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Abstract

Since early 2016, in the context of the so-called ‘refugee crisis’, a series of accommodation policies for asylum seekers
were developed in Greece under the regime of ‘emergency’, consisting of two pillars: on the one hand, the ‘campisation’
of accommodation in the mainland and, on the other hand, urban apartments. This article sheds light on the uneven
geographies of accommodation policies for asylum seekers in metropolitan Athens, by investigating in a complementary
way the aforementioned distinct — yet intertwined — types of accommodation. Through the lens of ‘precarity of place’,
it argues that asylum accommodation in Athens reproduces multiple geographies of precarity through (a) filtering
mechanisms based mainly on vulnerability categorisations, (b) socio-spatial isolation and segregation, and (c) a no-
choice basis and extensive control of everyday habitation. The article explores the impact of the above on the everyday
lives, socio-spatial relationships, and processes of belonging of asylum seekers, as well as on how they experience
— and sometimes contest — precarity of place. The research, conducted in metropolitan Athens, is based on a mixed-
methods approach that includes critical policy analysis and interviews with asylum seekers accommodated in camps and
apartments, and representatives of institutional actors involved in the accommodation sector.
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others). Since 2016, following the gradual closure of
Balkan borders, the implementation of the EU
‘Hotspot Approach’? (Tazzioli and Garelli, 2020),
and the EU-Turkey Common Statement, a signifi-
cant number of asylum seekers have been forced to
stay in the country. Greece gradually adopted a series
of accommodation policies implemented through
European and national bodies and characterised by a
sense of ‘emergency’ and temporariness. Apart from
the entrapment of asylum seekers in the ‘Hotspots’
of five Aegean islands, accommodation is provided
in massive camps and camp-like facilities created in
mainland Greece and in apartments or other build-
ings rented for this purpose under the EU-funded
ESTIA programme. Until December 2020, a total of
30,520 places were created in 32 camps in various
regions of the country, five of which in metropolitan
Athens (IOM, 2020). Another 28,726 accommoda-
tion places were provided in 4,576 apartments that
were rented in various urban areas, 56 percent of
them located in Athens (UNHCR, 2020). Compared
to the self-settlement of migrants in the Greek cities
during the previous decades in the context of rudi-
mentary housing policies, these developments out-
line a new landscape of accommodation.

Refugee accommodation policies have been sig-
nificantly reshaped in a series of European coun-
tries since 2015, leading to renewed academic
interest in the field (Darling, 2017, 2020; El
Moussawi and Schuermans, 2021; Kreichauf, 2018;
Novak, 2021; Semprebon, 2021; Steigemann and
Misselwitz, 2020). This article, which is part of the
Special Issue ‘Urban Europe, Precarious Futures?’,
brings to the forefront the case of Greece as not
only one of the main entry countries but also as an
important part of the wider European reception sys-
tem. It attempts to shed light on the uneven geogra-
phies of accommodation policies for asylum
seekers in metropolitan Athens. In doing so, it
investigates the (re)production of multiple geogra-
phies of precarity emerging from the accommoda-
tion system through the lens of ‘precarity of place’.
We argue that accommodation policies create pre-
carity through three interrelated sets of mecha-
nisms: (a) filtering mechanisms based mainly on
vulnerability categorisations, (b) socio-spatial iso-
lation and segregation, and (c) the no-choice basis

on which accommodation is provided and the
extensive control of everyday habitation. By trac-
ing this complex grid of policies and rules, the arti-
cle attempts to explore their ambiguous impact on
socio-spatial identities, relationships, and processes
of belonging in the city, as well as the precarious
conditions they create and how they hinder the
long-term settlement of asylum seekers in space
and in society. The analysis highlights the different
ways in which asylum seekers experience, and
sometimes contest, precarity by investigating in a
complementary way the distinct — yet intertwined
— types of accommodation, namely the camps and
accommodation in urban space. Thus, it goes
beyond most relevant contributions in the field,
which investigate such accommodation policies,
types, and spaces separately, without looking into
social and spatial interrelations.

In this article, the multiple geographies of precar-
ity for asylum seekers are explored through a mixed-
methods research approach. A critical policy analysis
was conducted from 2019 until mid-2021, including
the systematic and critical review of the amendments
of the national legal framework and European legis-
lation; the interventions and documentation of
International Organisations, NGOs, and the local
authorities. In parallel, field research was conducted
in metropolitan Athens from June 2020 to January
2021, consisting of twenty-three (23) semi-struc-
tured and in-depth interviews. These include thirteen
(13) interviews with asylum seekers and refugees
accommodated in apartments in various neighbour-
hoods of Athens and in three different camps of the
metropolitan area. As regards the country of origin,
six (6) of them are from Syria, five (5) from
Afghanistan, and two (2) from Iran; in terms of gen-
der, four (4) of them are women. Most of them are
living with families and four (4) are single men. At
the time of the interview, the majority were asylum
applicants, while one (1) was a beneficiary of inter-
national protection and another (1) applicant was
awaiting family reunification. Furthermore, ten (10)°
interviews were conducted with representatives and
employees of institutional actors, namely
International Organisations, local and international
NGOs, and local authorities involved in the accom-
modation sector.
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Most interviewees were approached through the
snowball method, utilising extensive networks that
the authors have developed during the last years,*
while a number of gatekeepers (especially employ-
ees in the accommodation sector) contributed in a
crucial way in approaching a number of asylum
seekers staying mainly in ESTIA apartments.
Interviews lasted from one to two hours and took
place in various places of Athens, such as public
spaces and cafes, in ESTIA apartments where inter-
viewees resided, and also online with both camp
residents and most institutional actors’ representa-
tives, due to the Covid-19 pandemic restrictions. The
fact that the fieldwork was conducted during the
pandemic posed specific challenges, mostly related
to mobility and restrictions in the encounters. These
challenges were added to the preexisting unwilling-
ness and distrust of certain actors involved in accom-
modation management, as well as the time-consuming
bureaucratic procedures required to officially grant
permission and access to researchers in regulated
accommodation in Greece.

