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Abstract: This article examines the institutional and makeshift refugee geographies of 

Belgrade, using Diana Martin’s (2015) concept of ‘campscape’. It argues for the importance 

of this concept as a lens through which the complex relationship between the presence of 

refugees, camps and the city may be analysed. Accordingly, it takes into consideration key 

refugee spaces related to the role played by Belgrade as a migration hub along the so-called 

Balkan Route: institutional and makeshift camps, together with spaces associated with civil 

society and humanitarian support. After reviewing the key literature, the paper presents three 

sections that explore Belgrade’s distinctive campscape by analysing its (1) spatialities, (2) 

mobilities and (3) institutional geographies. The article concludes by claiming that the 

concept of campscape, when applied to a refugee mobility hub like the one developed in 

Belgrade since 2015, may be useful for illustrating the endlessly morphing refugee 

geographies of a well-established informal migration corridor.  
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Belgrade 

 

Introduction 

 

Since the peak of the so-called ‘European Refugee Crisis’ in the summer of 2015, Belgrade, 

the capital of Serbia, has become a key transportation hub and the centre of civil society 

support for refugees moving along the Balkan Route. This informal migration corridor, 

extending from Turkey and Greece, through the Balkans, to several EU borders, has 

continually transformed in the past few years in response to the involvement and 

interventions of various actors, such as state and local authorities, smuggler networks, 

humanitarian organisations and the refugees themselves. The mobilities of those making the 

journey along the Route have thus significantly impacted Serbia’s past, present and emerging 

refugee geographies. Many refugees have moved – and continue to move – expeditiously 

through the country (when possible); at the same time, others have moved ‘in circularity’ (see 

Stojic Mitrovic and Vilenica 2019) and, occasionally, forcibly in reverse due to the tightening 

of border restrictions, the increasing occurrence of violent pushbacks and the evictions of 

makeshift refugee spaces.  

 

The Belgrade municipality hosts two institutional camps, Krnjača and Obrenovac Asylum 

Centres, where up to 2000 individuals are formally accommodated at any given time. 

Notably, Belgrade’s refugee geographies have extended well beyond the boundaries of these 

formal camps, in different ways and at different moments of time. For example, these 

emerging geographies have included a number of informal dwellings, as well as private 

accommodations, and some key locations (parks, cafes, etc.) where refugees regularly meet 



with smugglers to organise their journey to the EU. Additionally, these refugee geographies 

are influenced by the presence and the operations of many different international and local 

civil society organisations that offer support and assistance to the thousands of people who 

move along the Route every year, particularly to those who are less organised or more 

vulnerable, as well as those who are residing for longer periods of time in camps and seek 

asylum.  

 

In this article, we analyse these formal and informal refugee geographies in the Serbian 

capital city. In doing so, we emphasize the multiplicity of different actors and actions that 

contribute to the production of the city’s ‘campscape’, including the ways in which the 

authorities manage (and at times even support) the people-on-the-move in Belgrade. Our 

understanding of ‘campscape’ builds on Diana Martin’s (2015) initial conceptualisation and 

application of the term to interrogate the boundaries of well-established refugee camps and 

the ever-changing landscape produced by the relationship between these camps and the 

surrounding urban environment over time. While camp boundaries do often loom large in 

refugee experiences, Martin’s case study of Shatila camp in Lebanon demonstrated that when 

residing in ‘open camps’ refugees often intensively interact with the city and may use the 

camp as a site of potential resilience and/or resistance. In this context, Martin (2015) 

originally proposed the campscape to be considered as a space where the boundaries between 

the camp and the city have become blurred and indistinguishable. While the boundaries 

between Krnjača and Obrenovac camps are distinct in a material sense, this paper explores 

how they otherwise extend into the city and even into Serbia’s borderlands, and how their 

relative openness represents a key element in the daily lives of camp residents as it facilitates 

their plans to move north and reach Western Europe.  

 



Drawing from Martin’s work and the relevant secondary literature, we thus examine 

Belgrade’s campscape to further understand the complex spatialities related to both 

institutional camps and the city’s informal camps and precarious housing structures, together 

with key ‘meeting points’ and the punctual geographies of humanitarian support, which serve 

various refugee demographics from those who are actively on-the-move to those who are 

seeking asylum in the country.  

 

We thus first introduce the Balkan Route and the ways in which Serbia has been involved in 

refugee mobilities in the period 2015-22. We then analyze what we identify as ‘the Belgrade 

campscape’ and reflect on the need to partially reconsider the concept when applied to a 

context that, during the abovementioned period, was characterised by an extraordinary 

refugee mobility and a constantly evolving relationship between the city and the camps. 

Accordingly, we discuss in detail three main aspects of the Belgrade campscape: (1) some 

key refugee sites and spatialities; (2) the related refugee mobilities; (3) the role played by the 

authorities in shaping such a campscape. The article concludes with a few considerations 

regarding the emergence of this specific campscape in relation to the existing relevant 

literature and proposes how (and why) the concept may be taken further to appreciate the 

complexity and endless morphing of refugee geographies in a city like Belgrade, a key hub 

for the functioning of a well-established informal migration corridor like the Balkan Route.     

 

Campscapes 

The concept of the campscape was coined by Diana Martin in 2015 in response to calls from 

scholars to consider the complexities and ambiguities of refugee camps (Ramadan 2013; 

Sanyal 2014; Turner 2005). Martin argued that ‘[w]hile the camp is the spatial device that 

contains the threat and separates the refugee from the citizen, this technology of power may 



lose its effectiveness and function over time. As sectarian, political and economic interests 

produce other outcasts, refugee camps and informal settlements become thresholds where the 

refugee meets the citizen.’ (2015, 13). Accordingly, Martin suggested that, compared to the 

spatial depiction commonly associated with the camp, it was the threshold structure of the 

campscape that better represented the modern camp. The camp’s infinite potentials and 

complex relation to its surroundings meant that camp governance could not be simply 

restricted to its interior spaces, or, as Martin put it, ‘the exception has transcended the camp’s 

shape.’ (2015, 14). The concept has since been embraced by a significant body of work in 

Camp Studies and in political geography to address how refugee camps (and their residents) 

often transform the territories hosting them in important ways and, in some cases, produce 

new forms of ‘campscapes’ (see, among others, Agier 2019; Asoni 2022;  Brankamp 2019; 

Jansen 2018; Jordan and Moser 2020; Khan and Minca 2022; Martin 2015; Nassar and Stel 

2019; Oesch 2017; Picker and Pasquetti 2015; Ramadan 2013; Ramadan and Fregonese 

2017; Rygiel 2011; Sanyal 2017; Sigona 2015; Weima 2021; Woroniecka-Krzyzanowska 

2019, 2017).  

