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1  Introduction

February 2018. In the modern spacious ‘Govan Mbeki’ room of the 
Vlissingen municipality the trainer in the Participation Declaration 
workshop draws a vertical line on the flip-over. After having intro-
duced women’s rights, premarital sex, topless women and same-sex mar-
riage in the past half hour, it is time to turn to the differences between 
Syrian and Dutch culture. “Tell me, what is the relation between men 
and women in Syria?” “They’re the same,” an Iraqi girl with bare arms 
and long hair answers. “Are you sure?” the Turkish-Dutch trainer says.  
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“How about inside the house, and in the little villages? Here, there are 
big differences in Arab culture. Now, let’s move on to Namus, hon-
our… In the Netherlands, if my unmarried daughter falls pregnant, it 
is not a problem. In Syria, this would be a problem. Let me write the 
differences on the flip-over.”

The encounter described above forms one instance of a novel insti-
tution in the integration of non-Western migrants in the Netherlands: 
the Participation Declaration workshops, which have to be organized by 
Dutch municipalities as of October 2017. At the end of these work-
shops, newcomers have to sign a document asserting that they will 
respect Dutch values like freedom, equal dignity and solidarity, and that 
they will participate actively in society. If they do not sign the declara-
tion, they do not only receive a fine but also can not pass their integra-
tion exam, which in turn can endanger their right to stay.

These mandatory workshops, shaped by local authorities, form an 
interesting inroad into the politics of bordering at this day and age. The 
point of departure of this volume is how our understanding of borders 
should not be limited to physical frontiers, but also include the much 
wider and ever-shifting social, political and administrative processes to 
which nation states subject migrants. In this vein, scholars have long rec-
ognized how the mandatory civic integration programs, first introduced 
in the Netherlands and then all over Europe since the end of the 1990s, 
formed an “institutional expression to the state’s prerogative of inclu-
sion and exclusion” (Hansen and Weil 2001: 1; Gebhardt 2016). Such 
civic integration tests might have severe formal legal consequences in 
the form of withholding migrants’ the right to stay, but tend to revolve 
around social and cultural understandings of citizenship, thus drawing 
up a border that is socio-cultural rather than political and administrative 
(Spijkerboer 2007). What is new about the Participation Declaration, 
however, is that it shifts the principal responsibility for actually design-
ing the workshops from the national state to local authorities, thus also 
shifting and decentralizing formal responsibility for deciding which 
understandings of citizenship newcomers are obliged to commit to and 
adopt. As such, the Participation Declaration workshops hold the poten-
tial of becoming a novel “interstice”, a territorial, social or judicial space 
opened up at the intersection of different forms of legislation, in which 



12 Symbolic Laws, Street-Level Actors: Everyday Bordering …     267

the terms and consequences of migration are actively negotiated by a 
variety of actors (Fontanari and Ambrosini 2018).

The introduction of the Participation Declaration workshops in the 
Netherlands definitely forms a telling illustration of what has been titled 
a “local turn” in migration management, which comes with both a 
larger role for local authorities and more differentiation between them 
(Zapata-Barrero et al. 2017). Where it comes to the “means and mark-
ers” of migrant integration like housing, education and work this local 
turn has received ample policy and scholarly attention over the past 
years, but the role of local authorities with respect to symbolic acts of 
in- and exclusion, and in redefining and giving meaning to the actual 
rights and responsibilities of migrants still calls for theoretical and 
empirical research. This is particularly important now that local author-
ities increasingly claim, and are given a larger role in, carving out the 
contents of citizenship for migrants. In extreme cases, for instance, 
large cities like Barcelona and Paris create a form of urban citizen-
ship with separate municipal ID cards that give newcomers, including 
undocumented migrants, a wide range of rights not recognized by the 
nation-states at hand (Castañeda 2012). The more mundane, everyday 
practices that fill in and give substance to citizenship within a variety of 
local contexts, however, have received less attention.

Against this background, careful study of the actual encounters that 
take place within the local-level Participation Declaration workshops, 
and the local-level factors that shape them forms a valuable inroad into 
understanding and theorising the local politics of in- and exclusion in 
general as well as the differences between local authorities in shaping 
what was once strongly a national prerogative—citizenship. This chapter, 
then, considers how a highly symbolic law that leads to politicised and 
ambiguous institutions like the Participation Declaration is renegotiated 
and shaped by street-level actors. In doing so, it contributes to the wider 
objective of this volume: understanding the role of governance in over-
coming the “politics of borders and the borders of politics.” If migration 
management, in this age, could be compared to a battleground charac-
terised by conflict and dysfunction, how do the public and the private 
come together to prepare people for, and thus give actual meaning to the 
highly symbolic act of signing the Participation Declaration?
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In response to these questions, the everyday practices in 
Participation Declaration workshops point towards three issues of rele-
vance to the broader discussion on the politics of bordering. First, they 
illustrate the straddling of the public and the private in the govern-
ance of these bordering processes by considering the many (diverging) 
actors involved in shaping this particular institution, even in very small 
towns. This draws attention towards the need to “unpack” the notion 
of local government in order to fully consider the complex governance 
assemblage involved, and the interplay between state and non-state, 
central and decentral, public and private actors in carving out every-
day understandings of citizenship. Such an approach is in line with 
Gill’s call for attention for “the role of social factors in the exclusion 
of asylum seekers at both subnational and supranational scales as well 
as through geographical concepts that draw more upon relationality, 
network and place than upon the often artificially constructed cate-
gory of ‘scale’” (Gill 2010: 630). It shows how, on the one hand, the 
“local turn” in migration management has led to a localization of the 
battleground described in the introduction to this volume, but also to 
the—sometimes surprising—alignment of actors and their interests in 
the context of these workshops.