The article proceeds with three sections. The sec-
ond section provides theoretical considerations on
precarity and, particularly, ‘precarity of place’, and
views refugee accommodation through the lens of
these theoretical considerations. The third section
contextualises accommodation policies in Greece
and metropolitan Athens by presenting their current
form and by highlighting preexisting conditions of
precarity in the absence of accommodation policies
before 2015. The fourth section traces the multiple
aspects of precarity of place for asylum seekers in
metropolitan Athens as they emerge from the uneven
geographies of asylum accommodation in Greece.

Situating migrant precarity:
theoretical insight

Precarity is a term that has been extensively used by
social scientists during the last decades to label con-
ditions of uncertainty, instability, lack of security,
fragility, and risk in contemporary societies (Baban
et al., 2017; Banki, 2013; Brown, 2015; Lancione,
2019; Waite, 2009). Waite (2009) notes the distinc-
tion between an approach that views precarity as a
condition experienced by particular groups due to

their position in the neoliberalised labour markets,
and a more generic one, which perceives precarity as
a generalised social malaise of late capitalism expe-
rienced in multiple social fields. For example,
Trimikliniotis et al. (2016) extend the lived experi-
ences of precarity to areas that intersect with precari-
ous employment, namely housing, women’s rights,
education, health, social rights, culture, mobility,
and migration, while Baban et al. (2017) also high-
light citizenship and social protection. Papadopoulos
et al. (2018) identify various types of migrant precar-
ity apart from precarious employment, including
precarious legal status, precarity at the workplace,
and life precarity in the sense of access to basic
amenities.

Migrants have been a key concern in studies on
precarity as, for them, ‘the precarization of work
develops in tandem with a precarization of citizen-
ship’ (Schierup and Jergensen, 2016). This means
that, apart from their often precarious working con-
ditions, the life worlds and life prospects of migrants
are critically influenced by their variable (non-)
access to social rights according to their subsump-
tion under multiple shifting categories, such as irreg-
ular immigrant, temporary worker, beneficiary of
international protection, asylum seeker, unaccompa-
nied minor, member of a separated family, and so on.
Immigration controls by the state are of key impor-
tance in producing precarity in that they filter, sort,
and institutionalise uncertainty (Anderson, 2010).
Precarity is a concept which evokes the fact that the
experiences of migrants are not only shaped by such
classifications and the limitations that are intrinsic to
them, but also by the very fact that their subsumption
under various categories is usually ambiguous and
enmeshes them in long and strenuous processes of
filtering and selection. By definition, precarity is not
a fixed status but rather a tightrope-like condition
(Baban et al., 2017; Banki, 2013; Chacko and Price,
2020). It places people in a ‘confusing array of gra-
dations of uncertain migration status’ produced by
‘policies designed to control immigration and curb
the overall number of permanent immigrants’
(Goldring et al., 2009).

Studying what is particular to migrant precarity,
Banki (2013) coined the term ‘precarity of place’,
which she defines as ‘vulnerability to removal or
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deportation from one’s physical location’ (p. 453).
Physical location matters, because it is through the
physical presence of residents in a place that social
services and infrastructures are used, social networks
are built, a variety of social interactions and acts of
citizenship (Isin, 2008) are performed, and social
rights are claimed. If, according to Lancione (2019),
precarity is experienced as a series of absences such
as of medical assistance, warmth, a roof and, most
importantly, of alternatives, then Banki (2013)
detects the essence of migrant precarity in the
absence of a permission to remain in a place, which
we might reformulate as the absence of the right to
remain. And, while her focus is on the national
space, she claims her definition might also apply to
other spatial scales.

The denial of the right to remain can be seen as an
instance of the wider phenomenon of displacement.
Indeed, apart from cross-border and internal forced
mobility, refugees and migrants’ displacement may
also be experienced under circumstances of protec-
tion and accommodation. Refugee camps in the
global South, variably described in the vast rele-
vant literature as spaces of exception, security, dis-
ciplining, segregation, and exclusion, give the most
prominent example of such a theorisation of accom-
modation as displacement (Agier, 2011; Feldman,
2015; Hyndman, 2000; Malkki, 2002). However, the
proliferation of camps and camp-like facilities in the
‘global North’ and in areas that sit uncomfortably in
either the ‘North’ or the ‘South’ has further dispersed
the reality and problematics of displacement around
the world (Kandylis, 2019; Kreichauf, 2018; Senses,
2016). Moreover, additional cycles of displacement
can shape reality even outside camps, in conditions
of urban accommodation, as migrants and refugees
may be displaced from one form of shelter to
another, from one neighbourhood to another, from
accommodation to homelessness, and so on (Bhagat,
2019). In this sense, we suggest an extension to
Banki’s definition of precarity of place to include
not only the absence of the right to remain, but the
absence of the right to decide on one'’s own habita-
tion and mobility.

