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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

Why do local governments develop policies for the reception and
integration of forced migrants? What strategies do they employ
in pursuing their own policy objectives in this ﬁeld, especially
within restrictive institutional and ﬁnancial frameworks? In this
article, I use an assemblage approach and insights from extensive
desk and ﬁeld research to study the successful migration policy
activism of the Municipality of Thessaloniki in Greece. I argue that
the initiatives of mayors and access to external funds can both
trigger and facilitate the development of local reception and
integration policies. In addition, I argue that horizontal and
vertical coalitions with local, transnational and international
partners may help local governments eﬀectively exploit their
space for discretion in migration and integration policy-making.
Based on my ﬁndings, I emphasise the need to further examine
the emerging relationships between United Nations (UN)
organisations and local authorities in the ﬁeld of migration
governance. Furthermore, I advocate a broader application of the
assemblage approach in migration policy research.
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Introduction
Recent research has shifted the traditionally national perspective in forced migration studies
to the local level, highlighting the potential role of cities as active subjects in the reception
and integration of asylum seekers and refugees (Doomernik and Ardon 2018; Doomernik
and Glorius 2016). A further impetus for this shift was the ‘long summer of migration’ in
2015, when local governments across Europe demonstrated unusual policy activism in
this domain, often developing more welcoming and inclusive approaches than the respective national governments (Glorius and Doomernik 2020). Municipal policy innovations
related to the arrival and settlement of forced migrants included the development of alternatives to state reception (Geuijen et al. 2020; Hinger, Schäfer, and Pott 2016) and local assistance with civic and labour market integration (Scholten et al. 2017).
Nevertheless, the proactive engagement of local governments in policy-making for
forced migrants has remained on the margins of the ‘local turn’ in the study of migration
governance (Zapata-Barrero, Caponio, and Scholten 2017). Consequently, the question
CONTACT Tihomir

Sabchev t.y.sabchev@uu.nl

@TihomirSabchev

© 2020 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.

1436

T. SABCHEV

of their motives for becoming active subjects in the reception and integration of asylum
seekers and refugees remains open. The same applies to questions regarding the strategies
used by local governments in pursuit of their own objectives in these policy areas. In
addition to academic relevance, explaining the underlying reasons and pathways
towards successful local policy initiatives for forced migrants also has a practical value.
In the face of reception conditions that consistently fail to meet the standards of international and European Union (EU) law – especially in the Southern EU Member
States – policy activism by local governments may help protect the fundamental rights
of forced migrants (European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights 2019).
This article aims to contribute to the scholarly and practitioners’ debates on local policies for asylum seekers and refugees. To this end, it zooms in on Thessaloniki – the
second largest city in Greece and a recent arrival point for forced migrants. Within
just a few years, the Municipality of Thessaloniki has undergone a remarkable transformation from a complete novice to a laboratory for innovative reception and integration
policies, at least in the Greek context. When the main migration route from Greece to
Western Europe – the so-called ‘Balkan route’ – was closed in early 2016 under pressure
from a number of EU Member States, approximately 10,000 people were transferred to
the metropolitan area of Thessaloniki, eﬀectively turning the city from a place of transit
to a place of permanent settlement for forced migrants. Under these circumstances, the
local government of Thessaloniki – the largest of the 11 self-governing municipalities in
the metropolitan area (Figure 1) – gradually designed and enacted a coherent set of progressive policies for the newcomers (Municipality of Thessaloniki 2018a), in stark contrast to the lack of such a policy plan at the national level (Greek Ombudsman 2017).1
From housing, to equal access to information and services, to social cohesion and political participation, the municipal approach focused on the long-term integration of immigrants from the outset (Arrival Cities 2016). In this way, Thessaloniki not only ﬁlled
many of the gaps in service provision left by the national authorities, but also developed
its own local approach to address immigration.
Thessaloniki’s policy activism constitutes a particularly compelling case study, given
the very restrictive institutional and ﬁnancial framework in which it emerged. In the
highly centralised Greek administrative system, the central government has exclusive
competence in the reception of asylum seekers, as well as in integration-related policy
areas, such as healthcare, employment and formal education. While a major reform
called Kallikratis (Law No. 3852/2010) gave local authorities an opportunity to
develop additional social welfare policy initiatives, no funds were allocated to them for
this purpose (Koulocheris 2017; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 2018, 12). Moreover, direct ﬁnancial transfers from the central to the local level of
government – the main source of funding for Greek municipalities – were cut by 60% in
the period 2009–2014 amidst the country’s severe economic crisis (Hlepas and Getimis
2018, 61). Hence, Thessaloniki’s policy-making in the ﬁeld of reception and integration
of forced migrants seems unusual, especially in light of the fact that the municipality was
on the verge of bankruptcy in early 2016 (CNN Greece 2016). It is therefore an ‘extreme
case’ of both theoretical and practical importance (Seawright and Gerring 2008).
Against this backdrop, I focus on the questions of why and how Thessaloniki’s local
government developed its own progressive reception and integration policies for
asylum seekers and refugees: what were its motives to engage in actions that fall
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Figure 1. The urban and metropolitan areas of the city of Thessaloniki with its 11 self-governing municipalities, including the Municipality of Thessaloniki (1). Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Thessaloniki_urban_and_metropolitan_areas_map_2.svg.