Secondly, the importance of the “street-level”, be it occupied by 
bureaucrats, people working for private companies, volunteers or others, 
and their personal backgrounds and beliefs in shaping these encoun-
ters, and thus the understandings of rights and responsibilities and the 
balance between in- and exclusion, the welcoming and othering of the 
newcomers who are obliged to follow the workshops (Lipsky 1980; 
Silvey 2007). Finally, it shows how street-level actors use the work-
shops to convey pragmatic over more principled and value-laden under-
standings of citizenship. As such, the research confirms the pragmatist 
thesis, and points to the importance of these everyday encounters and 
those involved in translating symbolic national policies into day-to-day 
local practices that—although not unequivocally—tend to prioritize 
inclusion.

In order to make these points, we will first discuss the scholarship 
on the “local turn” in migrant integration, and the degree to which it 
has paid relatively scant attention to the local negotiation of citizenship. 



12 Symbolic Laws, Street-Level Actors: Everyday Bordering …     269

The Participation Declaration workshops form a relevant opportunity 
to consider the local governance assemblages that deal with a fourfold 
turn in national migrant integration policies: the responsibilisation, 
contractualisation, culturalisation and differentialisation of citizenship. 
The local reinterpretation of these policies will be discussed on the basis 
of empirical research in four Dutch municipalities and wider litera-
ture research. Here, the focus is purposely on two small and two medi-
um-size municipalities, who have not necessarily taken a particularly 
proactive or hesitant stance towards migrant integration. That the work-
shops are organized in each of them by a constellation of actors and—
especially—individuals points towards both the complex governance of 
this particular process of bordering and towards the street-level interpre-
tations of this highly symbolic legislation. These workshop result, par-
tially, in a recreation of national fault lines and battlegrounds, but just 
as often can act to overcome them with pragmatism as the key principle 
guiding the convergence.

2  Localisation, Civic Integration  
and Street-Level Actors

One of the big shifts in migrant integration in the past years is the 
rising role of local authorities, both self-ascribed and as a matter of 
national and international policy. Local authorities have, on the one 
hand, increasingly manifested themselves as the primary locus of inte-
gration, particularly in response to the 2015 refugee influx in Europe. 
They have also received increased responsibility in this regard from 
national governments. In addition, European and international organ-
izations have taken an avid interest in the potential of local authorities 
for migrant integration that local authorities hold regardless of national 
policies (Eurocities 2015). Hepburn and Zapata-Barrero were amongst 
the first to set out in detail how immigration has become “rescaled” over 
different levels within multilevel states (Hepburn and Zapata-Barrero 
2014: 5). One consequence of this is that local authorities increas-
ingly “decouple” local policies pertaining to migration from national 
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policies (Scholten 2015; Jørgensen 2012). In setting out a wide range 
of explanations for why certain local authorities deviate more than oth-
ers, Filomeno (2016) and others point to the ethnic composition and 
level of education of communities (Daamen and Doomernik 2014), 
the presence of active immigrant organizations and progressive politi-
cal allies (Steil and Vasi 2014; Ambrosini and Van der Leun 2015) and  
electoral politics and partisanship, as well as the economic  situation 
of a community (Ambrosini and Caneva 2012; De Graauw and  
Vermeulen 2016).

This research often focuses on local differentiation pertaining to what 
Ager and Strang have called the “markers and means of integration”—
housing, employment, education and health (Ager and Strang 2008: 
169). There is less attention for the way in which the actual founda-
tions for such integration policies, the understandings of citizenship and 
rights, are understood and translated differently within different local 
settings (Caponio et al. 2016). One reason for this could well be the 
degree to which citizen policies are still deemed a prerogative of national 
governments. Gebhardt, for instance, points at state-led civic integra-
tion programs in the Netherlands as evidence for limits to the “local 
turn” in migration policy making (Gebhardt 2016). Such a distinction 
between localities as concerned with the actual means of integration, 
and nation-states as responsible for setting out, negotiating and giving 
meaning to the normative foundations of integration, however, does not 
do justice to the degree to which local authorities increasingly develop 
policies pertaining to citizenship as well. One example, here, is formed 
by the way in which cities depart from restrictive national asylum poli-
cies under labels like sanctuary cities, solidarity cities or cities of refuge 
(Darling 2016; Kos et al. 2016).

Sanctuary cities, however, form relatively extreme cases of decou-
pling local understandings of citizenship from those institutionalised 
nationally focusing on themes like undocumented migrants or the 
rights of asylum applicants during the procedure. In addition, these 
are often larger cities, with the political, social, cultural and economic 
resources to depart from more restrictive national policies. A focus 
on local shaping and renegotiation of the Participation Declaration 
allows us, in contrast, to consider the way in which citizenship is 
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imagined, and the state manifests itself, in a much wider variety of 
local settings and the actors involved in doing so. This constellation 
of actors, hypothetically, could well cut through classic divides of the 
local and the central state, and of the public and the private. In his 
classic work on India, for instance, Gupta points out how the state, 
as manifested locally, is much more “discrete and fragmentary,” strad-
dling the public and the private (Gupta 2006: 220). Moving beyond 
a state-centric perspective enables paying attention to, to quote Gill, 
the “agency of social forces and social actors in the exclusion and sub-
jugation of refugees and asylum-seeking communities” (2010: 632). 
Focus on such a ‘blurry boundary’ could also draw critical atten-
tion to the vertical relations in which the Participation Trajectory 
is shaped. Careja, for instance, explains how the task division of 
national integration policies in Denmark ensures that the national 
government retains control over the legal framework, financial sup-
port and ultimate rewards, such as naturalisation, whilst the lower 
level governments might be responsible on paper but mainly imple-
ment the policies (Careja 2018). A closer focus on the “governance 
assemblage” at hand locally also helps understand how Guiraudon’s 
often-quoted analysis of migration governance having moved up, 
down and out from the nation-state is a process which in turn is 
replicated locally—here, too, certain functions are given back to, or 
taken back by, national authorities, whereas others are taken over by 
private or non-governmental organizations (Guiraudon and Lahav 
2000; Sassen 2006). It also seeks to highlight the agency of newcom-
ers, companies, public actors and civil society in shaping migration 
outcomes (Fontanari and Ambrosini 2018: 589).

