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Abstract

Cities are taking a prominent role in solving global challenges, with a ‘new localism’
inviting a reorientation of power from nation-states downwards, outwards and globally.
This special issue explores this phenomenon through extending the existing analyses
of multi-level governance and the ‘local turn’ to the underexplored area of asylum
seeker and refugee reception in European cities. The special issue draws on research in
European cities where new strategies were piloted especially in the wake of ‘the
refugee crisis’ from 2015, consolidating the ‘local turn’ evident in immigration and
integration policy-making. The collection is in two parts: the first part explores
innovation in local governance of asylum seeker reception. Here, case studies
demonstrate how cities responded through forging new alliances both vertically and
(especially) horizontally in networks within and between cities. The second part
explores innovation in practice, analysing novel initiatives premised on local
engagement and inclusivity of newcomers within the social fabric of the city. This
editorial paper draws out the wider lessons of efforts from this comparative exploration
of attempts to rethink asylum seeker and refugee reception at the local level.
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The question of how to receive asylum seekers is of the highest importance for urban

local governments, a challenge among the most pressing issues they face. Between

2014 and 2016, there was a significant increase in numbers of displaced persons seek-

ing asylum in Europe, including over 1.2 million asylum applications in 2015 (Eurostat

2020). Local authorities across European towns and cities faced practical challenges in

rapidly adjusting to a scenario of people arriving and requiring emergency accommo-

dation. This provoked challenges for community cohesion, as public opinion has be-

come increasingly polarized between anti-immigrant sentiment and a more welcoming,

humanitarian disposition (Rea et al. 2019). The special issue of Comparative Migration

Studies brings together research examining how a range of European cities responded

in innovative ways to the issue. It presents six case-studies, including cities in both
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(historically) transit countries in the Mediterranean region and those with more estab-

lished histories of immigration in North-Western Europe. The contributions invite re-

flections on the extent to which local innovation is possible within broader frameworks

of regional, national and European policy.

Asylum seeker reception is an example of a complex global issue that manifests itself lo-

cally. Such issues drive what Katz and Nowak (2018) describe as the ‘new localism’, refer-

ring to radical shifts in the location of power: downwards from nation-states to cities,

horizontally from national governments to networks and globally to transnational net-

works (Marks and Hooghe 2004; Barber 2013). Pannizon and van Riemsdijk (2019) sug-

gest that the European refugee ‘crisis’ heralded a reorganization of power constellations

between local, regional, national and supranational governance. Migration policy-making

at the European level saw shifts in both the interactions between the supranational and

intergovernmental realms as well as intergovernmental cooperation on migration issues

(ibid., Slominski and Trauner 2018). Yet it instigated to a shift of power downwards and

horizontally, especially as local municipalities were left to manage the consequences of in-

capacity at the EU and national level to quickly and adequately respond to the urgency of

asylum seeker reception (Caponio 2019; Agustín and Jørgensen 2019).

Migration research had already noted this downward shift through attention to the

‘local turn’ in migration policy, referring to the trend of cities taking a more prominent

role in the broader framework of multi-level governance [MLG] of migration (Caponio

and Borkert 2010; Scholten 2013; Dekker et al. 2015; Scholten and Penninx 2016;

Zapata-Barrero et al. 2017). As Garcés-Mascareñas and Gebhardt (2020, p. 3) note,

‘cities become particularly relevant whenever they go beyond the role of simple passive

implementers and actively interact with national or regional policies’. Recognizing the

critical role of cities is important too to temper the ‘methodological nationalism’ that

privileges the nation-state in migration research; more understanding is required of mi-

grants relationships with the cities in which they live, including their active role in city-

making (Çağlar and Glick Schiller 2018). While MLG is well explored in relation to

broader migration integration processes, as well as to undocumented migrants (Spencer

2018) this special issue adds to that corpus of knowledge by understanding how the

local turn manifests in relation to asylum seeker reception, complementing the collec-

tion by Glorius and Doomernik (2020) on this theme.

