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Editorial

Migration means the forced or voluntary long-term or temporary 
relocation of people from rural to urban environments, within or 
beyond national borders. This issue of TRIALOG presents an interdis-
ciplinary perspective on borders and the phenomenon of migration. 
It addresses the treatment of boundaries within the urban context, 
as well as the entailing social, economic, spatial and political conse-
quences: exile communities, new hybrid identities, phenomena of 
cultural, ethnical and socio-economic differentiation, felt needs for 
greater security and isolation leading to increased fortification – if 
not the physical walling.

Daniela Vicherat Mattar points out the varied types of meanings 
of inner-city and international walls. Common to both walls is that 
they do not pursue just security interests, but rather symbolically 
denote affiliation and/or belonging. Giovanna Marconi emphasizes 
the importance of “transit cities” as physical nodes of transna-
tional migration. She uses Tijuana, Mexico, and Istanbul, Turkey, as 
examples to illustrate the challenges innate to the urban inclusion 
of the often long-time “stranded” immigrants. The Kosovo town of 
Mitrovice, which is divided between the Serbs and Kosovo Albani-
ans, is used by Rossana Poblet and Natalie Mitchell to illustrate both 
the lines of conflict along the ethnic borders as well as the attempt 
to overcome this division with expropriation and land distribution. 
A different kind of challenge is highlighted by Heidrun Friese: with 
the example of the Italian Mediterranean island of Lampedusa, she 
reveals the ambiguous understanding of hospitality and the conflict 
arising from positioning refugees as strangers that are both friend 
and foe. Philippe Rekacewicz portrays Africa as a territory of inner-
migration and movement to “sanctioned territories” which, in turn, 
react with insulation and deportation. A wider view of the visible 
and invisible borders of the world is supplied by maps, which reveal 
these interrelationships or show the escape routes of two Africans. 
Cecilia Giusti and Suk-Kyung Kim use the informal settlements of 
Mexican immigrants on the Texas border to Mexico to describe how 
local small businesses contribute to local economic growth and 
create jobs; as a result of this, they got importance in the planning 
of the nearby Texas neighbourhoods. Michael Waibel and Andreas 
Gravert show how the development of industrial zones on the 
urban peripheries of Vietnam creates a link to western markets but 
leaves the informal migrant workers that live there disenfranchised 
from the urban social system. Taking a look at the Ho Chi Minh City 
metropolitan area, the authors question the motives behind the 
exclusionary policies of the state in conjunction with interests of 
transnational companies. Enkeleda Kadriu discusses the new chal-
lenges faced by governmental and non-governmental actors as a 
result of the migratory movement in Albania during the period of 
political transformation.

This look at the numerous border territories in conflict and the popu-
lation groups concerned should clarify the extent of the social and 
territorial issues. At the same time, the opportunities and possibili-
ties of overcoming borders and territorial reorganisation, integration 
strategies and the emergence of new identities become visible. The 
hope is that this perspective may help to foster a more open and 
tolerant urban future.

Migration bedeutet die – erzwungene oder freiwillige, langfristige 
oder temporäre – Umsiedlung von Menschen: vom Land in die 
Stadt, innerhalb nationaler Grenzen oder über diese hinaus. Diese 
Ausgabe von TRIALOG lädt ein zu einer interdisziplinären Sicht auf 
bestehende Grenzen und zunehmende Migrationsbewegungen. Aus 
unterschiedlichen Perspektiven wird diskutiert, wie Migration und 
Grenzen sich im städtischen Kontext ausprägen, wie sie gestaltet 
werden können, und welche sozialen, ökonomischen, räumlichen 
und politischen Folgen damit verbunden sind: Exilgemeinschaften 
und neue hybride Identitäten, kulturelle, ethnische und soziale 
Abgrenzungsphänomene, Sicherheits- und Abschottungsbedürfni-
sse, Ummauerungen etc.

Daniela Vicherat Mattar verweist auf verschiedene Bedeutungen 
innerstädtischer und zwischenstaatlicher Mauern sowie auf deren 
Gemeinsamkeiten. Beide dienen nicht nur einer Abgrenzung oder 
einer Kontrolle der Mobilität, sondern markieren symbolhaft 
Zugehörigkeit. Giovanna Marconi betont die Bedeutung von „Transit-
städten“ als Knotenpunkte transnationaler Wanderungsbewegungen 
und zeigt am Beispiel Tijuana/ Mexiko und Istanbul/ Türkei die Her-
ausforderungen städtischer Inklusion für langfristig „gestrandete“ 
Einwanderer. Am Beispiel der zwischen Serben und Kosovoalbanern 
geteilten Stadt Mitrovice im Kosovo zeigen Rossana Poblet und Natalie 
Mitchell die Konfliktlinien entlang ethnischer Grenzen auf sowie 
Versuche zur Überwindung dieser physisch-räumlichen Spaltung 
durch Enteignung und Landverteilung. Heidrun Friese beleuchtet am 
Beispiel der italienischen Mittelmeerinselinsel Lampedusa wider-
sprüchliche Verständnisse von Gastfreundschaft im Konflikt um eine 
Positionierung von Flüchtlingen als Fremde zwischen Freund und 
Feind. Philippe Rekacewicz porträtiert Afrika als Territorium innerer 
Migrationen und Abwanderungsbewegungen in die „sanktuarisierten 
Territorien“. Diese reagieren mit Abschottung und Abschiebung, 
während die Gründe für die Emigration nicht zuletzt in den globalen 
Wirtschaftsstrukturen liegen. Karten dieser Wechselbeziehungen 
und der Fluchtrouten zweier Afrikaner eröffnen einen Blick auf 
sichtbare und unsichtbare Grenzen der Welt. Cecilia Giusti und 
Suk-Kyung Kim beschreiben am Beispiel der informellen Siedlungen 
mexikanischer Zuwanderer an der texanischen Grenze zu Mexiko, 
wie dortige Kleinunternehmen zum lokalen Wirtschaftswachstum 
beitragen und Arbeitsplätze schaffen und wie sie dadurch bedeut-
sam für die Planung grenznaher Nachbarschaften in Texas werden. 
Michael Waibel und Andreas Gravert zeigen auf, wie Industriezonen 
in den städtischen Peripherien Vietnams eine Anbindung an westli-
che Märkte herstellen, die dort informell lebenden Arbeitsmigranten 
jedoch vom städtischen Sozialsystem ausgeschlossen bleiben. 
Mit Blick auf den Großraum von Ho Chi Minh-City hinterfragen die 
Autoren die Motive der staatlichen Ausgrenzungspolitik im Zusam-
menspiel mit Interessen transnationaler Unternehmen. Enkeleda 
Kadriu verweist am Beispiel der Migrationsbewegungen während 
der politischen Transformation in Albanien auf daraus erwachsende 
neue Aufgaben für staatliche und nicht-staatliche Akteure.

Beim Blick auf diese Vielzahl konfliktiver Grenzterritorien und 
betroffener Bevölkerungsgruppen werden auch Chancen zur Gren-
züberwindung und territorialen Neuordnung, zur Integration und zur 
Entstehung neuer Identitäten sichtbar. An dieser Perspektive in eine 
offenere und tolerantere urbane Zukunft ist uns gelegen.

Kathrin Golda-Pongratz and Astrid Ley
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Walling Borders: an Achievement or Sign of Failure?

Daniela Vicherat Mattar

Mauern sind wieder en vogue. Sie erfüllen dabei einen zweifachen Zweck: Als Versuch 
intra-urbane Konflikte zu beschwichtigen sowie als Mittel zur nationalen Abschottung und als 
Schlichtungsversuch zwischenstaatlicher Auseinandersetzung. In beiden Fällen dienen Mauern 
dazu, Unterschiedlichkeit baulich Rechnung zu tragen mittels der Integration und Exklusion 
bestimmter Bevölkerungsteile. Als innerstädtische Abgrenzung dienen Mauern zur Abschottung 
von ethnischen und/oder religiösen Gruppen wie beispielsweise in Belfast zwischen Katholiken 
und Protestanten oder in Bagdad zwischen Sunniten und Schiiten. Sie werden aber auch zur 
sozioökonomischen Segregation eingesetzt wie zum Beispiel bei den ummauerten Favelas in Rio 
de Janeiro oder bei der Ummauerung eines Migrantenviertels in Padua. Als zwischenstaatliche 
Grenze dienen Mauern der Kontrolle von Mobilität und Einwanderung. Prominente Beispiele 
der letzten Jahre sind die Grenzen zwischen USA und Mexiko, Nord und Süd Korea oder die 
spanischen Enklaven Ceuta und Melilla in Marokko. Sowohl innerstädtischen wie zwischenstaat-
lichen Mauern sind gemeinsam, dass sie nicht nur Sicherheitsinteressen verfolgen, sondern 
Mitgliedschaft symbolhaft markieren. Mauern können aber auch fallen wie Berlin beweist. Oftmals 
bedeutet die Aufhebung der physischen Barriere jedoch nicht, dass es seelisch und mentalitäts-
mäßig eine Annäherung gibt. Ihre Präsenz lebt in der geistigen Abgrenzung und der Konstituierung 
des „Anderen“ fort – die vielbenannte „Mauer in den Köpfen“ ist noch nicht überwunden. 
Dennoch verstärkt eine bauliche Ummauerung bestehende Ungleichheit und Diskriminierung und 
unterbindet von vornherein jegliche Möglichkeit zur Überbrückung von ethnischen, religiösen, 
politischen oder sozioökonomischen Differenzen.

Even the strongest defenders of the globalised world 
and network society would agree in a simple statement: 
borders create order.1 The existence and enforcement of 
borders defines the belonging and identification feelings 
and narratives attached to a given spatiality. As a result, 
the polity this given spatiality encompasses is able to 
articulate institutional and social mechanisms to translate 
the affiliations and memberships of the individuals – all 
mechanisms that underpin and validate the (re)production 
of inclusion and exclusion dynamics (Newman 2006). To 
physically attain these purposes, it seems that walls are 
in vogue again. In various forms and sizes, and also in 
response to different justifications, old and new walls are 
being erected to control and contain populations and their 
mobility, access capacities and possible interactions. To 
achieve sought-after security and shelter, or to exclude 
those who are signified as a threat (depending on which side 
of the wall-line one stands), walls keep on being used to 
produce the social and physical order that borders embed.

Walls are man-made borders often either built in order 
to solve and contain existing conflicts or as an actual 
reflection and reinforcement of such conflicts. As a divisive 
line, walls serve to keep people in as much as to keep 
people out. Walls are a brutal exhibition and display of 
power, concrete as well as symbolic: whereas for some 
they might signify security and regularity, freedom 
and protection, for others they bluntly represent 
exclusion, marginalisation and stigmatisation.

Even if throughout history the construction of walls has 
proven to be a less than efficient means of containing 
conflicts, the inclination to solve problems following 
strategies that separate and divide the confronting 
parts – both at micro and macro levels – prevails. The 
most evident physical form of such strategies is reflected 
in the contemporary prevalence of walls; the examples in 
Belfast, Jerusalem and Baghdad, or the walls built on the 
US-Mexican border or between North and South Korea, 
are among the most conspicuous ones. When walling, in 
these examples and others the pursuit for order operates 
on a twofold, non-exclusive scale: on the one hand, as 
devices to pacify intra-urban conflicts, and on the other as 
instruments to set ownership claims over land when used 
to mediate at inter-state relations. Indeed, in what follows 
I sketch how, at both levels, walls are implemented as a 
concrete measure to accommodate existing differences 
through integration and segregation dynamics embedded 
in the contingent justification used for building a wall.

Inter-state walls and the fortification 
of the “borderless world” 

When erected in order to mediate the existing conflicts 
between states, walls serve to control the mobility of the 
populations, particularly in relation to undesired migration 
(in terms of both illegal immigration and population drain). 
The construction of a wall allows the state behind its promo-
tion to set a sovereignty claim over the land that may well be 

1
For debates regarding the 
questions of borders as re-
flection of national identities 
and their accurate or not 
representation through state 
formations, see Donnan and 
Wilson (1999). For debates 
about globalisation and the 
(ir)relevance of borders, see 
Balibar (2003), Nicol and 
Townsend-Gault (2005).
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under dispute – examples in this regard are numerous, and 
include the border walls that are being built between Mexico 
and the USA, between Morocco and Spain, and between 
Morocco and the Western Sahara. Further examples include 
the wall Israel is building along the occupied territories in 
Palestine (well beyond the limits set by the Green Line), the 
wall separating India and Pakistan in the disputed Kashmir 
region, the wall dividing North and South Korea, and the 
wall that used to divide the Greek and Turkish populations in 
Cyprus. What all the examples have in common, in spite of 
the divergent histories that led to their construction, is the 
extent to which these walls are still used as valid, material 
security devices and symbolic mechanisms to demarcate 
a national territory and its legitimate members. Thus, as 
a device to set a membership criterion, the walls situate 
the individuals inhabiting these lands within a hierarchy of 
membership that exists by virtue of the limit set by the walls.

The erected walls physically reflect a membership criterion 
that projects two different national-state narratives over a 
common territory. The presence of the given wall clarifies 
the match between a logic of territorial belonging and 
land ownership. In this way it situates two collective social 
narratives in order to legitimise the existing divisions 
and distinctions embedded in the wall, which emerge in 
order to respond to the categorisation of one or the other 
side as being threatened or victimised by the other.

Much has been said about the fortification of the developed 
and wealthy north-west in order to stop the flow of 
migrants from less developed countries from the south-east 
(Andreas and Snyder 2000, Neill and Schwedled 2007). 
Clearly, there has been an increased securitisation in terms 
of performance and border-control devices displayed in 
border regions in order to restrain civilians’ mobility, to 
stop illegal immigration, to maintain the power of an often 
authoritarian political regime, or to secure (illegal) territorial 
expansion. The examples are numerous and are normally 
accompanied by the display of excessive material and 
human resources invested in order to maintain the practice 
of spatial/human segmentation produced by walling: since 
1953, more than 1,114,000 soldiers have been employed 
to patrol the 241 km wall that divides the conflict zone 
between North and South Korea; since 1994, a wall has 
been being built across some segments of the 1,200 km 
Mexico–USA border in order to control illegal immigration 
with an estimated display of 12,000 effectives assigned 
just to patrol the border; between 1980 and 1986, a wall 
called the Berm was built along 2,000 km of the Western 
Sahara to keep the Polisario Front under control; and in 1998 
and 2001 respectively, with financial support from the EU 
Spain encircled its enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla so as to 
keep illegal immigration from northern Africa under control 
(Novosseloff and Neisse 2007). These and other examples 
are not only numerous, but also surprisingly current.

Whatever the argument behind the construction of a 
wall – be it nationalist, socio-cultural, political, economic or 
security based – the final aim of such a wall is to (re)create 
purified spaces as envisioned by those who trace the divide 
and make it concrete. This purification of territory works in 
a twofold way: it clearly states the qualities of those who 
are accepted inside the wall perimeter, but also stigma-
tises those who are kept outside. Much aligned with the 

Schimttian understanding of politics (Schmidt 1996, Mouffe 
2000, 2005) a bipolar logic – friend/enemy – is reproduced 
by the presence of a wall which tends to reify the presence 
of “the other” in the walled territory as illegitimate or as an 
expected threat. This logic not only fosters isolation and 
the understanding of the own territory – symbolically and 
physically – as pure, but it necessarily rests on the continu-
ous and apparently inevitable vilification of otherness.

The remarkable potential of this deployment of territorial 
segmentation that goes along with the walling processes 
also masks another two territorial realities that grow in 
parallel to the aim of population control and security as 
displayed by the walls. The presence of walls veils the 
vivid forms of interaction, cooperation and exchange 
that exist between civil populations on the two sides 
of the borders on the one hand, and nurtures the 
escalation of criminal forms of organisation to resist the 
wall and control traffic across them, on the other.

Intra-urban walls: walling good 
or evil, wealth or poverty?

Paradoxically, the globalisation and urbanisation of the 
planet have made evident the extent to which walls are 
an intrinsic device to the foundation of cities. Indeed, 
there are big discrepancies among classical urban 
theorists about the role walls have played in the urban 
landscape. For instance, for Max Weber (1958) walls 
were central in defining the city-space, whereas for 
Lewis Mumford (1961) the city was the result of a series 
of communication systems (Weber 1958, Mumford 1961). 
Nevertheless, both authors recognised that the presence 
of walls is essential to define the scope of the city and 
the ways in which the urban life is organised; the ways in 
which urbanity is defined. This is because walls, in their 
materiality, have not only delineated the urban landscape 
but have also symbolised the nature of the urban order.

In his works, Peter Marcuse has identified the various 
functions intra-urban walls have: they are used to fortify 
and protect the city or parts of it, to trace the limitations 
between the private/public domains, and to express the 
existence of conflicts and the impossibility of solving them 
on a discursive consensual basis. Walls are used as a means 
to divide, to categorise and to keep urban populations 

 ▲
Figure 1: Fence around 
Melilla (Source: Dutzi, A., 
in Novosseloff and Neisse 
2007:157)
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under control. Thereby they define the scope of the daily 
activities of the residents and their adjustment (or lack of 
adjustment) to existing institutional segregation patterns 
(Marcuse 1989, 1993, 1994, Marcuse and van Kempen 
2000, 2002). In sum, walls demarcate, they chart the city 
fabric, they shape people’s civic spirit and engagements, 
they draw the frontier between friends/enemies, and 
they define the terms and conditions of any possibility 
and form of social (inter) actions and civil collaboration.

When operating as intra-urban devices, walls are erected 
to separate conflicting populations. The conflicts are of 
course context-driven, and more often than not echo a 
divergent narrative on each side of the wall line: in Belfast, 
for example, inhabitants of Loyalist quarters claim the 
peace-lines, built since the end of the 1960s, serve to 
keep two ethnic and religious populations aside, while 
the view of the Nationalists tends rather to stress the 
presence of the wall as a reflection of the political struggle 
that keeps populations confronted even today. Another 
aspect that is recurrently walled within cities is wealth and 
poverty, as is demonstrated by the guarded and walled 
wealthy gated communities or the recent walls projected 
to encircle parts of the favelas in Rio de Janeiro, Buenos 
Aires or Padua. Either as instrument to state ethnic, 
religious, national or socio-economic differences, what 
such walls de facto do when erected is to create and 
reproduce ghettoes, with the consequent stigmatisation of 
its populations, within the unity given by one city-space.

Against the Aristotelian claim that no city can exist without 
diversity, walls are built to separate people who are “alike” 
from those who are not. The walls reinforce a hostile 
attitude and predisposition towards “the other” – “the 
other” being understood as a specific human other whose 

national, religious, socio-economic, ethnic characteristics 
are seen as a threat or whose “world views” or “ways of 
life” as inappropriate. In the case of Belfast, this inadequacy 
is based on ethnic and religious discourses that confront 
Republicans and Nationalists, Catholics and Protestants, all 
of whom are mostly located in the north-western working 
class areas (Bew 2007, Boal 2002, Shirlow and Murtagh 
2006). In other cases, walls are erected under a broad public 
discourse of urban security and development. Examples 
here include the wall that is now being built to encircle parts 
of the Santa Marta favela in Rio de Janeiro (which is called 
an “eco-barrier” by the government since it is being justified 
as preventing the expansion of the favela into the adjacent 
Atlantic Rainforest), and the wall that was built by the city 
council of Padua in 2006 to encircle parts of the Via Agnelli 
social housing blocks, now inhabited mostly by immigrants, 
under the justification of preventing illegal activities such 
as drug trafficking and prostitution. The promotion of a safe 
environment for the legitimate city residents and the pre-
vention and control of illegal activities shows clearly how the 
rational to build walls in intra-urban areas reproduces a hier-
archy of membership within the city fabric, underpinned by 
a political strategy that reproduces the friend/enemy logic.

Under this light, walls are far from being an anachronistic 
form; instead, they intrinsically modern in giving shape and 
helping city residents to make sense of and to organise 
their daily life. Unfortunately, though, “walls permit the 
populations behind them to grow horns. They foster a 
curious disengagement with reality… [that] ‘allow[s] people 
to see what they want to see on the other side, the image 
of their enemy’” (Pullan 2004:82). Walls existing in divided 
cities such as Belfast, Baghdad or Jerusalem are clear 
examples of this vilification based on national, ethnic or 
religious bases; whereas walls built under blunt premises 

Figure 2: Belfast Falls/ 
Shankill “Peace Line” from 
the Loyalist (Shankhill) side 
(Source: Vicherat Mattar 
2009)

  ▼
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of order and security control, as in the cases of Padua 
or Rio de Janeiro, show the extent to which the “friend/
enemy” mentality also underpins the preservation of a 
socio-economic hierarchy that organises – segregating 
but unifying the city fabric – the entitlements residents 
have according to the place where they live.

Walls within cities reify a friend/enemy politico-economic 
logic based on the protection of individual rights over 
collective entitlements to the city-space. The presence 
of different forms of walling (as in the cases mentioned 
above) shows how difficult it is for planners and 
urban designers to promote the “making together of 
difference” that is at the core of the potentialities cities 
have for human development (Fainstein 2004).

Can all walls be torn down?

The celebrations of the 20 years of the fall of the Berlin 
Wall demonstrate that concrete walls can indeed be torn 
down. The problem is thus not as much the concreteness 
of the erected walls as it is the mental boundaries their 
presence embeds. Increasing inequalities and discriminatory 
practices are enforced by the presence of walls. Often, 
material walls correspond to a more general mode of 
mental walling that is enforced by access (or its denial) to 
the privileges membership entitles. The limits for possible 
inter-community collaborations or bridge-building across 
ethnic, religious, political and socio-economic divisions 
do not then rest only on the presence of the walls, but 
on the reproduction and defence of an existing system of 
social hierarchies. Hence, for the walls to be torn down 
we first need to put these hierarchies under question.

Walls certainly reflect common expectations of what is 
good and desirable for society’s development: they provide 
a stage from where to think, to project and to act either in 
inclusionary or exclusionary terms. The presence of walls 
in border regions as well as within cities makes concrete 
something that should remain porous. As is stated in the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, peoples’ mobility, 
circulation and exchange is meant to be exercised as a right 
and not a crime. Thus, it is pertinent to question, together 
with Wallerstein (Wallerstein 2006), the moral justifications 
under which walls keep on being built, in particular when the 
defence of liberal democratic principles and neoliberal eco-
nomic doctrines, based on free interaction and exchange, 
has become the driving forces of societies across the world.

The presence of both inter-state and intra-urban walls 
reflects the desire of the respective communities to remain 
physically, culturally and politically apart. The pervasive 
existence of walls reflects the failure of the state to provide 
alternative mechanisms of social integration or to set 
patterns and conditions for integration beyond the bipolar 
logic of inclusion and exclusion as imposed by a wall. If there 
is an achievement at all attained by the presence of walls, it 
is not the explicit security and control they deploy over the 
given territory, but the constant awareness of otherness 
they imply. An awareness of that might at some point reject 
the bipolar and antagonistic logic of friends and enemies for 
the sake of a “constitutive outsider”;2 it is in the awareness 
of this necessary constitution of I by an outsider that the po-
tential to transform a dividing wall into a bridging wall exists.
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Migrants Stranded at the Border of their Dream:
Learning from transit cities in Mexico and Turkey1

Giovanna Marconi

Transitmigration stellt heutzutage eine geopolitische Herausforderung dar. Eine Politik der 
Zugangsbeschränkung - die derzeitige Migrationspolitik von Westeuropa und den Vereinigten 
Staaten - wirkt sich auf die Einwanderungssituation in Anrainerstaaten aus. Während der 
politische und wissenschaftliche Diskurs zu Transitmigration einen Schwerpunkt auf die 
Herausforderungen für und die Verantwortlichkeiten durch die sogenannten „Transitländer“ legt, 
wird wenig Bezug genommen auf die Bedeutung für „Transitstädte“ als physische Knotenpunkte 
der transnationalen Wanderungsbewegungen. Diese Städte werden von Zuwandernden als Orte 
genutzt, um soziale Unterstützung und nützliche Informationen zu erhalten, anonyme Unterkunft 
und Einkommensmöglichkeiten zu finden und ihre Weiterreise zu organisieren. Allerdings ist der 
kurze Zwischenaufenthalt häufig länger als gedacht. Gestrandet an den Grenzen der Festung 
Europa oder des Amerikanischen Traums werden viele Transitmigranten zu ständigen Bewohnern. 
Dies wirkt sich auf die wirtschaftliche, soziale und räumliche Situation der betroffenen Städte 
aus. Die meisten Migranten sind mittellos und haben einen kulturellen, sozialen und religiösen 
Hintergrund, der sich stark von dem der lokalen Gesellschaft unterscheidet. Daher stellt sich ihre 
städtische Inklusion als schwierig dar und ist durch Konflikte gekennzeichnet. Hinzu kommt, dass 
ihre Lebensumstände durch ein alarmierendes Ausmaß an Marginalisierung und Vulnerabilität 
geprägt sind. Mit besonderem Bezug auf die Situation von Transitstädten wie Tijuana in Mexiko 
und Istanbul in der Türkei, weist dieser Beitrag die Herausforderungen durch die zunehmenden 
Migrationsströme nach mit denen sich viele Transitstädte konfrontiert sehen.

Transit migration is a key geopolitical issue today. The 
closed-door policies pursued in Western Europe and the 
United States impact the migration situation in neighbour-
ing countries of the global South. While political and 
academic discourse on transit migration mainly focuses on 
the challenges for, and responsibilities of, those labelled 
as “transit countries”, very little reference is made to the 
“transit cities” as physical nodes of transit routes. These 
urban areas are indeed the principal loci of international 
migration systems, used by migrants as antechambers and 
switching points where they can get useful information 
and organise their onward journey, and find anonymous 
accommodation, income opportunities, and the social 
support needed to recover from their previous migration. 
However, their stopover is frequently longer than expected. 
Stranded at the borders of the “Fortress Europe” or of their 
“American Dream”, many end up becoming permanent 
residents by default, with tangible impacts on the economic, 
social and spatial settings of supposed “transit” cities. 
These migrants often have scarce economic resources 
and their cultural, social and religious backgrounds quite 
differ from those of local residents. Therefore, their urban 
inclusion is difficult and marked by conflict, while their 
living conditions are increasingly characterised by alarming 
levels of marginalisation and vulnerability. With particular 
reference to the situation of Tijuana in Mexico and Istanbul 
in Turkey, this paper aims at exploring the challenges faced 
by the many transit cities that are confronted with growing 
migration inflows prompted by exogenous factors.

Transit migration   
a blurred and politicised issue

The concept of transit migration has been in the 
policy discourse only since the early 90s, when the 
term “transit country” emerged in the migration 
lexicon as an intermediate category alongside the 
migrants’ country of origin and destination.

Despite being increasingly used by politicians, academics 
and international agencies, no commonly agreed definitions 
for terms such as “transit migration”, “transit country” and 
“transit migrant” are available yet, nor does there exist a 
category or classification for them in international policy or 
law (DÜVELL, 2006:5). Such terminology seems to have en-
tered into the political discourse simply by force of habit, but 
is indeed highly politicised. The transit migration debate has 
two dimensions: a theoretical one, i.e. the scientific effort 
to describe an existing reality; and a political one, i.e. the dis-
cursive construction of that same reality (IÇDUYGU, 2008:8).

From the conceptual point of view, the subject is extremely 
blurred, since the “condition” under study (i.e. being in 
transit) refers to migrants’ “personal intentions” of using 
a certain country as a gateway towards another. To the 
authorities of the so-called “transit country” there is no 
such thing as a transit migrant status. Instead, a “transit 
migrant” can be classified as a tourist, a student, a visitor or 
an immigrant. A transit migrant status simply does not exist.
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Legally speaking, transit should be temporary and 
limited. However, in practice it may end up being long 
term and semi-permanent. Mainly economic and/
or political obstacles block migrants at some point 
of their trip, without immediate possibilities to reach 
their target destination or to go back home.

