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Summary: The East-German city Leipzig and the West-German city Osnabriick, the main locations of our research, are
among the pioneers of a nationwide movement for the decentralisation of refugee accommodation. At the beginning of the
2010s, local authorities in the two cities decided against housing refugees in mass accommodation centres, instead choosing
to support them in leading self-determined lives by facilitating their access to private housing. However, the two cities then
responded very differently to the increasing number of people coming to Germany for protection over the course of 2015.
Based on empirical observations, this paper discusses an exemplary solution to a major research problem of how to compare
the diverse and changing practices and discourses of refugee accommodation in local migration regimes. To find answers to
this question, we develop a five-dimensional comparative model, combining the relational rescaling approach of Nina Glick
Schiller and Ayse Caglar with Henri Lefebvre's spatial constructivist considerations.

Zusammenfassung: Die ostdeutsche Grofistadt Leipzig und das westdeutsche Osnabriick, Hauptstandorte unserer For-
schungen, gelten als Vorreiter einer bundesweiten Dezentralisierungsbewegung. Gegen den Trend, Gefliichtete in Mas-
senunterkiinften unterzubringen, setzte man sich dort bereits Anfang der 2010er Jahre dafiir ein, asylsuchenden Personen
ein selbstbestimmtes Leben im privaten Wohnraum zu ermdglichen. Auf die im Laufe des Jahres 2015 in immer groBerer
Zahl nach Deutschland kommenden Schutzsuchenden fanden die beiden Stidte dann jedoch sehr unterschiedliche Ant-
worten. Anhand dieser empirischen Beobachtungen diskutiert unser Paper exemplarisch Auswege aus einem grundsitzli-
chen Forschungsproblem: Wie lassen sich die unterschiedlichen und im Wandel befindlichen Praktiken und Diskurse der
Aufnahme und Unter-bringung Gefliichteter in und durch lokale Migrationsregime vergleichen? Zur Beantwortung dieser
Frage kombinieren wir den relationalen rescaling-Ansatz der Autorinnen Nina Glick Schiller und Ayse Caglar mit den
raumkonstruktivistischen Uberlegungen Henri Lefebvres. Aufbauend auf diesen Arbeiten entwickeln wir ein fiinfdimen-
sionales Modell, das uns einen systematischen Vergleich und Erklirungsansitze fiir Gemeinsamkeiten und Unterschiede
zwischen den beiden Stidten ermdglicht.
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1 Struggles around the decentralisation of
refugee housing

cities, but we also worked and conducted research in
other European cities in France and England. Being
“here and there” (KnowLEs 2003) in geographical

When we started the fieldwork for our PhD re-  terms, as well as the constant exchange between the

search projects on the negotiation of (refugee) mi-
gration in the East-German city Leipzig and the
West-German city Osnabriick in 2014, the issue of
refugee accommodation moved into the focus of
public attention, as more refugees arrived not only
on European shores, but also in German cities and
villages. However, neither we, nor our interlocutors
had a premonition of the dynamics that lay ahead in
and after the “long summer of migration” (KKASPAREK
and SpeER 2015) with its multiple crises. Whereas the
European leaders sought to close the routes via the
Mediterranean and the Balkans as quickly as possible,
on the local level, authorities and civil society initia-
tives negotiated the accommodation of the newcom-
ers. Our main sites of research were the two German
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two of us allowed us to observe how differently the
migration dynamics were perceived and dealt with
not only by different European member states but
also by different localities — across national borders
and within the same state.

We noted, for example, a divergent dynamic in
the organisation of housing for refugees in our two
German field sites. Prior to the increasing arrivals, at
the beginning of the 2010s, the local governments
of Leipzig and Osnabriick had adopted concepts to
accommodate refugees in a decentralised way — that is,
not in mass accommodation centres, but in small-
scale facilities and private flats in different residen-
tial areas of the city (SL 2012; SO 2013). The local
authorities wanted to make a difference — in contrast
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to other city municipalities and the regional authori-
ties, which continued to accommodate refugees for
many months or even years in big compounds with
little to no privacy and self-determination. While
Leipzig and Osnabriick took a similar direction in
the organisation of refugee housing in 2012/13, their
accommodation plans were challenged and — in dif-
ferent ways — re-negotiated in the following months
and years. The arrival of rising numbers of refugees,
especially in 2015/16, was framed as a ‘state of emet-
gency’ in Leipzig and was increasingly met with hos-
tile reactions. The crisis discourse in turn served to
legitimate a renewed camp approach to refugee hous-
ing. In Osnabriick, on the other hand, the city au-
thorities were keen to underline that they did not ex-
perience the increasing arrival of refugees since 2013
as a ‘crisis’, maintaining and even further developing
their decentralisation concept.

In this papert, the negotiation of refugee accom-
modation practices in Leipzig and Osnabriick will
serve as an empirical basis for discussing a broader
methodological question: Namely, how to compare
the way (refugee) migration is dealt with in differ-
ent localities? And what insights can we (not) gain
through such a comparison? Making a difference is thus
both a description of our empirical phenomenon and
of our analytical endeavour. The merits and methods
of comparative research are widely discussed within
the social sciences. We base our considerations pri-
marily on literature that argues for a relational and
space-sensitive comparative approach. From such a
perspective, making a difference means relating cit-
ies not as two mutually exclusive contexts, but as in-
terconnected articulations of processes that stretch
across space, and that are localised at the same time.
In the next section, we will further develop such a
relational comparative perspective, drawing on the
re-scaling approach of GLICK SCHILLER and CAGLAR
(2009) and the work of the French philosopher
LerFEBVRE (1991) on the social production of space.
In a third section, we will explain how we have used
these theoretical impulses and our empirical material
to form five analytical dimensions for the study of

Y We use the term ‘refugee’ not in its legal sense, but in
the broad sense of a person secking asylum or protection.
Following this line of thought, we understand the contested at-
tempts to control and regulate asylum and the lives of asylum-
secking persons as part of the multi-scalar project of governing
migration. From this perspective, a clear separation between
the governance of migration and the governance of flight and
refugees — and thus also a clear separation between refugee
studies on the one and migration studies on the other hand —
appear empirically and conceptually misleading,

urban practices and spaces of asylum. These will be
illustrated in a fifth section, on the basis of empirical
spotlights from our two case studies.