Paying attention to city-level innovation should not suggest that this is necessarily a

common practice. Indeed, evidence points to widespread convergence in reception ap-

proaches across European cities, reflecting local governments’ limited role in decision-

making as relevant policies are shaped at the national and supranational level (Krei-

chauf 2018; Glorius and Doomernik 2020). Some evidence even suggests that national

governments are also aiming to regain power over local integration policies and exert

greater control and influence at the local level (Campomori and Ambrosini 2020;

Emilsson 2015). However, the case studies point to an important counter-trend where

local actors assume the role of innovators and policy entrepreneurs, sometimes devel-

oping policies completely apart from national policy, a process described as ‘decoupling’

(Scholten and Penninx 2016). The innovations often build on civic and political tradi-

tions which, through the contributions of individuals, voluntary, faith groups, media

and police, cultivate an ‘urban citizenship’ as an antidote to national policies (Hintjens

and Pouri 2014, see Oomen 2019a). This is evident in cities developing their own
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responses in wider policy domains, such as in environmental or housing policies (e.g. in

Barcelona’s curbing of the tourist rental market or London’s Ultra Low Emission Zone

aiming to improve air quality) as well as those more specifically in the migration and

integration sector. These include examples such as New York’s IDNYC programme, to

provide identification documents for all city residents, including irregular migrants,

Dutch cities’ development of a ‘Bed, Bath and Bread’ provision for irregular migrants in

contravention of national policy frameworks, and Liverpool’s decision to allow people

access to homeless shelters regardless of immigration status.

To understand this specific type of urban innovation in the field of asylum seeker

and refugee reception, we adopt Sørensen & Torfing’s (2011, p. 8) widely accepted def-

inition of collaborative public innovation as, ‘an intentional proactive process that in-

volves the generation, practical adoption and spread of new and creative ideas, which

aim to produce a qualitative change in a specific context’. This collection considers how

cities –as contexts and referring to the multi-sector urban networks of local actors

therein– were able to seize a moment of opportunity to disrupt and innovate asylum

policies and practices. In presenting some of these innovations, our aim is not to pro-

vide an overview of practices, since there are many other emerging developments which

we cannot include. Rather the collection aims to examine case studies of cities in depth,

to understand the reasons for and mechanisms involved in development, as well as to

understand their dynamics and emerging outcomes. To do so, the collection considers

innovation in this field in two ways.

First, the special issue explores case studies of innovations in governance: the emer-

ging organizational arrangements, alliances and dynamics of sharing, or contesting,

power around the issue of asylum seeker reception. Innovation in this sphere occurs

where networks of different actors meet in new configurations to fill gaps and change

local practice, including through collections of local, national, regional and inter-

national partners in horizontal, sub and transnational networks. These actors can dis-

rupt or even partially exit from national state-run hierarchies, become part of

multiscalar, regional and global networks and assert the power of subnational jurisdic-

tions (Sassen 2012 and see Oomen 2019b). Funding from the European Union and

other sources such as independent philanthropy can be an incentive for new networks

to form and for their legitimacy to grow – as some of the case studies show; they may

be radical, combative or unfold in more limited and constrained ways.

The second form of innovation refers to innovation in local practices: the material ar-

rangements, initiatives and schemes put in place locally to receive asylum seekers into

the city. As much as a local turn, the examples indicate ‘a turn to the local’, as city au-

thorities engage specific local actors and neighbourhoods to co-create and try out new

and different ways of ‘doing’ rather than ‘giving’ reception. Poppelaars and Scholten

(2008) point out that local levels of governance tend to prioritize pragmatic approaches

to integration over the ideological drivers of national approaches to the issue. The cases

include here indicate this is true, yet they also highlight a growing confidence in the

local level at developing responses and building alliances founded on different values

and goals (Katz and Nowak 2018, see also Oomen 2019a). While it cannot be assumed

that local policy formation is always inclusionary (see Ambrosini 2013) and there can

be a confirmation bias towards inclusionary cities in this field (Caponio 2019) neverthe-

less, these types of initiatives often show more concern for humanitarian logics. They
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embrace values of diversity, prioritize inclusivity and claim responsibilities towards the

new urban inhabitants as ‘newcomers’ and ‘urban citizens’ rather than more stigmatized

and ideologically loaded notions of asylum seekers or refugees (Oomen 2019a). Accord-

ing to Agustín and Jørgensen (2019) many new solidarity movements emerging also

indicates a new kind of ‘cosmopolitanism from below’. New frames are developing at

the local level, which draw on the different role and competencies of local governance

in focusing on such notions of inclusive community rather than an exclusionary frame

(Broadhead 2020).