The boundary between transit and immigration is thus im-
possible to pinpoint, unless migrants themselves voice a de-
sire to move into the territory of a different state (DE TAPIA, 
2004:111). Target destinations such as an EU country or the 
US have extremely limited legal entry channels. Thus any 
intention to immigrate there coincides with finding an illegal 
way to cross borders. When migrants express their intention 
to move on, it would be difficult to state if their project is 
really feasible or just a dream, and thus whether they can be 
classified as transit migrants or as immigrants by default.

For these reasons, exact information on transit “experi-
ences” can be obtained only a posteriori, i.e. when the 
transit through a certain country has already happened.

Nevertheless, transit migration has not only become a 
growing concern for the European Union and the United 
States, but it is also increasingly central in their migration 
policy making. Both the phenomenon itself and its political 
construct are strongly related to the increasing securitisa-
tion of their migration regimes2. On the one hand, the 
restrictive policies and enhanced border controls of the 
EU and US cause migrant flows through countries such as 
Turkey and Mexico3; on the other, the EU and US govern-
ments’ main reaction to this process has been to exert 
strong political pressures on transit countries to take over 
responsibility for preventing the passage of migrants. This 
so-called “externalisation of migration controls” consists 
mainly in readmission agreements4, joint border patrols, 
and financial transfers for building detention centres and 
reinforcing security in the so-called transit countries.

In this context, transit-country governments have 
realised the importance of migration control as a means 
for “parallel diplomacy” (COSLOVI, 2007:234). Mexico 
drastically increased its efforts to curb transit migra-
tion in order to enter the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA) by militarising its southern border. 
It embraced the gatekeeper role with the ultimate goal 
of free movement of labour within North America as 
well as of regularisation of its irregular migrants living 
in the US. Similarly, migration management serves as a 

trump card for Turkey’s EU accession negotiations.

This seemingly creates a win-win situation for the EU 
and US by externalising migration controls, and for 
transit countries by achieving strategic objectives in 
exchange for acting as buffer zones. But this collaboration 
significantly affects the personal security of migrants. 
The increased controls are forcing growing numbers of 
migrants to take dangerous roundabout routes and to 
rely on smugglers and criminal networks to overcome 
the new obstacles, thus exposing them to high risks. 
Moreover, the devolution of migration controls to countries 
where the institutional framework is still weak and human 
rights protection not always guaranteed often leads to 
undemocratic policies and practices against migrants.

Transit routes and cities in Turkey and Mexico

Transit has transformed into an insecure type of long-term 
settlement, with growing numbers of migrants stranded 
at some point of their trip. Current academic and political 
discourse on transit migration largely focuses on the impli-
cations for, and responsibilities of, “transit countries”, but 
very little reference is made to the physical nodes of transit 
routes where migrants stop-over; namely “transit cities”.

Transit cities are places where a multitude of networks con-
verge and intersect, creating a wealth of opportunities for 
migrants. As principal loci of international migration systems, 
these cities are used as antechambers and switching points 
to obtain useful information on how to migrate further, find 
anonymous accommodation, income opportunities and the 
social support needed to recover from the previous travel, 
and to organise the onward journey (PEROUSE, 2004:71).

The largest proportion of migrants in transit through Turkey 
enters across its eastern borders. They principally arrive by 
land (by trucks, bus or even on foot) via Urva, next to the 
Syrian border, or via Van and Hakkari, respectively next to 
the Iranian and Iraqi frontiers. From there, transit migrants 
travel to Ankara with the aim of reaching the great harbours 
in the west and south-west coastal cities: Istanbul in primis, 
but also Smirne, Bodrum and Izmir. Here they stay until they 
can gather money to pay an (illegal) passage to Europe, 
principally Greece or Italy (KOPPA, 2007:1). Many migrants 
enter Turkey directly through the Istanbul airport, since the 
country still maintains a quite liberal visa regime to promote 
tourism. Some others arrive in this city after being cheated 
by smugglers who they believe will take them from Libya to 
Italy or Greece, but instead leave them on Turkish shores.

 ◀
Figure 1: Map of transit cities 
and routes in Turkey (Source: 
The author, adapted from 
google maps)

1
Most of the information used 
for this paper was collected 
by the author during field re-
search in Tijuana (Februa-
ry-May 2008) and Istanbul 
(April-May 2009). The visiting 
period in Istanbul was car-
ried out within the frame-
work of MIUM-TIE (Managing 
International Urban Migrati-
on – Türkiye, Italia, España), 
an EC-funded project invol-
ving Università Iuav di Vene-
zia, Koç University in Istanbul 
and Universidad de Cadiz.

2
Migration regime (like i.e. 
„prison regime“ or „child-
care regime“) is the bulk of 
policies adopted by a certain 
state for managing/gover-
ning a certain issue.

3
Unlike Mexico to the US, 
Turkey is not the only “transit 
country” crossed by migrant 
flows heading towards Eu-
rope: the Western Balkans, 
former CIS (Community of 
Independent States) and 
Northern Africa make up the 
so-called “transit belt” used 
by migrants as a gateway 
since the introduction of in-
creasingly restrictive policies 
by the EU and its Member 
States.

4
I.e., to return third-country 
nationals intercepted mi-
grants to transit countries. 
Unlike “repatriation” (for 
international-law states are 
obliged to accept back their 
own nationals when expelled 
by whatever state) “readmis-
sion” needs to be regulated 
by specific agreements since 
states are sovereign to deci-
de whether or not to accept 
back in their territory third-
country nationals.
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In Mexico there are several transit routes from the southern 
border with Guatemala and Belize. Most of them lead to 
Mexico City before taking different directions towards 
the north. Since motorways and other roads are highly 
patrolled, cargo trains are the most popular (and dangerous) 
means of transport. The main migration corridor starts 
in Tapachula, a city on the border with Guatemala, and 
passes through Arriaga, 270 kilometres further north. 
From there, the route branches out and leads to the 
most important cities on the Mexico-US border: Reynosa, 
Nuevo Laredo, Ciudad Juarez, Mexicali and Tijuana.

During their journeys, migrants spend considerable amounts 
of money for a variety of services, including assistance 
in evading controls at borders, clandestine transport and 
provision of false documents. Furthermore, they have to 
pay bribes and are exposed to a high risk of being robbed 
or defrauded. The last leg of the trip is usually the most 
expensive one. In the northern border cities of Mexico, 
coyotes [smugglers] charge between 1,500 and 3,500 US$ 
for “crossing to the other side”. A passage from Turkey 
to Greece costs between 1,000 and 3,000 US$. In both 
cases, migrants with the “good contacts” might pay less 
than half of those without for the same trip. Moreover, 
smugglers’ fares are proportional to the danger (in terms 
of risk of life) of the crossing. A passage to Greece by 
land, or to the US with forged documents, is much more 
expensive than going by rusty boats or walking through the 
desert. More than 5,000 migrants have died while crossing 
since the construction of the wall on the US-Mexican 
border started pushing crossing routes into dangerous 
places outside urban areas. During the same period 
(1995-2008), more than 1,000 migrants have drowned in 
the Aegean Sea in the attempt to reach Greek islands5.

Istanbul and Tijuana are two of the last stops on 
migration routes crossing Turkey and Mexico. Points 
of interface between economic, political and geopo-
litical worlds, these cities are staging posts for stays 
of varying length, hubs for international mobility.

Although local policymakers and the media stress the 
temporary, transitory character of transit migration, and 
despite migrants themselves intending to use these 
cities just as transit points, a sort of funnel effect for 
migration flows is observable. Due to the tremendous 
difficulties in moving on, an increasing proportion 

of migrants become permanent settlers. They form 
additional vulnerable groups in contexts where urban 
poverty, as well as social and spatial exclusion and 
marginalisation, is spreading among the local population.

There is an absolute lack of data on the urban dimension 
of transit migration. Together with tens of thousands 
of Mexicans heading towards the US, an average of 
10,000 international migrants is believed to arrive in 
Tijuana each year. They are mainly Central Americans 
from Honduras, Guatemala and El Salvador, but they 
also come from South America (mostly Argentina, 
Colombia and Peru), the Caribbean and, to a lesser extent, 
Asia (principally China and Korea) and Africa. The San 
Diego Sector of the US Border Patrol apprehends on 
average 1,350 “Other Than Mexican” (OTMs) a year.6

Around 15 to 25 percent of all apprehended irregular 
migrants in Turkey are caught in Istanbul. Migration flows 
heading toward this city are mixed, comprising asylum 
seekers, economic migrants and people in transit. These 
categories are hardly separable. Since Turkey still lacks 
immigration policies, looking for asylum is almost the only 
option for obtaining some kind of document legitimising 
a temporary stay. Economic migrants are principally from 
the former Soviet Republics, who use tourist visas to 
work periodically in Istanbul. Among asylum seekers and 
transit migrants, Iraqis and Afghans appear to be top of 
the list, followed by Iranians, Pakistanis and Bangladeshis 
(IÇDUYGU, 2003:18). Other origins include Asia (in particular 
India, Sri Lanka and the Philippines), West Africa (especially 
Nigeria, Ghana and Sierra Leone), and East Africa (Somalia, 
Eritrea). Interestingly, the number of Maghrebians using 
Turkey as transit country has also increased in recent 
years, indicating that many migrants are forced to 
take long roundabout routes to “Fortress Europe”.

The living conditions and survival 
mechanisms of migrants in transit cities

Despite the growing number of foreigners living in Tijuana, 
making up 1.1 percent of the total population,7 their 
presence is nearly invisible. For instance, the Chinese 
community of 9 thousand people prefers to keep a low 
profile to the point that in the 2000 census no Chinese 
were registered among Tijuana’s residents. Their presence 
is visible only by the 250 Chinese restaurants in the city 
(ALEGRÍA, 2005:236). Instead, pretending to be Mexican is 
the most adopted strategy of Latin American migrants, both 
for crossing the US border and when settling in the Mexican 
city. Since Mexico did not sign a readmission agreement 
with the US, being apprehended by a US border patrol 
would mean being repatriated to their country of origin 
while, pretending to be Mexican, migrants might just be 
sent back to Tijuana where they stay until they can organise 
another attempt at crossing. For those who end up settling 
in Tijuana irregularly, the easiest ways to avoid migration 
controls is to get a forged Mexican ID and smoothly mix in 
with the local population or to simply vanish by living in the 
widespread squats and working in the informal market.

Stranded migrants are fewer in Istanbul in relation to the 
huge population of the Turkish metropolis (up to 13 million). 
However, they are much more visible since their racial, 

5
For Mexico-US, data were 
provided during an interview 
with Scalabrinian Missiona-
ries of Tijuana’s “House of 
Migrants” on 21st of March 
2008, in occasion of the pro-
cession they organise each 
Good Friday along Tijuana’s 
streets to publicly denounce 
how many migrants have 
died during the crossing 
attempt.

6
Data from US Border Patrol. 
A total of 12,199 OTMs were 
intercepted in San Diego 
Sector from the year 2000 
to 2007.

7
In 2005 a total of 16,784 
foreigners (excluding US citi-
zens) were estimated to live 
in the city, out of a total po-
pulation of nearly 1.5 million 
(Alegria, 2005). This number 
is in reality much higher, 
but any assessment of how 
many transit migrants leave 
or stay in the city is impos-
sible.

 ▲
Figure 2: Map of transit cities 
and routes in Mexico (Sour-
ce: The author, adapted from 
google maps)



11TRIALOG 101 2-2009

linguistic and religious background is quite different from 
that of Turkish people. Xenophobia, racism and fear spread 
among natives, especially the low-income population, 
because these newcomers are “different” and perceived 
as undesirable competitors for scarce resources.

Migrants in Istanbul tend to concentrate in few degraded 
neighbourhoods in central districts, contributing to the 
existing urban fragmentation. For instance, up to 2,000 
Africans are estimated to live in Kumkapi, a neighbourhood 
within the historical peninsula mainly inhabited by Kurds, 
who constitute themselves a highly excluded minority. Many 
other Africans settled in Tarlabaşı and Kurtuluş, two neigh-
bourhoods within the central Beyoğlu district where Iraqi 
refugees also cluster. The building stock of these areas is in 
a state of decay. Miserable lodgings in narrow basements 
are rented to migrants for a far higher price than Turkish 
people would pay. As a result migrants live in very unhealthy 
and overcrowded conditions in order to share costs.

These neighbourhoods are strategic places not just for find-
ing anonymous accommodation, but also for the opportuni-
ties they offer to get into contact with both providers of em-
ployment as well as with the smuggling networks. However, 
due to their undocumented status and lack of knowledge 
of the Turkish language, most migrants just find sporadic 
underpaid occupation in the construction or textile sectors. 
In many cases middlemen take up to 20 percent from their 
already poor wages, and frequently migrants are not paid 
at all for their work. For many these earnings are barely 
sufficient to pay for their daily necessities. Hence it is highly 
improbable that they will be able to save up the amount 
required to pay the passage to their target destination.

Those with family or friends in Europe, or those 
whose relatives at home still have some savings, 
might rely on regular or forfeit sums they collect from 
money transfer agencies, a type of service that is 
booming in transit cities. All the others get stranded 
in a limbo in which they barely manage to survive.

Immigration by default, prompted by exogenous factors 
rather than by a real potential of transit cities to absorb 
migrant workers, confronts local governments with an 
entirely new set of complex social and legal issues for which 
they are unprepared, and often unwilling, to cope. Both 
in Istanbul and Tijuana international migration takes place 
in the total absence of explicit public policies addressing 
migrant needs. Their access to housing and employment 
is essentially based on social networks, while access 
to fundamental rights such as health and educational 
services usually depends on the goodwill of public officers. 
The only formal support for transit migrants comes from 
civil society organisations and international NGOs.

In the Mexican city the main service provided is temporary 
shelter. There are several hostels for migrants next to 
“the wall”, the principal ones run by Catholic organisa-
tions. On average, 15 to 20 percent of migrants hosted 
in these structures are of foreign origin. Some of these 
organisations are associated into the Coalición pro 
defensa del migrante (Coalition for Migrant Protection), 
which advocates migrant rights and often coordinates 
with international NGOs to address migrant needs.8

In Istanbul the situation is different. Since the government 
prefers to avoid interference from outsiders in domestic af-
fairs, local offices of international organisations such as the 
International Organisation for Migration (IOM) and the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) have 
restricted autonomy. Also, Turkish NGOs still have a low 
profile (PEROUSE, 2004:80). The most active stakeholders 
on the ground are those linked to Catholic, Protestant and 
Evangelical churches participating in the Istanbul Interparish 
Migrant Program (IIMP). Although not legally recognised as 
a proper association, local authorities turn a blind eye to 
the IIMP’s activities, since it provides essential services for 
which the government is not intentioned to take responsibil-
ity. IIMP offers migrants help in terms of health assistance, 
material resources (food and clothes), information and 
legal aid. It also runs a course for migrant mothers and their 
children and organises computer or language classes.

The side effects of externalisation policies

As a result of US and EU pressures for filtering 
unwanted migration, local authorities in transit countries 
have been compelled to introduce new prohibitions, 
restrictions and controls, often with no other rel-
evant result than to exacerbate the vulnerability of 
migrants and worsen their living conditions.

The role of Tijuana as US gatekeeper is palpable: 
migration controls are strict at all the main points of 
entry to the city from the south, namely the motorway 
tollbooth, the central bus station and the airport. Since 
a “migratory station” for detaining irregular migrants 
was built in 2003, more than 10 thousand foreigners 
have been jailed there before being deported.

In Turkey, apprehension of migrants is irregular and 
varies according to the advances and setbacks in 
negotiations for accessing the EU. Also, in Istanbul there 
is a detention centre for migrants called a “guest house”. 

 ◀
Figure 3: Kumkapi neigh-
bourhood in Istanbul (Sour-
ce: Marconi)

8
For instance, from 2005 
to 2008 the French NGO 
Medicins du Monde (MdM, 
Doctors of the World) ran a 
project promoting the right 
of migrants to health. They 
provided medical assistance 
to migrants hosted in hostels 
in both Tijuana and Mexicali 
(the two border cities in Baja 
California State), as well as in 
a health centre placed in San 
Ysidro international crossing 
point, where more than 
200,000 irregular migrants 
are deported from the US 
each year (data released by 
researchers of El Colegio de 
la Frointera Norte, Tijuana, 
based on the Survey on Mi-
gration along the Northern 
Mexican Border – EMIF – 
they produce). From May 
2006 to May 2007 MdM assi-
sted 1,164 migrants, 17% of 
them foreigners (data provi-
ded by Stéphane Vinhas, Mi-
grants’ Health Project Coor-
dinator, during an interview 
in Tijuana on 26 March 2008).
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In 2007, 9,250 irregular migrants were apprehended in 
the city (ERDER, KAŞKA, 2003:23; AAVV 2008:57).

In these contexts it is difficult to limit corruption, abuse 
of power and extortion against migrants by authorities. 
Within a globalised attitude of criminalising undocumented 
migration, local police in transit cities feel almost legitimised 
to take excessive action. Victims fear deportation if 
they defend themselves. Given the ensured impunity, 
the exploitation of the irregular situation of migrants is 
a common practice. For instance in Istanbul, African 
migrants living in the Tarlabaşi neighbourhood have 
self-imposed a sort of curfew: they generally remain in 
their shanty lodgings after 8 p.m. in order to avoid police 
harassment. In Tijuana the situation is similar. Nearly every 
day police comb the streets in front of migrant hostels 
threatening those found without documents with arrest.

Nevertheless, Tijuana is also an outstanding example of 
advocacy for migrant rights. It has been widely documented 
that corrupt police officials perpetuate an alarming number 
of abuses on transit migrants. As a consequence, a special 
corps was created in 1990 with the explicit mandate of 
protecting migrants. This pioneer practice, consisting of a 
migrant-aid and rescue group known as “grupo beta” which 
patrols risky areas of the city along the border, has been 
replicated in several other transit cities in Mexico. Further-
more, Tijuana hosts an office of the National Commission 
on Human Rights, which has filed several complaints 
against the municipality. Also, the Coalición pro defensa 
de migrantes monitors abuses against migrants and keeps 
record of, and gives visibility to, the hundreds of migrants 
who have lost their lives while attempting to cross the US 
border. A never-ending line of white crosses — personalised 
with the name, age, and place of origin of the people who 
have died — is hung along the border fence between 
Tijuana and San Diego, a visual silent indictment bearing 
witness to the side effects of zero-immigration policies.

Conclusions

Two antithetical, highly symbolic, physical marks strongly 
distinguish the urban space of Tijuana and Istanbul: the 
entire northern border of Tijuana is a wall where the vast, 
unplanned, dispersed urban area comes to an abrupt 
and artificial end. In contrast, the bridges across the 
Bosporus, which connect Istanbul’s Asian and European 
sides, link de facto two continents and are broadly used 
as metaphor for bridging civilisations. For migrants in 
transit, these cities often become their last stop.

Forced by circumstances to spend longer and longer 
periods in would-be transit cities, migrants live and work in 

precarious situations, vulnerable to being deprived of even 
the most fundamental rights such as adequate housing, 
freedom to meet in public spaces, access to healthcare 
services, or safe and respectable working conditions.

Local governments are still not fully aware of this increasing 
presence. Policy makers need evidence of the potential of 
international migration as an important contribution to the 
social and economic dynamism of their cities. And they 
also need to understand the costs of failing to manage 
increasingly diverse urban societies, especially in terms of 
the decay in civic values and social cohesion. The arrival 
of new groups of migrants might have strong impacts on 
the behaviour of the urban population, fluctuating between 
solidarity and rejection, which may sometimes be violent.

Due to their limited legal, financial and institutional 
capacities, transit cities are generally unprepared to deal 
with these issues and need help to address the situation. 
However, national rather than human security has been, 
up to now, the main concern of the EU and the US, while 
transit countries have exploited the situation in order to 
promote other political objectives. On both sides, the 
actions taken have not been directed at assisting local 
stakeholders in making informed choices, but rather at 
influencing their policies with the aim of curbing irregular 
flows. The cost of all this is ultimately paid mainly by 
migrants and by the societies “hosting” them.
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The Challenges of Spatial Planning in a Divided City: 
Mitrovica
Rossana Poblet and Natalie Mitchell

Die Stadt Mitrovice im Kosovo ist in vielfältiger Weise von Migrationsprozessen und ethnischen 
Grenzen geprägt, die mit dem gewaltsamen Konflikt von 1999 in Verbindung stehen. Seither ist 
die Stadt entlang des Flusses Iber geteilt und die Brücke über den Fluss ist zum Symbol für die 
Spaltung des Kosovo geworden. Im südlichen Teil leben überwiegend Kosovoalbaner, während im 
Norden überwiegend Serben leben, von denen 5000 bis 7000 als intern Vertriebene gelten. Auch 
eine Volksgruppe von 8000 Roma ist zersplittert und vertrieben worden. Der folgende Beitrag 
zeichnet ein Bild von den unterschiedlichen Konflikten in Mitrovica und von deren physisch-
räumlichen Auswirkungen und beschreibt, in welcher Weise örtliche Behörden diesen Konflikten 
begegnen. Am Umgang mit Enteignungsprozessen und Anstrengungen zur Landverteilung und 
–rückgabe werden die Probleme dieser geteilten Stadt besonders deutlich sichtbar.

“…There were times when the peninsula seemed 
truly large, with enough space for everyone: for 
different languages and faiths, for a dozen peoples, 
states, kingdoms and principalities… but times 
changed” - Ismael Kadare, Elegy for Kosovo

Could those times come back?

Introduction

Throughout history, Kosovo1 has been part of different cul-
tures and territories which allowed diverse communities to 
live under common systems; nevertheless this strength also 
produced conflicts and disputes affecting the development 
of the region and the relationships between those communi-
ties. The latest conflict, caused by economical2, political and 
ethnic tensions between the former Federal Republic of Yu-
goslavia and Kosovo, ended after NATO intervention in 1999 
when the territory came under the interim administration of 
the United Nations Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) in accordance 
with the United Nations Security Council Resolution 1244. 
Under that legal umbrella, the European Union Rule of Law 
Mission in Kosovo (EULEX) has taken a leading role since 
December 2008. Nevertheless, even under these interna-
tional efforts, Kosovo is still a very sensitive place where any 
tension can originate a new conflict, especially in regions 
with multiethnic compositions and different interests.

The city of Mitrovica is an emblematic example of a rich 
place that was born around mining exploitation but that 
has lost its core since the end of the conflict. The city is 
now a place with economical, physical, environmental 
and social problems that is divided by the Mitrovica 
Bridge, an iconic symbol of the Kosovo division. Many 
organisations and authorities have tried to create common 
projects to develop it, but Mitrovica is still under two 
different views: the northern one dominated by Kosovo 
Serbs, and the southern one dominated by Kosovo 
Albanians. Both of them are trying to live and survive 
under very difficult conditions. This document will review 

1
Kosovo is located in the 
Balkans and has the city 
of Pristina as capital. It is 
bordered by Macedonia to 
the south, Albania to the 
west, the region of Central 
Serbia to the north and east, 
and Montenegro to the nor-
thwest (see figure 1).

2
Kosovo has one of the most 
under-developed economies 
in Europe and was the poo-
rest province of former Yu-
goslavia. The average annual 
per capita income is $2,300. 
One out of every four people 
who live in extreme poverty 
in Kosovo lives in the city of 
Mitrovica. Unemployment 
levels in the city have been 
estimated as high as 70%.

Figure 1: Map of Kosovo, 
Source: UN 1999

  ▼
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the challenges faced to develop a city under post-conflict 
effects affected by new compositions of population.

Mitrovica, located approximately 40 km north of Pristina, 
covers a total area of 350 square kilometres, and consists 
of the major town and 49 villages inhabited by different 
communities3. The Ibar River, which originates in Mon-
tenegro and passes through Mitrovica on its way from the 
mountains to the Black Sea, divides the town and, since 
the Kosovo conflict, the people too. The Mitrovica Bridge, 
in the background of the different tensions between north 
and south Mitrovica, has become a symbol of the disputes 
between Serbia and Kosovo4 (see Figure 2). No other place 
in Europe combines the consequences of deindustrialisa-
tion, pollution and ethnic tension quite like this area. For 
years, the Mitrovica region (formed by Zubin Potok, Zvecan, 
Mitrovica, and other municipalities) generated wealth both 
for the state and region thanks to its deposits of gold, silver, 
lead and zinc. The valuable mineral reserves exploited in 
this region contributed to the different empires and regimes 
posted in this region (Warrander/Knaus, 2007; see Figure 3).

A total population in Mitrovica is difficult to ascertain 
due to the lack of a census and the displacement of 
people; however it is estimated that Mitrovica south, 
predominantly Kosovo Albanian, has an overall population 
of approximately 110,000, including the presence of the 
Bosniak, Turkish, Roma, Ashkali, Egyptian and Gorani 
communities. Mitrovica north, predominantly Kosovo 
Serb, has approximately 20,000 inhabitants, made up of 
17,000 Kosovo Serbs (5,000 to 7,000 of whom are internally 
displaced persons [IDPs]) and 3,000 members of other 
communities (Kosovo Albanians, Bosniak, Roma, Ashkali 
and Egyptian). Several Turkish and Bosniak families live on 
both sides of the river, while the pre-1999 Roma popula-
tion (approximately 8,000) of south Mitrovica has been 
displaced to the northern municipalities, Montenegro, 
Serbia proper and several countries in Europe5. All these 
communities have been affected dramatically by the conflict 
and have had to create new employment and income-
earning activities to survive since the prior main economic 
activity of the town has disappeared (see Figure 3).

Living conditions and development in Mitrovica

Until a few years ago, there were checkpoints and fences 
controlling the access to north Mitrovica and across the 
Ibar River. In north Mitrovica, the few Kosovo Albanians 
lived in enclaves and the Roma/Ashkali/Egyptians (RAE) 
communities lived in potentially polluted former barracks or 
in informal settlements. No Kosovo Serbs were living in the 
south of the city. During the last few years the situation has 
improved, however freedom of movement is still limited.

This current picture of Mitrovica is in contrast to the way this 
area was conceived. The Mitrovica region was modernised 
and developed on the back of the Trepca Company6, which 
directly or indirectly provided most of the region’s employ-
ment. Trepca was an industrial complex built up around 
the local lead and zinc mines and processing facilities. It 
provided Mitrovica with a proud industrial identity shared 
by Serbs and Albanians and other ethnicities alike. By 2000, 
however, poor management and a continuous history of 
over-employment combined with the effects of the Kosovo 
conflict led the company to almost entirely cease produc-
tion. With mountains of debt and unresolved property 
disputes, the future of Trepca is now extremely uncertain. 
The result is a one-company town without its company7.

Today, living standards in Mitrovica are sustained by salaries 
and transfers from different sources such as the Kosovo 
consolidated budget, the budget of the Republic of Serbia, 
the international community, and remittances from the 
Kosovo Albanian diaspora. These external sources of income 
are the only life support for the post-industrial community.

Land administration and property related issues

Kosovo’s history has had several different stages of land 
administration. During Ottoman rule from 1389, there was 
a legal system of land ownership under the Sharia and 
specific state laws. These were recorded on instruments 
called “tapias” (titles), but there was no cadastre as such. 
Under Turkish rule in the 17th century, Albanians became 
the major ethnic group; there was a system of common law 
based upon institutions such as clan ownership in addition 
to the Ottoman institutions. Gradually state institutions 
replaced this common law. Serbian, and then Yugoslav, 

3
Organization for Security 
and Cooperation in Europe, 
Mitrovicë/Mitrovica Profile, 
April 2008

4
On February 17 2008, Ko-
sovo declared unilateral 
independence from Serbia. 
Currently, there are more 
than 60 UN member states 
recognising Kosovo as in-
dependent. However, there 
is staunch opposition to 
the declaration from other 
countries such as Russia and 
Serbia itself. Serbia intends 
to seek international validati-
on and support for its stance 
that the 2008 Kosovo decla-
ration of independence is 
„illegal“ at the International 
Court of Justice. 