outside its mandate, and what strategy and resources did it use to overcome the aforementioned structural limitations? To answer these questions, I adopt an assemblage
approach, combined with a process tracing technique, and data from extensive desk
and ﬁeld research. I analyse the local policy-making process through the lens of a reception and integration policy assemblage: a collection of actors and factors that originate at
diﬀerent levels, but directly or indirectly aﬀect events at the local level. Within Thessaloniki’s policy assemblage, I identify various actors and factors that facilitated the municipality’s successful policy activism. More speciﬁcally, I argue that the municipal reception
and integration policies were largely the result of the discernment of the local mayor, who
took advantage of the opportunities that the 2015 ‘adhocracy’ in the area of migration
governance oﬀered. Furthermore, I argue that Thessaloniki’s policies were developed
and enacted by virtue of external funds, human capital and know-how, to which the
municipality gained access through the formation of horizontal (with local and transnational partners) and vertical coalitions (with UN agencies and international donor
organisations).
I start with a discussion of the analytical challenges related to the inherent complexity
of contemporary local migration policy-making, and present several arguments for
applying the assemblage approach in the study of local reception and integration policies
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for forced migrants. Subsequently, I brieﬂy outline the methodology of the research, followed by a detailed analysis of the evolution of Thessaloniki’s reception and integration
policy assemblage. I then discuss the reasons behind Thessaloniki’s successful policy activism, as well as the added value of assemblage thinking for migration policy research.
Finally, I conclude with suggestions for future research.

Local migration policy-making and the assemblage approach
The development of local policies for immigrants is a complex, multi-level and polycentric process (Caponio and Jones-Correa 2017). While the outcomes of this process
mainly relate to concrete urban contexts, its causes can originate in very distant times
and locations. Particularly with regard to forced migrants, cities have been described
as ‘landscapes’ (Hinger, Schäfer, and Pott 2016) or ‘battlegrounds’ (Ambrosini 2020) –
meeting points, where multiple jurisdictions intersect, and where diﬀerent levels of government negotiate their authority on migration issues (Filomeno 2016; Zapata-Barrero,
Caponio, and Scholten 2017), inﬂuenced by civil society and the private sector (Mayer
2018, 245). UN agencies (Thouez 2018), (international) non-governmental organisations
((i)NGOs) (Sunata and Tosun 2019), national governments (Gebhardt 2016), mayors
(Terlouw and Böcker 2019), and transnational city networks (Caponio 2018) represent
only a fraction of the actors that can directly or indirectly inﬂuence the course of local
migration policy-making. At the same time, the decisions of all these actors are
shaped by various ‘non-human’ structural factors from diﬀerent levels, such as available
resources, labour market conditions, etc. In short, local policies for the reception and
integration of forced migrants are hardly ever just ‘local’ (Bazurli 2020).
The overwhelming complexity surrounding migration policy-making becomes particularly apparent when one zooms in on local responses to the arrival of forced migrants
in Greece. Until a few years ago, the reception and integration of refugees was low on the
agenda of the Greek state. However, this changed in early 2016, when tens of thousands
of asylum seekers were stranded in the country (Koulocheris 2017). The intensity of the
events and some hasty institutional novelties (EU-Turkey statement, new domestic Law
No. 4375/2016 regulating asylum and reception, establishment of a Ministry of Migration
Policy), led to a situation of ambiguity as to who was responsible for what, where, when
and how. Some municipalities – including the Municipality of Thessaloniki – suddenly
turned into places of arrival, where a plethora of public and civil society actors supported
forced migrants with minimum or no coordination, often acting outside any legal and
policy frameworks. At the same time, these emerging ‘asylum landscapes’ (Hinger,
Schäfer, and Pott 2016) were inﬂuenced by contextual factors at diﬀerent levels, such
as unprecedented ﬁnancial assistance from the EU (Howden and Fotiadis 2017), and
the reduced capacity of the Greek public sector due to prolonged austerity measures
(Hlepas and Getimis 2018).
To unravel the complexity in Thessaloniki’s reception and integration policy-making
process, while at the same time avoid over-reductionism, I rely on an assemblage
approach (Savage 2020). Assemblages are ‘wholes whose properties emerge from the
interactions between parts’ (DeLanda 2006, 5), ultimately generating certain eﬀects
(Bennett 2009, 24). They are constructed by heterogeneous human and non-human
elements that ‘come together in productive relations to form apparently whole but
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mobile social entities’ (Youdell and McGimpsey 2015, 119). In the social sciences, the
assemblage approach is particularly useful for the development of conceptual frameworks that adequately capture the complexity of social formations (Youdell 2015, 118),
especially in studies of intermediate entities (DeLanda 2006).
As an analytical tool, the assemblage approach has been applied in studies on policy
development in the ﬁelds of education (Youdell 2015), youth services (Youdell and
McGimpsey 2015) and public infrastructure reform (Ureta 2015). Its added value for
policy research stems from the alternative point of departure it oﬀers. Rather than
viewing policies as the object of study – as in traditional policy sociology – the assemblage
perspective views them as just one of the elements of a broader process of change, encompassing actors, factors and forces from diﬀerent levels (Youdell 2015, 11). Local policies
are therefore analysed as ‘experiments involving multiple and messy elements’ (Ureta
2015, 169). While the policy assemblage approach integrates the reorientation in
policy research from the notion of government to the notion of governance, it also
oﬀers more dynamic and ﬂexible concepts than other approaches, such as the policy
network theory (Rhodes 2007) and multi-level governance (Caponio and Jones-Correa
2017), mainly because it prioritises the causal capacity of elements belonging to the
broader policy context. In other words, instead of reducing complexity by focusing on
the policy itself, the researcher unravels it by ‘distilling’ the assemblage of actors and
factors as the new object of study.
Based on this analytical approach, I examine Thessaloniki’s response to the arrival of
refugees through the lens of a local reception and integration policy assemblage. My ﬁrst
aim is to shed light on the processes of assembling, disassembling and reassembling of
diﬀerent elements over time (Youdell and McGimpsey 2015), and the formation of
diﬀerent ‘conﬁgurations’ within the policy assemblage (Ureta 2015). The term ‘conﬁgurations’ refers to combinations of elements that can either limit or facilitate the development of local migration policies. I identify four such conﬁgurations within Thessaloniki’s
local reception and integration policy assemblage: adhocracy, horizontal coalition, vertical coalition and institutionalisation. These conﬁgurations partially correspond to
chronological periods within the municipality’s migration policy-making process.
However, instead of ﬁxed, stable entities or phases, they should be seen as temporary
and dynamic constructions, which can overlap and mix (Ureta 2015). By focusing on
these conﬁgurations and the dynamics within and between them, I explain why and
how the municipality developed its local policies for forced migrants.

