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5.	 From ‘transit zone’ to ‘buffer zone’ to 
… On Serbian camp geographies and 
the Balkan Route

Dragan Umek and Claudio Minca

Over twenty coaches are lined up along a narrow country road, not far from 
the town of Šid. A traffic jam of such proportions may never have been seen 

along this road […] These are private coaches arriving from Belgrade, unload-
ing hundreds of migrants embarking on the Balkan Route near the Croatian 

border. A little further on, in a clearing amid freshly cut maize fields, a crowd 
waits their turn to cross the border. Along the final stretch of road leading to 

an improvised checkpoint are several tents set up by non-governmental organi-
zations, some chemical toilets, a few food and clothing distribution points, and 

a Médecins Sans Frontières medical station and a UNHCR [United Nations 
High Commission for Refugees] container. On the other side, past the gazebo 

of the Croatian police, a single coach waits to transport migrants  
to the nearby camp […]

(Fieldnotes, Berkasovo-Bapska Border, 18 October 2015)

The acrid smell of smoke wafting from the shacks reaches you even before 
the first squats come into view, clustered behind the old railway station. This 

disused area, stretching along the tracks towards the Sava River, has become a 
huge makeshift camp for hundreds of migrants stranded in Serbia after the clo-
sure of the Balkan Route. The words ‘Open the border’, painted in large letters 

on a wall at the entrance to this vast urban squat, capture the frustration and 
hopes of those unable to continue their journey. They now face a harsh winter 
under inhumane conditions in dilapidated shacks. In the distance, beyond the 
ruins, another sign reads ‘Eagle Hills’ – a stark reminder and harbinger of the 
Savamala district’s impending transformation into the ‘Dubai of the Balkans’.

(Fieldnotes, Central Belgrade, 25 January 2017)

Compared to our previous visit to Subotica, the absence of migrants in the 
city’s streets and parks is striking. However, there is a quiet tension in the 

air that we did not sense during earlier visits. This may be a consequence of 
the ‘normalization’ of the city’s public spaces imposed by the local authori-
ties after repeated episodes of violence among migrants unsettled the local 
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population. The reception centres in the north, formerly chaotic and over-
crowded, now accommodate only a small number of migrants. Meanwhile, the 

vast majority have become ‘invisible’, concealed within smuggling networks 
that operate true ‘transit hubs’ at multiple sites along the border with Hungary.

(Fieldnotes, Subotica, 23 May 2023)

During our recent visit to northern Serbia, we confirmed the existence of an 
archipelago of informal camps that had been hosting thousands of migrants 

in the region for years. However, in the final months of 2023, the institutional 
camps in the north were shut down, informal camps were dismantled, and the 

migration route was largely redirected to Bosnia. What remains is a residual 
archaeology of makeshift camps around Subotica and Sombor – traces left by 
migrants of all origins, genders and ages who attempted ‘the Game’ by cross-

ing the infamous Hungarian border fence.

Today, very few migrants continue their journey in this direction.
For now.

(Fieldnotes, Northern Serbia, July–September 2024)

As illustrated in the epigraphs opening this chapter, the geographies of the 
Balkan Route in Serbia have undergone several dramatic changes during 
the last ten years or so. These shifts have often been tied to broader geo-
political strategies implemented at the national level, as well as to evolving 
border regimes and asylum policies across the region and in the European 
Union (EU). At the start of the so-called ‘refugee crisis’ in 2015, during what 
is known in the literature as the ‘long summer of migration’ (Kasparek & 
Speer, 2015), it quickly became evident that Serbia would play a key role in 
shaping the new geography of informal refugee mobility then emerging along 
the Balkan Route (Zuparic -́Iljic ́ & Valenta, 2018). Serbia’s central position 
in the Balkans, combined with its fragile and historically unstable political 
relations with neighbouring countries, make for a complex political context. 
The various implications of the EU accession process further complicate this 
backdrop and have also influenced the events and strategies surrounding the 
Balkan Route in Serbia over the past decade (Rea et al., 2019; Umek et al., 
2019; Umek & Minca, 2024a). Accordingly, this chapter examines the role 
of Serbia’s geopolitical strategies in the development of the informal Balkan 
corridor through the analytical lens of the country’s refugee camp politics. 
Our discussion focuses in particular on how Serbia’s northern territories have 
seen the emergence of a complex and unstable geography of informal refugee 
mobilities, largely in response to shifting EU border and humanitarian poli-
cies and the imposition of restrictions on mobility by neighbouring countries, 
especially Croatia, Hungary, and Romania (see BBC News, 2016).
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Thinking like a route120