 

To date, scholars have referred to the concept of campscape as particularly useful to better 

appreciate the blurred boundaries and the dynamic relationship between the camp and the 

city. Most recently, there have also been several notable interventions that have 

methodologically engaged with the concept. This brief literature review will highlight some 

of these key engagements, as well as how the concept has been critically engaged with in 

contexts dissimilar from its original adoption. Khan and Minca (2022), for instance, have 

employed the concept to examine the forced inclusion of Bangladeshi communities within 

Rohingya refugee camps in Cox’s Bazar, one of the world’s largest clusters of refugee 

settlements. Following the establishment of these camps, local Bangladeshi populations have 



literally become enclosed by them and, at the same time, made invisible to the humanitarian 

organisations supporting the refugee residents. Khan and Minca argue that this forced 

encampment has led to the creation of an unparalleled campscape formation that has 

impacted the incorporated local communities in several social, economic and environmental 

ways. In an example concerning Kakuma, which is another of the world’s largest refugee 

camps, Brankamp (2019, 75) has built on Martin’s conceptualisation of ‘the camp not only as 

a space of exception but also of “potentiality”’ to explain how residents may negotiate their 

mobility within and outside of a camp, presented here as a highly policed ‘occupied enclave’ 

where socio-spatial restrictions are consistently enforced upon camp residents. Brankamp has 

observed that camp residents often cultivated clandestine relationships with officers or 

avoided authorities altogether by circumventing the rules and/or paying bribes. The 

occupation of the camp led to acts of resistance and negotiation, and while it did not prevent 

the camp from operating as a repressive technology through a system of surveillance, it did 

substantially modify how power was felt by individuals living there. Asoni (2022) has 

recently advanced an alternative perspective on the importance of Martin’s work as a key 

piece of literature that reaches beyond Giorgio Agamben’s well known work of the camp, 

and has presented the concept of campscape as a potentially useful analytical tool for 

exploring the overlapping spaces between the camp and the prison and for challenging 

readings that tend to treat them as radically distinct institutions. Taking much further the 

original campscape conceptualisation, Weima (2021) has applied it to the environment of a 

hardening camp border in Tanzania, where Burundian nationals have made the strategic 

decision to return to the camp due to the emergence of a ‘challenging campscape’, in which 

the consequences of living outside the camp’s formal borders include arrest, eviction, 

imprisonment and/or deportation (2021, 379). These critical engagements with the concept 

and its application to very different contexts demonstrate the campscapes analytical potential 



to understand the distinct characteristics of specific camp geographies, while identifying 

some common spatial patterns in the landscapes they contribute to form. Furthermore, a 

review of this important body of work shows how the concept of campscapes has offered a 

particularly useful framework to explore the interconnected spatialities between the inside 

and the outside of refugee camps and their corresponding impact – from the incorporation or 

the blending of local communities in the camp spaces to the transformation that the presence 

of a refugee camp may exercise to the surrounding areas. For all of these reasons, the concept 

has also been intermittently applied to the context of Serbia and the Balkan Route. Jordan and 

Moser (2020) have in fact argued that the concept may help scholars understand this unique 

corridor as a network of ‘sites which exist in diverse locations, scales and forms, with varying 

degrees of inclusion and exclusion from nearby towns and cities’ (568). This is something 

that we will take into consideration in our investigation of the emergence of a specific 

refugee campscape in the Belgrade context, a campscape comprised of two formal camps as 

well as various formal and informal spaces of humanitarian and informal support, in which 

the distinction between the camp and the city often becomes blurred. In this article, we thus 

suggest that these blurred boundaries have a significant impact on the emerging refugee 

geographies of Belgrade, producing a campscape crucially affected by the role of the capital 

city as a refugee transportation hub along a well-established informal migration corridor. The 

application of the campscape concept in the context of Belgrade has been criticised for its 

alleged inability to incorporate all forms of accommodation available to refugees, including 

private rooms, hostels and accommodations provided by smugglers (Stojic Mitrovic and 

Vilenica 2019). Stojic Mitrovic and Vilencia in fact suggest adopting the alternative concept 

of a housescape, since, in their view, Belgrade’s refugee housing situation goes ‘beyond 

camps and their spatial thresholds’ (2019, 542). However, in the present study our approach 

to campscape comprises all such spaces of accommodation, something that is also echoed by 



Sanyal (2017, 120), who argues that informal or makeshift camps are placed ‘uneasily 

between the camp and the city as being both part of the “campscape” (Martin 2015) and the 

cityscape’. The incorporation of non-camp spaces is therefore at the foundation of the 

analysis of the Belgrade campscape developed in the pages that follow. What is more, no 

campscape concerning a refugee transportation hub that is key to a major informal migration 

corridor has been examined as of yet, and therefore we hope to be able to contribute to the 

existing discussion on campscape formations with an empirical case that may critically test 

the validity of such an approach. 

 

Furthermore, within Camp Studies there has been growing attention to the relationship 

between the camp and the urban (Sanyal 2014, 2021; see, also, Mould 2017; Pasquetti 2015; 

Picker and Pasquetti 2015; Woroniecka-Krzyzanowska 2019), particularly in cases in which 

semi-permanent camp structures tend to blend into the city, or when camps themselves 

become cities of their own (Agier 2002, 2019; Doraï 2010; Picker and Pasquetti 2015). 

Therefore, while not always directly referring to the concept of the campscape, the blurring of 

camp boundaries and the impact of this on local populations has been widely researched and 

has shown how large and established refugee camps may change local geographies and 

economies (more broadly, see, among others, Oesch 2017; Ramadan 2013; for the Belgrade 

context, see, Bird et al. 2021; Obradovic-Wochnik 2018).  

