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Abstract

Many studies have explored the dynamics of immigrant and refugee settlement at the local level, highlighting that it is
actually a two-way process: On the one hand, the local socio-political context specifies the conditions for refugee inclu-
sion, and on the other, migrant mobility leads to the transformation of localities in various ways. In Greek cities, the social
practices of local actors have played an important role in the implementation of the immigration policy, where refugees
were perceived as a threat to personal and community security. Yet, new forms of social mobilisation and solidarity by indi-
vidual citizens and community initiatives have worked to alter these attitudes, mitigating tensions and obstacles in refugee
acceptance. The article draws on the Greek experience to explore the role and importance of the local socio-political tex-
ture in refugee inclusion, shedding light on how it gave rise to various local initiatives that inform refugee allocation as well
as urban transformation and institutional change. In methodological terms, the article considers three neighbouring Greek
cities as case studies to identify the different institutional and policy responses to refugee accommodation, giving rise to
different paths and forms of social inclusion. The study reveals the complexity and context of the social-spatial diversity
that refugees face but also the transformation dynamics of local states and civil society.
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1. Introduction

Over the last years, and particularly after 2012, Greece
has received a substantial number of immigrants, com-
ing primarily from Syria, Afghanistan, and Iraq as a con-
sequence of the general political instability and wars in
the area. As a result, more than one million refugees
have entered the country having as final destinations
other countries in Northern and Western Europe. Yet,
the closure of the so-called Western Balkans route
and the European Union (EU)-Turkey Agreement on

refugee and migrants in the Spring of 2016 have confined
uncontrolled and irregular movements both towards
and within the EU (European Council, 2016), leaving
around 76,000 refugees and asylum seekers trapped in
Greece for an indefinite period (United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees [UNHCR], 2019).

Although the situation has preoccupied both Greek
society and the state authorities, giving rise to many
debates, such concerns did not materialise in an inte-
grated and solid planning policy regarding refugee and
asylum seekers’ accommodation on the part of the state.
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Instead, in an attempt to deal with such a pressing and
controversial issue, the country deployed several strate-
gies and measures treating the matter of spatial alloca-
tion, settlement and integration of the incomers on a
rather ad hoc and diversified basis. Thus, this multi-level
approach to the so-called refugee crisis has resulted in
different housing outcomes and approaches to integra-
tion in many cities, corresponding to different levels of
engagement and cooperation that the local social actors
(civil society, NGOs, religious organisations, etc.) have
exhibited. In some cases, innovative ways of social inclu-
sion and acts of solidarity were made prevalent, whereas,
in others, instances of social exclusion and marginality
have been documented (Arvanitidis, Vergou, Manetos,
& Grigoriou, 2020; Vergou, 2019). Overall, the different
needs of the refugees were treated in varied ways based
on the local context and social dynamics, sometimes in
coordination and others in disengagement with the state
and national directives (which mainly follow the EU poli-
cies and the framework set by the Common European
Asylum System). Certainly, the issue of refugee integra-
tion has been at the forefront of the academic discus-
sion, giving rise to an extended and growing literature.
Notably, the current journal alone has published several
articles and thematic issues on the matter, exploring the
socio-spatial aspects of the phenomenon (e.g., Urban
Planning’s thematic issues on “European Cities Planning
for Asylum,” “Urban Arrival Spaces: Social Co-Existence
in Times of Changing Mobilities and Local Diversity,” and
“Cities of Inclusion—Spaces of Justice”), and especially
how various ‘arrival infrastructures’ provide resources to
newcomers in diverse local environments.

Yet, refugee integration remains a rather contested
term and a controversial discussion, especially concern-
ing the urban contexts. Integration characterizes differ-
ent forms and access to functional, social, and symbolic
resources conceptualised as culture, support and care
networks, and social bonds. Furthermore, concerning dif-
ferent levels of governance, local state and large cities
formulate their own perspectives to migrant integration
which does not always coincide with that of the national
level (Scholten & Penninx, 2016). Although integration
has traditionally been correlated with national identity
and community (Penninx & Garcés-Mascarefas, 2016),
cities become more autonomous, formulating their own
perspectives and policies in finding solutions for housing,
education, and health provision, as well as social aspects
of community connectivity.

In our contribution, we analyse the interdependen-
cies between local policies and segregation processes
and we try to shed light on spatial integration pro-
cesses and the barriers and challenges that refugees face
in urban contexts. With all these under consideration,
the article seeks to explore how the local, social, and
material resources (such as support and care networks,
community initiatives, social centres) and institutional
and organisational resources (municipalities, NGOs, reli-
gious organisations), have evolved in specific initia-

tives in refugee accommodation and how they impact
refugee allocation dynamics and institutional change in
Greece. Furthermore, we analyse how different local
policy responses have given rise to different segrega-
tion patterns revealing the weaknesses and challenges
of refugee inclusion as this is experienced in selected, yet
typical, Greek cities.