2 How to compare local migration regimes

Comparative perspectives have a long tradition
in the study of migration. However, due to the inter-
disciplinary nature of the field of research, such en-
deavours sometimes differ significantly in what they
compare and how they compare. This applies in par-
ticular to the study of the structures, processes and
institutions through which migration is governed
and regulated. For a long time, social scientists have
compared different national migration and integra-
tion models and policies (BRUBAKER 1992; FAHRMEIR
et al. 2003). In recent years, migration scholars have
repeatedly called for a /ocal turn (GLICK SCHILLER and
CAGLAR 2011; MARTINIELLO 2013). They emphasise
the local scope of action for the inclusion of mi-
grants, especially in urban contexts. The sometimes
significant variations between cities regarding the
governance of migration and migrants, some authors
argue, can be put down to local geographic, social,
economic and political-administrative particulari-
ties (BLOEMRAAD 2013; Borse and PhirLips 2018).
Others point to the effects that diverging national
political traditions have on local attempts to inte-
grate migrants (DEKKER et al. 2015); the variance and
lack of standardisation of international and federal
migration and asylum laws (ScHAMMANN 2015); the
decentralisation and uneven distribution of state re-
sponsibilities and power resources (SCHMIDTKE 2014;
PENNINX and GARCES-MASCARENAS 2016); or differ-
ing cultural factors that promote or limit the accom-
modation of migrants in cities (JAWORSKY et al. 2012).
In their turn to the local, however, many of these
contributions remain attached to a container-like
understanding of space that conceptualises locality
mainly as an administrative unit. So far, comparative
local migration research has paid (too) little attention
to space-sensitive perspectives. Rooted in construc-
tivist and mostly praxis-theoretical perspectives, the
latter examine the interplay of site-specific and space-
producing practices of governing migration and are
thus also able to account for political reactions to
migration movements beyond state-dominated spa-
tial conceptions (HINGER et al. 2016; DArLING 2017,
Porr 2018). In the following, we want to highlight
the potential of the migration regime perspective for
the spatially sensitive analysis of local practices and
policies of governing migration.
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2.1 Localising migration regimes

Regime theory, originally coined and used in po-
litical sciences (KRASNER 1983), secks to describe the
emergence and dynamics of (international) institu-
tions through which state and non-state actors coop-
erate and negotiate issues of potential conflict, which
cannot be regulated by one state or by the states alone.
In recent years, the regime concept has received in-
creased attention in migration research, resulting in
various interpretations of what a migration regime is
(HorvaTH et al. 2017; CvAjNER et al. 2018). Despite the
plethora of epistemological foundations, methodo-
logical approaches and empirical focuses, the spatial
conditions and space-producing effects of migration
regimes still need to be further explored both empiri-
cally and theoretically. By adopting a spatially sensi-
tive regime perspective, we avoid considering spatial
conditions and references such as local, regional, na-
tional or transnational as given. Instead, we examine
how spatial frameworks and references are created
and used and how social differentiations and forms of
special treatment are linked to specific places (HINGER
et al. 2016). By questioning both the local conditions
and the localising effects of the practices and politics
of governing migration, the regime concept helps to
reconstruct the “significance of spaces, places, and
borders for migration processes and their conse-
quences, for the emergence and change of migration
regimes, or for the negotiation of specific migration
conditions” (PotT 2018, 108).? From such a perspec-
tive, the focus of observation shifts towards “scaling
as a (often interest-driven) mechanism of production,
hierarchisation, and linking of different places and
spatial dimensions” (ibid., 125). Thus, social practices
are not only differentiated horizontally, according to
different places or sites, but also vertically, i.e. on dif-
ferent scales (PotT and TsiaNos 2014, 125). Attempts
to control and regulate migration, for example, are
produced on and through different scales, while mi-
grants themselves act as scale-makers in a variety of
ways (GLICK SCHILLER and CAGLAR 2011).

2.2 The re-scaling of cities and the three dimen-
sions of space

Building on Neil Smith and Erik A.
Swyngedouw’s conceptualisations of social phenom-
ena via different seales (SmiTh 1992; SWYNGEDOUW

2 All quotations from German soutces were translated
into English by us.

2004), Grick ScHILLER and CAGLAR (2009) postulate
a connection between the incorporation of migrants
in and the scalar repositioning of cities. Global ne-
oliberalisation processes, they argue, have led to a
shift of economic competition from the national
to the sub-national and city level (see also BRENNER
2004). Politically constructed spatial units such as ur-
ban, regional, national or global are blurred against
this background and can no longer be understood
as a “nested set of territorial relationships” (GLICK
ScHILLER and CAGLAR 2009, 179). Given the need to
compete for (state) investments, cities are striving to
position themselves in the global market through city
marketing. GLICK SCHILLER and CAGLAR describe the
“repositioning of the status and significance of cities,
both in relationship to states and within global hier-
archies of urban-based institutional power” (ibid.) as
a rescaling process.

Highlighting the influence of migration in this
process, the authors show, how the conditions and
political strategies in and through which urban mi-
gration and integration policies are pursued have
changed, and they emphasise the role of migrants as
scale makers in the process. Faced with the challenge
of having to reinvent the city as a global brand, the
agents of urban neoliberalisation are incentivised to
relate positively to migrants and promote their physi-
cal presence. In addition, migrants are embedded in
transnational networks, “that can link cities to flows
of capital, goods, ideas, new ideas and cultural repre-
sentations.” (ibid., 189). Although all cities “are part
and parcel of the same on-going processes of recon-
structing and reimagining place” (GLICK SCHILLER
and CAGLAR 2011, 5), GLicK ScHILLER and CAGLAR
argue that cities are differently scaled and accord-
ingly offer different local opportunity structures for
migrants (ibid., 2).