 

Drawing from this rich body of work, this article will critically apply the concept of 

campscape to the distinct Belgrade refugee spatialities and mobilities that have affected the 

urban landscape since 2015. In previous work, we have reflected on the informal refugee 

mobilities in the Serbian context and their broader geographical implications (Minca and 

Collins, 2021); we have also examined the custodian role played by refugee camps in that 



context, by reflecting on how a complex combination of care and control has affected those 

important humanitarian spatialities (Collins et al., 2022). Here we adopt a different scale of 

analysis, the scale of what we describe as a unique refugee campscape that is affected by the 

combined forces of the specific camp geographies and of the broader refugee mobilities of 

the Balkan Route, as well the result of the sedimented interaction between the continued 

presence of refugees in a specific urban context. Accordingly, while there are many variables 

that contribute to the production of such an urban campscape, including the implications of 

the European border regime (see Bergesio and Bialasiewicz 2023; Davies et al. 2023; also, 

Augustova et al. 2023)  – i.e. the actual impossibility of crossing the borders legally and the 

violent pushbacks operated by the Croatian and Hungarian border authorities (see Border 

Violence Monitoring 2023) – here we have decided to selectively focus on how the Belgrade 

campscape is not just the result of the refugee response to such a border regime but that it is 

also emerging from the combined impact of the daily needs of refugee residents, their 

capacity to negotiate their presence within the existing urban realities, the humanitarian 

support they receive and, crucially, their determination to move on and reach their desired 

destination. Accordingly, we will focus on three main manifestations of the Belgrade 

campscape. First, we will interrogate the spatial practices and relationships that have 

developed between camp residents and individuals, organizations, institutions and businesses 

outside the camp, and how these have penetrated the space of the camp. Second, we will 

analyse how the Belgrade campscape was formed by and impacted the complex, multiscalar 

refugee mobilities converging on the capital. Third, we will examine the ways in which the 

authorities’ governance of formal and informal refugee spaces has crucially impacted the 

emergence and the reproduction of such a distinct campscape. 

 



This article is based upon research conducted by the authors in Serbia between 2016 and 

2022. The time we have spent in the region has enabled participant observation and extensive 

ethnographic work, including several visits to the camps of Krnjača and Obrenovac and their 

surroundings. Nearly 40 semi-structured interviews were conducted with former residents of 

Krnjača Asylum Centre, representatives of the Serbian Commissariat for Refugees and 

Migration (hereafter, the Commissariat), and NGOs operating in that context. Due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic, interviews conducted during 2020 and 2021 took place remotely. Most 

of these interviews were conducted in English and Serbian by the first author, sometimes 

with the support of a local research assistant and translator in Serbia; other interviews were 

conducted in Serbian, Farsi or Pashto by our local research assistants in Serbia and Germany. 

In this case, refugee participants were interviewed via phone in their first language, once they 

completed the journey from Serbia to Western European countries. Therefore, these 

interviews are reflective of their time in the Belgrade camps and speak to how the campscape 

in the capital impacted their daily lives and onward mobility. The authors also conducted 

fieldwork between August to October 2022, when they had the opportunity to observe the 

most recent developments of the Belgrade campscape and discuss this with local actors and 

formal and makeshift camp residents.  

  

The Belgrade refugee campscape 

As noted above, during the ‘long summer of migration’ in 2015, an unparalleled number of 

refugees driven by war, violence and persecution from the Middle East entered Europe via 

the semi-formalised ‘Balkan Route’ migration corridor (Beznec and Kurnik 2020). Shortly 

thereafter, in March 2016, this corridor was officially shut down following a series of border 

closures (Šelo Šabić and Borić 2016). This led Serbia, a country that decided not to close its 

borders, to become a ‘buffer zone’ or ‘purgatory’ for those refugees attempting to informally 



cross into Western Europe via ‘The Game’, the term commonly used by refugees to describe 

their informal border crossing attempts (Minca and Collins 2021). In response to the 

increased number of refugees remaining ‘stuck’ in Serbia for extended periods of time, the 

Commissariat opened 21 institutional camps over the course of several years (UNHCR 2021). 

These camps were formally labelled as either Asylum Centres, Reception Centres, or Transit 

Centres, and have since formed a true camp archipelago across the country (see Minca, 

Šantić, and Umek 2018). This archipelago has become intertwined with a plurality of 

makeshift camps and other informal refugee spaces and has in many ways been established as 

a humanitarian response to EU border policies and the associated lack of legal pathways 

available to refugees who wish to seek asylum in the EU. 

 

Since 2015, various scholars from geography and other disciplines have analysed Serbia’s 

role in the Balkan Route (for a comprehensive review of this literature, see Minca and Collins 

2021). Vital to the context of this paper, El-Shaarawi and Razsa (2019) refer to the Balkan 

Route as an ‘assemblage of movements’, with Belgrade acting as a key node in this 

assemblage. Revealingly, however, Squire (2020) highlights the equally important role of 

‘nonmovements’, that is, those constantly interrupted mobilities that come together 

informally, and which may expose the ‘hidden geographies’ of the Balkan Route. Since the 

pace of refugee mobility across the Route has slowed within recent years, lengthy periods of 

‘nonmovement’ have indeed occurred within Belgrade, and throughout the country. These 

periods of (im)mobility or (non)movement across the Route have significantly contributed to 

the formation of campscapes along this corridor and, more specifically, as we will later 

elaborate on, between the camps and the city of Belgrade. 

 



Belgrade’s refugee landscape and geographies have been continually changing since 2015, 

often due to the situation in the border regions, the interventions and the actions of authorities 

(i.e. the police, the Commissariat), of humanitarian actors, of smuggling networks and of the 

refugees themselves. From 2015 to the time of writing, refugees in Belgrade have commonly 

gathered in the Savamala neighbourhood, or the so-called ‘Refugee District’ (Seichter, 

Nessler, and Knopf 2020). A site of particular importance in this neighbourhood is Afghan 

Park1 (see Figure 1), located near Belgrade’s central bus and train station. It is notable that 

this ‘park’ – as well as other refugee spaces in Belgrade – is not solely occupied by camp 

residents, but also intensively used by ‘people on the move’2 and local residents.  