The analysis of path-dependencies of national and
local housing systems is crucial to understanding the pro-
cesses of residential settlement of immigrants. Thus, we
highlight the specificities and peculiarities of Southern
Europe and Greece in particular regarding urban devel-
opment and housing provision in general. We stress that
crucial to understanding institutional transformations
and their effects on the spatial integration of refugees
is the role of the Greek welfare system, with its inter-
play of familial and clientelistic political practices and
its traditional weakness to provide affordable housing
(Maloutas, Siatista, & Balambanidis, 2020).

As becomes evident, analysis takes into account
the urban context and dynamics of the migration-
led transformation processes, the local (political and
social) environment, the conditions of the recent crisis-
inflicted Greek welfare regime, and the complexity of
interactions between different territorial jurisdictions
(Arbaci, 2019; Mingione & Oberti, 2003). Following
Andreotti, Mingione, and Polizzi (2012), our approach
acknowledges that in local welfare regimes, different
arrangements of formal and informal actors, special con-
figurations of population needs, social policy providers
and resources are emerging and intersect with other
systems and territorial levels. In this context, the socio-
territorial approach to urban inequalities is more appro-
priate to understand different levels of interactions and
complex social relations from global to local (Oberti &
Preteceille, 2018).

2. Spatial Integration Processes at the Local Scale:
The Dual Housing Model and Path-Dependencies

Drawing on a comparative study of local experiences
with refugee accommodation in three small and
medium-sized cities in Greece, we provide a closer under-
standing of each city, with the local spatial integration
strategies, community resources and particular charac-
teristics of their civil societies. Our contribution, through
the comparative analysis of local cases, is to highlight
the various complexities of the housing processes in
the localities where refugees are settled and to pro-
vide a better understanding of the interdependencies
between local policies and segregation processes. These
may involve varying arrangements and cooperation
between public institutions, intermediate organisations,
the Church, family networks, and the local community.
Concerning this, we examine different forms of civil soci-
ety engagement and how and to what extent they con-
tribute to the social inclusion of the newcomers and the
transformation of local urban policies. In this context,
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and in response to a variety of contextual dependent
factors and conditions, the transition to multilevel gov-
ernance and the municipality’s active or passive stance
on welfare integration policies are far from a linear and
uniform process. Specific local and cultural contexts give
rise to diversified mixes of actors and strategies for imple-
menting social policies.

The recent national legislation (Greek Government,
2020a, 2020b) signals a change of focus with empha-
sis on the local state and a step forward for the chang-
ing of generic ‘emergency processes’ to more locally-
oriented policies. In this regard, implemented housing
policies and integration programs seem to exhibit rather
top-down (centralist) logic, and yet, at the same time,
there is multi-level governance as local players are heav-
ily involved in the process, shaping the path of institu-
tional change. Thus, a network of 13 cities has been
established where municipalities have a major role in the
implementation of the housing policy of the newcomers
and recently on the provision of an integration program
to promote integration processes (Hellenic Integration
Support for Beneficiaries of International Protection
[HELIOS], 2019). Also, the relocation of refugees in open
facilities camps near the cities have activated the munic-
ipalities to cooperate with international actors, NGOs,
and humanitarian organisations. Different social initia-
tives and municipal entrepreneurship companies—such
as e-trikala, a municipal development agency of the city
of Trikala, which maintains the operation of 70 apart-
ments with 500 refugees accommodated and ANKA, a
municipal development agency of the city of Karditsa,
which implemented the accommodation and assistance
to asylum seekers in the city and created the intercultural
centre ‘Stavrodromi’(Crossroad)—took an active role in
the social inclusion of the newcomers in local communi-
ties, differently from what was envisaged by the central
immigration policy of the state.

In this framework, it is important to outline the con-
textual background and path-dependencies of national
and local housing systems within which our case-study
cities operate. The Greek welfare system exhibits the
strong familistic and clientelistic structure that is appar-
ent to the welfare regimes of the other Mediterranean
countries. Overall, the family plays a prominent role
as the main provider of welfare and as a key agent
in social-economic and political reproduction (Bureau
of European Policy Advisers, 2011; Oosterlynck et al.,
2013a). Strong family ties not only work to assure finan-
cial support to their members, but family extended links
and networks enhance such dynamics, taking advantage
of the clientelistic political practices and rationale that
for long have been embedded in the country’s institu-
tions. In accordance, practices of civic engagement and
forms of civil organisation that represent a horizontal
aggregation of interests are less developed, whereas
the local state has traditionally been a quite weak and
subordinate welfare provider due to lack of resources,
powers, and competence (Arvanitidis, 2017; Maloutas,

1988; Maloutas & Economou, 1992). An interesting and
rather distinct pole here are the religious institutions
which are reported to provide social assistance and
support in many Mediterranean countries (Mingione &
Oberti, 2003).