Even though the approach proposed by GrLick
ScHiLLER and CAGLAR has some limitations?, their
scaling concept and focus on local history, actor con-
stellations and dynamics provide a fruitful analytical
perspective for a comparison of urban migration re-
gimes. This is especially the case when it is combined
with space-theoretical considerations that allow for a
deeper analysis of the urban practices and spaces of

? The categorisation of cities on the basis of their position
in global hierarchies of power and the rather narrow focus on
the connection between migration and economic urban devel-
opment risks reproducing conceptions of a linear urban devel-
opment and overlooking all those diverse, also non-economic,
socio-political processes of change, which cities undergo in a
global society on the move.
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asylum, which form a specific part of local or urban
migration regimes. Asylum-seeking persons, espe-
cially when housed in temporary shelters, often ex-
perience a state of limbo or in-between (KOBELINSKY
2010; Casot 2014). Life in a shelter procedurally and
temporally succeeds the arrival and precedes incor-
poration policies and processes (the latter forming
the focus in GrLICK ScHILLER and CAGLAR’s work).
For the comparative analysis of urban spaces of asy-
lum, we propose to additionally draw on the space-
theoretical work of HENRI LEFEBVRE.

2.3 The production of spaces of asylum

LEFEBVRE has shown that space is always socially
produced (LEFEBVRE 1991). According to LLEFEBVRE,
changes in social conditions have always been ac-
companied by changes on a spatial level. Space is
made; space is changeable; and these processes are
interwoven. This becomes clear from LEFEBVRE’s
three dimensions (and moments in the social pro-
duction) of space: 1) a physical dimension (perceived
space); 2) a mental dimension (conceived space or
representations of space); and 3) a social dimension
(lived space) (LEFEBVRE 1991, 11). The fundamental
consequence of this perspective is that we do not
examine space, but the social production of space,
which in turn is to be understood as a spatiotem-
poral theory of social practice (Scumip 2010). Any
operationalisation of LEFEBVRE’s thinking is dif-
ficult because of the fragmentary and metaphori-
cal nature of his work (ibid., 14ff). Nevertheless,
his oeuvre provides a source of inspiration for both
political and academic practice. On the one hand,
social movements aiming to bring about changes
in (urban) society draw on LEFEBVRE and especial-
ly his idea of a “right to the city” (LEEEBVRE 1990).
On the other hand, there are a number of empiri-
cal studies that have implemented and further de-
veloped LEFEBVRE’s perspective (VOGELPOHL 2012;
RosseL 2014; Berruzzo 2009). Recent analyses of
the production of practices and “spaces of asylum”
have also taken a Lefebvrian approach (JaHRE 2014;
Brank forthcoming). With LEFEBVRE, spaces of asy-
lum constitute more than “architecturally conceived
spaces that serve the registration, examination, and
accommodation of refugees in host states.” (DAuss
2016, 83). For example, in a paper presented at the
11™ IMISCOE Conference in Madrid in August 2014,
SYLVANA JAHRE used LEFEBVRE’s framework to dis-
tinguish between the material dimension of refugee
housing, its regulation and its representation in her

study of refugee accommodation in Berlin. In a simi-
lar vein, a current research project at the University
of Frankfurt adopts a Lefebvrian perspective in
order to investigate how urban asylum regimes are
constituted through (locally) specific constellations
and (inter-) relations between actors, discourses and
materialities. In conjunction with the comparative
rescaling perspective proposed by GLICK SCHILLER
and CAGLAR (2011), LEFEBVRE’s three-dimensional
spatial theory thus promises to provide us with an
appropriate vocabulary to formulate answers to the
research problem addressed in this paper.

3 Data and methodology

In light of the literature discussed above, we will
now explicate how we compared practices and spaces
of asylum in the two German cities we studied. The
data on which we build our considerations was gen-
erated during several years of research (2014-2017)
at both sites, using a range of research methods.
These included semi-structured expert interviews,
participant observations, informal exchanges and
the analysis of written documents (newspaper arti-
cles, policy documents, material developed by vari-
ous NGOs). Even though our research projects were
largely developed and carried out independently, we
stayed in touch throughout the process regarding our
empirical findings and theoretical considerations.
This exchange mainly took the form of a relational
comparison: We used the cities “to pose questions
of one another” (WarD 2010, 480). For this article,
we chose the accommodation of refugees as a focus,
not only because it marks the beginning of munici-
pal responsibility in the asylum process — and im-
plies room for manoeuvre which is used in different
ways — but also because the opening of accommoda-
tion centres for asylum-secking persons repeatedly
leads to severe conflicts and thus becomes the focal
point of local negotiations of (refugee) migration. We
sought to formulate analytical categories that would
allow us to systematically compare and relate our
sites with regard to refugee housing but that could
also be applied to other fields of practice in local mi-
gration regimes.

The first dimension, mostly inspired by our read-
ing of GLICK ScHILLER and CAGLAR’s work, is the cit-
ies’ positioning and (migration) history. According to
the authors, the relationship between migrants and
cities is “shaped by the positionality of cities within
economic, political, and cultural fields of power.”
(Grick ScHiLLER and CAGLAR 2011, 3). While we
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do not follow the quite rigid categorisation of cities
according to their scalar position, we do think it is
necessary to consider local economic, public and cul-
tural factors of the cities, in order to understand how
a city accommodates migrants. Like GLICK SCHILLER
and CAGLAR we also deem it necessary to highlight
how cities’ “complex layers of social history and so-
cial structure result in specific local forms of incor-
poration built on place-specific representations, lega-
cies and expectations™ (GLICK SCHILLER and CAGLAR
2009, 196). Depending on the local migration history,
perceptions of (refugee) migration vary, as do institu-
tional experiences in dealing with (refugee) migration
and support infrastructures. For the purpose of this
paper, we use official statistics, documents, newspa-
per articles and interviews to introduce the migration
history and economic positioning of both cities.

Our second analytical dimension, which also ties
in with a (local) migration regimes perspective, refers
to the local actors and the (power) relations among
them. Like GLicK ScHILLER and CAGLAR (2009, 189),
we see migrants and non-migrants alike as scale- and
place-makers. Hence, we place urbanites with differ-
ent legal statuses, necwomers as well as long estab-
lished residents, in the same analytical framework.
LEFEBVRE was also interested in the way different ac-
tors engaged in (the production of) space, and espe-
cially in all heterodox spatial practices (1991, 419-22).
In the empirical spotlights that we have selected for
this article, we do not focus so much on the everyday
construction of ‘counter-spaces’ by individuals (e.g.
the residents of an accommodation centre). Still, our
discussion of the de- and re-centralization of refu-
gee housing alludes to LEFEBVRE’s idea that change
“can only spring from interaction and counter-plans,
projects and counter-projects” (ibid, 419). In other
words, we see the (regulation of) refugee accommo-
dation as a negotiated or contested practice, which is
also co-produced by refugees themselves. We iden-
tified and analysed the local actor constellations at
both research sites during ethnographic field trips
and through the reconstructive analysis of interviews
with (street level) bureaucrats, refugees and activists,
among others. In our field notes and observation pro-
tocols on the everyday-life in mass accommodation
centres, from committee meetings ot public informa-
tion events, as well as in our interview transcripts,
a specific network of actors with contentious and/or
cooperative relationships became visible.