 

 

Figure 1: Afghan Park, August 2022 

Source: First author 

 

                                                      
1 Afghan Park has been a popular gathering space for refugees, smugglers, as well as humanitarian organisations 
offering support since 2015.  
2  We use the term ‘people on the move’ to represent those who are actively mobile along the corridor and passing 
through the city, to distinguish them from those who are officially living in the Belgrade camps and are relatively less 
mobile on a daily basis.  



This ‘Refugee district’ is a hub for refugees to connect with smuggling networks, but also a 

site where they receive humanitarian support and where they sometimes live. The main street 

of the district, Gavrila Principa, and the area around it, have been and remain today home to 

many humanitarian organisations and service points such as Miksaliste One Stop Point 

(managed by the Commissariat), InfoPark, Collective Aid and Refugee Aid Serbia. During 

the summer of 2015, lines could be seen forming outside of the buildings hosting some of 

these organisations and within Afghan Park, as refugees waited for various services and 

forms of support. In addition to humanitarian support, Afghan Park has been known as a 

space ‘where refugees gathered to regroup, to share information, and, often, to hire 

movement facilitators’ (El-Shaarawi and Razsa 2019, 96). From 2016-17, many refugees 

stuck in Serbia lived within the so-called ‘Belgrade barracks’, a large makeshift camp located 

behind the central bus station. This contributed to the very visible presence of refugees in the 

area. During the especially harsh winter of 2016-17, it is estimated that roughly 2,000 

refugees lived in dire conditions within the Barracks (Stojić Mitrović et al. 2020). Despite 

these conditions, refugees resided there for extended periods to connect with smuggler and 

refugee networks (Minca and Collins 2021). Prior to the eviction and demolition of the 

Barracks in May 2017, the Serbian authorities rarely intervened within that space, except for 

some attempts to convince those living there to transfer to institutional camps (Obradovic-

Wochnik 2018). Obradovic-Wochnik (2018) has linked the eventual demolition of the 

makeshift camp to the ‘Belgrade Waterfront’ project – an over €3 billion luxury development 

initiative funded by the Serbian government and an Emirati Investment firm – as the Barracks 

were located on land allocated to that development plan (see Figures 2 and 3). Upon closure, 

many former residents were moved to the nearby Asylum Centres of Krnjača and 



Obrenovac3. Nevertheless, the ‘refugee district’ has remained very much alive: the 

opportunities for connecting with humanitarian and smuggling networks have in fact stayed 

tied to this specific area of the capital and, despite the development of the Belgrade 

Waterfront, other smaller makeshift camps or squats have come and gone within the 

waterfront area over the years. 

 

Overall, even as Serbia’s borders with the EU have become increasingly impermeable since 

mid-2016, Belgrade has continued to play a fundamental role as a ‘hub’ for refugee networks 

and informal mobility, one in which refugees are increasingly reliant on smuggling. 

Therefore, both institutional and makeshift camps have witnessed extended temporary stays 

by refugees who needed time to plan, prepare and gather additional funds before attempting 

the next part of their journey to Western Europe (Minca and Collins 2021). Belgrade’s 

refugee geographies have significantly changed due to these extended stays, to the 

subsequently shifting and extended needs of refugees – with some refugees eventually 

deciding to seek asylum in the country – and to the institutional responses toward their 

enduring presence.  

 

 

 

                                                      
3 Obrenovac was only recently designated an Asylum Centre in September 2021; prior to this it was identified as a 
Reception and Transit Centre. 



 

Figure 2: Belgrade Barracks, January 2017 

Source: Second author 

 

 



 

Figure 3: Belgrade Waterfront (site of the former Belgrade Barracks), October 2022 

Source: Second author 

 

 

This cascade of changes has had implications on the visibility of refugees within city parks, 

which has ebbed and flowed with the variable intensity of police patrols and the episodic 

occurrence of refugee evictions from Afghan Park and nearby makeshift accommodations. 

Consequently, there have been periods during which there were very few refugees in Afghan 

Park or in the ‘refugee district’; at other times, however, one could encounter hundreds of 

refugees in the same area. In addition, it has become increasingly common for some refugees 

to remain ‘hidden’ from authorities during their time in Belgrade, normally using private and 



smugglers’ accommodation across more concealed parts of the city (interview, InfoPark4 

representative, 31.08.22). Humanitarian organisations and government bodies have thus 

consistently changed how they provide outreach and support, constantly re-evaluating their 

own presence within these refugee spaces and whether their services were needed either in a 

forthright manner or in more informal ways. This everchanging refugee landscape has also 

revealed how important it is to investigate in detail the ways in which the extended presence 

of institutional camps and informal spaces continues to inform Belgrade’s refugee 

geographies. These changes crucially affect the Belgrade campscape formation and how 

refugees residing in institutional or makeshift camps must endlessly readjust their interactions 

with the city as a response to the authorities’ intermittent interventions and the broader 

transforming nature of the Balkan Route – often stemming from the geopolitical pressures 

implicating Balkan borders (Umek, Minca, and Šantić 2019).  

 

The two institutional camps in Belgrade are therefore a fundamental starting point for 

exploring how the blurring of the camps’ boundaries has contributed to form a specific urban 

campscape. Krnjača Asylum Centre is located within Belgrade’s Palilula district and is a 

roughly 40-minute bus ride from the capital’s centre, while Obrenovac is about a 1.5-hour 

bus ride away. Despite being relatively distant from the centre, according to our interviews, 

camp residents consider the refugee district quite accessible from both camps. Additionally, 

over time, some camp residents have begun integrating into the existing political, economic, 

and urban networks, for example by participating in Serbia’s education system, by becoming 

actively involved in the black market and informal local economies, and by extensively using 

the public transportation system. For this reason, we now turn our attention to the relationship 

between Krnjača and Obrenovac Asylum Centres and Belgrade’s refugee district to examine 

                                                      
4 A civil society organisation based near Afghan Park. 



the effectiveness of the concept of campscape in understanding this specific refugee 

geography. More precisely, we aim to explore how this relationship has contributed to the 

emergence of the informal spatialities, mobilities and institutional geographies at the origin of 

the Belgrade campscape.  In doing so, we hope to be able to show how this approach may 

help in capturing the complex interplay between different actors, institutions, and spatial 

configurations within and beyond the boundaries of a camp. 