Our strategy in this paper is to examine the
accommodation of asylum seekers in Athens through
the lens of precarity of place. From a strictly

administrative point of view, accommodation is
about providing the basic material conditions for
sustaining the life of a population, necessarily
including some form of shelter or housing. EU
Directive 2013/33 on the ‘Standards for the recep-
tion of applicants for international protection’ stipu-
lates that housing may be provided in (a) premises in
border areas, (b) accommodation centres, defined as
‘any place used for the collective housing of appli-
cants’, or (c) private houses, flats, or hotels.
Humanitarian policy texts go a long way towards
connecting accommodation with decent housing,
including issues beyond basic material conditions,
such as the security of tenure (Sphere Association,
2018). However, such regulatory texts rarely ques-
tion the various processes of categorisation of the
people concerned or problematise the implications
that accommodation systems have on precarious
lives.

Camps and camp-like facilities make up an
important part of the accommodation systems in
Europe, to such an extent that Kreichauf (2018) pro-
posed the term ‘campisation’ to indicate an overall
tendency towards the spatialised control, isolation,
and stigmatisation of those accommodated. Camps
constitute the ‘physical space of administrative and
political acts of power’ that aims at separating those
inside from those outside, ‘citizens and non-citi-
zens” (Kreichauf, 2018: 14). Nevertheless, ‘campi-
sation’ is only one aspect of the accommodation of
asylum seekers. The variety of existing accommoda-
tion types, locations, actors involved, and variations
in ‘degrees of open- and closedness’ in spatial, mate-
rial, and institutional terms may be more adequately
described as “‘uneven geographies’ of asylum accom-
modation (Novak, 2021; Zill et al., 2020). According
to Darling (2011), we may see the regulation of asy-
lum accommodation as a means to control circula-
tion and discipline asylum seekers through the
production of spaces of filtering. The key function of
these spaces of filtering is to separate those ‘deserv-
ing’ from those ‘undeserving’ and to mediate their
access to various forms of accommodation (Novak,
2021; Sales, 2002).

In this perspective, extensive criticism has
emerged on the tactics of dispersal as a means to
manage marginality and ‘spread the burden’ of the
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accommodation of asylum seekers across regions
and cities (Darling, 2011, 2017; Netto, 2011; Novak,
2021; Phillips, 2006). Such dispersal policies are
implemented in several (mainly North-) European
countries and cities that provide accommodation on
a ‘no-choice basis’, meaning that those accommo-
dated have no opportunity to choose the place of
their accommodation (Darling, 2017; El Moussawi
and Schuermans, 2021; Netto, 2011; Phillips, 2006),
leading to the ‘reterritorialisation of asylum flows
into particular, known, and controllable, spaces’
(Darling, 2011: 267).

These policies of asylum accommodation repre-
sent a perception of the city as a mere container of
accommodation and fail to recognise the complex
socio-spatial relationships that accommodation
brings about and the contribution of asylum seekers
in shaping urban space (Darling, 2017), especially
through ‘migrant urbanisms’ as social and political
practices resulting from movement, mixing, and
exchange (Hall, 2015). On the contrary, in the words
of Phillips (2006: 551), these policies ‘send[s] out a
message of deterrence and control which is not con-
ducive to engendering a sense of belonging’. Asylum
accommodation thus produces a politics of discom-
fort (Darling, 2011) that is especially reflected in
practical issues like the temporariness of accommo-
dation, the danger of being evicted on short notice,
and the right of the authorities to inspection and
forced relocation, which disrupts existing social net-
works in local communities. In so doing, asylum
accommodation leads to the production of ‘spaces in
which feelings of belonging are to be undermined,
negated or challenged’ (Darling, 2011: 269), as
occurs with the potential socio-spatial relationships
between asylum seekers and local residents. We sug-
gest that this ‘discomfort’ could be seen as another
expression of precarity of place.

Between ‘laissez-faire’
settlement and regulated asylum
accommodation

The interplay of multiple factors that have tradition-
ally characterised urban development processes in
southern European cities has determined immigrant
housing and settlement trajectories in Athens from

the 1990s until the mid-2010s. Scholarship on the
development of southern European cities has already
unveiled the rudimentary character — if not absence
— of housing policies; the partial replacement of weak
welfare states by strong family networks that strive to
provide access to jobs and housing opportunities;
widespread informality in diverse aspects of every-
day life, including an informal economy; precarity,
fragmentation, and flexibility without security in the
labour market; and a mixed urban environment and
low levels of social segregation in cities (Allen et al.,
2004; Arapoglou, 2012; Gialis and Leontidou, 2016;
Leontidou, 1990; Mingione, 1995). All the above are
considered as factors that differentiate the production
of space in southern European urban environments
from that in the rest of Europe.