As Kandylis and Maloutas (2020, p. 131) eloquently
articulate, the provision of affordable housing for
immigrants has been “a combination of a market-led
laissez-faire approach” where the existing housing stock
has absorbed massive migratory movements in “sub-
ordinate positions in socioeconomic hierarchy,” and
an “authoritarian approach assorted with humanitarian-
ism,” which “uses displacement as a means of constitut-
ing, isolating and disciplining minorities.” The market-led
laissez-faire approach to affordable housing in the Greek
context is related to the absence of state policies
for social housing provision, especially during the first
two decades after WWII. Through indirect intervention,
state policies promoted homeownership, usually via self-
promotion and often via self-construction, allowing fam-
ily intervention in housing provision while other forms of
affordable housing supply were largely absent. The lack
of comprehensive affordable housing policy, on the part
of the state and the policy choices of no intervention,
as far as the market regulates itself, made social hous-
ing seem unnecessary. Under these conditions, after
the massive arrivals of foreign immigrants in Greece,
in the early 1990s, the rented market was more or
less the only solution for affordable housing (Arvanitidis,
Petrakos, & Skouras, 2013). The recent severe economic
crises lead to massive unemployment, loss of income,
and impoverishment along with increased taxation on
property, while the state stood unable to address the
needs of most vulnerable population groups in need of
care and support (Kandylis & Maloutas, 2020; Maloutas
et al., 2020). When refugees arrived, a new accom-
modation scheme emerged, a “dual housing model”
(Kandylis & Maloutas, 2020), which is based on two
distinct accommodation schemes: (a) rented or free
temporary housing in apartments (Emergency Support
to Integration & Accommodation Program [ESTIA]) and
(b) refugee camps.

On the one hand, the housing model of rented apart-
ments and hotels (the so-called ESTIA) has emerged in
different cities. This housing model developed as a part-
nership between the EU (which provides funding) and
the UNHCR (which is responsible for its governance) in
collaboration with local authorities and NGOs (which
implemented the project in situ). Lease contracts were
signed between local landlords and the local actors (the
municipality or the NGO), and the criteria set for qualify-
ing such places were typical and minimum standards of
housing quality (Arapoglou, Maloutas, & Siatista, 2019).

On the other hand, the vast majority of newcomers
are accommodated in refugee camps, either in crowded
‘hot spots’ at major ports of entry (considered as irreg-
ular migrants) or in refugee camps on the mainland.
These “waiting zones” (zones d’attente) are the spatial
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expression of a new and striking phenomenon of “shift-
ing border,” where ordinary social and constitutional
rights within a liberal democracy are suspended or lim-
ited, especially for undocumented migrants or for those
who do not have the proper legal status, only after
they “pass through our gates” (Shachar, 2020, p. 4).
The change in the national perception of immigration,
from an innocuous humanitarian and ethic movement
into a situation of a civil and national threat, resulted
in these “emergency processes” to increasingly exhibit
a marginalized and dehumanising attitude towards the
newcomers (Bouman, 2016, pp. 85-86).

Apart from the above-mentioned general changes
in the housing model of immigrants, we should also
add the consequences of the recent economic crisis
(2008) on housing inequalities and the aggravation of
social-economic conditions of the vulnerable popula-
tion. A series of bottom-up solidarity practices appear,
which managed to support the vulnerable, claiming
back the ‘citizens’ right to the city’ (Arampatzi, 2017;
Arvanitidis & Papagiannitsis, 2020; Featherstone, 2015).
Thus, informal citizen networks emerged, through mech-
anisms of citizen engagement and participation in civil
actions of various kinds (inter alia: solidarity kitchens,
no-middlemen food distribution networks, social health
centres, clinics and pharmacies, social education cen-
tres), forming a kind of a social safety net able to address
the increasing demands for social protection and welfare
provision. Interestingly, similar kinds of initiatives appear
in response to the massive refugee inflows that the coun-
try has recently experienced.

3. Methodology

In methodological terms, the article draws upon the
experiences of three small and medium-sized Greek
cities (Katerini, Larisa, and Volos) to identify the differ-
ent institutional and policy responses to refugee accom-
modation, giving rise to different paths and forms of
social mobilisation, solidarity, and urban transforma-
tion. Since data concerning the location of individual
refugee households are not available, the study employs
school enrolment data, assuming, along with other stud-
ies (Arvanitidis et al., 2020; Vergou, 2019), that there
is a strong correlation between school segregation and
socio-residential segregation. Such an assumption is val-
idated by the fact that the system of school catchment
areas in Greece obligatorily allocates children to schools
that are near their residence. Therefore, school enrol-
ments are controlled by the local state and mirror the
local population characteristics and environment (its eth-
nic and socio-economic composition). In this context, we
must specify that there is a limitation in this study: the
maps rely on school enrolment data and thus on refugees
having children at school age only and therefore cannot
consider the majority of refugees including young men
or couples without children. However, we must spec-
ify that accommodation in rented dwellings is provided

for the housing needs of vulnerable asylum seekers and
refugees (families with an average of five people, sin-
gle parents, people with serious medical conditions, and
people with disabilities; Kandylis, 2019) and thus the
majority of beneficiaries are mainly families or single par-
ents and fewer single men.