5
Organization for Security 
and Co-operation in Europe, 
Mitrovicë/Mitrovica Profile, 
April 2008

6
Mining and metallurgic eco-
nomic activities have a long 
history in the municipalities 
of Mitrovica and Zvecan. Sin-
ce 1926, the Trepca mining 
company significantly con-
tributed to the development 
of Mitrovica town, which 
grew up around the factory. 
In 1999, the factory emplo-
yed approximately 15,000 
workers.

 ▲
Figure 2: Picture new Born 
(Rossana Poblet)

Figure 3: Industrial sites in 
kosovo (Source: Kosovo Hu-
manitarian Community Infor-
mation Center 2002)
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ruled from 1913, and provided the basis for the current 
cultural and ethnic landscape. In 1930, a land-book system 
became law but it was never implemented in southern 
Yugoslavia, including Kosovo (the land book tried to define 
ownership and introduced systematic recording of land 
rights) (ANDERSON/ONKALO, 2004). In 1945, as a result of 
nationalisation, property was declared socially owned and 
much private land and property was transferred to Socially 
Owned Enterprises (SOE). In 1999, 43% of the property was 
either socially owned enterprise (SOE) or publicly owned 
enterprise (POE). Residential property fell into two primary 
categories: private single-family homes, which were located 
mainly on the outskirts of towns and in rural areas, and 
socially owned apartments, which up to the early 1990s 
constituted the primary source of residential housing. These 
apartments were built and administered by either SOEs or 
POEs and were allocated to employees of these enterprises 
to meet their housing needs. They were subsidised by 
obligatory contributions from employee salaries. Employees 
were allocated permanent rights of use over these apart-
ments, known as “occupancy rights”, which were statutory 
rights that derived from the Law on Housing Relations. This 
regime by and large accommodated the housing needs 
of different ethnic groups in urban areas until the loss of 
autonomy in 1989. Then a state of emergency was declared 
and legislation in Kosovo was replaced by new Serbian leg-
islation. Many Kosovo Albanians were dismissed from their 
positions in public companies and lost their property rights 
to their socially owned apartments, which were reallocated 
to Kosovo Serbs. As a result of these developments, it was 
primarily the Serb occupancy-right holders who were in a 
position to convert their occupancy rights into ownership 
rights. They could do this by purchasing the apartment from 
the allocation-right holder under the privatisation process 
introduced by the Law on Housing in 1992. Also, legislation 
designed to limit real-estate transaction was enacted, 

namely the Law on Changes and Supplements on the Limita-
tions of Real-Estate Transactions. The object and effect of 
the law was to restrict the sale of properties from Kosovo 
Serbs to Kosovo Albanians as a means of ensuring that the 
Serb population did not decline. Some 98% of the transac-
tions presented to the Ministry of Finance were reported 
to have been rejected on this ground. Many citizens sought 
to circumvent these legislative measures and concluded 
informal unregistered property transactions which were not 
recorded in the cadastre or property records. This practice 
continued up to 1999, and gradually rendered the cadastre 
and property registration system unreliable (HPCC, 2007). 
During the 1999 conflict, many of the court books, cadastral 
records and maps were removed to Serbia proper. After the 
conflict, over 2.2 million parcels needed to be identified and 
recorded, and a high number of changes dating from the 
previous 10 years had to be registered. Many institutions 
that had existed from 1989 to 1999, but had been based in 
Belgrade, ceased to exist (this included the cadastre and 
land administration functions). Migration and displacement 
of people started to cause changes of ethnicity in different 
areas, and the right to occupy and use land was uncertain. 
The United Nations became responsible for the Kosovo 
administration in 1999, and no property transactions were 
recorded between February and October as the court 
systems were not functioning. In November 1999 an ad-hoc 
independent body was established to resolve residential 
property disputes. It was composed of the Housing and 
Property Claims Commission (HPCC) and the Housing and 
Property Directorate (HPD), both of which were mandated 
to achieve an efficient and effective resolution of claims 
concerning residential property8. The claims were divided 
into three categories: (A) individuals who lost property as 
a result of discriminatory laws, (B) individuals who entered 
into informal transactions on the basis of free will of the par-
ties from 1989 until October 1999, and (C) refugees and IDPs 

7
People or Territory? A 
proposal for Mitrovica, Eu-
ropean Stability Initiative, 
2004 (http://www.esiweb.
org/index.php?lang=en& 
id=156&document_ID=50)

8
KPA ended its mandate in 
2005, but in 2006 the Ko-
sovo Property Agency was 
established with the aim to 
receive, register and resol-
ve conflict-related claims 
(through the HPCC) including 
agricultural and commercial 
property. 

 ◀
Figure 4: Mitrovica town 
2000  (Source Kosovo Huma-
nitarian Community Informa-
tion Center 2000)
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who lost possession of their property after 24 March 1999. In 
Mitrovica, by 2004 the following claims had been registered:

Location Claims registered by HPD
Out of which identified as 
destroyed property

Mitrovica

South 1,266 600

North 1,287 260

Total 2,585 863

By 2007, the majority of claims (93.2%) were category C; 
4.2% were category A claims, while 2.6% were category 
B claims. Pristina region presented most of the claims, 
followed by Pec/Peje, Prizren, Mitrovica and Gjilan.

Challenges of spatial planning in the city

Different efforts have been made to improve the city 
conditions and to develop spatial planning in Mitrovica, 
but more than 9 years of uncertainty have resulted in low 
levels of investment and lack of ideals regarding the future 
of the city. In northern Mitrovica, there is the overwhelming 
sense of a lack of community ownership or care for the city. 
Uncertainty about the future, in this, the only urban area 
with a substantial Serbian population, has stunted economic 
growth, hampered community development, and affected 
spatial planning to the city’s detriment. Over the past few 
years, Kosovo’s economy has shown significant progress 
in transitioning to a market-based system and maintaining 
macroeconomic stability, but it is still highly dependent on 
the international community and the diaspora for financial 
and technical assistance. Remittances from the diaspora – 
located mainly in Germany and Switzerland – are estimated 
to account for about 15% of GDP, and donor-financed 
activities and aid for another 15%. Unemployment, affecting 
around 40% of the population, is a significant problem that 
encourages outward migration and black-market activity.

As you drive through the main thoroughfares, you encounter 
a jumble of ramshackle kiosks and illegal developments, 
the increasingly clogged streets being full of double-parked 
cars and abandoned wrecks. Pedestrians are forced to 
walk on the street as the corrugated iron kiosks and parked 

cars take up any spare space along the city’s once wide 
and open footpaths (picture 5). These kiosks are, however, 
an economic necessity, a required response to the need 
for shopping outlets in the formerly residentially-focused 
north. A small section of a former booming mining town 
in the centre of the Balkans that became isolated from the 
rest of the city and offers essential services and shopping 
opportunities. The state of the kiosks speaks to a level of 
confidence that traders have in the long-term prospects 
as well as the lack of capital available for anything more 
substantial. Some of these kiosks are even owned by 
third persons with influence, thus making it difficult to 
remove them since there is no real will (picture 6).

Illegal constructions which sometimes occupy areas 
reserved for public facilities, services, and infrastructure 
are also affecting the urban development, creating new 
physical conflicts in the city (picture 7). The lack of urban 
control and original documents regarding property 
facilitate the consolidation of these constructions.

Much of the substantial investment that has been seen in 
northern Mitrovica has come from either the international 
organisations with donor government funds or from the 
Serbian government. This includes the construction of 
new buildings for a Serbian-language university, student 
housing and the grand Orthodox Church on a prominent 
position on the hillside overlooking the city (see picture 5). 
At the same time, Serbia has bought small houses from 
Albanians in the Bosniak Mahalla, replacing them with big 
blocks for Serbs. This helps part of the society, but it could 
also be seen as a geopolitical strategy to change the ethnic 
composition. Independence may bring a level of certainty 
to the region, but the economic situation will take many 
years and lots of international assistance to improve9.

9
Pending Independence De-
claration Causes Tension 
in Kosovo‘s Second Largest 
City 

By Barry Wood, Mitrovica, 
Kosovo 29 January 2008 
http://www.voanews.com/
english/2008-01-29-voa76.
cfm?rss=politics “Even if 
there is no violence here af-
ter independence, the city‘s 
economy is destitute”

10
This being said, however, 
walking is still the mode 
used for the majority of trips 
in Kosovo and there is a 
challenge to avoid losing this 
pedestrian tradition.

11
Many great projects have 
been stymied due to local 
political pressure and barely 
disguised threats. This is 
partly due to the fact that 
these projects have general-
ly been financed and pushed 
forward by international 
organisations or the UNMIK 
administration, and these 
organisations are generally 
not in favour with ‘Belgrade’ 
as they are seen to support 
the Albanian majority and 
its move to independence – 
whether this is true or not.

 ▶
Table 1: Property claims re-
gisterd by the Housing and 
Property Directorate in the 
Mitrovica region by 2004, 
Source: European Stability 
Initiative, 2004

Figure 5+6: Photo by Natalie 
Mitchell

  ▼
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Informality and lack of public identification

A major issue affecting development in northern Mitrovica is 
the lack of civic pride or ownership of the city. There is a lack 
of connection or feeling of community between residents, 
and a widespread disbelief in the power of community 
action to make change for the better. People tend to be out 
for themselves and look after their own interests. As before, 
this is partly due to the lack of security and certainty sur-
rounding life here. It is not that people stay completely silent 
on issues of spatial planning, city development and mobility 
though. Many in the north complain about the traffic, pe-
destrian and parking situation. Many of these are the same 
people who park their cars on footpaths or on gardens, 
block pedestrian ramps, double park on the street blocking 
the traffic lane, and who drive when it would likely be easier, 
quicker and less stressful to walk to their destination10.

Many inhabitants of Mitrovice blame the kiosks mentioned 
above for taking up parking spaces and generally making 
the city look bad. To their credit, several plans and projects 
have been initiated by the UNMIK administration to remove 
or relocate the kiosks, but these have failed in the past 
under pressure from certain ‘political’ figures that wield their 
influence over various matters of public policy in the city11.

Community is hard to create, especially when the constitu-
ents have been thrown together in the way they have been 
here. It is a city that once boasted of being something of a 
melting pot of cultures, with people coming from around 
the region to work in the mines and factories and to share 
and create music, theatre and art. There was pride in the 
city and a vibrant lifestyle, which is now largely missing.

Now, again, there are people from around Kosovo in the 
north, but to a large extent they are internally displaced 
people (IDPs) who felt no option but to flee from their home 
towns and find shelter in the north where the majority is 
of Serbian ethnicity. The ‘original’ residents are somewhat 
reluctant to see the IDPs as locals or residents of the 
city, and some have complained that the IDPs don’t care 
about the city as much as they do, that they don’t respect 
the city. “If there is no public interest you cannot have 
spatial planning,” a colleague declared recently. While 
perhaps a little simplistic, it can be seen here in the lack 
of correct implementation of planning projects or the 
lack of respect for the proper functioning of the city.

 ◀
Figure 7: Photo by Natalie 
Mitchell

 ◀
Figure 8: Rebuilt Church 
(Photo by Natalie Mitchell)

Figure 9: Survey 2004 (Sour-
ce UNMIK)

  ▼

 ◀
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Proposals of civic education

In 2004, the UN conducted a survey with the aim to identify 
the main problems of the city and to propose actions to 
improve urban conditions (see Figure 9). Later in 2005, 
UN-Habitat implemented the Municipal Spatial Planning 
Support Programme12 with the aim to assist the preparation 
of the Municipal and Urban Development Plans in five 
municipalities in Kosovo. However, the difficult political 
situation in Mitrovica effectively ruled this out. After that, 
UN-Habitat concentrated on the more ‘neutral’ issues, such 
as on empowering civil society to get more involved in the 
planning process. The civil society was encouraged through 
NGOs to propose projects and lobby for official funding and 
to work closely with the planners and donor agencies.

Other initiatives in Mitrovica were to create a ‘Mobility 
and Transport’ working group with local and international 
professionals and civil-society representatives, including 
an expert from Novi Sad University who was in charge of 
preparing project proposals with community representatives 
regarding a new railway station, public transport provision, 
and urban design/public space in neighbourhoods.

Aside from these experiences, appropriate inclusion of 
both sides of the city has proven problematic. Neverthe-
less, a visioning workshop for the city of Mitrovica was 
organised in Skopje, Macedonia, in 2007, creating a space 
of dialogue between Serbs and Albanians. The aim of the 
visioning workshop was to bring together civil-society 
representatives and professionals from both ethnic groups 
in an effort to develop a vision for one city and one 
municipality, even if two different administrative bodies 
would manage it. The event served the double purpose 
of empowering the civil society and media within the 
field of spatial planning and improving their dialogue with 
professional planners, whilst strengthening the dialogue 
and cooperation between the north and the south.

The participants worked in groups focusing on crosscutting 
issues such as the economy, the environment and mobility, 
analyzing the current situation and developing strategies 
within each separate field of interest. It was determined 
that the topics of priority were: new economic develop-
ment; environmental quality; infrastructure and mobility; 
public services and facilities; urban quality and sense 

of identity. A common motto was adopted by the whole 
team that sums up the most important elements of their 
vision: “Mitrovica – Treasure of Kosovo. Where Crystals 
and Rivers Meet Tradition and Culture”. After this event, it 
was not possible to continue a joint work (see Figure 10).

On May 4th, 2009, the Municipal Assembly of Mitrovica 
adopted the Municipal Development Plan-MDP (see map 
Figure 11) and the Urban Development Plan-UDP (see Figure 
12) prepared by the consultants of Kosovo-based Lin-Project 
and “Metron” from Switzerland. According to the leading 
projects, both plans took into consideration the results 
of the visioning workshop held with both communities.

A forgotten minority community: 
The Roma Mahala

The word “Mahala” means settlement in Turkish language, 
and the “Roma Mahala” is an area of Mitrovica town that 
was mainly inhabited by the around 8,000 members of the 
Kosovo Roma, Ashkali and Egyptian13 (RAE) community. 
Before the war, Kosovo was the home to 120,000 to 150,000 
Roma. A first Roma presence in Kosovo has been traced 
back to the 14th century (1394) in the town of Prizren. Roma 
in Kosovo enjoyed a comparatively high living standard. They 
had their own institutions, newspapers and theatres. The 
Roma Mahala in Mitrovica was one of the oldest and largest 
Roma settlements in the region, located over approximately 
17 ha, and included around 700 houses, some small and 
makeshift, but many large and solid, and several mansions 
(see map 6). This scenery changed in June 1999 (ODHIR/
OSCE, 1999:102), just after the end of the conflict, when 
the RAE community was forcibly expelled and their homes 
looted and burned by Kosovo Albanians (see picture 13).

The residents fled from the south of Mitrovica to the north, 
others to Serbia proper, to the regional countries of the 
Balkans, and to Western Europe.14 Under these circum-
stances the United Nations and NATO housed around 600 
persons in temporary makeshift camps in north Mitrovica; in 
1999 the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) established the IDP camps Cesmin Lug (in 
the Mitrovica municipality) and Zitkovac (in the Zvecan 
municipality), and in 2001 the Kablare Barracks. These three 
camps were located within 3 km of the Trepca smelter 
and within 300 meters of two mine-tailing sites. A fourth 
camp was built at Leposavic, approximately 45 km from 
Trepca, and then a fifth camp, Osterode, used by the French 
Kosovo Force (KFOR) from 1999 until 2006, was converted 
into an IDP camp. The Kablare and Zitkovac camps were 
closed and the RAE community was relocated there.

Although the camps were built as temporary measures, 
they consolidated as permanent informal settlements due 
to the lack of rehabilitation of the former homes and lack 
of political decisions and financial means. All these factors 
extended the life of the IDP camps, which are mainly pol-
luted informal settlements poisoned by the lead leftover by 
the smelter that used to work in Mitrovica. There has been 
irreversible damage to the population and especially to the 
children living there. In addition, the lack of water and sanita-
tion facilities, electricity, heating and healthcare and access 
to food inside the camps has contributed to a humanitarian 
crisis that has lasted over the last ten years now15.

12
The Municipal Spatial Plan-
ning Support Programme 
implemented by UN-HABI-
TAT is funded by Sida and 
supported by the Provisional 
Institutions of Self Govern-
ment in Kosovo.

13
According to the Council of 
Europe, ”Roma“ means ”man 
of the Roma ethnic group“ 
or ”husband“, depending on 
the variant of Romani or the 
author. The Roma are – with 
the Sinti and Kale – one of 
the three main branches of 
the Roma (generic term), a 
people originally from nort-
hern India. The first written 
traces of their arrival in Euro-
pe date from the XIVth cen-
tury. Kosovo’s Roma can be 
classified into three groups: 
Roma, Ashkali and Egypti-
ans. The so-called „ethnic 
Roma“ identify themselves 
as Roma and use Romani 
as their mother tongue, and 
also speak Albanian and 
Serbian. The Ashkali are Al-
banian-speaking and live clo-
se to the Kosovo Albanians 
with whom they have always 
been identified. The Egypti-
ans, whom many consider to 
be Ashkali, speak Albanian 
but claim to have original-
ly come from Egypt. These 
two groups speak Albanian 
language. 

14
History of Roma Mahala, Da-
nish Refugee Council, http://
www.drc-kosovo.org/histo-
ry.html

 ▲
Figure 10: Envisioning work-
shop 2007 (Source Natalie 
Mitchell)
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 ▲
Figure 11: Municipal De-
velopment Plan, Source: 
UN-Habitat/ Municipality of 
Mitrovica

 ◀
Figure 12: Urban Develop-
ment Plan Proposal for 
Mitrovica (Source: UN-Habi-
tat/Mitrovica Municipality)

UDP – Development concept
COMPACT CITY

EXISTING SITUATION
Residential area connected to infrastructure
Residential area not connected to infrastructure
Trade and craft Area
Central area 
Military area (Potential) 
Schools/Universities/ Health institutions
Tailings 
Main roads
Secondary roads
Railway

DEVELOPMENT
Densification of the Central area / 
Development of the secondary centers 
Verification of the connected area for densification
Densification / Connection to infrastructure
Densification / Construction of the Trade and craft area 
Area reserved for infrastructure
Free areas
Construction / Replenishment of road network
Optional replenishment of the circle
Leisure/Culture links 
Free area links

MDP - Development concept 
Balanced development

Existing situation
Forest
Pastures 
Defoliated forests
Agricultural land
Settlement areas
Tailings
Village
Centers (cities) near Mitrovica
River
Road
Railway
Mine
Waste dumpsite

Development concept
Natural Park Shala of Bajgora 
Center for leisure, sport and recreation
Park for leisure and recreation on the Ibar 
riverbank
settlement development 
Sub – center

Centers for free time, leisure and recreation

Planned road

UDP road

Green corridors

Protection of the riverbeds

UDP boundary
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The Roma Mahala Return Project

In April 2005 the Municipality of Mitrovica, together 
with UNMIK, the Organization for Security and Co-
operation in Europe (OSCE), and United Nations Human 
Centre for Refugees (UNHCR), signed the agreement 
for the allocation of municipal land in order to prevent 
further poisoning of the displaced RAE population 
residing in the camps. It was the formal act for the 
beginning of the Roma Mahala Return Project. 

According to the Danish Refugee Council, out of the 13.5 
hectares of land in the Roma Mahala, 4.1 hectares was 
privately owned, divided into 355 parcels of land on which 
there were 368 buildings. The other 9.4 hectares were 
socially owned land, subsequently given to the municipality, 
on which there were 280 houses. The municipality argued 
that one section of the municipal land where RAE were 
living (a 1.9 hectare “triangle” on the riverbank) should 
remain a green area both to protect the riverbank and to 
serve as park for of the citizens of Mitrovica. It has therefore 
been agreed to compensate the former inhabitants with 
an additional 3.24 hectares of former agricultural land 
adjacent to the Mahala. This brings the total area of the 
current Roma Mahala to approximately 17 hectares16.

As a result of the combined effort of the Steering Group 
for the Roma Mahala Return Project composed by OSCE, 
UNMIK, Mitrovica Municipality, UNHCR, Ministry of Com-
munity and Returns (MCR), Norwegian Church Aid (NCA) and 
Danish Refugee Council (DRC) the first phase of the return 
project was completed in March 2007. On 30 March 2007, 
162 individuals returned to the 24 flats in the two newly 
built apartment blocks and 185 individuals returned to their 
private properties. In October 2007, the first phase of the 
Roma Mahala Return Project was finalised with the return 

of 115 individuals to two new apartment blocks. Totally, 102 
families and 462 individuals returned to the reconstructed 
Roma Mahala. The second phase of the return project was 
taken over by the United Nations Kosovo Team (an umbrella 
of 13 UN Agencies led by UNDP) with the aim to continue the 
return project in co-operation with Mitrovica Municipality.

However, due to the continued lack of political will in Mitro-
vica and financial means, little could be made to evacuate 
the remaining camps and provide proper accommodation 
and standard living conditions to the RAE community. Due 
to disputes between north and south Mitrovica, a possible 
decision of the Kosovo institutions to close the camps in the 
north would most probably not be accepted as valid and/
or implemented by the authorities in the north. Considering 
the origin of the problem, an important concern delaying 
the return process is related to the security and economic 
viability of returning to the southern part of Mitrovica.

Conclusions

There is no doubt that the future political developments re-
lated with the Kosovo status will decide the further changes 
and actions in Mitrovica. A still-affected, post-conflict region 
faces the challenge to rebuild and to once again become 
the core of the economical growth of the region, and to 
regenerate the very active art and student life existing 
before the war. Mitrovica is still the area where conflict and 
tension concentrates. There are different interpretations 
to the future political configuration of Mitrovica: while the 
south wants a joint Mitrovica, the north wants to split from 
the south. We cannot predict the future, but it is important 
to find a proper solution to all the different communities 
living there in order to have peace in the region. A secure 
future for Mitrovica could give Kosovo’s Serbs a sense of a 
long-term future in Kosovo. Mitrovica is the only urban cen-

 ▶
Figure 13: Roma mahala 
1999 (Source: Danish Refu-
gee Council) 
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In April 2008, at the request 
of the camps leaders the 
local office of the Serbian 
Institute for Public Health 
and Protection performed a 
blood analysis on 53 child-
ren in Cesmin Lug and on 
51 children in Osterode. The 
blood test was done on 104 
children between the age of 
one and sixteen years. The 
final results show that only 
two children have a blood 
lead level below the level of 
concern (10 µg/dL), while 102 
children were contaminated 
or in a risky health condition. 
Furthermore, out of these 
102 children, the samples 
reveals that 22 children have 
such a high concentration 
of lead in the blood (over 
60 µg/dL) that the testing 
instruments were not able to 
measure it.

16
Multisectorial Return Project 
to Roma Mahala, Danish Re-
fugee Council, http://www.
drc-kosovo.org/project.html
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       Urban Agglomerations (M.Sc.) 
 

Urbanität und Nachhaltigkeit

Wie werden sie aussehen, die Mega-
Cities der Zukunft? Werden sie in Ver-
kehr ersticken oder in den nächsten 
Jahren Lösungen finden, mit dem An-
sturm auf die Stadtregionen umzu-
gehen?  

Mehr denn je spielt sich unser Leben in 
urbanen Ballungsräumen ab. Planung, 
Entwicklung und Management weitläufi-
ger Stadtregionen wie beispielsweise 
des Rhein-Main-Gebietes machen un-
ter der Zielsetzung der Nachhaltigkeit 
integrierte und interdisziplinäre Heran-
gehensweisen erforderlich.  

Der internationale Masterstudiengang 
„Urban Agglomerations“ der Fachhoch-
schule Frankfurt am Main – University 
of Applied Sciences beschäftigt sich mit 
Themen der weltweiten Urbanisierung, 
Umweltfragen, Siedlungsweisen und 
Mobilität, Energieversorgung, Wasser- 
und Abwasserwirtschaft sowie sozialen 
und kulturellen Herausforderungen von 
städtischen Agglomerationen.  

Jeweils im Oktober nimmt der weiter-
bildende, viersemestrige Studiengang 
Studierende aus aller Welt auf.  
Englisch ist die verbindende Sprache 
und nachhaltige Stadtentwicklung die 
gemeinsame Herausforderung eines 
internationalen Hochschulnetzwerks, zu 
dem neben Frankfurt auch Partner in 
Schweden, Mexiko, Brasilien, Chile und 
Australien gehören.  

Den Studierenden eröffnet sich damit 
die einzigartige Möglichkeit, Heran-
gehensweisen, Methoden und Pla-
nungskulturen in weltweit ganz unter-
schiedlichen Stadtregionen kennenzu-
lernen. 

Der Studiengang schließt mit dem 
international anerkannten „Master of 
Science (M.Sc.)“ ab und eröffnet die 
Möglichkeit zur Promotion. 

Info: www.urban-agglomerations.eu
E-Mail: ua-info@fb1.fh-frankfurt.de

tre where the Serbs live. At the same time, the concerns of 
Kosovo Albanian’s about the partitioning of Kosovo also have 
to be addressed. An important way to provide stability and 
justice is to continue implementing mechanisms to solve the 
pending property-related issues and assuring sustainable 
return processes that not only provide formal accommoda-
tion but also allow the economical independence of the 
returnee, including freedom of movements and health care.

Mitrovica is maybe one of the most important regions in 
Kosovo and everyone has been affected by the conflict: 
Minorities living in enclaves, majorities living without 
freedom of movement, and return processes programs 
without warranties of economical sustainability, employ-
ments or security to start a new life. It is difficult to give 
technical proposals when so many interests are still under 
discussion. Kosovo has now declared independence 
and while this has increased uncertainty in the interim, 
particularly in regards to the status of the northern (mostly 
Serbian) municipalities, there is hope that this decision will 
lead to a more stable and certain development environment 
in the future. Civil society empowerment and com-
munity strengthening will be key to ensuring an improved 
economic and spatial outlook for this damaged city.
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Figure 1: Dumped boats on 
Lampedusa shore (Heidrun 
Friese, 2007)

  ▼

The Limits of Hospitality:
Lampedusa and European Borderlands

Heidrun Friese

Zu den wichtigsten und politisch umstrittensten Herausforderungen unserer Zeit gehört die Frage, 
wie wir Migranten und Flüchtlinge aufnehmen, die täglich an den Grenzen Europas ankommen. 
Historisch gesehen war Gastfreundschaft eine religiöse Pflicht und es galt als heiliges Gebot 
der Nächstenliebe gegenüber dem Fremden, ihm einen –wenn auch ambivalenten- Platz in der 
Gemeinschaft einzuräumen. Mit der Herausbildung des modernen Nationalstaats wurden diese 
Verpflichtungen in ein Procedere politischer Willkür, in gesetzliche und Verwaltungsabläufe 
eingebunden, die die Zweideutigkeit von Gastfreundschaft deutlich machen und den Fremden 
zwischen Freund und Feind positionieren. Die zunehmende transnationale Mobilität unserer Zeit 
hat zur Reformulierung von Grenzen geführt und eine komplexe Geographie der „Borderlands“ 
hervorgebracht, die diese Grenzen der Gastfreundschaft abbilden. Der folgende Text zeichnet 
diesen Konflikt und seine Herausforderungen für die Zukunft am Beispiel der italienischen 
Mittelmeerinsel Lampedusa nach.