Doing Asylum Regulation, our third comparative
dimension, describes a space of social practices in-
habited and produced by the residents of the munici-
pal accommodation centres, administrative and other

city employees, volunteers, activists and anti-migrant
initiatives. Our considerations are informed on the
one hand by practice-theoretical and constructiv-
ist migration regime approaches, and on the other
hand by HENRrI LEFEBVRE’s reflections on spaces of
representation, i.e. /ved space. This space is charged
with meaningful everyday practices, and yet it is a
controlled space (LErEBVRE 1991, 39). Those in-
vestigating lived spaces, Lefebvre criticises, often
forget to “set them alongside those representations
of space which coexist, concord or interfere with
them; they even more frequently ignore social prac-
tice.” (ibid., 41) From this perspective, Doing Asylum
Regulation is not merely a description of migrant and
non-migrant everyday practices, but describes a
space governed by state and non-state actors, institu-
tions and processes alike.

Spatial representations, our fourth dimension,
form the ,,dominant space in any society (or mode
of production)” (ibid., 39) according to LEFEBVRE.
The space we describe here is the space of urban
planners, administrative staff, politicians and mar-
keters. The space they produce in numerous docu-
ments, strategy papets and concepts is a conceived
space “shot through with a knowledge (savoir) — i.c.
a mixture of understanding (connaissance) and ideol-
ogy — which is always relative and in the process of
change.” (Ibid., 41; italic in the original). We extract-
ed this spatial, more or less ideologised knowledge
from the municipal accommodation concepts, press
releases, transcripts of city committee meetings, lo-
cal party programmes and strategy papers, as well as
local newspaper articles.

Our fifth and final analytical dimension, the
material component of urban asylum regimes, re-
fers to what is usually understood as space, that is,
for example, buildings, streets, ensembles of places.
LEFEBVRE also referred to this dimension as “per-
ceived space” and underlined the importance of the
body in its production (ibid., 40). LEFEBVRE as well as
Gurick ScHILLER and CAGLAR are, as Marxian think-
ers, not interested in the physical or built world as
such, but in the way people interact with it and what
this tells us about a specific (urban) society and its
mode of production (LEFEBVRE 1991, 172-174; GLICK
ScHILLER and CAGLAR 2011, 14-16). In a similar vein,
we examine the physical dimension of refugee ac-
commodation as part of the social interrelations in
the city. We detected the physical dimension of the
social production of spaces of asylum through nu-
merous visits in accommodation centres, participant
observation and exchanges with the people living
and working in these centres.
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4 Comparing refugee housing in Osnabriick
and Leipzig

Building on the literature discussed in the previ-
ous sections, we re-evaluated our empirical material
on the practices and politics of governing migration
in Leipzig and Osnabriick through the five analyti-
cal dimensions operationalised above: 1) (Economic)
positioning and (migration) history; 2) Local actor
constellation; 3) Regulative accommodation practic-
es 4) Representations of refugee accommodation; 5)
Materiality of Spaces of Asylum.

4.1 (Economic) positioning and migration history

A few structural and historical similarities
and differences between Leipzig and Osnabriick
make a multifaceted and deep comparison possi-
ble. Although today Leipzig is considered the fast-
est growing metropolis in Germany, the city has a
long history of shrinking and out-migration (RINK et
al. 2012). Between 1933 and 1998, Leipzig’s popula-
tion decreased from about 713,000 to about 437,000
inhabitants. The German Democratic Republic had
made little effort to open the country to immigration.
Only few immigrants came as guest workers, students
and apprentices from socialist ‘brother states’. In the
turbulent post-reunification years, 100,000 persons
left the city. Against the background of high unem-
ployment and widespread xenophobia, the migrant
population remained permanently low and limited to
three groups: Jewish contingent refugees, so-called
‘late repatriates™ and refugees (Weiss 2009). At the
end of the 1990s, however, re-urbanisation processes
began. Numerous private and public — national and
European — investments enabled the city to reinvent
itself as a booming tourism and service location.
Unemployment in the city has fallen significantly
in recent years (SL 2017b), as have vacancy rates (SL
2017a). These recent urban developments have had
an impact especially on the Leipzig housing market.
People with low incomes have particular difficul-
ties in finding suitable housing. In addition to this
difficulty, refugees are exposed to numerous forms

Y Individuals considered to be ethnic Germans, living in
the countries of the former Fastern Bloc have been granted
permission to settle in German since the Second World War.
Their migration has been framed as ‘repatriation’. Until the
end of the 1980s, the so-called ‘repatriates’ came mostly from
Poland and Romania and settled in West Germany. Since the
carly 1990s, the (late) repatriates who settle in the reunified
Germany mostly come from the former Soviet Union.

of discrimination (HumMEL et al. 2017). At the end
of 2017, the city was home to over 590,000 people
(SL 2017b). In recent years, city officials have made
increasing efforts to attract and politically represent
migrants, as evidenced, among other things, by the
constitution of a ‘Migrants’ Council’ in 2009 and the
establishment of a Welcome Centre in 2018. With
over 14 per cent, migrants now form a growing part
of Leipzig’s urban population (SL 2018a).