Methodology
Scholars who study policy development from an assemblage perspective inevitably face
the challenge of longitudinally mapping a large number of heterogeneous assemblage
elements, along with their individual and collective characteristics and productive
forces. Several methodological approaches have been suggested to address this issue.
While Ureta (2015) relied on genealogy, others have advocated the use of assemblage ethnography (Greenhalgh 2008; Youdell and McGimpsey 2015). I choose an alternative
approach and apply process tracing (Bennett and Checkel 2014; George and Bennett
2005). Process tracing can be deﬁned as
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a procedure for identifying steps in a causal process [the complex relations between the
elements and the conﬁgurations of the local reception and integration policy assemblage]
leading to the outcome of a given dependent variable [local reception and integration policies] of a particular case [the Municipality of Thessaloniki] in a particular historical context
[during the recent period of increased arrivals of forced migrants]. (George and Bennett
2005, 176)

In light of the complexity of local migration policy-making and the adoption of the
assemblage approach, process tracing has several strengths. First, it facilitates the identiﬁcation of multiple causation within the policy assemblage. Second, process tracing, with
its heuristic function, helps uncover elements that trigger or catalyse the local policymaking process. Third, it serves to identify not only relevant actors and their actions,
but also their motivations and intentions. In sum, process tracing is a powerful tool to
sift through the elements of the local reception and integration policy assemblage, identify the relationships between them and the conﬁgurations they form, and develop a comprehensive grounded understanding of why and how concrete local policies are created
(George and Bennett 2005).
The evidence I present in the following analysis is based on extensive desk research,
including the review of legal/policy documents (EU, national and local level), municipal proceedings (46 in total for the Municipality of Thessaloniki and 135 for other
municipalities in the metropolitan area), media publications and press releases from
2014 until April 2020, as well as secondary academic sources. In addition, a 3month ﬁeldwork was carried out in Thessaloniki at the end of 2018, during which a
total of 28 semi-structured interviews were conducted with representatives of local
municipalities, the regional government, the Ministry of Migration Policy, local
(i)NGOs and international organisations operating in the city’s urban area (see Appendix). The desk research data were used to identify key respondents, design interview
topic lists and for triangulation. Moreover, the ﬁrst sample of respondents was
expanded through snowball sampling. All data were incorporated into and analysed
with NVivo 11.

