar incidents. Since rent payments are 
transferred directly from the social assistance office to the landlord, ‘welfare 
money’ is not a risk and hence often not at the core of discriminatory prac-
tices. One transgender person from Iran provided an account of the intersec-
tional nature of discrimination: 

Once I had found an apartment, I went there, and the person did not even 
check my papers, but directly said: ‘we only rent this flat to Germans’. [Then 
came the issue] of gender: I was asked twice why my ID says I am female. 
When I told them the truth, they could not deal with it. (R40_DE) 
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The same person also referred to the lack of conversational German as a 
major obstacle. A common strategy he and others were using to get an ap-
pointment to view was to have a native speaker do the call and accompany 
them to the appointment. 

The severe difficulties that refugees experience in trying to access the regu-
lar or social housing market foster opaque structures of informal brokerage, 
which may entail monetary, psychological, or physical forms of exploitation. 
For instance, a 36-year-old man from Syria reported his efforts to find a 
place for himself and his family in Berlin: 

I met a guy, and he said that he could find me a house if I could give €8,500. 
So, I saved, and I paid the guy who said the money was going to an estate 
agent who would then give me and my family preference in the queue. After 
he took the money, he said that we were lucky to get the house. This is how it 
is now. Refugees now pay this kind of money to people they do not know in 
the hope of getting a place to live with their families. Around 8 or 9 months 
later, after I paid, we found this place. And the place is very good. We have 
four rooms and two bathrooms, and I am very happy with this place. But I 
paid €8,500 for this person to find me this place […] and that money is gone. 
(R13_DE) 

It is not completely clear from this statement whether the considerable 
amount of money he had paid was a commission or a bribe. In his view, 
however, the payment allowed him to secure a ‘very good’ apartment, and 
he indicated that this sort of shadow brokerage is not uncommon among 
refugees. Similarly, a young woman from Iran mentioned that she had paid 
money to a broker whom she never met and managed to find an apartment. 
However, the landlord turned out to be intrusive towards female refugees: 

He offered money to an Iranian woman in the house to take care of him in his 
home. He is a strange man, and you could see that he does not have good in-
tentions. Even his wife left him a short time ago. When he made intimations 
towards me, I pretended I did not get it so that he would not turn naughtier 
(R16_DE). 

Even though such instances of exploitation were the exception rather than 
the rule in our sample, they illustrate the potential for abuse that arises from 
discriminatory practices as well as other specific disadvantages that refugees 
experience on the housing market. At the same time, they underline the sig-
nificance of social networks and bridging social capital as a personal re-
source. 
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The role of social networks and agency 

Social networking is a crucial factor in obtaining access to many different 
sub-systems in the receiving country. Being extroverted and building ties 
(strong and weak) rapidly helps refugees navigate more easily through the 
new situation. A married 29-year-old Syrian man who studies law in Vienna 
serves as an example. Throughout the whole interview and regarding all 
stages of his journey and arrival in Austria (including reception and all as-
pects of integration), he would mention friends and acquaintances—most of 
all, civil society volunteers—with whom he became acquainted en route and 
to whom he could turn for help. His vast network comprises other refugees, 
Syrian friends, and many Austrians. He attained refugee status very quickly 
(approximately four weeks after arrival), which helped him build his gener-
ally positive attitude. Nevertheless, reunification with his spouse and daugh-
ter took two years, a challenging experience for him. Although the situation 
in the Vienna housing market is taxing, he managed to find an apartment via 
a Facebook contact. 

In the case of Germany, several of the interlocutors referred to the relevance 
of social networks in securing a place to live. In this regard, we recorded 
several accounts that point to the significance of existing contacts with Ger-
man residents, which function as bridging social capital. A 22-year-old 
woman from Syria who had fled with her parents and three siblings shared 
an instructive anecdote about their creative search for a house close to Mu-
nich: 

So, we stayed at my uncle’s place and started looking for a house. One of my 
dad’s German friends, a writer, helped us by taking a picture of us in the 
Christmas market and writing an article about us in the newspaper. He kind 
of used the Christmas season and us needing a home to help us. At the end of 
the article, he wrote that we were looking for a house. The whole month af-
terwards was really funny since people would recognize us as the ones men-
tioned in the newspaper. And after a month we found a house. We signed the 
contract and within the month had already finished all the procedures. 
(R18_DE) 

Here, a German friend of the family uses his social and cultural capital to 
promote their case in a public appeal to the charitable spirit of Christmas. 

In other cases, refugees profit from co-ethnic networks. For instance, a 
woman from Algeria who is staying in Berlin with her family explained how 
her husband had found a job as an electrician despite his lack of German-
language skills since his employer and the majority of the customers were all 
Arab-speaking. When they were looking for a new place to live in, the em-
ployer organized an apartment for them through his family network. In an-
other instance, a 31-year-old academic from Turkey described how she had 
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reached out to a member of the Berlin parliament through pro-Kurdish net-
works who supported her in her asylum case and in renting an apartment. 

Apart from these co- or interethnic social ties, some interviewees (particular-
ly in Munich) referred to an active role played by the municipal housing 
office (Wohnungsamt) in matching refugees with apartments. Through pro-
active acquisition (and special quotas), the offices curate a list of places for 
rent that match the social assistance criteria. This constellation reflects a 
systemic peculiarity in the German case. Whereas in Austria, refugees re-
ceive social assistance as a direct lump-sum payment that they must then use 
to pay for expenses, in Germany, the local welfare authorities directly cover 
the (eligible) costs for housing and heating. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, we have offered a comparative perspective on the question of 
how recognized refugees in Austria and Germany find access to the housing 
market. In both countries, the transition from the reception system to more 
general schemes of integration and social security marks a decisive change 
in terms of accommodation and housing. At the beginning of the reception 
procedure, asylum seekers are allocated to a given region and facility due to 
the politics of (internal) dispersal operating in both countries. Hence, they 
have no or little choice regarding their location and housing arrangements. 

As soon as they have received a status of protection, they are compelled to 
move out of the reception centres and must enter the regular housing market. 
At the same time, they need to find a job, which turns out to be particularly 
difficult in Austria due to the de facto ban of asylum seekers from the labour 
market. These overlapping precarious conditions mean that refugee access to 
appropriate housing is anything but a fluid transition. 

Despite many similarities, there is a significant structural difference between 
the two countries since recognized refugees receive a gross sum for their 
living expenses in Austria. In contrast, housing costs are covered separately 
in Germany. As a result, public authorities in Germany, such as the munici-
pal housing office, play an active role in matching refugees with apartments, 
and there is no credit risk for the landlord since the rent is paid directly by 
the state agency. 

Nevertheless, despite these structural differences, the basic dynamics of the 
search and the challenges experienced by refugees in accessing the housing 
market are rather similar in the two countries. As far as refugees depend on 
social security, they rely in Germany on the social housing market, which is 
either highly circumscribed (mainly due to privatization) or overregulated. In 
Austria, social housing is an option only after a certain period of residence, 
which forces refugees to enter a ‘competition of the deprived’ in which they 



 273 

have to prevail against local low-income groups in the private rental market. 
In both countries, this constellation has fuelled right-wing populist mobiliza-
tion. 

Another result of the fierce competition for affordable housing is that refu-
gees face high trade-offs between locality, price, and quality of housing. 
Many refugees in the sample emphasize the importance of reasonable access 
to schools, work opportunities, health care, and shops as an important crite-
rion. Still, they are forced to accept long commuting distances (up to three 
hours per day) in exchange for a more spacious place to live or an acceptable 
neighbourhood. While some of the interlocutors embraced the idea of living 
in an environment with a high number of immigrants (since it is not only 
affordable but also seems to offer a cosmopolitan lifestyle or a chance of 
preserving the culture of origin), others were eager to live in a ‘German’ or 
‘Austrian’ environment to facilitate their own social integration and the op-
portunities for their children. 

Concerning the spatial patterns of internal migration, many beneficiaries of 
international protection in both countries strive to stay or move into one of 
the bigger cities, such as Berlin, Munich, or Vienna, which is in line with 
results of previous research on internal migration of recognized refugees 
(see, for example, Kohlbacher 2019). However, due to the profound lack of 
social housing in Germany and access barriers to this segment in Austria, 
many recognized refugees are forced to settle in smaller cities or rural areas, 
where it is easier to find affordable apartments. In many cases, this turns out 
to be an advantage for social and structural integration since the local com-
munity in general—and local NGOs and religious organizations in particu-
lar—mobilize much support, which correlates with Aigner’s argument 
(2018). 

At the same time, there are some characteristic differences. Whereas in Aus-
tria recognized refugees enjoy unrestricted freedom of movement, in Ger-
many, they can be made subject to a condition of fixed abode for as long as 
they depend on social assistance. Furthermore, while none of the interlocu-
tors in Austria considered moving from an urban to a rural locality, a few of 
the interview partners in Germany thought about leaving the city for the sake 
of a ‘clean’ and ‘calm’ environment. 

Regarding the modalities of finding a flat, the fierce competition on the 
housing market is reflected in numerous experiences of discrimination and 
exploitation. Our sample included incidents of discrimination based on eth-
nic origin, language skills, and sexual orientation. The competition can also 
entail opaque structures of informal brokerage, which may entail various 
forms of exploitation, such as high commissions or personal favours (some-
times bordering on sexual harassment). On the other hand, many interlocu-
tors activated their social networks to search for housing. In doing so, they 
used different forms of social capital, such as co-ethnic relations and weak 
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ties with supporters from the majority society, including counsellors and 
volunteers. 

These polarized experiences underline the outcomes of previous research, 
which emphasizes the role of social networks and the ability of refugees to 
act as creative agents and develop strategies to overcome access barriers to 
the field of housing, as put forward by Aigner (2018). We thus found exam-
ples of the ‘bad’ informal rental submarket with incidents of discrimination 
and exploitation on the one hand and experiences with the ‘good’ civil socie-
ty rental submarket on the other. 

In sum, social networks appear to be pivotal for accessing the housing mar-
ket as part of structural integration. Nevertheless, they can neither complete-
ly counterbalance the lack of sufficient financial resources for finding decent 
housing in highly competitive urban areas nor help overcome legal hurdles 
to attaining public housing. 
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Introduction 

The issue of integration—both as a process and as a field of public policy—
is a central research topic in migration studies. Although the literature on the 
subject is rich, it does not provide a single commonly used definition of in-
tegration or integration policy. Integration, usually related to a population 
characterized as (im)migrants/foreigners/newcomers (regardless of how vol-
untary or not their migration movement is), covers different dimensions and 
involves various state and non-state actors in the receiving society. Concern-
ing definitions of integration, among the most useful is to be found in the 
works of Rinus Penninx (Penninx 2005, 2007, 2013; Penninx and Garcés-
Mascareñas 2016). Following his approach, integration can be defined as 
‘the process of becoming an accepted part of society’. Specifically, this re-
fers to three dimensions of society—namely, political-legal, socio-economic, 
and cultural–religious—which correspond, respectively, to the institutions 
(categories) of the state, the market, and the nation (Entzinger 2000; Penninx 
and Garcés-Mascareñas 2016: 14). Depending on a range of factors, these 
dimensions are complementary and interdependent (see Sobczak-Szelc et al. 
2021). 

The process of immigrant integration does not take place in a vacuum but is 
embedded in the space of interactions between the two parties involved 
(namely, immigrants and the receiving society) within the three areas dis-
cussed. The exchanges also take place on three different levels 1) the indi-
vidual level (migrants and natives); 2) the collective level (organizations like 
NGOs and trade unions), and; 3) the institutional level (general public insti-
tutions and group-specific institutions). There is also, of course, the time 
factor to be considered (Penninx and Garcés-Mascareñas 2016: 16–19). 

The group of newcomers deserving the most attention are forced migrants, 
including asylum seekers and beneficiaries of different forms of international 
protection in the host country (for example, persons granted refugee status or 
subsidiary protection). The integration of these groups has gained im-
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portance in Europe, particularly after 2011, as migration generally—and the 
number of people applying for international protection in particular—has 
grown. It has also called into question the capacity of national systems and 
their preparedness to receive large numbers of forced migrants in a short 
time. Mass migration to European countries has seen growing integration 
challenges, with third-country nationals facing barriers in education, housing 
and the labour market (see Sobczak-Szelc et al. 2021). 

Poland’s integration policy is related to asylum and reception policies be-
cause under national law, the only legally defined state integration activi-
ties—implemented within Individual Integration Programs (IIPs) and other 
schemes—concern forced migrants with refugee status and subsidiary pro-
tection status. Thus, there is no overarching, coherent integration policy to-
wards migrants residing in the country. It is instead a narrow and specialized 
policy targeting beneficiaries of international protection. 

This chapter aims to explore and discuss selected integration challenges ex-
perienced by adult asylum seekers and refugees according to institutional 
stakeholders engaged in the integration process in three areas: education 
(concerning Polish language learning), access to the labour market, and ac-
cess to housing. The chapter presents key findings and conclusions from 
research carried out in Poland by a team from the Centre of Migration Re-
search at the University of Warsaw within the framework of the Horizon 
2020 project RESPOND – ‘Multi-level governance of mass migration in 
Europe and beyond’ (2017–2021). In the following sections of this chapter, 
we present the methodology and sources of our research, discuss the frame-
work of Poland’s integration policy towards forced migrants, and provide an 
overview of the experience of state and non-state actors in the implementa-
tion of ‘integration policy’, based on extensive qualitative material from the 
fieldwork (47 interviews and three roundtable debates). 

Methodology and sources 

This chapter is based on data obtained from mixed-methods research (Bran-
nen 2005), with a prevailing qualitative approach. The initial desk research 
included analysis of the legal, institutional and policy framework in Poland 
in the field of integration. The second stage of our research activities was 
fieldwork carried out between July 2018 and November 2020. The fieldwork 
involved 1) 30 interviews with forced migrants having different legal status-
es (referred to as ‘micro-level interviews’ through the rest of the chapter); 2) 
17 expert interviews (‘meso-level interviews’) with those in public admin-
istration at the central and local levels, individuals with NGOs, and other 
practitioners dealing with immigration, asylum and integration-related is-
sues, and; 3) material from three roundtable discussions of the RESPOND 
Migration Governance Network (MGN) in Poland. The goal of selecting 
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micro-and meso-level respondents as well as participants in the MGN 
roundtable discussions was to obtain opinions on the qualitative aspects of 
how integration policy and practices function and how asylum seekers and 
refugees perceive them. 

The micro-level interviewees were selected, taking into account the gender, 
age and ethnic structure of the asylum seekers and beneficiaries of interna-
tional protection arriving in Poland between 2011 and 2017.1 We also con-
sidered such variables as migrants’ year of arrival in Poland,2 place of resi-
dence, and legal status. As a result, the interviews were carried with inter-
viewees from Russia, specifically Chechnya3 (15), Syria (5), Ukraine (4), 
Iraq (3), Georgia (1), Kazakhstan (1) and Yemen (1). Out of 30 respondents, 
13 were under the asylum procedure, 15 had already received a positive de-
cision, and 2 did not declare their legal status in Poland. 

Poland’s integration policy towards forced migrants 

Integration policy varies in shape and scope from country to country. It can 
be seen as part of (im)migration policy, a separate sectoral policy, or consid-
ered under overall social policies, not specifically dedicated to migrants. 
Until 1989, the Polish People’s Republic was a communist state with very 
restrictive entry and exit rules (Okólski and Wach 2020: 147). As a country 
with a minimal inflow of immigrants (Pędziwiatr et al. 2021), Poland did not 
need an integration policy. Since the early 1990s, the systemic transfor-
mation of Poland has affected all dimensions of the state’s functioning. The 

                               

 
1 The encountered limitations, reflections on ethical awareness and principles stem-
ming from the consortium’s code of ethics, adjusted for the national context, are 
described in detail in three previous country research reports from the RESPOND 
project (Pachocka and Sobczak-Szelc 2020; Pachocka et al. 2020; Sobczak-Szelc et 
al. 2020). 
2 In other RESPOND projects, justification of this division is strictly linked to the 
so-called migration and refugee crisis that affected asylum statistics in many Euro-
pean countries in 2015. In Poland, this cut-off point was adjusted to relate to the 
refugee crisis, but much as possible we aimed to reflect the situation in Poland as 
well, which was influenced by the outbreak of the military conflict between Ukraine 
and Russia in 2014. 
3 According to the Encyclopaedia Britannica (2019) online, ‘Chechnya is a republic 
in southwestern Russia, situated on the northern flank of the Greater Caucasus 
range. Chechnya is bordered by Russia proper on the north, Dagestan Republic on 
the east and southeast, the country of Georgia on the southwest, and Ingushetiya 
Republic on the west. In the early 21st century, more than a decade of bitter conflict 
had devastated the republic, forced the mass exodus of refugees, and brought the 
economy to a standstill’. 
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country opened to increased international migration and international coop-
eration and the process of formulating and implementing a modern migration 
policy began from scratch (see Strzelecki and Pachocka 2020: 254). This 
included what can be understood as an integration policy. Preparations for 
EU accession in 2004 and joining the Schengen Zone in 2007 played an 
important role in this regard, as has Poland’s ongoing EU membership. De-
velopment of the integration policy after 1989 was largely conditioned by 
the availability of financial resources (mainly EU funds) conducive to inte-
gration-oriented activities and projects (Wach 2018; see also Molęda-
Zdziech et al. 2021). The first integration activities, primarily focused on 
forced migrants, were implemented by NGOs and local authorities (Okólski 
and Wach 2020: 160). 

As of today, Poland does not have a comprehensive national integration pol-
icy,4 nor does it maintain a strategic document (legal or policy) in this area. 
However, ‘the absence of a strategic document does not mean the absence of 
policies as such and is sometimes a policy statement of its own’ (Duszczyk 
et al. 2020: 2). Integration activities targeting foreigners (migrants, newcom-
ers) of different legal statuses (temporary residence, permanent residence, 
refugee status, subsidiary protection status, others) are fragmented and dis-
persed, and they fall under various public (social) policy areas (for example, 
the labour market, education, housing, healthcare, social security). One can 
only speak of a narrowly defined state integration policy concerning benefi-
ciaries of international protection in Poland who are involved in the so-called 
IIPs. They are addressed to persons with refugee status and subsidiary pro-
tection and their family members. IIPs are financed from the central budget, 
but they are implemented by local authorities (social policy units—poviat5 
family support centres). 

Article 89e of the Law of 13 June 2003 on Granting Protection to Foreigners 
within the Territory of the Republic of Poland (Law on Protection) establish-
es that: ‘A foreigner who has refugee status or enjoys subsidiary protection 
is provided with assistance to support his/her integration process into the 
society in the manner and on the terms set out in the Law of 12 March 2004 
on Social Assistance’. The assistance (support) resulting from the provisions 
of the Law on Social Assistance for beneficiaries of international protection 
is arguably the most important component of official state actions for the 
integration of refugees, the core of which are the IIPs. Social assistance is 
provided under state social policy to enable individuals and families (not 
only refugees) to tackle difficult life situations that they cannot overcome 
using their rights, resources and opportunities, and it is organized by central 
                               

 
4 The same applies to the migration policy itself. 
5 Polish administrative regions (voivodeships) are divided into so-called counties 
(poviats), which in turn are comprised of smaller communes or municipalities. 
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and local government administration bodies. The state also cooperates in this 
area with social and non-governmental organizations, the Catholic Church, 
other churches, religious communities, and natural and legal persons (Law 
on Social Assistance, Art. 2). 

Integration per se is not defined in the Law on Social Assistance; instead, it 
refers to ‘assistance for a foreigner’ to support his/her integration process 
(Art. 91). This aid is not granted automatically and is subject to numerous 
rules. To receive it, a beneficiary of international protection must submit a 
special application within 60 days from the day he/she obtained refugee or 
subsidiary protection status in Poland or a temporary residence permit (as a 
family member of a foreigner granted refugee status or subsidiary protec-
tion) to the competent authorities in the beneficiary’s region of residence. 
According to the legal stipulations, the integration assistance is granted for a 
period not longer than 12 months, and it is supposed to include the following 
components6 (Article 92(1), Law on Social Assistance): 

 Cash benefits (monthly) for living, in particular, to cover expenses for 
food, clothing, footwear, personal hygiene products and housing, and 
covering expenses related to learning the Polish language;7 

 Paying health insurance as specified in the Law on Healthcare Benefits; 
 Social work; 
 Specialist counselling, including legal, psychological, and family coun-

selling; 
 Providing information and support in contacts with other institutions, in 

particular with labour market institutions, the local environment and 
non-governmental organizations, and; 

 Other activities supporting the foreigner-integration process. 

It is implemented based on the written agreement between a poviat family 
support centre and a foreigner (Article 93). The integration progress of a 
refugee under the IIP is monitored by a social worker attached to the compe-
tent family support centre (the ‘program implementer’), at least once every 
three months from the date of commencement of the IIP implementation 
(Paragraph 5, Regulation on Assistance to Foreigners).8 It is assessed in 
three areas: 

                               

 
6 One should remember that in fact these provisions are implemented to a different 
degree depending on the poviat. 
7 For further details see Sobczak-Szelc et al. (2020: 27–30). 
8 The Regulation of the Minister of Labour and Social Policy on the provision of 
assistance for foreigners of 7 April 2015, also known as the Regulation on Assis-
tance to Foreigners. 
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 Language education, including the degree of acquisition of a basic 
Polish vocabulary enabling communication; 

 Professional functioning as regards progress in seeking employment and 
other forms of professional activity enabling the foreigner to become 
economically independent, and; 

 Social functioning, especially in terms of establishing contacts with the 
local environment and the degree of participation in social, cultural, and 
public life. 

The list of actors involved in integration-related activities and projects in 
Poland is complex and diverse. These are: 

 Intergovernmental organizations (the EU, OECD, UNHCR, IOM, and 
others); 

 Central-level public administration (the Ministry of the Interior and Ad-
ministration, Office for Foreigners, Ministry of the Family, Labour and 
Social Policy, Ministry of National Education, Ministry of Science and 
Higher Education, voivodeship offices, and others); 

 Local-level public administration: poviats (mainly the largest cities with 
poviat status) and communes, poviat family support centres, social sup-
port centres (social welfare centres), poviat labour offices, primary and 
secondary schools, and; 

 Non-state actors such as NGOs (mainly in large cities) and civil society 
organizations, those in the private sector (employers’ unions, workers’ 
unions, chambers of commerce, language schools), local communities, 
religious organizations, others (Sobczak-Szelc et al. 2020: 31–34). 

Due to the post-1989 evolution in regulations—as well as more recent politi-
cal developments in Poland—local actors (local governments, NGOs, local 
communities) are key stakeholders in the integration of refugees. This is 
especially true in the large cities where most foreigners settle, such as War-
saw, Gdańsk, Kraków, Lublin, Wrocław, and Poznań. 

The experiences of state and non-state actors 
in implementing ‘integration policy’ 

Challenges and opportunities around Polish language learning 

This section focuses on opportunities and challenges around Polish language 
learning for adult asylum seekers and refugees in Poland. It discusses the 
problem from the perspective of public institutions, NGOs, and schools in-
volved in the practice of integration. According to numerous studies, 
knowledge of the local language is a crucial factor in migrants’ ability to 
engage and participate in the host society’s political, social, educational, and 
economic life (Chiswick and Miller 1992; Burns and Joyce 2007; Hanemann 
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2018). The role of language knowledge varies according to the specific 
needs of forced migrants. Immediately after arrival in the host country—
when asylum seekers need orientation to organize their lives anew—
language is essential for basic communication. Afterwards, language steadily 
becomes central to effective integration, as it not only facilitates social and 
political participation but also increases job opportunities (Hanemann 2018). 

Asylum seekers and refugees confront two key challenges in learning Polish. 
First, they must surmount the kinds of barriers faced by migrants in general. 
These include the difficulty and high cost of language acquisition for speak-
ers of languages linguistically distant from the host country language, lim-
ited exposure to the host country language (in the initial reception period, 
refugees typically live with compatriots in remote accommodation centres 
with little chance to mix with the host society), and, finally, their individual 
(de-)motivation and cognitive abilities (Isphording 2015). 

Second, the Polish language educational offer for asylum seekers and refu-
gees is quite limited. Asylum seekers are provided with Polish language 
classes organized by the Office for Foreigners. Due to the non-obligatory 
character of the classes and many other individual reasons—such as coping 
with PTSD, lack of childcare, the low quality of teaching of Polish as a for-
eign language and the way teachers engage in class, and failures to adapt 
teaching methods to the language group—attendance remains low, not ex-
ceeding 50 per cent of the residents of accommodation centres (Baczyński-
Sielaczek 2016). Although by law, asylum seekers living in private accom-
modation (more than 50 per cent of all asylum seekers) are technically eligi-
ble to attend classes, they seldom do so due to the remote locations of ac-
commodation centres (Pachocka et al. 2020: 40 and 78). 

Our meso-level respondents were divided in terms of their opinions on the 
reasons behind the low attendance at language classes and the limited 
achievements of asylum seekers in learning the language. One practitioner 
expressed his/her opinion that the Polish language classes for asylum seekers 
should be mandatory, even if the classes themselves are unappealing: 

They are provided with Polish language classes, but almost nobody attends 
them. The courses are unappealing, and they are not obliged to attend, but in 
my opinion, they should be. If someone applies for refugee status, wants to 
integrate, and wants to stay in Poland, he/she should be forced, however, dur-
ing the procedure—especially since it is very long—to learn the Polish lan-
guage. It shouldn’t be that someone comes three times during the first two 
months and then abandons the classes completely. (PLMZP1) 

Respondents from social organizations were much more considerate on the 
matter. They refrained from blaming the non-obligatory character of the 
classes for the lack of motivation among asylum seekers to learn Polish. 
Instead, they pointed towards the much more complex nature of the problem, 
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its background, the central government, and the general migration and inte-
gration policies: 

They have no incentive to learn. Their future in Poland does not depend on 
whether they know the language or not unless this procedure lasts long 
enough such that we could call it far-sighted. For example, they might con-
sider that in, say, four years when they are up for refugee status determina-
tion, they could point to their language skills and be able to say, ‘There are 
humanitarian reasons that I should stay—I have worked hard to master the 
Polish language and have integrated into society’. But people don’t consider 
this at the beginning. If they are not asked to learn, a system of learning in-
centives is not created, then they lose a year, two years. Learning the lan-
guage is especially important in this regard. (PLMZSO3) 

Published analysis of the situation of Polish language learning by beneficiar-
ies of international protection proved that making classes obligatory does not 
correspond with higher attendance. Although Article 93(1) of the Law on 
Social Assistance obliges every beneficiary of the IIP to participate in a 
Polish language course ‘in case of need’, it turns out that ‘need’ can be inter-
preted broadly, and not only in relation to linguistic needs (Sobczak-Szelc et 
al. 2020: 82). According to a Supreme Audit Office survey, the average par-
ticipation of beneficiaries of IIP in Polish classes was 35.6 per cent. Howev-
er, it varied from 20 per cent in small towns (Pruszków and Łuków) to 50 
per cent (Biała Podlaska) and even 70 per cent (Warsaw) in big cities 
(Najwyższa Izba Kontroli 2015: 40–42). 