Osnabriick’s population has slowly, but stead-
ily grown since the post-war years. Around the
turn of the millennium, the number of inhabitants
decreased slightly because of low birth and immi-
gration rates, but it has climbed back up to over
168,000 residents since 2016 (SO 2018). The popu-
lation has grown above all thanks to (mainly stu-
dent) immigration from the surrounding rural areas
and international immigration. As the city admin-
istration proudly notes in its statistics, one in three
residents has a ‘migration background™ (SO 2016a).
Between the late 1950s and 1970s, so-called ‘guest-
workers’ came to work in Osnabriick. Moreover, the
city accommodated many ‘repatriates’ in the post-
war years as well as after the fall of the Berlin Wall.
While the West German government did not con-
sider integration policies necessary, because it did
not recognise Germany as an ‘immigration coun-
try’, the municipality of Osnabriick developed in-
tegration policies early on and established a munici-
pal ‘Foreigners Council’ as early as 1972 (SO n.d.).
While some of the ‘foreign workers’ and repatriates
returned to their countries of origin or moved on
to other places, many stayed on and shaped the city.
Concurrent with the arrival of significant numbers
of repatriates in the late 1980s/cartly 1990s, the city
also saw a peak in the number of individuals seek-
ing asylum (Interview with Social Welfare Officer,
14.1.2016). Even though asylum-seeking persons
were not explicitly targeted by integration measures
before 2013, already in the 1980s, an infrastructure
was developed for their support, mostly consisting
of non-governmental, partly religious initiatives.
Today, as in the past, newcomers — especially if they
are identified as foreigners, have a low income, and
an insecure residence permit — face great difficul-
ties in finding adequate housing (ibid.). Affordable
housing is scarce and the city has little ability to in-
fluence the housing market as the municipal hous-
ing society was sold in 2002.

% This refers to individuals who are not born with German
citizenship or who have at least one parent who is not born
German.
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Both cities thus have a history of accommodat-
ing (international) migrants, even though these his-
tories differ and obviously reflect the long-standing
divide between the two German states. What is
important to note is that migration to Leipzig and
Osnabrlck is not so much characterised by the in-
ternational migration of highly skilled professionals
looking for an attractive place to live and work, but
rather is a product of dispersal.

While Leipzig has been celebrated as the ‘new
Berlin® (BiscHor 2015), that is, a cultural hotspot
that attracts visitors from everywhere, and although
unemployment rates in the city have also fallen sig-
nificantly (SL 2018b), Leipzig lacks the differenti-
ated job market of many major West German cities.
Osnabrick has a low unemployment rate thanks to
a flourishing local economy, but many students leave
the city after finishing their studies for more varied
employment opportunities and a more cosmopolitan
lifestyle in bigger cities (SO 2016b).

4.2 Actors in local migration regimes

Tying in with the first attempt to position the
two cities in the last section, this section will explore
the dynamic actor constellations, which shape lo-
cal migration regimes. These constellations involve
state, semi-state and non-state actors, who pursue
different interests and dispose of different resources
to enforce their interests. While there are many simi-
larities between the two German cities concerning
the actors involved in negotiating refugee accommo-
dation, there are also several differences, which help
us to understand the diverging dynamics in the two
cities since 2015.

In both Leipzig and Osnabriick, the adminis-
trative responsibility for the organisation of refu-
gee housing lies with the municipal Social Welfare
Departments.” In the years preceding the adoption
of the decentralisation plans, they accommodated the
few individuals allocated to the cities without political
controversy. This is not to say that there were no ini-
tiatives demanding better accommodation conditions
for refugees — in Osnabriick the association Exil and
others had been demanding the decentralisation of
refugee housing since the mid-1980s (Interview with
a founding member of Exil, January 24, 2017), as had
the Leipzig Refugee Council since the mid-1990s.

9 In some German municipalities, Public Orders Offices
and Foreigners” Authorities are in charge, which arguably has
an impact of how the issue is treated.

However, the appeals of refugee rights activists “did
not have much public resonance. That is, you basi-
cally had to fight alone”, as a founding member of
the Leipzig Refugee Council remembered (Interview
November 1, 2016). This changed when more refu-
gees were allocated to the municipalities in the 2010s.

The development of the decentralisation plans
and the accommodation of thousands of asylum-seek-
ing persons throughout the long summer of migra-
tion led to a multiplication and diversification of the
actors involved in negotiating refugee housing. The
Osnabriick concept, for example, introduced pro-
active social work in the accommodation centres in
collaboration with the Catholic charity organisation
Caritas and the children and youth welfare organisa-
tion Outlaw. In Leipzig, especially over the course of
2015, numerous non-state actors were entrusted with
the opening and daily operation of shelters; these in-
cluded charity organisations like the Red Cross, the
Johanniter, and the Malteser but also the army and
private companies, especially for security services. In
addition to the state and non-state actors officially or-
ganising or operating refugee accommodation, volun-
teer initiatives have increasingly shaped the everyday
life in the accommodation centres. In both cities, vol-
unteers had served as guides or support for newcomers
well before the long summer of migration. However,
the number of people volunteering in 2015/16 and
the scope of their engagement was unprecedented.
Many volunteers got involved in the framework of
neighbourhood-associations, which emerged with the
opening of accommodation centres in different resi-
dential areas of the cities. Moreover, throughout 2015,
volunteers stepped in because of the deteriorating liv-
ing conditions in some of the accommodation centres,
an increasing hostility against refugees, especially in
Leipzig, and increasing difficulties of the institutional
actors to provide the newcomers with decent housing,
basic guidance and information. Some of the new vol-
unteers joined the long-established migrant support
organisations and antiracist initiatives in their protests
against the tightening of asylum laws on the regional
and (supra-) national level and for the improvement
of living conditions for refugees in the city, whereas
others defined the motivation for their intervention
as mainly humanitarian. In both cities, but especially
in Osnabrick, Protestant and Catholic parishes as
well as Muslim congregations were highly engaged
in supporting the newcomers, including through the
provision of living spaces (NieHAUs 2016). Unlike
Leipzig, where Christian-motivated refugee support
depends above all on individual initiatives and ac-
tors, Osnabriick is strongly characterised by the influ-
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ence of the Christian churches. As the deacon of a
Catholic church who was also part of a local ‘Alliance
against deportations’ told us, Christian groups in
Osnabriick have often cooperated with left-wing
non-religious groups, because they share an “indigna-
tion” over the way refugees are treated and a desire
to help (Interview 22.7.2015). For those living in the
accommodation centres, the volunteers represented
additional contacts and the chance to acquire infor-
mation about their own living situation, the asylum
procedure and life in Germany, which was otherwise
not accessible to them. Partly in alliance with activists
and volunteers, refugees increasingly participated in
negotiating the conditions of their housing. For ex-
ample, in an open letter to the mayor of Leipzig, they
sought to draw attention to their living conditions and
demanded a right to “learn German, work and get out
of this prison” (OL 2015). In both cities, grasstoots
movements have formed based on alliances between
residents, with and without a secure residence status,
struggling for a ‘solidarity city’, that is “a city, where
no one is deported, everyone can move freely and
without fear, no one is asked for papers, and no one is
illegal.” (SoLipARITY CITY Nn.d.)