Thessaloniki’s reception and integration policy assemblage
In this section, I present the development of Thessaloniki’s reception and integration policies by systematically analysing the formation of the aforementioned four conﬁgurations
of the local policy assemblage – adhocracy, horizontal coalition, vertical coalition, and
institutionalisation – along with their constitutive elements.
Adhocracy
Until the recent ‘refugee crisis’, Thessaloniki hosted less than two percent of the migrants
seeking international protection in Greece.2 The vast majority of asylum seekers lived in
Athens, where asylum interviews took place and where decision-making authorities were
located. From the beginning of 2015, however, the presence of forced migrants in Thessaloniki started to increase. Homeless migrants, including families with young children,
were often seen on the streets (T19). Rather than being their ﬁnal destination, Thessaloniki had become an important ‘transit point’; up to 1,000 migrants passed through the
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city every week on their journey to Western Europe via the Balkan route (Arrival Cities
2016, 31).
This new reality led to a number of autonomous solidarity initiatives for people on the
move. Local grassroots organisations, schools and immigrant associations, among others,
oﬀered various services, such as food, basic healthcare and legal advice (Dicker 2017).
Thessaloniki’s local government joined this ad hoc support structure in two ways.
First, it opened a large warehouse where in-kind donations for refugees were collected
and redistributed. Second, it started providing hotel accommodation and basic
support to the most vulnerable migrants, with the help of a grant from an international
donor organisation. Since the municipality lacked both personnel and expertise in the
reception of forced migrants, this initiative was only possible through the collaboration
with local NGOs that provided services such as health monitoring and legal support. In
any case, until the end of 2015, the eﬀorts of the municipality remained only ‘a small part
within a large, widespread solidarity movement’ (T19).
Meanwhile, approximately 70 km northwest of Thessaloniki, in the small village of
Idomeni on the border between Greece and North Macedonia, two crucial elements of
the adhocracy conﬁguration began to take shape: the administrative vacuum in the governance of reception and the impending closure of the Balkan route. The Greek government had just established its Ministry of Migration Policy, which had only one employee
in its regional oﬃce in Thessaloniki (T19). Acknowledging its inability to provide adequate protection to arriving migrants, the government requested the support of the
EU and the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) (Thouez 2018). As a result, the EU Commission allocated a large amount of funding to Greece, while the UNHCR and other UN
agencies, as well as humanitarian organisations started operating in the country.
Idomeni was ‘overrun’ by a plethora of international organisations, (i)NGOs, local grassroots organisations and volunteers, who collaborated and competed with each other in
assisting migrants (Anastasiadou et al. 2017). These supranational and subnational
actors completely replaced the Greek state in the provision of all services except security
(Maniatis 2018). The result was the emergence of a system of humanitarian adhocracy
(Dunn 2012) characterised by chaos, instability and little to no concern for institutional
frameworks, governed by an ‘invisible elbow’ rather than any real authority (Tilly 1996).
At the same time, the increasing reluctance of some EU Member States to accept
migrants foreshadowed the impending border closures. As of December 2015, only
migrants of certain nationalities were allowed to cross from Greece into North Macedonia, while Idomeni turned into a sprawling refugee camp hosting thousands of people
(Anastasiadou et al. 2017). It was easy to imagine that the border would soon close for
good, and that the stranded migrants would then head towards Thessaloniki, which is
the nearest major city (T19). Against this background, the municipal authorities in the
area realised that they were about to face a serious challenge in an area where they
had no mandate and no extra resources. Caught between a rock and a hard place, the
municipalities repeatedly requested the government to draw up a comprehensive plan
to address the emerging issues, and suggested that it allocates powers and resources to
the local level – however, they received no response (Regional Union of Municipalities
of Central Macedonia Region 2015). Especially in the municipality of Thessaloniki, the
‘alertness’ that could be felt by the political leadership and administrative staﬀ indicated
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the growing realisation that the vacuum in the governance of reception was not limited to
Idomeni, but that it was about to directly aﬀect the city of Thessaloniki as well (T19).
Horizontal coalition
Under these circumstances, the mayor of Thessaloniki, Yiannis Boutaris, stepped in and
began to consolidate the municipality’s position at the centre of a wide horizontal
coalition, as the second conﬁguration of the local reception and integration policy assemblage. He initiated several meetings in the town hall, inviting representatives of other
municipalities from the metropolitan area and local civil society. His aim was to bring
all local stakeholders together and prepare a common plan to address the consequences
of the expected border closure. The mayor of Thessaloniki used three arguments to convince others of the need to proactively combine their eﬀorts. First, he stressed the humanitarian duty of municipal governments to help refugees. Second, he argued that even if
one disagreed with the humanitarian argument, neglecting the issue and leaving the
arriving people on their own would create serious problems for the municipalities.
Finally, for those who were still not convinced, he presented his third and perhaps strongest argument: ‘In the time coming, it will rain money for the refugee issue, and then –
you will hold an umbrella.’ (T19)
In other words, Mayor Boutaris suggested that, at a time when locals were struggling
due to severe austerity measures and high unemployment, municipal authorities could
play a key role in turning the crisis into an opportunity. However, despite this convincing
rhetoric, most mayors in the area distanced themselves from the proposal, fearing that
any involvement could become a pull-factor for immigrants (T11). Nevertheless, two
local governments and a number of NGOs joined forces with the Municipality of Thessaloniki to look for solutions to the challenges ahead.
At the same time, the horizontal coalition within Thessaloniki’s reception and integration policy assemblage expanded transnationally. At the end of 2015, the municipality