Furthermore, semi-structured in-depth interviews
with 15 local actors (key officials in accommodation
and education provision, local government officials, rep-
resentatives of NGOs, and activists) and 13 refugees
were contacted to shed light on the different forms
of civil society engagement, refugees’ experiences, and
policies undertaken. The interviews were conducted
between October 2018 and July 2019. Content analy-
sis and corresponding coding were used for analysing
the interviews with key categories that emerged through
the fieldwork (Bryman, 2004). Cartographic material and
mapping techniques are used to display the patterns
of residential distribution of refugees housed through
the ESTIA program vis-a-vis local populations. Statistical
data were also used from the application of Panorama
of Greek Census Data (1991-2011) to obtain information
on the social-economic profile of the cities at the census
tract level (EKKE—ELSTAT, 2015).

4. The Case Studies

As mentioned, the current article draws on the experi-
ences of three different, yet typical, Greek urban settings
all located close to each other in central Greece. The first,
Larisa, concerns a medium-size city where local authori-
ties have an active, hands-on role in refugee settlement,
whereas the second, Volos, a somewhat smaller city,
has no active role in refugees’ accommodation, although
there is a refugee camp and shelters for unaccompanied
minors at the outskirts of the city. Katerini, the third
case study, is a small city, where a local NGO, estab-
lished by a religious institution, coordinates and man-
ages the housing and integration program for refugees.
The specific (socio-cultural, political) contexts of the
three case-study cities constitute the underlying environ-
ment that informs subsequent policies, the process of
integration/segregation, and the barriers and challenges
that refugees and the local societies face.

4.1. Larisa: A Centralist Governance Arrangement

Larisa is the largest city of the Thessaly Region with
146,926 inhabitants (4.8% immigrants; EKKE—ELSTAT,
2015). Close to the city (18 km), in Koutsochero (see
Figure 1), there is a refugee camp with 1584 refugees.
In 2018, under the supervision of the Municipality of
Larisa, refugees were settled in apartments through the
provisions of the ESTIA programme. The public bene-
fit enterprise of the Municipality is the coordinator of
the housing and integration programs for 430 refugees,
both programs funded by the EU. The Municipality has
a hands-on role in the spatial allocation and distribution
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of refugees to different neighbourhoods within the city
paying due attention to the local housing market condi-
tions (house supply, prices, etc.) and the availability of
relevant funding. It is also the agency that deals with the
local landlords, specifying appropriate accommodations,
signing the contracts, and enforcing the agreements.
The criteria set for qualifying such places were typical
and minimum standards of housing quality. The choice
of the specific beneficiaries of the ESTIA accommodation
scheme was made in cooperation with the UNHCR.

Figure 1. Koutsochero camp in Larisa, September 2020.
Source: International Organization of Migration (2020).

The local integration policy is much more oriented
towards housing and work for the refugees, through the
municipality’s services without involvement from other
local, actors, such as NGOs. According to this pattern of
governance, local arrangements exhibit a clear hierarchy
between the different levels of government to ensure
that policy implementation at the local level follows
central rules and policies (Scholten & Penninx, 2016).
This should be the manner for “an organized society
where their marginalized parts, continue their lives and
progress...with certainty and order,” as the Municipality
representative stated (Interview, September 4, 2019).

In the city of Larisa, local solidarity actions took place,
especially towards refugees located in Koutsohero camp
but also for those in the city. Such actions provided
mainly humanitarian aid (food and emergency supplies)
in cooperation with other institutional actors and munic-
ipal actors and services. The municipal social services
(social grocery, shelter for homeless, educational and
training activities, etc.) have been the leading actors in
this process, with the civil society playing a second, sub-
ordinate but supportive role. In that sense, it becomes
clear that social initiatives are rather subsidiary whereas
the social agenda and policy formulation are set by the
local state.