Whereas in Osnabriick, civil society initiatives
were exclusively focused on supporting newcomers, in
Leipzig, there were also negative reactions. In Leipzig,
as in many other places in Germany, citizens’ initia-
tives have mobilised — on the streets, at the numetous
information events and on the net — to prevent the
accommodation of refugees in their neighbourhoods.
For example, the brochure of an initiative against
the opening of a regional centre for the initial recep-
tion of refugees (Erstaufnabmeeinrichtung) in a former
hospital states that the arrival of numerous refugees
traumatised by wars and unfamiliar with local legal
and cultural habits would threaten the local idyll,
making families and children insecure and lower-
ing local property prices (WAGNER 2014). Against the
backdrop of weekly demonstrations by the extrem-
ist LEGIDA-movement in Leipzig, an offshoot of
the Dresden-based Patriotic Europeans Against the
Islamisation of the West (PEGIDA), attacks against
refugees and their accommodations and homes rose
drastically (Raa 2015, 2016; Aas 2018). In Osnabriick,
right wing extremist groups are not a part of the local
political scenery and, unlike in most other municipali-
ties in Germany, the new extremist right-wing party
Alternative fur Deutschland (AFD) has managed to
gain only very little voter support. There were also no
demonstrations against refugee accommodation and
no known incident of xenophobic violence against
refugees or refugee housing,

As we have shown, the degree to which everyday
life in local migration regimes is defined by conflict
varies. While antagonistic positions concerning refu-
gee housing also came to the fore in Osnabriick, these
mostly consisted in demands to ameliorate the recep-
tion and accommodation conditions. Compared to
this, the struggles in Leipzig have been more vio-
lent, due largely to the strong position of right wing
groups and opinions in the city. This supports the
argument that the local actor constellations and dy-
namics matter when it comes to how migration in
general, and asylum in particular, is handled.

4.3 Doing asylum regulation

The previous explanations have shown that a
changing set of actors influences how refugees are
treated in local migration regimes. We will now fo-
cus on the role of interactive dynamics and nego-
tiation practices for the production of specific local
spaces of asylum. In both Leipzig and Osnabriick,
the decisions taken in 2012/13 to decentralise the
accommodation of refugees were not only preceded
by sometimes-heated debates; they also initiated fur-
ther discussions on whete and how to accommodate
refugees in the city. These negotiation processes, we
argue, can be seen as ordering attempts both influ-
enced by specific spaces and contributing to the pro-
duction of these spaces, in turn.

Contradicting the principle of limiting refugees
with insecure residence statuses to accommodation
centres, the Saxon city Leipzig and the lower-Saxon
Osnabriick decided at the beginning of the 2010s to
make official what was already common practice:
namely, decentralised refugee housing. At that time,
more than 60 per cent of refugees in Leipzig and 47
per cent of refugees in Osnabriick already lived in
apartments, which were either rented by the city or
by the refugees directly (SL 2012, 11; SO 2013, 9). In
2012 and 2013 respectively, Leipzig and Osnabriick
adopted decentralisation plans promoting the accom-
modation of asylum-secking persons in private flats.

Up to the 2000s, refugees in the Free State of
Saxony were mainly housed in mass accommoda-
tions, isolated from everyday life in the cities and vil-
lages and often dependent on supplied food and cou-
pons. Under increasing public pressure from anti-
racist groups and refugee organisations, the leading
heads of the Leipzig Social Administration decided
to “enable all asylum seckers assigned to and living
in Leipzig, as well as foreigners with an absence to
leave (Duldung), to live in dignity, taking into ac-
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count their special situation and needs” (SL 2012, 4).
Willing to make a difference, they found inspiration
in some West German cities such as Nuremberg and
Stuttgart and their efforts to include migrants in city
social life. After a two-year long ‘decentralisation de-
bate’, the City Council adopted a new accommoda-
tion concept in 2012. Taking advantage of a statutory
provision that allowed refugees to be accommodated
in private living space during asylum proceedings
under certain — primarily humanitarian — circum-
stances, the newly adopted concept emphasised the
self-determination of refugees and established crite-
ria for decent housing in the city (ibid.).

In Osnabrick, a first resolution by the City
Council against the long-term housing of refugees
in mass accommodation centres was passed in 2007,
following protests of civil society initiatives and resi-
dents of the regional ‘reception centre’ in the nearby
town of Bramsche. In 2013, when the numbers of
refugees allocated to the city slowly started to rise,
the City Council adopted a two-stage model of refu-
gee housing. This concept was also the result of ne-
gotiations between municipal actors and civil society
groups, and it was inspired by decentralisation plans
of other cities, like Leverkusen, Cologne and also
Leipzig (SO 2013). Although the social welfare office
had to provide accommodation for more than 4,000
refugees in the following years, Osnabrick never
had a crisis debate (SO 2018). Even the opening of
several large and medium-sized interim accommo-
dation centres over the course of 2015/16 did not
draw any visible negative reactions. On the contrary:
in 2015, local authorities decided that all refugees,
regardless of their status and supposed vulnerability,
could move directly into a flat. In December 2014,
the local community even welcomed the opening of
a federal initial reception centre in a former hospi-
tal.” In addition to humanitarian reasons motivating
it, this decision was advantageous for the continua-
tion of the decentralisation plan, because fewer asy-
lum-seeking persons were allocated to municipalities
with reception centres.

In contrast to Osnabrick, the practices and dis-
courses of housing refugees in Leipzig shifted away
from consensus over time. In the face of accelerating
migration dynamics and increasingly hostile reac-
tions, the city officials had difficulties in finding suit-
able accommodation. Only one year after the adop-
tion of the decentralisation plan, the City Council

7 In these centres refugees are registered, await the start
of their asylum procedure, the allocation to a municipality, or
their deportation.

passed a reformulated three-stage housing model,
which is still officially in force. But given that the
number of asylum-seeking persons living in the city
increased fivefold between 2011 and 2015 (SL 2010),
this plan also proved difficult to implement. At the
beginning, the adherence to mass housing was justi-
fied by the fact that it was the only way to prevent the
opening of emergency shelters in urban sports halls,
as the Mayor of Leipzig put it in an interview with
the local newspaper (MEINE and STAEUBERT 2018).
But over the course of 2015, the way the reception
and accommodation of refugees in the city were ne-
gotiated and practised changed quite drastically. The
revival of mass accommodation and emergency shel-
ters for temporarily housing the many newcomers
presented a de facto interruption of the city’s decen-
tralisation policy.