Greece has been a destination and transit country
for migrants from Eastern European and Balkan
countries since the 1990s, and from Middle Eastern,
Asian, and African countries especially since the
mid-2000s. Most newcomers settled in the large
Greek cities in the context of a market-led laissez-
faire approach regarding housing (Kandylis and
Maloutas, 2018) and an absence of specific integra-
tion policies. A rudimentary system of accommoda-
tion that had been developed covered only the
housing needs of some of the most ‘vulnerable’
(Georgiadou and Kandylis, 2017), leaving the rest
to find precarious housing solutions on their own.
Particularly in Athens, migrants settled by their own
means mainly in the low-quality and affordable resi-
dential stock of central neighbourhoods, following
the gradual relocation of part of the local population
to the suburbs since the 1970s (Arapoglou et al.,
2009). Their self-settlement produced a geography
of socio-spatial mixing and ethnic diversity, reduc-
ing horizontal social segregation (Arapoglou et al.,
2009); at the same time, in the residential block-of-
flats newcomers inhabited mainly the lower floors
and the basement, resulting in ‘vertical differentia-
tion’ (Maloutas and Karadimitriou, 2001). Spatial
proximity and interethnic contact in Athens have led
to the establishment of networks and relationships
that allowed for informal processes of socio-spatial
settling and integration and fostered practices of
belonging and neighbouring (Vaiou and Stratigaki,
2008).
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Despite these positive aspects of the unregulated
settlement trajectories, migrant settlement has been
characterised by unequal housing conditions, hous-
ing insecurity and deprivation, and socio-economic
inequalities (Arapoglou et al., 2009; Kandylis et al.,
2012). Combined with the strict legal framework for
migration and citizenship in place since the 1990s,
inequalities resulted in conditions of multiple pre-
carity that have determined the everyday lives and
pathways of migrants. The rising unemployment,
shrinking incomes, and deep impoverishment that
followed the economic recession of the 2010s have
been unevenly distributed among the population —
mainly along the line of preexisting inequalities
based on ethnic, racial, gendered, and legal status
divisions — and have affected everyday life, socio-
spatial relationships, and survival practices at the
micro-scale (Vaiou, 2016). Furthermore, institu-
tional and non-institutional racist discourses and
practices against the ‘Others’ increased. A politics of
fear prevailed, constantly representing ‘Otherness’
as an overwhelming threat to be excluded and segre-
gated (Micha and Koutrolikou, 2019). Everyday rac-
ism and violent racist practices against the ‘Others’,
as well as the fear thereof, affected the spatial prac-
tices and habitation of migrants in the city (Papatzani,
2021), multiplying aspects of precarity in their eve-
ryday lives in Athens.

In summer 2015, the massive arrivals in the Aegean
islands and a makeshift camp of Afghani refugees in a
public park in downtown Athens found their way to
media representations and political debates, in which
they were framed as a condition of ‘emergency’ call-
ing for urgent responses. A new camp was soon inau-
gurated in an inner-city district, and various public
facilities (sport centres, the old airport, etc.) were used
as camp-like temporary shelters. In early 2016, with
the gradual sealing of the Balkan corridor and the
implementation of the EU-Turkey Statement, the
short-lived route to Europe was interrupted, and
Greece effectively turned again into an obligatory
country of destination for thousands of asylum seek-
ers. The issue of accommodation for newcomers was
now raised in terms of a prolonged ‘emergency’ and
called for more interventions, at a time when a variety
of non-state actors such as civil society organisations,
local or international humanitarian NGOs, and

international organisations entered the scene. A new
law on reception in 2016 established specific accom-
modation policies in Greece, roughly creating three
different types of institutional accommodation for
asylum seekers.

The first type concerns the Reception and
Identification Centres (RICs), whose operation was
based on the European ‘Hotspot approach’.
Newcomers fall under the so-called ‘geographical
restriction’ of their freedom of movement to the spe-
cific islands where they are accommodated while
their asylum claim is examined. RICs are located on
five eastern border islands (Lesvos, Samos, Chios,
Kos, Leros) and at the eastern land border of Evros.
Although a detailed description of the operation of
Hotspots exceeds the scope of this article, their role
in filtering population and shaping the institutional
accommodation types in the mainland is particularly
important. The second type concerns the ‘open’
Temporary Reception Facilities in mainland Greece,
widely referred to as ‘camps’. Even though the first
camps were established in 2015 as informal and tem-
porary forms of ‘hospitality’, after the closure of the
Balkan corridor they multiplied rapidly, blurring the
boundaries between emergency and long-term plan-
ning. The third type concerns urban accommodation
in apartments, hotels, and other buildings in various
cities of Greece through the ESTIA programme. The
programme was initially launched in November 2015
as a UNHCR accommodation scheme primarily
aimed at asylum seekers eligible for relocation.
However, since 2016 it has been operating under the
management of UNHCR as the ‘Emergency Support
to Integration and Accommodation’ (ESTIA) pro-
gramme, aimed at vulnerable cases of asylum seekers
and applicants for family reunification; it was ini-
tially funded by the European Union Civil Protection
and Humanitarian Aid (ECHO) and, since 2019, it is
co-funded by the Asylum, Migration, and Integration
Fund of the European Union (AMIF). Both camps
and ESTIA apartments were gradually transformed
into permanent types of institutional accommodation
and the responsibility for their management was
transferred to the Greek state authorities.

Accommodation policies in the mainland
(camps and ESTIA programme) were character-
ised from the beginning by short-term planning
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and temporariness. Regarding ESTIA, the lack of
planning, combined with the lack of spatial or geo-
graphic criteria in the selection of the apartment
locations, led to relatively higher concentrations of
ESTIA apartments in specific neighbourhoods of
Athens (Papatzani, 2020); a subsequent attempt of
dispersal was launched along the line of similar
policy tendencies in other European cities.
Moreover, even though specific supplementary
services and activities are provided in both types
of accommodation, none of them offers systematic
integration possibilities or pathways. The ‘pro-
tracted emergency’ that characterises the accom-
modation system leads to conditions of welfare
dependency (Kourachanis, 2018) and reproduces a
permanent state of insecurity and precarity for asy-
lum seekers. Arguably, precarity has been intensi-
fied by the cessation of accommodation for those
recognised as beneficiaries of international protec-
tion one month after the final decision on their
application is reached. The measure of cessation
has been systematically applied since March 2019,
while there has been very limited development of
adequate long-term housing and integration poli-
cies for recognised refugees.