Dans les civilisations sans bateaux les rêves se tarissent - Michel Foucault

One of the most vital and politically contested questions 
of our time is how to hospitably welcome migrants 
and refugees arriving at European borders. Historically, 
hospitality was a religious duty, a sacred commandment of 
charity to assign strangers an – albeit ambivalent – place 
in the community. With the development of the modern 
nation-state, these obligations have been inscribed into 
the procedures of political deliberation, legal procedures 
and administration that articulate the ambivalences of 
hospitality and position foreigners between friend and 
enemy. Increasing transnational mobility in our times 
led to re-articulations of borders and to a complex map 
of borderlands that shape the limits of hospitality.

Since the late 1990s, the island of Lampedusa has 
become one of Europe’s frontiers and a site of transit for 

undocumented migrants and refugees.1 Despite the fact 
that most undocumented migrants in Italy are ‘overstayers’ 
arriving by overland routes and/or at European airports, 
the tiny island close to the Tunesian mainland became – 
together with the Spanish enclaves Ceuta and Melilla – the 
powerful symbol of restrictive European migration policies, 
border management and the limits of hospitality.

Defining the boundaries of Europe has always been a 
contested endeavor. Paradoxically, while freedom of move-
ment has been widened with the Schengen treaty, external 
borders become increasingly affirmed and practices of 
hospitality restricted. At the same time, the extension, 
the exterritorialization of European borders across the 
Mediterranean and to Northern Africa - and thus, the 
ex-colonies - affirms European ‘borderlands’ (Balibar, 2004) 
that articulate the highly ambivalent relations to strangers 
and non-members of the European (political) community. 
Whereas the right to mobility is part of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights,2 the various articulations 
of a mobile, transnational world become rather troubled 
and emphasize the ambiguities of hospitality as well:

‘… most attempts at restricting the “right” to mobility 
have been associated with forms of state interven-
tion that stigmatize certain groups on the basis of 
colour, religion, ethnicity or cultural practice. States 
routinely hold that there are good movers and bad 
movers and that the latter should be limited, penal-
ized, extradicted or thrown into prison. Often such 
distinctions between friend and fo stem from and 
enhance the fear of the mobile, which harks back to 
the fear of the “mob”.’ (Urry, 2007:205; emphasis HF)

On one hand, it has been emphasized that ‘humanity on 
the move’ (Bauman, 2007), the transnational movement 
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of people weaken borders and the sovereignty of modern 
nation-states. The border becomes a constantly negotiated 
and contested site, it is a site of porosity allowing for 
multiple transfers, translation and various Grenzgänger 
that belong neither to here nor there. A strand of thought 
suggests that nation-states are becoming obsolete and 
advocate a cosmopolitan order and the free movement of 
people. On the other hand, borders and the ‘reinscription of 
space’ (Gupta, 1992)  constituted an increasing apprehen-
sion and lead to overdetermination and their ‘ubiquity’ 
(Balibar, 2004). Despite the emphasis on deterritorialization, 
the importance of space and place, the re-territorialization 
of local communities is forcefully being reasserted.

‘… Borderlands, borders, and their crossings, illustrate the 
contradiction, paradox, difference, and conflict of power 
and domination in contemporary global capitalism and 
the nation-state, especially as manifested in local-level 
practices’ (Alvarez, 1995:447). The proliferation of multiple 
and shifting borders thus, constitutes the other side of 
globalization. The increasing movement of goods, com-
modities, capital and media is by no means the end of 
borders. Rather, they the result of the crisis of the classical 
relation between the nation-state and its territory.

‘The constitution of the modern Nation-State – through 
the “invention” of borders which replaced the 
ancient forms of “marches” or “limes”, combining 
on the same “line” administrative, juridical, fiscal, 
military, even linguistic functions – was in particular 
a transformation of the (more or less indefinite, 
heterogeneous) space into territories controlled by 
a “monopolistic” State-power.’ (Balibar, 2004:3)

The very notion of border – the practices of its government 
as much as its localization – have significantly changed 
during globalization. Whereas on the one hand, borders are 
projected to the outside and stretch their shadow hundreds 
of miles further from the geographical lines that delineate 
an area such as Europe, multiple borders, check-points and 
sophisticated devices for surveillance and “security” are 
being employed in the “inside” of nation-states on the other. 
The univocality of the geopolitical definition of borders and 
membership therefore, is questioned as well as symbolical 
and cultural aspects gain relevance in the political reworking 
of borders (Mezzadra, 2001). Boundaries do not only 
confine the space of the polis, they do not fence the political 
community from its alleged “outside”, but they are as well 
reproduced within. Borderlands therefore, are not marginal 
to the constitution of the political, the common and the 
public arena but rather constitute its very core. What hap-
pens at borders is far from being of “marginal” importance.3

Routes and Grenzgänger

Borders are both means of exclusion and division and 
zones of contact, encounter and commerce (be it legal or 
‘illegal’) providing a livelihood for many inhabitants of these 
regions. Over centuries, multiple und complex encounters, 
travel and trade has made up the Mediterranean world, 
connecting the desert and the sea. With reference to Arjun 
Appadurai (1990), the Mediterranean can be considered 
as a ‘seascape’ allowing for multiple connections.4 
Trading and the fishing industry brought people from 

Lampedusa in busy relations with other regions of the 
Mediterranean (Tunesia, Libya, Algeria, Greece, Malta, 
the Adratic) and the island – which historically has been 
a safe harbor for escaped slaves and a mythical meeting 
place of religions - is still connected to the wider region.

The passages of the arriving undocumented migrants are 
mostly ‘extraordinarily long and complex, involving multiple 
relationships often of an exploitative character, various 
transit points especially in major cities…’ (Urry, 2007:36). 
These border-crossing journeys alternate mobility and 
dwelling by relying on extended networks of solidarity 
and hospitality of family members, friends and diasporic 
communities. At the same time, migrants have to face 
xenophobia, brute exploitation and semi-slavery in transit 
countries – involving not least descendents of local tribes 
and traders that were historically engaged in the slave trade.

Current routes have a quite uncanny historical back-
ground which recalls what Gilroy (1993) calls the ‘Black 
Atlantic’ shaping colonial and post-colonial relations.

‘Tripoli was always a main Mediterranean outlet of 
black slaves traded across the Sahara. For well over 
a thousand years, it was the terminus of the main 
caravan trails of the central desert, being supplied with 
slaves from the South through Fezzan and from the 
south-west through Ghadames. The abolition of slavery 
and the slave trade in Tunis and Algiers in the 1840s 
only confirmed this predominance’ (Wright, 2007:114).

Even if Britain (1807), France (1818), Greece (1841) and 
Tunisia (1841) had declared slave trade illegal, between 
1846 and 1856 there were shipped around 12.048 black 
slaves – foremost women –  out of Tripoli (Wright, 2007:114, 
120). Next to Tripoli, the eastern Misurata and the close 
by oasis Zliten, were important trading points. Connected 
to the arrival of the caravans in spring and early summer, 
the human freight had a seasonal rhythm – April and 
October – serving between the Mediterranean ‘middle 
passage’ and the slave markets of the Ottoman Empire. 
Most of the ships used in this trade were small and 
slaves ‘were simply loaded (sometimes as last-minute 
make-weights) into the holds of ordinary merchant ships 

1
These remarks are part of 
first insights of an ongoing 
and multi-sited project on 
The Limits of Hospitality at 
the European University Vi-
adrina, Frankfurt/O. which 
is generously funded by the 
Deutsche Forschungsge-
meinschaft. (http://web.mac.
com/hfriese).

Between 2002 and 2008, 
approximately 105.000 boat-
people approached Lampe-
dusa on their way to Europe. 
Source: UNHCR

2
Art. 13 divides the freedom 
of movement into three 
separate rights – namely to 
leave a country, to return 
to one’s own country and 
to have freedom of move-
ment and residence within 
the borders of each state. 
Similarly, EU objectives are 
expressed in art. 8a, 1 of the 
Maastricht Treaty and rein-
forced by the Amsterdam 
treaty (1997). There is ho-
wever, a radical disjuncture 
between the freedom of exit 
and the freedom of entry.

3
IOM estimates that ‘10-15%’ 
of migrants are undocumen-
ted and UNHCR estimates 
around 42 million refugees 
and displaced persons 
worldwide (http://www.
unhcr.ch/news/538 access, 
23.8.2009)

4
For a history of Lampedusa, 
see Friese, 1996.

Figure 2: Coastal landscape 
of abandoned boats (Hei-
drun Friese, 2007)

  ▼
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alongside or on top of their usual cargo’. Boots usually 
were overloaded – the ‘ratio’ of 4 slaves per ton of ship’ 
was even higher than in the infamous Atlantic trade. Thus, 
the ‘central Mediterranean islands were essential ports of 
call for small ships carrying large numbers of slaves but 
limited stores of food and water’ (Wright, 2007:128-32).

Current overland routes undertaken by undocumented 
migrants from sub-Saharan countries basically converge 
with the old caravan routes that bifurcate in Agadez and 
lead to Libya or Algeria. Whereas in the last years boat-
people continued their journey from the Tunisian coast to 
reach Lampedusa, currently – and in spite of recent bilateral 
agreements – Libya is a major site for the embarquement 
of the flimsy boats. Against the quite common assumption 
(so dear to European politicians concerned with questions 
of “security”), organized human trafficking is not regularly 
involved when people decide to depart. ‘Migrants do have 
agency’ (de Haas, 2007:25), they are not passive victims of 
modern slave traders. The passeurs – often former fisher-
man or returned migrants – are mostly connected through 
dynamic networks rather than through a rigid criminal 
organization, they respond to an increasing demand, offer 
a service and the ‘market’ makes the prices for transborder 
transport allowing local communities prosperous incomes 
(current prices for transport across the Mediterranean 
range between 1.000 and 2.000$). However, just like in the 
19th century, such service relies on bribery, corrupt police 
and border officials in transit countries. And: the itineraries 
and routes – an uncanny ‘longue durée’ – haven’t changed 
that much. ‘The exact death toll’ of people choosing this 
dangerous route ‘will probably never be known as some 
flimsy vessels disappear without trace.’5 It is assumed 
that the death toll is rising, since boats are increasingly 
smaller and unsafe and odysseys become longer.

Many migrants originate in zones of economical crisis 
and political instability that are subject of asymmetrical 
in/exclusion in global processes. Additionally, especially 
young and educated men find themselves in a double 
bind, as they feel stuck in their home countries and group 
pressures on ‘manliness’ enrich unrealistic expectations to 

make a good life in Europe and to return with the symbols 
of affluent consumer society. Once these men (and still to 
a lesser extend women) decide to move on their journey, 
they encounter the European legal systems that set up a 
variety of limits to the freedom of movement and upon their 
capacity to stay. These legal maps shape the day-to-day 
relations between the ones who arrive and the residents of 
transit communities, they order the spaces assigned to (ir-
regular) ‘aliens’, they open or disclose possibilities of action.

Border-regimes

Current political designs are drawing adjacent border zones 
and borders beyond borders, a (juridical) no man’s land 
blocking ‘exit’ and ‘entry’ (Bauman, 2007:45) that maps the 
modalities of hospitality as well. They promote twofold ac-
tion in containing movement and undocumented migration: 
the shifting of borders beyond European borders and at 
the same time, the increasing control of borders. In order 
to dissuade unwanted migration, cooperation and efforts 
in controlling the Mediterranean have been strengthened. 
The Western Mediterranean Dialogue on Migration unites 
representatives from Algeria, France, Italy, Malta, Maure-
tania, Morocco, Portugal and Spain. Proposals of transit 
processing centers suggest the exterritorialization of the 
border ‘management’. In August 2004 the bilateral relations 
between Italy and Libya have been improved and in October 
the EU embargo of weapons was leaved allowing Libya to 
buy up to date systems of surveillance, speedboats and to 
train police forces. Recently, another agreement between 
Italy and Libya became operative6 and joint patrols should 
shut down these routes. There is, however good reason to 
believe that routes will simply change and Tunisia and Egypt 
will again, become countries of departure and transit.

Additionally, in 2004 the Warsaw based EU agency ‘for the 
Management of Operational Cooperation at the External 
Borders of the Member States of the European Union’ 
(Frontex) has been established. The agency is ‘intelligence 
driven’ and is to provide cooperation in the surveillance 
of frontiers and additional ‘border management systems’ 
to member States.7 Frontex is mentioned in the recent 

5
http://www.unhcr.org/news/
NEWS/470658fe4.html (ac-
cess 3.11.2007) UNHCR es-
timates that more than 500 
people died during crossings 
in the Mediterranean in 2007. 
Fortress Europe estimates 
that between 1988 and 2007 
in the Channel of Sicily 2.486 
people lost their lives (http://
fortresseurope.blogspot.
com/2006/02/nel-canale-di-
sicilia.html, access 23.8.09). 
This was already true for the 
slave trade of the Mediterra-
nean ‘middle passage’. The 
new steamships were more 
easily to control and thus 
were hardly used for the 
transport of slaves (Wright, 
2007:134-5).

6
Ministero dell’Interno, Noti-
zie, 29.12.2007, http://www.
interno.it/mininterno/export/
sites/default/it/sezioni/sal... 
Tripoli_accordo_per_il_pat-
tugliamento_congiunto.
html_1562036151.html (ac-
cess 24.1.2008)

7
http://www.frontex.europa.
eu/ (access 2.11.2007). On 
18.6.2008 ‘Working Arran-
gements establishing a fra-
mework for cooperation bet-
ween Frontex’ and UNHCR) 
were signed. http://www.
frontex.europa.eu/news-
room/news_releases/art39.
html (access 15.7. 2008).

8
http://ec.europa.eu/ju-
stice_home/doc_centre/
immigration/illegal/doc/
sec_2006_1010_en.pdf (ac-
cess 4.7.2009).

Krankheit macht arm, Armut macht krank! So lässt sich 
der Teufelskreis beschreiben, dem Menschen in den arm
gehaltenen Regionen der Welt ausgeliefert sind. 
medico international übt Solidarität mit den Ausgeschlossenen,
Kriegsopfern und Flüchtlingen in seiner Projektarbeit und
durch konkrete Kampagnen.

Informieren Sie sich auf unserer Webseite und fordern 
Sie unser kostenloses rundschreiben an.

www.medico.de, Tel.: 069 944 38-0

Hilfe im Handgemenge

medico international
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Italian-Libyan protocol and its representatives have been 
carrying out a mission in Libya and visited some detention 
camps for undocumented migrants (the conditions of which 
they considered ‘poor’). In 2005, a ‘Return Directive’ was 
adopted by the Commission providing for ‘common rules 
concerning return, removal, use of coercive measures, 
temporary custody and re-entry’.8 In 2008, the European 
Commission presented a Communication on the creation of 
a European Border Surveillance System (EUROSUR), with the 
main purpose of preventing unauthorized border crossings.9

These norms display various (legal and ethical) tensions. 
The tension between the universal right of freedom of 
movement, the right to asylum on one hand and restrictions 
to movement on the other; tensions between humanitarian 
aid, rescue from distress and surveillance and policing 
on the other. Connected to that, there are various legal 
impasses, inconsistencies and legal fictions. In principle, 
boatpeople have the right to non-refoulement as stated 
in the Geneva Convention, people on the high sea enjoy 
freedom of movement and yet are intercepted, detained 
and eventually repatriated.10 At the same time, (the limits 
to) hospitality are not just designed by legal fictions, but are 
as well articulated by complex and ambivalent situations 
made up by local practice, ethos and political and social 
circumstances. The border-regimes thus, encompass a 
highly complex institutional structure with various legal 
references and different (local) actors that have various 
(corporate) traditions and values that respond to different 
demands and belong to different (supra)national frames of 
reference that cross-cut day-to-day action and routines.

Borderlands

According to the ethos shared by fishermen, unconditional 
aid and hospitality has to be offered to those who are 
endangered and shipwrecking. Without asking for name, 
nationality or color of the skin, the first boatpeople arriving 
on Lampedusa have been taking care of by local volunteers. 
Later on, this local hospitality became – due to increasing 
numbers as well – institutionalized and, with the institution 
of Reception Centers, a matter of political clientelism 
and economic interests (the current coop running the 
center gets 33ş/day for every ‘guest’). ‘Professionalization’ 
did change the relation to those who arrived and local 
solidarity, the multiple gestures of hospitality converted 
into institutional ‘reception’ and ‘good practice’. Whereas 
the first boatpeople had been hosted by local families 
and volunteers and thus, had been visible as singular 
individuals for locals, they have been turned into invisibles 
in a doubled sense of the term: with the institution of the 
center, the ‘clandestines’ have a fantasmatic presence 
on the island, an absent presence. After having been 
intercepted and brought to the shores, they are being 
immediately taken to the facility of first reception which they 
are not allowed to leave until they are flown out. They are a 
assigned to invisibility, an ‘extraterritorial’ and segregated 
place, a space of ‘inclusive exclusion’ (Agamben, 1995), a 
‘heterotopic’ space of transition (Foucault, 1994), a site of 
‘rite de passage’ and ‘incorporation’ into the sovereignty of 
the state power that mark the ambivalences of hospitality. 
Italian immigration law that instituted ‘reception centers’ 
articulates the language of hospitality and the ambivalences 
of the stranger between ‘friend’ and ‘enemy’: the alien 

is considered a ‘guest’ (ospite) to be ‘received’, ‘accom-
modated’ and to be taken care of and as a potential 
enemy, has to be controlled and kept under surveillance.

‘Before the newcomers who apply for admission to another 
social site are given access (if access is given) to a new 
wardrobe where the dresses appropriate to the new site 
and for that site reserved are stocked, they need to be 
bared (metaphorically as well as literally) of all and any 
trappings of their previous belonging; a quarantine is 
needed in the space-not-space of ‘betwixt and between’, 
where no socially forged and approved weapons are 
on offer and none is permitted. In the purgatory of the 
intermediate ‘nowhere space’ that separates the plots in 
the world sliced into plots and conceived as aggregation 
of spatially separate plots, the site is cleaned for the 
construction of a new belonging.’ (Bauman, 2002)

Whereas the camp was originally an exceptional, 
entrenched site creating invisibility and surrounded by 
secrecy, it is extended beyond its fences making the 
old distinctions between inside and outside obsolete. 
Lampedusians complain the increasing ‘militarization’, 
surveillance and the conversion of the island into a 
prison, that indeed, creates the zone of indistinction.

Additionally, the local arena is made up of several economi-
cal conflicts. Historically, the local economy was based on 
the sponge and fishing industry. Whereas the sector’s past 
was characterized by a surplus on the market, today fish 
became a scarce resource and the local fishing industry has 
to face an alarming crisis. In 2007, 91 boats were licensed 
for local fishing and around 500 families made at least part 
of their living from this activity. In order to reduce the fleet, 
the scrapping of boats is financed by the EU. The remaining 
local fleet is basically devoted to inshore fishing within the 
six miles zone and has to face national (Mazara del Vallo) 
and international (Korea) concurrence. These fleets are 
considerably bigger and technically better equipped than 
the relatively small boats in Lampedusa which cannot 
expand their radius of action to Greece or Turkey, since 
they are not licensed for the Mediterranean fishing.

The local fishing industry is no longer competitive on a 
globalized market. Structural handicaps, such as higher 

 ▲
Figure 3: Left Life Jacket 
found on Lampedusa shore 
(Heidrun Friese, 2007)

9
The aim being ‘to build a 
space of free and secure 
travel through collective 
responsibility and solidarity. 
The objective should be to 
ensure a Schengen space 
which will continue to allow 
secure border-free-travel for 
citizens and travellers to 24 
countries in Europe while 
improving border security.’ 
(Press Release, 13.2.2008. 
Available at http://europa.
eu/rapid/pressReleasesAc-
tion.do?reference=IP/08/215
&format=HTML&aged=0&lan
guage=EN&guiLanguage=en 
(access 4.6.2009)

10
The United Nations Con-
vention on the Law of the 
Sea (UNCLOS, 1982) orders 
actions regarding boatpeo-
ple and establishes various 
borders. It distinguishes 
between territorial sea, con-
tiguous zone, continental 
shelf and finally international 
waters and is in vigor in Italy 
since 1995. Accordingly, the 
different tasks are assigned 
to the various military and 
civil corps: the naval forces 
are to acting in internatio-
nal waters, the Guardia di 
Finanza within the 24 miles 
zone, whereas the Coast 
Guard is basically enga-
ged in Search and Rescue 
missions (SAS Convention, 
1979). Competent authorities 
have to engage if a ship is 
obviously not adequate for 
‘the international transport 
of humans’. Recently, Malta 
and Italy delivered contra-
sting interpretations about 
these norms and who has to 
accommodate migrants res-
cued from distress.
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prices for diesel and the lack of efficient transport aggravate 
the situation. The main reason of this crisis however, is the 
dramatic over-fishing of the Mediterranean that opened an-
other arena of conflict. Whereas Lampedusians once fished 
next to the Tunisian shores, in recent years Tunisians started 
to approach Italian national waters and thus, the traditional 
fishing grounds around the island - the (own) past it seems, 
is ‘returning’. The structural crisis of the sector leads increas-
ingly to quarrels because of the violation of national borders 
and local fishing grounds that lead to classical conflicts over 
scarce resources. Local fishermen feel assaulted by Tunisian 
fishers – irregular border commuters – and complain 
to be left alone by politicians and public authorities.

Next to this, another arena of conflict has been established. 
In the 1980s the boom in the tourist sector commences and 
became one of the main economical pillars for the small 
community. The apprehension that media coverage and 
visibility of the clandestine (i.e. the invisibles) could harm 
tourism is used in populist rhetoric not just in times of (local) 
elections. Media attention leads to astonishing dialectics 
of visibility and invisibility. Beyond populist rhetoric that 
seeks to represent those who feel not represented in the 
(local) political sphere: boatpeople and their reception are 
an integral part of a powerful political arena, they became 
part of the highly clientelistic networks that connect 
Lampedusa to the wider social and political context.

The first volunteers have been replaced and for the most 
part were not considered for the upcoming paid jobs. Ad-
ditionally, locals feel largely excluded from decisions, from 
participation and representation. As part of decisions taken 
elsewhere, hospitality is no longer a practice from below 
that involves the local community but a contested matter 
of exclusion, negated participation and conflicting notions 
of justice. In January 2009, boatpeople broke out of the 
overcrowded facility to protest against their treatment there 
and against deportation (at the end of which part of the 
facility was burnt). About 600 people forced the gates and 
chanting ‘Freedom! Freedom!’ joined a demonstration by 
residents of Lampedusa, who were rejecting governmental 
plans to convert the center of first reception and aid (CPA) 

into a center of ‘identification and expulsion’ (CIE). The 
protest united both residents and migrants in their demands 
to participate in decisions and to the adoption of rights 
and (legal) norms. Current protest contests lacking political 
participation and disputes conflicting notions of (distributive) 
justice: the borderlands and the limits of hospitality become 
a site of engagement and an antagonistic political practice.
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Frontiers, Migrants and Refugees
Cartographic Studies

Philippe Rekacewicz

Der Beitrag von Philippe Rekacewicz, in Kreide gezeichnete Kartenskizzen und begleitende Texte, 
gehen auf besondere Weise dem ambivalenten und paradoxen Charakter von Grenzen nach 
und eröffnen einen anderen Blick auf deren sichtbaren und unsichtbaren Charakter und auf die 
Geografie der Welt.

Afrika steht im Mittelpunkt. Gezeigt werden dessen interne Migrationsbewegungen, seine Bezie-
hung zu Europa und der Zusammenhang zwischen globalen Finanz- und Handelsbeziehungen und 
dem Schicksal des Subkontinents: Es ergibt sich ein Kreislauf der Ausbeutung und eine Geografie 
der Abschottung. Zwei Fallbeispiele, die Geschichten von Djewe aus Kamerun und Gabriel aus 
Togo, zeichnen deren Fluchtwege, Schwierigkeiten und Hoffnungen als Afrikaner in Europa nach.

Thousands die at Europe‘s gates:  
A continent of many borders

We first drew this map in 2003. We update it 
every year and unfortunately each time we must 
add more black spots and change the red figures, 
replacing them with even larger numbers.

But in the last 15 years this stock of human misery has 
attracted little media attention, largely escaping the 
notice of the general public, particularly in comparison 
to other events such as the death of Lady Diana Spencer 
in Paris or the trial of OJ Simpson in California.

On 1 January 1993 the body of Gerry Johnson, a citizen of 
Liberia, then the prey of a devastating civil war, was found in 
a railway truck at Feldkirch, Austria. He had suffocated. On 
16 February 2007 Greek coastguards recorded the death of 
24 people, including a woman. They were all from Somalia, 
currently racked by civil war. Their boat capsized near the 
island of  Samos. Between these two dates and places some 
9,000 other migrants, and probably more, lost their lives 
trying to reach Europe, land of freedom and human rights. 
Nor do people only die getting here. They also lose their lives 
on the way home, much as Marcus Omofuma from Nigeria. 
On 1 May 1999 three sadistic policemen killed him (his face 
was almost completely covered by bandages) on a Balkan 
Air flight. They were escorting him home after his application 
for asylum had been refused. He was brutally murdered 
in the air in full view of the other terrified passengers.

The fearful figures we quote are provided by the United 
NGO, which draws on reports in the press and informa-
tion from local organisations. Only corroborated deaths 
appear on the map. It is consequently an indication of 
the lower limit of a massacre that no one notices.

The death toll is the result of decisions taken in Europe. It is 
Europe that has deliberately raised protective barriers well 
away from its borders, from Nouakchott to Tripoli, passing 
through Niamey and Agadir. In the middle of the desert 
the police carry out checks and turn people back. There 
are unofficial collection areas and the first camps. Anyone 
who slips through the first net and manages to reach the 
real border is in grave danger for it is much more deadly. 
Anyone who gets across the red line is likely to end up at 
one of the black spots, where there are yet more camps.

Figure 1: Europe‘s borders 
(Source: Rekacewicz, 2007)

  ▼
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Cross-Migrations in Africa

On the African exile routes, people and populations cross 
and crisscross in every sense. Refugees and people 
displaced by war mix with economic migrants to the extent 
that nowadays it is no longer possible to differentiate 
between them. Still, the international institutions try at all 
costs to convince us that differentiating between a migrant 
and a refugee is primordial... Nonetheless, they are all in 
the same boat, are all vulnerable in the same way, and all 
deserve the same international protection and respect of 
their basic rights. Those who come from West Africa, most 
of whom are economic migrants, or those who come from 
the war-torn countries as refugees – what they sometimes 

are since a very long time – are all confronted and often 
broken in body and spirit by the barriers constructed by the 
governments of the “sanctuarized” territories of the world: 
Europe and, to a minor extent, South Africa as well. Barriers, 
walls, police control, military action – all of this is done to 
make the protective fences as insurmountable as possible.

As a result thousands of migrants die, forced to take 
on the greatest of dangers in order to surpass the 
metal fences and obstacles. And if they happen to make 
it, they are immediately confronted with the “post-
frontier” world – with prisons, police stations, retention 
centres – and are then sent back, sometimes trapped 
between two policemen, by train or airplane, to the 
country where the authorities think they came from...

Djewe

Djewe took a relatively direct route, from Africa to Europe, 
but what is remarkable is the succession of events 
that prevented him from going home to Cameroon.

It all started in 1995 when Djewe was invited to take 
part in an international congress of Catholic journalists 
in Graz. He was asked to give a talk on the plight of 
journalists in his country, explaining how it was virtually 
impossible to work freely under the regime of Paul Biya.

Equipped with a Schengen visa issued by the honorary Aus-
trian consul in Yaoundé, he took a regular Air France flight 
to Paris Charles de Gaulle, where he was supposed to catch 
another plane to Vienna. But he was manhandled when he 
arrived in Paris and detained by customs officers, as often 
happens to African nationals in transit. He finally managed to 
catch another flight to Vienna, travelling on to Graz by train. 
At the week-long congress everything went as planned.