Urban initiatives also demonstrate a parallel concern for existing residents, recogniz-

ing the impacts of asylum seeking on community cohesion. Local community objec-

tions may be founded on a sense of economic competition, cultural distance and

security concerns (Zorlu 2017). Yet recognizing these concerns can inform the design

of reception models, and also inform sensitive communication around reception. Sev-

eral initiatives in this collection did so by reframing a prevailing local notion of refugees

as a ‘burden’ and sought to bridge social distance between existing inhabitants and

newcomers (Zill et al. 2020; Oliver et al. 2020). This embraces a notion of cities as ‘stra-

tegic frontier zones’, where cities are sites in which alternative, more inclusive intercul-

tural norms of migrant reception can be forged (Sassen 2012; Zapata-Barrero 2019).

Attention to the urban should not overlook that especially through dispersal policies,

reception also often occurs in rural areas and smaller towns, and innovation can also

occur there (Whyte et al. 2019; Bock 2018; Caponio 2019). Assuming that urban areas

hold the monopoly on innovation risks replicating and reinforcing divides (Jennings

and Stoker 2016). Nevertheless, scholars are acknowledging the increasing urban

articulation of global issues (Sassen 2012) recognising there is often more capacity,

opportunities for mobilization and political will in large cities to bring about change

(Caponio 2019). As Sassen (2012) poses, while cities can be spaces of exclusion and

sites of operation for global corporate capital, they are also hybrid spaces that possess

the capacity for inhabitants to develop alternative norms, forge new identities and

overcome divisions and borders.

The special issue examines how experiments in asylum seeker reception aim to

harness this transformative potential of cities. It critically examines how they fare over

time, especially when they chafe against nationally managed and centralised systems of

asylum reception. The particular questions posed are summarized as follows:

1. What forms of alternative and innovative responses to asylum seeker and refugee

reception can be seen emerging at the local level in European cities?

2. What are the dynamics of multi-level and multi-sector governance in asylum

seeker reception? In particular what role do horizontal alliances and other sub or

transnational networks have and how do these interact with national governments?

3. What can be learned from the empirical study of specific local innovations for

asylum seeker reception founded on principles of inclusivity? What is their

potential for addressing problems in reception and forging understanding between

asylum seekers and existing city inhabitants?

In the following discussion, the argument is first made for why innovation is emer-

ging, and why therefore a collection such as this, is significant and timely. This is
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followed by assessment of the individual contributions to the Special Issue, as related

to the questions we pose above.

Rationale: the need for and potentials of innovation in asylum seeker
reception
Asylum seeker reception poses a major challenge to multi-level migration governance.

As a complex, or ‘wicked’ global policy issue, like other areas of immigrant reception

and integration, it is an intractable policy problem that defies a clear solution, with dif-

ferent views at different levels on how to approach the issue, or indeed what is the issue

(Boswell 2008; Scholten 2013; Geuijen et al. 2017). Certainly, migration is a field where

actors’ views at national and local level can be highly divergent (Spencer 2018; Ambro-

sini 2013; Scholten 2013; Scholten and Penninx 2016).

This disconnect stems from the fact that asylum is a competence managed by na-

tional governments, where cities are subject to top down decision-making and the im-

position of centralised policies. Localities, by contrast have a major role in the practical

management of asylum seeker reception, with only limited input into decision-making

(Glorius and Doomernik 2020). There are also divergent values, logics and objectives

for asylum seeker reception. At national level, the goal is primarily to guard the integ-

rity of national borders, an objective governed through laws, rules and obligations (Bar-

ber 2013). As Darling (2014, p. 77) explains, a ‘classificatory impulse of the

‘domopolitics’ of asylum’ drives the development of a regime to secure, keep order and

maintain an image of the nation. This is achieved through largely administrative and ra-

tional processes of categorising, accommodating, dispersing and detaining asylum

seekers to determine those ‘worthy’ or ‘bogus’ in placing a claim on state resources

(Darling 2014). While status determination occurs, reception is provided at a most

basic level, at the lowest costs. This both discourages people from arriving and staying

and simultaneously displays a government’s ‘toughness’ on immigration to its public

(Mayblin and James 2019).

A different set of concerns manifest at the local level, where authorities are tasked

with practically managing the effects of sudden migratory flows on the social fabric of

the city. Hostility and public protests about the local provision of accommodation for

asylum seekers can threaten the social order in the city, especially when reception facil-

ities are located in marginalized neighbourhoods for reasons of cost and efficiency

(Bock 2018; Oliver et al. 2020). Fears are exacerbated too by reception occurring in

‘camp-like’ structures across European cities, which share socio-spatial characteristics

that limit connections between asylum seekers and the localities in which they are

placed (Kreichauf 2018). Nationally imposed asylum conditions forbid asylum seekers

from participation in local economies, some use curfews to restrict movement. Such

social and spatial isolation can help depoliticize the issue, by ‘distanc [ing] those seeking

asylum from the political and the public gaze’ (Darling 2014, p. 77).