The main challenges of Polish language learning stem from obstacles to 
participation in classes. Our respondents listed the following problems: 
clashing course schedules and working hours, questions about the quality 
and effectiveness of the courses, a lack of availability of courses (or courses 
only available in distant locations), and not meeting the specific needs of a 
particular group (elderly people, people from different cultural backgrounds, 
mothers of young children) (Sobczak-Szelc et al. 2020: 82–86). 

For both refugees participating in the IIP and the social workers who support 
them in completing the integration program, paid work was considered more 
important than the refugees’ need to learn the Polish language, and this was 
treated as a factor justifying non-attendance: 

Of course, if someone takes up a job and works from 8am till 4pm, and it is 
not possible for him/her to attend a Polish language course, then we recog-
nize that work is more important. They will also have some contact with 
Polish at work, so they will naturally learn and eventually become independ-
ent. And that’s okay. (PLMZP1) 

Another significant challenge to Polish language learning is that the courses 
are not tailored to the needs of specific groups, like speakers of non-Slavic 
languages, elderly people, mothers of babies and toddlers, and people of 
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different cultural backgrounds. Regarding the last, one meso-level respond-
ent gave the example of a conservative background as a factor hampering 
women’s participation in a language course: ‘There is no space for these 
cultural differences that can make some things difficult to accomplish. For 
example, learning Polish for a woman who comes from a very conservative 
Muslim environment [is difficult]. She can’t attend Polish classes because 
her husband won’t let her’ (PLMZLG2). On the other hand, cultural back-
ground often precludes men of masculine cultures from participating in lan-
guage classes since they tend to perceive this kind of activity as contradicto-
ry to their traditional gender roles. This is especially visible in the asylum 
seeker centres, where the group pressure is much higher given the limited 
degree of anonymity. 

Despite the mentioned challenges, Polish language knowledge was consid-
ered by our respondents (on both levels, meso and micro) as an essential 
factor in integration. Even though there appears to be agreement among all 
actors (public administration, social organizations, and the refugees them-
selves) on this matter, no state funds are allocated to Polish language courses 
for refugees aside from small amounts from the budgets of local govern-
ments (Sobczak-Szelc et al. 2020: 82–86). In other words, although the gov-
ernment made it obligatory for participants in IIPs to attend courses (for up 
to 12 months), it does not provide a publicly funded system of teaching the 
Polish language.9 

NGOs have stepped into the void to fulfil this duty of the state and provide 
courses for foreigners (including asylum seekers and refugees) with their 
own resources. However, since NGOs are dependent on funding from the 
state or EU program, there is always a risk that the funding will dry up or the 
objectives of the funding scheme will change. As much happened in 2015, 
when the Asylum, Migration, and Integration Fund (AMIF) funding was 
suspended. As one interviewee noted: 

In order to provide free courses for foreigners, they must be financed from 
somewhere. As far as I know, all educational programs are free for foreign-
ers. I remember that one NGO introduced payment for the courses because it 
had no funding, but it was more for migrants than for refugees. (PLMZSO1) 

Concerning the effectiveness of the language courses provided for refugees, 
the host country’s language teaching goals should be considered. As men-
tioned above, the goal is not only facilitation of communication but also—or 
even predominantly—inclusion into the host society. Although the language 

                               

 
9 A beneficiary of IIP covers Polish language tuition him or herself using the cash 
benefits received through the program (Law of 12 March 2004 on Social Assistance, 
Art. 92 (1)(b)). 
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level needed for integration is open to debate, various language teaching 
methodology experts and NGO representatives argue that a one-year course 
in Polish is insufficient to master the language. It is also impossible in one 
year to attain the B1-level10 of Polish language needed to apply for Polish 
citizenship.11 Therefore, adult refugees in Poland either look for further lan-
guage learning opportunities after completing the IIP or face the risk of ex-
clusion due to their insufficient knowledge of the Polish language. 

Challenges in access to the labour market 

This section of the chapter examines the access of asylum seekers and refu-
gees to the labour market in Poland from the moment they submit an appli-
cation for international protection. Research undertaken by Peromingo 
(2014: 76–77) indicates that asylum seekers and beneficiaries of internation-
al protection find labour market integration much more challenging than 
voluntary migrants, even if their skills and education are comparable. Psy-
chological distress and disabilities hamper their ability to integrate into the 
labour market, as do the challenges common to economic migrants, such as 
lack of language proficiency and access to social and professional networks. 

The period of suspense and uncertainty about the future during the asylum 
procedure does not facilitate integration (OECD 2016). Therefore, it takes 
asylum seekers and beneficiaries of international protection up to six years to 
achieve a level of employment and income approaching that of other mi-
grants. This difference occurs regardless of age group and knowledge of the 
host country’s language (OECD 2016; Sobczak-Szelc 2016). However, early 
access to the labour market plays a crucial role in creating a sense of eco-
nomic security. It is important for improving the mental health of asylum 
seekers and allows for better integration if the decision on their asylum ap-
plication is favourable. As one interviewed expert stressed, ‘foreigners are 
really looking for something to do and are looking for a job. Not everyone, 
of course, because some are not looking for work and probably never will. 
But there is also a group of people who really want to’ (PLMZOF2). 

According to the Law of 20 April 2004 on Employment Promotion and La-
bour Market Institutions (Law on Employment), foreigners can be hired only 
if they are legally staying in the territory of Poland. Those regulations, how-

                               

 
10 B1 is the third level (out of six) of language proficiency in the Common European 
Framework (CEF) for languages published by the Council of Europe. In ordinary 
speech, this would be labeled the ‘intermediate’ level of language proficiency. 
11 Therefore refugees, if they apply for citizenship, mostly choose the ‘presidential 
procedure’, which does not require a specific level of Polish language knowledge 
(Sobczak-Szelc et al. 2020: 112–113). 
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ever, do not apply to asylum seekers who cannot work for the first six 
months from the date of submission of an application. Suppose the decision 
of granting protection has not been issued within that period, and the reason 
for that was beyond the applicant’s control. In that case, they may request a 
special certificate (statement) authorizing them to work (not to be confused 
with a work permit). This document, accompanied by the temporary certifi-
cate of identity of a foreigner, permits a person to work within the territory 
of Poland (Article 35(1), Law on Employment). The certificate is valid until 
the moment when the decision on granting international protection becomes 
final (AIDA 2020). 

The situation changes significantly after receiving one of the protection sta-
tuses, as refugees and members of their families have rights similar to those 
of Polish citizens vis-à-vis the labour market. They have access to the labour 
market, the right to protection against unemployment, and the right to con-
duct business activity. They are also protected by legal regulations giving 
them the right to a minimum wage, safe and healthy conditions, and access 
to entrepreneurship hubs, apprenticeships, and traineeships. They may apply 
for jobs in the public sector, such as work in education or health services, 
unless there are specific regulations requiring Polish citizenship, for in-
stance, in the so-called ‘public sector core’, which includes civil servants and 
police (Pawlak 2019; Sienkiewicz 2016; Sobczak-Szelc et al. 2020). 

Despite formal regulations, asylum seekers and refugees face different barri-
ers entering the labour market. The initial obstacles occur right at the start, as 
there are no regulations to link the placement of asylum seekers and refugees 
with employment opportunities. As well, they face problems with the valida-
tion of skills, recognition of qualifications and prior work experience. The 
procedure is perceived as complicated and very expensive, and it is hard to 
receive any help during this process. The poviat family support centre may 
help clients within the IIP program with the procedure, although there is no 
option for the centre to pay for it. 

The problem is even more worrisome for those refugees who have graduated 
from a university in their country of origin. Our research revealed that due to 
the serious barriers in recognition of university diplomas, refugees are often 
considered as having no higher education, which not only precludes them 
from continuing their studies—such as pursuing a higher degree—but often 
condemns them to work far below their qualifications. As one of the inter-
viewed experts mentioned, the procedure is very complicated, as each case is 
individual and conditioned by the administrative procedures at a given uni-
versity and even faculty. Moreover, poviat labour offices deal only with 
vocational training, and the processing of documents is not among their 
competencies (PLMZP1). Another expert noted: 
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They are either a doctor or a lawyer, and the procedures for diploma recogni-
tion in such professions are complicated. You might have been a lawyer in 
Russia, but to be able to continue your career in Poland, you must study 
Polish law from the beginning. In their opinion, this is often degrading. They 
are educated in a given field, and here instead of working as, say, a doctor or 
a lawyer, they’re working in a kitchen. (PLMZSO1) 

As well, people who brought no documents when fleeing their homes are 
treated as not having a high school or college diploma. The absence of pro-
cedures for skill validation and recognition of qualifications causes a signifi-
cant loss of potential valuable workers willing to integrate into the labour 
market, even if not entirely within their competencies, then at least within 
the sector pertaining to their education and qualifications. 

Theoretically, refugees have access to a wide selection of training, especially 
those organized by the poviat labour offices, aiming to improve professional 
qualifications and vocational education. Those programs, however, are not 
tailored for migrants, and in general, labour offices are assessed quite nega-
tively by those working with beneficiaries of IIP, as described by an NGO 
interviewee: 

I do not remember there ever being actions targeted specifically at refugees at 
the labour office. I know a few refugees who took advantage of the oppor-
tunity to attend a Polish language course or vocational courses organized by 
the labour office. […] In my experience, refugees treat the labour office only 
as a health insurer […] and as an annoying institution that tries to shoehorn 
them into any old job. If they do not take the first, second, or third job offer, 
they bear the consequences. But these are often job offers where they have no 
chance of supporting themselves. (PLMZSO1) 

Moreover, these training sessions are tailored neither to refugees nor to mar-
ket needs. Although data regarding training and the effectiveness of IIPs 
concerning labour market inclusion were not collected systematically for a 
long time, those from 2014 show that the most popular training was for 
welding or obtaining a driving licence, and they did not correspond to the 
jobs taken by foreigners in any case. In that year, of those involved in IIPs, 
only 37 participants found jobs, usually in food service, as interpreters or 
labourers (MUW 2014). 

However, ‘the first and main problem [is] the language’ (PLMICh14). This 
challenge is well-reflected when it comes to contacts with employees of 
labour market institutions and attempts to find a job. The first can be ob-
served even at the poviat labour offices’ portals or during vocational train-
ing, where the vast majority of the information is available only in Polish. 
The modest linguistic skills of the labour offices’ employees do not improve 
this situation. However, even participating in training performed in the 
mother tongue will not change this situation as there are challenges on the 
second level—that of employment. As one practitioner explains: ‘It is not so 
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bad when we take a course in Russian but in Arabic? Even if someone fin-
ishes such a course, they will not get a job anyway because they do not 
speak Polish’ (PLMZP1). 

Finally, potential employers find the legal regulations concerning the em-
ployment of foreigners to be very complex. As there is no training offered to 
employers, they are often confused and unaware of whether they can or can-
not employ an asylum seeker or a refugee. 

Despite all those challenges, refugees are not treated as a group requiring 
special treatment on the labour market, as long as they do not belong to the 
groups listed in the legal regulations, which interviewed experts highlighted: 

As I was looking through it some time ago, I was struck by the fact that no 
refugees or migrants are there [among privileged groups]. This is a specific 
group that requires another type of interaction due to linguistic or cultural dif-
ferences. And I don’t think anything has changed in this area. (PLMZSO1) 

All these barriers push asylum seekers and refugees into a grey zone. Justifi-
cation for this process was given by one meso-level respondent, who under-
lined that some employers discriminate against foreign employees. Some 
employers believe that foreigners can be employed informally and will, be-
ing desperate, work for less money. Additionally, the vast majority of refu-
gees from the Caucasus and Chechnya are poorly educated and fall into sim-
ple, low paying jobs which do not pay enough to make ends meet even when 
working long hours: ‘Therefore, they often prefer, even if they have other 
options, to work in the black market, because then they make more money, 
cash in hand, and it is easier for them to support themselves compared with 
legal employment’ (PLMZSO1). 

Furthermore, work in the informal labour market is conditioned by the speci-
ficity of the sectors in which they are employed. During the asylum proce-
dure, asylum seekers are accommodated quite remotely, and so a significant 
number work in agriculture (Pachocka et al. 2020). Even after a decision is 
made on their status, their situation does not change radically. They still 
work in sectors where jobs are often performed on an undocumented basis, 
such as construction, transportation, food service (simple jobs), domestic 
work, and car repair (Klaus 2007; Pawlak 2019; Sobczak-Szelc et al. 2020). 

Polish NGOs play an invaluable role in helping migrants and refugees, and it 
is no different in the area of labour market integration. NGOs undertake a 
variety of actions dedicated to migrants. They assist with bureaucratic issues 
related to access to the labour market and offer individual consultation and 
support with experts who can help them understand Polish law, find a job in 
Poland, or set up a business. They also provide pro bono meetings with law-
yers, vocational counsellors, and specialists in establishing and developing 
businesses. They work to develop a space for cooperation between employ-
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ers and migrants. However, along with the change of Polish government 
policy in late 2015 and suspension of access to AMIF funds for NGOs, many 
of those who support asylum seekers and refugees have been forced to limit 
their activities in the last few years. 

Challenges in access to housing 

Housing is another crucial area where forced migrants face numerous chal-
lenges, as confirmed by the results of our fieldwork. Some of the meso-level 
experts mentioned common problems such as a limited supply of affordable 
housing, high rental costs (especially in large cities), discriminatory practices 
in the housing market, a lack of specialized housing counselling for benefi-
ciaries of international protection, and the risk of homelessness after the end 
of institutional support under the IIPs. 

It is worth starting with the opinion of one of our meso-level interviewees, 
who made the pertinent point that adequate housing is crucial before mi-
grants can integrate into other fields. Our respondent argued that: 

The lack of automatic access to cheap housing is what I consider the biggest 
barrier in the integration process. It seems to me that this is the first human 
need—to ensure a sense of security with a roof over your head […] Only then 
can you think about work, qualifications, retraining, and so on’. (PLMZSO1) 

This member of the NGO sector involved in providing assistance to refugees 
argued persuasively that if this basic need is not provided, it is difficult for 
migrants to advance in other dimensions of integration. 

The most frequently cited issue vis-à-vis asylum seekers and refugees’ ac-
cess to housing by actors from the non-government sector is the scarcity of 
affordable rooms, flats, and houses. Asylum seekers and refugees tend to 
settle in big cities. On the one hand, such areas provide a wider range of 
prospective employment, but on the other, they offer fewer opportunities for 
cheap and adequate housing. Some of our interviewees from the social or-
ganizations rightly pointed out that the difficulty persons with refugee status 
or other forms of international protection confront in finding adequate ac-
commodation is part of a general shortage of affordable housing. According 
to experts, there is a shortage of approximately 2.1 million flats in Poland. 
This situation most frequently affects people of medium and low income. 
They have neither access to cheap mortgages nor the financial means to buy 
apartments. The social housing in the country, estimated at 150–200,000 
premises, is well below what is needed to meet the population’s needs (Cha-
basiński 2018). 
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Another interviewee argued that: 

Housing is one of those things that doesn’t work in Poland at all. Our experi-
ence often shows that when we talk about a problem that affects refugees, we 
are de facto talking about a problem that affects everyone. The refugees just 
have a harder time than the rest of society with the same problem’. 
(PLMZSO2) 

This actor from the NGO sector describes the critical challenges in the fol-
lowing way: 

There are too few cheap flats, too few social housing options, and these flats 
are poorly managed. There is also a lack of relevant legislation that could put 
more flats on the market. There are empty flats that the owners do not want to 
rent; they keep them for themselves as a form of capital investment. There 
are countries where there are legal solutions that prohibit these situations. 
(PLMZSO2) 

As shown by Pachocka et al. (2020), most asylum seekers in Poland decide 
to move out of the refugee centres while their applications are still being 
processed. In this way, people often confront the shock of being forced to 
find suitable accommodation before they have been granted international 
protection. Persons whose applications for refugee status are assessed posi-
tively have the right to apply for social housing through the same channels as 
citizens of Poland. If they meet certain conditions—which often differ across 
localities—then they can have access to municipal or social housing, which 
is significantly cheaper than similar accommodation on the free market. 
They face the same barriers as Poles: a limited housing stock, a glut of per-
sons requesting such housing, and long queues and waiting times. Some-
times, however, as one of our interviewees from the social sector noted, they 
also face discrimination as foreigners. ‘If there are not enough houses for 
‘us’, we should not provide them to ‘aliens’, as one popular refrain has it’ 
(PLMZSO1). 

Some other interviewees from the NGO sector also claimed that discrimina-
tory practices in the housing market make it increasingly difficult for refu-
gees to gain access to decent housing. One of them, for example, argued 
that: ‘The problem with flats also forces refugees to leave Poland, because in 
Western Europe, it is easier to find a flat and there are fewer prejudices’ 
(PLMZSO2). This interviewee also mentions that Polish is spoken with and 
without a foreign accent in the organization. If a person with an accent in-
quires about a given flat, she is much more likely to be told that the accom-
modation has already been taken. This interviewee also recalled a situation 
when a young Chechen couple was looking for an apartment: 
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A few times, they encountered landlords who agreed to rent them the apart-
ment in advance but then retracted the offer once they learned that they were 
from Chechnya. More recently, this couple was going to sign a contract, but 
when the owners saw that the girl was in a hijab, they refused to sign it, alt-
hough she spoke perfect Polish. (PLMZSO2) 

The findings of various studies have shown significant anti-refugee and anti-
Muslim prejudice in Poland. These prejudices were very effectively mobi-
lized and exploited during the parliamentary elections of 2015, which over-
lapped with the peak of the so-called ‘migration crisis’ (Legut and 
Pędziwiatr 2018; Pędziwiatr 2017). In the aftermath of these elections, refu-
gees were further negatively portrayed, securitized and used as a key ele-
ment of the social and political mobilization by both the ruling coalition and 
the far-right and populist members of the opposition (for example, Kukiz15, 
a party which lobbied for a so-called ‘refugee referendum’, similar to that 
carried out in Hungary on 8 October 2016). As a result of these actions, the 
general perception of persons seeking international protection in Poland has 
transformed from relatively open and positive still at the beginning of 2015 
to negative from the end of 2015 onwards (Legut and Pędziwiatr 2018). 

The negative portrayal of refugees has further aggravated their difficult situ-
ation in the housing market. It has made affordable rental properties increas-
ingly scarce. According to some members of social organizations, the scarci-
ty of affordable housing is the key reason many people who claim asylum in 
Poland treat the country as a transit point. One social organization repre-
sentative argued: 

If someone depends only on a limited source of income, they may find it dif-
ficult to pay for the rent on their flat. And this may be the moment when they 
decide to leave Poland. If people wonder why Poland is still a transit country, 
it seems to me that the key issue has to do with access to affordable housing. 
(PLMZSO1) 

Other studies on the situation of refugees in Poland reflect this observation. 

The latest annual report of the Association of Legal Intervention points out 
that one of the major reasons persons with international protection leave 
Poland has to do with lack of ‘housing security’ (Chrzanowska et al. 2020). 
Housing insecurity is, according to some of our interviewees on the meso-
level, also linked with a lack of specialized housing counselling for benefi-
ciaries of international protection (for example, state agencies providing help 
in finding adequate housing), and the fact that refugees are not offered any 
housing provision after the end of the institutional support in the form of 
IIPs. For the reasons above, numerous NGO actors actively engage in ac-
tions to improve access to adequate housing for refugees. One of them point-
ed out that ‘we only exceptionally engage in searching for flats for refugees 
on the free market. However, for years we have been supporting refugees in 
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applying for social housing, and we have been quite successful in this re-
gard’ (PLMZSO1). 

Other meso-level actors are in fruitful cooperation with the municipal au-
thorities (PLMZSO3, PLMZSO1, PLMZSO4). One of them, for instance, 
pointed out how: ‘At the city level there is definitely a lot more openness 
when it comes to refugees and migrants. Sometimes they come to us with 
ideas, and we can contact them at any time’ (PLMZSO1). In the absence of 
an overarching state policy on migrant integration, many cities in Poland (for 
example, Gdańsk, Kraków, Poznań and Wrocław) have developed their own 
migrant integration programs (Pędziwiatr 2019). 

How to move forward: Some concluding remarks 
and recommendations 

As the discussion through the chapter has shown, despite having legal rights 
similar to citizens of Poland, beneficiaries of international protection face 
numerous challenges in exercising their socio-economic rights in practice. 
The politicization of the category of refugee in the last five years or so has 
only aggravated their difficult situation. The loosely linked elements of the 
integration policy do not allow the numerous challenges faced by the benefi-
ciaries of international protection in Poland to be addressed coherently and 
efficaciously. At the same time, our discussants pointed to several ways the 
situation of refugees in Poland could be improved, some of which are worth 
mentioning. 

Concerning Polish language learning, our respondents, in general, shared the 
opinion that the Polish language courses available for asylum seekers and 
refugees (if available) are insufficient and ineffective. In the aftermath of the 
critical report of the Supreme Audit Office (2015) on this topic, there have 
been some attempts to improve the asylum seekers’ participation in the lan-
guage classes by increasing their motivation to attend. However, despite new 
incentives (such as prizes for the highest attendance or the best results in the 
group), attendance has remained low (below 50 per cent). Concerning refu-
gees, there have not been any improvements in the field of Polish language 
education since 2015, when the mentioned report was published. Although 
beneficiaries of international protection participating in IIPs are required by 
law to attend Polish classes, there is no national steering and organization in 
this regard. Therefore, the obligation to provide refugees with Polish lan-
guage education is almost exclusively carried out by NGOs. 

A refugee from Syria told us his ideas for improving the Polish language 
learning system and linked it with cultural orientation education. He pointed 
out a crucial element of host country language education that should be 
treated as a starting point for improvement: ‘Establishing proper schools for 
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immigrants or the refugees coming to this country, so they teach them the 
language. This would facilitate integration very much’ (PLMISy24). We 
could not agree more on this, as an integrated, publicly funded system of 
host-language learning has been proven to be an effective measure in refu-
gees’ language acquisition (Sobczak-Szelc et al. 2021). Furthermore, it is 
recommended that Polish language courses be provided tuition-free to all 
beneficiaries of international protection (even after completing their IIP). 
The system should be designed to consider the schedules of people who 
work or are involved in childcare. Considering the course of the COVID-19 
pandemic, online courses should be offered as well, as long as asylum seek-
ers and refugees are provided with the necessary equipment and IT tools. 

Pre-integration is also part of integration into the labour market, so during 
the asylum procedure, activities for asylum seekers should already include 
work skills training and recognition of qualifications. The six months before 
receiving a certificate that allows asylum applicants to work in Poland legal-
ly should be shortened to three months. This would not make a significant 
difference to the state, as the number of asylum seekers is low, but it would 
be pivotal to the pre-integration of asylum seekers (MGN2). 

The state and NGOs should focus on activities aimed at facilitating the 
recognition of qualifications and acquiring new ones. One solution would be 
to treat refugees as a separate privileged group with access to tailored train-
ing organized by labour offices. Also, programs dedicated to refugees should 
merge the improvement of qualifications, the acquisition of new skills, and 
the learning of the Polish language. Refugees would also benefit from spe-
cial integration programs, such as state-funded or subsidized internships or 
exemptions from contributions to the state during employment. One crucial 
aid to the integration of refugees from culturally different parts of the 
world—especially the women—would be to offer culturally sensitive em-
ployment. 

Finally, the monitoring of labour market inclusion should be improved. The 
most important aspects of monitoring are: 1) how the work taken up by 
forced migrants corresponds to their skills and qualifications; 2) the results 
of the acquisition of work skills and recognition of qualifications dedicated 
to asylum seekers and refugees (which should also be evaluated and im-
proved to meet the needs of specific groups arriving in Poland), and; 3) the 
process of integration of refugees in the same way as other foreigners apply-
ing for work in Poland. 

Substandard housing results in the slow adaptation of foreigners to the new 
socio-cultural conditions of the host country, and it may have a negative 
impact on their physical and mental well-being. As argued above, housing is 
one of the major issues for persons who have already obtained some form of 
international protection. Their situation is, in fact, more difficult than those 
seeking asylum since they cannot rely on the support of the Office for For-



 295 

eigners in the form of accommodation in one of the refugee centres or a 
modest housing allowance. According to our fieldwork data, those foreigners 
who lived outside of the facilities run by the Office for Foreigners during the 
asylum procedure seemed to be better prepared for the numerous challenges 
of finding adequate housing for a reasonable price after their applications for 
protection were positively assessed. 

We discussed above what institutional stakeholders engaged in the integra-
tion process perceive as the key issues with access to housing by refugees, as 
well as how important the role is they play in facilitating the access to hous-
ing for refugees and persons with subsidiary protection. We have also shown 
that sometimes difficulty in finding adequate and affordable housing is a key 
reason that some beneficiaries of international protection decide to leave 
Poland and search for better living conditions in the countries of Western 
Europe, where there might be a denser diaspora or other support networks. 

Some of the changes that could improve the housing situation of those with 
international protection in Poland include making the transition from the 
refugee centres to housing easier, improving access to cheaper and more 
adequate housing, providing more support to the NGOs facilitating spatial 
integration of migrants, generally paying more attention to the spatial inte-
gration of persons with international protection, and, last but not least, 
providing easier access to social housing. In its report from 2015, the Su-
preme Audit Office recommended implementing solutions that would ease 
the access to flats to refugees, especially in places where they will have ac-
cess to employment (Najwyższa Izba Kontroli 2015). For the moment, initia-
tives such as the one taken in Warsaw to set aside a quota of flats owned by 
the municipality for refugees are exemptions rather than a rule (see WCPR 
2020). 

To conclude, the integration of asylum seekers and refugees should be treat-
ed as a holistic process and not as an issue to be addressed by one institution 
or one programme. It is also necessary for the political will to implement a 
broader range of integration instruments that could eventually create a co-
herent integration policy. For the moment, we see no such political will in 
Poland. 
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Introduction 
In Austria, immigrant integration has been a fiercely debated topic since the 
1990s. The country has since become known for its restrictive ius sanguinis 
citizenship regime and a strong far-right party (the Freedom Party of Austria 
or FPÖ) in parliament. The crisis of migration governance in 2015–2016 
sparked new debates on the integration of refugees. As in previous decades, 
a political discourse evolved around the subject of immigration as the politi-
cal problem to be solved, with one question being raised repeatedly: ‘Are we 
able to integrate these new immigrants into society?’ (Steiner and Koller 
2015). 

Among scholars and politicians, there is a broad consensus that if integration 
is to succeed, states need to intervene politically in one way or another. Yet, 
the precise way—and the extent to which—policy-makers should structure 
immigrant settlement, participation, and societal belonging are the subject of 
controversial discussions. For this reason, the conceptual ground in current 
political and academic debates has been structured by two grand theories. 
While multiculturalist approaches (for example, Kymlicka 1995) assume that 
states need to facilitate immigrants’ capabilities, assimilationist approaches 
(for example, Alba and Nee 1997) consider immigrant aspirations as the 
central driver of adopting desirable behaviour. Both integration paradigms 
operate within fundamentally different assumptions vis-à-vis the target sub-
ject and the process of goal attainment. While the former adopts a policy 
logic of enabling, the latter is driven by a policy logic of conditionalization 
(Lutz 2017). 

In our contribution, we study the micro-level implications of the multifacet-
ed integration policy environment in Austria. Acknowledging that the Aus-
trian policy regime entails both elements—namely, the logics of enabling 
and conditionalization—we seek to understand which is more pronounced 
and how they influence the motivations and individual resources within 
groups targeted by policy. We do not confine our analysis to policies explic-
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itly labelled as integration policies but consider the wider system of civic 
stratification combined with the domestic civic integration regime. 