Djewe reached Vienna airport, on his way back, in good 
time. But suddenly a message on the public address 
system asked him to go to the information desk. A hostess 
handed him a message, with a phone number he must call 
immediately. It was from the International Catholic Union 
of the Press (UCIP). When he called back they begged him 
not to take the plane home. A tip-off had been received 
from Cameroon suggesting that he would be picked up on 
arrival and thrown into prison. The secret police suspected 
he had made “inappropriate comments” during his talk at 
Graz. He later found out that his mother had been arrested.

It was the start of a nightmare. His plane was due to 
leave in half an hour, and he had not been through the 
security checks yet. Djewe had three minutes to decide 
his future. He had the option of not seeing family and 
friends for years, losing his job, but being sure of staying 
alive, or he could go home and risk death behind bars.

He decided to miss his plane and went back into the city 
to find the centre for asylum seekers. It took him a year to 
prove to the Austrian authorities, with their endless trick 
questions, that in Cameroon his life would be in danger. 
Though he was helped by the Catholic seminary, his first 
application was turned down. He appealed and finally was 
granted asylum. Djewe, who is married with children, now 
lives and works in Vienna. He has an open residence permit.

 ▲
Figure 2: Cross-migrations 
in Africa (Source: Rekacewi-
cz, 2008)

 ▶
Figure 3: Djewe‘s one-way 
ticket (Source: Rekacewicz, 
2007)
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Gabriel

In the late 1990s Gabriel was finishing his medical studies 
in Lomé, the capital of Togo. Born in Guinea-Bissau, he was 
an active member of the UFC, the party opposing General 
Eyadema, Togo’s brutal dictator. One night, during a raid, 
Gabriel was forced to bundle up his belongings and escape 
to neighbouring Benin by car, disguised as a woman. By 
bush taxi he travelled on to Ouagadougou in Burkina Faso, 
via Parakou in northern Benin and Niamey in Niger.

In Burkina he worked on the markets in Koudougou and 
the capital for six months, before taking to the road again. 
This time he stopped in Bamako, Mali, where he did odd 
jobs for a year. He finally reached Conakry in Guinea and 
opened a private clinic with a partner. He stayed there 
for several years, working a while as a volunteer doctor 
in refugee camps. War was raging in Sierra Leone and 
Liberia, and Guinea was attracting countless refugees.

He had to leave Conakry in a hurry, driven out by racketeers, 
moving to Guinea-Bissau and working for Brazilian mission-
aries for a year. He led the youth wing of President Kumba 
Iala’s Social Renovation Party until the military coup in Sep-
tember 2003. He was arrested and held in an army prison 
for a month. One day the prisoners were taken out to the 
bush and Gabriel realised that, by some extraordinary coin-
cidence, he was close to his native village. Knowing the area 
very well he was able to give his guards the slip. He swam 
across an estuary and walked 40 kilometres back to Bissau.

There he took refuge with the missionaries. They helped 
him cross over to Zinguinchor in neighbouring Casamance 
by boat. He carried on to Dakar by bush taxi, and thence 
to Cap Verde, for four months, before returning to Senegal 
for a month with some other missionaries. At this point he 
obtained a Schengen visa for his Guinea-Bissau passport. 
Why Austria, we asked? “I had vague memories of lessons 
about the first world war and Austro-Hungary” he said.

Gabriel flew Alitalia to Rome, then on to Vienna. He even 
booked another flight in his name to confuse his pursuers. 
His entry into Austria was therefore entirely legitimate. Here 
he met “his little angel”, a kind soul who helped him, gave 
him lodging and guided him through the maze of formalities 
to obtain asylum. Things are going well for Gabriel, but he 
still experiences daily brutality at the hands of the Viennese 
police. All in all he has been on the go for 10 years.

The Big Wheel

Exchanges between Africa and the world: ...Af-
rica saves Europe, which impoverishes Africa, which 
feeds Europe, which enslaves Africa, which pays 
Europe, which continues pillaging Africa...

In early 2006 a radio station in Mali staged a trial of the 
World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. A few 
months later the director Abderrahmane Sissako turned 
it into a hilarious film. In this farcical imaginary trial, full 
of subtle irony, he ridiculed the international financial 
bodies. It would be funnier if the consequences of their 
policies – always implemented with brutality and ar-
rogance – were less disastrous for the African continent. 

Stabilisation of the economy by structural adjustment 
policies imposed by the World Bank and the IMF has 
caused unaccountable damage over the last 30 years.

Fortunately, at the beginning of the 2000s, the World Bank 
acknowledged that it had been mistaken and published 
a press release about 10 lines long announcing that it 
was shelving its plans. It stressed their negative effects, 
acknowledging that human development was deteriorating 
in Africa and apologising for any inconvenience caused to 
the population of the countries that had suffered from its 
mistakes. They may see it as an inconvenience, others might 
think devastation a more accurate description. Either way 
structural adjustment has caused hundreds of thousands of 
deaths, uprooted and reduced to absolute poverty millions 
of people, destroyed national economies and handed over 
whole swathes of the public sector to multinational corpora-
tions. Then came the strategic framework for poverty 
reduction, an initiative invented by the same wizards which 
has done no more good than structural adjustment.

The United States gives Africa the marvellous policies of 
the World Bank and the IMF. In exchange Africa supplies oil 
and ore. The US recently supported the New Partnership 
for Africa’s Development, an organisation promoted by 
four large African countries. It is a sort of local version 
of the IMF, with a giant structural adjustment plan in the 
continuing service of lenders and their financial interests.

Europe is no better. The European Commission’s develop-
ment aid policies are much the same, as the Swiss sociolo-
gist Jean Ziegler explained in the French daily Libération on 
16 October 2007. “Europe encourages famine in Africa”, he 
concluded. In response Peter Mandelson and Louis Michel, 
the European commissioners for trade, and development 
and humanitarian aid respectively, maintained that growth 

 ▲
Figure 4: Gabriel‘s West Af-
rican Odyssey (Source: Re-
kacewicz, 2007)



30 TRIALOG 101 2-2009

and development in Africa can only be achieved through 
economic partnership agreements – the name given to an 
initiative that enables European multinationals to get their 
hands on everything of value there, a process rightly con-
demned by Ziegler as an instrument of relentless western 
domination of Africa. In exchange Africa supplies oil and ore.

China is also tightening its grip on Africa. To prove the point 
it is even outdoing the IMF. It has just granted a $5bn loan 
to the Democratic Republic of Congo to develop transport 
and mining infrastructures, severely compromising the 
IMF’s own projects. In exchange Africa supplies oil and ore.

But is that all Africa has to offer? 
No.

It is a little known fact but Africa can also offer culture, 
music and theatre. Diplomats, teachers and experts. Stu-
dents, qualified technicians and thinkers. Writers, too. Many 
other human beings that Europe sends back, often tied up 

like parcels or sometimes even dead. Despite having been 
pillaged for centuries Africa continues to offer up all the 
riches it possesses. Africa has already paid back many times 
the massive debt the rich world has thrust upon it in the last 
30 years. But international organisations are asking for more.

We shall leave the last word to Eva Joly, a former Franco-
Norwegian magistrate, whose latest book (La force qui 
nous manque, 2007) contains a chapter entitled “Justice 
for Africa”. She writes: “Who will dispute the contracts 
passed by Areva for uranium in Niger or by Sadiola for 
the gold mines of Mali, by Elf-Total in Nigeria or Gabon 
for oil? These countries are among the poorest in the 
world and yet they only receive a tiny share of the riches 
extracted from their land. The [French] Republic has 
contracted a debt that it must pay back. Our prosperity 
depends on riches that we steal. To some of the illegal 
migrants who risk their lives to reach Europe we should 
pay a dividend, rather than issuing a deportation order. 
I dream of the day when we will finally wake up.”
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 ▲
Figure 5: The Big Wheel 
(Source: Rekacewicz, 2007)
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Micro-businesses and Economic Development  
in Texas Border Colonias
Cecilia Giusti and Suk-Kyung Kim

Das Forschungspapier von Cecilia Giusti und Suk-Kyung Kim basiert auf Feldstudien, die in 
den sogenannten Colonias an der texanischen Grenze zu Mexiko durchgeführt wurden. Diese 
informellen Siedlungen zugewanderter Mexikaner, denen es an grundlegender Infrastruktur 
fehlt und wo Migranten der unteren Einkommensschichten in „substandard housing“ leben, 
entwickeln sich in den letzten Jahren trotz ihrer physischen Isolation und den hohen Armutsraten 
durch die Entstehung von Kleinunternehmen zu zunehmend an Einfluss gewinnenden Märkten. 
Der Beitrag geht der Frage nach, wie diese „microbusinesses“ funktionieren, inwieweit sie zum 
lokalen Wirtschaftswachstum beitragen und Arbeitsplätze schaffen können und inwieweit deren 
aktive Förderung relevant ist für die Planung nachhaltiger und lebenswerter grenznaher Nachbar-
schaften in Texas.

Introduction

The Texas-Mexico border region is one of the fastest 
growing areas in the United States in terms of economic 
activity, trade, and population growth. As trade between 
the United States and Mexico has increased dramatically, 
border areas have become extreme examples of the 
benefits and problems of such economic activity. At 
the same time as border cities are growing, low-income 
neighbourhoods called colonias have proliferated along 
the border, being clusters of poverty and isolation. 
Several problems are evident in these poor communi-
ties: lack of water, untreated sewage, unpaved roads, 
improper land tenure, and unsanitary conditions.

This study focuses on colonias on the Texan side of the 
border region. We argue that these communities, mainly 
isolated from urban areas, show a relatively stable popula-
tion. Regardless of the many difficulties they face, colonias 
are showing signs of transforming into liveable communities. 
As dynamic communities, they are in constant need of 
necessities like shopping facilities and basic service estab-
lishments. A variety of businesses are emerging to serve 
these requirements, as has been observed in this research.

Ethnic clusters within cities have already been identified as 
environments that allow local businesses to thrive (ROCHIN 
et al., 1998). Colonias are not clusters within cities, however. 
Rather, they are separate entities where Hispanics are the 
majority population. This study aims to understand how 
micro-businesses function in the context of colonias and 
to explore their potential contributions to local economic 
development. Specifically, this research looks first at the 
main characteristics of these businesses, and secondly at 
their potential contributions to local economic development.

Conceptual and Research Frame

Much of the current knowledge about micro-businesses in 
the United States is based on studies done in metropolitan 

areas, and little is known about micro-businesses in the 
context of semi-urban and/or semi-rural communities 
such as colonias. This section starts by defining colonias 
and micro-businesses in the Texas border region, 
followed by a discussion of the capacity of micro-
businesses to foster local economic development.

Colonias

Colonia is a Spanish term for “neighbourhood” or 
“community”. In Texas, according to the Office of the 
Attorney General (OAG 2006), a colonia is a residential 
area along the Mexican border that may lack basic water 
and wastewater systems, electricity, paved roads, and 
safe and sanitary housing. Colonias can be found in 
other areas in the United States, such as New Mexico, 
Arizona, and California, but Texas has both the largest 
number of colonias and the largest colonia population.

Colonias are populated mainly by Hispanics, most of whom 
are of Mexican heritage. Large immigration flows from both 
the rest of the U.S. mainland as well as neighbouring Mexico, 
in a context of little or no affordable housing in border 
cities, resulted in the rise of these types of developments 
outside metropolitan areas. Colonias grew in response 
to market forces, with demand coming from low-income 
households and supply coming from relatively cheap land 
not useful for agricultural purposes (LARSON 1995).

Some colonias are in “extra-territorial jurisdictions”, whereas 
others have their own categories and are considered 
“census places”. Very few, only the largest and oldest, have 
attained the status of “city”, including two in our study 
area: Rio Bravo and El Cenizo, both in Webb County.

Median housing value is low in colonias. In El Cenizo, one 
established colonia has the current category of “city” 
and a median housing value of $28,200, which is less 
than one-fourth the national median housing value of 
$119,600. About 60 percent of the colonia population is 
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defined as living below the poverty level. There is a large 
gap in income between residents of colonias and the 
national standard. Census data show that the median 
annual household income in colonias is about one-third 
of the median household income in the United States, 
and about one-fourth of that in Texas. The average family 
size is larger in colonias than in the United States as a 
whole, resulting in per-capita incomes of about one-fourth 
the national average (U.S. CENSUS BUREAU 2006).

Construction in small steps is commonly observed in 
colonias. Residents often work on their houses as employ-
ment schedules and finances permit (FERGUSON and 
HAIDER 2002; TEMKIN and FERGUSON 2004). Houses are 
constantly being improved and, as families grow, houses 
expand accordingly. This practice, commonly known 
as incremental construction, characterises the housing 
supply in these neighbourhoods. While such practice 
is common in Latin America (GREENE & ROJAS 2008; 
WARD et al. 2004), it does not represent mainstream U.S. 
construction patterns. One of the home improvements 
observed in colonias is the adaptation of houses into 
businesses. As mentioned later, several house improve-
ments involve the adaptation of some rooms in homes for 
micro-businesses to generate extra income for the family.

Micro-businesses and Their Contribution 
to Local Economic Development 

There is no consensus on the threshold that separates 
small from micro businesses. Such a distinction may 
be based on the number of employees, the start-up 
costs, or the assets and/or revenues (U.S. SMALL BUSI-
NESS ADMINISTRATION 2007; AEO 2007; BAKER 2004; 
EDGCOMB & KLEIN 2005; ICIC 2005). The threshold defining 
micro-businesses is somewhat arbitrary, the extreme 
being a “single personal business”, which is in theory 
the smallest possible size of any business (SBA 2008).

For the purpose of this study, a micro-business is defined as 
one with ten or fewer employees, including single personal 
businesses. All businesses under study in colonias match 
the SBA definition of “underprivileged” or “disadvantaged”: 
businesses whose owners are identified as being low in-
come, having limited wealth, belonging to social groups that 
have been historically discriminated against, and/or having 
problems in accessing the financial system (SBA 2008).

Previous research has suggested that ethnic minorities 
within metropolitan areas are inclined to engage in self-em-
ployment or to create businesses serving their own markets. 
Ethnic “enclaves” have been identified in large metropolitan 
areas where informal micro-businesses operate (ROCHIN et 
al. 2002; EDGCOMB & THETFORD 2004; LOSBY et al. 2002).

Colonias are a different phenomenon, however, as 
they are communities where both the population and 
local authorities are considered “minorities” and are 
located in semi-urban peripheral areas. Disadvantaged 
micro-businesses located outside of metropolitan areas 
in the context of the United States are the focus of this 
study. Unlike ethnic enclaves in cities (where Latinos are 
considered minorities), colonias are communities where 
Latinos are the majority, both as residents and as com-

munity leaders. Colonias are embedded in a developed 
country with both legal and financial frameworks that are 
definitely different than those found in developing countries.

This study addresses two overall inquiries. First, what are 
the characteristics of colonia businesses and their owners? 
Second, do these businesses contribute to local economic 
development, and if so, how? The first inquiry focuses 
on three areas: first, who starts businesses in colonias, 
second, the main characteristics of such businesses 
and their owners; and third, the physical characteristics 
of businesses and their location within the colonia. The 
second inquiry is approached from four perspectives: first, 
the capacity of these businesses to absorb employment; 
second, whether businesses are registered and pay 
local fees and/or taxes (a discussion that will also relate 
to their levels of “formality”); third, the type of linkages 
they establish with providers and customers within the 
local economy; and fourth, how they are rooted in 
colonias, and how business owners perceive their future, 
as both business owners and residents in colonias.

Research Study Area

Given the almost non-existent information on micro-busi-
nesses in colonias, this study gathered new empirical data.

The colonias studied were chosen based on the follow-
ing three criteria: first, they had to be located on the 
Texas side of the United States-Mexico border region, 
the geographical focus of this study; second, the sample 
needed to embody the characteristics of most colonias in 
terms of income level, housing and infrastructure condi-
tions, education, gender, family structure, and ethnicity; 
third, colonias were to be randomly chosen within the 
areas where the Center for Housing and Urban Develop-
ment (CHUD)1 had established community centres. This 
technique was used to take advantage of contacts that the 
researchers had within the communities being studied.

A total of 20 colonias located in Webb, Hildalgo, and 
Cameron counties, Texas, were selected2. Every business 
within the colonias was expected to be included, although 
that effort was not as straightforward as it might appear. 
Some businesses were obvious and visible, but others, such 
as those operating out of homes, had to be sought out and 
discovered. A total of 200 responses were collected. After 
applying Cronbach’s alpha test3 for verifying consistency 
and reliability, 155 responses were determined to be 
valid for the analysis: 55 responses from Webb County, 
50 from Hidalgo County, and 50 from Cameron County.

Data Collection and Analysis Methods4

A survey questionnaire was developed based on the 2002 
Survey of Business Owners and Self-Employed Persons, 
provided by the U.S. Census Bureau (USCB 2007). Those 
questions relating to the demographic and socio-economic 
characteristics of business owners were included in our 
questionnaire without modification. Other questions 
were modified considering the particular characteristics 
of colonias; some were added to investigate the financial 
resources used to initiate and operate micro-businesses 
in colonias, the familial support for the businesses, 

1
CHUD is a research and ou-
treach centre established in 
colonias by the College of 
Architecture of Texas A&M 
University in 1991. It has 
three regional offices in the 
border area, in El Paso, Lare-
do, and Weslaco.

2
Various official sources 
delimit the geographical 
boundaries of the Lower and 
Central Rio Grande Valley dif-
ferently. Contact the authors 
for a complete list of colo-
nias included.

3
According to REYNALDO & 
SANTOS (1999), the Cron-
bach alpha value of 0.7 is 
an acceptable reliability 
coefficient. In this study it 
was found that the alpha 
value for business owners’ 
opinions on their communi-
ties was 0.674 with 200 re-
sponses and 0.774 with 155 
responses. To acquire higher 
reliability of the survey re-
sults, 155 responses were 
used for the analysis.

4
The questionnaire was 
submitted and approved 
according to the Federal Re-
gulations of the Institutional 
Review Board of Texas A&M 
University. Participation in 
the survey was voluntary, 
and respondents were in-
formed about the purpose 
of the study and the identity 
of the researchers. Partici-
pants’ identities have been 
kept confidential.
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and the business owners’ perceptions of and attitudes 
toward their micro-businesses and their communities.

The complete questionnaire included four sections: 1) gen-
eral characteristics of micro-businesses and their owners; 
2) operation and financing status of the micro-businesses; 
3) economic and social contributions of micro-businesses to 
local development in the colonias; and 4) business owners’ 
opinions and expectations of their businesses for the future.

The survey was originally created in English, translated 
into Spanish, and then translated back to English to ensure 
that the original version was upheld. A pre-test of the 
survey was conducted with selected business owners to 
verify the content and format of the instrument. Actual 
surveys were carried out through face-to-face interviews 
using the standardised questionnaire. Four promotoras 
(colonia residents trained by CHUD to do outreach activi-
ties) contacted and interviewed survey participants.

Only business owners participated in these surveys. 
The representativeness of the respondent sample was 
verified by comparing the demographic and socio-
economic characteristics of the owners with data from 
the census, allowing us to validate our sample selection. 

General Characteristics of 
Micro-business Owners in Colonias

A total of 155 business owners’ responses was used for 
the analysis: 111 owners were female (71.6 percent), and 
44 were male (28.4 percent). The proportion between 
men and women business owners is in agreement 
with the literature, which affirms that among the 
low-income population, women are more inclined to 
open micro-businesses than are men. These busi-
nesses allow an increase in family income while allowing 
women to continue caring for family members.

All business owners surveyed were Hispanic. This outcome 
is consistent with census information (USCB 2007) and 
with the general characteristics of colonias, which have a 
high concentration of Hispanics. While participants were 
given the choice to respond to the surveys in English or 
Spanish, all surveys were conducted in Spanish, a fact 
that also reflects the ethnic character of colonias.

In terms of country of origin, 70.30 percent (109 
respondents) of business owners interviewed were born 
in Mexico. Among them, 82 percent (90 respondents) 
declared that they had been living in the United States 
for more than six years. While the question of citizenship 
or visa status was not part of the survey, most of the 
respondents were well-established in the country. This 
information is relevant, as it seems that these individuals 
have been part of the labour market before and when 
established, have ventured to open a business locally.

Micro-business owners are more educated than their 
peer residents in colonias. Among 155 respondents, 40 
percent of the owners had completed high school and 
15 percent held degrees from a community college or a 
four-year college. As a reference, in Rio Bravo, one of the 
most developed and higher-income colonias in the region, 

only 10 percent of the population older than 25 years of 
age are high-school graduates or the equivalent, and just 
1.4 percent have bachelor’s degrees (USCB 2007). These 
micro-business owners are thus above local educational 
attainment, despite being below national standards.

Characteristics of Micro-businesses in Colonias

1) Financing

Most respondents started their businesses with their own 
savings or family support, sources outside the financial 
system (Table 1). Of the 155 respondents, only 20 had 
received bank loans (12.9 percent), most of which were 
personal — not business — loans with strict conditions. 
These results are consistent with the argument that most 
low-income immigrants are “unbanked”. Personal and 
family sources used in these businesses in colonias are 
not channelled through financial institutions. Further, 
many business owners did not even apply for loans 
due to the expectation that they would not qualify.

 ◀
Table 1: Source of financing 
and loan applications

*Total is greater than 100% 
because respondents cited 
multiple sources.

Source of Financing* Number Percentage
Bank 20 13

Personal savings 122 79

Family loans 50 32

Friend’s loan 3 2

Spouse 9 6

ACCION 2 1

RDFC 1 1

Other 5 3

Total* 212 137
Applied for loan?

Yes, more than once 5 3

Yes, once 23 15

No, never 126 82

Total 154 100

Figure 1: Grocery store, Rio 
Bravo, Texas (Source: Giusti 
and Kim)

  ▼
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3) Spatial role and appearance

While most U.S. cities establish land control and/or 
zoning regulations, it is not what was found. Colonias, 
like most developing countries, have no restrictions 
on where and what to build (GIUSTI et al. 2007). Even 
in the few cases in which colonias have attained 
city status (El Cenizo and Rio Bravo), regulations are 
minimal and a variety of land-use patterns prevail.

Three interrelated elements are described next: first, 
the physical characteristics of the businesses; second, 
their location within the colonia; and third the type of 
visual promotions observed. In terms of their physical 
appearance, businesses can be freestanding structures 
located in one room of the home or as an addition to the 
home built especially for the business. Figure 1 shows 
a relatively large, freestanding business situated along 
the highway. Its customers are not only from colonias 
but also drivers passing by on the highway. Figure 2 
shows a bakery located in a separate structure next to 
the owner’s home. Its customer base is the local com-
munity. Figure 3 shows a business attached to the owner’s 
home, with customers also coming from the colonia.

In terms of their location within the colonia, three different 
types of businesses were found. First, there are businesses 
located on the edge of the colonia, easily approached 
by outside customers. These businesses are relatively 

 ▶
Figure 2: Bakery, Rio Bravo, 
Texas (Source: Giusti and 
Kim)

Type of business Male 
owners

Female 
owners

Total 
owners

Number % Number % Number %

Miscellaneous store retailers 1 2,3 26 23,6 27 17,5

Food & beverage stores 8 18,2 16 14,5 24 15,6

Foodservices & drinking places 2 4,5 22 20,0 24 15,6

Repair & maintenance 19 43,2 2 1,8 21 13,6

Apparel manufacturing 0 0,0 11 10,0 11 7,1

Special trade contractors 6 13,6 1 0,9 7 4,5

Health & personal care stores 0 0,0 7 6,4 7 4,5

Clothing & clthg accessories stores 0 0,0 7 6,4 7 4,5

Furniture & home furnishing stores 1 2,3 4 3,6 5 3,2

Personal & laundry services 0 0,0 5 4,5 5 3,2

Motor vehicle and parts dealers, 
Gasolin Station

2 4,6 2 1,8 4 2,6

Others 5 11,4 7 6,4 12 7,8

Total 44 100,0 110 100,0 154 100,0

Table 2:  Types of businesses 
and Loan applications

  ▼

2) Economic sectors

Micro-businesses in colonias are concentrated on 
low-skilled, easy-to-enter economic activities requiring 
a small initial investment. Table 2 shows that the most 
frequent category of business was “Miscellaneous Store 
Retailers”, which represents 17.5 percent of all businesses 
surveyed. The second most frequent category of business 
was “Food and Beverage Stores” (15.6 percent), followed 
by “Food Services and Drinking Places” (15.6 percent), 
and then “Repair and Maintenance” (13.6 percent).
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Types of employment
Size of 

business*
Number of 
businesses

Percentage of 
businesses

Employement Paid-employees

Full-time 1-2 19 12,3

3 2 1,3

Part-time 1-2 13 8,4

3-5 3 1,9

6-10 11 7,1

Both  4 2,6

Sub-total of paid employees  44 28,4

Non-paid employees

One of family member 2 35 22,6

Two of family members 3 36 23,2

Three of family members 4 1 0,6

Sub-total of non-paid 
employess 

72 46,5

Paid+ Non-paid employees 36 23,2

No employment Single-person business 75 48,4

Total 155 100

Table 3: Types of employ-
ment generated by colonia 
businesses

* a According to number of 
employees

  ▼

larger and more established (Figure 1). Second, there are 
businesses located within the colonia, and the majority of 
customers are local residents (Figures 2 and 3). Most of 
these businesses — if not all — are located in the busi-
ness owner’s house, in additions made especially for the 
enterprise, or are using part of the garage or a section of 
the house. The division between living and business areas 
is not always evident in this second type. Third, there are 
businesses that exist only within the houses, which serve 
local customers and are not visible from the outside.

Finally, it was observed that these local businesses 
have physical advertisements for their services. A wide 
range of creative alternatives is found, from rudimentary 
signs to flyers or posters. There are no regulations in 
terms of the size or type of devices used to promote 
businesses, and they vary according to the given financial 
capacity. For example, the three businesses in Figures 
1, 2, and 3 show advertising in front of their entrances, 
which is always a common feature. The other common 
observation is the number of advertisements when 
entering the colonia, as is observed in Figure 4.

Contribution to Economic Development

1) Job creation 

Table 3 shows that among the 44 owners who responded 
that they hired labour, 21 (48 percent) had more than 
one full-time paid employee and 39 (88 percent) had 
more than one part-time paid employee. Considering 
that business owners themselves are full-time or part-
time self-employed, these data show additional labour 
demands. Further, respondents have both full-time and 
part-time labour, paid and non-paid, consisting of a spouse, 
parents, parents-in-law, children, and other relatives.

We simulated two different hypothetical scenarios to 
estimate to what extent greater access to financial sources 
could result in the creation of more employment. Because 
the survey did not ask exact numbers of jobs but rather 
intervals (see Table 3), the objective of this simulation was 
to estimate the “real” number of jobs (including part-time, 
full-time, and paid and unpaid jobs) that the 155 micro-
businesses surveyed could create. We simulated the most 
pessimistic (least number) and the most optimistic (highest 
number) scenarios for each of the intervals. Both scenarios 
were based on paid workers as reported in the surveys.

In the worst-case scenario, the 155 micro-businesses 
could generate more than 179 full-time and 88 part-time 

 ◀
Figure 3: Business attached 
to a house, Rio Bravo, Texas 
(Source: Giusti and Kim)
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jobs, including those of the owners. This number was 
calculated based on 155 jobs (from self-employment) 
plus 24 hired full-time jobs and 88 hired part-time jobs. 
In the best-case scenario, these micro-businesses could 
generate 203 full-time jobs: 155 self-employment jobs 
plus 48 full-time and 151 part-time hires. Micro-businesses 
also generated unpaid labour. Table 3 shows that nearly 
half of the business owners had unpaid labour.

While these are not remarkably high numbers, 
they should not be overlooked. Under exception-
ally difficult socio-economic conditions and without 
access to financial backing, these business owners 
were ultimately capable of creating some jobs. Ad-
ditionally, by working at these local businesses, workers 
build experience for future employment (s. Table 3).