Practical concerns are also met with moral concerns for the treatment of asylum

seekers at the local level. Although the EU’s Common European Asylum System (CEAS)

through the Directive on Reception Conditions sets minimal standards on how asylum

seekers are treated while their application is being processed, Glorius and Doomernik

(2020) point out that there is, in practice, a great deal of variation in provision. Auster-

ity measures in public spending coupled with welfare chauvinism has meant that
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reception conditions have been deteriorating. Critics of the CEAS argue that rather

than safeguard standards, it acts more like a ‘race to the bottom’, in which countries

already maintaining good reception standards could be deteriorated and where bad,

countries could opt out anyway (Mayblin 2016). As Mayblin and James (2019, p. 377)

note, support for asylum seekers is not electorally popular, so at national levels, there is

even a ‘political disincentive to ensure support levels are adequate’. This deterioration

in standards is evident across a range of European countries. Italy’s former populist

government led by League and the Five Star Movement in 2018 installed a more re-

strictive system of asylum seeker reception, delivering emergency reception of just ‘bed

and bread’, and removing funding for other services such as legal help and language

courses (Campomori and Ambrosini 2020). In the UK, the outsourcing of asylum to

centralized private providers has worsened conditions of reception and limited local

authority control further (Darling 2016). Under the last contracting round, the govern-

ment watchdog sought to recover funds of £7 m from providers because of poor per-

formance, with evidence to the review focusing on ‘poor property standards,’ including

‘frequent references to defects, damp, dirt and vermin’ (Independent Chief Inspector of

Borders and Immigration (ICIBI) 2018, p. 14).

Such minimal standards create problems of community cohesion, and local author-

ities must also mitigate the longer-term consequences of asylum reception, including

losses in skills and wellbeing generated during often protracted asylum processes (ibid.).

Refugees experience deterioration in skills and networks through periods of inactivity

and ultimately lower rates of labour market participation and higher unemployment

than other migrants (Bakker et al. 2014; Kone et al. 2019). They also experience down-

ward mobility into low skilled, low status, low paid and insecure jobs (Bloch 2008).

Existing difficulties in converting human capital are worsened due to the loss and de-

terioration of skills while waiting and being unable to work, as well as through the

inhibited possibilities to expand asylum seekers’ already limited social capital within

reception facilities (De Vroome and van Tubergen 2010). Reception has been shown to

have damaging health and psychological effects, compounding previous trauma and

aggravating asylum seekers’ mental health problems as they experience their lives in

limbo and ‘on hold’ because of the forced inactivity (Li et al. 2016; Miller and Rasmus-

sen 2017). Many local governments are recognising that enabling earlier stage labour

market participation and social integration would likely pay dividends in reducing risks

of creating an excluded urban population (see Bakker et al. 2014).

Such contradictory concerns of national and local levels of government can sow the

seed of contestation in governance arrangements and fuel a desire for different solu-

tions locally. The introduction now turns to consider alternatives, focusing on six case

studies, which overall provide insight into innovative responses to asylum seeker and

refugee reception emerging in and across European cities (question 1).

Case studies in local innovation
Innovation in governance arrangements: network-building, conflict and cooperation

The first three contributions to the collection particularly explore different governance

arrangements emerging at local level (question 2). Scholten and Penninx (2016) identi-

fied several different types of migration governance arrangement between national and
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local levels, including (1) top-down, or ‘centralist’, (2) bottom-up, or ‘localist’, (3) de-

hierarchised or ‘multi-level’ and (4) decoupled. These case studies point to an increas-

ing development of bottom-up and decoupled governance in this field. This is

especially through alliances developed within and between cities.

The first two articles explore multi-level governance from the perspective of city au-

thorities in Spain (Barcelona) and Italy (multiple cities). Both countries are the first

points of entry for asylum seekers in Europe, and responses have developed rapidly.

Until the current decade they have perceived themselves mainly to be countries of tran-

sit rather than reception, given that until then, numbers of asylum seekers officially

recorded were few, and arrangements little developed. The contribution by Garcés-

Mascareñas and Gebhardt (2020) focuses on how, during recent years, Barcelona has

modelled itself however as ‘a city of refuge’. They show how policy entrepreneurs are

developing bottom up governance and ‘municipalist’ philosophy in the face of a heavily

centralized, but increasingly dysfunctional national approach to asylum seeker recep-

tion. Key to this has been heavy investment of the city’s own resources into reception

policies, as well as political arguments for change, drawing strength from coalitions

made with other cities of refuge nationally, and with ‘Solidarity Cities’ across Europe.