For the past 20 years, Austria has been pursuing civic integration policies, 
requiring that immigrants comply with formal requirements, such as passing 
language tests to obtain particular rights (Permoser 2012). The institutionali-
zation of integration politics has been accompanied by narratives of individ-
ual performance (Gruber et al. 2016), echoing assumptions of the assimila-
tion approaches to integration. The country has had a mixed record of policy 
intervention concerning immigrant integration in recent years. On the one 
hand, the federal government has increased investments in language and 
citizenship courses and (briefly) funded job integration programmes. On the 
other hand, it has further hollowed out the statuses of asylum seekers and 
beneficiaries of protection, for example, through limited residence permits, 
new hurdles to accessing the labour market and social welfare, as well as a 
consistent refusal to include asylum seekers in subsidized integration pro-
grammes. Furthermore, we have observed an increasing intermingling of 
integration goals with debates and measures targeting immigrants subscrib-
ing to the Muslim faith (Josipovic and Reeger 2018). 

Our study adopts a qualitative research design, analysing the central themes 
in the narratives of 29 interview partners who arrived in Austria between 
2011 and 2018. Legally speaking, these interlocutors were either beneficiar-
ies of protection or asylum seekers with a pending decision. We interpret the 
most important themes in the light of the domestic policy environment and 
identify three social conditions for each group by systematically tracing how 
federal policies latch into particular stages of an individual’s new life, creat-
ing specific resource-motivation configurations. 

The chapter is structured as follows. In the following section, we discuss the 
conceptual underpinnings of assimilationist and multiculturalist elements of 
integration policy. We then provide a brief historical overview of Austria’s 
integration policy. In section 4, we will elaborate on our methodological 
approach. In the fifth section, we present our findings and show how differ-
ent social conditions of immigrants are related to certain policy elements 
before embedding our arguments theoretically in the concluding section. 

Theories of integration: Assimilation versus 
multiculturalism 

Immigrant integration usually describes a process of increasing settlement, 
participation, and social belonging of immigrants vis-à-vis the receiving 
society. This roughly corresponds to the significant consensus in academia 
and among policy-makers. However, there have been two normatively op-
posed stances on exactly how this process works (or is supposed to work) in 



 
301

both domains. Assimilationist approaches (for example, Alba and Nee 1997) 
assume that immigrants need to adapt themselves to the mainstream society 
of the receiving country. This adaptation is mainly considered in terms of an 
ethnocentric cultural adoption of customs, habits, and identity traits. On the 
other hand, multiculturalist approaches (for example, Kymlicka 1995) depart 
from a notion of multi-ethnicity and expect states to accommodate diversity 
and enable equal participation. It is important to highlight that these two 
stances have to be considered as diametrically opposed on a wide spectrum 
of normative and conceptual positions. Therefore, they may be regarded as 
ideal types, which serve as an analytical heuristic, emphasizing the contrast 
of features. 

Regarding public policy, each of these two approaches holds specific as-
sumptions concerning the nature of the integration problem and its supposed 
solutions. While multiculturalist approaches tend to sense a lack of oppor-
tunity—calling for reduced barriers and arguing for support in developing 
individual skills—assimilationist approaches consider a lack of motivation 
as the main problem and accordingly seek to create incentives for individual 
efforts (Lutz 2017). As a result, actors on both sides pursue distinct logics of 
policy intervention, albeit operating in both cases in a system of civic strati-
fication—namely, a hierarchical system of immigrant categorization with 
stratified formal rights and duties depending on legal and residence status 
(Morris 2003). 

Against this background, multiculturalist integration policy adopts a liberal 
stance, granting a wide range of rights and enabling participation by support-
ing skill development. It is based on a policy logic of enabling (Lutz 2017: 
6). Here, status and rights are assumed instrumental to the flourishing of 
individual resources, which to some degree may be further engineered (that 
is, by programmes for the development of labour market skills). In contrast, 
assimilationist integration policy takes a restrictive stance, using rights and 
benefits as rewards or inducements. Such a politics of conditionalization 
(Atac and Rosenberger 2013; Lutz 2017) views socio-cultural or socio-
economic qualities and their development by individuals as a vehicle to 
show deservingness of particular rights. 

It has been argued that precisely this logic is part of the civic integration 
paradigm, which has become a mainstream policy approach in most West 
European countries (Joppke 2007). Civic integration encompasses policies 
and discourses that seek to socialize immigrants into citizens through lan-
guage courses and other measures that shape knowledge, values, and atti-
tudes and symbolic actions such as signing integration agreements. Austria, 
the country under investigation in this chapter, has been pursuing the civic 
integration paradigm for more than two decades. 
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Austria’s immigrant integration history 

Austria’s history of national integration policies is relatively short, starting in 
the mid-2000s when immigrant integration was gradually institutionalized as 
a policy field. Groups targeted by the first measures were primarily third-
country nationals, mainly from Turkey and the former Yugoslavia, who had 
arrived in prior decades and were increasingly looking to become full citi-
zens. At the same time, the asylum system became a major legal channel for 
immigration, with new ethnic groups, such as Afghans and Iraqis, settling in 
Austria (Bauböck and Perchinig 2006). 

In 2003, Austria introduced the so-called Integration Agreement, stipulating 
that immigrants must acquire German-language skills at A2-level1 to qualify 
for permanent settlement. In combination with the increased number of civic 
integration criteria for the acquisition of citizenship introduced in 1999, this 
marked the beginning of an approach that conditionalized particular rights 
and linked them to language skills and general knowledge of Austrian histo-
ry and democracy. Following the creation of a State Secretariat for Integra-
tion in 2011, federal-level politicians fostered the narrative of ‘integration 
through effort/performance’ (Gruber et al. 2016). This approach was guided 
by the assumption that educational performance in passing language tests 
and tests on knowledge about the Austrian state and society would contribute 
to improved labour market outcomes and avoid future social welfare costs. 

However, it is important to note that Austrian integration politics are largely 
symbolic (Permoser 2012). This means a considerable gap between policy 
discourse, driven by integrationist narratives, and policy action, character-
ized by a mix of practical support and logics of conditionalization. There-
fore, it is also relevant to consider that integration policy has increasingly 
focused on beneficiaries of international protection—a group whose rights 
are primarily guaranteed by international and supranational institutions, cre-
ating constraints on national policy. 

At the same time, Austria’s federal system displays several regional integra-
tion regimes (Josipovic and Reeger 2020). Various provinces and municipal-
ities offer or subsidize language courses, skills training, or social activities. 
Indeed, the local integration regime of the province of Vienna dates back to 
the 1970s, when thousands of labour migrants from Southern Europe settled 
permanently in Austria. In 1971, Vienna established the ‘Migrant Fund’ 
(Zuwandererfonds), and in 1992, the city created a ‘Fund for Integration’ 
(Integrationsfonds). Crucially, such local integration regimes—many of 

                               

 
1 A2 is the second level (out of six) of language proficiency in the Common Europe-
an Framework (CEF) for languages published by the Council of Europe. In ordinary 
speech, this would be labeled the ‘basic’ level of language proficiency. 
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which have been around for decades—often provide a more inclusionary 
setting for language and skill courses than national ones because they are 
accessible for a broader range of immigrants (Kohlbacher and Reeger 2020). 

The increased number of asylum applications in 2015 and 2016 once more 
stirred debates on the integration of refugees, leading to a series of policy 
reforms (Josipovic and Reeger 2018). Together with a Council of Experts, 
Austria’s federal government presented a 50-point plan to integrate recog-
nized refugees and beneficiaries of subsidiary protection in late 2015. This 
led to increased investment in integration courses, for which an additional 
€25 million was set aside. Furthermore, the Public Employment Service 
(AMS) introduced ‘competence checks’, individually evaluating the skills of 
refugees before they could access the labour market. Simultaneously, federal 
and regional politicians from the conservative and right-wing spectrum be-
gan to call for restrictive measures regarding refugees’ access to welfare and 
started to link the topic of integration to debates over symbols of the Muslim 
faith. 

In the following sections, we will closely examine the implications of differ-
ent elements of the Austrian integration policy regime for asylum seekers 
and beneficiaries of protection. 

Methodology 

Within the Horizon 2020 project RESPOND, we sought to investigate how 
integration policies in Austria affect the micro-level lived realities of those at 
whom these policies are directed. Therefore, we departed from the methodo-
logical and conceptual foundations that have recently been elaborated by 
Philip Lutz (2017) and complemented them with an interpretive approach to 
policy analysis. Building on actor-centred institutionalism (Scharpf 1997), 
Lutz argues that we can think of policies as institutions. They establish rela-
tively stable sets of state-induced practices concerning social phenomena 
that are considered governable. 

Integration policy regimes thus seek to structure the aspirations and capabili-
ties of immigrants. Aspiration can be operationalized in terms of motivations 
to invest in adaptive efforts, learn the language, find a job, and fit into a so-
cio-cultural mainstream that is pre-defined to a greater or lesser extent. Ca-
pabilities, on the other hand, refer to individual resources and opportuni-
ties/hurdles to advancing one’s position of power in terms of language and 
employment skills or of a stable legal status. 

In our study, we specifically focused on the situation of asylum seekers and 
beneficiaries of protection in the aftermath of the so-called refugee crisis of 
2015. We sought to understand how their motivations and resources are af-
fected by the current policy environment. Therefore, we set up a qualitative 
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multi-level research design rooted in core assumptions of critical policy eth-
nography (Dubois 2015). Such an approach is first interested in providing 
qualitative accounts of how people subjected to particular policies experi-
ence the impact of those policies (Dubois 2015: 468). Secondly, policy eth-
nography juxtaposes these social realities with ‘those held to be true by peo-
ple in power’ (Katz 2004: 287). 

Thus, we drew on two major types of material. First, we analysed legal doc-
uments to provide an account of legal and other measures that have been 
configured in response to the problem of immigrant integration in Austria. 
Our focus was on three aspects: legal status and residence provisions, em-
ployment and social-aid provisions, and civic integration measures. 

In the second step, we studied the experiences of policy recipients—namely, 
asylum seekers and beneficiaries of protection located in the Austrian prov-
inces of Vienna and Upper Austria. Here we drew on 29 semi-structured 
interviews conducted in the second half of 2018. We used themes analysis 
(Froschauer and Lueger 2009) to identify central topics across all interviews. 
In so doing, we distinguish the experiences of persons who are still asylum 
seekers and those already granted asylum or subsidiary protection. For each 
group, we inductively coded broad text passages and clustered them to dis-
tinct themes, six of which we selected as salient to the present discussion: 

 Dealing with vulnerabilities 
 Displays of deservingness 
 Local opportunities exhausted 
 Making capabilities count 
 Establishing social ties and gaining orientation 
 Struggling despite a status 

Those topics were interpreted in the light of the existing legal framework, 
based on which we constructed six ideal types of social conditions. Those 
conditions reflect how shared themes are bound together across individual 
stories through a shared experience of being affected by a particular policy 
environment. In the findings section, we will now discuss these social condi-
tions and provide illustrative examples. 

The lived realities of asylum seekers and beneficiaries 
of protection 

We conducted our fieldwork in the latter half of 2018, at a time when asylum 
and integration were highly politicized topics in Austria. This was most no-
tably due to ongoing public debates on the consequences of the arrival of 
refugees in 2015 and 2016 and because a coalition between the conservative 
ÖVP (Austrian People’s Party) and the far-right FPÖ (Freedom Party of 
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Austria) had just entered office following snap elections in 2017. Both coali-
tion partners had announced new restrictions for asylum seekers and cuts to 
social-aid services for beneficiaries of protection. However, our interview 
partners live in the federal provinces of Upper Austria and Vienna. Here, 
regional executives support more inclusive local integration regimes that 
were also open to asylum seekers. 

Asylum seekers: Limited resources and a fragile motivation curve 

As mentioned earlier, we conducted conversations with people who had been 
asylum seekers in recent years or who were still trapped in this semi-status. 
In Austria, asylum seekers are generally permitted to legally reside in the 
country for the duration of their asylum procedure. Their lives are character-
ized by a challenging ‘legal limbo’ because a decision on their case has far-
reaching implications for their legal residence status. However, this legal 
limbo can sometimes continue for years. In 2017, first-instance asylum pro-
cedures lasted for an average of 16.5 months. Even though this had vastly 
improved by 2018–2019, certain groups, such as male Afghan nationals, 
typically spent several years as asylum seekers until they had exhausted their 
possibilities for appeal. As a response, policy-makers repeatedly introduced 
new procedural hurdles, including, for example, shortened time limits for 
appeal procedures. Asylum seekers remain under particular scrutiny. They 
are typically accommodated in decentralized reception facilities and are 
obliged to reside in the province responsible for their reception and social-
aid services. 

Speaking to those individuals who were still waiting for a final decision on 
their status, we found that the most pressing issues were first being unable to 
work and living in poverty, and second not having a final decision on one’s 
status, which left many in a protracted state of dependency and uncertainty. 
Opportunities for integration were minimal and additional hurdles, such as 
the federal government’s ban on asylum seekers taking up apprenticeships in 
2018, caused further frustration. Against this background, we identified three 
social conditions that might result from this structural situation: 1) the regen-
erative condition; 2) the expressive condition, and; 3) the resignation condi-
tion. In the following, we will describe each of them briefly. 

The regenerative condition: Dealing with vulnerabilities 

Structural exclusion through the lack of a residence status generally suggests 
social conditions that are hostile to integration. While this certainly holds for 
asylum seekers, as we will discuss later, it seems necessary to question the 
normative assumption that integration is always a priority from an individual 
perspective. During the conversations with our interlocutors, we identified 
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what we call the regenerative condition, a period in which individuals were 
provided with nothing more than basic means of living but experienced this 
as a situation of stability compared with the chaos that they had experienced 
previously. Those were typically stories of the first weeks and months in 
Austria when people were relieved from the immediate physical and psycho-
logical strain of their flight and sought to reconstitute themselves in a recep-
tion facility. 

Asked about his most urgent needs during the first weeks in Austria, Adnan, 
a young asylum seeker from Afghanistan, argues: 

I can say one thing—being able to sleep at night without stress is a big deal. 
Safety—just sleeping without stress [knowing] nobody can do anything to 
you, for example, swear at you or fight you, or something. That’s difficult in 
our country [Afghanistan]; whenever you leave the house, you don’t know 
whether you will be able to return home because every second a bomb ex-
plodes or someone does something bad. Security is a big deal. 

Like several other interlocutors, he describes a period in his life in which 
social participation did not matter as he began to process his own survival 
and started to reflect on how to reunite with friends and family abroad. Oth-
ers held more positive accounts of this period. Mohammed and Hassan, two 
Syrian men in their thirties whom we met independently, describe their rela-
tively short time as asylum seekers as some kind of social degradation and a 
throwback into childhood. Mohammed argues: 

How am I supposed to describe that [time in a reception accommodation]? 
So, it was literally my second childhood. Look, as a child, you don’t have any 
big problems. I don’t know what you’re thinking about [as a child]; you just 
have to eat and get enough sleep and play. And that’s what we did [in the re-
ception centre]—not intentionally, but unintentionally. We didn’t have any 
worries; we were fully aware we couldn’t do anything before we got the asy-
lum [status], so we lived carefree for four months. 

Mohammed and Hassan both described their condition during early recep-
tion as a life free from obligation and an opportunity to recover, both physi-
cally from a strenuous journey and mentally from war and violence. In this 
regard, structural exclusion implied a life of dependence on a minimum of 
social aid, which conversely created an opportunity for self-care rather than 
integration efforts. This example does not aim to justify structural exclusion 
or sufficiency policies. Instead, it seeks to point out the importance of mental 
and physical care services in an early phase of asylum. At the same time, 
conceptions of a throwback into childhood carry a highly problematic under-
tone in the face of protracted periods in legal limbo. 
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The expressive condition: The display of deservingness 

As mentioned, asylum seekers would often spend more than just a few 
weeks or months waiting for a decision; they would wait for years in many 
cases. Evidently, this raises questions over whether and how individuals can 
establish a meaningful social and personal life. Two important factors for 
starting any form of meaningful social life are work and language acquisi-
tion, both of which are politically considered undesirable concerning persons 
without a stable status. 

In Austria, asylum seekers are de facto excluded from labour market partici-
pation. Although European Union law stipulates that asylum seekers must 
receive effective access to the labour market within nine months after filing 
an application, Austria has remained restrictive in this regard. Following the 
‘Bartenstein Decree’ of 2004, work permits could only be obtained for sea-
sonal employment and a duration of six months. Between 2012 and 2018, 
young asylum seekers under the age of 26 were allowed to obtain appren-
ticeship permits, but this provision was annulled by the ÖVP–FPÖ govern-
ment in 2018. Only in May 2020 did the High Administrative Court 
(VwGH) rule that there must be effective access to the labour market for 
those asylum seekers who have not received the first-instance decision on 
their asylum application. 

Speaking to several individuals who still were asylum seekers at the time of 
the interview—often young men from Afghanistan who had spent more than 
one or two years in reception—we were confronted with stories testifying to 
a condition of high-level motivation in which an early eagerness to become 
part of society coincided with instrumental considerations. In several in-
stances, the motivation to learn German, volunteer, or find employment was 
driven by the hope that integrative efforts would prove deservingness and 
make a difference with the Immigration Office or the court deciding on their 
asylum case. Thus, integration efforts are not only an end in themselves but 
can be used expressively to demonstrate deservingness of status. Farid, one 
of these men, explained how he tried to integrate in Austria early upon arri-
val: 

I thought to myself: ok, if I want to integrate quickly, I should have some 
contact with both old and young people. They are completely different. Then, 
I thought maybe it would be better first to have contact with old people who 
understand and talk rather little, and then when my German is better, I can do 
other things. I sent an email to the old people’s home, and they invited us [to 
volunteer there]. 
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Yet, as he later goes on, none of these things mattered at the Immigration 
Office: 

In the first interview [at the Immigration Office, the BFA], I had 15 letters of 
recommendation from other people, saying: ‘Yes, we know this person. He is 
a good person, and we hope that he can stay here’. But with the BFA, it 
didn’t matter at all. Integration, ok; voluntary work; I already learned the lan-
guage and had gotten to know so many people in Austria. Or school and so 
on [...]. But if all these things are not integration, what does integration 
mean? 

Evidently, by the time we spoke with him, he was highly disillusioned and 
generally doubtful of the benefits of integration. Indeed, the degree of inte-
gration might only matter legally in the context of a deportation procedure, 
often at the end of an asylum procedure that has continued for years. For 
first-instance decisions, authorities exclusively investigate after instances of 
persecution or war conditions in the region of origin. Likewise, federal-level 
integration policies, as mentioned, instead seek to discourage integration 
efforts of asylum seekers. 

In terms of the policy environment, it seems important to highlight two as-
pects. Firstly, public integration discourse circulates around more general 
notions of immigrants and refugees rather than legal categories. Despite the 
federal government’s reluctance to address asylum seekers’ integration, this 
target group is informed through more generalized accounts of an immigrant 
integration nexus conveyed in media, by civil society, or through refugee 
support organizations. Secondly, in Austria, we find provincial and munici-
pal integration regimes that often provide opportunity structures through 
locally funded German courses, workshops, or NGO-based aid networks that 
help asylum seekers learn the language, adapt skills, or find minor jobs. The-
se local political and civil organizations were particularly present during the 
first years following the so-called refugee crisis. 

The resignation condition: Local opportunities exhausted 

Having engaged in several locally available language classes, made contacts 
with civil society during the heyday of the welcoming culture, and tried mi-
nor legal jobs since their arrival in Austria, many asylum seekers had grown 
frustrated by the time of our interview. Farid too, it seems, has entered such 
a phase of resignation, which is characterized by involuntary withdrawal: 

What’s good? We have a place where we can sleep and a kitchen and food. 
But the bad thing is we have nothing to do. That’s the worst thing. If you are 
busy with something, you can talk to someone or [distract yourself to] not 
think about things anymore. If you have nothing to do, you don’t know what 
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to do; you always have to think. If I have to think, then I get stressed, and 
when I get stressed, I get anxious, and if I get anxious, that makes it bad. 

As became evident, local integration regimes and civil society support initia-
tives may contribute to a tenuous normality in the lives of asylum seekers. 
Yet, at some point, local opportunities for advancing in life are exhausted. 
Even those interview partners who had enhanced their individual resources 
in terms of language skills, job experience, and a social network could not 
transform their potential into satisfactory living conditions due to the lack of 
a stable legal status. Consequently, they grew frustrated and reported spend-
ing their time with distractive activities. 

Beneficiaries of protection: Skill adjustment, social networks, and 
marginalization 

Upon receiving a protection title in Austria—that is, asylum or subsidiary 
protection—the situation changes considerably for asylum seekers. Once 
asylum seekers are granted formal refugee status, they have full access to the 
labour market and enjoy equal rights with Austrian citizens in this regard. 
From that point on, the Public Employment Service (AMS) supports them in 
their job search and skill development. In response to the so-called refugee 
crisis of 2015, the federal government created a support programme, invest-
ing in the clearing of existing competencies and new qualification measures. 
However, the programme was discontinued in 2019. Among those who re-
ceived asylum in 2015 and were registered job seekers, around 44 per cent 
were formally employed as of June 2019 (Szigetvari 2019). 

Indeed, the most pressing issue for our interview partners was finding ap-
propriate employment once they were granted status. Upon gaining protec-
tion status, recognized refugees enter the general social-aid scheme and 
move out of reception facilities within four months. Yet, many of our inter-
locutors were not satisfied with their housing situation, and improving mate-
rial living conditions appeared to be the primary motivation for finding em-
ployment. At the same time, however, there was often the ambition to find 
not just any job but also one appropriate to their skills and attributes. 

Re-adjustment condition: Making capabilities count 

Several interlocutors reported having been employed as warehouse workers 
or as service employees in fast-food chains while at the same time trying to 
improve their skills or to have their education certificates officially recog-
nized. 

A female beneficiary of asylum, who arrived in Austria via family reunifica-
tion, benefitted from the so-called competence check of the Public Employ-
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ment Service. One year after her arrival in Austria, she continued pursuing 
German courses while at the same time adapting her existing skills in physi-
otherapy during trial days at a spa: 

There is the competence check at the AMS. It takes one month […], and eve-
rybody asks: ‘What is your plan here in Austria; what are you doing? What 
did you do before, and what do you do now if you want to work in Austria?’ 
Then I said, ‘I would like to work in my field here too’, and I searched a lot. 
Then one day, I landed this job. And that was a good chance because here in 
Austria, I think this physiotherapy work [...] is very difficult for asylum [ben-
eficiaries to get]. And I’ve been here for a year, and that’s why I’m not fin-
ished with the language yet. But this was a very, very good chance for me to 
do this trial day. 

On the other hand, her husband had worked at McDonald’s while waiting for 
the official recognition of his certificates. Now he was finally able to contin-
ue his academic career in law, which he had started in Damascus. Looking 
back at his first two years in Austria, however, Ahmed points out how he 
lacked systemic knowledge of how higher education institutions work: 

So it’s all about the right questions. If you ask the right question, you get an 
appropriate answer, but if you don’t know what to ask [...,] then it’s difficult. 
And mostly, when I came here two years ago, I didn’t know the right ques-
tions. So I always asked the wrong questions, and I always had the wrong an-
swers. 

Disorientation in terms of a lack of systemic knowledge regarding the do-
mestic labour market, the health system, or housing has been a recurring 
topic in our interviews. Evidently, integration courses have produced limited 
success in providing this type of knowledge. What we refer to as the re-
adjustment condition typically reflects a period in which individuals need to 
address the gap between their newly won rights and freedoms on the one 
hand and attempts to translate existing skills formally and practically into a 
new context on the other hand. From an integration perspective, the danger 
exists of permanently falling into the precarious low-wage employment sec-
tor without exploiting the full skill potential, a process that requires time. 
Yet, some policy-makers are reluctant to grant time in the welfare system, as 
discussed further below. 

The condition of subjective belonging: Establishing social ties and 
gaining orientation 

For some of our interview partners, a vital facilitation mechanism for bridg-
ing these obstacles was social relationships with refugee-supporting mem-
bers of civil society and NGO workers. These ties could be professional, 
friendship-based, or even of a romantic kind. Abbas, a 34-year-old benefi-
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ciary of asylum who had found a girlfriend in Upper Austria, discusses how 
he accepted any type of job from early on but also benefitted from the sup-
port of friends: 

Now I have work. I do window installation, and, thank God, everything has 
worked out. I was looking for a full-time job for a long time. I used to work 
10 or 20 hours a day. But always kept looking. I always walked, I asked, I 
asked Austrians, I took friends [to job requests] and asked if they could help, 
and then everything worked out; thank God, I have a job. 

A condition of structural inclusion and a subjective sense of belonging were 
derived mainly from an adequate housing and employment situation. In 
those instances, it was primarily social ties established by protection benefi-
ciaries during their time as asylum seekers that could help bridge the gap 
described earlier. In some instances, those ties were a source for orientation 
in a new society and a form of social capital that enabled access to better job 
opportunities. 

While obligatory civic integration courses for protection beneficiaries are 
supposed to provide precisely this type of orientation, our interlocutors wide-
ly viewed them as something entirely different. Even though some interview 
partners reported having gotten practical information from these courses, the 
main aim was to improve language skills. However, there was a widespread 
notion that the quality of some courses was not adequate and that obligatory 
tests were just another administrative hurdle. Accordingly, a man from Syria 
who has been a teacher himself describes the situation as follows: 

I am a teacher [by profession]. People are coming off the street [into the 
course]; they can’t speak English, and they can’t speak German. And, I have 
to sit next to such a person in the class, and he can’t do anything, nothing at 
all, zero; and I am B1-level [in German]. Everything must be explained to 
him; I don’t need that. There are many things I can already do, so it is stupid 
for me [to take the course]. For me, it takes three months; for this man, it 
takes six months just to learn the alphabet. That is why this test for language 
skills is a lie. That is not right; anyone can do this test; nobody controls it 
well, and it should be controlled well. […] And also with the ages; I am 33 
years old, and in the class, there is a person of maybe 55 years and another of 
13 years. I can understand better than an old man, and a young man can un-
derstand better than me, I think. I think the age difference should not be more 
than 5 or 6 years. That is the problem with the German-language course. 

The marginalized condition: Struggling upon receiving a status 

Those who had a weaker social network and had greater trouble adapting 
their skills remained within a condition of marginalization. Marginalization 
implies living in an enduring state of social disadvantage, not in terms of 
legal status but due to socio-economic and socio-cultural difficulties. Even 
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as the situation of legal limbo comes to an end, precarious socio-economic 
conditions and discrimination often make it difficult to establish solid expec-
tations about the future and fully enjoy a wide range of rights upon receiving 
protection status. 