2) Fees and Business Registration

Because the majority of the 155 businesses surveyed 
are very small businesses, as described earlier, they are 
very likely part of what is termed “informal” businesses. 
“Absolute informality” is not exactly what this study found, 
however. Among all respondents, 75 (48 percent) reported 
paying taxes and 80 respondents (52 percent) declared 
that they did not pay taxes. All food-related businesses 
surveyed actually had the permit required to operate, and 
business owners renewed it periodically, even when the 
business was very small. The penalty for not registering 
these food businesses is too high and the registration 
process is simple enough that most owners comply. These 
numbers are higher than those reported in other studies 
(ILO 2002) of developing countries or ethnic enclaves 
(EDGCOMB & ARMINGTON 2003). The threshold between 
formality and informality is not that clear in colonias.

3) Economic Linkages between 
Customers and Supplier

This study found that more than 70 percent of customers 
live in colonias, mostly in the same colonia where they shop. 
As colonias are definitively located out of urban areas, these 
businesses represent the only nearby supplier of basic 
necessities, so they are definitely serving the needs of the 
community. Further, these businesses serve local customers 
who have similar income levels and cultural backgrounds, 
including language, as the owners. The customers and 
owners are part of the communities and need each other.

In terms of suppliers, the survey found that more than 77 
percent of the owners indicated that their primary suppliers 
come from the nearby large city. Only 12 business owners 
(8.1 percent) have their primary suppliers within their 
communities. Local customers and non-local suppliers 
result in limited but nevertheless relevant economic 
linkages. The presence of these businesses is almost the 
sole source of money circulating in the local economies.

4) Businesses Owners’ Attitudes and Perceptions

The involvement of the businesses in their communities was 
investigated — not only if they invested in their businesses 
but, more importantly, if they expected to stay both as 
business owners and as residents in colonias. All of the 155 
business owners showed positive opinions about their busi-
nesses and planned to continue operating them in colonias.

Table 4 presents statistically significant correlation coef-
ficients for almost all of these questions. Owners’ positive 
opinions about the markets in colonias (Opinion 3) were 
correlated with their intentions to stay in colonias (Opinion 

 ▲
Figure 4: Business adver-
tisements, entrance to Rio 
Bravo, Texas (Source: Giusti 
and Kim)
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2) and to educate their children in colonias (Opinion 4). 
The intention to educate their children in colonias (Opinion 
4) was correlated with the intention to pass their colonia 
business on to their children (Opinion 5). These results 
support the idea that micro-businesses in colonias can 
enable owners to stay in the local communities with their 
families and thus encourage owners to contribute toward 
local community development. Additionally, business 
success in colonias could encourage the next generation to 
stay and contribute to increasing the quality of life there.

Making improvements to a business is an indicator that 
the owner perceives a certain level of success, because an 
owner who has a positive attitude toward the future tends 
to invest more. Among the 155 business owners, more 
than 58 percent had investment plans for their businesses. 
The most common improvements are adding office space 
or an extra room, purchasing equipment, or opening an 
additional store in the colonia. Such willingness to make 
further improvements is an indication of the owners’ 
optimism about their businesses and their communities.

Conclusions and Policy Implications

Colonias in the Texas-Mexico border region are low-income 
communities where Latinos are the majority. Latinos 
make up the greater part of residents, local leaders, 
and business owners, making colonias unique. This 
study explored micro-businesses in colonias and their 
potential to foster local economic development.

The first observed fact is that all business owners surveyed 
were Hispanic. While this piece of information may be 
interpreted as a bias in the sample, following census data 
and field observations, it seems to be representative. 
Businesses in colonias are actually owned by Hispanics 
and the language used is predominantly Spanish.

A high level of female owners was observed, and the 
location of the businesses within the house reinforced this 
finding. It was also found that those who ventured to open 
local businesses were relatively more experienced and 
better educated than were the median levels in colonias.

It was also found that businesses in colonias are concen-
trated in economic sectors that are easy to access and 
require low initial capital. Very few business owners had 
access to financial institutions to start their businesses. 
Owners were found to have insufficient knowledge about 
available credit or financial programmes, and their 
access to such programmes appeared to be limited.

Several businesses are located within residential units in co-
lonias. The incremental construction pattern found in these 
communities is clearly applied in the adaptation of houses 
to incorporate micro-businesses. Because many businesses 
are located in the owner’s place of living, within walking 
distance of their customers, they provide an opportunity 
for more social interaction among residents, suggesting the 
potential for these local businesses to create urban synergy.

After identifying the main characteristics of businesses, this 
research focused on their capacity to foster local economic 
development. In terms of employment, this study found that 

these micro-businesses generate both paid and nonpaid, 
as well as full- and part-time, employment, in addition 
to the business owner’s job. This finding is especially 
relevant to local economic development, since these 
businesses primarily employ individuals who, historically, 
have had more difficulty entering the labour market.

About half of the micro-business owners in this study 
pay some form of local fee or tax. The “informality” 
that characterises micro-businesses found in ethnic 
enclaves in urban areas of developed countries is not 
the overwhelming trend found in colonias. The division 
between formality and informality is not that clear.

This study found a mainly local consumer base 
and an external supplier network. The majority of 
customers came from the same colonia where the 
business was located, a situation that allows 
income to circulate within the local economy.

Micro-business owners show positive attitudes toward 
their businesses and express their willingness to stay 
in the colonias. They are investing in their communities 
and have plans to expand their businesses. Moreover, 
they express a positive attitude toward raising their 
children in colonias and investing locally.

Colonias, as border settlements, may exemplify the trajec-
tory of other immigrant groups moving from developing into 
developed countries. They do not settle as “ethnic enclaves” 
in urban areas but rather in semi-rural or semi-urban 
communities along border regions. From this exploratory 
study, we find that colonias are growing as well as becoming 
more integrated communities. It is critical to search for ways 
to support these emerging private entrepreneurial initiatives, 
as it seems that they have the capacity to contribute to the 
goal of attaining more liveable and sustainable communities.

Finally, as this was an exploratory research, several ques-
tions remain. It is not clear how colonias will be incorporated 
into bordering cities, or even if they will be. Linkages with 
both U.S. and neighbouring Mexican providers should 
also be explored. Further, improvements made in local 
infrastructure should also be considered when analysing 
the capacity of colonias to grow and provide a higher 
quality of life for their residents — local business owners.

Opinion 1 Opinion 2 Opinion 3 Opinion 4 Opinion 5
Opinion 1:  The future of 
my business here in the 

colonia is very secure.
1 0.43** 0.37** 0,14 0.39**

Opinion 2:  My family and I 
want to keep our business 

here in the colonias.
0.43** 1 0.61** 0.32** 0.54**

Opinion 3:  The colonia's 
inhabitants support local 

business. 
0.37** 0.61** 1 0.39** 0.52**

Opinion 4:  I want my 
children to grow up and live 

here in the colonias. 
0,14 0.32** 0.39** 1 0.45**

Opinion 5:  My business is 
my legacy for my children. 0.39** 0.54** 0.52** 0.45** 1

 ▲
Table 4: Correlation coeffici-
ents between the opinions

** p<.01
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B/ordered Spaces and Social Exclusion in Vietnam: 
Housing Conditions of Labour Migrants in the Face of Global Economic Integration

Michael Waibel and Andreas Gravert

Die erfolgreiche Politik der exportorientierten Industrialisierung hat in Vietnam zu einer weit-
flächigen Ausweisung von Industriezonen in der städtischen Peripherie geführt. Diese Zonen 
stellen Ankerpunkte für die zumeist informelle Besiedlung durch Arbeitsmigranten aus ländlichen 
Gebieten dar. Während innerhalb der Industriezonen rechtliche und steuerliche Vorteile sowie 
optimale infrastrukturelle Vorraussetzungen und eine gute Anbindung an westliche Märkte 
gegeben sind, gelten außerhalb der umzäunten und bewachten Zonen in jeder Hinsicht gegen-
teilige Bedingungen. Arbeitsmigranten sehen sich nicht nur mit prekären Arbeitsverhältnissen, 
sondern aufgrund ihres „temporären“ Aufenthaltsstatus auch mit dem weitgehenden Ausschluss 
aus dem städtischen Sozialsystem konfrontiert. All dies führt zu prekären Wohnbedingungen in so 
genannten Boarding House Agglomerationen, die sich aufgrund fehlender öffentlicher Verkehrsin-
frastruktur zumeist direkt an den Mauern der Industriezonen befinden.

Zwar sind die Arbeitsmigranten für die Integration Vietnams in die Weltwirtschaft unverzichtbar, 
an ihrer Integration in den urbanen Kontext werden sie jedoch gehindert und stattdessen in 
informelle Wohn- und oft auch informelle Arbeitsverhältnisse gezwungen. Die Migranten weisen 
daher eine hohe Vulnerabilität auf. So mussten im Zuge der globalen Finanzkrise seit Beginn 2009 
bereits ein Viertel der Migranten in ihre Heimatprovinzen zurückkehren.

Der vorliegende Beitrag stellt anhand umfassender eigener empirischer Erhebungen die Wohn- 
und Sozialsituation der Arbeitsmigranten im Großraum der Metropole Ho Chi Minh City (HCMC) 
dar und hinterfragt die Motive der staatlichen Ausgrenzungspolitik im Zusammenspiel mit den 
Interessen transnationaler Unternehmen.

Introduction

Since the mid-1980s, Vietnam has been successfully 
introducing the “Doi Moi” (renovation) policy, thereby 
gradually turning the centrally planned system into a more 
decentralised market economy. The opening up towards glo-
bal capital finally led to the recent entry into the WTO, which 
can be regarded as a significant milestone in the economic 
transition. Following the development model of the so-called 
Tiger economies, Vietnam has implemented the strategy of 

export-led industrialisation. The cornerstone of this policy 
has been the erection of numerous export processing 
and industrial zones in the sub- and peri-urban areas of 
Vietnam’s metropolis. These clearly demarcated bordered 
zones are equipped with exceptional technical infrastructure 
and preferential tax regimes. In ultimate proximity to these 
globally integrated economic spaces, however, agglomera-
tions of rather spontaneously evolved highly-dense informal 
settlements of migrant labourers with often precarious 

 ◀
Figure 1: Bordered Space 
within Quang Minh Industrial 
Park, Hanoi (Photo: Waibel 
and Gravert, 2004)
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living conditions have developed. In spatial terms, this 
contributes to a high degree of urban fragmentation. In 
social terms, this contributes to the local disintegration of 
the population. In addition, the existing household registra-
tion system creates severe legal barriers for migrants, 
which lead to further discrimination and social exclusion.

In the following chapters, the authors analyse the 
reasons for this development and question the 
motivations of the stakeholders involved.

Industrial zones as ordered economic spaces

In Vietnam, the development of export processing and 
industrial zones has been a crucial move in implementing 
the strategy of export-led industrialization and channelling 
foreign direct investments (WAIBEL 2009). The most 
important foreign investors come from Japan and the four 
first-generation Tiger economies of Taiwan, Singapore, South 

Korea, and Hong Kong. Following the “flying geese regional 
economic development model” (Akamatsu, 1962), the 
latter countries have outsourced labour-intensive industrial 
production to economically less developed countries in 
Southeast and East Asia. The main incentives for foreign 
companies to invest in Vietnam are low wages and a stable 
political environment. Furthermore, Vietnam benefits 
from the China-plus-one strategy of many trans-national 
companies that seek to achieve spatial diversification of 
their investments and to establish secondary manufacturing 
operations in the country (Bradsher, 2008). Labour-intensive 
production such as apparel, footwear and garments 
still accounts for the majority of exports. As in many 
other developing countries, this production is spatially 
concentrated to a large extent inside industrial zones. 
Within these large walled and guarded compounds, trade 
barriers are eliminated, bureaucratic requirements and taxes 
are lowered and outstanding infrastructure is provided. 
The demarcated mono-functional economic spaces 
emerged at a very early stage of transition and served as 
testing grounds and catalysts for liberal market-economy 
principles (Waibel/Jordan, 2005). As a result, the overall 
value of exports now accounts for over 70 per cent of the 
national GDP. Even if only the value-added component is 
included, this contribution amounts to a substantial 15-20% 
of Vietnamese exports to GDP (Ha/Phuong, 2009). So far, 
the number of export processing and industrial zones in 
Vietnam has risen to over 90, with about 26 more currently 
under construction (VEA, 2007: 60). Additionally, there 
are about 90 industrial parks that feature a comparable 
infrastructure. Export processing zones, industrial zones 
and industrial parks – henceforth summarized under 
the term “industrial zones” – employ a total of about 
2 million workers in Vietnam (Le Cam, 2009: 54).

The Southern Key Economic Region, including Ho Chi Minh 
City (HCMC) and the surrounding provinces, has been 
especially successful in the operation of industrial zones. 
It includes about half of all industrial zones of Vietnam, 

 ▲
Figure 2: Entrance Gate of 
the first export processing 
zone in Vietnam: Tan Thuan 
EPZ in HCMC (Photo: Waibel 
and Gravert, 2004)

 ▶
Figure 3: Boarding House 
Complex close to Song Than 
Industrial Park in Binh Duong 
Province (Photo: Waibel and 
Gravert, 2008)
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which channel about 80% of the country’s foreign direct 
investments (Waibel, 2009: 33). The surrounding provinces 
now increasingly serve as the industrial backyard of the 
metropolis of HCMC. In the extensive peri-urban indus-
trial belt around HCMC, more than 500,000 workers are 
employed in industrial zones alone. Most of them are from 
15 to 29 years old and predominantly female (65%) (AAI, 
2005: 7ff; WAIBEL/GRAVERT, 2007: 14). The overwhelming 
majority of the labourers are migrants from all over Vietnam.

Vulnerability of labour migrants

In HCMC, a significant part of the urban population is consid-
ered to be migrant population. Immigration already started 
during the US military engagement in Vietnam, when people 
fled from the countryside to the city to avoid frequent 
bombings. Subsequent to a short period of de-urbanisation 
after reunification in 1976, rural-urban migration accelerated 
considerably after the start of the reform process. Today, mi-
grants represent about one third of the urban population of 
HCMC (Le Cam, 2009: 55), which amounts to approximately 
8 million people. In contrast to the situation in the 1980s and 
1990s, when many migrants from the countryside moved to 
inner-city locations to find work in the informal sector, rural-
urban migration flows now concentrate in the suburban 
areas and the surrounding provinces of HCMC, where 
new employment opportunities for unskilled labour have 
emerged in the industrial zones (WAIBEL et al., 2007: 61).

In socio-economic terms, the 2004 Vietnam migration 
survey (GSO/UNPF, 2005: 5f.) revealed many aspects 
that are comparable to rural-urban migration patterns 
in other developing countries: The mean earnings of 
migrants are much lower than those of non-migrants. The 
differential of income between migrants and non-migrants 
is greatest in HCMC and the surrounding provinces. 
Nevertheless, 80% of migrants reported that their current 
earnings are higher than the income they had before 
migration. Often, migrant households maintain close 
trans-local networks to share and pool their incomes in 
order to increase resilience towards external stresses 
(GSO/UNFPA, 2006: 40). Also, migrants face difficulties 
in joining mass organisations like the “Workers’ Union” 

or the “Vietnam’s Women Union”, which usually serve as 
important social security nets. Often, informal networks 
of relatives and compatriots from their home towns and 
regions substitute for this handicap (GSO/UNFPA, 2005: 3).

As commonly noted, the working conditions in Asian 
industrial zones are rather challenging. Employees suffer 
from long working hours of 50-60 hours per week. Their 
monthly earnings only amount to 1-1.5 million Vietnamese 
Dong (US$ 60-90) on average. Asked about their living 
difficulties in general, migrants list low incomes as the 
main problem, followed by high rents, little leisure time 
and harsh working conditions (Noltze, 2008: 116). Migrant 
workers often do not have formal labour contracts 
or enjoy social security. They generally assess their 
employment situation as insecure (Klaus, 2009: 67).

Also, migrants face severe legal restrictions due to the 
household registration system (“Ho Khau”), a relic of the 
Socialist period. According to the Ho Khau system, people 
can only access public services at their place of residential 
registration. As a result, it is very difficult for migrants to 
send their children to schools or to receive medical care. 
It is also impossible for them to buy real estate and land. 
So far, banks and micro-credit organisations – even if run 
by international NGOs – in most cases do not provide 
credit or saving schemes for migrants (Noltze, 2008; 
GRAVERT, 2008: 74). To apply for permanent residency, 
migrants have to show a long-term labour contract and 
prove at least one continuous year of local residence, e.g. 
evidenced by a formal rental agreement. Usually, migrants 
do not meet these requirements (GRAVERT, 2008: 98f.). 
All in all, the household registration system results in the 
discrimination of large parts of urban society. The manifold 
legal restrictions give migrants an insecure status.

Unstable working conditions on the one hand and the legal 
discrimination through the household registration system on 
the other hand mean that labour migrants are highly vulner-
able. All this forces them into informal living arrangements, 
especially in the field of housing. In this way, migrants, 
who are indispensable for the success of Vietnam’s export 
economy, are degraded to second-class citizens (VET 2005).

 ◀
Figure 4: Female migrants 
sharing a boarding house 
unit (Photo: Waibel and Gra-
vert, 2007)
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Boarding houses:   
new slums in the urban periphery

In the course of the transitional process, the Vietnamese 
state has almost completely withdrawn from the role of 
supplying housing and has left this matter to the private 
sector. While the industrial zones and industrial parks usually 
offer an exceptional infrastructure, they were designed 
without a coherent effort to provide housing opportunities 
for factory workers. Therefore, labour migrants moved to 
spontaneously erected tenant house agglomerations in 
close proximity to their workplace. In Vietnam, such ac-
commodations are called “boarding houses”. Some officials 
regard this kind of housing as “new slums” in reference 
to “old slums” – the squatter settlements along canals 
and railway tracks of the inner city. Boarding houses are 
rented and multi-shared small housing units. The dominant 
boarding house typology consists of long row houses with 
small one-room units. Such units usually feature one room 
of 9-15 square metres that is shared by 2-5 migrants in order 
to lower the individual costs (~25% of the income). Usually, 
a mezzanine allows for more living space, amounting to 5-6 
sqm per capita on average (Klaus, 2009: 76). Sanitation and 
cooking facilities are often situated outside and shared by 
several households. A lack of public transportation limits 
the mobility of workers and has led to the boarding house 
agglomerations being erected directly at the borders of 
the industrial compounds. Public infrastructure is generally 
insufficient, as housing for migrant workers was usually 
designed without provisions for medical care, power and 
water supply, or waste management (Bose, 2007). A survey 
undertaken by the authors among boarding house inhabit-
ants in 2006 revealed that the highest individual priorities 
for improvement of the current housing situation have been 
better provision of technical infrastructure, in particular 
toilets, sanitation and water supply (Waibel/Gravert, 2007). 
The provision of the latter comes under the responsibility 
of the state, which has neglected to meet its obligations.

Boarding houses emerged when local families near 
industrial compounds, realising the demand for low-prized 
rental housing, began to rent out their backyards. In the 
recent past, more and more large compounds of up to 

1000 housing units have emerged, usually constructed by 
local landowners. As the demand for workers in industrial 
zones continuously kept growing in the past, the demand 
for housing commonly exceeded supply, leading to 
overpriced rents. Parts of the local population benefited 
from the legal exclusion of migrants, because they have 
been able to generate large amounts of money with 
relatively small investments (Waibel/Gravert, 2007).

Recent attempts of the local government to provide 
adequate housing for workers have proven generally 
ineffective. For example, some management authorities 
erected housing compounds for labour migrants inside the 
industrial compounds. However, it has been reported to the 
authors that this has not proven to be an efficient solution, 
since prices there were higher than at the boarding house 
agglomerations outside and because the migrant workers 
were afraid of overly tight social control within the zones.

Migrants’ perspectives:     
self-imposed and systemically enforced exclusion

Interviews with boarding house dwellers have shown that 
the migrant workers – although they do not really have a 
choice – mostly accept the precarious housing conditions. 
When selecting their accommodation, they tend to focus 
on low rents, flexibility and close proximity to their place 
of employment. They regard their living situation only as a 
temporary solution allowing them to save as much money 
as possible and transfer money home to their relatives, 
with whom they usually keep close ties. Workers complain 
about low wages and insecure labour conditions, and in 
recent times, this has even resulted in demonstrations 
and wildcat strikes. The low minimum salaries lead to a 
situation in which most migrants even agree to work extra 
hours in order to maximize their income (KLAUS, 2009).

The self-conception of being temporary residents is 
reinforced by the legal discrimination through the household 
registration system. The latter constitutes a severe 
barrier for the integration of migrants into urban society. 
In addition, the migrants are even further isolated due to 
underdeveloped public transport connections. The majority 

  ▶
Figure 5: Water supply sta-
tion: Basic technical infra-
structure within a boarding 
house complex  (Photo: Wai-
bel and Gravert, 2008)
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of them – although living only a few kilometres away from 
the ‘Central Business District’ (CBD) of HCMC – report 
that they have never visited the inner city (Noltze, 2008: 
116). After work, they engage in the usual social activities 
such as dinner with friends and sometimes karaoke, but 
they mostly stay among themselves. Interaction with 
local (permanent) residents is reduced to a minimum. As 
civil society is still rather weak in Vietnam, there are only 
very few small initiatives trying to promote community-
building efforts (Klaus, 2009). Community-building is 
further hindered by the heterogeneous origins of the 
labour migrants, who come from all over Vietnam. 

Social exclusion as a consequence is therefore 
both self-imposed and systemically enforced.

As a result of all these obstacles, HCMC is surrounded by 
spatial enclaves of migrant workers that are apparently 
not at all rooted in the urban environment. Boarding house 
dwellers comprise a rather homogenous social group 
of mostly young, low-income migrant workers with long 
working hours, who exhibit a different way of life than 
the adjacent local population. In contrast to the walled 
compounds of the industrial zones, there are no physical 
borders separating the boarding house agglomerations 
from the rest of the city, but very strong socio-economic 
and legal borders are in place. This immense urban 
fragmentation may be typical for a neo-developmental 
state such as Vietnam. However, it indisputably contributes 
to high levels of petty crime, drug abuse, and prostitution 
in these areas (AAI, 2005; Waibel/Gravert, 2007).

The State’s perspective: The dilemma of 
simultaneity and conceded informality

The state’s perspective may be explained by a multi-level 
view. On the macro-level, the national government has put 
economic growth on the agenda as its primary goal. In con-
sequence, the creation of favourable economic conditions 
for foreign investors was prioritised from the very beginning 
of the transitional process. Mono-functional economic 
spaces, such as export processing zones, were planned and 
erected in sharp contrast to other – less ordered – parts 
of the urban environment at that time. Notwithstanding, 
the provision of accommodation for the labourers of these 
zones was neglected. The reason for this can be traced back 
to, among other factors, a typical transitional phenomenon 
that is labelled the “Dilemma of Simultaneity” (Offe, 1991). 
This refers to the challenge that governments experience in 
promoting the reform process equally across all policy and 
sectoral fields. Due to budget constraints and aspects of op-
portunity costs, however, the state usually has to prioritise 
its fields of action. Against the background of the “dilemma 
of simultaneity”, the provision of housing for millions of 
migrant workers was not tackled with the same degree of in-
tensity as the provision of economic spaces for international 
investors. In this respect, the perpetuation of the household 
registration system from the Socialist period turned out to 
be very useful. It had originally been introduced to restrain 
and control urbanization in the Socialist era. The advantage 
of keeping this system was that it relieved authorities from 
providing costly infrastructural facilities for migrants and 
thus saved financial resources. In this way, the national state 
benefited from the legally induced informalization of the 

migrant population. This might also be described as a policy 
of “Conceded Informality”. Furthermore, as formal housing 
was unattainable for the migrant population, informal 
housing was the only possibility to accommodate enough 
workers in proximity to industrial zones. The conceding of 
informality may therefore have been an inevitable necessity 
to attract international investors in the global competition 
for foreign direct investments in the labour-intensive 
industry, particularly in the first phase of transition.

Furthermore, the lack of capacity at the level of the 
city administration played a substantial role. Socialist 
planning bureaucracy was not sufficiently experienced 
or capable to deal with market-economy conditions 
at the beginning of transition. Therefore, urban 
development control over economic spaces was usually 
handed over to special-purpose associations. The latter 
focussed on the erection of mono-functional economic 
spaces and generally did not implement coherent urban 
development projects that might have integrated other 
functions such as housing, commerce or leisure.

Although the boarding house agglomerations do not even 
come close to meeting legal requirements of building regula-
tions, this deficiency has been pragmatically tolerated by 
local administrations. One reason might be that some local 
authorities are unable to prevent informal developments. 
Another even more important factor might be that the 
informal status of the boarding houses leaves much room 
for corrupt officials to absorb some of the profits gained by 
local landlords. Here again, a policy of “Conceded Informal-
ity” appears to be in place, in this case at the micro-level.

Meanwhile, the media as well as politicians are increas-
ingly acknowledging and reflecting the precariousness 
of these housing conditions. However, as long as local 
officials in cooperation with local landlords stand to 
gain from such developments, it seems likely that 
boarding houses will continue to be conceded. 

This may only change once Vietnam’s export economy 
ceases to depend on the provision of a cheap labour 
force. In fact, the global economic crisis will accelerate 
the restructuring and upgrading of the Vietnamese 
economy, which might imply tremendous consequences 
on the handling of migrants and their living situation.

Impacts of the global financial crisis

The strategy of export-led industrialisation brings with it 
a high degree of exposure to developments in the global 
economy. The export sector, and especially the electronics, 
apparel and footwear industries in Vietnam have been 
severely disrupted by the global financial crisis (Waibel/
Gravert, 2009). Massive lay-offs of migrant workers have 
been the consequence. Many strikes took place, not least 
because some companies stopped paying their workers 
(PHAM, 2009). About one quarter of all migrant workers had 
to move back to their places of origin, at least temporarily, 
according to media reports (VNS, 05 June 2009).

However, the labour-intensive industry in Vietnam had 
already been under pressure before the global economic 
crisis set in. This is due to external and internal reasons: 
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Global competition in this low wage segment is extremely 
fierce, and less developed countries such as Cambodia 
or Bangladesh have been increasingly able to outpace 
Vietnam in the global race for foreign direct investments. 
Salary levels in Vietnam have increased significantly in 
the past due to the overall economic progress of the 
country. Therefore, it became more and more difficult to 
attract a labour force willing to work in the textile industry, 
where wages cannot exceed a certain level due to global 
competition. As a consequence, there have been labour 
shortages, especially in the HCMC metropolitan region.

To reach further economic growth, Vietnam’s industry 
has to manage the shift from a labour-intensive to a 
more capital-intensive industry. In order to advance 
along the value chain, Vietnam needs to provide for 
a more skilled and better educated labour force, for 
example. In this context, it would be an important 
step to give migrants better access to education and 
gradually abolish the household registration system.

Conclusion and outlook

The policy of export-led industrialisation resulted in 
Vietnam’s successful integration into the global economy. 
The main factors for this rapid economic development 
were low wages, political stability and the prioritisation 
of economic growth. Other sectors, such as social affairs 
or housing, were neglected – a typical phenomenon 
for transitional countries that is often referred to as the 
“dilemma of simultaneity”. One result is an increase in urban 
fragmentation. The latter is spatially manifested by the 
contrast between clearly demarcated bordered industrial 
zones and unordered boarding house agglomerations. Inside 
the walls that separate industrial zones from their surround-
ings, massive public investments are made, exceptional 
infrastructure is provided, trans-national companies are 
given legal privileges, and trade barriers are reduced. 
Outside, technical infrastructure is lacking, and the migrant 
population faces social exclusion, legal discrimination, and 
insecure and precarious conditions in labour and housing. In 
an approach that might be labelled “conceded informality”, 
the state largely tolerates the vulnerability of migrants. It 
can be assumed that the high degree of informality in the 
periphery of industrial zones is conceded, because this 
guarantees the provision of cheap and flexible labour force 
without stressing state budgets. Accordingly, the local 
disintegration of migrant workers can be interpreted as part 
of a strategy to foster the country’s global economic integra-
tion. Industrial zones seem to be better integrated into 
the global economy than into their local settings. Boarding 
house agglomerations are not well integrated into their local 
settings either, although this is due to other factors. Dwellers 
of boarding house agglomerations are not separated by 
physical barriers, but with legal and socio-economic borders 
that relegate them to the status of second-class citizens.