These alliances have translated into attempts to influence cities’ rights to secure future

funding, including European funds managed at the national level (Asylum and Migra-

tion Funds) and those related to the European Urban Agenda. Arguably this has led to

a ‘wider shift in favour of cities’ in the next generation of integration funding (Garcés-

Mascareñas and Gebhardt 2020).

Francesca Campomori’s and Maurizio Ambrosini’s contribution (2020) explores dy-

namics across regions and cities in Italy, showing how mobilizing for alternative ap-

proaches are occurring in the face of ‘a renewed national turn’ in Italy. The

contribution shows the growing significance of horizontal multi-sector alliances in this

policy field, whereby asylum seeking is a process managed not solely by national and

local political authorities and NGOs. Instead it now involves a much wider group of ac-

tors, including migrants themselves, pro-immigrant actors and social movements, and

including xenophobic movements too. They argue that most studies of MLG in relation

to migration pay lesser attention to this horizontal dimension, favouring attention on

the multi-level or vertical aspects of MLG. In addressing this deficit, they describe local

policies of reception as ‘a playing field’ where a much broader range of actors, both

state and non-state come together. This is confirmed within other accounts later in the

collection (e.g. Oliver et al. 2020), where innovation comes from multi-sector networks

including public-private partnerships, involving actors from local businesses and social

enterprises. These networks can also include educational institutions, both as providers

of services and involved in research, evaluation and knowledge exchange (see also

Broadhead 2020).

Both contributions also expose the dynamics and understandings between different

actors at both different levels of governance and within multi-sector alliances. As Cam-

pomori and Ambrosini (2020) assert, crucial here is a recognition of MLG less as a ‘ne-

gotiated order’, but a process marked by conflict. Campomori and Ambrosini favour the

concept of ‘battleground’ as a more appropriate metaphor to characterise the (often

neglected) interplay between vertical and horizontal spaces. Friction and tension is also

present in the palpable and growing anger which fuels confidence among local
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coalitions to resist implementation or remedy the effects of national systems, as

well as increasing demand at local level for funds to support those actions (see also

Garcés-Mascareñas and Gebhardt 2020). Campomori and Ambrosini helpfully ana-

lyse how a range of dynamics can characterize the interplay between public powers

and civil society organizations. These stances include: closure to civil society activ-

ism; tolerance; immigrant activism vs anti-immigrant mobilization; and cooperation.

Nevertheless, within multi-sector alliances, while conflict may be a defining charac-

teristic, we see that other forms of cooperation emerge where a shared perspective

on this topic transcend other important differences. Thus in Spain, Garcés-Mascar-

eñas and Gebhardt show how cities from different political colours were able to

unite under the same cause.

City to city cooperation is particularly prominent with the third case study in the col-

lection: Jacqueline Broadhead’s (2020) analysis of an emerging UK city network. This

provides an example of how under even constrained conditions of highly centralised

national policy on asylum and resettlement and privatised asylum seeker accommoda-

tion, city governments have collaborated in order to develop more assertive leadership.

Broadhead examines a newly emerging city network informed by knowledge exchange

from the University of Oxford and a transnational learning exchange. This fledgling

network helped to bring cities together, inspiring and informing local practice. Broad-

head’s analysis identifies some of the key strategies for inclusion identified at city level.

These include first, the reframing of the migration issue towards a ‘newcomer’ frame.

Here, asylum seekers are responded to less as a category requiring treatment, and as

part of a broader group of people arriving in a city. Second, is the development of city-

branding, whereby the cities develop place-based narratives of inclusion. Key to embed-

ding a broader notion of reception is strategic leadership, exemplifying the importance

of key local political representatives as influencers to champion alternatives and resist

the national model. In Broadhead’s case-study, we see the recent introduction of a new

Deputy Mayor responsible for social integration in London. In Barcelona, it is the

mayor Ada Colau who called for a network of welcoming cities to avoid the ‘war on life’

that was playing out in asylum seeker reception.