4.4 The conception and representation of (refu-
gee) migration and the city

Local migration regimes, as we have shown, are
constantly negotiated. In this section we will turn
to the categories, constructions and perceptions
of (refugee) migration and urban society that are
voiced and compete with each other in such nego-
tiation processes. The dominant representations of
migrants in the city are affected by and affect the
way migrants are accommodated. This interrelation
between discourses or representations and practices
of asylum also helps us to understand the diverging
developments in Leipzig and Osnabriick.

In Leipzig, the official conception and represen-
tation of refugee migration changed with the debates
around the ‘refugee crisis’. The city had previously
welcomed refugees as a potentially beneficial part
of an increasingly diverse and cosmopolitan urban
society and had made their empowerment and in-
tegration through decentralised housing an official
aim of local policy (SL. 2012). However, this concep-
tion was increasingly replaced by a crisis discourse
in 2015/16, which was accompanied by representa-
tions of the newcomers as a threat and/or as victims.
This double-edged representation was closely related
to the reactions to the (planned) arrival of refugees
— with support initiatives on the one hand and anti-
refugee protests on the other. The online platform of
the main local newspaper, as well as the information
events organised to inform residents about the open-
ings of accommodation centres, were increasingly
turned into stages dominated by right-wing groups
and citizens voicing their hostility towards the cos-



72 ERDKUNDE

Vol. 73- No. 1

mopolitan society and their new neighbours to be.
These actors painted a vision of a city threatened
by increasing migration, in which traditional values
such as family, neighbourliness and security were
eroding. The hostile agitation of some citizens also
left its mark on the official treatment of the newcom-
ers. While city officials still publicly highlighted the
cthical obligation to help refugees as people in need,
the coordinates of what was meant by humanitarian
assistance changed. While in 2012 ‘decentralised’
had meant respecting the privacy of the refugees and
promoting their self-determination, in the turbulent
times of 2014/15 this turned into ‘““warm, safe, and
well-fed” (MEINE and STAEUBERT 2018).

In Osnabriick, the representation of refugees
in the city was rather stable throughout the long
summer of migration. Local officials highlighted
that Osnabriick had not experienced the arrival of
refugees since 2014/15 as a ‘refugee crisis’, thanks
in part to the 2013 concept for the [decentralised]
accommodation and integration of refugees (SO
2018, 6). At least since the 2013 concept, the city
authorities had recognised refugees as an integral
part of urban society and framed their accommo-
dation and integration as a humanitarian obliga-
tion and as a chance for the growing and dynamic
urban society. The framing of refugees as victims
in need of help clearly dominated public debates in
Osnabriick. Unlike in Leipzig, voices against the
accommodation of refugees in the city remained
confined to the online platform of the local news-
paper. Citizens wanting to support the newcomers
and to ensure their decent accommodation domi-
nated the information events.

Interestingly, time and again, local authorities
and citizens alike employed Osnabriick’s official
city brand as the ¢7y of peace in the debates. Solidarity
initiatives and refugee activists have used the city
brand to put pressure on local decision-makers to
accommodate more refugees and to ensure decent
living conditions in the city (e.g. EAI 2017). In
turn, the local authorities have referred to the soli-
darity initiatives as a proof of the lived culture of
peace and tolerance in the city (e.g. Interview with
the Director of the Municipal Peace Culture Office,
21.6.2015). Underlining that Osnabriick presented
a ‘safe haven’ for thousands of protection-secking
persons (SO 2018, 6) was also a way to cast a posi-
tive light on the city (administration). This proves
the point that cities increasingly (attempt to) use mi-
gration, migration-based diversity and its handling
as locational factors in the inter-communal com-
petition for financial and human resources (SCHMIZ

2017; pUTZ and RODATZ 2013). In Leipzig, the ac-
commodation of refugees has similatly served to
reinforce the city’s image as the cosmopolitan #rade
Jair city, as a cultural centre with international repu-
tation and as one of the main sites of the peaceful
revolution. Many residents and local authorities atre
proud to set Leipzig apart from the rest of Saxony,
which is infamous for its right-wing and xenopho-
bic political landscape. The fact that right-wing
protest groups also explicitly refer to the German
Democratic Republic’s civil rights movement and
use its slogans — ,,\We are the people” (,,Wir sind
das Volk®) being the most well-known — makes it
increasingly difficult for the Leipzig city adminis-
tration to refer positively to the city’s history as a
place of resistance.

In both cities, different representations of city
space and the arrival of refugees thus coexist and
compete with each other. On the one hand, refu-
gees are represented as an integral and valuable part
of a heterogeneous urban society, as illustrated by
the use of this topic for city-marketing purposes.
On the other hand, refugees are conceived as a
threat to a city space that is imagined as a homog-
enous unit. The latter representation became espe-
cially dominant in Leipzig following the increased
arrival of refugees in 2015, which in turn had an
impact on how and where the newcomers were ac-
commodated, as we will further explore in the next
section.

4.5 The built world of urban asylum

Local migration regimes can also be dis-
tinguished through their material dimension.
(Refugee) migration and the way it is dealt with
depend on the local built infrastructure and are,
in turn, inscribed in it. Where and how refugees
are accommodated depends not only on the avail-
able housing stock but also influences whether and
how buildings are constructed, renovated and used.
What is more, the place refugees occupy in the city
— in spatial terms — often also reflects the opportu-
nities they have in urban society. In this final sec-
tion, we will compare the changing built world of
refugee accommodation in Osnabriick and Leipzig.