The global economic crisis will reinforce the implementation 
of industrial upgrading strategies. Therefore, education and 
training have to be improved. As part of this development, 
barriers for migrants must be abolished, as they not only 
cause social exclusion and the discrimination of a large 
part of society. They also lead to the underutilization of 
labour force and the structural reproduction of poverty.
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Migration in Times of Transformation: 
New Challenges for Urban Governance in Albania

Enkeleda Kadriu

Der Beitrag betrachtet die Migrationstendenzen in Albanien zwischen 1945 und 1990 sowie seit 
den 1990er Jahren. Vor dem Hintergrund werden Push- und Pull-Faktoren für die Wanderungs-
bewegungen sowie deren Folgen für städtische Entwicklung aufgezeigt. Kommunale Entschei-
dungsträger in sowohl schrumpfenden als auch wachsenden Städten Albaniens sehen sich der 
Bewältigung neuer Aufgaben gegenüber. Aufzuzeigen wie staatliche Behörden und verschiedene 
Interessensgruppen mit den sozialen und räumlichen Folgen von Migration umgehen bzw. welche 
Ansätze ratsam erscheinen, ist Kernanliegen des Beitrags.

Introduction

Although the free movement of people is considered 
one of the fundamental rights of citizens, unfor-
tunately in many underdeveloped and developing 
countries in the world movement is not always a 
positive choice based simply on one’s right.

“Every day across the world people make the dif-
ficult decision to leave their homes. War, persecution, 
environmental disaster and poverty are just some of 
the reasons why a person might feel that they have 
to leave their family, community or country.”1

Albania, a small country in the south-eastern part of Europe 
has had a rough experience with migration. With almost 
25% of its population and 35% of its working force living 
abroad, Albania is one of the countries with the highest 
rates of migration (both internally and externally) in the 
region. According to a study done by the British Council in 
several cities of 8 European countries, including the city 
of Tirana (the capital of Albania), 38% of the population 
aged 18-40 years that have not previously migrated want to 
migrate. In a situation in which the migration statistics are 
this disheartening, (35% of the work force is in migration; 
60% of graduates in foreign countries don’t work in their 
profession; 38% of the population wants to migrate; 46.8% 
of migrants returning to the country live off their savings; 
37.85% invest their savings in different businesses; 60% 
chose to be self-employed)2, local governments and 
stakeholders, among others, should come together to 
discuss what can be done by analysing the situation and 
trying to understand the factors that lie behind the figures.

In this study we give a brief overview of the migration trends 
in Albania during the periods 1945-1990, the 1990s, and 
thereafter, concentrating first on the factors that lead to 
these movements and then on the impacts and repercus-
sions that migration has had on urban development both 
in shrinking and growing cities within Albania. We try to high-
light some of the main challenges faced by the local govern-
ments that were most affected by the demographic move-

ments of people resulting from the political transformation 
(i.e. the decentralisation and privatisation processes in the 
cities) and analyse how they address the issue of migration. 
Because migration in Albania has been more of a spontane-
ous and independent phenomenon, attracting little attention 
for research and study, our findings and suggestions leave 
ground for further work on the issue by other scholars.

Trends of migration in Albania

Migration in Albania is characterised by three main 
periods3, all of which are associated with major changes 
in the economic condition of the country or, in other 
words, with different crises that the country experienced 
on the way to democracy and capitalism: i) the migration 
fluxes before 1944, mainly due to economic reasons; ii) 
a flux in smaller numbers during the 1945-1990 period, 
mainly due to political reasons; and iii) the massive fluxes 
after the 1990s, immediately following the fall of the 
communist regime in the country (Barjaba, 2004). The last 
two fluxes are the periods that fall within the scope of our 
analysis since they concern the period of transition from 
the collapse of the communist regime to democracy.

The transition period in Albania is defined and characterised 
by the change of the regime and from a strictly controlled 
and closed, centrally planned economy to an open market 
economy. This period is further characterised by political, 
economic and social changes, as well as turmoil that the 
country has experienced to date since the collapse of the 
regime in 1990. The political upheavals prevailing from 
1989-1993 resulted in the Democratic Party winning the 
elections and of thousands of people fleeing, first through 
Western embassies and then through the ports to Italy 
and the borders to Greece, and were later followed with 
protests and demonstrations on the streets. The year 
1999 brought 550,000 Kosovo refugees to Albania, which 
was a burden to the already weak economy trying to 
recover from the relics of communism and a fraudulent 
financial system. The year 2000 and onwards would be 
the “healing” and recovery period, although the political 
rivalry between the major parties continues to date.

1
Refugees, migrants and 
internally displaced perso-
ns, Amnesty International, 
Retrieved 09 July 2009 from 
http://www.amnesty.org/en/
refugees-and-migrants

2
Study, 38% of Albanians 
want to migrate, 16 Decem-
ber 2009, Retrieved on 10 
July 2009 from http://lajme.
shqiperia.com/media/arti-
kull/iden/158794/titulli/Stu-
dimi-38-e-shqiptareve-duan-
te-emigrojne

3
Ministry of Labour and So-
cial Affairs, Retrieved on 08 
July 2009 from http://www.
mpcs.gov.al/migracioni/
historik/69-tri-periudhat-e-
emigrimit-modern-shqiptar



46 TRIALOG 101 2-2009

In the following, the two later periods of transition 
are looked at in terms of migration in Albania.

Migration from 1945 to 1990

Urban growth and development in this period took a 
special path. With a closed and planned economy, a 
strong ideological commitment and homogeneity, and an 
inherited backwardness — the country was still in many 
respects a medieval society up to 1945 — after high initial 
growth during the 50s and 60s, the development of the 
Albanian economy slowed down during the 70s and 80s 
(Aliaj, 2004: 43). Enduringly slow industrial development 
and agricultural accumulation impeded a fast urban 
development. The urbanisation process developed very 
slowly and was controlled, especially after the 50s, as a 
result of the natural growth and migration regulated through 
the job and housing guarantees (Aliaj, 2004: 43). Control 
of the demographic movement was obtained through 
the social housing system and employment, which were 
directly organised and followed by the party mechanisms. 
Only people registered at the civil registry office of their 
origin were entitled to housing and employment; therefore, 
changing location would not be beneficial in terms of both 
matters. Internal migration was not encouraged. People 
could move only during voluntary work periods4, in cases 
of marriage, or for educational purposes. There was no free 
movement of people, and migration, with its contemporary 
economic, employment or socio-cultural factors, did not 
exist. Officially, emigration was prohibited and severely 
punished (Carletto et al, 2004:2), and the movement of 
people in or out of the country was allowed only for reasons 
and duties specified by the government. The cases in which 
people refused to return to the country were considered a 
crime and had several impacts on the remaining family and 
relatives in Albania, including persecution or imprisonment.

Migration during the 1990s and at present

In 1989, when the government and the politicians were 
busy keeping the country together, building a new regime 
(it was the first time that political parties other than the 
communist ones were formed and free elections were hold) 
and opening the economy to the world, the absence of 
controls gave way to full-speed international and internal 
migration immediately after the fall of the regime in 1990. 
With a new and weak government coming to power, and 
a lack of capacity to control and monitor the borders, it 

became more and more difficult to prevent the movement 
of people. The economic situation of the time — with 
inflation at around 350%, an annual 50% drop in the 
GDP, and rapidly increasing unemployment nationwide 
— favoured the emigration of well-educated people and 
internal demographic movements (Barjaba, 2004).

Barjaba breaks down the phase of post-1990 migration 
further: into the uncontrolled stream of 1991-1992, when 
approximately 300,000 Albanians left the country; the 1992-
1996 stream, when a similar number migrated, most illegally, 
despite the temporary improvement of the economy and 
better border controls; and the 1996-1997 stream immedi-
ately after the collapse of various pyramid schemes which 
wiped out the savings of hundreds of thousands of people. 
Finally, the Parliament imposed a ban on speedboats in 
coastal waters to crackdown on people and drug smuggling. 
Since 1998, a gradual improvement in economic, political, 
and social conditions and favourable immigration policies 
in two key receiving countries, Greece and Italy, have 
increased legal migration and reduced illegal flows (Barjaba, 
2004). With political and economic stability coming to the 
country, although slow and sometimes with reversals, 
migration in general has decreased, although a considerable 
number of people (especially the young generations) say 
they would still migrate if they had the chance (IOM, 2008).

Regarding the internal migration of Albanians, we can 
see an increase in the movement of people to the capital 
and the coastal and central regions of the country during 
the period 1993-1996 (Çaro et al., 2007:88), which led 
to a shrinkage in the population of the north-eastern 
and southern cities. In Graph 1 we can see the internal 
migration of Albanians during the period 1990-2008. 

Factors of migration in Albania

Migration in Albania after 1990 was not shaped by 
governmental policies or regulations. Being developed 
as a spontaneous phenomenon5, migration includes 
people from different backgrounds. Even though each 
individual or group have different motivations and reasons 
for migrating, there are some common factors that influence 
the decision-making process behind their migration.

Push factors

The most common push factors for migrants, both 
international and internal, are unemployment and 
poverty. According to Barjaba (2004), at a 13% ratio 
of unemployment and around 30% of the population 
living below the poverty line, the motivation for moving 
to regions which offer more opportunities for a better 
life becomes very strong. Poor health conditions, lack 
of education, and bad economic conditions, as well as 
poor access to basic services and lack of infrastructure, 
especially in rural areas, pushes people to migrate.

“Because migration is a policy of free movement of people, 
unfortunately it is impossible to stop or revert,” says the 
director of civil office in Fier, Mrs. Mocka. The main reason 
for this movement, she continues, is economic. Because 
of the low potential for development in the rural areas, 
people move to the urban areas with the hope to find a job, 

 ▲
Figure 1: Internal migration 
in Albania between 1990 and 
2008, Source: IOM 2008:21

4
The voluntary work periods 
were planned and organised 
activities arranged by the 
party authorities according 
to the necessities of the 
party. Every citizen had to 
contribute voluntarily. These 
activities involved helping in 
building schools, hospitals, 
factories or roads, working 
in the fields, or the irrigation 
projects of the party, etc.

5
Migration of Albanians in 
and out of the country was 
initially done based on mo-
mentary impulses that re-
sulted from the right to move 
freely and no longer fearing 
the controls of the party. As 
Barjaba expresses it, peo-
ple „identified the freedom 
and liberty of the Western 
world with free movement“ 
(2004b:232), which led to 
spontaneous demographic 
movements. 
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earn higher incomes, live a better life, and/or educate their 
children. Located in south-west Albania, Fier is the fifth most 
populated city in the country, and it constitutes to be one of 
the most important cities in Albania in terms of production, 
especially oil and agriculture. According to the journalist A. 
Damini, currently in Fier immigration is increasing and emi-
gration is decreasing. In 2008, the number of people leaving 
the rural areas to move to urban areas in the prefecture 
of Fier was 5,650 out of the total population of 78,559.6

According to Carletto et al., an additional push factor is 
the decrease in public sector jobs due to decentralisation 
and privatisation processes in Albania. Since 1992, the 
high levels of “underemployment in rural areas have kept 
unemployment rates in double digits, and real wages7 only 
in 2001 recovered their pre-crisis level of 1995” (2004:4).

Pull factors

On the other side, the better economic development of 
some regions, with greater employment opportunities 
and higher wages, constitutes the pull factors. Tirana and 
several coastal cities offer a greater range of opportunities 
in terms of labour market and higher wages, and are thus 
some of the most attractive regions for internal migrants 
in the country (Çaro et al. 2007:95). Some other pull 
factors that encourage people to emigrate or migrate 
are family reunions, education, new job opportunities, 
higher incomes, cultural motivations and so forth.

Urban growth and development reconsidered

International and internal migrations have changed the 
demographic landscape of Albania. While on one hand we 
have cities with shrinking populations, on the other hand 
we have cities with increasing migrant populations. But the 
consequences go beyond the total population estimate 
and affect other domains as well, such as the overall 
economical and infrastructural changes in the country, the 
labour market, and the gender and age ratios (IOM, 2008).

In rural-urban migration as well as in migration from a small 
urban centre to a bigger or more developed one, people 
move according to their capacities, aspirations and expecta-
tions. Usually the first destination is the nearest urban 
centre, where many people may decide to permanently 

reside or stay temporarily until they find new opportunities 
to move to another better destination. In both cases, 
people rarely decide to return to their villages or cities.

According to the Institute of Statistics (INSTAT, 2004) of 
Albania, four main trends can be identified regarding 
the demographic movement from 1990 onwards:

Movement from north and north-eastern regions  -
(prefectures of Kukes and Dibra) to central regions 
(Tirana, Durres, Vlora).
Movement from various parts of the country (prefec- -
tures of Berat, Korce, Elbasan, Gjirokaster, Shkoder) 
towards the centre of the country (Tirana, Durres, Vlora).
Movement from secondary coast regions (prefectures  -
of Fier, Vlore, Lezhe) towards the central regions (Tirana, 
Durres).
Movement from various central parts of the country to  -
secondary coastal regions (prefectures of Fier, Vlore, 
Lezhe).8 (IOM, 2008:14)

The maps (figure 2 and 3) show the expelling index 
including internal and international migration and the 
absorbing index for the period 1989-2001 (for more 
information on how to calculate migration movements 
at district level refer to Carletto et al. 2004:7).

Shrinking cities

The main concerns in small Albanian cities9 are, among 
others, loss of vitality, decrease in population due to 
migration of people to bigger cities or abroad (22-25% of 
the Albanian population has migrated out of the country 
since 1990) (Barjaba, 2004), decrease of purchasing 
power and commercial life, deteriorating infrastructure, 
and lack of productivity and trade. Demographically 
speaking, shrinking cities are becoming older. The youth 
is moving to cities offering more opportunities. 

The sectors highly affected by migration in the shrinking 
cities are the healthcare system, education, and employ-
ment sectors. Especially the high rates of unemployment 
in Albania in recent years, although improvement is 
seen, are a push factor for people to migrate. According 
to Çaro et al. (2007:92) the situation is critical in some 
districts, such as Has, Kurbin and Pukë, where the 
unemployment rate reaches more than 40 percent.

6
Population in towns and 
cities: January 1st, 2008, 
Retrieved on 4 August 2009 
from: www.instat.gov.al

7
According to OECD, real 
wages are defined as “the 
goods and services which 
can be purchased with wa-
ges or are provided as wa-
ges.” (Glossary on statistical 
terms: Real Wages, retrieved 
on August 4, 2009 from 
http://stats.oecd.org/glossa-
ry/detail.asp?ID=4824)

8
Please see the Administra-
tive divisions of Albania map 
for a better visualisation of 
movements and locations of 
regions in Annex I.

9
Defined as cities with a po-
pulation of less than 15,000 
people, which is the case for 
19 out of 42 cities in Albania.

 ◀
Figure 2: Expelling index, 
internal and international mi-
gration, 1989-2001 , Source: 
Carletto et al, 2004: 38-40

 ◀
Figure 3: Absorbing index, 
1989-2001, Source: Carletto 
et al. 2004: 38-40

  ◀
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Growing cities

The main concern in growing cities such as Tirana and other 
big cities is how to allocate, afford and manage the increas-
ing costs and expenditures within the already existing 
limited capacities of municipalities and local governments. 
Thus, migration is increasingly contributing to social disloca-
tion, agricultural labour shortages, and rapid deterioration in 
the provision of social services in urban areas. Furthermore, 
the original identity of urban areas has often changed 
considerably due to the different socio-cultural norms and 
values of migrants to those of urban residents, which may 
provoke discrimination and aggression between residents 
and migrants (Çaro et al., 2007; Carletto et al. 2004).

Given the great increase of internal migration to the urban 
areas on the coast as well as local rural-urban migration, 
creating economic opportunities in urban areas beyond 
Tirana and the other big cities could help in re-establishing a 
more sustainable internal flow, as Tirana alone is struggling 
to accommodate and service the increasing number of 
migrants flocking to its poorest neighbourhoods (Çaro 
et al., 2007). The existing willingness and consensus 
of the public authorities and government to draw and 
design more appropriate, sustainable strategies to lift 
households out of poverty and promote the country’s 
growth can be considered as a positive step of the public 
authorities towards the issue of internal migration.

Challenges for urban government and governance

After 1990, with the switch to free enterprise, private 
ownership10 and an open market economy, people seized 
the opportunity to occupy and use public and empty space 
as they desired. This can be seen in the illegal settlements 
built mainly by internal migrants on state-owned or 
private land in the peripheries of growing cities such as 
Tirana and the corridor of Durres-Fushekruje. The new 
settlements, generally nice houses and villas built mostly 
with remittance money, became a big problem for the local 
authorities. First of all, they put forward the demands for 
infrastructure, public services and other facilities. Secondly, 
they brought about the problematic issue of title deed 
rights of the occupied land. Conflicts of interests arose 

between the landowners and the migrants, who asked 
for permits from the government. Caught in the middle, 
the government, who could not evict the migrants, had 
to compensate the old owners, who in many cases were 
not satisfied. To date, the migrants still live in the areas 
they first occupied, improving and upgrading their living 
conditions according to their incomes and capacities.

In addition to the above, a new sensitive and serious 
issue emerged concerning the socio-cultural aspect of 
migration. The potential of exclusion of the communities 
in these peripheric areas from the rest of the city poses a 
serious threat in terms of the disparities that have started 
to appear in the city such as: the unequal distribution of 
infrastructure and services, the emergence of ghetto society 
where people interact with and support people from the 
same place of origin, the alienation of people (especially 
the youth) from the cultural values of the society, etc.

While the issue of title deeds goes on in several cases, 
infrastructure is still very weak, in many cases upgraded or 
built by the community itself. The national decentralisation 
processes may give local governments more authority in 
dealing with many problems regarding the improvement 
of living conditions, but they still lack the financial means 
and budget necessary to cover all problematic areas. The 
brain drain of qualified human capital, the lack of vision for 
a promising future in the cities, and the lack of expertise 
in dealing with several issues, including migration, are 
some other obstacles which prevent local governments 
from providing proper public services, drawing coherent 
strategies and action plans, or implementing, following up 
and monitoring the progress of the projects launched.

Conclusion

Albania cannot afford another decade of migration, i.e. 
brain and work drain. Furthermore, the depopulation 
of the countryside and the unsustainable demographic 
pressure on cities like Tirana are likely to create additional 
impediments to a balanced and equitable growth process. 
Therefore, return migration is vital. However, migrants 
would opt to return permanently only in cases where 
secure employment, acceptable living conditions, safety, 

10
The private ownership was 
banned in Albania during 
the communist period, and 
every property, movable or 
immovable was collectivised 
or state-owned. People’s 
means to travel were limited; 
the houses were distributed 
to the people by the state 
according to an equal distri-
bution policy of the party.

 ▶
Figure 4: City centre of Tira-
na, Source: Adelina Greca, 
2004
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favourable economic situation, acceptable education and 
medical systems are provided, or for family reasons.

Recognising migration as a socio-economic issue should be 
the first step towards building a migration strategy. Follow-
ing the concept of the right to the city, “everybody has the 
right to enjoy the benefits, services and social and spatial 
space that the city provides” (Brown, 2009). Action plans for 
the creation of jobs not only in the big cities but also in other 
prefectures and less developed areas should be drawn, 
and means for their successful implementation should be 
also secured. Central and local governments should strive 
to create new investment opportunities in rural areas, thus 
revitalising the agricultural activities and production that 
was once vivid and discouraging migration to urban areas.

The constraints that the public authorities and institutions 
experience with migration and migrants, such as lack of 
inclusive policies, good governance and political willingness, 
can be overcome by transferring best-case examples 
and scenarios from countries with long prior experience 
and practice. Some observations and suggestions for 
governance within urban areas: local governments 
should receive bigger budgets, which is not possible 
given the economic conditions of the country and the 
fiscal difficulties of the government. The result is that the 
public services provided with limited resources by local 
governments do not satisfy all the population, which may 
lead to gentrification in the cities, further deterioration 
of the existing infrastructure, increase in illegal activities 
etc. Furthermore, the government could call for different 
partnerships with the private sector in providing the public 
services, being still in control of developments in the 
city, and protecting the interests of the citizens. A third 
option would be that communities take over and provide 
the services they need in a regulated or unregulated way 
depending on the possibilities they have (Kadriu, 2008).

Updated information and data on migration, as well as 
interpretation of the data, are among the objectives to be 
achieved in order to analyse the current situation especially 
in the urban areas with the most number of migrants. 
Unfortunately, there are no direct studies or undertakings 
that address the problems of migrants and local population 
at the local level. The main reasons for this are lack of 
capital and human resources, lack in legislation, and lack 
of cooperation between different public institutions. A 
positive step towards migration policies, proper registration, 
monitoring and following up is the National Strategy for 
Migration undertaken by the Albanian Government, which 
will hopefully exert pressure on respective institutions and 
organisations at both central and local level. Continuous 
exchange of information, expertise, and resources between 
key entities is a must in understanding and facilitating 
the processes of smooth integration of migrants.

We should learn to look at migration and migrants not 
as a problem but rather as a source of solutions and 
choices for the individuals and families involved. Such 
an approach would bring positive outcomes and win-win 
solutions for the whole community, local government, 
and all the other public/private entities concerned.
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On 14 July 2009, leading urban academics, politi-
cians and practitioners met to discuss how to address 
pressing challenges and capitalize on arising oppor-
tunities in the field of urban development. Faced with 
global issues such as climate change, the financial cri-
sis and shifts in the international aid architecture, the 
participants identified impacts on the local level and 
debated strategies on how to support development 
partners in a challenging context. 

The discussion took place alongside an expert 
forum, which was hosted by the Cities Alliance as 
the first of a number of events, commemorating its 
launch in Berlin 10 years ago. In this context the Cities 
Alliance had been able to attract a number of high-
ranking urban specialists to Berlin. These were joined 

by German urban experts. Thus the discussants 
included: Annette Bähring, head of the GTZ Unit “De-
centralization, Regionalization, Municipal and Urban 
Development”; Soomsook Boonyabancha, founding 
director of ACHR; Harald Fuhr, Chair of International 
Politics at University Potsdam; Peter Herrle, head of 
the Habitat Unit at Berlin University of Technology; 
Mark Hildebrand, founding manager of the Cities Al-
liance; Stephen Karam, senior urban economist at 
the World Bank; Walter Leitermann, manager of the 
European Office of the German Association of Cities 
and Towns; the Nigerian scholar and presidential ad-
visor Akin Mabogunje; Franz Marré, head of the BMZ 
division “Water, Energy, Urban Development”; Gordon 
McGranahan, head of the urban settlements group 
at the IIED; Eduardo Moreno, Chief of the Global 
Urban Observatory at UN Habitat; Konrad Otto-Zim-
mermann, Secretary General of ICLEI; Sheela Patel, 
founding director of SPARC; and Clare Short, British 

Local Challenges, Global Opportunities – An Urban Dia-
log, Photo: Bender, 2009
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Member of Parliament and ex-Secretary of State for 
International Development. 

The dialog forum was opened by Joerg-Werner 
Haas, director of the division “State and Democracy” 
at GTZ, who welcomed the participants. William Cob-
bett, manager of the Cities Alliance, then started off 
the discussion with a brief account of the key find-
ings of the preceding expert forum: According to Mr. 
Cobbett, the three major barriers to the successful 
integration of the poor into the urban fabric remain 
informality, illegality and invisibility.

An Integrated Multi-Level Approach
In the course of the event it was recognized that 

while the speed and scale of urbanization is a huge 
challenge, especially in Sub-Saharan Africa, this 
process also holds enormous economic potential. 
Accordingly, a multi-level governance approach was 
considered necessary to effectively address the chal-
lenges and opportunities of urbanization. It was also 
stressed, that the inclusion of civil society and the 
urban poor themselves in the policy and decision 
making processes should be regarded as equally im-
portant.

Since urban development is a highly complex and 
intertwined process, an integrated approach was 
deemed essential, to coordinate the work in differ-
ent sectors which are traditionally treated separately. 
However, considering that there are immense differ-
ences between cities, and even between different 
areas within the same city, it is important that the 
integrated solutions are adapted to the individual 
context. 

Changing International Aid Architecture
Furthermore, it was stated that international do-

nors should assess the effectiveness of the current 
aid architecture. An institutional shift in the interna-
tional aid architecture has been identified as develop-
ing countries are becoming increasingly interested in 
the horizontal sharing of knowledge and experiences. 
As new development partners such as civil society 
platforms, NGOs, foundations and universities are 
becoming more and more important and new forms 
of development such as South-South exchanges or 
triangular cooperation are on the rise, donors have to 
reconsider their role.

Disaster Mitigation
It was emphasized, that the urban poor are par-

ticularly vulnerable to environmental risks since they 
are often forced to settle on floodplains, mountain 
slopes and other hazardous areas due to a lack of 
alternatives. While it is the responsibility of govern-
ments to provide safe areas for poor people to live in, 
public authorities often fail to do so as key questions 
concerning land rights and security of tenure remain 
unresolved. In this case, education regarding disaster 
prevention and mitigation are particularly important 

to strengthen the resilience of the urban poor.
For development partners, the increase in natural 

disasters due to climate change calls for the design 
of practice-oriented strategies. These should include, 
amongst others, studies on alternative settlement 
structures in coastal areas to respond to rising sea 
levels. Also new development projects should be as-
sessed in terms of being adaptable to changing con-
ditions under climate change.

The Urban Agenda in the International Develop-
ment Discourse

Finally, reflecting on the social, cultural and eco-
nomic significance of urbanization, it was commonly 
felt that urban development should be much more 
prominently featured in the international develop-
ment debate. Further, recognizing the sheer size of 
the urban challenge, the scaling up of solutions was 
deemed absolutely essential. Working strategies 
and good practices cannot be developed city by city. 
There is a need to make solutions available, adapt-
able and replicable to different contexts – that is to 
say: following a wholesaling knowledge management 
approach.

Conclusion
Summing up, the discussion presented a unique 

opportunity for exchange and new networks as it 
brought together key actors from different organiza-
tions in order to facilitate the dialog between urban 
academics, politicians and development practition-
ers. This opportunity was seized by the participants 
as they debated new trends and concepts as for in-
stance local adaptation strategies to climate change 
and the changing international aid architecture. 

At the same time, the participants expressed their 
frustration at the low support to urban development 
by the international donor community, especially 
considering the urgent need for action in this field. It 
was stressed that innovative concepts and solutions 
would not be able to effectively address the rising 
challenges, as long as genuine support by policymak-
ers was lacking. While a British Parliamentary Com-
mittee on International Development1 has recently 
recognized the immense importance of urban devel-
opment for poverty reduction, there is still a long way 
to go for the urban agenda to be mainstreamed into 
the general policy discourse.
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Fusion Cities - Two Border 
Cities growing together

Jula-Kim Sieber

a fusion of black and white, of colonized people and 
locals, but also of Brazzaville and Kinshasa, since the 
local conditions of musical expression are changing 
locations: Brazzaville had the first night bars, Kinsha-
sa the music publishers (see map below). This move-
ment has cultural and intellectual characteristics.