Finally, several of the cases underline how city to city networks are proving an import-

ant force in mobilization (Caponio 2019, see also Oomen 2019b). Often they developed

with a function to exchange ideas and learn from each others’ experiences of local inte-

gration policies (e.g. in the ‘Cities for Local Integration Policies’ (CLIP) which began in

2006 as an initiative of policy makers to network 25 European cities). Yet these alli-

ances have increasingly developed into numerous and sometimes large regional and

transnational cooperative networks, such as Eurocities, Intercultural Cities networks,

the Global Parliament of Mayors and the recently founded Mayors Migration Council

(Oomen 2019b). The alliances draw benefits from exchanging information, sharing

experiences and developing strategies collaboratively (Barber 2013; Oomen 2019b;

Garcés-Mascareñas and Gebhardt 2020). As Oomen (2019b) shows however, there is

often great power in ‘teaming up’, not only to share experiences, but develop alternative

narratives. Collective mobilisation is more powerful in contesting nationally restrictive

arguments and can also help influence the global legal framework, as 150 mayors of

cities were able to do in contributing a city perspective to the 2018 Global Compact on

Refugees and Migrants (ibid.)

Oliver et al. Comparative Migration Studies            (2020) 8:30 Page 8 of 14



Innovations in practices: a turn to the local for social inclusion

Moving now to the second master-theme of the collection, we reflect on practical experi-

ments undertaken at city-level. All provided architectures, mechanisms and activities to

generate social connections and provide a more inclusive form of reception for asylum

seekers and refugees. We begin with Mahieu and Van Caudenberg (2020) analysis of an

urban programme that involved young unaccompanied refugees cohabitation with young

local citizens in small-scale collective housing units in Antwerp. Their article considers

the opportunities this provided for social support and mutual learning, reflecting on the

wider role that intercultural living can bring for newcomer integration. This is followed

by Oliver, Geuijen and Dekker's et al.'s (2020) account of the Utrecht Refugee Launchpad

(URLP), a co-housing project that attempted to facilitate social contact between a group

of young, local tenants and asylum seekers housed in the same complex. We end the col-

lection with Zill Spierings & Van Liempt's (2020) Lefebvrian exploration of an alternative

space of asylum seeker reception emerging from civil society organizations and third sec-

tor activism, the Grandhotel Cosmopolis in Augsburg, Germany. Part-hotel, part- asylum

seeker centre, its café, restaurant and artistic space provided sites of encounter between

local residents, tourists and asylum seekers, while its playful imaginaries of the space of

asylum reception as a ‘grandhotel’, evokes images of encounter and intercultural

exchange.

All three examples show how local consensus is an important aspect of innovative

projects. While existing scholarship has identified policy making as taking a ‘local turn’,

these case studies demonstrate a ‘turn to the local’. By this we mean that the innova-

tions were founded on a pragmatic recognition that reception occurs in real neighbour-

hoods with real people. Not only is power located downwards but so too is

responsibility for newcomers’ experiences within the city as part of their urban citi-

zenry. For example in Utrecht, the local government officials responsible for URLP, or

‘Plan Einstein’ as the initiative was colloquially known, referred to asylum seekers living

in the city as ‘ours’ (fieldnotes from study by Oliver, Dekker and Geuijen 2019). By

‘turning to the local’, innovations strategically used pre-existing and newly emerging

local horizontal networks, especially between local government and civil society. How-

ever, equally, two of the initiatives were also able to seek support vertically, by exploit-

ing a rare opportunity of European funding being directly channelled to cities through

the Urban Innovative Actions scheme (https://www.uia-initiative.eu/en). Such funding

allows cities to bypass the national governments and pursue their own agendas (see also

Garcés-Mascareñas and Gebhardt 2020). These finances were invaluable not only for

allowing adequate resources to fully support the investment, but they also lent legitim-

acy locally and nationally to the experiments. Ironically, such funding may even provide

a politically acceptable means for national governments to permit cities like Utrecht to

experiment locally in ways that would be more difficult on a national scale (Geuijen,

Oliver and Dekker 2020).

However, as some of the examples show, there can be implications of projects being

framed as ‘experimental’, and ‘new’. Innovation, by its very nature is unlikely to get

everything right at first and rather implies learning through experimentation. This sits

somewhat at odds with the high-risk and public nature of the ventures examined in this

collection, whereby the innovations attracted high public interest. Yet as Zill et al.

(2020) show, a positive media spin on these ‘model projects’ can take a life of its own.
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Despite local media reporting presenting the Grandhotel Cosmopolis as experimental,

the media construction at the national level was framed in ‘utopian’ terms. Their ana-

lysis shows that this reduced the innovation to a unique and ‘modern fairytale’ rather

than any real, plausible alternative, or site of potential critique to the status quo nation-

ally. The media depictions were also far removed from the reality of those living nearby,

where reactions were informed by direct experience.