Working from the idea that the social position
of refugees in the city can be ameliorated through
a change and upgrading of the physical environ-
ment, in 2012/13, the local authorities of Leipzig
and Osnabriick decided to promote the accommo-
dation of refugees in private flats. At that time, the
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cities’ existing accommodation centres had a capac-
ity of about 550 in Leipzig (SL 2012), and approxi-
mately 200 in Osnabrick (SO 2013). Still in use to-
day, these sites are located at the cities’ peripheries
— one in a pre-fab housing estate, the other in an
industrial area. The refugee accommodation centre
in Leipzig was originally designed for and used by
Russian soldiers. In Leipzig, these old sites and all
other new accommodation centres are fenced and
controlled by private security services. Visitors have
to present their IDs, and the residents have to re-
port regularly if they do not want to be considered
‘missing’ and consequently lose their right to social
benefits, including the right to accommodation.
With a few exceptions, the Osnabriick accommoda-
tion centres are neither fenced, nor controlled by
a security guard -a couple of caretakers and, since
2013, the municipal social workers are the only of-
ficial contact people for refugees within the accom-
modation centres. Like in Leipzig, some of the sites
used for the accommodation of refugees have a his-
tory of accommodating foreigners — soldiers or the
so-called guest workers. In fact, this continuity of
accommodating foreigners in camps is at least part-
ly legitimated through the existence of buildings
that were designed for this very purpose. With the
adoption of the decentralisation plans, the munici-
palities sought to break with this practice, but over
the course of 2015, the local authorities in Leipzig
argued that the emergency situation forced them to
continue to use camps and later to construct new
mass accommodation centres.

The local authorities in Leipzig argued that the
opening or renovation of mass accommodation
centres was necessary to avoid emergency shelters
(see section 3.3.). A similar argument was brought
forward by the local authorities in Osnabriick, who
argued that the opening of a reception facility in
the city, with a planned capacity of 300 places,
would help ensure that the city did not have to ac-
commodate newcomets in tents and containers, as
the opening of the reception centre would lower
the number of people allocated to the city (Authot’s
Protocol of citizens’ forum, 3.12.2014). While the
local authorities in Osnabriick could indeed avoid
the opening of emergency shelters (with the excep-
tion of an emergency shelter opened in February
2016 for a year in the framework of administrative
assistance to the regional authorities), in Leipzig the
asylum landscape soon changed fundamentally. As
more and more people reached Germany via the
Balkan route, regional and local authorities started
to compete in their search for potential accommo-

dation sites. In Leipzig, congress centres, former
hardware markets, gymnastic halls and eventually
campsites were repurposed throughout 2015/16 in
order to accommodate the asylum-secking persons.
While the living conditions in these provisional
shelters were often terrible, the central location of
the centres proved to be an advantage, as they were
easily accessible for the numerous volunteers who
supported those living there with donations, lan-
guage courses and leisure activities. Last but not
least, this case undetlines the close connection be-
tween the perception of and reaction to migration
and migrants and the concrete localities and mate-
rialities of refugee accommodation.

5 Still making a difference?

Comparisons contribute decisively to our un-
derstanding of the uneven topographies of local
migration regimes. Taking our research of refugee
accommodation in Leipzig and Osnabriick as an
exemplary case, we have discussed how to compare
local migration regimes. We proposed a compara-
tive model with five dimensions, based on the work
of Grick ScHILLER and CAGLAR on the one, and
LEFEBVRE on the other hand. The five dimensions —
(economic) positioning and (migration) history, lo-
cal actor constellation, regulative accommodation
practices, representations of refugee accommoda-
tion, materiality of spaces of asylum — have helped
us to structure our observations for a systematic
comparison and to develop explanatory approaches
to similarities and differences between the two cit-
ies. In this paper, making a difference was thus not
only an emic category, but also our analytical aim.
Striving to make a difference, both Leipzig and
Osnabriick adopted decentralisation plans in the
carly 2010s, but during the long summer of migra-
tion these plans were re-negotiated in significantly
different ways. While the decentralisation plan was
de facto discontinued in Leipzig, it has been largely
upheld in Osnabriick. We have argued that these
divergent developments were not so much due to a
different economic or scalar positioning, but rather
to the cities’ respective (migration) histories, lo-
cal actor constellations, dynamics, and representa-
tions. We have highlighted, for example, the pres-
ence of right-wing groups and xenophobic senti-
ments in Leipzig and their absence or invisibility in
Osnabruck as a decisive difference. Moreover, we
have pointed out how the diverging accommoda-
tion practices in the two cities were linked to differ-
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ent conceptions of urban society as places of arriv-
al. While both cities have used (refugee) migration
and integration as a way to promote their city, this
representation was much more contested in Leipzig
and eventually overtaken by a ‘crisis discourse’ in
2015/16, which legitimated the revival of central-
ised mass accommodation for refugees.

Our comparative endeavour was not to distin-
guish between different types of cities and to put
them into some sort of urban hierarchy. Rather, we
have aimed at drawing connections between our
two field sites. The comparative dimensions were
not only derived from an engagement with the liter-
ature cited above; they also correspond to the ques-
tions and categories that emerged from our empiri-
cal observations. A relational comparative approach
helped us to draw our attention to aspects that we
might have overlooked otherwise. For example, the
observation that refugee reception has been linked
to furthering Osnabriick’s city brand raised the
question to what extent such linking is attempted
in Leipzig and other cities. And, to cite another ex-
ample, the fact that accommodation centres are usu-
ally guarded by security firms in Leipzig but not in
Osnabriick prompted us to think about the reasons
for this difference and what this means for everyday
life in accommodation centres and the perception
of refugees.

A relational comparative approach can thus,
above all, generate new questions and ways to com-
prehend what we observe. It can provide clues as
to why refugee migration is dealt with in a certain
way at one site and how this relates to other urban
asylum or migration regimes. The spatially-sensitive
regime perspective sketched in this paper can thus
reveal things that remain hidden in studies with a
state or policy-focused perspective: First, by taking
into account both state and non-state actors and the
dynamics between them; second, by focusing not
only on outcomes, but on negotiation processes; and
third, by shedding light on the role that space plays
in the constitution of local migration regimes. While
in this paper, we were mostly concerned with the ac-
commodation of asylum-seeking people, we believe
that the dimensions distinguished above can also be
used for comparative studies of other aspects of local
migration regimes. This said, we do not think that
the study of a single site obscures any of these things.
As GrIcK ScHILLER and CAGLAR (2018, 10f.) argue,
“cach research site is always multi-scalar because all
places are constituted in relationship to elsewhere
as parts of intersecting networks linking multiple
forms of disparate institutionalized power.”
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