Considering the policy environment for these individuals, we find, on the 
one hand, a relatively generous social welfare state. On the other, we find 
that skill support programmes (such as the competence checks at the Public 
Employment Service) have either been cut or lack quality, as is the case with 
some civic integration courses. Rather than focusing on enhancing individual 
resources, Austria has chosen a policy logic of conditionalization in recent 
years. First, it introduced a general restriction of the entitlement to asylum to 
three years, requiring a second review of the decision if there are possible 
grounds for withdrawal. In 2016 and following an increasing politicization 
of immigrant welfare, the province of Upper Austria, to give an example, cut 
social-aid benefits for asylum seekers with a limited stay from €921 to €560, 
of which €155 was tied to integration obligations. In 2018, however, the 
European Court of Justice overturned this provision, arguing that it violated 
the EU Qualification Directive, which, among other things, defines the rights 
of persons entitled to international protection. 

Added to that is the issue of discrimination. As did several other interlocu-
tors, Said, a Syrian refugee in his late twenties, reported discrimination in the 
context of housing: 

I was on the phone [to a landlord], and it was really very bad [...]. We didn’t 
say on the phone that we were from Syria, and then we made an appointment 
[to view the flat]. And he saw that we were two Syrians, two dark men. The 
friend had a very Arab face, and he [the landlord] sent us away. So we were 
not even allowed to view the apartment. 

Discrimination is also particularly pronounced concerning Muslims. Mina, a 
young woman from Afghanistan who came to Austria in 2012 with her par-
ents and who is still living with them, pursued the strategy of going to school 
and, at the same time, looking for an apprenticeship. By the time we spoke 
with her, she was working for a railway enterprise as a promoter. She found 
the job via the Public Employment Service (AMS), although she was rather 
dissatisfied. Mina argued: 

I’ve been looking for an apprenticeship for two years, but I can’t find one. I 
think it’s because of my headscarf because I really always send applications, 
but I always get rejections. Always! For apprenticeships, I always get a re-
fusal, but I think it’s because of my headscarf. 

Like many other interlocutors, she was highly aware of the harmful politici-
zation of Islam through federal-level politics and felt that this atmosphere 
indeed transcended into everyday interactions. 
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Discussion and conclusions 

In this final section, we seek to explore what the ideal-typical social condi-
tions described above reveal about the Austrian integration regime and its 
effects. First, it appears crucial to consider the sharp division of structural 
exclusion/inclusion between asylum seekers and beneficiaries of protection, 
which is characteristic of Austria’s asylum system. 

Asylum seekers belong to the most excluded groups in society. These indi-
viduals typically enter a national territory without an a priori status, and state 
administrations need to determine whether residence status can legitimately 
be granted on humanitarian grounds. This process usually takes years in 
Austria. Unlike Germany, for example, Austria does not permit a so-called 
‘track change’—namely, asylum seekers acquiring permanent residence 
through long-term employment (Josipovic and Reeger 2020). Quite to the 
contrary and counter to the EU Reception Directive, it prevents individuals 
from taking up almost any form of employment—including, after 2018, ap-
prenticeships. One can thus neither find integration policy elements based on 
the logic of conditionalization, as in the case of Germany, nor efforts to in-
crease the individual resources of asylum seekers. For the federal govern-
ment, language acquisition and participation in integration courses are wide-
ly viewed as undesirable. 

Nonetheless, the expressive condition has illustrated that civil support struc-
tures and local integration regimes may provide opportunities for asylum 
seekers to enhance their job and language skills. More than just being an end 
in itself, we have found that related activities may bear a performative ele-
ment, signifying social deservingness. As a result, and notwithstanding a 
possible desirability bias, we have recorded the most pronounced accounts of 
high-level motivation to integrate among asylum seekers. Evidently, the 
assertion of integration is tied to a serious struggle for legal recognition. 
While this disciplinary constellation might have beneficial integrative effects 
for a few months, its vast administrative-legal disregard—combined with 
years of waiting—easily leads to the complete opposite effect: withdrawal. 
Clearly, for individuals who eventually end up receiving a status or remain 
non-deportable, this resignation condition is likely to have negative conse-
quences, even if their residence is secured. It is, therefore, reasonable to ar-
gue that the policy process has not only seen valuable time for integration 
lost but that disintegration has, in fact, occurred. This means that policies 
have been introduced that have harmed or discouraged settlement processes 
and undermined equal social and economic participation (Collyer et al. 
2020). 

Being granted the status of asylum or subsidiary protection has far-reaching 
implications for asylum seekers. It legally legitimizes individuals’ presence 
in the country and grants access to the labour market, comprehensive social-



 314 

aid schemes, and federal integration programmes. On the one hand, the sta-
tus itself provides a wide range of rights. It thus constitutes a relatively in-
clusive policy environment, compared to, for example, EU citizens entering 
Austria, who are not included in federal integration programmes and who do 
not have immediate access to social aid. 

On the other hand, formal rights such as the right to work are only meaning-
ful because individuals have the social and cultural resources to exercise 
them effectively. While socio-economic precarity drives many beneficiaries 
of protection to take up any job they can find, several examples in our inter-
view series illustrated that minimum social-aid services in combination with 
obligatory integration courses may provide a welcome opportunity structure 
to adapt relevant skills and resume former education or career paths. From a 
structural perspective, this condition might be considered desirable because 
even if transition periods require financial investments, it provides opportu-
nities to fill shortage sectors in the long run, preventing an expansion of the 
low-wage sector and social dumping. 

Yet, what we can observe in Austria is a gradual attempt at hollowing out the 
rights attached to the statuses of beneficiaries of protection rather than ena-
bling individuals to enjoy them. Here, we find an increasingly dominant 
logic of conditionalization. Most notably, this became evident by creating 
the quasi-status of ‘temporary asylum’ and, based upon this, the legitimiza-
tion of reduced social benefits. While this provision was judicially over-
thrown, policy-makers continued to conditionalize social benefits on the 
fulfilment of integration course obligations. These measures suggest a lack 
of motivation among immigrants; however, our interview series demon-
strates that existing motivation often originates from socio-economic ambi-
tions and a struggle for a sense of self-esteem, both of which rely on genuine 
support structures that enable progress. 

Overall, this would imply the need for an earlier and more substantial provi-
sion of language courses, a return to labour market skill-adoption pro-
grammes, and a less exclusionary public discourse. As we have shown, Aus-
tria’s federal policymakers have certainly advanced the logics of conditional-
ization in the integration policy regime in recent years. It remains to be seen 
how this will translate into long-term social and structural consequences. 
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Introduction 

The issue of agency—the human activity of attempting to shape both the 
individual’s and society’s destiny—has remained fundamental in the fields 
of social science and the humanities. Migration studies is no exception. 
Scholars in the field attempt to understand how migrant agency affects dif-
ferent steps of the migration process from the decision to migrate, the jour-
ney to the country of destination, the process of self-construction that un-
folds during the integration phase (García-Ramírez et al. 2011), the complex 
strategies of resistance (Herwig 2017), the ways migrants negotiate change, 
especially concerning power dynamics and gender roles (Xhaho, Çaro and 
Bailey 2020), and finally the role of agency in the attempt and effort to inte-
grate and re-integrate in the societies after return migration (King 2017). 

Concerning the mass post-2015 forced migration to European countries, 
agency has been neglected in the public discourse, which has focused mainly 
on asylum seekers and refugees1 supposed passive subjectivity as applicants 
for protection or recipients of assistance. The idea that they might be agents 
in their own lives comes into view, if it all, only in terms of migrants’ per-
ceived threat to national values or public security. The rhetoric and language 
related to migration and integration policies have often reinforced social 
constructs of borders and national identities, thus negatively influencing the 
general perception of migrants (Gadd and Grabowska-Moroz 2021). Para-
doxically, while leaving minimal space for refugees to perform agency, Eu-

                               

 
1 In this chapter we primarily use the term ‘forced migrants’ to refer to our studied 
population of migrants and refugees. While the term ‘refugee’ is a legal status, ‘mi-
grant’ has a wider connotation. Our population has mainly been forced to migrate, 
including refugees and those who at a later stage have received citizenship or other 
legal status in their respective country of settlement. 
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ropean states have expected they adapt effectively and rapidly—and with 
minimal friction—into the host society. Labels such as ‘European migrant 
crisis’ and ‘European refugee crisis’ have directed the public sentiment in 
host societies and fed into the notion that refugees are victims (Lee and Ner-
ghes 2018). The notion of migrants as either victims or villains has both 
obscured migrant agency and reinforced the power of the state in migration 
governance, thus impacting micro-level encounters as well as macro-level 
conditions (Mainwaring 2016). 

Aims and research questions 

Our aim is to examine the methods and strategies that forced migrants and 
refugees deploy to cope with the difficulties and perils during the journey 
and border crossing as they seek to realize their primary objective of reach-
ing a safe space. We further discuss how migrant agency has affected EU 
migration policy during the last ten years. Additionally, we examine agency 
and integration in the new society, specifically in civic participation and 
health. Thus, a guiding research question for this chapter is: What is the 
agentic role of refugees in the early and post-migration period regarding 
journey, social integration, and health? 

Previous research 

The concepts of agency and structure have been used in migration studies 
mainly for so-called voluntary (economic migrants) as opposed to forced 
migrants (refugees) as in the latter case, the agency of the individual is ex-
tremely constrained by social conditions (Bakewell 2010). However, despite 
the structural obstacles, refugees use their agency to achieve their goal of 
exiting their homeland and reaching the destination country. To this end, 
many of them begin a fragmented (Collyer 2010) or protracted journey, 
which starts by fleeing to a neighbouring country which in some cases is also 
a transit country. Yet, due to structural constraints, many refugees remain 
stranded in transit countries and initiate an effort to integrate into this socie-
ty. Nevertheless, the RESPOND report (Hess and Petrogiannis 2020) has 
shown that refugees were excluded from the asylum procedure and integra-
tion into the new society. For example, in Turkey (once a transit country but 
now a destination, especially after the EU–Turkey agreement), renting a 
room, finding a job, and getting medical treatment are more difficult to ac-
quire and generally more expensive for the refugees than for Turkish nation-
als. 

Another structure that shows refugee agency is the Balkan corridor. As a 
formalized humanitarian corridor, it was an exception to the often-extreme 
routes many migrants were forced to take, such as the deadly Central Medi-
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terranean route, as shown in one of our earlier RESPOND reports (Hess and 
Petrogiannis 2020). Those refugees who had a valid passport or travel doc-
ument and/or high personal income experienced a more ‘comfortable’, di-
rect, and safe pathway and chose a variety of means of transportation (Hess 
and Petrogiannis 2020). As other scholars have asserted (McKenzie and 
Hillel 2007; Feliciano 2005; Grogger and Hanson 2011), the clear implica-
tion is that refugees include those who have to flee but also those who have 
the means to flee. 

Some studies eschew discussion on the relations between agency and struc-
ture—including which aspect is more dominant—to focus on different di-
mensions of agency (Settersten and Gannon 2005; Hitlin and Elder 2006, 
2007; Hitlin and Long 2009; Etapelto et al. 2013). Others, in particular those 
concerning refugees, link the structural and individual agency factors and try 
to give the best explanation of refugees’ prospects of influencing their situa-
tion in host countries (Richmond 1993; Healey 2006; Naido 2009; Akua-
Sakyiwah 2020). 

Various studies have shown that the patterns of civic participation performed 
in the countries of origin are repeated in the host countries if only the condi-
tions enable it (Cyrus et al. 2006; Çetrez et al. 2020; Ziebarth 2020). For 
example, in Sweden, refugees who were politically active at home look for 
similar opportunities in the new country (Çetrez et al. 2020). 

Earlier RESPOND studies have demonstrated several structural obstacles to 
migrant agency, among them being exposed to adversity, violence, precari-
ous health conditions in camps and hotspots, insecurity due to socio-political 
crises, exposure to institutional abuse, and fear and insecurity for the future 
(Çetrez et al. 2021a), as well as recurrent threats, fear of physical harm, ex-
periences of uncaring societal systems that do not feel safe or trustworthy, or 
instances of racism (Çetrez et al. 2020). In addition, the same reports have 
shown a disruption in family units, change of personal roles within the fami-
ly, negative labelling in society, cultural and worldview incompatibility with 
the host society, or change in self-perception and decreased self-worth, as 
well as distress and discomfort with the loss of employment status and loss 
of communication ability (Çetrez et al. 2021a; Çetrez et al. 2020). Further-
more, the RESPOND studies also identified integration challenges and 
stress, marginalization and alienation in society (Çetrez et al. 2021b; Çetrez 
et al. 2020). 

The RESPOND thematic report on psychosocial health (Çetrez et al. 2021a) 
also shows structural hindrances on the macro level, such as discrepancy of 
legislation among migrants for access to healthcare, lack of healthcare poli-
cies in some countries, structural strains on healthcare institutions, or struc-
tural deficiencies in the provision of healthcare services. This demonstrates a 
lack of control or lack of influence among newcomers over resources that 
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determine their health (macro level), or discrimination (meso level), or loss 
of individual and network connections (micro level).2 

Theoretical framework 

Agency and structure are particularly relevant to migration studies, as the 
micro-level aspects—the decisions of the individual, from the decision to 
migrate to integration efforts in the new country of residence—collate with 
the macro-level factors (Black et al. 2011). The latter can refer to economic, 
political, environmental, demographic, and social structures that affect the 
individual’s agency. This chapter builds its theoretical framework on Gid-
dens and its theoretical approach to agency. We find Giddens’ (1984) rea-
soning on the dialectical relationship between agency and social structure to 
be an important and useful tool for our analysis. Giddens defined agency as 
the power each individual has to make decisions and exercise action by con-
stantly reflecting on the surrounding environment. On the other hand, struc-
ture—which is a product of social activity itself—is a system of rules which 
defines the scope of human agency. In other words, structure is the frame-
work inside which human action is performed. The dialectics between struc-
ture and agency—or as Giddens has it, the ‘duality of the structure’—imply 
that even though structure might order the rules of the game of human activi-
ty, this system of rules is, in the dimension of time and space, altered by 
human agency. 

Moving beyond the classic notion of duality, Giddens (1984) referred to this 
aspect as ‘structuration’. Sewel (1992: 4) gave an account of Giddens idea of 
structuration as follows: 

Structures shape people’s practices, but it is also people’s practices that con-
stitute (and reproduce) structures. In this view of things, human agency and 
structure, far from being opposed, in fact, presuppose each other. 

The mutual impact of agency towards the structure and vice versa is illus-
trated in a definition of ‘agency’ by Mustafa Emirbayer and Ann Mische 
(1998: 970), who defined it as: 

[T]he temporally constructed engagement by actors of different structural en-
vironments—the temporal relational contexts of action—which, through the 
interplay of habit, imagination, and judgment, both reproduces and trans-
forms those structures in interactive response to the problems posed by 
changing historical situations. 

                               

 
2 A summary of the social and psychological determinants experienced among the 
individuals in each RESPOND country is available in a comparative report on psy-
chosocial health (see for example, table 1 and table 6 in Çetrez et al. 2021a). 
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Thus, the activity of the individual is not only framed by the structural envi-
ronment but, based on the constantly changing historical context, this activi-
ty affects the environment as such. 

Furthermore, Emirbayer and Mische (1998: 971) dismantle the concept of 
agency into three different constitutive elements. The first element is itera-
tion, which refers to the reactivation and reapplication of past patterns of 
thoughts and actions in new contexts. Actors draw on the pool of knowledge 
gathered, as individual and collective memory, to adjust their activity in 
different contexts. The projective element is the second dimension of agen-
cy. Here, the individual imagines possible future trajectories of action—
drawing on older experiences and thought patterns—in attempting to accom-
plish his or her goals. The practical–evaluative element is the last compart-
ment of agency. It entails the capacity the individual has to choose among 
various alternatives of action, reflecting each time the structural framework, 
which may induce dilemmas or ambiguities. Together, these three elements 
constitute what Emirbayer and Mische (1998: 971) name the ‘chordal triad’ 
of agency. 

For our interest, the dynamic relationship of how the individual reacts to 
various structures (migration policies, societal reality) affects the migration 
and integration experience. One such area is civic participation, which, 
broadly defined, refers to any activity undertaken by an individual or a group 
that addresses issues of public concern (Anheier and Toepler 2010). A basic 
division has been drawn between political activity (Parry et al. 1992) and 
more private forms, like participation in associations and social life (Putnam 
1993, 2000). Although there is no distinct boundary between these forms, 
political activity is often reserved for citizens and treated as their privilege. 
In its broad meaning, civic participation can be readily linked with existen-
tial agency, understood as the fundamental capacity of all humans to be self-
reflective, initiate their own actions, and consequently influence their own 
lives (Hitlin and Elder 2006, 2007). In this sense, forced migrants’ civic 
participation in host countries comprises all the mentioned steps: self-
reflection on their situation, taking independent action through involvement 
in associations or showing interest in public life, and, eventually, influencing 
their own lives through political or social activity. However, regarding Gid-
dens’ theory of structuration, the mentioned actions can be enabled or con-
strained by social and political structures, whereas the latter are predomi-
nantly shaped by the ruling political powers. A visible expression of the 
power of structures and their capability to affect agency is the legal frame-
work related to the political rights of foreigners and the lack of equality in 
comparison with citizens. 

Despite the hardships experienced by forced migrants and refugees in con-
fronting the social structure, many are able to leave these problems behind 
and show a high degree of agency and positive health (c.f. Simich and An-
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dermann 2014). How is that possible, and where do they find the strength? 
The complex and sometimes contradictory—not to mention confusing—
environment and our perception of it is the focus of the analysis of psycho-
logical agency. To understand agency and health, we employ an analytical 
approach that sees agency as intentionality (Kirmayer et al. 2019). Against a 
structural level, the individual tries to form a life story that includes both 
intentionality and agency in an ongoing social interaction (Kirmayer et al. 
2020). Agency, Kirmayer and Gómez-Carillo (2019: 4) argue, involves sev-
eral steps, including a ‘sense of ownership, causality, control and responsi-
bility for actions which are related to our goals, plans and intentions’. In the 
first step, agency arises from the interaction between action and perception, 
providing a basic sense of ownership. Causality involves a long chain of 
events linking one’s own actions, those of others and the surrounding con-
text. Control and responsibility, finally, consist in seeking to influence and 
shape one’s own life. 

Method 

We identified the salient topics in the RESPOND data from the interviews 
according to three themes covering the large part of the project material:3 
agency during the journey, including border-crossing, agency and civic par-
ticipation, and agency and health. We used a thematically targeted descrip-
tive coding approach (Hsieh and Shannon 2005; Braun and Clarke 2006). 
The preparatory step was to identify themes in the project data, deduced 
from the theoretical description of agency. Then the collected material was 
labelled with descriptive titles to identify the various themes within the data, 
focusing on the journey, civic participation, and health. The results are pre-
sented in broad conceptual themes that discuss the agency of respondents in 
the identified categories as follows: 

1. Agency and the journey: overcoming or dealing with trafficking, struc-
tural and interpersonal violence, natural threats, border surveillance. 

2. Agency and civic participation: involvement in political activity, en-
gagement in civil society activities, interest in the political life of the 
host country. 

3. Agency and health: the experiences of agency as ownership, causality, 
and control and responsibility. 

                               

 
3 The original source is referred to in the following way. If information is available, 
we include the country code, gender, country of origin, interview number, and a 
reference to the report authors. In some cases also age group and status of residency 
are included. 
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Analysing three contexts of agency 

Agency and the journey 

The empirical material in RESPOND country reports shows that the mi-
grants encountered various institutional, official and semi-official structures 
or experienced an activity coming from these structures, which undermined 
their agency. Nevertheless, refugees do exhibit agency from the day they 
initiate their flight until they arrive in the destination country and get estab-
lished in the new country. Although there are a series of structural con-
straints imposed on them (for example, the visa regime, the Dublin Conven-
tion) and others that facilitate and legitimize their movement (for example, 
the Geneva Convention), refugees exercise agency in the journey to achieve 
a positive outcome. Thus, even the terms ‘destination’ or ‘receiving country’ 
are a manifestation of refugee agency in applying for asylum and starting a 
new life in a place they believe provides the preconditions for a brighter 
future. 

In order to successfully reach the EU border (as a first step) and the destina-
tion country (the final step), migrants have to deal with difficulties deriving 
from social structures related to systems of rule, such as EU migration policy 
or the EU–Turkey agreement, which seek (to some degree) to hinder mi-
grants reaching EU soil. Furthermore, the interviewees experienced various 
forms of violence emanating from state institutions (the police or the army) 
or other unofficial non-state actors taking advantage of the undocumented 
migration (paramilitary groups, systems of organized smugglers, or even 
human traffickers). Yet, despite these obstacles—which tested their physical 
and mental health—many migrants exercised a remarkable level of human 
agency to cope with the difficulties that emerged during the journey and try 
to accomplish their goals: 

The smuggler was a son of a bitch. We agreed to be 39–40 in the boat, and he 
gathered 69 (persons)! […] And five powerful women. They told him that we 
agreed on 39, not 69. The smuggler had a gun, and he said, ‘I have a gun, so 
all [69] will get on board’. They refused, and they kicked his ass. Finally, 
they got the gun from him. (SWE–Male–Syria–15) 

The agency of the migrants was constantly affected by the ongoing changes 
in structural conditions during the period of the so-called refugee crisis, with 
this also affecting the border regime. The refugees had to adapt their journey 
and goals to the new circumstances and new rule systems—namely, the 
emergence and then sealing off of the Balkan corridor, the strict implementa-
tion of the Dublin Regulation, the EU–Turkey agreement, or the registering 
of fingerprints in the EURODAC database. A male migrant from Syria who 
travelled to Europe in 2013 before the Balkan corridor was initiated narrated 
the numerous efforts he undertook to achieve his goal of reaching the UK: 
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I tried to fly a couple of times from different airports […], but I was unsuc-
cessful. […] Several conditions play a role, but the most important condition 
is that you have to be lucky. […] I got arrested for an unknown time; I don’t 
know how many days. The reason was that I had illegal papers. […] They 
kept me 20 days, and then I went to Athens to try again. […] I then travelled 
to Italy […]. We jumped into a lorry, and the lorry went on the boat […]. 
And there too, I started looking for dealers. […] I took the train. Flying to the 
UK was one of the hardest things in the world, especially in these conditions. 
(UK–Male–Syria–2) 

The migrants were informed and aware of the Dublin Regulation before or 
during their journey that the country of entry is the one in which the migrant 
can apply for asylum. This was controlled via fingerprint registration in the 
EURODAC database. So, in such cases, the migrants had a choice. They 
refused to give their fingerprints in a country other than the one they were 
aiming to reach. For example, a migrant from Syria recounted how he and 
his fellow travellers avoided registering their fingertips in Hungary since 
their destination country was Sweden. 

So I gave them a fake name and fake information, and they gave me a paper. 
I still might have that paper—I don’t know—that says that I crossed through 
this [place] and left. (SWE–Male–Syria–44) 

In their efforts to overcome many difficulties and eventually reach the desti-
nation country, the interlocutors drew information from the collective 
knowledge of previous migrants. Diaspora networks or transnational ethnic 
or religious affiliations are social structures through which the migrants 
could acquire the appropriate assistance and information to activate their 
agency effectively and cope with and overcome travel difficulties: 

We were asking the people about everything. Everyone we knew. We had a 
lot of relatives and neighbours who left before us. Also, friends who were 
with us at school. Everyone who wrote [on social media] that they had ar-
rived in Germany or to another European country. (GER_141) 

This kind of group affiliation also plays a pivotal role when refugees adjourn 
for a period—be it in a refugee camp or other types of organized and non-
organized accommodation—or even later in the process of integration in the 
new societies of settlement. 

Although migrants generally started their travel with a certain plan, the jour-
ney was not thoroughly organized. In many cases, interviewees had to im-
mediately exit their country of residence, as there was insufficient planning 
time. The interviewees’ stories show various reasons why these individuals 
either decided to stay in a transit country or keep going until they reached 
the desired destination country. Most of these reasons are related to structur-
al conditions, such as the personal economic situation, health, and the 
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healthcare system. However, individual aspirations linked to migrant’s de-
sire to reach a space of safety and one that can provide the preconditions for 
well-being also come into play: 

We didn’t have any concrete information. We only heard from friends that 
they made the journey and reached there. This means we didn’t have any in-
formation on the situation of the borders. We also had no concrete plan of 
where to go. We considered going to Austria, Germany, or Sweden. It did not 
matter which of these countries. We only wanted to run away. (AUT–
Female–Afghanistan–16) 

The migrants were applying the projective element of agency as they imag-
ined a new life at a new place, either by projecting to the future destination 
country the positive experiences and structures found in the country of origin 
or by imagining their new space of residence lacking the constraining struc-
tures that hinder personal goals and aspirations. Some interviewees con-
veyed that their sole purpose was to find a place of safety where they could 
make a brighter future for themselves and their children. The latter is related 
to more refugee-friendly societal and state structural conditions, usually 
found in the destination countries, alongside the existence of a co-ethnic 
diasporic population. 

The Dublin Regulation hindered asylum seekers from reaching the sought-
after country in Europe because they were forced to apply for asylum in the 
country of first entry. This mirrors the general European migration policy, 
which discourages people from applying for asylum in an EU country in 
which they wish for their own reasons to reside in. Both structures hinder but 
also activate the agency of the migrants. Besides the more traditional trajec-
tories to the EU, to avoid the structural limitation related to the journey and 
entry to the EU, a few people referred to the fact that they came to Europe 
via creative or unfamiliar ways. For example, one Syrian refugee migrant 
tried to cross from Turkey to Greece by sea 12 times but eventually gave up. 
He later entered Sweden via Malaysia and France in 2013 with a fake pass-
port (SWE–Female–Syria–120). Another Syrian asylum seeker decided to 
travel first to Sudan and stayed there for some years before eventually get-
ting to Turkey (TUR–Male–Syria–103). 

These people accomplished their goals by activating the elements of itera-
tion and practice-evaluation of agency. Thus, the multiple failed personal 
attempts to reach Europe, or the iteration of efforts coming from the collec-
tive activity of other migrants, were filtered through practice and evaluation 
of old patterns of activity and to end to new and more innovative ways to 
reach the goal of arriving in Europe or to a transit country as a first step: 

I was staying at the home of a friend who lives in Istanbul. I had a period of 
time waiting to gather accurate information about the people who could help 
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me in the 56 crossings. It was five attempts. The information I received was 
fairly accurate. (SWE–Male–Syria–38) 

Another theme relevant to the duality of agency and structure in migration is 
the dominant terminology found in the public discourse that casts ‘sending’, 
‘receiving’, and ‘transit’ countries in clear-cut terms that allow for little nu-
ance or change. The Dublin Regulation, the Balkan corridor, and the national 
discourses around migration that influence national and European migration 
policies—such as the EU–Turkey agreement—affect the agentic freedom of 
refugees in ways that can produce shifts in how they view destinations. For 
example, because of these structural obstacles, an individual might realize 
that the aim of reaching the initial destination country is difficult and so seek 
to settle and integrate into the transit country, making it in this way a receiv-
ing country: 

I think that I didn’t know about Europe, [in terms of] which country is good. 
But when I reached here to Greece, then I realized that I could do something 
here. I can understand the Greek culture, and then I knew about these people, 
and I went to visit Kos. Then I said to myself, ‘These people have a long his-
tory’ […]. That is the decision I made on my own. Now there is no need to 
go to London because I don’t have any cousins or relatives in Germany or 
London. Why should I go there? I feel safe here. I can do something here. 
(GR–Male–Afghanistan–39) 

Our interviewees recounted a plethora of stories about trying to find ways of 
finding a solution to the dilemma of whether to stay or continue until reach-
ing their ultimate goal. Yet, despite the agency practised by some individuals 
to render a transit as a destination country, the limitations framed by struc-
tural conditions made their effort meaningless, setting them again on the 
move. For example, the EU–Turkey agreement prevented many refugees 
from reaching Europe, making them willing to consider Turkey as a place to 
settle. With this in mind, refugees exhibit agency in making moves to inte-
grate and establish permanent lives in Turkey, like finding work or setting up 
a business. 