Material and spatial differences in the accommo-
dation system create a multiplicity of precarity expe-
riences between camps and ESTIA, but also among
camps and among different apartments. Camps con-
sist of tents or containers and they are usually located
in industrial districts of Athens or in distant periph-
eral areas with insufficient public transportation net-
works. They are also characterised by inadequate
sanitation facilities, poor hygiene conditions, and
overcrowding. On the contrary, ESTIA programme
is implemented in the socially and ethnically mixed
residential neighbourhoods of Athens. Located in the
dense urban fabric and providing habitation in blocks
of flats, ESTIA apartments are in sharp contradiction
to the isolated camps. Whether in camps or in apart-
ments, some characteristics such as proximity to the
city centre, adequacy of facilities, access to services,
and living conditions create a hierarchy of accom-
modation places. For example, the camp of Elaionas,
located in the municipality of Athens, is generally
considered more privileged compared to the remote
camps in Malakasa or Elefsina. Thus, a grid of

multiple and uneven geographies is translated into a
hierarchy of precarity in asylum accommodation, on
which we focus in the next section.

Tracing the multiple aspects
of precarity of place for asylum
seekers in metropolitan Athens

The wuneven geographies of accommodation
described above severely constrain the right of asy-
lum seekers to remain and to decide on their own
habitation and mobility. In line with Banki (2013),
we consider that these restrictions are essential to the
definition of precarity of place. In metropolitan
Athens, the precarity of place is produced through
three interconnected sets of mechanisms that consist
of categorising and filtering asylum seekers, isolat-
ing and segregating them through a differential
‘placement’ in accommodation types and places, and
controlling everyday habitation.

Precarity of filtering mechanisms

A set of filtering categories based on vulnerability or
other distinctions (legal status, family status, gender,
etc.) constitute a key tool in dividing asylum seekers
into those ‘deserving’ and those ‘undeserving’ pro-
tection and, thus, in ‘placing’ them in the different
types of accommodation. The classification prac-
tices of migration flows at the borders, combined
with the multiple accommodation policies imple-
mented in the mainland, function as mechanisms
that place asylum seekers in a prolonged and uncer-
tain process of selection. Filtering processes start at
the Hotspots, where the geographical restriction is
lifted only for specific vulnerable cases® of asylum
seekers and for applicants for family reunification,
who are eligible to be transferred to the camps or
ESTIA according to their level of vulnerability. Even
stricter criteria apply to the cessation of accommoda-
tion for recognised beneficiaries of international
protection, as only women in late pregnancy and
people with serious health conditions are temporar-
ily exempted.

The interviews revealed that the uncertainty
regarding accommodation placement is intensified
by the very fluidity of these filtering criteria. The
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categories of vulnerability have been shrinking since
2019, following changes in the legal framework, and
have defined those who ‘deserve’ special reception
conditions in ever-shifting ways, depending on the
time and the availability of accommodation places.
These shifting filtering mechanisms, interrelated
with other institutional classifications, implicitly (re)
produce changing understandings of the ‘genuine’
refugee identity and uncertain ways of habitation.

In addition, the aforementioned classification
scheme urges asylum seekers to ‘perform’ or con-
struct their vulnerability as an imposed ‘refugeeness’
in order to get access to more privileged forms of
accommodation — or escape eviction from them. The
instrumentalisation of vulnerability in the regulation
of accommodation and mobility has turned the bod-
ies of asylum seekers into a crucial place for the
proof of truth and the key source of the refugee expe-
rience (Fassin and D’Halluin, 2005). In this context
of medicalisation of accommodation policies, the
expertly certified vulnerable body can have specific
spatial possibilities, access more favourable types of
accommodation or even asylum procedures. Many
of the interviewees stressed the issue of the prolifer-
ation of asylum seekers requesting medical certifi-
cates as a result of the precarity created by the
implemented accommodation policies.

Most Afghanis love to go to the psychologist and say,
‘ok I have psychological problems; I lose my temper; [
get suicidal; I take these drugs and I want you to write
me something so they cannot throw me out of the
programme’. [...] You know, in our country, in our
culture we have different ways of solving problems.
(Najib, Afghan, living in ESTIA apartment, 07/07/2020)°

The categorisation mechanisms have an impact
on everyday life and on the ways that asylum seekers
perceive and construct their social networks.
Furthermore, their placement in the uneven accom-
modation system may affect socio-spatial relation-
ships among asylum seekers living in different
accommodation types:

When I ask them if they talk to their fellow refugees
about what they are going through, etc., they say ‘no’.
They’re afraid and they don’t want to make the others
feel bad, because some have received refugee status,

some are now going to reunite with their family, some
were rejected, so it is painful for them to share this
information. And they sometimes feel that their identity
should be hidden. (UNHCR Associate External
Relations Officer, 23/5/2018)

To make friends from camps depends on the way of
approach. [. . .] Sometimes we make cold jokes about
the people who live in the camps, like ‘you guys are
living like a pigeon in a box’. Sometimes they agree
and sometimes they say, ‘don’t say those harsh words;
we don’t like that’. (Najib, Afghan, living in ESTIA
apartment, 07/07/2020)

‘Making friends’, as Najib notes, is greatly linked
not only to the institutional criteria of vulnerability
or asylum status but also to the discrete spatiality of
accommodation ‘placement’, which could interrupt
relationships or allow others to develop. This spati-
ality, an inherent feature of the classification mecha-
nisms, reproduces precarity through isolation and
segregation, as the following analysis demonstrates.

Precarity through spatial isolation and
segregation

The classification categories discussed above inter-
relate with specific geographies of accommodation
types. The spatiality of the camps, despite their offi-
cial ‘openness’ that distinguishes them from spaces
of detention, is determined by concrete material and
spatial borders that (re)produce geographies of sur-
veillance, social isolation, and segregation. Asylum
seekers living in camps located far from the urban
fabric find themselves in isolated areas, excluded
from local inhabitants and from the social networks
converging in the city. On the contrary, in ESTIA
apartments, asylum seekers live in the same blocks
of flats where locals and previously settled migrants
also reside. This spatial proximity may foster
interethnic relationships; however, this perspective
is rarely acknowledged by the institutional actors
involved.