A focus on the governance of these particular bordering processes, 
and consideration of the actors involved in inserting national under-
standings of citizenship with meaning at the local level also heightens 
understanding of the undertheorized role of individuals in this respect 
(Gill 2010: 638). Following upon Lipsky’s seminal work on street-
level bureaucrats (1980), for instance Kos et al. point at the role of the 
individuals and the interplay between municipal authorities, street-
level bureaucrats and public professionals in countering exclusionary 
national practices (2016: 356). In considering bureaucrats’ decisions 
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on migrants’ welfare benefits in Berlin and Madrid, Price and Spencer 
describe the ‘moral agency’ of individuals, the role played by their per-
sonal values in service provision, assessment and taking decisions, 
underpinned by normative understandings of deservingness and belong-
ing (Price and Spencer 2014: 25). Hagelund sets out five response 
repertoires of street-level bureaucrats in addressing the dilemma’s per-
taining to integration: pragmatic, pedagogical, authoritative, making 
use of delegation and of non-intervention (2010). In combination with 
administrative discretion, variation in values and strategies can be con-
sidered a key variable in explaining local deviation from policies in the 
fields of migration (Caponio and Borkert 2010: 10). Such a prominent 
role for individuals could possibly be even larger in small and medium- 
size towns, where civil servants are often individually responsible for 
shaping integration policies, and personal preferences could thus play a 
relatively larger role.

Next to insight in who actually shapes local understandings of cit-
izenship in these key, obligatory encounters, grounded empirical 
research can also add insight in what understandings of citizenship 
are conveyed and why this is the case. Here, an often-posited hypoth-
esis, by scholars and policy-makers alike, is that of local pragmatism 
(Borkert and Caponio 2010: 9; Jørgensen 2012: 245). Benjamin 
Barber, in his rallying call for mayors to “rule the world” put the 
“pragmatic politics” of local government forward as a key reason for 
entrusting local authorities with primary responsibility for global chal-
lenges like migration management (Barber 2013). This does not, as 
is often assumed, entail a lack of ideological grounding. In a seminal 
study on the politics of difference in Amsterdam, Antwerp and Leeds 
Maria Schiller sets out how local bureaucrats combine different para-
digms (like multiculturalism, diversity and assimilation) and develop 
their own in a type of paradigmatic pragmatism in which policy results 
are more important than symbolism (Schiller 2016). The case of the 
Participation Declaration forms an important inroad into understand-
ing the role of such bureaucrats, and local actors in general, in reinter-
preting the highly symbolical institutions devised nationally to which 
we now turn.
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3  The Participation Declaration as a Form 
of Symbolic Legislation

The Dutch Participation Declaration is both an instance of a wider 
trend in Europe and an example of ambiguous and symbolic legislation. 
In signing the Declaration, specific groups of newcomers declare that 
they know and will respect the ‘values and rules’ of Dutch society; that 
they will actively contribute to the society and count on support of fel-
low citizens in doing so. The values explicated in the Declaration are a 
selection of both constitutional rights and other values: freedom, equal 
dignity, solidarity and participation.1 The formal obligation for non-Eu-
ropean Union (EU) migrants to sign such a declaration as soon as 
they are under the obligation to integrate in general was introduced in 
October 2017. The obligation only applies to people who have a general 
obligation to integrate, mostly non-EU migrants—an estimated 40.289 
people in 2016. If people do not sign within a year of being settled in 
a given municipality, they get a fine of €340. In addition, they cannot 
receive a loan for the rest of their integration trajectory, nor can they 
pass the integration exam, which is a prerequisite for obtaining a perma-
nent residence permit or receiving Dutch nationality.2

The Declaration can be considered illustrative of a fourfold turn in 
national migrant integration policies: the responsibilisation, contrac-
tualisation, culturalisation and differentialisation of such policies. The 
gradual responsibilisation of integration stands for the shift in under-
standing of integration as a two-way process to putting the full respon-
sibility upon the migrants (De Waal 2017: 48; Schinkel and Van Houdt 
2010). Integration contractualisation is the next step in a longer pro-
cess of marketisation of integration requirements, in which processes of 

1Participatieverklaring (Participation Declaration), Annex 7 to the Regeling Inburgering 
(Integration Regulation) (Ministerie van Sociale Zaken en Werkgelegenheid 2018).
2The obligation falls upon everyone who wishes to stay in the Netherlands for a longer period 
of time, with the exception of European Union en Turkish nationals, members of the European 
Economic Community. Wet Inburgering (Law on Integration), Besluit Inburgering (Integration 
Directive), Regeling Inburgering (Integration Regulation). See also https://www.duo.nl/zakelijk/
inburgeren/participatieverklaring/over-de-participatieverklaring.jsp.

https://www.duo.nl/zakelijk/inburgeren/participatieverklaring/over-de-participatieverklaring.jsp
https://www.duo.nl/zakelijk/inburgeren/participatieverklaring/over-de-participatieverklaring.jsp
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integration are moved from the public to the private realm and made 
subject to neo-liberal market logic (Suvarierol and Kirk 2015). Whereas 
the notion of contract illustrates the rise of the market logic in this par-
ticular domain, it is important to be aware of the power imbalance at 
hand, and the degree to which newcomers have to comply with the 
terms set by the state—an instance of illiberal liberalism (Joppke 2007). 
This process comes with a culturalisation of the integration, defined by 
Tonkens as the process by which “culture (emotions, feelings, cultural 
norms and values, and cultural symbols and traditions, including reli-
gion) has come to play a central role in the debate on social integration” 
(Tonkens et al. 2008: 7; De Leeuw and Van Wichelen 2012). Finally, 
the Participation Declaration epitomizes a process of “differential inclu-
sion” in which in- and exclusion are engaged in a complex dialectic 
and “inclusion in a sphere, society or realm can involve various degrees 
of subordination, rule, discrimination, racism, disenfranchisement, 
exploitation and segmentation” (Casas-Cortes et al. 2015: 79; Baban 
et al. 2017). This process is increasingly related to a distinction between 
deserving and undeserving migrants (Chauvin and Garcés-Mascareñas 
2014).