 

Campscape Spatialities  

 

Due to the presence of Krnjača and Obrenovac camps along a very active informal migration 

corridor on the outskirts of a capital city, the spatialities of the Belgrade campscape have 

developed rather differently compared to those in Shatila camp or the other campscapes 

discussed in the aforementioned literature. This campscape provides a compelling illustration 

of the varied spatial configurations that may emerge in complex, multi-dimensional temporal 

refugee contexts. The population of refugees living in Belgrade camps has often been highly 

transient, and most residents do not aim to remain in Serbia for lengthy periods of time5. 

Accordingly, the spatialities of the associated campscape are continually ebbing and flowing 

in response to the changing directions and needs of the refugees informally moving along the 

corridor and residing within both institutional and makeshift camps, as well as in response to 

the interventions of authorities. Furthermore, an important element of these dynamic 

spatialities is the differing resident demographics in Krnjača and Obrenovac camps. Krnjača 

has been known to house a mix of single men, families, and unaccompanied minors, with 

many residents remaining within the camp for years at a time. Obrenovac has primarily 

                                                      
5 It should be noted that from late 2021 to the time of writing many residents accommodated in Krnjača camp have 
been from Burundi and are seeking asylum within Serbia – this increase in asylum applications from Burundi 
nationals is due to the removal of visa restrictions between the two countries from 2018 until October 2022. 
(Goodwin 2022; UNHCR 2022)  



housed single men and has typically witnessed a quicker turnover of residents as they attempt 

the Game. Nevertheless, the lives of residents of both camps have become intertwined with 

Belgrade’s daily urban fabric, leading to the emergence of formal and informal refugee 

spatialities between the camp and the city.  

 

The Belgrade campscape is therefore comprised of a series of refugee geographies produced 

by the presence of institutional and makeshift refugee camps, but also by the operations of 

humanitarian organisations and smuggler networks, all interacting and somehow contributing 

to the development of the local social and urban fabric. During our conversations with 

Commissariat representatives and former Krnjača camp residents, it became apparent that 

daily life was not spatially bound to the camp itself – revealing the existence of a broader 

campscape associated to such daily practices. Residents often visit the refugee district not 

only to connect with the numerous smuggling networks, but also to attend different 

workshops and classes offered by civil society organisations, or access to legal and medical 

aid. Fahim, a former Krnjaća camp resident and father of five, highlighted how important 

these spaces were for his children during the three years of living in the camp: 

 

The effects of these places, where they were teaching my children, working with 

them, were helping them a lot. For example, in the three years that we were [living in 

Krnjača camp] they used their time wisely and they managed to learn the things they 

wanted. For example: they learned a lot of math, painting, a lot of English... These 

were all the positive effects that they had on us …they would spend their whole day 

there, learn, work, everything they could, and come back in the evening to the camp. 

(interview, 10.03.21) 

 



These activities complemented the inclusion of some refugee children in Serbian schools as 

they helped to prepare students for and maintain enrolment in the education system. 

Additionally, with the increase in the number of residents seeking asylum, particularly 

Burundian, in Krnjača camp there has been an increased demand for Serbian and English 

language classes to improve employability – something that has resulted in a certain degree 

of success, with current residents working at Ikea and across various construction companies 

in Belgrade. The existence of these refugee spaces within the city was largely linked to the 

presence of the institutional camps, with most civil society organisations providing services 

to beneficiaries within the city. These beneficiaries were either people on-the-move or 

Krnjača camp residents, who were preparing for the Game or whose asylum applications 

were being prepared or processed. Therefore, the presence of the camps, despite their relative 

distance from the city centre (in particular Obrenovac), has had a profound influence over the 

city’s refugee geographies that have emerged since 2015. These findings challenge the 

traditional conceptualization and understanding of so-called transit countries along informal 

migration corridors, by demonstrating that the emerging geographies within the Belgrade 

campscape stem from their interconnectedness and the degree of flexibility granted to 

refugee, humanitarian and smuggler communities to create and shape these spatialities. 

Another aspect of the campscape that we wish to highlight is the fact that camp residents 

often stepped outside of the boundaries of Belgrade’s dedicated refugee spaces to spend time 

in popular parks, such as Kalemegdan, the famous pedestrian street, Knez Mihailova, as well 

as the Belgrade Mosque. Jamshid6, a former resident of Krnjača Camp, explained a typical 

day as a resident of Krnjača camp: 

  

                                                      
6 Participant names have been changed for anonymity. 



Sometimes when I was done with The Workshop [an educational space for refugees], 

I would take a walk in Belgrade, at the castle or something like this, because it was a 

beautiful city. Especially when the day was nice, I would take a walk, and in the 

evening, I would go back to the camp. After I returned, I would study and study until 

sleeping time. Yeah, that was my routine. (interview, 05.10.20) 

 

During the first author’s time spent living in Belgrade between 2016-18, the refugee 

population was often very visible. This was not only the case within the Savamala 

neighbourhood, but also within Stari Grad, the ‘Old City’, where refugees could be regularly 

seen going about their daily tasks and errands. As previously mentioned, the visibility of this 

population would change over the months and years, often depending on the weather and the 

seasons, or the political climate in the capital and the country. During the authors’ most 

recent fieldwork in Belgrade from August to October 2022, all interviewees commented on 

how Serbia was witnessing the highest number of refugees in the country since 2016. This 

was reflected once again throughout the city landscape, with so-called refugee spaces even 

more integrated into the folds and the workings of the city itself. These brief, fragmented 

illustrations of refugee daily lives outside of the camp highlight the importance of fully 

considering the relationship between the camp and the surrounding urban environment when 

conceptualising camp spatialities. Unlike Martin’s original campscape conceptualisation, 

however, understanding the role of Belgrade as a refugee hub along an informal migration 

corridor has required the incorporation of the transient presence of Krnjača and Obrenovac 

camp residents, always ready, as they are, to try the Game and move on. However, despite 

such often-transient presence of camp residents, the spatial configurations and support 

structures of the campscape tend to persist over time. While some aspects of this refugee 

geography may evolve, such as the closure of one support structure giving way to another, 



the continued flow of newly arrived refugees from the Route has facilitated the consolidation 

of an urban landscape marked by the presence of resident refugees, ‘people on the move’ and 

their spatial practices.  For this reason, in the next section, we discuss the specific 

geographies produced by the Belgrade campscape’s refugee mobilities.  