Concerning the ethnic diversity in the city, local
authorities seem to have a specific orientation to pre-
vent segregation tendencies. The fear of formations of
minority enclaves (‘ghetto’) within the city seems to
be a great concern for the municipality, which intro-

duced area-based policies to manage ethnic-cultural dif-
ferences in a city (e.g., Roma population):

Unfortunately, refugees and Greeks are two worlds
that have parallel lives. (Municipality representative,
Interview, September 4, 2019)

The example of France, with the uprising of marginal-
ized minorities in the suburbs of Paris is something
that we are thinking of. It’s a fear for the future. (Muni-
cipality representative, Interview, September 4, 2019)

In contrast to the view expressed by the municipality
representative were those of the refugees. Interviews
revealed the majority of refugees are rather reluctant to
live close to either co-ethnics or other refugee groups
since they perceive this as a barrier to integration and
interaction with the local population. In parallel, con-
cerns were raised by those living close to their co-ethics:

In the specific block of houses, we live together 4-5
families from Syria. It is not so good because we
are isolated and it is difficult to learn the Greek lan-
guage. Also, neighbours keep us at a distance. (Syrian
refugee, male, 26 years old, unemployed, Interview,
July 25, 2019)

Furthermore, it became apparent that a lack of local lan-
guage skills is seen by many as the main barrier in the
prospect of getting a job in the labour market and a pri-
vate house when the ESTIA project ends. Interestingly,
although many refugees highlighted the favourable qual-
ities of Larissa as a place for permanent residence, they
acknowledged the difficulties of getting proper employ-
ment that would allow this to happen. One stated:

There are no jobs even for the Greeks, how can we
[refugees] find a job? (Syrian refugee, man, 27 years
old, unemployed, Interview, July 25, 2019)

Coming back to the issue of segregation, despite local
authorities’ efforts, segregation tendencies might be in
place since the apartments that are made available to
refugees in the market are located in specific areas out
of the neighbourhoods where high socio-economic cate-
gories of natives reside (see Figure 2). This reveals that
various factors may affect the development of social
and spatial diversities in the city, such as the readiness
of the host society to accept refugees in specific loca-
tions or the workings of the local property market that
define housing availabilities, prices, etc., in addition to
the specific housing strategies for the spatial distribu-
tion of refugees set by the local authorities. Summing
up, in the city of Larisa, institutional changes are less pro-
nounced and based on smaller changes and conversion,
with the use of older institutional arrangements. Local
state authorities opted for a strategy of organisational
changes through the use of existing social assistance
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Figure 2. Distribution of higher socio-economic categories (2011) and refugee school population in Larisa. Source: Authors’

elaboration and EKKE—ELSTAT (2015).

structures (a municipal public benefit enterprise) and
build on previous experiences on local welfare, including
refugee reception in the city.

4.2. Volos: A Decoupled Model of Governance

According to the 2011 census, the total population of the
municipality of Volos is 144,449 inhabitants. The percent-
age of non-Greeks living in the city is 6.8% (EKKE—ELSTAT,
2015). Thereis a refugee camp located on the outskirts of
the city, near a waste disposal site and close to the indus-
trial area of the city (see Figure 3). Also, there is a hotel

Figure 3. Moza camp in Volos, September 2020. Source:
International Organization of Migration (2020).

and two shelters for unaccompanied minors outside the
city, which are operated by a national NGO (ARSIS).
The local authorities and municipal actors shaped and
enforced this model of local-state policy. At the begin-
ning of the dispersal policy set by the Greek state, the
Municipality of Volos asked the Ministry of Defence to
place refugees “outside the city” (E-Thessalia, 2016).
Refugee children, in the beginning, had non-formal edu-
cation but attended language courses given by trained
personnel inside the camp. After the refusal of the
nearby village to accept them in their school, enrolment
took place in an area near a Roma settlement in the
working-class area of Nea lonia, Volos (Vergou, 2019).
However, local solidarity groups have been quite
active in the city, providing informal support to the new-
comers’ settlement process, especially in the areas of edu-
cation and basic needs. Although some solidarity actions
took place in 2016 when refugees settled in the camp
(Moza) on the outskirts of the city, such voices and activ-
ities were consolidated after the objections of several
Greek parents to accept enrolment of refugee children
in the school their children attended, which was near a
refugee shelter in the north part of the city (E-Thessalia,
2018). The outburst of such xenophobic instances trig-
gered new forms of small but robust solidarity mobilisa-
tions of active citizens in the city, finally succeeding in
overcoming resistance and allowing refugee enrolment
in that school. The absence of any support from the
local state authorities along with the outburst of racism
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and xenophobic behaviour from the Greek parents were
the key drivers of the aforementioned solidarity actions.
These local initiatives of support to refugees continued
under different forms (cultural activities, first aid help,
etc.) until the closure of the shelter at the end of 2020 and
the transfer of refugees to other camps around Greece.
However, other grassroots initiatives have not ceased pro-
viding mainly food support and emergency supplies to
refugees housed in the Moza camp.