However, the agreement apparently created conditions of exploitation for the 
refugees residing there, became a ‘push’ factor in the decision to find ways 
to continue the journey to the initial destination. These difficulties derive 
from several structural constraints related to national conditions and the EU–
Turkey agreement, which undermine the agency of migrants concerning 
integration and a sense of belonging. This Syrian interview narrated that he 
immediately tried to work in Istanbul, but he was considerably underpaid. 
Thus, he decided to continue his journey individually to Germany. His ulti-
mate goal is to take advantage of an assisting system of rules, this of family 
reunification, to bring his parents and siblings to Germany: 
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I started to work immediately after arriving in Istanbul. We worked as tailors. 
It was exhausting. We were working for 12 hours per day for only 600 Turk-
ish liras (€133). I decided to move to Germany because I could see that I 
would not have a future in Turkey. I did not finish 9th grade at school before 
leaving Syria. I decided to leave for Germany to get an education. I went 
alone with the plan to later arrange a family reunification for my parents and 
siblings. (GER–160) 

As a structure, it consisted of an unofficial system of rules, which replaced 
the official Dublin Convention for a short period. The Balkan corridor is a 
product of the agency of the migrants who made the Dublin system, which 
regulates asylum applications in the EU, inactive. Additionally, the Balkan 
corridor acted as an assisting framework vis-à-vis the agency of our interloc-
utors, making the journey possible for migrants with fewer financial re-
sources. Thus, this humanitarian corridor was a transient structure affecting 
other social structures that entailed limited resources, such as economic con-
ditions. An Iranian interviewee stated the following: 

You [wouldn’t] believe how little money I spent to get from Greece to Aus-
tria. You [wouldn’t] believe it. There were four or five countries in between, 
but I did it. (AUT–Male–Afghanistan–4) 

Another Syrian refugee doing well economically stated that his access to 
more resources enabled a smooth and comfortable journey to Europe. 

Some parts of the journey from the country of origin to the place of destina-
tion in Europe were hazardous and life-threatening for the migrants—
foremost, the water crossings and mainly the Central Mediterranean route 
and the Turkey–Greece maritime borders. In these contexts, many interview-
ees showed incredible courage to overcome extremely difficult situations. 
The agency showed at these occasions was either based on in situ direct re-
actions to the threat or on preparations based on the accumulated knowledge 
and shared information either by migrants who did the same route earlier or 
by smugglers. Some of the interlocutors reported some incidents of their 
agency: 

[Y]ou do things you would not do in normal life; you are suddenly braver. I 
decided that I do not care; I will go to the wall on it. We would either die or 
pass anyhow. (GER–171) 

Solidarity among the migrants in times of extreme difficulty is another di-
mension of the agency they exhibited during their trip: 

There was very little food, and we could not satisfy our hunger. But when 
you are in that state, you care for each other. That is the best part of the expe-
rience. (GER–30) 
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Furthermore, the migrants had to overcome the border infrastructure con-
structed against trespassing, including high barbed wire and electric fences 
and other types of engineered obstacles. They actively tried to destroy part of 
the infrastructure to proceed to the next step of their journey. 

There were electric wires, and while we were cutting, I got an electric shock 
from the fence. [But it] was a minor sting, and I just let go of the wire. We 
kept cutting until we arrived in a forest in Hungary. (SWE–Male–Syria–44) 

Refugee agency is also exercised in the means of transportation used to 
complete various parts of the journey. Structural factors like economic cir-
cumstances and ready access to cash—but also information and networks—
defined the means of transportation refugees adopted along the way. The 
Balkan corridor was a structure created by the social and political conditions 
of that time and was supported and maintained by a series of actors facilitat-
ing the mobility agency of refugees. As such, it offered various transporta-
tion modes that hastened the time of the overall journey. This included more 
established modes of transport, such as trains and buses, which the refugees 
could access to cross the relatively open borders at that time. However, on 
more clandestine routes where migrants had to cross borders through uncon-
ventional means to avoid border-security control, they also used more unfa-
miliar methods, such as bicycles, camper vans, or even livestock (by persons 
crossing the Iranian–Turkish border). 

The worldwide transportation rules for individuals manifested in the global 
travel visa regime, allowing for a more precise and regular mode of 
transport. Those lacking travel documents are forced to gather information 
for illegal border crossing and choose a transport method (regular or other-
wise) to achieve the goal. Contacting smugglers to acquire (mostly forged) 
passports and visas was another method used to bypass border control and 
secure a safe journey. The practical–evaluative element of agency is reflect-
ed in the variety of means of transportation the interviewees used, choosing 
from a pool of alternatives adjusting each time their action and choices to the 
structural framework each border and each journey posed. 

Agency and civic participation 

Analysis of the RESPOND qualitative database (Çetrez and Barthoma 
2020), which is based on 534 interviews with asylum seekers and refugees, 
suggests that forced migrants generally do not engage in political activity 
either in their home or host countries. Only 5 per cent of the interviewees 
report involvement in political activity in the host or home countries, alt-
hough the number varies between countries. Moreover, 12 per cent were 
engaged in political activity in Germany, the same percentage in Greece, and 
ten per cent in Sweden, while just five per cent were in Turkey and three per 
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cent in Iraq. There were no politically involved respondents in Austria, Hun-
gary, Italy, Lebanon, Poland, and the United Kingdom. 

Nevertheless, the data clarifies that refugees are willing to take action to 
influence their lives if conditions are ripe. Although the mentioned data does 
not reveal the breakdown of political activity between the host and home 
country, the fact that in Greece, Turkey, and Iraq refugees report some polit-
ical involvement suggests that they are willing to take actions like involve-
ment in associations or countering discrimination by informing the public 
about their cultures or religions even if the legal framework hinders their full 
political participation in the host society. A good example of the latter is the 
attitude of an Afghani refugee in Greece, who resists the dominant narratives 
of Islamophobia in Greece by talking to locals and asylum seekers: 

As a Muslim person, I am representative of Islam […]. This is why we have 
to explain to everyone that what you see on social media is not all that. What 
you see about ISIS, what you hear about them, they are not Islam. Even Islam 
is not accepting them. Because it’s really typical now, if your name is Mo-
hamed, they say you are a terrorist. I really want to change this point of view. 
The way the people think about Islam […]. I always give, like, not lecture but 
a speech to my friends in the house about how Islam is, and they ask ques-
tions.4 

Still, in Greece, Turkey, Iraq, and other countries which apply various re-
strictions on granting refugees full political subjectivity, civic participation 
of this group is often limited to their local grassroots activity. Looking at the 
disparity in political participation by refugees in Sweden and Germany com-
pared to most other West European RESPOND countries, it is clear that—
beyond the individual approach and willingness to be engaged—structural 
conditions play a role. National integration policy may play a significant 
role in encouraging refugees to participate in the political life of the host 
country. MIPEX,5 a comparative index of migrant integration policy, offers a 
partial explanation for the aforementioned differences. In fact, out of all 
RESPOND countries, only Sweden allows refugees to vote and stand in 
local elections. Germany does not give refugees voting rights but allows 
them to join German political parties, which is not the case in other RE-
SPOND countries. 

Not surprisingly, policies addressing migrants and their political rights in 
general influence political participation. However, they seem not to affect 
the willingness to participate in the political life of the host country or inter-
est in public issues. It turned out that there are no substantial differences 
                               

 
4 Based on the interview GR–Male–Afghanistan–1 originally published in Leivaditi 
and colleagues (2020: 67). 
5 For more details, see the Migrant Integration Policy Index (www.mipex.eu).  



 332 

between the RESPOND countries in the latter, which proves that the agency 
of refugees in political participation is limited by the structure of unfavoura-
ble policies in this area. The qualitative data analysis (see quotes below) 
reveals signs and clear evidence of asylum seekers’ and refugees’ willing-
ness to participate in political and social life, such as joining associations, 
engaging in voluntary activities, particularly those supporting other refugees, 
or following the news of the host country. All the mentioned activities are 
examples of civic participation, in which the agency of refugees is reflected. 

Although it is considered suspicious when the political activity of refugees 
targets their home countries, such activity can also be proof of their agency. 
Especially when the case of Turkey is recalled, more than 3 million Syrian 
refugees live in a country neighbouring their homeland. Refugees in Turkey 
cannot involve in political activity. Still, they can run Syrian opposition as-
sociations, and the role of such organizations is far beyond political opposi-
tion to the Syrian dictator Bashar al-Assad, as admitted by one Syrian oppo-
sition leader: 

We are hopeful. We are making a call to our nation not to lose hope. We are 
saying that hope is here. We can reconstruct our homeland, our cities. We are 
first doing cultural activities and publishing a magazine. We are trying to 
raise awareness to create a resilient society.6 

Another illustration of civic participation and the agency of refugees is their 
involvement in civil society, either as members of associations or volunteers. 
This form of agency influences not only their lives but also those of other 
people in need, which is the principal aim of this activity: 

The Aga Khan Development Foundation, which has nothing to do with my 
home country, is a global organization that helps refugees, and I participate 
with them to support the refugee’s children to learn the English language.7 

Respondents expressed their interest in the politics of the host country by 
following the news using various available channels: TV, the internet, Face-
book, smartphone applications, and friends or family members. This interest 
stems not only from a desire to keep abreast of the situation in their new 
countries but also from the need to monitor political developments that affect 
(or may come to affect) their lives. 

Of course, as long as I live in this country [Poland], I’m following up on our 
country’s [Syria] economic and political news [including] what has im-

                               

 
6 Based on interview TR-Şanlıurfa–2018-SRIIMeso–16 (Rottmann 2020: 67). 
7 Based on interview SWE–Female–Syria-No.33–ge group 27–50-Permanent resi-
dence permit (Çetrez et al. 2020: 81). 
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proved. In addition, since I live in Poland, I am supposed to follow and un-
derstand the political news here. [I want to know] the political situation is 
stable and good and that the economic situation is good because if the eco-
nomic situation is good in the country where I live, this will reflect on my 
life. It would impact me on services I am provided with and what I could 
make use of it. So these are things that are very important for us [the refu-
gees].8 

The visible agency of refugees in these cases of civic participation indicates 
two points. Firstly, refugees are willing to reflect on their lives and take ac-
tions aimed at changing their situation and also improving the lives of others. 
Secondly, the agency of refugees is limited by the legal framework of the 
host countries, particularly by the inequality in political rights compared to 
citizens, which is an important element of Giddens’ notion of structure. 

Agency and health 

As demonstrated in earlier RESPOND studies (Çetrez et al. 2020), the sense 
of a lack of control is evident due to structural conditions. It is expressed 
through uncertainty or inability to choose the country of settlement and a 
lack of ‘ownership’, expressed in terms of lacking knowledge about one’s 
rights or the asylum procedure, being patronized, or being deprived of free-
dom. There is also a lack of causality, expressed in terms of not being con-
vinced whether migration and seeking asylum—with all its adverse out-
comes—was a good choice after all. Finally, the lack of control, ownership, 
and causality triggers emotional responses, fear about the future, a sense of 
being deprived of one’s self-worth, or even a loss of meaning. 

Despite these constraints, the interviewees make use of support systems. 
Some express self-reliance, gather information and plan in detail when 
choosing their country of destination or their future educational and work 
plans, all of which mirrors a form of control and responsibility as well as 
ownership and causality in agency (Çetrez et al. 2020; Çetrez et al. 2021a). 

Interviewees express control and responsibility as well as ownership in 
agency, whether it is relying on faith, on friends, family members, individual 
perseverance and endurance, or as expressed by many, relying on their in-
nate competencies: 

According to my experience, I consider myself a strong person. I faced a very 
hard situation, and despite all of that, I successfully proved myself and stood 
on my own two feet with my work, independence, and language acquisition. 
So I consider myself as a strong person, as someone living alone in exile. 

                               

 
8 Based on interview PL-Male-Syria-PLMISy24 (Sobczak-Szelc et al. 2020: 127). 
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(SWE–Female–Syria–12-Age group 27–50-Permanent residence permit in 
Sweden) 

Another person expresses her wrestling with cultural value systems that are 
gender-specific and unequal and which are difficult to free oneself from, as 
expressed by this Syrian woman: 

I was supposed to stay with him (husband) for the rest of my life just to 
please my parents and community. But it’s different here. I got rid of this 
thing [blind obedience to customs]. However, it wasn’t easy […]. It took me 
much bravery to rebel against my customs, not accepting being treated with 
injustice. (SWE–Female–Syria–33-Age group 27–50-Permanent residence 
permit in Sweden) 

A feeling of injustice in the asylum application procedure, where people feel 
they are neglected, not being listened to, their past virtues and skills are not 
considered, not being trusted in their asylum reasons, or when other people’s 
applications are handled quicker, deprives people the ability for ownership 
of their stories or hinders them from making a causal link between the past 
and the present. However, even within these structural challenges, newcom-
ers channel their feelings of injustice or grievance and other emotional re-
sponses through legal means (c.f. Çetrez et al. 2021a). This expresses control 
and responsibility as well as ownership, rather than isolation, separation, or 
violent reactions, as recounted by a man from Turkey, currently living in 
Germany: 

It is not possible to penetrate the walls of the bureaucracy and speak directly 
to an official. However, with the petition of a lawyer who can be taken seri-
ously, the voice of the person really becomes audible. So, I found a lawyer, 
and I was able to finance it from the solidarity fund of the GEW trade union.9 

Despite structural hindrances, interviewees react in an adaptive way, in 
terms of pursuing new opportunities, showing confidence in their independ-
ence, seeking freedom, or escaping from dysfunctional relationships (cf. 
Çetrez et al. 2021a), which all reflect an agency of ownership and control 
and responsibility, as expressed by this person, who due to domestic vio-
lence and threatening surrounding, decided to migrate as soon as she found 
the possibility: 

I decided suddenly. I reached a level, the final straw. He (the husband) used 
to hit me […] he used to hit them (the children). The second reason was my 
medication because I was sick. That is it. I had two reasons. I was worried 
about my children. Should I wait until someone kills them, or until they turn 

                               

 
9 Based on interview TUR-M-LSAX4-1109-GER-Male (Chemin and Nagel 2020: 
37). 
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into poorly behaved people? It comes down to being defeated or defeating the 
other (SWE–Female-Iraq–46-Age group 27–50-Permanent residence permit 
in Sweden). 

Despite many challenges, individuals express agency through a balanced 
expression of existential doubt, hope, or an ability to form a new worldview. 
For some, the sense of a lack of ownership and control exists in parallel with 
new coping methods and the discovery of new meaning: 

There, on the mountain, there was only the refugee reception facility. [...] 
Yes, and there I had this feeling that had I lost my name for the second time. 
I lost my name the first time when I was seven, the moment I became a refu-
gee. So really, I was an unwanted person, without identity, without any-
thing—a refugee, a criminal. And then I thought, ‘So is that why I’m so far 
away from people?’ […] I was very preoccupied with this question: ‘Who am 
I?’ […] ‘Why am I here?’ I didn’t do anything bad anyway. I was just look-
ing for a new beginning, for peace, for a normal life. [...] So I learned to think 
differently. I decided I shouldn’t confine myself to such narrow ideas […]. 
Instead, I should live on—this is my fight. […] Then I picked up regular 
sports. I was also alone with myself for a very long time and spent a lot of 
time just thinking about the landscape. And so, I was able to relish it. And at 
some point, it was beautiful again. (AUT-Male-Syria-R01, Age 27, adopted 
from Josipovic and Reeger 2020: 29). 

Others see the causal link between their strength, sense of meaning and the 
skills they have developed as well as the networks they have: 

I have faith that resolve and determination are the basis of everything in this 
life, and this belief is the result of my education, culture, and relationship 
with my brothers and my children. A person must remain strong and optimis-
tic and not give up. (SWE–Female–Syria–28, Age group 50+, Permanent res-
idence permit in Sweden) 

In sum, despite the structural obstacles, we see a substantial degree of agen-
cy, expressed through a high level of resilience and many robust coping 
methods. 

Conclusions 

The analysis of agency and journey has demonstrated that migrants, despite 
the many and severe difficulties throughout their journey, showed their hu-
man agency in various ways and different contexts, defined by a range of 
social structures. Furthermore, we discussed how the ‘chordal triad’ of agen-
cy, according to Emirbayer and Mische (1998), can be understood through 
the personal experiences and strategies used by the interlocutors in various 
steps in their migratory trajectories. For the iteration elements, the migrants 
drew on the pool of knowledge gathered at the individual level, but mainly 
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as a collective memory and gathered previous experience and information of 
earlier migrants. This kind of knowledge was either applied to the journey or 
used in new contexts in border crossings. For the projective element, mi-
grants sought a new home that would provide safety conditions allowing the 
re-experience of the pre-war normality of life. Also, the projection of a new 
life in a country offering better integration and living standards was a moti-
vation for targeting a specific country or shifting the destination country in 
transit. Finally, the practical—evaluative element is an important dimension 
of agency for migrants. During their perilous journey, they had to reflect 
numerous times on the structural framework and evaluate which actions 
might ensure safer passage and hasten the ultimate goal — reaching the des-
tination country. 

Concerning agency and civic participation, there is clear evidence that refu-
gees can reproduce patterns of involvement in social and political lives once 
exercised at home in their host countries. However, this is possible only if 
the circumstances, in particular the legal framework, enable it. In all RE-
SPOND countries, refugees lack full political rights, even if to a various 
extent, therefore we cannot analyse their civic participation through the con-
cept of civic agency. However, we argue that civic agency is the desired 
form of agency for refugees and is crucial for social cohesion and an equita-
ble, democratic society. In its essence, in this chapter, we diverted from the 
criticized traditional notion of migrants or refugees’ integration (Schinkel 
2018; Favell 2019) and pointed out the inequality in rights as a real problem 
of societies consisting of various groups. 

Despite the traumas, the vulnerable situation, and the structural obstacles 
newcomers face, they are still able to express a strong level of agency by 
finding adaptive coping methods. Or perhaps, just because of these challeng-
es, they have a sense of and an ability to practice a unique level of resilience. 
We may ask what these micro-level experiences of agency we have seen in 
the RESPOND material have to do with the larger socio-political meanings 
of agency? First of all, as Kirmayer and colleagues (2020) note, it provides a 
sense of potential agency, meaning that one’s ability to express agency on a 
small scale reflects the possibility to act and change conditions on a larger 
socio-political scale. Thus, rather than associating newcomers with crises, 
victims, and villains (Lee and Nerghes 2018; Mainwaring 2016), describing 
their standpoint and experiences as agentic (Kirmayer et al. 2020), the new-
comers are empowered and provided a new subject position, which is a mor-
al standpoint we need to make. Second, the micro-level experiences of agen-
cy (or the lack thereof) result from and mirror structural factors. At the same 
time, the latter are moulded by the experiences of newcomers in an ecosys-
temic relationship. 
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17 Analysing Belonging in RESPOND 
Countries: The Impact of Social 
Locations and Meso-Level Inclusion 

Susan Beth Rottmann 

 

Introduction 

The experience of belonging is a fundamental ontological condition of hu-
man life: we are all embedded in communities of belonging. We may feel, at 
various times, that we do not belong. Still, most social scientists believe it is 
not possible to entirely lack belonging to any human group because we are 
inherently social beings. ‘When the limits of belonging to specific webs of 
relationships are transcended, this is not into a freedom from relationships 
but into a different organization of relationships [that creates] a patchwork of 
new connections’ (Calhoun 2003: 536–537). Belonging is inescapable. 

Yet, non-belonging in particular contexts is also possible; belonging is con-
tested and is a site of political conflict (Yuval-Davis 2006). Migrants, in 
particular, struggle to belong as some pre-migration ties to community and 
nation are severed, and new ties are sought in the host country. Migrants, 
locals and even political leaders often claim that finding and fostering be-
longing is a key aim of integration and that a feeling of belonging is essential 
for creating a strong community (Rottmann 2019, 2020). Despite the im-
portance of belonging for all of us (and for migrants in particular), studies of 
refugee integration often mention belonging only in passing. It is rarely the 
explicit focus of research. This chapter addresses this gap and contributes to 
our understanding of refugee belonging by assessing belonging in nine coun-
tries studied by RESPOND: Germany, Sweden, Austria, United Kingdom, 
Italy, Greece, Poland, Iraq and Turkey. Specifically, the chapter examines 
two impacts on belonging—1) social location and 2) meso-level inclusion. 

RESPOND research shows that belonging is highly dependent on the specif-
ic social locations of individual refugees. Specifically, legal status, employ-
ment, ethnic background and gender are important aspects affecting feelings 
of belonging. Another major factor affecting migrants’ belonging is the ex-
tent to which meso-level actors include them and the extent to which mi-
grants can form their own migrant organizations. By ‘meso-level actors’, I 
mean host community or migrant-run non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) and civil society organizations (CSOs) that may be internationally 
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or nationally funded but operate locally and close to the ground in the inte-
gration field. Naturally, there is a wide variety of organization types, includ-
ing NGOs oriented to helping migrants to ones that migrants lead themselves 
to others that focus broadly on a particular issue (for example, healthcare) 
while also running programmes for migrants specifically. 

Collapsing these different organizations into the ‘meso-level’ category over-
simplifies important differences in how they operate and their spheres of 
action with corresponding important impacts on belonging. However, the 
goal of this chapter is not to evaluate the organization types in terms of their 
effectiveness in creating belonging but rather to show how meso-level inclu-
sion matters for belonging. In particular, the chapter shows there is a wide 
range of practices, from including migrants actively to almost totally exclud-
ing them. These differences lead to different outcomes, with relatively less 
inclusion and, thus, belonging in Italy, Greece and Iraq and relatively more 
in the UK, Poland and Sweden. 

The chapter draws from nine completed RESPOND country reports on inte-
gration, each of which included a section on belonging. Methodologically, 
the reports drew on macro-, meso- and micro-level interviews and desk re-
search based on the analysis of official papers, legislation, policy briefs, 
official data drawn from relevant ministries and public institutions, survey 
results, expert interviews and existing studies.1 Importantly, this chapter 
relates claims about belonging made by the RESPOND report writers and 
does not undertake a specific analysis of claims about belonging from refu-
gees, NGO practitioners or governance actors in the studied countries. In this 
sense, the chapter analyses reported data, not the primary sources (for exam-
ple, interview materials) themselves. 

The chapter is based on qualitative research conducted at one moment in 
time (mostly summer 2018) by researchers with diverse disciplinary training 
and field sensibilities. A variety of topics beyond the issue of belonging were 
asked in interviews, including questions about border crossing, legal protec-
tion, employment, and the like. For this reason, some reports contain much 
more in-depth treatment of belonging than others. Given these constraints, 
specific claims about belonging in particular countries in this chapter should 
be seen as tentative conclusions to be confirmed with broader long-term 
research. Thus, this chapter explores two important factors affecting belong-
ing in RESPOND countries (social locations and meso-level inclusion) but 
does not advance specific claims about belonging in the specific countries. 

                               

 
1 More information about the research sample and methodology used in each report 
is available by downloading the full reports from the RESPOND project website 
(https://www.respondmigration.com/). 
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Theoretical framework 

Refugee belonging is a growing area of study (Fozdar and Hartley 2014; 
Hovil 2016; Marlowe 2018). However, scholars ‘actually know very little 
about what belonging stands for and how it is claimed’ (Antonsich 2010: 
644). A useful basic definition is ‘identifying with and feeling attachment to 
a social group’ (Simonsen 2018: 120). Belonging provides a feeling of safe-
ty, comfort and naturalness (Lambert et al. 2013). Unlike identity, which 
tends to be more limited to self-categorization, belonging refers to communi-
ty embeddedness. Given its centrality to our lives, belonging has been seen 
as a fundamental human psychological need (Baumeister and Leary 1995; 
Fiske 2004). In fact, it is so fundamental to us that it has been argued that we 
can only articulate our belonging when we feel that it is under threat (Yuval-
Davis 2011). The feeling that one does not belong leads to a ‘sense of loneli-
ness, isolation, alienation and displacement’ (Antonsich 2010: 649). 

Migrants are usually very concerned with establishing belonging because 
they experience social ruptures and need to re-establish community abroad 
and transnationally amid general economic and social precarity (Rottmann 
2019). To the extent that belonging is a way of conceptualizing safety, we 
could say that it is one of the most important needs of refugees (Stewart and 
Mulvey 2014). Forced migrants in all countries studied by RESPOND expe-
rience severe precarity, uncertainty and lack of safety (Pannia et al. 2019), 
making the presence or absence of feelings of belonging a critical need for 
these migrants. 

A useful framework for teasing apart the different dimensions of migrant 
belonging is to examine migrants’ embeddedness in three types of territorial-
ly-, organizationally- and conceptually-bounded political communities 
(Geddes 2005; see, also, Rottmann et al. 2020). Territorial belonging refers 
to belonging that emerges through long-term presence within the legal terri-
tory, which may or may not include legal residence status. Organizational 
belonging refers to access to institutions (schools, hospitals, etc.). Conceptu-
al belonging refers to self-identification or inclusion into collectively shared 
notions of ‘us’ and ‘them’. This chapter focuses on conceptual belonging or 
the ‘set of more abstract but no less important concerns centred on notions of 
belonging and identity that can be tied to transnational, national and/or sub-
national communities’ (Geddes 2005: 790). In all countries studied by RE-
SPOND, migrants find it difficult to say that they identify with their new 
country and feel included. 

The chapter addresses conceptual belonging—namely, how belonging is tied 
to being embedded in groups of ‘us’ and ‘them’—but it does not analyse 
how migrants self-identify directly. Rather, it draws on claims about concep-
tual belonging presented in RESPOND reports. In so doing, the chapter ex-
plores factors that impact the ability to experience conceptual belonging 
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generally. By delineating the impact of social locations and meso-level in-
clusion, this chapter contributes to research showing that secure legal status, 
rights, and established social connections combine in creating a feeling of 
‘belonging to’ the receiving society (Ager and Strang 2008). Further, the 
research shows that the meso level is a critical domain for further belonging 
research. 

The chapter draws on RESPOND research to explore two factors affecting 
the belonging of migrants. First, it examines how ‘social locations’ (Yuval-
Davis 2006) impact belonging. Social locations do not refer to territorial 
dimensions of belonging but rather to the way individuals are positioned in 
society according to race, class, gender, sexuality and other structures of 
(in)equality. These locations can also be understood as the characteristics or 
individual attributes of the migrant that affect his/her belonging. Specifical-
ly, I examine how characteristics, such as migrants’ legal status, employ-
ment, ethnic background and gender, affect belonging in the different RE-
SPOND countries. 

Second, the chapter examines the degree of meso-level inclusion of migrants 
in the examined countries, meaning the extent to which host community 
actors incorporate migrants into organizations or the extent to which mi-
grants can become meso-level actors themselves by forming their 

own community organizations. Many meso-level organizations are active in 
trying to increase the organizational or territorial belonging of migrants, but 
that is not the focus of this chapter. Rather, this chapter examines the varying 
impact of inclusion within meso-level organizations on migrants’ ability to 
conceptually belong. Throughout, the differentiated nature of belonging is 
stressed. 