 

Campscape Mobilities 

Belgrade’s role as a transportation hub is key to understanding how refugees contribute to the 

production of a campscape that – unlike other cases analysed by the relevant literature 

mentioned above – facilitates their movement along the Route. We therefore start by 

considering some key sites within Belgrade that support refugee mobility at various scales 

and converge in/on the capital city, with the result of generating a distinct and unique 

campscape. A representative of InfoPark has described Belgrade’s refugee campscape as 

follows:  

 

Belgrade is the main point for 99% of the refugees and migrants passing through 

Serbia, because Belgrade is the centre of everything. It is the centre of information, 

for health, and the centre of smuggling as well. We witnessed it since 2016, when the 

borders officially closed, the smuggling started booming in Serbia… More than 90% 

of our beneficiaries say that they're traveling with smugglers…Even though we have 

18 reception and asylum centres, most people still will choose to sleep rough or stay 

in Belgrade. Because from Belgrade you're going on again, to irregular border 

crossings. Or from Belgrade, you get information on which border is active. Or on 

which ways you are going, who went to the border, who got pushed back, how is the 

situation? … A small amount of people don't go to Belgrade, but there are still many 

smugglers' apartments which host refugees illegally, there are still hostels who accept 



those without papers or without passports, visas and so on. So, Belgrade is just 

exactly for smuggling and for the assistance of NGOs. It is main point for most 

refugees on their way through Balkan routes. (interview, 23.06.21) 

 

This indicates that refugee mobility is a key feature in the formation of the Belgrade 

campscape and that the desire to remain mobile has contributed to the city’s distinct refugee 

geographies, also due to the increased presence of humanitarian support, and of private and 

smugglers accommodations and transportation services. These geographies facilitate two 

fundamental kinds of mobility: mobility between the camp and the city; and mobility toward 

the European Union, with the latter supported by the presence of smuggling networks in and 

around Belgrade. The first kind of mobility encompasses the intense daily movements 

between the camps and the city centre enabled by Belgrade’s aforementioned refugee 

spatialities. Such mobility is in fact facilitated in many ways by the presence of the two 

formal refugee camps, including a frequently tolerant attitude on the part of camp authorities 

towards curfews and the residents’ absence from the camp for short periods of time (Collins 

et al., 2022).  

 



 

Figure 4: Hostel in the Belgrade refugee district, September 2021 

Source: Second author 

 



Additionally, the easy access of Krnjača and Obrenovac camp residents to Belgrade via 

public transportation contributes to the blurring of boundaries that Martin identifies as key to 

the production of campscapes. While Obrenovac, compared to Krnjača, is more distant from 

the city centre and its residents travel less frequently to the city to attend language classes or 

access other forms of aid, the reliance of Obrenovac camp residents on the city centre to 

facilitate onward mobility remains nonetheless pervasive. During our interviews with various 

organisations and visits to the Belgrade parks, the recurrent mobility of camp residents 

between Obrenovac and Belgrade became evident. Residents would normally go to see 

friends and humanitarian organisations and, at times, to meet with smugglers, either in 

Afghan Park or at various ‘smugglers cafes’, such as the Mesopotamia (as we discuss below). 

From Obrenovac camp, Belgrade is the first stop on the way to the Game. If unsuccessful at 

the Game, Obrenovac camp residents would use their camp ID card with an individual QR 

code that would allow them to re-enter the camp (within an allotted period of three nights; if 

absent for longer they would have to restart the registration process anew). The Project 

Coordinator for Azadi Centre7, a former educational centre located outside of the Obrenovac 

camp, reflected on the mobility of the refugee residents: 

 

…they move a lot, because when they go on Game, they leave from Belgrade. They 

will really go back and forth between the camp and Belgrade. They will sometimes 

stay in Afghan Park, and some people who were in Afghan Park in Belgrade will 

come to [Obrenovac]. There are a lot of exchanges between them. Especially during 

the summer, they really liked to go outside, in the city, or at the lake. (interview, 

Collective Aid, 08.01.21) 

 

                                                      
7 The Collective Aid Azadi Centre closed following the start of the pandemic in March 2020. 



A representative of InfoPark further elaborated on why Obrenovac Camp residents would 

come to Belgrade: 

 

[They] come to Afghan Park, to Belgrade, first, because here is the hub, the park and 

everyone is here. Mesopotamia Café, Afghan Park, these are the hubs, the smugglers 

are here. The groups are starting from here. The taxi drivers are starting from here. 

Everything is in this area. In Obrenovac you have nothing. (interview, 31.08.22) 

 

The presence of smuggling networks within Belgrade’s refugee district has played a 

dominant role in Belgrade’s emergence as a key transportation hub for the Balkan Route over 

the past seven years. Since 2015, Afghan Park has been a popular gathering space for 

refugees; however, it has evolved with the fluctuating geopolitical situation, especially in 

relation to the extended reach of EU border externalisation into Serbia in recent years. A 

representative from KlikAktiv, a Serbian organisation providing free legal and psychosocial 

support to refugees, reported on how the presence of refugees in the parks of the capital has 

recently changed: 

 

A year before [2021], a majority of people in the park were accommodated in Krnjača 

and Obrenovac, and then coming to the park to get the news on the borders, to find 

smugglers and so on. And now a majority of the people in the park are newcomers, 

people who have just arrived in Serbia. They are waiting for smugglers or buses or 

connections to go north. (interview, 22.08.2022) 

 

While the residence of those in the park has changed, the workings of the smuggling 

networks have become more sophisticated and engrained within the city itself. Near Afghan 



Park sits the Mesopotamia Café8, a space used by smugglers to procure their clients. The 

Mesopotamia Café constitutes a key site for the interaction between refugees and smugglers 

and exemplifies Belgrade’s operation as hub for the ‘people on the move’ along the Balkan 

Route.  