The pattern of the city of Volos seems to match,
theoretically, to a decoupling pattern (Scholten, 2013;
Scholten & Penninx, 2016), which is characterized by the
absence of any mechanisms of cooperation and polit-
ical interaction between government levels and repre-
sents a new wave of local policies of exclusion. During
the relocation of refugees to the mainland, this pattern
of absence of coordination took more severe conflicts
and competitive forms between different levels of gov-
ernment due to political and institutional factors (see
Spencer, 2018). In this case, municipalities or regional
authorities challenged the central state and not only did
something different (as it happens in decoupling pat-
terns) but refused to comply with the central decisions of
the state. To that end, the local authorities either refused
tojointhe ESTIA program or protested against the accom-
modation of refugees. As a result, in some cases, the
opening of reception facilities in buildings, hotels, and
open centres were cancelled altogether.

In Volos, as seen in Figure 4, refugees are accom-
modated in facilities at the margins of the city, out-
side the urban fabric. Moreover, schools with recep-
tion classes for refugees are located in the North-West
suburbs, where there is a high concentration of lower
socio-economic categories and of Roma people in con-
trast to the northeast neighbouring areas which house
higher socio-economic categories. Consequently, munic-
ipal intervention reinforced segregation processes in the
city and eventually refugees were excluded from the
centre of the city. In summary, the pattern of the city
matches a decoupling governance arrangement, where
refugees are excluded from the city. In this case, institu-
tional changes are taking the form of subsidiary arrange-
ments, where other actors are taking action, such as a
national NGO (Arsis), undertaking an important comple-
mentary role in housing unaccompanied minors.

4.3. Katerini: A Localist, bottom-up Governance
Arrangement

Katerini is a medium-size city (in Greek terms) of 85,851
inhabitants. The percentage of non-Greeks living in the
city is 5.8% (EKKE—ELSTAT, 2015). Close to the city (about
13 kilometres), in Kato Milia village, there is a refugee
camp which accommodates approximately 350 refugees
(see Figure 5). After the closure of the national bor-
ders in March 2016 when thousands of refugees and
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Figure 4. Distribution of lower socio-economic categories (2011) and refugee school population in Volos. Source: Authors’

elaboration and EKKE—ELSTAT (2015).
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asylum seekers were left stranded at Idomeni camp in
northern Greece, local volunteers from Katerini, who
were members of the charitable activity of the Social
Grocery of the Evangelical Church, began to provide
support to refugees and ended up transferring those
most vulnerable into their own apartments in Katerini.
Then, they established the NGO Perichoresis to support
refugees in need. The NGO operates under the auspices
of the Greek Evangelical Church of Katerini and it man-
ages around 130 apartments, accommodating more than
598 refugees. Financial support comes from both the
ESTIA housing program and other humanitarian organisa-
tions and church networks, mainly from Germany, such
as Brot fur die Welt (Bread for the World), Hilfe fiir Briider
International (Help for Brothers International) a mission
association of the German Evangelical Alliance and a
broader international church network of ACT Alliance
and Diakonie Katastrophenhilfe (Diakonie Emergency
Aid). A global, cross-border philanthropic foundations
network seems to filter into the governance of resi-
dential accommodation of refugees and local welfare
solutions in the city. Another element that indicates the
relative success of the local-based NGO approach is its
ability to compete and gain institutional resources, in
most cases through competitive processes and espous-
ing a ‘contract culture, either for housing projects (ESTIA)
or integration programs (HELIOS).

Figure 5. Kato Milia camp in Katerini, September 2020.
Source: International Organization of Migration (2020).

In our study, we understand that the local NGO
Perichoresis in Katerini played a crucial role in over-
coming tensions between locals and newcomers in the
‘spatial arena’ and supported the smooth integration
of refugees within the local community. Not only did
it undertake the responsibility of running the ESTIA
housing program, but it also established several other
projects and activities to promote refugee integration
and access to employment such as an intercultural cook-
ing club, a sewing club and workshops, group therapy ses-
sions for women and children, sports activities, English
and Greek language lessons, and more recently, a social
cooperative enterprise (Peri-Ergon) where natives and

refugees make products from recyclable materials from
refugee boats crossing the Aegean. Moreover, some
refugees work as translators and mediators in accommo-
dation facilities for refugees either in the city of Katerini
or in the neighbouring city of Grevena. However, it was
also found, but to a less degree than our case study in
Larisa, that refugees are located out of the areas where
higher socio-economic categories of natives reside (see
Figure 6). This indicates that various factors played a role
in social-spatial diversity in the city and key elements for
the different paths of spatial allocation and distribution
of refugees to different neighbourhoods within cities.