Belonging and social locations 

Migrant social locations—legal status, employment, ethnic background and 
gender—substantially impact refugee conceptual belonging in RESPOND 
countries. Among these factors, the research shows that legal status is the 
most important. Joining other research that has studied ‘legal limbo’ 
(Goldring and Landolt 2011) and refugee precarity (Baban, Ilcan and Rygiel 
2017), RESPOND research demonstrates that long-term, permanent legal 
status is critical for belonging. Those migrants who have obtained secure 
status overwhelmingly feel more conceptual belonging, according to all re-
ports. For example, the Swedish team argues that citizenship policy and be-
longing are linked for migrants. As they note: 

Restrictive access to rights, especially the right of permanency in the host 
country, is a major hurdle for integration, as it restricts the capacity of partic-
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ipation in society and contributes to both individual, family and group expe-
riences of psychosocial ill-health (Çetrez et al. 2020: 101). 

The Austrian team also found that ‘a sense of non-belonging was more pro-
nounced among the group of asylum seekers than among beneficiaries of 
international protection’ (Josipovic and Reeger 2020: 61). 

However, legal status should not be considered in the absence of other mi-
grant characteristics, such as ethnicity, religion and gender (Josipovic and 
Reeger 2020: 61). In other words, it is not only differences among refugees 
in terms of legal status that affects their sense of belonging. It is also the case 
that refugees have different social locations and, therefore, will perceive the 
effect of the national milieu differently, which in turn has implications for 
their conceptual belonging. Some may feel alienated, while others embrace 
new identities fostered in the new nation, meaning that belonging is ulti-
mately highly personal. 

Employment (integration into the labour market) is very important for the 
conceptual belonging of all refugees in RESPOND countries. Specifically, 
different employment opportunities for asylum seekers or refugees are 
flagged in almost all reports as significant for a feeling of belonging. How-
ever, employment was particularly stressed by the UK team, who noted that 
employment is vitally necessary to feel belonging. Legal status, housing and 
employment each interact to negatively or positively affect belonging (Atto 
et al. 2020: 9). The UK team differentiates the employment experiences of 
asylum seekers and refugees. 

However, employment can also differ for other reasons. For example, the 
Iraqi team found that ‘integration into the labour market differs among refu-
gee groups, as well as in terms of their place of residence’ (Warda and 
Almaffraji 2020: 22). The Iraq report shows that the main divide is not be-
tween asylum seekers or refugees’ legal status, as it is in many European 
countries. Instead, the critical factor for labour market integration is which 
refugee migration group—that is, Palestinian or Syrian—a person belongs to 
and where he or she decides to settle in the country. 

Labour market integration is important in part because it can lead to legal 
residence and thus more secure belonging in some countries. It is also im-
portant because national political discourses often link employment to inte-
gration or ‘valued migrants’ and, therefore, conceptual belonging. However, 
employment may also matter because it is a source of security, safety, pride 
and enjoyment. For many people, productive work is part of what it means to 
be a valuable member of human communities, making having a job central 
to belonging. 

The Swedish team identifies several interlocking factors that are important 
for conceptual belonging, especially noting how the characteristics of mi-
grants affect their level of community social contact: 
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Interaction and social contact varies widely and is linked to an array of often 
interacting factors such as geographical location, language skills, general en-
gagement pre-migration, perceptions of existential meaning-making and val-
ue systems, and actual experiences of interaction with members of the host 
society. (Çetrez et al. 2020: 10) 

The Swedish team also points out that there is gender differentiation among 
refugees that impacts their feeling of integration in multiple areas (Çetrez et 
al. 2020: 89). 

The Polish team also found that gender mattered for belonging. They high-
lighted the integration difficulties faced by single mothers: 

First of all, they are not used to work, and secondly, they have lost any social 
connections that gave a sense of belonging, support and security in the coun-
try of origin. The respondent from an NGO explained the double problem of 
[single mothers’] need to take care of children and lack of relevant compe-
tences: […] such a woman is lonely, and she has never worked before be-
cause she comes from a culture where her responsibility was housework. 
With no education and previous work experience, suddenly, she has to go to 
work to earn something and do something with her children at that time. (see 
Sobczak-Szelc et al. 2020: 52) 

In Turkey, I also found that a variety of gender and family differences affect 
belonging: 

Adjustment to the new society may be relatively quick for youth but difficult 
for older men and women. As men and women’s roles change, children may 
need to take on roles that are not customary, for example, as providers or 
translators. Parents may feel out of control. (Rottmann 2020: 79) 

Interestingly, as with the examples discussed above, it is not only that refu-
gees’ experiences differ according to legal status or other factors; it is also 
important how these differences are perceived. For example, some may be 
proud that their children have learned Turkish and integrated well in schools, 
but others will be more anxious about potential cultural loss. 

To give another example of differing perceptions, the Swedish team found 
that locational aspects may be perceived differently by refugees. They write: 
‘Some experience problems in urban areas that have to do with segregation 
and living with other immigrants as neighbours, whereas others feel com-
fortable and at home for the same reason’ (Çetrez et al. 2020: 54). In other 
words, refugees from the same country and living in the same country are 
not a monolithic group. The same situation may be perceived differently by 
different refugees with different implications for belonging. 

Likewise, the same political debates may be perceived differently by differ-
ent groups. For example, the German team found that there were different 
perceptions of national debates (for example, about asylum seekers being 
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seen as ‘guests’) depending on nationality, which in turn had implications 
for evaluating long-term stay and a feeling of belonging (Chemin and Nagel 
2020: 74). The Iraqi team also heavily emphasized the issue of ethnic and 
national identity as one of the factors affecting belonging (Warda and 
Almaffraji 2020: 53–54). Ultimately, the social locations of the refugee af-
fect how policies and discourses affect them and also how they perceive 
them, given their own life goals and expectations. 

In sum, RESPOND research shows that an array of societal conditions are 
perceived differently by refugees in varying social locations. In other words, 
to understand belonging, it is necessary to differentiate belonging and to 
examine the many different characteristics of refugees and the diverse socie-
ties they join. Amidst all of this complexity, legal status, employment, eth-
nicity and gender of migrants emerged as centrally important for conceptual 
belonging in RESPOND research. 

Belonging and the role of the meso level 

The level of inclusion in existing meso-level groups and the ability of mi-
grants to form their own organizations is highly variable in RESPOND coun-
tries, with varying implications for belonging. ‘Meso-level’ refers to those 
organizations active in supporting migrants on local levels. They might be 
migrant-run, have a goal of assisting migrants, or offer at least one pro-
gramme that addresses migrants’ needs.2 RESPOND research found that 
meso-level inclusion was absent and negatively affected belonging in Italy, 
Greece, Iraq and Turkey, while the opposite held true in the remaining coun-
tries studied. 

In Italy, RESPOND researchers found meso-level inclusion to be lacking. 
An interviewee related that, 

compared to other European countries, we are quite far behind: we try to in-
volve migrants in the decisions that are made, but these decisions are taken 
by others without prior consultation, so there is a strong issue of representa-
tion that today is yet to be addressed. (Ibrido and Marchese 2020: 61) 

The team found that ‘The lack of political participation of foreigners has 
always been a problematic issue in the Italian context: even when Councils 
of Migrants existed, it proved difficult for the representatives to involve 
members of the community’ (Ibrido and Marchese 2020: 61). This finding 
suggests that migrant agency is limited in Italy because they are not included 

                               

 
2 Local or state governments are excluded from consideration in this category in this 
chapter. 
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on meso-level organizing platforms and seem unable to form many of their 
own organizations. Despite these negative accounts, the team found one 
exception in the ‘Young Italian Muslims’ association, whose goal is to raise 
awareness about young second-generation Muslims in Italy. 

The inclusion of refugees in meso-level institutions is uneven but improving 
in Greece. The Greek team writes that: 

Institutions (both public and specifically ‘of and for’ immigrants, such as cer-
tain religious or cultural groups) play a crucial role in the integration process. 
Institutions dealing with the integration paths of immigrants and refugees, 
especially at the local level, have recently expanded in Greece (Leivaditi et 
al. 2020: 62). 

The authors give the example of two Migrant Integration Centres in Athens 
and various local migrant organizations (Leivaditi et al. 2020: 63). The 
Greek team emphasizes geographical differences across the country, with 
cities like Athens having many opportunities for migrants to belong in or-
ganizations and with the islands and hotspots representing areas where mi-
grants are relatively disempowered as they struggle for mere survival. 

There are many barriers to agentive actions towards meso-level belonging 
and the formation of migrant groups in Greece, namely difficult survival 
conditions and an environment where integration is not encouraged by the 
state. The Greek team writes that: 

[T]he inhuman living conditions in specific accommodation sites, the emerg-
ing and everyday survival needs, the constant waiting for the asylum proce-
dure and the situation of living ‘in limbo’ remain the main barriers for the 
systematic engagement of refugees and asylum seekers. (Leivaditi et al. 
2020: 66) 

In Greek islands, belonging may be particularly limited as migrants struggle 
simply to survive (ibid.). Not surprisingly, when survival is at stake, organiz-
ing for belonging in society is just one among many concerns. 

Refugees in Iraq are also struggling to survive, making any NGO work that 
is undertaken challenging and short-lived. The team explains how one NGO 
was started and then fell apart as follows: 

The Syrians have also established professional unions for themselves, such as 
the Union of Syrian Kurdistan teachers, founded in Erbil on May 12, 2014. In 
cooperation with the General Union of Iraqi Kurdistan teachers, they man-
aged to provide some services such as the appointment of some Syrian teach-
ers to the territory schools, the admission of students to schools, field visits to 
schools and families of refugees and the identification of their problems, 
whether teachers or students. (Warda and Almaffraji 2020: 53) 
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However, the difficult situation in Iraq led to struggles for the Union of Syri-
an Kurdistan teachers: 

Initially, the union included more than 230 teachers, both male and female, 
but the number decreased to about 170 due to immigration or the search for 
higher income jobs because of the lack of salaries and delay in distribution. 
Additionally, there is a ‘lack of adequate cooperation and coordination within 
the union, its structures are paralysed and institutions ineffective and unable 
to achieve its goals’. (Warda and Almaffraji 2020: 53) 

While refugees can create their own organizations in Iraq, the generally un-
stable environment limits what they can achieve. In this context, as in 
Greece, survival is a more pressing question than conceptual belonging. 

NGOs are heavily controlled by the state in Turkey and also suffer from a 
lack of coordination, trust and information sharing, which limits the scope of 
their actions. Yet, refugees do take an active part in the activities of local 
NGOs. Unfortunately, the role is sometimes less prominent than those occu-
pied by non-migrants. This belonging is not on an equal basis. (Rottmann 
2020: 68) 

Although the sphere of action of migrant NGOs is limited, refugees’ own 
organizations are particularly important for establishing their belonging in 
Turkey. We interviewed the leader of one organization who explained: 

We are hopeful. We are making a call to our nation [that is, Syrians] not to 
lose their hope. We are saying that hope is here. We can reconstruct our 
homeland, our cities. We have begun with cultural activities and publishing a 
magazine. We are trying to raise awareness to create a resistant society. (see 
Rottmann 2020: 68) 

Such organizations help maintain transnational and community ties while 
also carving out space for Syrians to be visible in public life. To the extent 
that these organizations promote Syrians’ agency within local communities, 
they foster conceptual belonging. 

The German report also emphasizes civil society’s importance to integration 
and notes that migrants view it quite positively. But, similar to the account of 
refugees working on the side-lines of NGOs in Turkey, they also point out 
that migrants are not always treated as equal, and the relationship between 
service providers and migrants may be paternalistic. 

Civil society actors seem to fill the gaps left by policy-makers regarding 
socio-cultural integration, but also, sometimes, in terms of structural immi-
gration. This happens, for instance, in the education of refugee children, with 
regards to language learning and health care (such as the provision of coun-
selling for those with mental health issues). Volunteers also give the German 
system a human face via initiatives that provide welcoming and pastoral care 
to refugees. Nevertheless, sometimes these actions take seem to infantilize 
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asylum seekers. In some cases, instead of helping remove adaptive barriers, 
specific initiatives may demarcate or reinforce cultural boundaries (Chemin 
and Nagel 2020: 7). 

The Austrian team also found that NGOs are often the ‘human face’ of inte-
gration: ‘A central source of belonging, particularly for asylum seekers who 
are structurally excluded, are ties to local supports, either employees of 
NGOs or volunteers’ (Josipovic and Reeger 2020: 59). NGOs are often the 
respectful and welcoming part of integration. NGO workers may be one of 
the few friendly faces that refugees see in their daily lives. But, the presence 
of paternalism in some cases suggests that the relationship is not always 
based on equality and mutual respect. 

Migrant organizations play a very important role in establishing belonging in 
the UK, Poland and Sweden. In these countries, civil society initiatives run 
by migrants offer refugees wide latitude to exercise their agency and develop 
conceptual belonging. However, the teams provide tempered claims, point-
ing out that few migrants in the UK feel happy and hopeful, organizations in 
Poland lack support and migrants in Sweden voice concern about how the 
national state treats them. The UK team writes that direct political interven-
tion on integration projects has ‘been particularly successful amongst asylum 
seeker and refugee-run groups and NGOs’ (Atto et al. 2020: 85). The team 
found that such organizations are not only beneficial for formal integration 
but also conceptual belonging: 

The majority of participants stress that a sense of ‘belonging’, inclusion, in-
volvement, and (civic) participation is fundamental to the wellbeing and inte-
gration of asylum seekers and refugees within their surrounding communi-
ties. This is often seen as being the result of work by local NGOs. The inter-
viewed stakeholders frequently articulate that the inclusion of migrants is 
mutually beneficial – for the migrants themselves and also for their host 
communities. (Atto et al. 2020: 83) 

Atto et al. (2020) find the extent to which migrants can participate in these 
initiatives on the meso level to be highly important for successful integration 
and a feeling of conceptual belonging. However, despite these positive ex-
amples, the team concludes: 

[F]ew of our respondents have managed to establish a new life […] about 
which they are happy and hopeful [in the UK]. They have worked hard [to es-
tablish] themselves, both educationally and workwise and have been able to 
do so with the help of already established family members in the UK. They 
have shown a positive example of how newcomers can connect to broader 
society [in a few short] years. (Atto et al. 2020: 99) 
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This result suggests that belonging in UK meso-level organizations is insuf-
ficient for most; it may be a form of belonging, but it does not represent truly 
broad-based belonging in society. 

NGOs are also important actors in Poland, where ‘migrant NGOs play the 
greatest role in the integration of refugees in Polish society, although they do 
not receive enough support, either in funding or the needed regulations, from 
the central government’ (Sobczak-Szelc et al. 2020: 137). The self-
organization of migrants in Poland has even been expanding (Sobczak-Szelc 
et al. 2020: 125). However, this picture of inclusion is not as positive as it 
might seem. In the first place, migrants who have been in the country longer 
are more likely to participate because they are less concerned with basic 
survival and have committed to staying. Another issue is the extent to which 
migrants are really involved in leadership and decision-making in the NGOs. 
The team notes that there are several ‘migrant NGOs established and run 
mostly by Polish citizens’. Also, the work of NGOs is limited by the lack of 
national policies (Sobczak-Szelc et al. 2020: 137). 

In Sweden, local NGOs are likewise important groups through which mi-
grants exert agency to increase their own and others’ conceptual belonging: 

Asylum seekers are involved in associations and civil society organizations 
that deal with social issues. More specifically, those who have been in Swe-
den for a longer period of time engage in associations that help more freshly 
arrived refugees, as they have had similar experiences. (Çetrez et al. 2020: 
81) 

It is interesting to note that refugees are not only working with co-nationals 
but are broadly engaged with helping other migrants in Sweden. The team 
found that meso-level ties are very important for belonging: 

Civil society organizations, such as language cafes or other voluntary com-
munity projects, are mentioned by a number of respondents [as having] had a 
positive impact on their feelings of belonging. [In other words, in creating a 
space where they feel welcomed and a place they like to come back to]. (see 
Çetrez et al. 2020: 81) 

It is unclear whether most attendees at such events are other migrants or 
members of host communities (and percentages of each group likely vary 
from organization to organization). Still, we can say that such spaces enable 
comfortable moments of conceptual belonging. 

In sum, organizations that include migrants in some capacity, either as mem-
bers or leaders, are beneficial because they open up space for migrants to use 
their agency to create conceptual belonging. Some RESPOND countries 
offer more opportunities than others, but in all, meso-level actors and organ-
izations are critical agents of belonging. In Italy, migrants are very limited in 
their ability to participate in Italian NGOs and to run their own. In Greece, 
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Iraq and Turkey, the situation is more mixed. Still, the teams report many 
migrant organizations that create belonging with other migrants and occa-
sionally with members of the host community too. In Germany, while NGOs 
play an active role in the integration sphere, migrants are treated paternalisti-
cally and less as equal agents in their activities. The situation vis-à-vis meso-
level inclusion appears to be most favourable in the UK, Poland and Sweden 
as there are many active migrant organizations engaged in facilitating be-
longing. However, the teams are careful to note that migrants are still quite 
constrained in feeling comfortable due to the legal limbo, financial difficul-
ties and other barriers to belonging. Overall, RESPOND research shows a 
wide range of meso-level conditions affecting migrant conceptual belonging. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has examined the impact of social location and meso-level in-
clusion on conceptual belonging. Research in RESPOND countries demon-
strates that a wide variety of factors from legal status and employment to 
gender, ethnicity and organizational capacity affect belonging. Taken to-
gether, these results show that belonging is not an either/or proposition, nor 
can it be a simplistic or minor policy objective. A variety of conditions in the 
host country and characteristics of migrants come together to increase or 
decrease belonging, meaning that policies concerning belonging need to be 
multilevel and comprehensive. Although it represents a complex challenge, a 
lot can be done to encourage belonging, from granting migrants long-term, 
secure legal status to allowing asylum seekers to access the labour market 
and, finally, fostering opportunities for migrants to lead their own organiza-
tions. 

Belonging is dynamic, fluid, and changes over time. It is experienced differ-
ently in different social contexts. It is therefore difficult to make sweeping 
claims about all migrants belonging in Europe. Although migrants are ex-
cluded in many ways from the social body of their host countries, they nev-
ertheless participate in their new societies and develop feelings of affiliation 
and belonging. However, it is possible to say that many migrants sense that 
host countries prefer assimilation, a finding also generated by previous work 
on integration in Europe (for example, Brubaker 2001; Schinkel 2018; Jop-
pke 2004; Korteweg 2017). Conceptual belonging seems to come through 
finding and displaying maximum similarity to the host country. 

This chapter has covered a single time period in which researchers discussed 
conceptual belonging. Thus, the contribution of this chapter is not to increase 
our understanding of the process of developing conceptual belonging itself, 
nor does it examine when and how claims about self-identification are made. 
Instead, the chapter shows that belonging is highly differentiated, affected by 
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social location and meso-level dynamics and experienced as a pressing chal-
lenge in RESPOND countries. 

The research suggests that more studies focused directly on conceptual be-
longing and interactions between migrants and members of the host commu-
nity are needed to increase our understanding of the criteria of belonging. 
Our current RESPOND reports are limited in their ability to address the is-
sue of belonging because the research was conducted over a relatively short 
period. Still, they show that belonging is a pressing issue in Europe’s migra-
tion management sphere. 
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18 Nested Vulnerabilities in the Context 
of Migration: The Yazidi Case 

Naures Atto and Soner Barthoma 

 

Introduction 

‘Tu ji kuderê yî?’ (Where are you from?), we asked. ‘Kocho’, Dilan replied. 
Her answer gave us chills. Kocho is a Yazidi village to the east of Mount 
Sinjar in Iraq. It was one of the first places where ISIS attacked Yazidis in 
2014, many of whom fell victim to the ensuing genocide. In November 
2018, a Yazidi family friend introduced us to a group of former ISIS abduc-
tees who were among the more than 1,000 Yazidi women who have relocat-
ed from refugee camps in Iraq to Germany since 2015. It was around 
lunchtime when we arrived at the residential accommodation where these 
women were living while being treated for their traumas. Dilan, a woman in 
her fifties, dressed in black, opened the door. The expression on her face and 
her welcoming voice conveyed calmness and filled the room with warmth. 
Some children and younger women entered the room and greeted us. Not 
long after this warm welcome, they served a rich traditional Yazidi lunch, 
including a tasty pomegranate salad, the seasonal fruit from back home. We 
felt very humbled, not expecting such hospitality. 

Yazidis1 are an indigenous ethno-religious minority group in the Middle 
East, spread across Iraq, northern Syria, western Iran, Turkey and Armenia. 
There is no reliable data available for the population statistics of Yazidis, but 
before the ISIS attack in 2014, community sources estimated that around 
700,000 Yazidis were living in Northern Iraq (2012 Report on International 
Religious Freedom), predominantly around the Sinjar and Bashika districts 
in Nineveh and Sheikhan where their most sacred temple Lalish is based. 
The large majority of Yazidis speak the Kurmanji dialect of Kurdish, among 
themselves also referred to as Yazidi. Having grown up multilingual, 
Kurmanji has been one of the languages that we learned in addition to our 
mother tongue, Surayt Aramaic. We were, therefore, lucky to be able to have 
a basic conversation with Dilan in Kurmanji. After lunch, Dilan shared her 

                               

 
1 Also known as Êzidî or Yezidis. 
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eyewitness account with us. Her tone was consistently calm and factual, but 
nevertheless sombre: 

They gathered all of us in the village school. They brought a large bag and 
ordered the village leader to entreat everyone to place their money and gold 
inside. The women all dropped their valuables and mobile phones into the 
bag […]. Then they took the men by car to the village vicinity and shot them. 
They killed them! Then they took us, the women and children, to the Solagh 
Institute building. In the afternoon, they moved the women with babies to the 
second floor. [A]nd they put the girls and older women on the floor below us. 
We didn’t know that they were separating all the girls into two rooms. We 
were women with babies on the second floor. In the evening, they took all the 
girls to Mosul. They put the older women, our mothers, in a separate room, 
and we were also in a separate room, but all of us were in the same yard. At 
night, they separated all the male children between seven and 12 years old 
from their mothers. They isolated them and took them too. Not one of them 
was left! We woke up the next day to find all the girls had been taken. 
Around noon, they came and took the older women, our mothers. […] They 
took them outside of the institute building and killed them all; there were 85 
older women in total. (V_Y_30:5) 

Almost seven years after this genocide, on 6 February 2021, the Iraqi gov-
ernment honoured 104 innocent Yazidi victims killed in Kocho by ISIS in a 
formal national burial ceremony (Puttick 2021). Yazda—a Yazidi NGO es-
tablished by volunteers in the aftermath of the genocide—reports that on 3 
August 2014 and in the days that followed, approximately 12,000 Yazidis 
were killed or abducted by ISIS. In the immediate aftermath of this geno-
cide, several more reports documented the killings and the forced displace-
ment of the entire population of Yazidis from the Sinjar region, including the 
kidnapping and sexual enslavement of Yazidi girls and women (OHCHR 
2015, 2016; OHCHR and UNAMI 2016; Cetorelli et al. 2017). 

As Dilan recounts, the perpetrators systematically divided Yazidis into dif-
ferent groups. Young women and girls were forcibly converted and trans-
ferred to numerous sites in Iraq and Syria to be forced into marrying ISIS 
fighters and used as sabaya (sex slaves) (Human Rights Watch 2015; Am-
nesty International 2014). At the same time, young boys were separated from 
their families and taken away to be brain-washed and trained as child sol-
diers for the ISIS cause (Qasim and Qirani 2014). Older boys and men who 
refused to convert to Islam—or in some cases even those who did so—as 
well as some of the older women, were executed using different killing 
methods. Iraqi and international investigators have so far discovered 17 mass 
graves in Sinjar, containing the bodies of some of the 3,000 Yazidis killed 
(Arraf 2020). Those who were forcibly converted were relocated to aban-
doned villages and exploited as forced labourers. 

Before ISIS attacked, approximately 400,000 Yazidis were living in the area 
near Mount Sinjar in the Nineveh governorate in Iraq, which has historically 
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been home to most of the country’s minority groups, including Yazidis, As-
syrians, Mandaeans, Turkmen, Shabak, and Kaka’i. ISIS targeted these 
groups systematically in an ethnic and religious cleansing campaign (Am-
nesty International 2014, Kikoler 2015; UNITAD 2021). The Yazidis were 
singled out for the most extreme assault, being portrayed as ‘devil worship-
pers’. As a result, an estimated 250,000 Yazidis fled up the mountain, where 
for days, they were hunted by ISIS in hot August temperatures. Hundreds of 
Yazidis died from starvation, dehydration, and other injuries during the ISIS 
siege before a coordinated rescue operation organized safe passage from 
Mount Sinjar into Syria. Some 250,000 Yazidis found temporary shelter in 
hundreds of informal settlements, including schools, community spaces and 
unfinished buildings in the Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) region of 
Iraq (BRHA 2015). Internally displaced Yazidis were gradually transferred 
to hastily built camps. About 15,000 Yazidis crossed into Syria (Sidky and 
Rummery 2014) and at least 30,000 into Turkey (Daloglu 2014). At the time 
of writing this chapter, seven years after this genocide and displacement, 
there are still more than 200,000 Yazidis living in camps in Syria and Tur-
key. Many of the Yazidis have left their historical homeland with no inten-
tion to return. 

When the Yazidi case is discussed in the media and political circles, the con-
cept of ‘vulnerability’ is frequently used as a descriptor. To give an example, 
after the controversial deal that the EU signed with Turkey, the European 
borders closed in March 2016, after which around 3,500 Yazidis found 
themselves stuck in Greece. A debate between the Greek and Portuguese 
authorities concerning the resettlement of these refugees ensued. Applying 
the ‘vulnerability criteria’, the Portuguese MEP Ana Gomes initiated a pro-
ject to relocate hundreds of Yazidi refugees from Greece to Portugal. How-
ever, the Greek government refused this offer, arguing that this would dis-
criminate against other refugees by privileging one particular group (i.e., the 
Yazidis) based on religion or ethnicity (Kantouris and Hatton 2017). Here, 
the Yazidis’ specific circumstances as survivors of genocide at the hands of 
ISIS were overlooked. This debate shows how the vulnerability criteria are 
understood and implemented differently by the two EU member states (and 
in the EU more generally). More importantly, there was a clash between 
Yazidis’ own perceptions and demands, on the one hand, and the authorities’ 
handling of the group on the other hand. As a result of their dwindling popu-
lation, Yazidis themselves thought relocation to Portugal (where there is no 
established Yazidi community) would lead to their further dispersion, which 
in turn could endanger their future existence (Carstensen 2016). 

As a socio-legal construct, the status of ‘vulnerability’ has become an im-
portant aspect in the assessment of asylum claims (Papada 2020). Not only 
states but also refugees and the humanitarian sector have expressed claims 
within the framework of vulnerability. For example, responding to the de-
bate between Greek and Portuguese politicians, Baroness Emma Nicholson, 
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the founder of the aid group AMAR, stated that the Yazidis deserved special 
recognition because they were the ‘immigrants in greatest need … [having 
been] subjected to genocide’ (cited in Ridgwell 2017). Yazidis, too, apply 
the ‘vulnerability’ label to their case and express the desire that their situa-
tion as survivors of genocide and as a persecuted group in the homeland be 
recognized and considered when applying for asylum. 