The strongest contribution of these three articles is however to the final question of our

special issue (3). Through detailed empirical study, they shed light on cities’ attempts to

forge greater intercultural understanding between asylum seekers and locals, based on an

assumption that proximate living would create meaningful encounters. This was devel-

oped in different way across the innovations. In Antwerp, the concept of ‘organized

befriending’ was embedded into communal living, where refugees were matched with

young buddies through a carefully considered process by professionals. In Utrecht, co-

housing and shared space for joint use by asylum seekers and tenants, alongside a wider

co-learning educational programme open to both asylum seekers and locals was adopted.

In Augsburg, the Grandhotel Cosmopolis project’s ambition for more open asylum recep-

tion stretched out to the wider community, as the reception space was designed as an

open space for spontaneous encounter. It sought too to engage with both the imagined

geographies of asylum and lived experiences, recognising that asylum seekers understood

in mental images and ‘representational space’, as well as through physical engagement in

‘lived spaces’. In the final part of this editorial introduction, we consider then to what

extent did the noble ideas behind these practical experiments live up to their transforma-

tive potential in dismantling categories of ‘us’ and ‘them’?

All three contributions offer some evidence that intervening in this type of local con-

nection can provoke some kind of meaningful encounter. They confirm academic re-

search which shows the positive benefits of social contact and encounter for enhancing

intercultural understanding (e.g. in Allport’s (1954) contact hypothesis). Mahieu and

Van Caudenberg (2020) show that befriending enabled instrumental social support,

crucially by lowering the threshold for refugees asking for help and providing oppor-

tunity for informal learning in situations of daily living. The simple notion of just

‘having someone around’ offered them a welcome distraction from their past and

present challenges. In Utrecht, asylum seekers similarly valued the opportunity to just

be around other Dutch people, with tenants offering a glimpse into the realities of a

regular life in Utrecht. Zill et al. (2020) show that the space of asylum accommodation

is physically and socially produced, created not only through media representations,

but also through direct experience of asylum seeker spaces.

Nevertheless, all the contributions show that developing intercultural encounters and

shifting imagined representations of this group is not easy and the assumptions and ex-

pectations embedded within such innovations should be carefully considered. In Ant-

werp, contact was developed in a top-down manner, through the professionals selecting

and matching buddies to work on a one-to-one basis with refugees in gender-mixed

pairs. Mahieu and Van Caudenberg (2020) show that expectations of asylum seekers

and buddies sometimes differed and that intimate co-housing arrangements sometimes

created misunderstandings along cultural and gendered dividing lines. In Utrecht, social

contact fluctuated over the course of the project and encounters varied in ease and

intensity, and at times, became awkward and difficult. Oliver et al. (2020) show that it
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was influenced heavily by conditions and contexts outside the project. Contact worked

best when numbers were fewer, ratios equal (around 40:40), people shared similar char-

acteristics (of age and education) and there was enough time for relationships to

develop. However, these conditions were not easily met within the constraints of

national asylum management where people were moved regularly, often far from the

city, directly contravening local policy. Similarly, in Augsburg, we see that despite being

able to ‘walk in’, local people’s reactions were still heavily influenced by external,

mediatized constructions of asylum seekers as either criminals or victims. Being close

had only a limited effect on attitudes (Zill et al. 2020).

Developing intercultural encounters and shifting imagined representations were also

affected by spatial arrangements. In all three cities, new reception facilities were quickly

adapted to meet housing needs: In Antwerp, the collective housing was provided in a

range of apartments, housing and a site built for the project including 16 two-bedroom

modular units. In Utrecht, the site was a refurbished office building. In Augsburg the

Grandhotel was a renovated former home for the elderly. All accounts demonstrated

that physical locations and material conditions of asylum reception matter. In Antwerp,

the opportunity to live together provided opportunities for pairs to exchange small ges-

tures of help and share household items or lend furniture. However, these could be

loaded exchanges, due to material inequalities between the groups. In Utrecht, tenants

and asylum seekers lived close, but separately, yet notions of co-housing disguised the

multiple inequalities within. Environmental factors, from large scale delays to the asy-

lum seeker centre being ready for habitation to very small physical changes, like locking

a shared entrance, had major repercussions on contact and atmosphere. In Augsburg,

the Grandhotel was developed particularly with an eye to the affectual element of

familiarization, where passers-by were encouraged to just walk into a physically open

semi-public space. Nevertheless, the contribution shows that entering an asylum centre

was still a difficult threshold for some nearby residents to overcome (see also Oliver

et al. 2019 on neighbourhood reactions to the new centre).