teamed up with several other municipalities from diﬀerent EU countries, which were
interested in developing local policies for immigrants. The group eventually secured
an EU grant and created the URBACT Arrival Cities network (Saad and Essex 2018).
Each of the partner municipalities committed to developing an action plan in collaboration with local civil society to address a concrete migration-related challenge. In the case
of Thessaloniki, the deliverable was a coherent strategy for the reception and integration
of forced migrants. As a result, the municipality formalised the already existing informal
partnerships within the city, establishing an oﬃcial ‘URBACT Local Group’ (T9). In
addition, separate Memoranda of Understanding (MoU) were signed with several local
NGOs working with refugees (T23). In short, the municipality’s participation in the
network contributed to the realisation of a ‘more systematic approach’ of collaboration
with local partners, mapping the pressing issues in the ﬁeld of reception and integration,
and identifying concrete local policy objectives (T9).
The Arrival Cities network was only the ﬁrst step of Thessaloniki’s city-to-city collaboration in the ﬁeld of migration policy-making. Evidence from diverse sources revealed
that in just a couple of years, the municipality developed numerous links with other local
authorities in Greece and beyond. At the transnational level, Thessaloniki beneﬁtted
from the expertise of local level migration policy-makers from Amsterdam and Zurich
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(Integrating Cities 2017), hosted a training for local authorities organised by the Intercultural Cities network (Council of Europe 2018), and joined the Integrating Cities
initiative of EUROCITIES (Municipality of Thessaloniki 2018b). At the national level,
Thessaloniki and Athens initiated a city network, bringing together Greek municipalities
hosting asylum seekers and refugees (T9, T19). In addition to exchanging know-how and
good practices, the network focuses on advocacy at the international, national and
regional levels, both in terms of policy and funding (Cities Network for Integration
2019). Importantly, this horizontal inter-municipal partnership beneﬁted directly from
the technical and capacity-building support of the International Organisation for
Migration (IOM) (2019) and the ﬁnancial support of the UNHCR, which demonstrates
the blurred boundaries between the horizontal and vertical coalitions, discussed in more
detail below.
Neither the consolidation of the horizontal coalition within Thessaloniki’s urban area,
nor its expansion beyond the city were accidental. Rather, they reﬂected the ‘double
opening’ – both internal and external – that Mayor Boutaris envisioned for the municipality as part of his broader and rather progressive political agenda (Municipality of
Thessaloniki 2019). After his election as an independent candidate in 2010, the mayor
‘opened the door’ to local civil society (T11). This ended a long period of conservative
rule in Thessaloniki’s local politics, during which the collaboration of local NGOs with
the municipality had been ‘very diﬃcult to impossible’ (T20). In the context of
looming social problems, severe budget cuts and insuﬃcient personnel, the local government gradually developed a close collaboration with several local organisations, which
ﬁlled the gaps in the provision of social assistance and healthcare services to vulnerable
people. Taking advantage of this synergy and again with the support of an EU grant,
Thessaloniki’s local government opened, in 2015, its ‘Filoxenio’: the ﬁrst municipalityrun shelter for families of asylum seekers in the country (T18). At the same time, city
diplomacy and collaboration with international organisations were the mayor’s two priorities in terms of external opening. In his words, international networking brought the
municipality know-how and access to funds, and proved more eﬀective than the support
of the Greek state, which had limited the economic and administrative autonomy of local
governments with its ‘suﬀocating embrace’ (Municipality of Thessaloniki 2019). To shed
light on the relevance of the international level to the development of Thessaloniki’s local
migration policies, I will now highlight the vertical coalition as the third conﬁguration
within the reception and integration policy assemblage.
Vertical coalition
In the spring of 2016, the fears of Thessaloniki’s mayor came true: the border between
Greece and North Macedonia was deﬁnitively closed and several thousand of migrants
were transferred from Idomeni to the Thessaloniki area (Anastasiadou et al. 2017). At
that time, two parallel reception schemes were created in Greece. On the one hand,
the central government opened large reception facilities, which were almost exclusively
located outside urban centres. These facilities represented ‘out of sight, out of mind’ solutions that oﬀered little prospect of integrating immigrants into local communities (Kandylis 2019; Lohmueller 2016). On the other hand, following an agreement between the
EU Commission, the Greek government and the UNHCR, the latter received a large
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EU grant for securing at least 20,000 alternative reception places in urban accommodation (European Commission 2015). Although these places were initially only a temporary solution, they soon became an integral part of the Greek reception system (T21).
It is against this backdrop that the consolidation of the vertical coalition conﬁguration
within Thessaloniki’s policy assemblage began. To implement its accommodation
scheme in the city, the UNHCR relied on (i)NGOs, which could quickly rent hotel
rooms and apartments to host the arriving migrants. However, following the initial
period of emergency, the UNHCR started looking for sustainable long-term solutions.
By that time, Thessaloniki’s local government had already established itself as the
leading actor in the aforementioned horizontal coalition. After brief consultations, the
municipality of Thessaloniki – in collaboration with two other municipalities in the
area and several NGOs – received its ﬁrst direct grant trough the UNHCR. It used the
funding to implement an urban reception project called Refugee Assistance Collaboration Thessaloniki (REACT), which provided accommodation to asylum seekers and
refugees in private apartments rented by the municipal authorities, while the NGOs provided services such as legal assistance and socio-psychological support (T24). The project
was gradually expanded and oﬀered more than 900 reception places in early 2020.3
REACT was undoubtedly very important to the municipality because of its large scale
(T19). However, it was just one of dozens of initiatives that mushroomed in Thessaloniki