As we conducted our fieldwork among the Yazidis, the need to understand 
their group-specific vulnerabilities and the way long-standing vulnerabilities 
had been intensified and transformed through the process of migration be-
came central to our research. We conducted our ethnographic fieldwork 
among Yazidi refugees in Germany in November 2018, November and De-
cember 2019, and the UK between October 2018 and December 2019. All 
our interviewees had arrived in their respective host countries after the 2014 
Yazidi genocide in Iraq. 

We completed a total of 27 semi-structured in-depth interviews with male 
and female Yazidi refugees aged 18–60 and spent time with our respondents 
in their places of residence (refugee camps, emergency accommodation, or 
private dwellings) in order to learn more about their stories. The interviews 
usually took 2–3 hours. We recorded our respondents’ life stories, focusing 
on their eyewitness accounts and asking them about their displacement expe-
riences, including border-crossing, bureaucratic procedures, their everyday 
lives, struggles and their perspectives on the future. 

In most cases where the individuals spoke no English, we used interpreters 
who translated from Kurmanji to English. Pseudonyms have been used in 
order to protect the respondents’ identities. All interviews have been ana-
lysed inductively by making use of the Atlas.ti software. We have supple-
mented our primary data with extensive desk research, reviewing both jour-
nalist accounts of the salient events as well as relevant social media posts. 

In 2018 and 2019, as we conducted our interviews with Yazidi survivors in 
Germany and the UK, ISIS was still active in Iraq, and there were still more 
than 3,000 Yazidi women and children in captivity.

 When we met these sur-
vivors, they were mourning their loved ones while expressing cautious opti-
mism about their future in the new country. The uncertainty concerning 
killed or abducted family members and those who had to stay behind in ref-
ugee camps significantly increased the distress experienced by our interlocu-
tors. When we asked these survivors about their losses, it was like touching 
an open wound; almost as if to contain their grief, they would carefully re-
cite the names of those family members who had disappeared or been killed. 
In all conversations, our respondents were concerned about sending a mes-
sage to ‘the world’—an imagined international community—asking for help, 
as governments had made no serious effort to find and return their missing 
family members. Their eyewitness accounts helped us to better understand 
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how their sense of vulnerability was exacerbated through the genocide and 
subsequent forced displacement. 

The remainder of the chapter proceeds as follows. The following section 
outlines the concept of ‘vulnerability’, focusing on its use in migration and 
asylum policies. After that, we delve into the established vulnerabilities of 
Yazidis in light of their historical positioning in the Middle East, their pre-
carious lives in their homeland and more specifically in Iraq and discuss how 
these long-standing vulnerabilities are (re-)experienced in new ways through 
migration and settlement. 

Nested and multilayered vulnerabilities 

In recent years, the concept of vulnerability has gained much attention in 
academic circles and is generally used in policy discourses on asylum and 
migration. Both the New York Declaration (2016) and EU documents cate-
gorize many different groups in their ‘vulnerable list’ of peoples.2 In its legal 
reasoning in the case of M.S.S. v Belgium and Greece (21 January 2011) 
concerning the transfer of an Afghan asylum seeker under the Dublin sys-
tem, the European Court for Human Rights (ECtHR) defined ‘asylum seek-
ers’ as an inherently vulnerable group, as members of ‘a particularly under-
privileged and vulnerable population group in need of special protection’. 
This aspect is seen as a benchmarking development in ECtHR case law (Pe-
roni and Timer 2013; ECRE 2017). However, in other cases, the Court con-
firmed the particular vulnerability of specific categories of asylum seekers 
(for example, ECtHR Tarakhel v Switzerland or ECtHR O.M. v Hungary). In 
EU asylum law, specifically in the Asylum and Reception Directives, mem-
ber states are legally required to make provisions for the identification and 
subsequent treatment of vulnerable asylum applicants whose vulnerabilities 
are framed in terms of ‘special needs’. Despite its extensive use, the term 
lacks a standard definition or a common approach to its implementation. 

This chapter uses the term ‘vulnerability’ in line with Judith Butler’s concep-
tualization of precariousness and precarity. Our key aim is to explain the 
position of Yazidis in light of their forced displacement as survivors of gen-
ocide. Butler (2009: 25) understands precariousness and precarity as inter-
secting concepts. While precariousness is ‘a feature of all life’, precarity is a 
‘politically induced condition in which certain populations suffer from fail-

                               

 
2 The list includes the following categories: women at risk, children (especially those 
who are unaccompanied or separated from their families), members of ethnic and 
religious minorities, victims of violence, older persons, persons with disabilities, 
persons who are discriminated against on any basis, indigenous peoples, victims of 
human trafficking, and victims of exploitation and abuse due to people smuggling. 
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ing social and economic networks of support and become differentially ex-
posed to injury, violence and death’ (ibid.). In line with the same logic of 
understanding, ‘vulnerability’ is both shared and differentiated. 

Seeking to explain different types of vulnerability, Rogers, Mackenzie and 
Dodds (2012: 24–26) developed a taxonomy based on three different 
sources—namely, inherent, situational, and pathogenic vulnerability. Inher-
ent vulnerability is an ontological condition of human life arising from our 
corporeality, our dependence on others, and nature. The situational aspect 
explains the contextual and temporal dimensions of vulnerability. For exam-
ple, migration is a source of situational vulnerability. This may be short-
term, intermittent, or enduring depending on the length of the migration 
journey. The authors link inherent and situational vulnerabilities with the 
extent to which they are latent or manifest: both kinds of vulnerability can 
thus be either dispositional (potential) or occurrent (actual). For instance, 
women, children or migrants with disabilities are dispositionally vulnerable 
to exploitation. But whether or not these groups of migrants are actually 
vulnerable to exploitation will depend on a range of factors, such as their 
socio-economic status or geographical location. 

Finally, the authors use a specific category, pathogenic vulnerability, to ex-
plain how some responses may paradoxically exacerbate existing vulnerabil-
ities or create new vulnerabilities. According to the authors, a key feature of 
this type of vulnerability is that it creates a sense of powerlessness, loss of 
agency which paves way to the production of new and troubling dependen-
cies. This can be in the form of morally dysfunctional interpersonal and so-
cial relationships (for example, abuse) or by socio-political situations charac-
terized by oppression, subjugation, persecution, or political violence. 

Referring back to the ECtHR’s judgement about the qualification of asylum 
seekers as inherently vulnerable by definition, all asylum seekers live in a 
precarious zone as their right to remain and settle in the territory of a country 
is not formally established (ECRE 2017). This legal reasoning based on the 
precariousness of ‘asylum seekers’ (their vulnerability vis-à-vis the state) 
intersects with the micro experiences of different groups and individuals. To 
give an example, the experiences of Afghan refugees are not the same as 
those of Syrian refugees. Both groups are inherently vulnerable because of 
their legal status. However, they do not experience migration (crossing bor-
ders, life in transit countries and settlement in destination countries) in the 
same way. The power structures, norms, social and political organizations 
that have developed historically ‘maximize precariousness for some and 
minimize precariousness for others’ (Butler 2009: 2). Labelling everyone as 
equally vulnerable undermines the meaning of the term and its use in scien-
tific research and practice. As scholars have argued, this ‘universalist’ un-
derstanding of the concept muddles the identification of context-specific 
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vulnerabilities and the distinct needs of particular groups and individuals 
(Levine et al. 2004; Luna 2009). 

Some scholars have cautioned about dangers attendant upon labelling partic-
ular subgroups or populations as ‘vulnerable’, arguing that this can lead to 
discrimination, stereotyping, victimhood, dependency, unwarranted and un-
just paternalistic responses, and categories such as ‘acceptable’ (vulnerable) 
and ‘unacceptable’ (non-vulnerable) refugees (Atak et al. 2018; Fineman 
2018: 8; Hruschka and Leboeuf 2019; Rogers et al. 2013;). We agree that the 
notion of vulnerability has become the ‘new’ governance tool for migration 
regimes to regulate (that is, restrict) entry and border procedures. It has be-
come more evident in the so-called ‘hotspot approach’, where the admissibil-
ity of asylum claims is procedurally determined on the grounds of vulnera-
bility. This shift in legal and political discourses of migration not only paves 
the way to further compartmentalization of asylum seekers but also disre-
gards refugee rights enshrined in international law to a procedural assess-
ment on the ground. 

In our understanding, any inquiry into vulnerability should look into pro-
duced vulnerabilities in a given context and explain them in relational and 
temporal terms. This gives the concept a more dynamic and flexible orienta-
tion and shifts the focus to power relations in which vulnerabilities are pro-
duced and to mechanisms ‘which frame and re-frame corporality, adversity, 
agency, capability and entitlement’ (Brown et al. 2017). Instead of seeing 
vulnerability as a label attached to specific subpopulations, Florencia Luna 
(2009) suggests a dynamic theory based on the idea of ‘layers of vulnerabil-
ity’. 

This approach is highly salient for migration, which is a process that not 
only generates new ‘migratory vulnerabilities’ (Baumgärtel 2020) but also 
transforms the way historical vulnerabilities are experienced. Thus, it results 
in a set of vulnerabilities that build on and interact with one another in com-
plex ways. Against this backdrop, we employ the terms ‘nested’ and ‘multi-
layered’ to make sense of the Yazidis’ current experiences of vulnerability. 
The former points to the historical formation and sedimentation of particular 
vulnerabilities and traumas transmitted over generations that impact the pre-
sent. The latter is adopted to explain the relationship between vulnerabilities 
produced and reproduced in different time zones and contexts, distancing us 
from the binary of vulnerable/not-vulnerable, which dominates present mi-
gration politics. 

One last point to stress here is the salience of political subjectivity. Opposing 
the binary understanding of vulnerability and agency, Butler approaches 
vulnerability as ‘an incipient and enduring moment of resistance’ (2016: 24–
25). In her work, the relational aspect of vulnerability creates what she de-
fines as an ‘ambiguous region’ between ‘receptivity’ and ‘responsiveness’—
we are all receptive to vulnerabilities, but we are also responding to and re-
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sisting what is acted upon us (ibid.: 25). This brings us to the concept of 
political subjectivity. Approaching ‘vulnerability’ as a productive concept, 
Hirsch suggests we should think of it ‘as a radical openness’ toward change 
and new possibilities and ‘as a space to work from as opposed to something 
only to be overcome’ (2016: 81). As we argue in the following sections, this 
‘productive space’ has been constructed through the act of migration in 
which Yazidis’ political subjectivities have become more apparent in their 
discursive articulations and practices. 

We will first provide a brief account of the Yazidis’ historical experience to 
contextualize their present-day vulnerabilities and then discuss how these 
established vulnerabilities have been transformed through migration and 
settlement in host countries. 

The precarious lives of Yazidis in the Middle East 

Yazidis are indigenous to the Middle East. They have lived for centuries in a 
subordinated position at the periphery of regional power centres. Historical-
ly, the vulnerability of Yazidis has been deeply rooted in their relations with 
the states and societies of the region, which have developed outside formal 
institutional frameworks (Fuccaro 1999: 3). Different from other non-
Muslim groups (namely, Christians and Jews) during the Ottoman period, 
Yazidis were not recognized as a distinct millet (religious community) and 
were targeted by both Ottoman and local Kurdish leaders through campaigns 
of forced conversion and religious violence. In public discourses, they were 
stigmatized as kuffar (infidels) and always mistrusted. This historical narra-
tive was rehearsed with tragic consequences by ISIS during their genocidal 
campaign in 2014. 

The emergence of ‘modern’ nation-states in the region after decolonization 
brought little change in the treatment of Yazidis. During its Arabization 
campaigns in the 1970s and 1980s, the Ba’ath regime in Iraq systematically 
targeted Yazidis and other minorities. They were forcibly displaced; their 
properties were confiscated, and their villages and pastoral life were de-
stroyed. During the construction of the Mosul Dam (formerly known as Sad-
dam Dam) on the Tigris in 1985, Yazidis were once more displaced from 
their homes when they were forcibly resettled to other areas (Human Rights 
Watch 1993). In addition, they were systematically targeted during the Anfal 
campaign of genocide (1986–1989). Alongside Iraq’s other minorities, 
Yazidis fled to Turkey and Iran to escape persecution by Saddam Hussein 
during the first Gulf War in 1991. Since the end of the Ba’ath regime in 
2003, like other ethno-religious minorities, Yazidis have been systematically 
targeted by Islamic extremist groups. In 2007, Al-Qaida’s Iraqi branch at-
tacked the Yazidi towns of Til Ezer (al-Qahtaniyah) and Siba Sheikh Khidir 
(al-Jazirah) with suicide bomb attacks, killing 796 Yazidis (Yazda 2019). 
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Over the next decade, the number of Yazidis and the country’s other indige-
nous minorities diminished drastically. To understand the scope of their 
forced displacement, it is important to emphasize that after the 2014 geno-
cide, almost the entire Yazidi population in the Sinjar district was displaced 
(UNHCR 2019). 

Dispossession has historical roots in the modern Middle East. It is interwo-
ven with state formation practices. Studying waves of forced migration in 
the Middle East, Dawn Chatty (2010: 41) concludes that understanding dis-
possessions and forced displacement is vital for finding solutions to the pro-
tracted humanitarian crises that have become a defining feature of the re-
gion. The internal displacement and forced migration of the Yazidis is one 
such crisis. Indeed, the Yazidis’ modern history can be summarized as one 
of continuous displacement and dispossession. According to Arendt, dispos-
session renders human subjects into ‘superfluous’ objects. Moreover, as she 
writes in The Origins of Totalitarianism (1973: 295–296): ‘The calamity of 
the rightless is not that they are deprived of life, liberty and the pursuit of 
happiness, or equality before the law and freedom of opinion […] but that 
they no longer belong to any community whatsoever’. To this point, histori-
cal subordination, persecution and forced displacement have uprooted the 
Yazidis from their historical homeland. 

ISIS systematically attacked women, kidnapped and forced thousands of 
Yazid girls and women into sex slavery. Some of them were sold tens of 
times, dispossessed from their own bodies. We interviewed four women of 
different ages who were kidnapped by ISIS. Because of the trauma that they 
underwent, only two of them felt comfortable telling us their stories. One of 
them was Saba, a mother of two young children. The youngest one had been 
born only a couple of weeks before ISIS attacked them in Sinjar. She was 
courageous in recounting the details about her abduction. Giving a clear 
voice to the cruelty inflicted has been a profound act of political subjectivity 
exercised by many Yazidi women after this genocide. Like many of our in-
terviewees, the Nobel Prize laureate Nadia Mourad was also kidnapped from 
the village of Kocho. She managed to escape and tell her story despite the 
weight of tradition, which often circumvents women’s voices. This new 
women-centred activism signals an emerging political subjectivity among 
Yazidi women that has also made the Yazidis’ suffering visible to the inter-
national community. Saba gave us some details about how they were sold in 
human markets. 

Every night between 10 pm and midnight, or even sometimes as late as 3 am, 
they would come and wake us up to take pictures of us. They would show 
these pictures to whoever wanted to pick us [to buy as a slave]. One night 
they came and took my brother’s wife; they claimed that she was being sent 
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to be the servant of the two wives of someone called Abu Yousif Al-
Baghdadi from Raqqa.3 […] Then, they took another woman to Al-Tabaqa in 
Raqqa. They gave her to another man alongside another woman from my vil-
lage. (V_Y_31:4) 

We entered Syria, and we were brought to a place where a Sheikh came and 
had a look at us. He was disgusted and said, ‘I don’t want them; they are 
old!’ (V_Y_31:2) 

Our respondents shared with us the discrimination that they had faced as 
Yazidis in daily life in Iraq. Shabo tells us about an example with a taxi 
driver in Ainkawa, Erbil: ‘When I went to pay [the driver], he requested that 
I not place the cash directly in his hand. He said I was ‘najjis’, meaning 
‘very dirty’ [ritually unclean]’ (V_A_27:8). Our other respondents have also 
confirmed these everyday discrimination practices. Yekdar told us how 
Yazidis are systematically discriminated against and left with few choices to 
make a living: 

You can’t open a restaurant because they won’t eat food you have prepared. 
They don’t allow you to open any kind of large-scale business either. You 
have only one choice, which is to sell alcoholic beverages. But they don’t re-
ally accept that either, meaning you have to work as a tradesman or day la-
bourer. You are not even allowed to sell bread. (V_Y_16:2) 

The construction of Yazidis as ‘unclean’—an undesirable population—is a 
particularly familiar discourse observable in the sociology of racism.4 Being 
clean or unclean is also a category produced by a religious discourse, where 
all non-Muslims are seen as ‘unclean’ (without ritual ablutions). Three of 
our respondents run liqueur shops in Iraq, one of which extremists bombed, 
while the other two received death threats. 

The concept of precarity also explains the insecure life of minorities in the 
Middle East. In particular, it captures how they have been excluded from 
livelihoods, threatened continuously with unstable circumstances and made 
to suffer disproportionately from societal turmoil. The genocidal campaign 
of ISIS has uprooted the Yazidis from their homes and paved the way for 
their mass exodus from Iraq. Even though ISIS has been defeated, Yazidis in 
Iraq still do not feel safe. 

As all of our respondents ventured repeatedly, the vast majority of the 
Yazidis have settled on migration to Western countries as the only solution 

                               

 
3 We have deliberately chosen not to anonymize the names of the perpetrators. 
4 See, for example, Gregory B. Lee’s (2017) study on nineteenth-century British and 
American imaginaries in which both the Irish and the Chinese were framed as un-
clean, sick, contagious, and mentally unsound. 
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to their existential problems. Our respondent, Zerdesht, a middle-aged wom-
an who escaped ISIS by climbing up Mount Sinjar, recounted the resilience 
of her young children during the sea journey from Turkey to Greece and how 
they lived this dangerous experience as a turning point symbolizing the end 
of their earlier life in fear and limbo: 

The waves were very strong; a big wave hit our boat, and the engine cut out 
[…]. I really felt we would not make it […], but my children were happy to 
be on that boat. They just wanted to be out of there [Iraq] because I had kept 
telling them, ‘when we are out of here, you will have much joy, and you will 
be able to forget all about here’. In Iraq, they were afraid; sometimes, they 
would wake up in the middle of the night. […] In the boat, I was terrified, but 
they were laughing. (V_Y_40:14) 

Our respondents did not see their act of migration as a negative experience 
but rather as a survival response that would end their precarity in their home-
land and bring them a safe future. In the following section, we discuss how 
earlier vulnerabilities change in the context of migration and settlement. 

Vulnerabilities in the settlement process 

We conducted our fieldwork in Germany and the UK, where the legal and 
political contexts differ, resulting in different experiences for Yazidis. In the 
aftermath of the 2014 genocide, Germany has been the most welcoming 
country for Yazidis.5 It is estimated that since 2014, more than 80,000 
(around 20 per cent of the Sinjar Yazidis) have settled mainly in three Ger-
man states – Lower Saxony, North Rhine-Westphalia and Berlin (Tagay and 
Ortaç 2016). According to a report submitted by Germany’s Left party to the 
Federal Foreign Ministry in 2015, the protection rate for Yazidis was close 
to 100 per cent (97.4 per cent). This rate fell to 83 per cent in 2017 because 
more Yazidis arrived in Germany from so-called safe countries of origin, 
such as Russia, Georgia, or Turkey. Around 23,056 Yazidis were granted 
protection status in Germany in 2017 (InfoMigrants 2018). However, the 
protection rate declined to 60 per cent in 2018 (DW 2019/02/11) as the Ger-
man government stopped considering Yazidis from the KRG region as a 
persecuted group, which also indicated a policy change focusing on the re-
turn of internally displaced people (IDPs) to Iraq and their resettlement there. 
In the wake of the 2014 genocide, German states developed several recep-
tion initiatives explicitly addressing the trauma of Yazidi survivors. The first 
such initiative was in 2015 when the state of Baden-Württemberg brought 
over more than 1,000 Yazidi women from refugee camps in Iraq. Another 

                               

 
5 Germany has also been home to the largest Yazidi diaspora community, which was 
established in the 1980s when many Yazidis from Turkey found refuge abroad. 
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reception program developed by the eastern German state of Brandenburg 
aimed to provide shelter to Yazidis who had been the victim of ISIS attacks 
and suffered traumatic experiences (Bathke 2019; Gellersen et al. 2021). 

Positivity towards the host country 

Dilan, a genocide survivor who arrived in Germany to be treated for her 
traumatic experiences, expressed her gratitude about Germany to us: ‘Ger-
many has become our mother and father. We are so grateful to them [Ger-
mans]’. (V_Y_30:12) She expresses her gratitude for Germany’s hospitality 
and for creating the conditions to make her feel safe. In our conversations 
with her and in the accounts of other respondents, we observed a high level 
of positivity towards both state and society in the host country. In their posi-
tive discourses, they articulate an abstract idea about the ‘German system 
and way of life’, regarding both the authorities and the host society at large. 
In these ideational constructions, they develop, the boundaries between state 
and society are blurred. To express this, they use conditional sentences, such 
as ‘if you work hard, they will like you, and you will succeed in society’. 

In our conversations, the Yazidis we spoke to repeatedly ventured their grati-
tude for having been welcomed in Germany. However, they did not frame 
their presence and being protected in Germany in terms of ‘rights’ enshrined 
in international refugee law. We interpret their gratitude as part of a continu-
um in their ontological insecurity—that is, the fear of being excluded, but 
also an emotional connection towards the countries that have provided shel-
ter or a place that feels like home where they can dream and think about a 
safe future for the generations to come. 

Their positivity also stems from their precarious position in their historical 
homeland of the Middle East, which is marked by a continuum of massacres, 
forced displacement and dispossession. The same narrative also resonates 
with their perception of migration as a survival strategy. In the long term, 
this positivity may function as a hindering discourse for their ‘equal’ partici-
pation in society and a source for developing new dependencies. Over the 
long term, excessive gratitude and positivity might hinder the Yazidis' partic-
ipation in their new societies on full and equal terms by reinforcing a dis-
course that they are somehow ‘indebted’ to the host country for having ‘res-
cued’ them. 

One of the other themes commonly expressed by our respondents is the safe-
ty aspect. While Yazidis referred to their insecure, unsafe, and unknown 
future in Iraq, in their new host societies in Europe, they recognize how safe 
they feel and its importance for their lives today and their future. Bahoz, a 
middle-aged Yazidi from Sinjar, says: 
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After Saddam Hussein’s regime fell, I myself didn’t spend a single night 
without thinking about our safety. But since we arrived here [in Germany], 
we have slept soundly without worrying about anything. Life was difficult 
there. […] Life was so difficult, and we were surrounded by enemies. 
(V_Y_23:18) 

Prevalent in all our respondents’ accounts are contrasting images of the his-
torical home from the past and the new home in the host countries. Housing 
is thus an essential element for understanding the existential sense of safety. 
For example, two of our respondents were forced to live in mud houses after 
being forcibly dislocated from their original homes by Saddam Hussein’s 
government during the Iran–Iraq war (1980–1988). However, even after the 
fall of the Ba’ath regime, their title to these mud houses was denied. Nor 
could they return to their original homes. As we visited them at home in the 
rural villages in Germany where they have settled, it was clear how extreme-
ly proud they are and how grateful they are to the German authorities for 
helping them find safe and stable accommodation. Even though they current-
ly rent their homes in Germany, they are official tenants with legal documen-
tation that states so unequivocally. What to some observers might seem ele-
mentary nevertheless has a profound symbolic meaning for the Yazidis’ ex-
istence, since it marks their legal rights vis-à-vis the dwellings they occupy, 
signifies an official end to their situation of ‘homelessness’ and provides 
them with the safety and freedom they were long denied in Iraq. 

Another vital point that resonates with this narrative is the Yazidis’ affinity 
for the Western lifestyle, which has been imagined in contradistinction to the 
lifestyle and rules imposed on them in the Middle East. In this regard, reli-
gious differences play a vital boundary maker role. In Iraq, the education of 
Yazidi girls in high schools was a significant issue. All our respondents 
stressed the fear they experienced when going or sending their daughters to 
school. Shervin recounts that when the school was not in their village, they 
were forced to wear a hijab and hide their religion in public spaces 
(V_Y_24:20). Even before the 2014 genocide, Yazidi students were fre-
quently targeted, received death threats forcing many of them to stop their 
university studies (about 1,300 only in 2013), and many were forced to wear 
a hijab in order to attend university to obtain a degree (Puttick 2014). 
Shervin, a university student when she lived in Iraq, compared her life there 
to the UK and told us that Iraq had felt like a prison (V_Y_24: 20). 

Another theme in the narratives of our respondents is the notion of equality 
or no longer being treated as a second-class citizen. Shengal, a middle-aged 
Yazidi from Iraq, explained to us how the new country is making him feel 
‘strong’: 

[P]eople here do not hate me because of my religion or because I’m Yazidi… 
Here I’m strong. Here in Germany, I feel equal to other people, but in Iraq, it 
was different. I felt weak. They were not accepting me as they do here. Some 



 370 

people really believe that Yazidis have tails, just like animals. It was terrible. 
(V_Y_19:12) 

The expressed positive-ness is both subjective and contextual. Yazidi expe-
riences in the UK are in many aspects different from the German context. 
Yazidis in the UK have experienced many hardships and have lived with 
existential fears during their asylum process. The few Yazidis who managed 
to enter the UK received several rejections for their asylum applications, 
were threatened with deportation and lived in limbo in the UK until their 
asylum applications were accepted. All Yazidis we interviewed in the UK 
found themselves in a precarious situation because their asylum applications 
were rejected. In Shervin’s account about the UK, isolation and insecurity 
about her asylum application are mentioned as disturbing: 

I did not know anything about England […]. I thought if there is a strong 
government, no racist government, I can live as I want to live and not worry 
[...]. For two years, I lived without work, only as a volunteer for two NGOs. 
Every week we get 35 pounds. I can’t go out. And I am always alone. No 
family, no one […]. Sometimes I am awake until 2 or 3 am. (V_Y_24:13) 

Shervin has volunteered with some NGOs in order to turn her waiting time 
into something meaningful. She received several rejections for her asylum 
application. The UK Home Office rejected her asylum application arguing 
that Iraq is safe for Yazidis to return to. When we met her, she was very 
depressed because of the uncertainty regarding her future: 

The people in the UK are the nicest people ever; everywhere, in college, in 
the church, on the street, in the buses, everywhere. Even the police were nice, 
but the Home Office makes you feel unsafe and fights you psychologically. 
We don’t need anyone to make us suffer psychologically. We already suf-
fered. (V_Y_26:8) 

Even though the UK parliament recognized the violence of ISIS against the 
Yazidis as genocide in 2016, the UK government does not welcome Yazidis 
into the country. Concerns have been raised in the media that Yazidi asylum 
claims in the UK are often denied and that the UK asylum process does not 
recognize Yazidis as a particularly vulnerable group despite their targeted 
persecution (Fallon 2018). The Foreign, Commonwealth and Development 
Office summarized the UK’s main policy in a statement ‘to prioritise sup-
porting Yazidis who remain in the Middle East’, claiming that ‘for every one 
person that we are able to support in the UK [financially], we can support 
more than 20 people in location’ (Foreign, Commonwealth, and Develop-
ment Office 2016). 