 

The two key scales of mobility briefly discussed here confirm that refugee movement along 

the Balkan Route is an intrinsic element in the formation of the Belgrade campscape. It is the 

daily micro-mobility between the camp and the city that facilitates and enables the macro-

mobility across international borders. The ability to remain highly mobile while living within 

the two institutional camps is what makes this campscape and its role along the Balkan Route 

so distinct. While the resident refugees and the ‘people on the move’ have the possibility of 

asking for asylum in Serbia, most of them wish to continue north, and therefore actively 

interact with and produce such a distinct campscape that has become a key hub of the 

informal Balkan migration corridor. As stated by a representative of Info Park, ‘even though 

a lot of people are going to Bosnia, Croatia or to Romania, somehow all the roads leave from 

Belgrade’ (interview, 31.08.2022) and, as the Route has become increasingly circular in 

nature, these roads often lead back to Belgrade following failed attempts at the Game.  

 

Institutional campscape geographies 

The aforementioned camp residents, the ‘people on the move’, the smugglers and the 

humanitarian organisations have all played a role in forging the campscape that exists today 

within and around Belgrade’s refugee district and beyond. However, the Serbian authorities 

have also played a notable role in shaping this campscape. In Martin’s original campscape 

                                                      
8 Notably, during fieldwork in August 2022, almost every interviewee mentioned this café, among other 

smugglers cafes within the ‘refugee district’. This Café is also featured in an investigative piece for Balkan 

Insight (Dragojlo 2021). 



conceptualisation, Lebanese authorities had a hands-off approach compared to that of the 

Serbian authorities. According to Martin, in Shatila the refugees themselves decided on the 

location of the camp and were even given permission to self-administer those spaces – 

effectively the Lebanese government was completely disengaged from the inner workings of 

the camp. This led to the camp’s organic expansion into the city and the eventual 

disappearance of a clear distinction between the two spaces (Martin 2015). On the contrary, 

Serbian authorities have been directly engaged in the management of camp residents’ daily 

lives. At the same time, however, camp managers have been rather benevolent and flexible in 

terms of resident mobility, allowing them to come and go for accepted periods of time and in 

this way supporting the informal refugee geographies that play a key part in the making of the 

Belgrade campscape (Collins et al., 2022). In the Serbian context, the administrative role of 

the police must also be considered, particularly in terms of how public spaces are governed, 

including the parks where refugees sometimes gather to network with smugglers and sleep 

rough. This section thus investigates the effects of the interventions of camp and police 

authorities in Belgrade and how these have been instrumental to the emergence of the 

campscape and its associated spatialities and (im)mobilities, as well as how such a campscape 

can be understood as part of an informal migration corridor. 

 

The benevolent attitude of camp authorities emerged clearly during field visits to both 

Krnjača and Obrenovac camps. Outside of Krnjača, we witnessed residents passing in and out 

of the gates without being questioned by camp security. On a separate occasion, as we 

approached Obrenovac, we saw several residents enter and exit through a dilapidated 

entrance/gate, where they could completely avoid the eyes of the gate keeper. These 

examples demonstrate the flexibility that is afforded to camp residents as they move to and 

from the camp during normal operating hours. In addition to this daily mobility, residents and 



staff often referred to the abovementioned well-known rule within Serbian camps that 

allowed them to leave for up to three days at a time, while still maintaining their place (and 

without having to repeat the process of quarantine due to potential exposure to scabies or 

COVID-19) (see Collins et al., 2022). This level of flexibility (and support) allows for a more 

extended mobility into the city and to the country’s northern borders, and for residents to 

leave without the risk of losing the safety of their beds in the camps if unsuccessful. To a 

degree, this may also contribute to a certain circularly of the Route as people would first go to 

Belgrade, then to the border, and often back to Belgrade (or wherever their designated camp 

may be) if they failed their attempt to continue their perilous journey. These examples of how 

Krnjača and Obrenovac camps manage and support refugee extended mobilities help to 

further illustrate, in the Belgrade context, the workings of the often-blurred boundaries of the 

camp spatialities discussed by Martin in her original paper. More specifically, the 

government of refugee mobility by the authorities of these two camps demonstrates how 

camp regulations frequently remain effective even beyond their physical boundaries.  

 

Furthermore, as residents move from the camp to the city, and even to the border regions, 

they carried the rules of the camp with them. It is not until they successfully cross into the EU 

– or perhaps even until they are registered in another country’s camp system – that these rules 

from the Serbian camps leave them. Therefore, with the three-day rule and curfew in the back 

of their mind, an affective aspect of the camp (as a potential refuge they could return to if 

things went wrong) remain with them as they move through the camp, the city, and even the 

border region. The benevolent and relaxed attitude of camp authorities thus facilitates and to 

some extent enables both the micro-mobilities throughout the city of Belgrade and the macro-

mobilities toward the border regions. These observations help to broaden our understanding 

of the concept of campscape, suggesting that it encompasses more than the material structures 



or the immediate surroundings of the camp. In this particular case, we argue that the 

campscape has also revealed a potential to embody affective elements of care and support 

that extend beyond its physical boundaries through the implicit externalisation of camp rules 

and regulations on the part of the refugees. 