after the closure of the Balkan route. The sizeable needs and funding ﬂows from the EU
and international private donors quickly led to the proliferation of a local ‘reception and
integration economy’, in which (i)NGOs continued developing parallel accommodation
projects and providing a range of services to asylum seekers and refugees. This resulted in
competition between the diﬀerent actors working on the ground. However, since the
local government relied almost exclusively on local NGOs to implement its policies, it
was seen by them not so much as a competitor, but rather as a facilitator that helped
attract external funds, which were then redistributed locally (T2, T20).
In this context, the Municipality of Thessaloniki started intensively building close
partnerships with supranational actors, primarily with UN agencies operating in the
city. A crucial development was the UNHCR’s decision to build capacity within local
authorities before eventually withdrawing its operations from Greece (T21). The organisation provided interpreters and cultural mediators to the municipal services and
seconded two of its employees to the municipality. These two employees started coordinating a large forum of forty-ﬁve locally operating actors, with the aim of improving
service provision to migrants (T9). At the same time, Thessaloniki’s local government
signed an MoU with the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), which resulted
in the secondment of one more employee to the municipality and the development of
a number of refugee integration initiatives in the ﬁeld of non-formal education (T25).
Due to its increased visibility and capacity, the municipality was also able to secure
additional funding from international private foundations for its refugee-related projects
(T19).
Using the funds, human capital and know-how accessed through the vertical and horizontal coalitions, Thessaloniki’s local government gradually developed its own policies
for the reception and integration of forced migrants. The municipal management and
staﬀ agreed that the municipality could never ‘get the job done’ (T19) without using
these external resources to remedy its internal weaknesses (T9, T11). Using process
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tracing to identify the sequence of events proved particularly helpful in conﬁrming the
validity of their statements. It revealed that the economic adjustment programmes that
started in Greece in 2010 had largely aﬀected Greek municipalities through continuous
cuts in budgets for public spending and staﬀ (Hlepas and Getimis 2018). In early 2016,
Thessaloniki was close to bankruptcy (CNN Greece 2016), while in the period 2010–2019
the number of permanent municipal employees decreased from 5500 to 3000 (Lazopoulos 2019). Remarkably, without its external project employees, the municipality with
more than 300,000 inhabitants would have had only one psychologist and one social
worker (T11). In this context, the emergence of the reception and integration
economy became an opportunity for local development; more than 80 new jobs were
created within the REACT framework alone, with many young and highly educated
locals ﬁnding jobs in their ﬁeld (T11).
At the same time, collaboration with the national government – and therefore its role
in the vertical coalition – remained superﬁcial. The regional representatives of the Ministry of Migration Policy were ‘always invited to join’ the aforementioned forum that the
municipality coordinated, but they ‘rarely attended’, focusing instead on the large reception facilities in the region (T21). Cooperation between the local and national levels of
government was mostly ad hoc and took place only occasionally after a sudden arrival
of migrants in the central square of the city, or in other words, when there was an
urgent need to resolve an issue quickly (T9). The only signiﬁcant exception was a nationally designed and EU-funded programme, under which the municipality opened a onestop-shop mainly providing information to immigrants about the available municipal
and NGO services in the area (T24).
Institutionalisation
The ﬁnal conﬁguration within Thessaloniki’s reception and integration policy assemblage concerns the formal adoption of a local migration policy framework and the unsuccessful attempt of Mayor Boutaris to permanently incorporate migration governance into
the municipal administration. In 2018, the municipal council approved the ‘Integrated
Action Plan for Integration of Refugees’ (Municipality of Thessaloniki 2018a) – a comprehensive set of policy objectives resulting from the participation in the Arrival Cities
network and the ‘joint process of strategising’ with international and local partners
(T9). The plan established a progressive rights-based approach to reception and integration, aimed at ensuring equal access to municipal services for all immigrants. In
line with international human rights standards, it also envisaged the adoption of inclusive
policies for undocumented migrants. Finally, the plan paved the way for the mainstreaming of immigrant integration into existing municipal services. At the same time, it maintained initiatives targeting asylum seekers and refugees, despite the limited mandate of
the local government in this ﬁeld.
In addition, a number of administrative changes were made. The mayor appointed a
municipal councillor in charge of all migration-related issues and established a task force
made up of seconded UNHCR staﬀ and permanent municipal staﬀ. With the support of
municipal services, the task force started delivering on the various objectives of the
Action Plan, implementing an aﬀordable housing project, a labour market activation
programme for refugees and locals, and a weekly radio programme designed and run
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by refugees, to name but a few. Its role was to serve as a transitional body until the establishment of a separate department for the integration of immigrants within the municipal
administration (T9).
However, despite his eﬀorts, the mayor did not succeed in assembling this ﬁnal
element to Thessaloniki’s policy assemblage. The establishment of an immigrant integration department was part of a broader plan to reorganise the administrative structure
(T11), which was eventually voted down by the municipal council. This defeat – only a
couple of months before the local elections in 2019 – was caused partly by political disagreements (factions within the mayor’s party that emerged after his decision not to run
for oﬃce anymore), and partly by the opposition of members of the administration to the
envisaged broader reform (Lazopoulos 2019). As a result, the attempt to embed
migration governance into the organisational structure of the municipality ended prematurely, without being reactivated by the subsequent local government.