The UK’s economy-driven and pragmatic approach typifies the main essence 
of the current asylum and migration policies of many countries in the West 
that are designed to prevent or minimize the flow of migrants from sending 
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countries. While a policy of deterrence is widely used to send ‘negative sig-
nals’ to potential migrants, a wide range of externalization of migration poli-
cies (such as agreements with third countries and countries of origin) are 
used to keep people away from the borders or in protracted situations on the 
borders. 

In this context, the vulnerability criterion is used as a political instrument 
whenever needed in the legal-administrative asylum procedures of the Euro-
pean migration regime. Like all Yazidis, our respondents fled their native 
homeland in a desperate bid to survive and sought refuge in the UK to be 
safe. However, the UK’s asylum policy has only increased their precarity 
and vulnerability, adding to their trauma. At the time of our fieldwork, our 
Yazidi respondents were living a precarious life, stuck between their present-
life marked as ‘safe’ and what Hage (2009) calls their ‘existential waiting’ 
for their beloved ones held in captivity by ISIS. Often, this ‘existential wait-
ing’ is also nested in the waiting time for a decision on their asylum applica-
tions. Thus, the uncertainty and the powerlessness they experience daily 
have introduced multiple levels and forms of precariousness to their lives. 
From this notion of precariousness, we have developed the concept of ‘nest-
ed’ and ‘multilayered’ vulnerabilities. 

 

Nested vulnerabilities: Building a future on a traumatic past 

We argue that traumas function as a constant source for the production of 
nested vulnerabilities. Non-healing trauma adds new layers of vulnerabilities 
onto existing ones. All of our respondents have been faced with the chal-
lenges of building a future on a traumatic past. The 2014 genocide caused 
mass displacement and trauma. This has triggered a specific type of tempo-
rality among Yazidis, which Serres and Latour (1995: 86, 109) refer to as 
‘folded time’ where the temporal distance of past and present sufferings 
becomes subjective experience embodied within the context of the present. 

Our respondents have stressed how their memories continue to affect their 
life in a new country. Some, like Berivan, a young Yazidi girl in Germany, 
have developed coping strategies. She undertakes a range of activities to 
keep herself ‘busy’ so that she will not have flashbacks about what happened 
in the past: 

When we first arrived here, the first year, I dreamt about ISIS; then, I got bet-
ter after that. Now I’m good, but only worried about school. I make myself 
busy playing volleyball and swimming. (V_Y_15:12) 

Our respondents were all going back and forth between their past and every-
day life challenges in Europe, where boundaries between the two have be-
come blurred. When we asked Dilan how she felt that day, she answered, 
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‘Whenever I put my head on the pillow, I recall that movie in my head. I tell 
myself all that happened in my head every night; it’s continuous, just like a 
movie’. Dilan then started counting the family members who were still in 
ISIS captivity: ‘My daughter, she was 13, and my son, who was 19. Also, 
my husband, my brothers, my sister with her two children, my father and 
mother; all of them. And, my father and mother-in-law, and brothers-in-law 
[…]’ (V_Y_30:11). Although she managed to settle in Germany — far away 
from the scene where she experienced the horror herself—in her thoughts, 
day and night, she is with her loved ones who are still missing. 

Referring to what she experienced in ISIS captivity, Shirin, a young adult, 
told us that she cannot trust anyone anymore, ‘even here in Germany’ 
(V_Y_32:3). Her pain and sorrow run deep: ‘We have no more tears left’. At 
night she prays to God that she can sleep because her thoughts are continu-
ously going back to what she experienced at the hands of ISIS. ‘During the 
day, the German people are providing help to distract us. Otherwise’, Shirin 
says, ‘we would think [about what happened] during the day as well’. 
(V_Y_32:8). She believes that bringing back her loved ones from ISIS cap-
tivity and, even more importantly, burying the bodies of the dead would 
comfort her and help her heal. Her thoughts about the importance of freeing 
her people from ISIS and being able to bury loved ones are shared by all the 
Yazidis we talked to. 

Earlier studies on different groups (Atto 2015; Çetrez 2018; Hirsch 2012) 
have shown the strong influence of collective memories on people’s present-
day self-identification. The suffering resulting from the 2014 genocide has 
also recalled collective memories about previous massacres transmitted over 
generations, as expressed by the young adult Lama: ‘Our fathers and grand-
fathers were telling us about what they had to endure in Iraq. So, we don’t 
believe that this [genocide] will be the last time. We are afraid that it will 
happen to the next generation as well’ (V_Y_35:4). The danger of such ac-
counts is that it can lead to a strong sense of victimization as it constructs the 
present and future as a fatalistic path firmly based on the past. Thus, both at 
the individual and collective level, the lived trauma has added another level 
to Yazidis’ earlier vulnerabilities. 

De-nationalized modes of belonging 

One other factor influencing people’s vulnerabilities in the context of settle-
ment is their perceptions about their home, homeland and belonging. The 
Yazidis have left their homeland with no intention to return. They consider 
themselves indigenous to the Middle East, even though they have been liv-
ing in a subordinated position for centuries with increasingly limited space to 
express and live their collective identity freely. Having no space to return to 
makes their group-specific experiences different from those of members of 
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majority groups who still have strong ties and attachments to Iraq. Baran, a 
young Yazidi girl, who was at the time of our interview living in a refugee 
camp in Germany, told us about her trip back to her village while encamped 
in Turkey: 

There is no future and no happiness there anymore. […W]hen I visited my 
village, I went to our street, the street where I grew up, and I saw the places 
where I was playing with my friends, where I was going to school with my 
friends. I remember the time when we were going to wedding parties togeth-
er, and everyone was happy. But when I went there, everything was de-
stroyed, and there was no one there. […F]or each house in the street, they 
said one or more family members had been killed, kidnapped by ISIS or are 
still missing. I am sure it is the end of life there. (V_Y_38:8) 

A large majority of Yazidis share this pessimistic view about a future in the 
historical homeland. Their former homeland is no longer a liveable place for 
them. Having been uprooted repeatedly overtime in their historical homeland 
has conditioned their strong desire to establish new homes and root them-
selves elsewhere. Their migration has therefore functioned as a remedy for 
their earlier experienced vulnerabilities. For instance, despite our respondent 
Miho’s asylum application being rejected by the UK Home Office, he insists 
that his future is in the UK because he and his family are very sure that there 
is no future for them in Iraq. Like all of our other respondents, the family no 
longer feels they belong to Iraq because they have lost trust in both the au-
thorities who were supposed to protect them and their local neighbours, 
some of whom aided or joined ISIS, attacked Yazidis, and seized their prop-
erties. The middle-aged Yazidi man Haco answered our question about the 
possibility to ‘return’ with a question: 

I have no one in Sinjar and our Arab neighbours, nobody punished them, no 
government and they steal from us, they are free [to do so]. I ask myself: 
How can we live with people who kill us and are free [to do so without pun-
ishment?]. How can we look into their eyes? (V_Y_24:7) 

Cekdar, a young Yazidi, told us that he feels like he doesn’t have a home 
anywhere anymore because the country can no longer service this purpose 
(V_Y_38:10). Gule, a mother of three children, expressed her strong will to 
settle in Germany: ‘No Christians or Yazidis are able to live in Iraq any-
more. We came here for our children […]. We just wanted to escape Iraq’. 
(V_Y_22:5). Similarly, Jemal, a middle-aged, educated Yazidi, articulated 
his ideas about the future of the community: 

I think the Yazidis would be lost if they didn’t receive help from European 
countries. I’m sure all the families in Sinjar will pay with one of their hands 
to be cut off for their families to be in a safer place such as here. 
(V_Y_23:21) 
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Our respondents, who were all interviewed in Europe, see their future in 
Western countries and unanimously reject the idea of returning to their his-
torical home. This constitutes a transformation about the perception of 
‘home’ and ‘homeland’ but also its geographical location. In The Origins of 
Totalitarianism, Arendt (1973: 293) explains statelessness as a structural 
feature of the nation-state and stresses ‘The first loss which the rightless 
suffered was the loss of their homes, and this meant the loss of the entire 
social texture into which they were born and in which they established for 
themselves a distinct place in the world’. In both Arendt (1973) and Butler 
(2012), ‘the right of belonging’ is vital for human life, which can also be 
seen as a response to state politics that renders some groups stateless, and 
thus, ‘homeless’. 

There were seemingly mixed discourses about home/homelessness and their 
existing lives in Europe among our respondents. While some of our respond-
ents expressed that their displacement has ripped them off from their histori-
cal home and has made their life meaningless, among the majority we ob-
served a desire to make a new home in their new countries. In Parting Ways 
(2012), Butler discusses the very possibility of an ‘ethical relation’ different 
from national modes of belonging. We argue that the positive-ness we ob-
serve among Yazidi refugees in Western countries is an indication of such an 
ethical relationship that Yazidis are trying to establish with their new home-
lands. 

Conclusion 

Drawing on the case study of the Yazidis of Iraq, the chapter has explored 
the complex concept of ‘vulnerability’ from a range of salient perspectives 
(relational, contextual and temporal). In so doing, it has shed much-needed 
light on the multilayered nature of vulnerability and the way its experience 
can be transformed through migration and resettlement. In seeking to under-
stand the Yazidis’ present-day vulnerabilities, directly related to the 2014 
genocide and forced mass displacement, we have offered a detailed analysis 
of how the Yazidis have been systematically alienated, denied livelihoods, 
threatened with precarious conditions, and made to suffer disproportionately 
in their historical homeland in the Middle East. Indeed, the subjugation and 
marginalization of Yazidis over centuries has created a sedimentary form of 
powerlessness and deeply rooted and internalized fear and dependency. Yet, 
at the same time, Yazidi communities have exhibited agency by developing 
a range of survival strategies. 

Since the 1980s and increasingly since 2014, one such strategy has been 
emigration to Western countries. The Yazidis have lost any hope of a future 
in their historical homeland, which, from their perspective, is no longer a 
liveable place. Therefore, migration has emerged as the only way for the 
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community to chart a secure future, despite their awareness of the challenges 
to their cultural survival in the diaspora. This explains why Yazidis, like 
many other minorities, have eagerly embraced new opportunities to live their 
identities freely after settling in host countries in Europe, such as Germany 
and the UK. 

The political subjectivities of Yazidis have determined their experiences of 
refugeehood. We have observed how they have drawn effectively on their 
collective knowledge and experience to foster resilience in the face of chal-
lenges to their survival and settlement in their new countries. Their persever-
ance and determination to settle outside their homeland have allowed them 
to successfully navigate securitized border regimes, which bolsters their 
resilience and sense of community. 

The Yazidis evident positivity vis-à-vis Western societies in which they have 
settled is partly related to their lived subordination in their historical home-
land. As we detailed above, the far-reaching gratitude the Yazidis feel to-
wards the states and societies that have offered them refuge has the potential 
to hinder their participation on full and equal terms by reinforcing problem-
atic discourses of ‘indebtedness’. Nevertheless, the Yazidi’s positivity is just 
as likely to reinforce their determination to root themselves anew, enabling 
settlement and ready integration into their new countries. 

In sum, the Yazidis perceive migration as a remedy to their previous subor-
dinated position in Iraq, characterized by ontological insecurity and margin-
alization. Their migration and settlement in Western countries marks a kind 
of ‘critical juncture’ in the lived historical experience of the community and 
triggered a process in which their experience of earlier vulnerabilities is 
transformed. Even as they continue to address the legacies of the subordinat-
ed position they have long endured in their homeland, their forced displace-
ment has turned them into ‘stateless refugees’ at the margins of a new socie-
ty, who must navigate the challenging process of resettling in challenging 
and unfamiliar places. 

Settlement in new countries thus creates a new prism through which the past 
vulnerabilities are seen and understood. While subjectively feeling safe, 
equal and empowered in their new countries of settlement, they are once 
again defined in terms that are marginalizing, this time as ‘refugees and im-
migrants’. The settlement context has also made it possible for Yazidis to 
foster a non-national mode of belonging to the new spaces that provide them 
with the essentials they were deprived of in their homelands. Their claims 
for citizenship, demands for justice, longing for safety and equality, and 
positivity towards the new host countries are indicators of change among the 
Yazidis’ political subjectivity at the intersection of old and new political 
contexts. 
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Vulnerabilities have diverse sources and take on a variety of forms. Consid-
ering the omnipresent role of trauma as one of these sources, we have used 
the term ‘nested vulnerabilities’ to illustrate and explain the multilayered 
manifestation of the Yazidis’ vulnerabilities. Their narratives about earlier 
massacres, displacement and forced conversion are inscribed in their history 
of exclusion and marginality. In order to understand how their vulnerability 
and political subjectivity are reflected in their demands for justice and 
recognition today, it is, therefore, necessary to shed light on the traumas they 
have lived through and lay bare the mechanisms and processes of precari-
ousness that continue to condition their collective experience. 
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RESPOND’s Final Press Release 

Horizon 2020 Research Project: Summary of Findings 20.11.2020 

European migration and asylum policy: Research 
project attests to ongoing governance failures 

 
After three years of intense research on European migration and asylum 
governance in 11 European and non-European countries (Greece, Italy, 
Hungary, Austria, Germany, Sweden, UK, Poland, Iraq, Lebanon and 
Turkey), the final results of the EU financed research project “RESPOND” 
paint a gloomy picture of the European Union and member states’ govern-
ance capacities and failures. 

After the numbers of refugee-migrants increased in 2015, the research 
consortium of 14 partners observed that the EU and its member states are 
persistently in crisis mode. Given an on-going solid deadlock at the EU 
level blocking every substantive reform, the only solutions to the migration 
issue for the EU and its member states have become deterrence, restriction 
and return. The empirical insights of RESPOND substantiate existing find-
ings, which pointed to increased securitization of the migration policy field 
leading to an enormous protection gap, the normalization of violence and a 
disregard by member states and EU actors (FRONTEX, EASO) of inter-
nationally and European enshrined human rights norms and the rule of law. 

The recently presented Pact on Migration and Asylum of the EU Com-
mission falls short of ameliorating these negative tendencies and is 
characterized by little innovation: The proposed cooperation with countries 
of origin and/or transit countries to contain and control departures and to 
allow for repatriation; the strengthening of external EU borders and the 
capacity of FRONTEX; a strengthened focus on at-the-border procedures 
and screenings to narrow down access; an increase in repatriations; and 
prohibition of secondary movements suggest a continuation of the ob-
served trend towards securitization. Offering no alternative to the Dub-
lin-system, the Pact is far from having the potential to deliver any 
sustainable solutions nor to addressing the immediate migration man-
agement crisis and the crisis of intra-EU solidarity. The Pact fundamen-
tally misses the target of increasing respect for fundamental rights and 
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facilitating access to the European protection system (except to vulner-
able migrants). 

RESPOND researchers have produced more than 70 thematic country 
and comparative reports addressing all essential fields of refugee-
migration governance, including border management, protection, recep-
tion and integration and addressing public and media opinion (all reports 
are available at: www.respondmigration.com). The rich empirical in-
sights are based on interviews with more than 537 refugees and 220 
stakeholders, a survey study in Sweden and Turkey with more than 1,600 
Syrian refugees, as well as document and narrative analyses. RESPOND 
implemented an innovative three-level research design that shows how EU 
law, national legislation and policy filter down during the process of im-
plementation and are then felt and experienced by refugees themselves. 

Research Shows Alarming Trends in Migration Policy Since 2015 

RESPOND focused on the last five years of “crisis management” of migration 
along the Balkan Route, the Central Mediterranean Route, the Nordic Route 
via Poland and the routes towards the UK. Each migration route showed 
alarming trends for the EU and member states’ migration policy as follows: 

A hyper-complex fragmented legal system jeopardizing transparency 
and consistency 

 RESPOND’s legal comparative report clearly demonstrates that the 
legal framework concerning migration and asylum is extremely com-
plex and hypertrophic in all RESPOND countries. In each country, 
THE NATIONAL LEGISLATION HAS BEEN CHANGED CON-
TINUOUSLY AND NOT NECESSARILY COHERENTLY. The legal 
frameworks on migration and asylum as well as on border management 
of the eight EU member states are largely harmonised at the level of 
formal transposition. However, there is still considerable divergence, 
which can be partly attributed to the discretion allowed by EU legal 
frameworks. 

 The in-depth analyses of the legal and procedural frameworks of the 
11 RESPOND countries also shows that many recent regulations are 
done THROUGH ACTS OF SECONDARY LEGISLATION AND 
MARGINALISATION OF PARLIAMENTS. In most RESPOND 
countries, the acts of primary legislation only provide for the general 
framework, but immigration issues are de facto regulated in detail and 
implemented by congeries of acts of secondary legislation (by-laws, 
regulations, ministerial circulars, administrative rules, etc.). Moreover, 
secondary acts are rarely subject to parliamentary debate. Hence, this 
constitutes a democratic deficit in that there is a lack of adequate par-
liamentary control. A wide field of discretion characterizes the con-
crete regulation of important migration issues. 
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 The reports outline a MULTIPLICITY OF ACTORS AND INSTI-
TUTIONS involved in the “multi-level” and subsidiary-based man-
agement of migration. In most RESPOND countries, all tiers of govern-
ment (from the national to the local) are involved with different, often 
overlapping, competences. In addition, in some RESPOND countries, 
the management of migration involves other relevant actors, such as the 
third sector and private companies, the courts and also the EU and UN 
agencies. Given the fact that adequate mechanisms of coordination are 
often lacking, this multiplicity of actors ends up undermining the uni-
formity of practices and often results in substandard services and uncer-
tain rights. The certainty and predictability of the law - which are fun-
damental pillars of the rule of law that characterise contemporary de-
mocracies - are therefore in question. 

 

Shift from a welcoming approach to a policy of narrowing access 

 The RESPOND country and comparative research reports demonstrate 
a general departure from the initial welcoming approach (e.g., an 
open-door policy in Turkey and Lebanon; a culture of welcome in 
Germany). All AMENDMENTS OR REGULATIONS INTRO-
DUCED  AFTER  2015  IMPOSED  RESTRICTIONS  OR  LIMI-
TATIONS  to  existing standards of rights and narrowed access to the 
protection system. Harsher PHYSICAL AND PROCEDURAL BAR-
RIERS were erected on 4 levels: restriction of access to the territo-
ry in the first place, blocking and/or restricting the access to the asy-
lum procedure, lowering procedural rights and chances for a positive 
determination, and, lastly, restricting venues for integration. 

 All 11 countries strengthened their borders and intensified border con-
trols. Additionally, a  trend  towards  RE-NATIONALISATION  OF  
BORDER  MANAGEMENT  POLICIES  can  be identified, as exem-
plified by the re-introduction of EU-internal border controls in con-
travention to Schengen. The reports also indicate a rise to prominence of 
military and para-military actors, since 2015. 

 6 out of 11 countries – Austria, Greece, Hungary, Lebanon, Po-
land, and Turkey – restricted access to their national territories with 
the help of NEW PHYSICAL (WALLS, FENCES, DOGS, DIGI-
TAL DEVICES, ETC.) AND PROCEDURAL BARRIERS, such as 
so-called “fast-track border procedures” or “hot spot approaches” 
(Greece and Italy). 

 In particular, the “HOT SPOT” APPROACH as it is implemented 
in Italy and Greece produces prolonged and generalized legal uncer-
tainty concerning the protection of refugees and fails to reach the 
goals laid down in the European Agenda on Migration (2015). The 
Greek report mentions the persistence of systematic failures in the con-
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duct of interviews by EASO officials and calls into question a further Eu-
ropeanization of the asylum procedure via an extension of EASO com-
petences, which is currently outlined in the New Pact on Migration and 
Asylum. It is to be expected that the New Pact will enhance legal 
downgrading and procedural insecurity due to a lack of accountability 
and transparency mechanisms. 

 Almost all countries introduced PRE-CHECKS BEFORE ACTUAL 
DETERMINATION PROCEDURES, such as “inadmissibility proce-
dures” (Germany and Greece), and they extended the list of safe coun-
tries of origin. 

 Austria, Germany and Greece introduced different forms and schemes of 
‘ACCELERATED’ PROCEDURES with the main effect again of 
lowering procedural rights. Procedural acceleration is mostly linked 
with enforced encampment, which turns into half-closed (the ANKER 
system in Germany) or closed campsites (as on the Greek islands) in 
some countries. 

 Almost all countries tended to DOWNGRADE THE RIGHTS OF 
APPLICANTS and many countries introduced new categories like 
“prospect to stay” (measuring acceptance rates) with lesser procedural 
and social rights. The majority of RESPOND countries’ legislations 
converge towards a reduction of asylum applicants’ rights and standards. 
Asylum seekers are most often limited in their freedom of movement 
and are denied other fundamental rights, in some countries, such as ac-
cess to the right to work and welfare measures. 

 The reports also show a more or less general DENIAL OF THE 
RIGHT TO FAMILY REUNIFICATION FOR REFUGEES. In Turkey, 
a blanket suspension of this right is in place as of 2017. In Sweden and 
Greece, refugees are entitled to family reunification, but they have to 
submit their application within 3 months from the granting of status. The 
same deadline is also provided in the legislations of Germany and Aus-
tria. If a refugee fails to meet this deadline, further requirements are 
imposed in order to enjoy the right to family unit, namely, so-called 
material conditions requirements. 

 The reports show a DOWNSIZING OF THE STATUS OF SUBSID-
IARY PROTECTION. The disparity in the legal treatment of this status, 
as compared to refugee status, has increased in RESPOND countries. For 
example, in only 4 out of the 11 RESPOND countries are holders of refu-
gee status and subsidiary protection entitled to receive a residence permit 
of equal duration (5 years in Italy and the UK; 3 years in Greece 
and Hungary). In Germany, beneficiaries of subsidiary protection are 
denied the right to family reunification, meaning this right is turned into 
a humanitarian gesture limited to only a few individuals. 

 As a general tendency, the reports reveal a PERVASIVE LEGAL 
UNCERTAINTY. The condition of precarity in which refugee are 
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embedded can be regarded as a common thread running through all 
of the RESPOND countries. This pervasive uncertainty encompasses, 
in many instances, every stages of the national migration system, from 
the operations of rescue and succor, to the RSD and the set of enti-
tlements bestowed on asylum seekers after they obtain protection or 
permission to stay. 

 Additionally, the reports find evidence of a general REGRESSIVE AP-
PROACH and recourse to the notion of the “illegal asylum seeker”. In 
Respond countries, there is a tendency to merge the status of ‘protec-
tion seeker’ with a condition of ‘illegality’ or ‘irregularity’. Follow-
ing this pattern, more and more frequently, governmental authorities are 
deploying the punitive arsenal of criminal law against migrants, in an at-
tempt to manage and control migration. Along with this, the distinction 
between criminal law and immigration law is progressively blurring. 
Evidence of such schemes have been analysed and theorized in what 
has been called “crimmigration law”. 

Towards a policy of deterrence and return 

 The reports on border management and migration control identify a 
further SECURITIZATION OF THE ENTIRE POLICY FIELD as a 
predominant trend, resulting not only in expanded internal control 
measures, but also in a stronger emphasis on deportation, and expand-
ed use of detention. Conversely, fundamental rights and human rights 
considerations have been weakened, since 2015. 

 SYSTEMATIC PUSH-BACKS and an extensive use of inter-personal 
violence is reported in Turkey, Greece, Hungary and Poland. 

 The report on FRONTEX even indicates that there is DIRECT 
AND INDIRECT INVOLVEMENT  OF  THE  PIVOTAL  EU  BOR-
DER  AGENCY  IN  PUSHBACK  ACTIVITIES  and inadequate re-
porting on member states’ activities. The report shows that the exist-
ing monitoring and accountability mechanisms are especially insufficient 
for investigating and addressing fundamental rights violations by the 
agency. The legal framework in particular does not allow for the possi-
bility of allocating responsibility for violations, and there is no mean-
ingful scope of remedies for victims. 

 The country reports show that RETURN IS ALSO THE DOMINANT 
DISCOURSE AMONG POLITICAL ACTORS IN MOST EU AND 
NON-EU-COUNTRIES. Especially in Turkey, there is increasing con-
cern about the involuntary returns of Syrians, as well as individual cases 
of administrative detention and deportation of irregular migrants. The 
fear of involuntary return among Syrians in Istanbul increased when 
Turkey threatened to open its borders to Europe (March 2019), as well as 
during the Summer of 2019 when the Governor of Istanbul announced 
that those Syrians originally registered in other cities were going to be 
sent back when detained. The number of returnees has increased (alt-
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hough the figures are contested) after the construction of safe zones at 
the Syrian border. 

External dimension: Producing buffer zones and waiting rooms with a 
high level of legal precarity 

In the wake of the 2015/2016 migration ‘crisis’, European migration and 
asylum regimes have created conditions of ‘PROTRACTED TRANSI-
TIONALITY’. Especially in front states like Turkey and Lebanon, but also 
in Greece refugees are both physically and also emotionally entrapped and 
stuck in ‘waiting rooms’. Living desperately in legal limbo under precarious 
conditions. Uncertainty has detrimental consequences for their well-being. 

Border and migration policy endanger the life of people in flight – no safe 
passage to the internationally enshrined asylum protection system 

 The report on border experiences and practices of refugees, which is based 
on interviews with 507 refugees, demonstrates how the EU and its mem-
ber states’ migration and border policies also SHAPE THE CONDI-
TIONS OF THE ROUTES AND THE JOURNEYS of people flee-
ing violence, war and disasters. 

 The main effect of the EU and its member states’ policy of restriction 
and deterrence – especially its external dimension - is that people flee-
ing are increasingly “directed” towards LONGER, AND EVER 
MORE DANGEROUS ROUTES leading to “protracted” and frag-
mented forms of flight-migration up to several years (in some cases up to 
11 years). 

 Our research confirms that these policies have severe GENDERED 
EFFECTS and expose the most vulnerable (i.e. women and children) 
to extreme hardships. 5% of the interviewed refugees indicated that 
they had been raped and/or trafficked, all on the Central Mediterra-
nean route. 

 RESPOND research identifies a correlation between the life-
threatening risks fleeing people have to face on the routes to the EU and 
the EU policy of trying to seal off borders. This situation clearly shows 
that THE “HUMANITARIAN CORRIDOR” ALONG THE BALKAN 
ROUTE IN 2015 AND 2016 WAS A POSITIVE HUMANITARIAN 
EXCEPTION in view of the time, as well as the level of life-threatening 
risks. 

 In general, the interviews demonstrate that the border policies of the EU 
and its member states deliberately take into account and increasingly 
enact different forms of INTERPERSONAL AND STRUCTURAL, 
PHYSICAL AND PHYSIOLOGICAL VIOLENCE THAT CON-
TRADICT  INTERNATIONAL  AND  EUROPEAN  PROTECTION  
REGIMES,  such  as  the European Convention for the Prevention of 
Torture or the non-refoulement principle, which is one of the corner-
stones of the Geneva refugee convention 
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 The reports and the survey clearly challenge the myth that all refugees 
and migrants want to reach Western or Northern European Coun-
tries. Rather, the interviews demonstrate that the CHOICE OF DES-
TINATION COUNTRY is based on a complex assessment in which 
the existence of diasporic networks, relatives and friends counts 
heavily. 