When I was staying in the camp, you needed 11 euros
for the ticket just to go to Athens and return. In Oinofita
camp there is nothing else close by, no village, no city,
it is only a mountain and they put people there. [. . .]
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For me, the city is always better than the camp. You can
find everything in the city, all the services, if you look
for them. (Zahid, Syrian-Kurd, living in ESTIA
apartment, 02/06/2020)

This segregation also has to do with unequal
opportunities in social services, education, legal sup-
port, and healthcare between camps and ESTIA
apartments, but also among different camps. The
positive rhetoric of some interviewed NGO repre-
sentatives regarding the concentration of services
provided in some camps — and the consequent con-
venience that this offers in meeting everyday needs
— walks hand in hand with an implicit perception of
asylum seckers as victims and passive recipients of
assistance. It thus neglects the importance of a more
active involvement in seeking services and opportu-
nities that accommodation and coexistence in urban
space offers. On the contrary, asylum seekers accom-
modated in ESTIA appear to have comparatively
more privileged access to informal social networks
that facilitate everyday needs, access to services,
occasional or permanent opportunities of employ-
ment, or access to solidarity initiatives developed in
residential neighbourhoods. Besides this, welfare
dependency as an inherent feature of accommodation
policies, both in camps and in urban accommodation,
constitutes a factor that intensifies precarity and the
uncertainty of a long-term settlement prospect:

In the camp some people are happy because they have
access to everything, they have interpreters here to
translate, or if you have a toothache you can just go in
the morning and there is a dentist who checks your
teeth and fixes an appointment to the hospital. [. . .]
Honestly, I asked a lot of people here if they want to go
to an apartment and they say, ‘no we have everything
here, why would we like to go to hell’. [. . .] Living in
an apartment and living in the city makes you
independent, but living in the camp makes you
dependent on anything. (Latif, Afghan, living in
Schisto camp, 18/12/2020)

The aforementioned divisions deriving from the
‘placement’ of asylum seekers within uneven geog-
raphies of accommodation also determine their
future pathways. ‘Placement’ produces both the con-
ceptualisations through which subjects are perceived

and the route of response that these conceptualisa-
tions imply, as they are linked to particular possibili-
ties of access to welfare entitlements and services
(Darling, 2011). Furthermore, these divisions lead to
prejudice against asylum seekers or affect their rela-
tionships with locals and their social networks, as
they may result in stigmatisation based on the type
of accommodation:

Life in refugee camps is like a zoo of human beings.
When you say to people that you live in a refugee
camp, they often judge you. For example, I met some
friends, and they didn’t know. . . I told them that I live
in Athens, and when they had to drop me with the car at
the camp, they had different expressions. You know,
‘why a refugee camp, you should move out, it’s not
good’. And, you know, I feel bad. (Latif, Afghan, living
in Schisto camp, 18/12/2020)

Furthermore, despite its perceived temporality, the
camp model perpetuates a regime of exception by
defining the boundaries of an enclosed space within
which divisions and segregation deepen under the
pretext of emergency. The strict quarantine that was
imposed exceptionally in autumn 2020 to specific
camps in metropolitan Athens,” contrary to the easing
of the COVID-19-related measures at the national
level, constitutes such an example of heightened con-
finement and control. This exceptional form of camp
quarantine affected the everyday life of interviewed
asylum seekers and interrupted pre-established net-
works and relationships in the city. The distinction
described in the following testimony between national
and camp quarantine is emphatic in describing pre-
carious living conditions during the pandemic:

When we were under ‘Schisto-camp-only-quarantine’ it
was so difficult, but still people used to go out from the
back door. [. . .] They were telling us ‘ok next week, we
will let you go’. But they didn’t. When it was the national
quarantine, you could go for running outside, you could
go to the supermarket, whatever you wanted. But when
we were in that camps-quarantine, it was so difficult.
[. . .] The police were 24 hours, in three different places
at about 1 km around the camp, guarding in case
someone went out. And also, the buses knew that we
were in quarantine, they didn’t stop for anyone. (Latif,
Afghan, living in Schisto camp, 18/12/2020)
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Nevertheless, despite the fact that ‘spatial, mate-
rial, and institutional closedness’ prevails in the
camps (Zill et al., 2020), it is contested at the every-
day level. The urban fabric of central Athens consti-
tutes a pole of attraction for camp inhabitants to buy
products compatible with their cultural and religious
habits offered in their compatriots’ shops; to encoun-
ter others; or to exchange information. In particular,
relationships with co-ethnics who have been settled
in Athens for years, or even decades, are of great
importance and function as a protection network
providing knowledge on the ways to navigate the
new environment and helping with specific every-
day needs (such as asylum procedures, health care or
public services, phone translations during various
exchanges), filling the gaps in accommodation poli-
cies. Thus, the everyday practices of camp inhabit-
ants often exceed the camp boundaries and transcend
isolated locations or restrictions through their rela-
tionships and networks, which informally strengthen
future trajectories and possibilities of settlement.