Discussion
The previous section outlined the key actors and factors that inﬂuenced Thessaloniki’s
response to the arrival of forced migrants: from the tangled adhocracy, to the impetus
provided through horizontal and vertical coalitions, and the incomplete institutionalisation. On the basis of the evidence presented, I now return to the questions of why and
how the local government developed its reception and integration policies. In addition,
I brieﬂy reﬂect on the analytical and methodological approaches applied in this research.
To begin with, the above analysis demonstrates that the genesis of Thessaloniki’s
reception and integration policies was the product of conjunctural human and nonhuman assemblage elements operating simultaneously on diﬀerent levels. In line with
previous ﬁndings, it shows that the policy response was triggered by local pragmatism
(not coping with the issue would only get things worse) (Poppelaars and Scholten
2008), negligence on behalf of the responsible authorities (lack of response to the municipal requests), and policy gaps at the national level (no plan for the reception and integration of refugees) (Doomernik and Ardon 2018). However, it also shows that these
factors represent only one side of the story. While Thessaloniki’s policy activism was
undoubtedly enhanced by the facilitating eﬀect of the adhocracy conﬁguration, the municipality remained one of a few in the metropolitan area to develop local policies for forced
migrants. The analysis thus points towards two elements that stood out for their primary
role in the local policy assemblage: the mayor and the external funds.
The constant positioning of Yiannis Boutaris at the centre of all four conﬁgurations of
Thessaloniki’s policy assemblage highlights the potential role of mayors, but also the
limits of their ability to inﬂuence local responses to immigration. On the one hand, it
conﬁrms the arguments that mayors qua mayors can make a diﬀerence in policymaking for forced migrants (Betts et al. 2020; Terlouw and Böcker 2019), and that progressive local politicians are more likely to promote inclusive migration policies (de
Graauw and Vermeulen 2016). Their strong commitment and perseverance can result
in both the initiation and proliferation of such policies, despite structural constraints,
such as the lack of a clear mandate on migration-related issues. On the other hand,
the incomplete institutionalisation of Mayor Boutaris’ policy approach also points to
an important risk in new ‘cities of arrival’: the failure to absorb the accumulated
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project-based know-how into the municipal administration. In this regard, the Thessaloniki experience demonstrates that local political leaders who are committed to developing policies for forced migrants should ‘strike while the iron is hot’. They should
use the momentum to transform temporary ad hoc structures into permanent bodies
within the municipal administration to ensure the continuity of their local approach
to migration governance. Any delays in doing so could jeopardise the long-term sustainability of local policies as a result of new pressing issues appearing on the agenda or
changes in government.
Through the dense fog of the adhocracy that had engulfed migration governance in
2015, the mayor managed to discern the second crucial element in Thessaloniki’s
policy assemblage: the oncoming ‘rain’ of funds that was about to pour down on
Greece. At a time when the municipality was on the verge of bankruptcy, assisting refugees became more than a matter of humanitarian duty or pragmatic policy-making. Paradoxically as it may seem, it was also an economic opportunity. In this respect, the insights
from this case study contribute to the debate on the dynamics of local migration policymaking in times of economic hardship (Schiller and Hackett 2018). More concretely, they
demonstrate that a ‘hybrid combination’ between economic and humanitarian reasoning
can lead to the adoption of local policies for forced migrants, reﬂecting similar dynamics
in local diversity policies (Moutselos et al. 2018). Moreover, the example of Thessaloniki
shows that, under certain circumstances, the development of local migration policies can
become an innovative way to address the consequences of austerity measures (Overmans
2019). In this regard, it conﬁrms the suggestion that reduced local policy activism in the
ﬁeld of migration is not necessarily the only possible outcome during an economic crisis
(Caponio and Donatiello 2017).
Regarding the question of how a new city of arrival can succeed in developing local
migration policies within a very restrictive institutional context, the analysis pinpoints
the signiﬁcance of building horizontal (with local and transnational partners at city
level) and vertical coalitions (with UN agencies and international donor organisations).
While the adhocracy broadened the space for discretion in refugee reception and integration, this space could not be ‘inhabited’ by the municipality without the funds, the
human capital and the know-how acquired through Thessaloniki’s ‘double opening’
(Oomen et al. forthcoming). Access to these pivotal resources enabled the local government to free itself from the ‘suﬀocating embrace’ of the state and to pursue its own policy
objectives.
While the contribution of civil society and transnational municipal networks to local
migration policy-making is well documented (Caponio 2018; Danış and Nazlı 2018), the
decisive role of Thessaloniki’s vertical coalition in promoting its local policy approach
points to a novelty in migration governance. More speciﬁcally, UN agencies have deliberately started to foster closer relationships with local authorities, seeking to promote
their own policy agenda for a ‘coalition of the willing’ in the reception and integration
of refugees (Ahouga 2018; United Nations General Assembly 2017). This prima facie
innocent shift from ‘traditional’ UN intervention – namely through cooperation with
national governments and NGOs – could potentially give new meaning to the ‘think
globally, act locally’ slogan. Some authors have emphasised the need for the UN to
reach out to new partners and ‘capitalize on new and emerging alliances with local
and non-state actors’ (Thouez 2018, 13). Others have suggested the potential beneﬁts
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of cooperation between local governments and the UNHCR in the ﬁeld of refugee resettlement (Sabchev and Baumgärtel 2020). In brief, the potential win-win scenario of engaging in such vertical coalitions could represent an opportunity for both municipalities
and the UN, as well as interested central governments, and therefore deserves further
scholarly attention.
Finally, a brief reﬂection is needed on the use of the assemblage analytical approach
and the process tracing technique in this research. To start with the former, the story
of Thessaloniki illustrates the contemporary quest of many municipalities to address
the challenges associated with immigration by forming ‘new and shifting constellations’
(Mayer 2018, 232). These constellations undergo continuous transformations; they
assemble, disassemble and reassemble. Using an assemblage approach to investigate
them as temporary conﬁgurations of heterogeneous elements activated by diﬀerent
actors and factors (Greenhalgh 2008, 12–13; Ureta 2015) provides a detailed understanding of the local policy-making process. While the multi-level governance approach
(Caponio and Jones-Correa 2017) also recognises the importance of the horizontal
and vertical dynamics underpinning local migration policies, its point of departure
remains the policy itself, rather than the broader policy context. As for the relational
approach that has recently gained popularity in migration policy research (Filomeno
2016, 2017), one cannot but acknowledge the fact that it shares a number of core characteristics with the assemblage approach (relational thinking, focus on conjunctural causation and processes, etc.). On the face of it, it seems that the assemblage perspective oﬀers
a more solid foundation for the development of concepts that adequately capture the
complexity of migration governance (e.g. adhocracy). In any case, it is the future application of these two approaches that will clarify which one provides better assistance in
dealing with the inevitable reductionism that (migration) policy research entails.
At the same time, adopting such an analytical angle goes hand in hand with embracing
the complexity of migration governance and the associated methodological challenges. In
this respect, this study demonstrates that process tracing can serve as a complementary
tool to the assemblage approach. For example, its heuristic function and its ‘alertness’ to
multiple causation made it possible to establish a link between the prolonged austerity in
Greece, the widespread adhocracy, and the development of local reception and integration polices in Thessaloniki. Furthermore, the use of process tracing helped
uncover the intentions behind the mayor’s decisions, highlighting not only the ‘what
now’, but also the ‘why now’ of the policy-making process (Gale 1999, 403). In short,
these advantages underline the importance of further exploring and harnessing the
potential of the assemblage approach and process tracing in the ﬁeld of migration
policy research.