As our interviews made apparent, the success of the
local NGO’s social assistance depends on its ability to
gain the support of local civil organisations and soci-
ety in general. They were concerned about the public
opinion and the views of the community especially in
terms of refugees getting a kind of special treatment
over the poor and vulnerable local people. For that rea-
son, Perichoresis has established a new project where
vulnerable native families can also benefit from subsi-
dized housing:

The integration of vulnerable Greek families within
the same project of housing for refugees was very
important for the local society. (Perichoresis represen-
tative, Interview, September 9, 2019)

We need to show to the local society that refugees can
contribute to the community...[that they] are equal
to the other members of the society. [They should]
find their own space in the local society...stand on
their own two feet again. (Perichoresis representative,
Interview, September 9, 2019)

The Perichoresis representatives believe that housing
provision would help to reduce or eliminate racism,
harassment, and other forms of discrimination. They
stated that locals were not familiar with the cultural prac-
tises of the incomers, especially their social gathering
in central public spaces, something that aggravates fear,
especially at the beginning of their settlement:

The local community can see now that refugees have
a house and are integrated. So they don’t feel fear.
They wear headscarves [refugees] but when they
have a house and a job they are not gathering at
the park. When they have a house and a job they
don’t feel excluded or create problems. In contrast,
in big cities like Thessaloniki, there are many violent
incidents with refugees. (Perichoresis representative,
interview, September 9, 2019)

In closing the Katerini case, a final point should be
made. In the Greek welfare state, church and religious
institutions have a major role in the field of social assis-
tance. Depending on the local context, religious institu-
tions intervene only in extreme cases of poverty and
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Figure 6. Distribution of higher socio-economic categories (2011) and refugee school population in Katerini. Source:

Authors’ elaboration and EKKE—ELSTAT (2015).

social exclusion or become a full partner of the local insti-
tutional regime (Mingione & Oberti, 2003, p. 13). In our
case, the religious organisation under study maintains a
major role in both cases, with a great deal of autonomy
and more recently, in accommodation and integration
programs of refugees.

There is cooperation with the municipality but they
don’t want to interfere with the management of the
accommodation and processes of refugees’ integra-
tion. Generally, we work as a link between the munic-
ipality and the refugees. (Perichoresis representative,
Interview, September 9, 2019)

In summary, there are different forms of institutional
processes and changes regarding the accommodation of
refugees in Katerini. While the role of a religious organisa-
tion as a traditional local welfare provider upraised, there
was a shift of the welfare mix from caring tasks to NGOs
and civil society interventions, enabling flexibility and
swiftness in response by relying on global, cross-border
philanthropic foundations network, donors, and direct-
contract arrangements. However, the subsidiary position
of religious organisations (as well as of civil society) in the
local welfare has a diversified role and must undertake
some risks. An important risk is the possibility of public
institutions’ passivity, where social responsibilities dele-
gated from the local state to civil society (Kazepov, 2010;
Oosterlynck et al., 2013a). Local institutional passivity

coincides with the strong presence of a local, religious
agency which may also inhibit the proper public sector
engagement and the formation of reliable, accountable,
and credible public responsibility (Allen, Barlow, Leal,
Maloutas, & Padovani, 2004, p. 106).

5. Conclusions

The three examples of municipal governance arrange-
ments illustrate the following different local government
actions and social initiatives associated with urban areas
in small and medium-sized cities in Greece: A centralist
approach in accommodation and integration of refugees
(Larisa); a decoupled governance arrangement where
refugees are excluded from the urban fabric of the
city (Volos); and a localist arrangement through a local-
based NGO (religious organisation) with a more hands-
on and inclusive approach for the integration of refugees
(Katerini). These approaches show that municipal inter-
vention has different variations, but there are many ways
to shape or hinder urban inequalities and segregation
processes. Different power relations, links and dynamics
associated with local political arrangements of refugee
housing give rise to distinctive processes of the social
division of space.

All three cities relied on emergency measures that
allowed them to either create a structure of responsibil-
ities and arrange cooperation or emphasise the limited
capacities in refugee accommodation. The city of Larisa
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did not pass their responsibilities of refugee accommo-
dation on to others or only did so to a limited degree.
They used the already existing social assistance struc-
tures built on previous experiences (a municipal pub-
lic benefit enterprise), following the example of other
neighbouring municipalities and thus chose a strategy
of organisational change. Therefore, the municipality
was better prepared and able to implement smaller
changes and adopt a social welfare approach to immigra-
tion, including refugee reception and accommodation
in the city. In contrast, the municipality of Volos chose
a more decoupled governance arrangement (Scholten,
2013; Scholten & Penninx, 2016) where refugees were
excluded from the urban fabric. In structural terms, the
city is rather different from Larisa, not only concerning
the organisational structure of social welfare provision
but also in the way that the municipality deals with migra-
tion and diversity. Local officials in Volos framed the set-
tlement of the newcomers as a problem and asked for
refugees to be placed outside the city. In contrast, the
municipality of Katerini opted for a no-involvement strat-
egy by delegating its responsibilities to third-party actors
(e.g., a local-based NGO called Perichoresis, supported
by a religious organisation). In this case, we observed
the important risk of public institutions’ passivity, where
social responsibilities were delegated from local state to
civil society (Kazepov, 2010; Oosterlynck et al., 2013b).
However, in all three cases, regardless of the different
approaches, there is a tendency to allocate refugee hous-
ing or other accommodation relatively closer to neigh-
bourhoods with a lower socio-economic profile than to
those with affluent residents. These common strategies
of local governments to allocate undesirable populations
in specific areas are similar to other forms of exclusion of
certain minority groups in urban areas, such as the Roma
population (Vergou, 2017).