This fourfold shift in integration policies, with an emphasis on 
seeking explicit commitment of certain groups of migrants to respect 
a specific selection presented as national values resembles develop-
ments elsewhere. In countries like Australia, Brazil, Canada, Germany, 
Hungary, Italy and the United States, all new citizens pledge an oath 
of allegiance indicating commitment towards the Constitution and 
other laws. In France, starting in 2006, migrants had to sign a con-
trat d’intégration republicaine. Here, the initial emphasis on lan-
guage acquisition has over the years shifted towards more attention 
for ‘French values’, set out in an introduction booklet as being Liberty, 
Equality, Fraternity and Secularism (Ministère de l’ Intérieur: diréction 
générale des étrangers en France 2016).3 In signing the integration con-
tract, those applying for a residence permit “commit to respecting the 

3The full text can be found here https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/jo_pdf.do?id=JORFTEXT 
000032824019.

https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/jo_pdf.do?id=JORFTEXT000032824019
https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/jo_pdf.do?id=JORFTEXT000032824019
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essential values of French Society and of the Republic”, and failure to 
sign can lead to refusal of the permit. In 2019, the length of the civic 
integration program will double, with—according to one set of cri-
tiques—more emphasis on duties, and less on rights (Rush 2018). A key 
difference with the Dutch Declaration, however, is that the French con-
tract contains obligations both for the state and for the immigrant and 
thus contains an element of reciprocity.

In 2012, Italy started requiring migrants to sign a Declaration of 
Values, which—according to Cuttitta—“mixes up a number of selected 
constitutional norms with a number of selected ordinary norms” with 
a strongly anti-Islamic bias (2016). Similar contracts for migrants can 
also be found in Austria, where third-country nationals sign an integra-
tionsvereinbarung, agreeing not only to language acquisition but also 
committing to knowledge of the democratic order and respect for its 
basic principles. In Switzerland cantons have the option of requiring 
third-country nationals to sign such a contract (Bundeskanzlei 2005, 
article 54 (1)). Belgium has, for the past several years, also introduced 
the legal possibility for asking third-country nationals to sign a nieu-
wkomersverklaring in which they commit to respecting “European 
rights, duties, values and freedoms” (Dewulf and Haveneers 2017). 
Here, however, those receiving refugee status will be exempted.

All these extra requirements put upon third-country migrants can be 
considered part of a general movement towards thicker, more restric-
tive integration policies specifically targeting non-Western migrants 
(Goodman 2010). Closest towards the Dutch Declaration in its imagery 
of the ‘good citizen’ is the one adopted in Denmark (Careja 2018). 
Here, newcomers sign a contract stating that they will be “integrated 
and become active citizens in Danish society”, respecting Danish dem-
ocratic principles.4 In addition, for some of these principles and values 
they sign specific contracts. Such values include understanding and 
accepting that men and women have equal obligations and rights in 
Denmark and that both men and women shall contribute to society; 

4The Declaration can be found at http://www.uim.dk/filer/integration/integrationskon-
trakt-og-integrationserklaering/integrationserklaering-engelsk.pdf.

http://www.uim.dk/filer/integration/integrationskontrakt-og-integrationserklaering/integrationserklaering-engelsk.pdf
http://www.uim.dk/filer/integration/integrationskontrakt-og-integrationserklaering/integrationserklaering-engelsk.pdf
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that circumcision of girls and the use of force in contract marriages 
are punishable actions in Denmark and respecting the freedom and 
personal integrity of the individual, equal opportunities for men and 
women and freedom of speech and religion, which are fundamental 
constitutional rights in Denmark, understanding and accepting that 
Danish society strongly condemns acts of terrorism. This specific selec-
tion of Danish values, of course, conveys a number of assumptions on 
the values of individuals signing the Declaration.

This emphasis on a specific selection of values and on an idealized 
citizenship also characterises the Dutch Participation Declaration, to 
which we now turn. Initially, this Declaration was proposed in 2013 
by the Social Democrat Lodewijk Asscher as a measure to be used 
with Eastern European economic migrants, partially to inform them 
about labour rights and partially to accommodate right-wing con-
cerns about lack of integration. Such a requirement, however, turned 
out to be a violation of EU law, after which 13 municipalities experi-
mented with very different voluntary declarations for different groups 
(Witkamp et al. 2015). With the large-scale influx of refugees in 2015 
the same minister of Social Affairs reintroduced the Declaration for all 
third-country nationals as a way to introduce this group of migrants 
to Dutch values at an early stage. In setting out the objectives of the 
Declaration, the Memorandum to the Bill stated that Dutch society 
could only function if all newcomers would “respect and accept” core 
values of Dutch society (Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal 2016–
2017c). Additionally, the bill emphasized a need for reciprocity— 
people have to ‘give back’ in exchange for the possibilities and services 
offered to individual citizens. Participation was understood as the need 
for “everyone to give back to society and to be as independent (zel-
fredzaam) as possible”. The stated aim was to avoid groups hardly par-
ticipating in Dutch society, or not knowing or respecting “the way in 
which we live together”. A final stated objective was that this responded 
to the wish put forward by municipalities to support the integration 
and participation of the migrants concerned.

The Declaration was introduced at a time of large-scale critique of 
the wider mandatory integration process, of which it would be part. 
By the time of the introduction of the Participation Declaration it 
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had been over two years since a comprehensive overhaul of the Dutch 
system, in which control over integration had been taken away from 
municipalities and made a responsibility of the newcomers. This 
entailed that they received a loan and had to purchase integration 
training “on the market”, from a wealth of private entrepreneurs. The 
Court of Audit had just shared findings stating that this was very prob-
lematic, as newcomers found it difficult to choose, there was a lack of 
quality control of the training centres (Rekenkamer 2017). One key 
piece of advice was to give a larger role to the municipalities. In the 
parliamentary discussion, key stakeholders like the Dutch Association 
of Municipalities kept emphasizing the need to put the more general 
responsibility for integration with local governments.5 This general rec-
ommendation, however, would take up to 2018 to receive some fol-
low-up with a proposal to give municipalities a larger role in general 
integration policy. Until that time, newcomers continued to have to 
purchase their integration training from private companies and educa-
tional institutions (Koolmees 2018).