Conclusion
This article addressed the questions of why and how local governments develop reception
and integration policies for forced migrants. In answering these questions, I focused on
the ‘against all odds’ policy activism of the municipality of Thessaloniki, analysing it
through the lens of an assemblage approach. My analysis underlines the importance of
diﬀerent actors and factors for the development of local policies for asylum seekers
and refugees. More concretely, the insights derived from Thessaloniki’s case conﬁrm

JOURNAL OF ETHNIC AND MIGRATION STUDIES

1449

the assumption that mayors play an important role in enacting local approaches to reception and integration, which may have diﬀerent goals than national ones. However, the
will and capacity of mayors to achieve their distinct policy objectives depend on a
number of conjunctural factors and cannot be explicated in isolation. In this particular
case, the loosening of the institutional constraints and the mobilisation of funds for
the reception and integration of forced migrants – both directly related to the adhocracy
conﬁguration – facilitated Thessaloniki’s successful policy-making. In addition, the
establishment of horizontal and vertical coalitions with local, transnational and international partners appears to be an eﬀective strategy to increase the capacity of local governments to exploit their institutional leeway. Such coalitions can address internal
municipal weaknesses by equipping the local level with funds, human capital and
know-how. However, as the case of Thessaloniki demonstrates, the failure to convert
such temporary partnerships into permanent municipal structures may undermine the
long-term sustainability of local policy initiatives for the reception and integration of
forced migrants.
Building on the ﬁndings of this research, I conclude with two suggestions for future
inquiry. From a practical perspective, further research within and outside the Greek
context may bring additional clarity regarding the potential of vertical coalitions to accelerate the development and implementation of local reception and integration policies for
forced migrants. If UN organisations can successfully use their resources to build
capacity in local governments based on a shared vision of eﬀective migration and integration governance – which is not necessarily shared by the respective national authorities – then how does this process aﬀect the dynamics between local and national
government? Moreover, to what extent can the UN fulﬁl the ‘wingman’ function
(Thouez 2018) in progressive municipal coalitions established by local governments, as
in the case of the Cities for Integration network in Greece supported by the IOM and
the UNHCR? At the same time, from an analytical point of view, the application of
the dynamic concepts oﬀered by the assemblage perspective should be further explored
in migration policy research. This may prove particularly fruitful in deriving new insights
on local migration policy activism, especially given the complexity that this ﬁeld entails.

Notes
1. I adopt a broader deﬁnition of local reception and integration policy, as the wide range of
measures and practices of local governments which seek to regulate forced migrants’ access
to services and facilitate their initial settlement and subsequent inclusion into the local community life. This deﬁnition corresponds to the way in which migration policy scholars (Filomeno 2016) and the Greek Ministry of Migration Policy (2018, 10) have conceptualised
migrant integration policies.
2. See http://asylo.gov.gr/wp-content/uploads/2014/06/1406_oneyearstats.pdf.
3. See https://www.react-thess.gr/.
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