Within this context, we observed different forms of
institutional processes and changing aspects that may
lead to broader institutional changes. Firstly, the role of
a local public institution and its multi-level governance
approach: The recent reforms in migration policy regard-
ing refugee reception and accommodation in different
cities in Greece and the decentralisation of accommo-
dation policies have provided municipalities with new
regulatory powers. These brought about the need for
coordination of the increased number of various actors
with different interests, values, and organisational frame-
works (such as international organisations, NGOs, local
solidarity initiatives, and religious organisations). In this
sense, these new forms of governance may well be dif-
ferentiated by their local political strategies, the involve-
ment of civil society organisations, and the cooperation
with different actors.

Another aspect of institutional change can be
observed through the transition from public intervention
to the involvement of civil society. Although local policies
are very much dependent on national regulations, there
is a degree of autonomy concerning integration policies

(Scholten & Penninx, 2016). Furthermore, it seems that
sub-national levels of governance (local states, regions)
are more resilient and able to develop institutional inno-
vation as “laboratories” concerning social policies, cit-
izenship, social inclusion, and participation (Kazepov,
2008). However, the involvement of civil society organ-
isations and mixed networks plays a diverse role which
entails some risks, especially when local authorities
resort to a passive role in the provision of local welfare
policies, as we have seen in the Katerini case. As the
welfare state eroded, the role of the Church as the tra-
ditional local welfare provider was elevated—this was
also reported in other countries (Oberti & Preteceille,
2018). This shifted the welfare mix of social care tasks
to NGOs initiatives and enabled flexibility and swiftness
in response by relying on private finance, donors, and
direct-contract arrangements. The intermediary struc-
tures involved in the local systems, which are diverse and
range from large religious organisations to small volun-
teer groups, may fill in the void left by the absence of pub-
lic interventions (Katerini case). Their success in combat-
ting social exclusion issues certainly depends on the local
contexts but we also have to keep in mind that in some
cases such intervention might be seen as controversial
or contested “battlegrounds” either between state and
local state actors (Campomori & Ambrosini, 2020, p. 3)
or among public and non-public actors. Furthermore,
bureaucratic rigidity, lack of control, and strong clientelis-
tic networks seem to hinder innovative developments.

Finally, another aspect of change can be observed
through the effectiveness of civil society’s social initia-
tives and civil actions of various kinds. Flexible forms of
interaction between public actors and bottom-up initia-
tives seem to be effective in tackling housing and other
pressing social issues of refugee integration, as we have
seen in all three cases. When the community social ini-
tiatives are aided by adequate resources and support-
ive institutions, they can be intermediaries between the
needs of refugees and the local state welfare services,
and this deserves more research attention. Local insti-
tutions are better equipped to understand different lev-
els of interactions and complex social relations at socio-
territorial levels. In this context, the local spatial level as a
relational setting enhances the sentiment of security and
belonging and creates a sense of community which is nec-
essary for refugees to seek a new life (Blokland, 2017),
but proximity alone is not sufficient to create strong
ties and support. Bringing diverse social groups together
in mixed neighbourhoods does not automatically result
in networking and community support but in contrast,
research shows that households used varied strategies to
maintain their distinct class position and control proxim-
ity and distance to other social groups (Maloutas, 2020;
Weck & Hanhorster, 2015).

Concluding, we found that a kind of cooperation
between state authorities and community organisations
is rather beneficial. Allocating different tasks and respon-
sibilities within local welfare governance would lead to
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the advancement of refugees’ integration. Taking into
consideration the absence of affordable housing in the
Greek welfare context (Kandylis & Maloutas, 2020), pub-
lic actors, and state institutions can upscale successful
practices of refugee accommodation in cities through
municipal housing provision (Arapoglou et al., 2019),
using their experience of cooperating with accountable
and credible community organisations and providing
adequate state resources for the development of afford-
able housing. By framing the case of refugee accommo-
dation as opening up new opportunities, we can observe
that housing policies, through the use of municipal ser-
vices and experiences of the ESTIA program, may result
in more inclusive housing for refugees. While the role
of the state may be changing and processes of state-led
privatisation have emerged, what remains ever more
important today is a more comprehensive welfare policy
approach. In this approach, affordable housing is emerg-
ing as a fundamental social right, while at the same time,
housing markets seem to be failing to address persistent
social needs.
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