Precarity through the control of everyday
habitation

So far, we have highlighted how filtering mecha-
nisms construct various categories of precarity and
place asylum applicants in precarious types and
places of accommodation. In this section, the analy-
sis focuses on the control mechanisms that operate at
the level of everyday habitation. First of all, accom-
modation is generally provided on a ‘no-choice’
basis that leaves asylum seekers within restricted
margins of personal autonomy. Those refusing to be
transferred to accommodation indicated to them risk
losing access to certain reception provisions. In
addition, in both camps and ESTIA, asylum seekers
are obliged to share their accommodation with oth-
ers based on criteria of nationality, common lan-
guage, and family status (e.g. singles or families
with children). This forced cohabitation may result
in hostile relationships or tensions among asylum
seekers, echoing other divisions such as ethnicity,
religion, gender, or political differentiations.
Furthermore, some representatives of institu-
tional actors (including UNHCR as the former coor-
dinator of ESTIA programme) insisted that the

‘unwillingness’ of most asylum seekers to stay in
Greece results in their lack of respect towards — and
unfamiliarity with — the apartments or other facili-
ties. Nevertheless, the habitation and (un)familiarity
of asylum seekers are largely affected by the very
fact that they have chosen neither their accommoda-
tion type and place nor their roommates:

We have not appropriated the house we live in, we do
not consider it our own because we have not decided by
ourselves for it, and we have not chosen the house by
ourselves. This is a disadvantage, but in general we try
to make it our own. Also, you cannot stay for long,
because it is temporary, it feels like being guests.
(Zahra, Iranian, living in ESTIA apartment, 16/12/2020)

A set of regulations in ESTIA and camps, legally
defined and internally designed ad hoc by different
actors, produce feelings of discomfort in everyday
habitation. Perhaps the most consequential regula-
tion is the obligatory cessation of the provided
accommodation shortly after the asylum decision is
issued, as it creates a permanent feeling of tempo-
rariness and uncertainty. Recognised refugees who
refuse to leave their accommodation are labelled as
‘non-compliant’ and risk being officially evicted by
the police. Other regulations affect the micro-scale
of habitation and attempt to control everyday behav-
iour. These rules are included in the operating regu-
lations that asylum seekers must sign upon their
settlement; they are also constantly reminded by the
humanitarian staff through personal warnings and
systematic inspections (see Novak, 2021, for a dis-
cussion on similar rules in the accommodation sys-
tem in Italy). Such is the case of asylum applicants
being discouraged to accept visits from friends or
relatives, host others, or leave their accommodation
unjustifiably for a limited period of time. These poli-
cies affect everyday practices related with socio-
spatial relationships and informal processes of
belonging. Such practices are regularised — if not
forbidden — by rules and regulations, and the repro-
duction of networks that could foster acts of urban
citizenship is interrupted:

I usually don’t want to go to other people’s houses,
because sometimes the neighbours complain, and
because they don’t let us have many people for
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company in our houses, in order not to create problems
with the [other residents of the] block of flats.
(Mohammad, Syrian-Kurd, living in ESTIA apartment,
17/06/2020)

A number of interviewed ESTIA officials refer to
practices of ESTIA residents that infringe the afore-
mentioned regulations, such as hosting relatives or
close friends who officially stay in camps; providing
the apartments’ equipment to cover the needs of
guests (e.g. laundry or personal hygiene); or even
renting their apartment for a few days to others in
need. These practices, according to the same offi-
cials, reveal relationships of exploitation. Yet, they
also reveal the harsh living conditions in camp-like
reception facilities, as well as the efforts of ESTIA
residents to provide mutual aid and solidarity
through such seemingly insignificant practices of
everyday life that may reproduce social relationships
and help others to overcome precarity, even if
temporarily:

People’s life is affected by the anxiety that they might
do something they shouldn’t. [. . .] When we go to the
houses saying ‘hi, you shouldn’t be here’, this is
annoying, there are conflicts, and nerves. [...] No
matter what [ say, and no matter how often I inspect the
house to check, no one would stay in a camp if they had
the opportunity to be informally hosted in a house.
(NGO Manager, partner of ESTIA programme,
19/11/2020)

Thus, everyday relationships and practices that
go beyond rules and regulations do emerge and
derive from the everyday survival and social needs
of asylum seekers. The conservation of networks of
asylum seekers who travelled to Greece together and
developed intimate relationships, the visits and other
exchanges, the inevitable encounters of asylum
seekers and locals in the common spaces of the
blocks of flats, as well as interethnic encounters in
public spaces in Athens, all indicate practices of eve-
ryday life that contest the precarity created by con-
trol regulations, the no-choice basis, and the
temporariness of accommodation:

Here is a funny story. In our living room we have a
window. Our television was broken and there were

football matches. In front of our window there is
another apartment of a Greek family with a television
at the balcony. So, we were sitting at the window, and
they understood that we were watching as well. So,
they just pushed the TV a bit closer to the balcony so
we could see. And they signed at us ‘is it good?’ (Najib,
Afghan, living in ESTIA apartment, 07/07/2020)

Conclusion

Until 2015-2016, the settlement of migrants and
refugees in Athens took place in scarcely regu-
lated conditions. The ‘refugee crisis’ of those
years was used as an opportunity to set up, for the
first time, a regulated system of accommodation
consisting of two pillars: massive accommodation
in camps and urban accommodation in rented
apartments of the ESTIA programme. Our analy-
sis shows that precarity persists, not any more as
the product of a ‘laissez-faire’ approach but as the
outcome of the uneven geographies of regulated
accommodation.

In this paper, we examined the accommodation
policies for asylum seckers in metropolitan Athens
through the theoretical lens of precarity of place
(Banki, 2013), which we reformulated as the
absence of the right to remain and of the right to
decide on one’s own mobility and habitation. Our
analysis suggests that uneven geographies of accom-
modation are translated into a hierarchy of precarity,
given that asylum seckers are affected by these
geographies in unequal ways. It also suggests that
precarity of place is prolonged well beyond the con-
ditions of ‘emergency’, through three sets of inter-
related mechanisms that operate together and have
the common effect of extending the precarisation of
the residence of asylum seekers.