 

Other city authorities and their management of some urban spaces are also an important 

component of the campscape and of how refugees live and move within it. Since 2015, the 

number of people utilising park spaces has constantly changed depending on the frequency of 

police intervention at a given time, as well as on the conditions at Serbia’s northern borders, 

the weather and, of course, the impact of COVID-19. What has emerged from interviews is 

that the Serbian police often selectively evicted refugees from the parks or other sites where 

they slept rough, congregated with smugglers in Belgrade or sold items on the black market 

(see Figure 5). In the past, police transported people from Belgrade to various camps around 

the country, while more recently it has been reported that police patrol the parks and simply 

ask people to ‘move along’. An interview with a representative of KlikAktiv, who often 

conducts field visits to Afghan Park to offer legal services, described this ever-changing 

situation: 



 

Figure 5: Kamenička Street, Belgrade, where refugees frequently have been seen selling goods on the 

black market and/or congregating, August 2022 

Source: First author 

 



From October/November 2021 to June 2022 Belgrade was empty. There were police 

actions in the centre and people were taken to Preševo9 constantly. But also, there 

were constant police patrols that were sending people away, so there was nobody in 

the park and in that area. Very rarely would people be there, they would just stay at 

the bus station and then take the next bus to the North and then go […] A majority of 

people that were accommodated in Krnjača and Obrenovac, they were coming to the 

park to get news on the borders, to find smugglers and so on […] They were waiting 

for smugglers or buses or connections to go north […] And then, starting from June 

[2022], there was a huge number of people in the park. Now again people are sleeping 

in the park, people who are catching smuggling connections and the network to go 

North mostly (interview, 22.08.22) 

 

This quote illustrates the impact of the police authorities on the Belgrade campscape’s 

spatialities and mobilities, as they often allow the gathering of refugees in the parks and, 

therefore, facilitate their onward informal mobility. However, periodically, police authorities 

have also been stricter in managing the presence of refugees in parks and public space more 

broadly. The relative unpredictability of police attitude reflects the perpetually evolving 

nature of the Belgrade campscape: for example, there have been several situations, since 

Belgrade has emerged as a migration hub, in which the police authorities have first 

demonstrated a benevolent attitude towards the refugee presence in the centre and have then 

become less permissive or even intervened to remove them. Perhaps one of the most 

significant examples of this alternation between intervention and non-intervention on the part 

of the authorities was the existence of the aforementioned Barracks makeshift camp during 

                                                      
9 Preševo camp is located at the Serbian-North Macedonia border and is the furthest camp from Serbia’s northern 
borders. 



the Winter 2016-17 and the subsequently rapid demolition of the structure accompanied by 

the transfer of its residents to institutional camps throughout the country. This happened 

again, at a much larger scale, at the start of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 when Serbian 

authorities moved over 2,000 residents living in makeshift camps throughout the country into 

institutional camps (Collins et al., 2022).  

 

These examples of forced mobility between makeshift and institutional camps also illustrate 

how the police and camp authorities have worked in coordination over the years to manage 

the mobility and the presence of refugees in the city, in this way contributing to the shaping 

of the related campscape. Their roles and impact on the campscape have manifested in some 

crucial ways: the freedom allowed for refugee informal mobility; the flexibility applied to 

camp curfews; the largely tolerated presence of refugees in Afghan Park and the refugee 

district; but also, in their (at times systematic) removal of refugees and ‘people on the move’ 

from those very urban spaces. In our attempt to understand the Belgrade refugee geographies 

that have constituted a campscape since the start of the so-called ‘Crisis’ in 2015, it has 

therefore clearly emerged that the authorities have played a prominent role in how these 

geographies have formed and changed in recent years by implementing – and often imposing 

– a specific governance of refugee spatialities both within and outside the camps, in this way 

crucially impacting on who can go, where and when in some central areas of the capital city. 

 

Conclusion 

This paper has discussed the emergence and the workings of a distinct campscape within 

Belgrade’s migration hub along the Balkan Route. It has shown that despite the clear 

boundaries separating Belgrade’s refugee camps from the city itself, the proximity of Krnjača 

and Obrenovac camps to the urban centre has given rise to distinct refugee spatialities and 



mobilities since the capital emerged as a migration hub along this major informal migration 

corridor. Martin (2015) originally proposed the campscape to be considered as a space where 

the boundaries between the camp and the city have become blurred and indistinguishable. 

While the boundaries between Krnjača and Obrenovac camps are distinct in a material sense, 

they otherwise extend into the city and even into the country’s borders, and their flexibility 

and relative openness represent a key element in the daily lives of the residents as they 

facilitate their plans to move north and reach Western Europe. The presence of Krnjača and 

Obrenovac camps near the city has therefore resulted in the production of distinct refugee 

spatialities and mobilities since the capital emerged as a migration hub along this major 

informal migration corridor. Serbia’s broader governance of refugee camps and mobilities, 

the various forms of humanitarian support and the smuggling networks have all played a role 

in co-creating the Belgrade campscape. Importantly, these elements have contributed to the 

creation of a campscape rather distinct from the one originally discussed by Martin. In our 

analysis we have attributed this distinction both to the fact that the Belgrade campscape was 

generated by the presence of two camps and a multiplicity of other refugee spatialities 

gravitating around the city centre, and to the role played by the Serbian capital as a migration 

hub along a major and well-established informal corridor. What our study has also shown is 

that despite Krnjača and Obrenovac camps being relatively recent compared to Shatila camp, 

the geographies that they have contributed to producing have extended far beyond their outer 

walls. Consequently, what we have identified as the Belgrade campscape includes the 

operations of the two official camps, but also multiple spaces in-between, a plethora of 

informal accommodations and squats, as well as sites of humanitarian and informal support to 

the refugees. For all these reasons, the Belgrade campscape discussed here is clearly different 

from the previously studied refugee campscapes, precisely because of its capacity to extend 

its influence on the refugee mobilities toward the country’s northern borders.  



 

As we have found the campscape concept extremely useful in understanding Belgrade’s 

formal and informal refugee geographies, we further suggest that even when such 

geographies concern a migration corridor (and not necessarily a long-term camp and refugee 

presence) the concept remains a valuable analytical tool. We therefore believe that further 

research should be dedicated to investigating in more detail how the (mobile) Belgrade 

campscape is connected to the wider Serbian archipelago of institutional and makeshift 

camps and, especially, the border regions of the country. The archipelago of formal and 

informal camps across Serbia (Minca, Šantić, and Umek 2018), as well as the humanitarian 

and smuggler networks, may in fact be forming one vast and interconnected campscape – a 

campscape that may consist of multiple blurred boundaries and be the result of the constant 

negotiation around refugee mobility among different actors (authorities, humanitarian 

organisations, smugglers, etc.) as the Balkan Route continues to operate as a powerful 

informal migration corridor via the Game.  
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