In summary all four groups identified that the 
specific characteristics of borders impact the fusion 
and interaction process. People find various ways to 
penetrate a border. Against this background cultural 
movements are of central importance. They open 
ways for integration which is indispensable for a glo-
bal working habitat.

The whole analysis in form of PDFs and MP3 is available 

at http://www.fusion-cities.par-darmstadt.de.

Jula-Kim Sieber
is assistant professor at PAR, TU Darmstadt. She is 
researching on the relationship between architecture 
(+urbansim) and communications (=film, music, dance, 
art, community spirit, etc.). published on www.blog.
ar2com.de translating it into architecture.ar2com.de

participating students
Anne Touchet,  Eleni  Sougaris, Humberto Sarabia, Julio 
Obregon Zepeda, Marion Bouchard, Slobodan Subotić 
and Petko Gogov

Figure 1: Cultural Exchange in BRAKIN (Marion 
Bouchard and Humberto Sarabia)

  ▼

Fusion is found everywhere in the globalized world 
– in urbanism as well. A seminar at PAR, an urban de-
sign institute at TU Darmstadt particularly focused on 
fusion passing borders. Four different types of bor-
ders were to be analysed: the natural, the artificial, 
the social, and the political border.

Four groups of students focused on the fusion 
cities BRAKIN (made of Brazzaville and Kinshasa) 
characterized by a natural border of the river Kongo; 
SAN JUANA (combining San Diego and Tijuana) with 
the artificial border between Mexico and the United 
States of America; JERUSALEM known for its political 
border, and FAVEMINIO (a combination of favela and 
condominio) with a social border in Rio de Janeiro be-
tween favelas and condominios. The students had to 
fulfill three analytical steps: borders, cities and move-
ments. The conceptual idea was to finally distill the 
fusion in one freeze image called “consolidation of 
movement”. The three steps are expressed in a visual 
language applying graphics and maps and only short 
explanatory texts, in order to provide comparable re-
sults. Through this abstraction, key notes of the cities 
become visible. 

A typical example for this approach is illustrated by 
the work of the students Marion Bouchard and Hum-
berto Sarabia. They found out that  BRAKIN, Braz-
zaville and Kinshasa - the two closest capitals of the 
world – are only divided by the river Kongo.Downtown 
BRAKIN is located on the ferry linking the two cities. 
Besides trade the fusion is mainly based on music, 
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Neue Bücher / Book Reviews

Architektur

Wu, R./ Canham, S.: Portraits from Above 
– Hong Kong’s Informal Rooftop Communi-
ties, Peperoni Books, Bad Münder 2008, ca. 
300 Seiten, ISBN 978-3-9809677-7-8, € 45,-.

Mit dieser Dokumentation informeller Dachsiedlun-
gen in Hong Kong haben die kanadische Architektin 
Rufina Wu und der deutsche Fotograf Stefan Canham 
den dritten Preis beim Bauhaus Award 2008 gewon-
nen. Das Projekt wurde darüber hinaus von der 
Kulturbehörde Hamburg und von Art and Culture Out-
reach in Hong Kong unterstützt.

In Ihrem Buch dokumentieren die Autoren in-
formelle Siedlungen auf den Dächern von fünf Gebäu-
den, die auf Hong Kongs Halbinsel Kowloon liegen. 
Die „Rooftop Communities“ sind durch staatliche 
Sanierungspläne gefährdet. Allein weil es diese Sied-
lungsform vielleicht bald nicht mehr geben wird, ist 
dieses Buch ein wichtiges Zeitdokument. Die fünf 
Gebäude werden als Isometrien dargestellt; sowohl  
in ihrem ursprünglichen, als auch in ihrem jetzigen 
„informellen“ Zustand mit parasitären Siedlungen auf 
den Dächern.

Jedes Beispiel wird mit einem kurzen Porträt über 
das Gebäude und dessen Dach-Bewohner einge-
leitet. Der Aufsatz „Siedlungen auf den Dächern Hong 
Kongs: Eine Einführung“ von Dr. Ernest Chui (Hong 
Kong Universität) erläutert die Entstehungsgeschichte 
der Siedlungen und den Migrationshintergrund vieler 
ihrer Bewohner. 

Ästhetisch anspruchsvolle und informative Fo-
tografien ergänzen die etwas nüchternen Isometr-
ien und schaffen ein ausgewogenes Gesamtbild von 
Hong Kongs informellen Dachsiedlungen. 

Das Buch ist durch das sehr eindrucksvolle Bilder-
material Canhams geprägt. Der Text ist  eher knapp 
gehalten, dennoch lohnt es sich hineinzulesen.

Josefine Fokdal

Wohnungsversorgung

Daphne Frank: Sustainable Housing 
Finance for Low-Income Groups. A 
Comparative Study, Reihe „Weltwirtschaft 
und internationale Zusammenarbeit“ Bd. 2, 
Nomos Verlagsgesellschaft, Baden-Baden 
2008, 284 Seiten, ISBN 978-3-8329-3677-8, 
€ 44,-.

Die vorliegende Publikation, die auf einer Disserta-
tion an der Universität Kassel basiert, untersucht und 
vergleicht – auf der Grundlage von sechs Fallstudien 
in vier Ländern – unterschiedliche Programme staatli-
cher Wohnbaufinanzierung, die in den vergangenen 
Jahren für einkommensschwache Bevölkerungss-
chichten durchgeführt wurden. Dabei stellt sie sich 
insbesondere die Frage der Nachhaltigkeit, also ob 
die jeweiligen Programme ihre Zielgruppen erreicht 
und in den Entwicklungsprozess eingebunden bzw. 
dazu beitragen haben, die Wohn- und Lebensverhält-

nisse der betroffenen Bevölkerungsgruppen dauer-
haft zu verbessern.

Die Arbeit ist in fünf Teile gegliedert. Nach einer 
Einleitung, welche zunächst Begriffsdefinitionen, 
etwa der Nachhaltigkeit, sowie Methoden und Un-
tersuchungskriterien klärt, wird im zweiten Teil der 
Rahmen abgesteckt, innerhalb dessen sich formelle 
und informelle Wohnbauprozesse unterer Einkom-
mensschichten in den Ballungsräumen des Südens 
vollziehen. Im dritten Teil, der mit knapp 100 Seiten 
den Schwerpunkt der Veröffentlichung darstellt, 
werden in einer systematischen Aufarbeitung  sechs 
beispielhafte Finanzierungsprogramme aus vier 
Ländern und drei Kontinenten (Lateinamerika, Afrika, 
Asien) erläutert und evaluiert, wobei die Programme 
in Chile und Ecuador bereits abgeschlossen, in Südaf-
rika und Thailand hingegen noch andauernd sind. Der 
Aufbau aller Teilstudien erfolgt in gleicher und damit 
gut vergleichbarer Form: Zunächst wird der jeweilige 
politische und ökonomische Kontext kurz vorgestellt, 
dann folgt eine Zusammenfassung der wesentli-
chen Merkmale des jeweiligen Programms, danach 
eine ausführliche Beschreibung der Rolle der ver-
schiedenen Akteure (Nutzer, öffentliche Hand, private 
Bauwirtschaft, Finanzinstitutionen, internationale 
Geldgeber und Nichtregierungsorganisationen) sowie 
schließlich eine Darstellung der Programmergebnisse 
in Bezug auf die in der Einleitung formulierten Nach-
haltigkeitskriterien.

Auch wenn die Auswahl der Fallbeispiele immer 
nur eine exemplarische sein kann, versucht die Ver-
fasserin dennoch in ihrer Gesamtschau ein möglichst 
breites Abbild unterschiedlicher Typen von Wohn-
baufinanzierungsprogrammen zu untersuchen: So 
werden etwa aus Chile („Basic Housing Programm“) 
und aus Südafrika („Project-Linked Subsidy Pro-
gramm“) jeweils ein eindeutig marktorientieres und 
mit großen Stückzahlen auf die private Bauwirtschaft 
abzielendes, „produkt-orientiertes“ Finanzierungspro-
gramm einerseits sowie ein eher auf Beteiligungs- 
und Entwicklungsprozesse, sozusagen „prozess-
orientiertes“ Programm (Chile: „Progressive Housing 
Programm“, Südafrika: „People’s Housing Process“) 
andererseits vorgestellt. In dem Programm in Ecua-
dor („Housing Incentive System Program“) steht eine 
technisch unterstützte Selbsthilfe für Reparaturen 
und Verbesserungen in bestehenden Quartieren im 
Vordergrund; und in Thailand (CODI Program) geht es 
insbesondere um die Unterstützung von basisorien-
tierten Netzwerkbildungen durch Sparer-Gruppen, 
welche subventionierte Kredite für selbstbestimmte 
Investitionen erhalten.

Im vierten Teil erfolgt – die Fallstudien über-
greifend - eine Modellbildung in drei Hauptkategorien: 
die „marktorientierten“, die „gemeinschaftsorienti-
erten“ und die so genannten „hybriden“ Programme, 
wobei Schwächen und Stärken der jeweiligen Typen 
herausgearbeitet werden. Dabei wird auch deutlich 
gemacht, welche zusätzlichen Hemmnisse, una-
bhängig vom Programmtyp, in vielen Fällen durch 
makroökonomische Rahmenbedingungen, politischen 
Zentralismus, bürokratische Strukturen, aber auch 
hohe Bodenpreise, periphere Standortzuweisungen 
und unzureichende Infrastrukturversorgung auferlegt 
werden. Auch Fragen unzureichender Ausführung-
squalität, nicht zielgruppengerechter Auswahl der 
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Betroffenen und mangelhafter Zugangsmöglichkeiten 
zu formalen Kreditsystemen sind zunächst nicht 
unmittelbar vom jeweiligen Programmtyp abhängig. 
Hingegen ist die massive Beteiligung des privaten 
Bausektors und eine eher geringe Beteiligung der 
Betroffenen ein typisches Merkmal aller marktorien-
tierten Programme, die vor allem auf hohe Produk-
tionsziffern abzielen. Bei gemeinschaftsorientierten 
Programmen stehen demgegenüber die Einbindung 
der Betroffenen, die Fortführung sozialer Netzwerke, 
Prozesshaftigkeit, Beratung durch Nichtregierungsor-
ganisationen, aber dadurch vielfach auch Abhängig-
keit von externen (internationalen) Geldgebern im 
Vordergrund. Tendenziell greifen marktorientierte 
Programme eher in die Lebensweisen und sozialen 
Lebenswelten der Bewohner ein, mit der Gefahr, 
diese zu zerstören, während gemeinschaftsorienti-
erte Programm diese eher bewahren. 

Im abschließenden fünften Teil werden noch ein-
mal zentrale „Eckpunkte“ für eine Nachhaltigkeit 
der Förderprogramme rekapituliert (insbesondere 
in Hinblick auf den Erhalt sozialer Netzwerke und 
bestehender informeller Lebenswelten der Betrof-
fenen) sowie Empfehlungen und „Bausteine“ für die 
Weiterentwicklung künftiger Programme formuli-
ert. Damit leistet die vorliegende Publikation – über 
den Vergleich der Fallstudien hinaus – eine wichtige 
Grundlagenarbeit für künftige Entscheidungsträger in 
Planung, Politik und Entwicklungszusammenarbeit, 
aber auch Praktiker und Wissenschaftler auf dem 
Gebiet der Wohnbaufinanzierung und -förderung für 
einkommensschwache Bevölkerungsschichten.

Michael Peterek

Huchzermeyer, M. /Karam, A. (Hrsg.): 
Informal Settlements: A Perpetual Challen-
ge?, Juta/UCT Press, Cape Town 2006, 336 
Seiten, ISBN 978-1-919713-94-6, € 31,99.

Dieser Band, herausgegeben von Marie 
Huchzermeyer und Aly Karam, beide Wissenschaftler 
an der School of Architecuture and Planning der Uni-
versity of the Witwatersrand, reflektiert und beurteilt 
die Wirkung von Politikansätzen im Umgang mit in-
formellen Siedlungen.  Fokus ist das südliche Afrika. 
Bemerkenswert ist die Bandbreite von 18 Autoren – 
junge bis prominente, südafrikanische bis interna-
tionale Wissenschaftler, Vertreter von NGOs bis hin 
zu Politikberatern sowie staatlichen Entscheidung-
strägern. Dies verschafft vielschichtige Perspektiven.

In einer umfassenden Einleitung wird als wesentli-
ches Argument angeführt, dass Upgrading keinen 
technischen, sondern einen politischen Eingriff 
darstellt. Dieses Hauptargument zieht sich als roter 
Faden durch alle Beiträge. Die 15 Kapitel des Bandes 
basieren auf einem zweijährigen Forschungsprojekt 
und dem damit verbundenen Abschlussworkshop 
im November 2004. Leider beziehen sie deshalb nur 
ansatzweise die 2004 erst verabschiedete südafrika-
nische Wohnungsbaureform „Breaking New Ground 

(BNG)“ mit ein. BNG wird in Südafrika als Paradigmen-
wechsel verstanden: u.a. wegen der Einführung von 
insitu upgrading und der Entwicklung innerstädtischer 
Flächen für sozialen Wohnungsbau. Diesbezüglich 
ist Kapitel 3 bemerkenswert, denn hier wird auf das 
Programm für „Informal Settlement Upgrading (ISU)“ 
als Teil von BNG eingegangen und ein Einblick in den 
Politikformulierungsprozess gegeben.

Teil 1 bietet einen Rückblick auf Politikinstrumente 
in Südafrika, Angola und Brasilien. Sehr hilfreich ist 
die entwickelte Typologie von Politikreaktionen auf in-
formelle Siedlungen. Die Autoren selbst plädieren für 
„transformative policies” – einen Ansatz, der einen 
behutsamen Umgang mit informellen Siedlungen 
fördert - und bemängeln zugleich, dass die südafri-
kanische Regierung einer solchen Vorgehensweise 
skeptisch gegenüber steht, aus Angst damit Landbe-
setzungen zu motivieren.

Teil 2 ist den Rahmenbedingungen gewidmet: 
der Komplexität und Heterogenität von informellen 
Siedlungen. Detailliert schildert Warren Smit die Un-
zulänglichkeiten bestehender Politikinstrumente und 
Umsetzungspraktiken, die die sozio-ökonomische 
Vulnerabilität von armen Bewohnern eher noch ver-

stärken. Dies ist laut  Cecile Ambert insbesondere der 
Fall für Haushalte, die von HIV/AIDS betroffen sind.

Teil 3 konzentriert sich auf das Thema Bod-
ensicherheit. Lauren Roysten und Alan Durand-
Lasserve, Herausgeber des weitverbreiteten Bandes 
„Holding their Ground“, führen gegen Hernando De 
Soto’s Argument an, dass eine Formalisierung von 
Bodentiteln nicht im Interesse der Armen sei. Beson-
deres Augenmerk gilt den „market-driven evictions“, 
die zunehmend dazu beitragen, dass informelle Sied-
lungen an der Peripherie entstehen. Hintergrundin-
formationen zu den neueren Trends zur Umsiedlung-
spolitik in Südafrika können TRIALOG Leser auch im 
Heft 98 3/2008 (Huchzermeyer) nachlesen.

Teil 4 zeigt, dass trotz progressiver Politik, die 
lokale Praxis in Südafrika anders aussieht: In situ up-
grading ist ein loses Versprechen wie es Nick Graham 
für Kapstadt besonders verdeutlicht. Catherine Cross 
zeigt ebenfalls am Beispiel Kapstadt eindrücklich, 
welchen Einfluss unterschiedliche Akteurskonstella-
tionen auf die Politikimplementierung nehmen.

Insgesamt bietet der Band einen gut strukturierten 
Überblick und wichtige Fallbeispiele, um die Problem-
stellung informeller Siedlungen aufzuzeigen. Illustra-
tionen sind leider sehr sparsam eingesetzt. Dafür lebt 
die Publikation von ihrer wissenschaftlichen Qualität 
und guten Zugänglichkeit, die noch durch einen um-
fassenden Index mit allen wichtigen Schlagwörtern 
ergänzt wird. Es ist eine Grundlagenliteratur für alle, 
die sich mit Wohnungsbaupolitik und informellen 
Siedlungen in Südafrika beschäftigen; ist aber auch 
darüber hinaus für andere Kontexte von Relevanz. 
Die Veröffentlichung manifestiert die Bedeutung von 
multi-Ebenen und kontextspezifischen Ansätzen. 
Sehr zu empfehlen für Wissenschaftler, politische 
Entscheidungsträger und Berater, die sich mit Woh-
nungsversorgung im Kontext informeller Siedlungen 
beschäftigen.

Astrid Ley

Ökologie

Hartmut Leser: Stadtökologie in Stich-
worten, 2. neu bearbeitete Ausgabe, 
Hirt’s Stichwortbücher, Gebr. Borntraeger 
Verlagsbuchhandlung, Berlin und Stuttgart 
2008, 320 Seiten, ISBN 978-3-443-03119-0, 
€ 29,80.
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Stadtökologie beinhaltet ein weites, disziplinüber-
greifendes Themenfeld, zu dem in den vergangenen 
Jahren bereits zahlreiche Publikationen erschienen 
sind. Das vorliegende Buch im handlichen DIN 
A5-Format behandelt vorrangig die naturwissen-
schaftlichen Sachverhalte des Stadtökosystems. In 
seinen Hauptkapiteln werden die abiotischen und 
die biotischen Teilsysteme und Funktionsbereiche 
der Stadt dargestellt: Relief, Boden, Wasserhaushalt; 
Stadtklima; Pflanzen und Tiere im Lebensraum Stadt. 
Die Abhandlung erfolgt dabei in einer, auch für den 
naturwissenschaftlichen Laien, gut verständlichen 
Form, mit knapp gehaltenen Erläuterungen zu den 
jeweils wichtigsten Themen und Begriffen, zahlre-
ichen Tabellen und Übersichten sowie hervorragen-
den graphischen Darstellungen, die eigens für diesen 
Band entwickelt wurden. Dabei werden auch immer 
wieder Querbezüge und Exkurse zu Mensch und 
Gesellschaft, Technik, Planung und Politik hergestellt, 
unter anderem in Teilkapiteln zum Lärm in der Stadt, 
zu den funktional-räumlichen Stadtstrukturtypen 
sowie zu den Grundsätzen und Werkzeugen einer 
ökologischen Stadtplanung und eines ökologischen 
Stadtumbaus. Der lexikon-ähnliche Gesamtaufbau 
des Werkes und die Abgeschlossenheit der einzel-
nen Kapitel (mit jeweils eigenen kurzen Zusammen-
fassungen) regen den Leser dazu an, sich immer 
wieder einzelne Teilthemen, unabhängig von deren 
Reihenfolge im Buch, zu erschließen, wozu auch ein 
umfassendes Stichwortregister dienlich ist. Ausführ-
liche Literaturhinweise sowohl auf Grundlagenwerke 
der Stadtökologie als auch auf zentrale Sekundärlit-
eratur zu den einzelnen Fachkapiteln erlauben dem 
interessierten Leser bei Bedarf eine weitergehende 
Vertiefung. Insgesamt ist dieses Buch allen, die sich 
in Studium, Planung, Verwaltung und Politik mit 
stadtökologischen Themen beschäftigen, als konzen-
trierter Überblick über die naturwissenschaftlichen 
Aspekte zu empfehlen.

Michael Peterek

Stadtentwicklung

Gather, M./ Kagermeier, A./ Lanzendorf, 
M.: Geographische Mobilitäts- und 
Verkehrsforschung, Studienbücher der 
Geographie, Gebr. Borntraeger Verlags-
buchhandlung, Berlin und Stuttgart 2008, 
303 Seiten, ISBN 978-3-443-07143-1, € 29,-.

Der vorliegende Band –  in der Reihe der „Studien-
bücher der Geographie“ erschienen – ist als Lehrbuch 
zu den aktuellen Herausforderungen von Verkehr 
und Mobilität für Studierende nicht nur der Geog-
raphie, sondern auch verwandter raumbezogener 
Disziplinen wie Raumplanung, Städtebau, Stadtbau-

wesen oder Infrastrukturplanung konzipiert. Es zielt 
dabei bewusst auf thematische Breite und einen 
grundlegenden Überblick über gesellschaftliche und 
politische, technische, ökologische und ökonomische 
Anforderungen an zukunftsfähige Verkehrssysteme 
und eine nachhaltige Mobilitätssicherung.

Nach einem Einstieg in die grundlegenden Begriffe 
der Verkehrsforschung werden inhaltlich zunächst 
die gesellschaftlichen Rahmenbedingungen aktueller 
und zukünftiger Verkehrsentwicklung sowie Gründe, 
Ziele und Instrumente einer auf Nachhaltigkeit ange-
legten Verkehrspolitik dargelegt. In weiteren Kapiteln 
werden soziale, ökonomische und umweltbezogene 
Aspekte des Verkehrs (Mobilität für alle; Verkehr als 
Teil der Volkswirtschaft; Umweltauswirkungen des 
Verkehrs), aber auch die Wechselwirkungen von 
Raumstrukturen und Verkehrsentwicklung beschrie-
ben. Es folgten Teilabschnitte zum Personen- und 
zum Güterverkehr, bevor dann abschließend konkrete  
Maßnahmen und Konzepte der Verkehrsgestaltung 
in urbanen Räumen, im ländlichen Raum und in den 
schnell wachsenden Metropolen des Südens thema-
tisiert werden.

Zahlreiche Abbildungen, Diagramme und Tabel-
len, weiterführende Literaturangaben am Ende eines 
jedes Kapitels sowie ein abschließendes umfassend-
es Gesamtliteraturverzeichnis ergänzen die konzen-
triert und verständlich geschriebenen Texte dieses 
Lehrbuch, das Studierenden wie Praktikern als ein 
guter Einstieg in die zeitgenössische Verkehrs- und 
Mobilitätsthematik dienen kann.

Michael Peterek

Gesellschaft und Politik

Mexatlas - http://mexatlas.com 
Mexatlas is an interactive webpage created by Pa-

tricia Perez Salem as part of her master thesis project 
(Master of Architecture and Urban Culture Metropo-
lis) at the CCCB (Centre de Cultura Contemporania de 
Barcelona) in Barcelona. 

The webpage is a proposal for a new tool of un-
derstanding the hybrid cultures of Northern Mexico. 
Mexatlas provides an insight into emerging cultures 
and subcultures in the border cities Tijuana, Juárez 
and Monterrey. Examples of music, architecture, 
graphic arts and cinema are presented, through 
which the fusions and interrelations with North 
American influences on one side, but also with im-
migrants cultures or leading cultural references such 
as Columbia or Jamaica are analyzed. The Mexat-
las creates a vivid portrait of this hybrid, globalized 
and continuously changing cultural landscape of the 
North of Mexico, its author being convinced that it is 
“relevant”, “beautiful” and “extremely powerful”.

An initial map leads the visitor into a network of 
graphical relations and acts as very good tool for en-
tering different cultural worlds. Clicks bring the visitor 
to interviews, photographs, videos and audios - short 
documentaries of visually and linguistically hybrid 
worlds like the work of the band “El gran silencio” in 
Monterrey, the architecture and urban life in Avenida 
Revolución in Tijuana, the religious graphics and graf-
fiti or the wall that divides Mexico from the US (“el 
muro”) itself.

Hopefully the Mexatlas will be interactive in the 
future, to provoke even more hybridity, cross cultural 
relations and interconnections through the world 
wide web. Still, being non-participative for the mo-
ment, an explorative visit is highly recommended.

Kathrin Golda-Pongratz
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September 25, 2009 – January 10, 2010 in Rot-
terdam, Netherlands

4th International Architecture Biennale Rotterdam 
on “Open Cities: Designing Coexistence”, curated 
by Kees Christiaanse (ETH Zurich), Contact: 
<info@iabr.nl>, Phone: (+ 31 10) 4364335, www.
iabr.nl/EN/open_city/index.php

December 2 – 4, 2009 in Rotterdam, Nether-
lands

Global Urban Summit 2009, organised by the City 
of Rotterdam in cooperation with the Rotterdam 
Climate Initiative a.o., Contact: <judith.van.
der.heijden@reedbusiness.nl>, Phone:  (+31 
78)6253856, www.urbansummit.rotterdam.nl/en

December 3 – 4, 2009 in Birmingham, UK

Conference on “Urban Design Research: Method 
and Application”, organised by the Birmingham 
City University, Contact: <andreas.wesener@
bcu.ac.uk>, www.biad.bcu.ac.uk/schools/
architecture/urbandesignresearch.htm

December 3 – 5, 2009 in Frankfurt/Oder, Ger-
many

International conference on “The Transnationality 
of Cities”, organised by the graduate program 
“Transnational Spaces”, European University 
Viadrina, Contact: <wisogeo@euv-frankfurt-o.
de>, www.euv-frankfurt-o.de/en/index.html

December, 7 – 8, 2009 in Belgrade, Serbia

Conference on “Regional Development, Spatial 

Planning and Strategic Governance”, organised 
by IAUS, Contact: <iaus@iaus.ac.rs>, Phone: (381 
11) 3370 09, www.iaus.ac.rs

December 13 – 15, 2009 in Istanbul, Turkey

8th International Ecocity Conference on “Global 
Environmental Balances and Cities”, organised 
by Ecocity Builders, Contact: <kirstin@
ecocitybuilders.org>, www.ecocity2009.com

January 15 -16, 2010 in Darmstadt, Germany

TRIALOG Jubiläumstagung – Conference of the 
Society for Scientific Research on Planning and 
Building in Developing Countries (TRIALOG), 
organised by TRIALOG and PAR, TU Darmstadt, 
Contact: <KMathey@aol.com>, <pg@glora.org>, 
Phone: +49 (0)6151 163637

February 10 – 12, 2010 in Dortmund, Germany

4th conference on Planning, Law, and Property 
Rights, organised by The International Academic 
Association on Planning, Law, and Property Rights 
and the School of Spatial Planning, Contact: 
<plpr2010@tu-dortmund.de>, Phone: +49(0)231 
755 2428, www.plpr2010.tu-dortmund.de

March 3 – 4, 2010 in Penang, Malaysia

International Conference on Sustainable 
Architecture & Urban Design (ICSAUD) on “Issues 
on Global Energy Crisis and Its Impact on Design”, 
organised by University Sains Malaysia and 
Nusantra Urban Regional Institution, Contact: 
<icsaud2010@ymail.com>, www.hbp.usm.my/
icsaud2010

March 22 – 26, 2010 in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil

5th World Urban Forum: The Right to the City-
Bridging the Urban Divide, organised by UN-
Habitat, Contact: <wuf@unhabitat.org>, Phone: 
(+254 20) 7623334/ 7623903, www.unhabitat.
org/wuf

March 24 - 25, 2010 in Delft, Netherlands

Conference on “Comparative Housing Research: 
Approaches and Policy Challenges in a New 
International Era”, organised by the Delft 
University of Technology in collaboration with 
the ENHR a.o., Contact: <e.m.vogels@tudelft.nl>, 
www.otb.tudelft.nl/comparativehousing2010

April 7 - 9, 2010 in Chelmsford, Essex, UK

Planning Research Conference (PRC 2010) on 
“Diversity and Convergence: Planning in a World 
of Change”, organised by Anglia Ruskin University, 
Contact: <ann.hockey@anglia.ac.uk>

April 14 - 18, 2010 in Washington DC, USA

Association of American Geographers (AAG) 
Annual Meeting 2010 with a paper session on 
“Borders and cities: perspectives from North 
America and Europe”, organized by School of 
Geographical Sciences and Urban Planning, 
Arizona State University, USA and Centre for 
Population, Poverty and Public Policy Studies 
(CEPS), Luxembourg, Contact: <meeting@aag.
org>, www.aag.org/annualmeetings/2010/
registration.htm

TRIALOG ISSN 0724-6234

Veranstaltungen / Forthcoming Events