The first of these mechanisms consists of pro-
cesses of filtering which distinguish asylum seekers
along various categories of deservingness/undeserv-
ingness, according to vague criteria of ‘vulnerabil-
ity’. One’s subsumption under this or that category
entails one’s differential access to rights and bene-
fits. Asylum seekers are forced to comply with the
applied criteria and ‘perform’ their vulnerability. The
second mechanism consists of regulations and pro-
cesses that impose spatial isolation and segregation
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through the distribution of the already filtered cate-
gories in different types (camps and apartments) and
places (residential areas of the city, industrial urban
districts, and distant peripheral locations) of accom-
modation. The differences between camps and urban
accommodation (but also among camps) are marked
by inequalities regarding mobility, material condi-
tions, access to services, and opportunities to build
and maintain socio-spatial relationships and net-
works, both within and across ethnic groups. The
third mechanism concerns the extensive control over
everyday habitation exerted by those in charge of the
accommodation system. Asylum seekers are gener-
ally expected to accept what is offered to them on a
no-choice basis. While in accommodation, they are
expected to follow formal and informal rules that
strengthen feelings of discomfort and disrupt the
development of their social networks.

As these lines are written, evictions from the
accommodation system are taking place, reinforcing
existing exclusions and divisions. Being expelled
from accommodation is a liminal moment of precari-
sation, not only because it amounts to a serious risk
of material deprivation, but also because it reveals
the homeless body of the refugee as the ultimate pre-
carious field of accommodation. The same body
which is considered deserving and protected while in
regulated and controlled accommodation risks being
perceived as an unregulated and uncontrolled threat
once forced out. To evict is to annihilate the right to
remain in the most decisive way, and evictions actu-
ally bear a new category of ‘Otherness’ in the city. It
is the category of those who were once included in
the ranks of the ‘deserving’ and were later trans-
ferred to the ‘less deserving’, long before they were
ready to cope with their housing needs on their own.

Undoubtedly, among the variety of categories,
types, places, and rules that determine asylum
accommodation in Greece and Athens, there remains
room for informal practices of habitation to emerge
and for networks of mutual aid and solidarity to
thrive. The southern European model of informal
urban development, with its prevalence of social
mixing, may contribute to that. In such a context, the
everyday practices of asylum seekers may tran-
scend and contest the precarity of place, control of

habitation, and politics of discomfort through their
embedding in informal networks reproduced in the
city, informal labour relationships, or urban encoun-
ters between asylum seekers, refugees, and locals.
Through such practices of everyday resistance that
shape processes of social and political reconfigura-
tions (Hall, 2015), asylum seekers may claim,
implicitly or explicitly, the right to remain and the
right to decide on their own future pathways. As
Lancione (2019) remarks in a different context, the
stake of such practices and of the social relations that
they generate is no less than ‘an alternative under-
standing of the urban political’.

The practices and claims of asylum seekers can
be further considered from the viewpoint of the con-
ceptual ‘tension’ between precarity and the related
concept of vulnerability. We saw that the latter is a
key term in the humanitarian jargon of the Greek
accommodation system, one constantly deployed to
distinguish and regulate asylum seekers. The con-
ceptualisation of vulnerability as the condition of
someone who is ‘not proof against wounds’ (Philo,
2005 cited in Waite, 2009) or as the liability or sus-
ceptibility to harm (Turner, 2019) imposes a human-
itarian typology of powerlessness, suitable to
legitimise (more) humanitarian interventions and
force asylum seekers to act as powerless victims. On
the contrary, the genealogy of precarity links this
concept to the political potential of mobilisation by
social justice movements and may reveal ‘the politi-
cal and institutional context in which the production
of precarity occurs rather than focusing solely on
individualised experiences’ (Waite, 2009: 421). In
our view, precarity of place is to be understood as a
condition of prolonged uncertainty and instability
created by accommodation systems in their threefold
effort to filter-segregate-control migratory mobility.
As such, precarity can be resisted through migrant
agency, while vulnerability is meant, at best, to be
acknowledged and cured at the individual level, by
systems of governance.
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Notes

1. In this paper we deliberately omit the distinction
between these two terms, and we consider the move-
ment of refugees as part of the wider migratory phenom-
enon. We also make extensive use of the term ‘asylum
seekers’, since this is the official ‘category’ employed
by the accommodation system. Despite its conformism,
the concept of ‘asylum seeker’ marks the fragility of the
separation between migrants and refugees.

2. The ‘Hotspot Approach’ was first announced by the
European Commission in 2015 within the framework
of the ‘European Agenda on Migration’ as a control
mechanism of human mobility for the member-states
located at the external borders of Europe.

3. One of the interviews with representatives of insti-
tutional actors was conducted in 2018 in the context
of one author’s research for the needs of her PhD
thesis.

4. One of the authors has years of working experience and
has developed networks in the humanitarian sector.

5. The categories of vulnerability are currently defined
by Law 4636/2019. They include minors, the elderly,
relatives of victims of shipwrecks, pregnant women,
the disabled, victims of torture and other forms of
violence, and those with serious health conditions.

6. All names of interviewed asylum seckers are
pseudonyms.

7. The strict isolation imposed in specific camps fol-
lowed the also exceptional measure of curfew from
7:00pm to 7:00 am, implemented in all camps during
the first lockdown in spring 2020.
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