The critique of the failed role of the market, however, was not the 
only concern expressed during the parliamentary and public discus-
sions on the Declaration. Some of the more persistent concerns were 
the lack of definition of the core values included. The Dutch Bar and 
the Refugee Council, for instance, expressly feared for very different 
interpretations of concepts like freedom, equal dignity, solidarity and 
participation by different municipalities (Asscher 2017). Many par-
liamentarians also questioned the particular choice of values requiring 
signed contracts. Why, as for instance the Liberal Democrats asked, 
were values of freedom, equal dignity and solidarity chosen and respon-
sibility, tolerance or social justice? What, in addition, was meant by sol-
idarity (Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal 2016–2017a: 2)? One law 
professor dubbed the declaration a ‘bombastic cocktail of norms, val-
ues and culture’ (De Gaay Fortman 2017). Both parliamentarians and 
NGOs pointed at the paradox in only forcing a specific group of people 

5See, for instance, the decision of 26 June 2017 to amend the Integration Decision etc., p. 17 (in 
Dutch).
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sign a declaration stating that equal treatment is a foundational princi-
ple of Dutch society.6

These critiques are understandable if one compares understandings 
of the rights and responsibilities that come with Dutch citizenship as 
laid down in the constitution to those in the Declaration. One strik-
ing difference is the emphasis on duties and responsibilities. The Dutch 
constitution mainly bestows responsibilities upon the government—for 
instance, to respect the fundamental rights of citizens. The responsibil-
ities that citizens hold are hardly mentioned, and can be summarized 
as the duty to attend school, to pay taxes and to drive on the right side 
of the road. The explanation of “freedom” in the Declaration, how-
ever, focuses on the responsibilities of citizens: not to discriminate or to 
incite hatred. Similarly, the right to equal treatment, with which article 
1 of the Dutch constitution principally bestows a duty upon the Dutch 
government, is explained in the Declaration as meaning that “discrim-
ination on the basis of sex, religion, background or sexual orientation 
are not accepted here”. The explicit mention of sexual orientation is 
striking, as this ground is not named in the Dutch constitution whereas 
grounds like race and political opinion (left out in the Declaration) are.7 
Solidarity, as such, is not named in the constitution, which is notori-
ously weak in recognizing social and economic rights. This explanation 
means that “In the Netherlands citizens are responsible for society” also 
provides an interesting twist to classic understandings of the concept. 
Finally, participation is not included in the constitution at all, but was 
very much the political agenda of the government of Liberal Democrats 
(Volkspartij voor Vrijheid en Democratie) and Social Democrats (Partij 
van de Arbeid) that took office in 2012 (Putters 2013).8

7Article 1 reads: ‘All persons in the Netherlands shall be treated equally in equal circumstances. 
Discrimination on the grounds of religion, belief, political opinion, race or sex or on any other 
grounds whatsoever shall not be permitted’. Sexual orientation does, of course, fall under the 
other grounds.
8The Governmental Agreement between the two parties, in 2012, indicated that a number of 
Social Welfare laws would be brought together into one Participation Law with active partic-
ipation on the labour market as a main objective. The concept was further introduced in the 

6See, for instance, the contribution of the IOT (the Platform for Turks in the Netherlands) to 
the consultation on the Bill, and the amendments proposed by parliamentarian Ozturk (Tweede 
Kamer der Staten-Generaal 2016–2017b).
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Another concern was whether introducing the Declaration would 
actually strengthen migrant integration—an evaluation of the pilot par-
ticipation program had shown that refugees and family migrants found 
discussions on fundamental values difficult to follow. Language prob-
lems, for instance, made the value of a Declaration limited, mainly 
because many newcomers did not understand the contents and the pur-
pose of the Declaration (Witkamp et al. 2015: 72). “Is this not merely 
symbolic politics?”, as one parliamentarian put it rhetorically (Tweede 
Kamer der Staten-Generaal 2016–2017a: 4). This concern, too, was 
understandable, in light of the fact that the Dutch Integration exam, as 
introduced in 2013, also covers Dutch norms and values.

In all, the Participation Declaration can be understood to serve the 
dual purpose of differential inclusion: simultaneously including and 
excluding. In contrast to Ambrosini’s instances of the policies of exclu-
sion, discussed elsewhere in this volume, the local workshops serve to 
welcome newcomers and to underline their difference at the same time. 
In spite of these concerns pertaining to both the culturalisation and dif-
ferentiation of the rights put forward in the Declaration and the actual 
need for an additional institution in Dutch integration, the legislative 
amendment was passed in June 2017 and introduced as of October in 
the same year. One key reason why certain parties (that did have the 
type of hesitations discussed above) voted in favour was the way in 
which the proposals strengthened the role of local authorities in the 
integration process. The freedom given to local authorities to actually 
fill in the workshops did also throw out questions, voiced by one par-
liamentarian as, “will freedom in Velp mean something different than 
in Vlissingen, will equality be interpreted differently from Geleen to 
Groningen, and will solidarity mean the same in Sittard as in Sneek?” 
(Eerste Kamer der Staten-Generaal 2016–2017: 3). It is to this question 
that we turn now, considering the evidence from four Dutch municipal-
ities and our wider research.

opening of parliament by the King in 2013, in which the government emphasized that more 
independent citizens and the need for budget cuts explain a move from a welfare state to a par-
ticipation society: “Everyone who can, is asked to take responsibility for his or her own life and 
environment” (2013).
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4  Participation Workshops as a Local 
Battlegrounds?