Concluding discussion
Using six empirical studies of emerging multi-sector alliances and reconfigurations of

multi-level governance, the special issue invites reflection on the extent to which innovation

is possible in asylum seeker and refugee reception in European cities. Innovation requires

the creation, adoption and spread of new ideas, and the instigation of qualitative change

(Sørensen and Torfing 2011). What do these examples tell us about the extent for

incremental (or indeed more radical) change in the field of asylum seeker reception?

The collection exemplifies that at local level, a strong desire to develop more adequate

approaches to asylum seeker and refugee reception can be frustrated. The policy space

available for cities to innovate in this arena remains limited, given constraints of capacity,

(legal) competence and funding. There are risks too, both perceived and actual, in striking

out outside of national government policies in a highly charged policy area. However,

there are also risks in not acting, and cities have emerged as a frontline in identifying new

approaches to reception. These approaches speak to wider city issues of inclusion,

cohesion and place-making and shaping, and move beyond narrower framings of recep-

tion pertaining only to national centralised systems for asylum reception based primarily

on legal and governmental frameworks.
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Key in shifting some of these dynamics are multi-sector alliances between local gov-

ernments, NGOs and a range of non-state actors, as well as city networks. These facili-

tate conditions for innovation, both practically (through funding opportunities and the

sharing of best practice between cities) but also conceptually, by providing cities with

the opportunities to define their own policy framing and rationale for action. Change

might be rather incremental and indirect, for example through improving conditions

that might lead to further opportunities to innovate, as shown in the case study of Bar-

celona (Garcés-Mascareñas and Gebhardt 2020). Yet as Broadhead (2020) shows, shap-

ing new policy frames is still an important move in creating better conditions and

policy space for further action. Crucially however, some of the contributions also show

that challenges to the status quo are not easily or cooperatively achieved in this field.

Conflict might more readily describe interactions in both multi-level and multi-sector

arrangements as new arrangements are struck and competencies fought over (Campo-

mori and Ambrosini 2020; Garcés-Mascareñas and Gebhardt 2020).

The contributions on the practical experiments by Mahieu and van Caudenberg (2020)

Oliver et al. (2020) and Zill et al. (2020) show that innovations rely on building local alli-

ances and, a ‘turn to the local’. Not only is this through bringing together coalitions of ac-

tors with their own particular expertise, but by engaging communities in the sites and

localities where asylum seekers are placed. Zill et al. (2020) point out the risk that contact

initiatives are presented as some distanced ‘utopia’, whereas all the examples show that

transforming relations at the local level is a complex and concrete process. Despite the

attractiveness of the idea, bringing asylum seekers together with locals does not automat-

ically lead to harmony and disruptions to categories of ‘us’ and ‘them’. The contributions

show careful attention needs to be paid to the dynamics and inbuilt inequalities between

groups, the influence of external conditions (including the effects of national asylum re-

gimes) and the effects of physical environments. The scholarship on these innovations

point to the value and importance of learning from such initiatives. Yet the studies also

implicitly indicate difficulties in ensuring traction and capitalising on the lessons learned.

This may because they are funded only temporarily, and even those that endure, such as

the Grandhotel Cosmopolis, are still at risk through their representation in national media

as ‘special’ and unique; as Zill et al. (2020, this issue) argue, these utopian framings dilute

their potential for large-scale and serious critique of national approaches.

We end therefore with a call for a continued critical focus of research in charting the poten-

tials within this rapidly shifting territory. Methods to assess the outcomes of such innovations

include evaluative approaches which recognise the complexity of attempting change in this

field, and which adequately acknowledge as a key part of the story, the wide-ranging influences

and contexts which inform such interventions. Sharing learning from innovations in govern-

ance and practice is vital, showing that alternatives to more typical national approaches are

possible. We simultaneously urge researchers to remain critical. Innovation in asylum seeker

reception seems a worthy and important pursuit, but we must avoid overly celebratory and

descriptive accounts, in which innovation is unilaterally regarded as leading to better experi-

ences and outcomes for refugees and asylum seekers. A focus on innovation cannot assume

that the local level is somehow more progressive, and its innovations, automatically good

(Agustín and Jørgensen 2019). This special issue instead seeks to offer a thorough and critical

exploration of how alternative policies and practices of asylum seeker reception have emerged

at the local level in Europe, and how they are experienced by those that they engage.
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