The introduction of the Participation Declaration in 2017 was merely 
one element in a much wider decentralisation process that had started 
two years previously, endowing municipalities with responsibility for 
Social Welfare, Youth Care and Social Support. This landmark shift in 
the “social domain” was inspired by both budgetary concerns and the 
idea that local policies enabled tailoring to local needs, and thus var-
iation. Such variation is clearly a key feature of the Participation 
Declaration workshops. Given the fact that the 380 municipali-
ties in the Netherlands only started with the implementation of the 
Declaration in October 2017, there is no general overview yet on how 
they have filled in the minimum requirement of a half-day workshop 
and the signing of the Declaration. The fact that the Netherlands has a 
dispersal system, in which municipalities have to take in a certain num-
ber of refugees, ensures that all municipalities have candidates for the 
workshops.9 Existing evidence points at large variation between munic-
ipalities: the medium-size city of Haarlem, for instance, offers a man-
datory three-month trajectory, whereas the small municipality of Hulst 
only offers a workshop of half a day.

In order to assess differentiated local practices and the role of local 
governance assemblages, we selected two small and two medium-sized 
Dutch cities with divergence in terms of political constellation and 
actors involved in shaping the participation workshops (see Table 1). 
Small and medium-sized cities are of interest, not only because of the 
general bias towards global cities in local migration research, but also 
because of the differences in governance, for instance pertaining to 
the relative impact of street-level actors. Field research was conducted 
between February and August 2018 and consisted of interviews with 
trainers, policy-makers, politicians and developers of training materials, 
reviews of grey literature and (social) media coverage and participant 

9Especially as these also have to be offered to family migrants. See on dispersal (Hoon 2017).
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observation in workshops in Vlissingen, Goes and Eindhoven. Materials 
were coded in Nvivo to enable qualitative data analysis.

In terms of the governance of the workshops, which could potentially 
strongly impact their contents, the variation between these four munic-
ipalities alone shows the degree to which it is not municipalities, nor 
bureaucrats alone that are involved in setting up and carrying out the 
workshops. One key finding, with much wider relevance than this case 
alone, is the role of commercial companies, small and large, in this new 
“market”. The workshops in Vlissingen are organized by a commercial 
organization called “Bureau Safety”, which specializes in intercultural 
communication, dealing with aggression and people with a psychiat-
ric background, thus focusing on the literature on the securitisation of 

Table 1 Comparing municipalities

aThis are the amounts of refugees that the municipality has to take in for the 
whole of 2018 as part of the Dutch dispersal system. These people, together 
with other non-Western migrants, have to sign the Participation Declaration

Vlissingen Goes Eindhoven Tilburg

Actors organ-
ising PT

Commercial Local branch 
national 
NGO and 
national 
NGO

Local branch 
national 
NGO

National 
commercial 
organization 
and national 
NGO

Size 44,394 37,274 22,9637 20,6240
Local elections 

2018
Mostly local 

parties
Christian 

Democrats 
and Liberal 
Democrats

Liberal 
Democrats 
and Green 
Left

Local parties, 
but coalition 
Green Left, 
Democrats, 
Christian 
Democrats

National 
elections

Liberal 
Democrats 1

Liberal 
Democrats 1

Liberal 
Democrats 1

Liberal 
Democrats 1

Immigrants 
(%)

25 15.5 30.2 25.6

Non-Western 
immigrants 
(%)

11.3 7.3 17.3 15.2

Length 
workshops

3 half days 2 half days 5 half days Personalized, 
3 months

Refugee dis-
persal 2018a

63 52 325 297



282     B. Oomen and E. Leenders

migration (Zapata-Barrero and Gabrielli 2017). The personalized trajec-
tories in Tilburg are carried out by a national NGO working together 
with a national company that is also active in the field of labour mar-
ket integration. At the same time, both local and national NGOs can 
play a key role. Both the municipality of Goes and Eindhoven, for 
instance, work together with the local branch of a national NGO, 
Vluchtelingenwerk (the Refugee Council), and the national organiza-
tion ProDemos.

This involvement of an organization like ProDemos, funded by the 
national government and a key partner in the design of national pol-
icies, also shows the degree to which, in terms of governance, de- and 
recentralization go hand-in-hand. Aided by central government funding, 
and in cooperation with the consultancy Regioplan, ProDemos devel-
oped a folder on the Declaration that contains a large number of gen-
eral do’s and don’ts, like “phone all candidates, preferably in their mother 
tongue,” “make sure that the invitation is not too open,” “do an oral 
explanation of the core values in the Declaration, for instance by using 
ProDemos material,” “make signing a festive moment,” “don’t only hand 
out the Declaration once it has to be signed” (Odé et al. 2016). At the 
same time, the folder set out instances of local variation, like newcomers 
in Deventer going out to take pictures of funny and annoying aspects 
of Dutch society and cooking together in Doetinchem. Whilst this con-
cerns the procedure to be followed, there is also a great deal of “soft law” 
involvement from the central government in the actual contents of the 
workshops. Examples include handreikingen (hand-outs) and workshops 
in which these are introduced to the municipalities. In order to draw up 
its hand-out, ProDemos used a central government brochure on “Dutch 
values” as a source of inspiration, in combination with consultation with 
the Central Directorate on Asylum seekers, NGOs, migrant and reli-
gious organizations (Ministerie van Sociale Zaken en Werkgelegenheid 
2014).10 Most materials offered to municipalities form instances of 

10Interview developer teaching material, March 2018. The materials can be downloaded via 
https://www.prodemos.nl/voor-gemeenten/burgerparticipatie/toolbox-participatieverklaring-2/
download-materialen-gratis/.

https://www.prodemos.nl/voor-gemeenten/burgerparticipatie/toolbox-participatieverklaring-2/download-materialen-gratis/
https://www.prodemos.nl/voor-gemeenten/burgerparticipatie/toolbox-participatieverklaring-2/download-materialen-gratis/
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culturalisation and othering (Prins and Saharso 2010). An often-used 
exercise, for instance, is one in which migrants have to prioritize val-
ues like honour, privacy, tradition, sharing, faith, freedom, family and 
equality after which the differences with “Dutch values” are discussed. 
In another, participants get to discuss their response in a number of 
situations ranging from their child getting bullied, their phone break-
ing, and finding appropriate training, but also dilemma’s like “You are 
invited to a gay marriage. You feel uncomfortable” and “You have not 
seen your uncle in the mosque or church for some time. This concerns 
you” (ProDemos 2017: 15–16). Here, the local workshops still replicate 
the othering and culturisation that dominates national discourse (cf. 
Verkaaik 2009).

Whereas one might expect strong differences in focus in the work-
shops designed by bureaucrats themselves, private companies and 
NGOs, this hardly seems to be the case. For one, all groups, at times, 
make use of the material supplied by the central government. More 
important, however, is the key role played by individuals in these pro-
cesses: politicians, policy-makers, private entrepreneurs, volunteers, 
NGO personnel. Here, the reality of migration management in this day 
and age shows how “street-level bureaucrats” could best be expanded 
to “street-level actors”. Trainers and civil servants exert their “moral 
agency” by emphasizing certain values whilst paying scant attention to 
others. This is in line with Schiller’s understanding of the “entrepre-
neurial bureaucrat” who places a key role in managing policy processes 
(Schiller 2016: 92). In exercising this “moral agency” in an entrepre-
neurial manner, the actors concerned are often informed by their per-
sonal histories and experience in previous positions. Many street-level 
bureaucrats working in the field of integration have an immigrant back-
ground themselves. In Vlissingen, for instance, both the civil servant in 
charge of the process and the trainer immigrated to the Netherlands, 
and they discussed the importance of sharing their experience with dif-
ferences in values pertaining to community harmony, girls’ decency and 
homosexuality with newcomers. In Goes, the trainer paid much more 
attention to the rights laid down in the Constitution, like the right to 
privacy. In all these cases the personalities and life stories of the train-
ers and participants in the workshops seem much more important than 
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their affiliation with a private training company or a civil society organ-
ization. These were the aspects that either gave the workshop the feel of 
a “battleground”, with key divergences from national ideas on the “good 
citizen”, or actually served as spaces for a convergence of ideas.

City size could interrelate with the difference that individuals can 
make in a number of ways. In larger cities, politicians seem to have 
more resources, and more political clout, to formulate citizen policies 
that explicitly deviate from those propagated nationally. Tilburg, for 
instance, already offers language lessons and other forms of support to 
people who have not even received asylum yet. Here, eldermen empha-
size how “people belong here as soon as they’ve stepped from the bus,” 
indicating that they find strengthening belonging and practical sup-
port much more important that “this nationalist sauce.”11 They can 
afford this position, both in political and economic terms, because of 
the strong financial position of the town and strong political agreement 
amongst each other. The larger cities also design more extensive pro-
grams—a trend that appears to be more widespread. In smaller cities, 
on the other hand, the actual shaping of these particular policies can 
really be a one- or two-person affair, in which the perceptions and prin-
ciples of those involved at street level make all the difference. Even if 
the civil servants do not actually teach the workshops themselves, they 
are closely involved in the design, attend sessions and give feedback 
afterwards.

Turning towards the street-level substance of the workshops, one key 
finding for all workshops attended concerns the combination of brush-
ing over the principles and values laid down in the Declaration, to put a 
much larger emphasis on the pragmatics of integration. The policymak-
ers co-designing the workshops and the trainers generally express skep-
ticism at the idea of asking allegiance to a particular set of homogenous 
values. Here, one civil servant involved in setting up local workshops 
stated that, “We found it rather uneasy at first, the idea of telling peo-
ple how we’ve organized things and that they then have to comply.”12 

11Interview 3 eldermen, Tilburg, 21 August 2018.
12Interview civil servant Eindhoven, July 2018.
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Another reflected how: “A trajectory like this gives the illusion that you 
can hold one clear story about Dutch identity and I always wonder 
whether this is actually the case…if you don’t watch out it is very super-
ficial, and if you start concretizing things you end up with stuff like we 
have dinner at five thirty and we all shake hands, and I really wonder 
whether this takes you very far in terms of integration.”13

This being said, all workshops did pay attention to the key values of 
Dutch society, as translated into folders and educational materials by 
government-sponsored organization ProDemos, albeit with the empha-
sis that individual trainers found important, also in line with the actual 
group at hand. One recurrent element is the large amount of atten-
tion for LGBTQ rights in all workshops. One of the five workshops in 
Eindhoven, for instance, is offered by the COC, the main Dutch gay 
rights NGO. Here, a man told about his marriage with another man, 
and his experience in being gay in the Netherlands. One woman taking 
notes asked questions like “can one distinguish between gay and straight 
people?” and “can gay people have children?”. Even if the emphasis is 
generally on the need for respect for differing lifestyles, trainers will—
like in Goes—set out how “If you don’t show up at the wedding of your 
gay friend he might not show up at Ramadan either.” Such assumption 
of a homophobic audience can create awkward situations, as in the case 
of a transgender migrant who followed an Eindhoven workshop. She 
gave the answer that was clearly expected (“I would not send the cou-
ple a card”) but continued with an unexpected addition: that she would 
actually love to visit the wedding and be so happy for the couple. In 
Vlissingen one of the trainers summarized the difference as follows: 
“The most important thing here is freedom. You can just be gay without 
being hanged. This is what happens in Iraq, Syria.” Here, too, the wider 
national discursive trend of homonationalism and the acceptance of gay 
rights as a key marker of Dutch citizenship is replicated within the local 
workshops (Puar 2017; Boston et al. 2015). This even if, as in the case 
of Vlissingen and Goes, they take place in a province in which nearly 

13Interview civil servant De Bevelanden, March 2018.
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10% of the people votes Staatkundig Gereformeerde Partij (SGP), an 
orthodox-reformed party that strongly disapproves of homosexuality.

To most street-level actors, however, attention for the pragmatic chal-
lenges faced by newcomers is much more important than the atten-
tion for Dutch values. Civil servants, in particular, are frustrated with 
the lack of municipal control over the wider civic integration training 
(which newcomers have to purchase on the market with a government 
loan and where there are large differences in quality) and the ability to 
support migrants in access to work, health care, housing and education. 
As a result, they use a large amount of the workshop time to inform 
people when not to call the 112 alarm number (“if you call the ambu-
lance for normal medical assistance you will get a big fine”), on munic-
ipal policies pertaining to garbage collection, information on sexual 
education and particularly in stressing the importance of language. “The 
ministry now comes with this Participation Declaration whereas some 
people simply do not know the basics, like how to communicate with 
the doctor.”14 In one workshop, for instance, there was ample attention 
on how to best get rid of fungus in the house—“bleach water, for 99 
cts, other stuff is much too expensive.”15

The combination of brief and selective replication of “Dutch values” 
as presented by the national government and ample attention for the 
pragmatics of integration thus characterises all workshops attended. 
At the same time, there were notable differences between them. The 
Vlissingen workshops, for instance, were more extensive and cov-
ered much more material than the ones in Goes. Tilburg, in turn, has 
a much more extensive and tailored trajectory than Eindhoven, even if 
the cities are comparable in size. As all municipalities receive the same 
amount of money for the Participation workshops and social assistance 
for refugees, the main explanatory factor here lies in the individuals 
involved, their motivation to make the most out of the unique man-
datory meeting time between newcomers and the municipality and the 
municipality’s willingness to invest extra funds. In comparison to the 

14Interview civil servant, April 2018.
15Vlissingen workshop, April 2018.
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smaller cities, for instance, Eindhoven could run an extensive pilot and 
invest more resources in the program. Part of the trajectory here was, 
for instance, a city walk in which newcomers were introduced to ser-
vices like the library and social services, and a meeting with key insti-
tutions and NGOs in the town hall. In contrast to the literature on 
refugee welcome as a form of city branding and the cosmopolitan city 
as an imagined community (Jørgensen 2012; Vallaster et al. 2017) the 
emphasis here, too, lies on the pragmatics of integration.

5  Conclusion

This chapter has zoomed in on one particular instance of bordering pol-
itics: the Participation Declaration workshops, shaped by Dutch munici-
palities, as “interstices,” spaces opened up at the intersection of different 
forms of legislation, in which the actual meaning of citizenship and inte-
gration are negotiated (Fontanari and Ambrosini 2018). The relevance of 
this focus on the locality could well be larger than a focus related to the 
Netherlands alone: civic integration policies pertaining to migrants in the 
Netherlands have often turned out to foreshadow similar initiatives else-
where in Europe. As such, the introduction of a Participation Declaration 
preceded by workshops offered municipalities could well be a next phase 
in the localisation of migrant integration. The Dutch minister of Social 
Affairs, in any case, has recently indicated the desire to give municipalities 
more control over civic integration in general (Eerste Kamer der Staten-
Generaal 2017–2018). Theoretically, this move enables strengthening our 
understanding of local bordering processes and interpretations and rene-
gotiations of the normative foundation of these policies—citizenship. 
How do local actors renegotiate and reinterpret a highly ambiguous and 
symbolic document like the Participation Declaration that can be under-
stood as working towards responsibilisation, contractualisation and cul-
turalisation of citizenship as well as differential inclusion? To what extent 
does the locality become a mere replication of the national battleground? 
What wider lessons are there for those interested in the ever-shifting poli-
tics of bordering in this day and age?
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A first key point does not concern the often-described “local turn” 
in migration governance in itself, but the importance of due consider-
ation for the actors that make up local governance. The case discussed 
demonstrates how classic divides—between national and local govern-
ment, between the public and private sector—do not capture the com-
plex reality of simultaneous de- and recentralisation and outsourcing 
and taking back control. There is a blurring of boundaries not only 
between the vertical axes of government, but also between the public 
and the private sectors, in which the central government, parliament, 
NGOs and religious organizations are in permanent interplay with the 
local government (and regional consortia), local NGOs and private 
companies in—in this case—concretizing the abstract notion of “Dutch 
values.” What is clear, however, is how this fragmentation leads to very 
different policy outcomes and politics of bordering in different settings. 
Here, size matters in many ways, calling for due recognition of how the 
opportunity structures and policy constraints differ between small and 
medium-sized municipalities.

What is apparent in all cases, however, is the role and impact of indi-
viduals and their moral agency, in particular in smaller places where 
they are often solely responsible for the decision on training partner-
ships and the joint development of the contents of workshops. Which 
“Dutch values” are presented in what way, then, becomes intimately 
dependent upon individual backgrounds and ideas about in- and 
exclusion, even if certain aspects—like emphasis on otherness and gay 
rights—are constant elements in the pallet of values offered. Individuals 
take the symbolic laws formulated nationally and fill the workshops 
with substance that depends on their personal backgrounds and pref-
erences, local needs and the group at hand. Whereas studies seeking to 
explain variation between localities in the field of migration often focus 
on city characteristics and institutional factors, this calls for due regard 
for all street-level actors involved in laying out and cutting through day-
to-day borders, not just the bureaucrats. They are key in determining 
whether the workshops become a “battleground” or a place of conver-
gence and repetition of ideas.

Still, processes of othering and presenting values deemed different to 
those held by the newcomers with all the exclusion this entails locally 
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only become a side-element next to an emphasis on the pragmatics of 
integration and the inclusion this stands for. Local actors might hold 
different ideas about the rationale for integration—Schiller’s paradig-
matic pragmatism—but they do all tend to emphasize how many new-
comers lack practical information on day-to-day life in the Netherlands. 
Here, larger cities have the resources to do so in a more extensive and 
systematic manner than smaller towns, pointing towards a research 
agenda on how manifestations of a distinct urban identity are related to 
city size. Nevertheless, small or larger, local actors clearly consider high-
level principles secondary to the everyday concerns shared by many 
Dutch citizens as key to local inclusion, like the exact time of putting 
out the garbage. The local workshops might well serve as places for the 
politics of bordering, but they also serve as borders in which the sym-
bolic and the political make places for street-level interpretations that 
are primarily pragmatic.
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