Growing attention to this informal migration corridor in Serbia in recent 
years has generated a considerable amount of non-academic literature on the 
activities of humanitarian and voluntary organizations involved in support-
ing migrants in the region. This literature comprises reports, surveys, collec-
tions of testimonies, and ‘reportage’ material that is typically disseminated via 
online channels or, in some cases, as more substantial editorial output (see, for 
example, BVMN [Border Violence Monitoring Network], 2024; KlikAktiv, 
2024a, 2024b; No Name Kitchen, 2024). However, alongside this ‘grey’ lit-
erature, a growing body of academic work has focused on the sociopolitical 
dimension of ‘informal’ migrant mobility in Serbia, most frequently in rela-
tion to the border policies and highly specific camp politics implemented by 
the authorities (see, among others, Cantat, 2020; Jordan & Minca, 2023a; 
Jovanović, 2020; Jovanović et al., 2022; Kilibarda, 2016; Šantić et al., 2017; 
Seichter et al., 2020). For example, Mandić (2018) criticized the Serbian recep-
tion system for prioritizing the rapid transit of migrants to the next country 
over efforts at social integration or long-term humanitarian protection. At the 
same time, both Obradović-Wochnik (2018) and Stojić Mitrović and Vilenica 
(2019) discussed the Belgrade refugee situation in relation to housing and the 
use of public spaces. Following Tazzioli (2020), who argued that state authori-
ties often seem determined to keep migrants on the move, politically leverag-
ing their mobility as a means of managing their unruly presence, Minca and 
Collins (2021) have analysed ‘the Game’ in the Serbian context. This term 
– used by people-on-the-move themselves – denotes, in reference to Serbia 
and to the Balkan Route more generally, the complex geographies that char-
acterize migrants repeated and often failed attempts to cross national borders 
into the Schengen Area. Such attempts are sometimes encouraged, sometimes 
curbed, and sometimes outright blocked by the authorities, leading to a forced 
circularity within the Route (Ibid.). Indeed, migrants’ mobility along informal 
routes is often disrupted by extended periods of immobility, due to various fac-
tors tied to specific conditions in the regions and countries they are travelling 
through, including Serbia (on migrants’ ‘non-movements’ see, among others, 
Squire, 2020).

Thus, El-Shaarawi and Razsa (2019) described informal mobilities along 
the Balkan Route as a ‘set of movements’ characterized by ‘nodes of mobility 
and immobility’. Such nodes include informal camps in forests and squats (in 
locations such as Athens, Belgrade, Šid, Bihać, Trieste, etc.), where migrants 
availing of ‘informal spaces and urban interstices’ (Umek & Minca, 2024a, 
2024b) gather to rest, regroup, exchange information, and meet with smugglers 
(Jordan & Minca, 2023b). Accordingly, in our own previous work we exam-
ined the role of formal (and related informal) camps in both supporting and 
containing migrant mobilities, exploring their evolution and broader geopoliti-
cal underpinnings, particularly in the Serbian context (Carter-White & Minca 
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2025; Minca et al., 2018, 2019; Šantić et al., 2017; Umek et al., 2019). Collins 
(2024), meanwhile, conducted in-depth analysis of life at selected Serbian 
reception centres, highlighting the role of these sites in providing humanitar-
ian support as well as their contribution to the emergence of a ‘campscape’ in 
the Serbian capital, Belgrade (Collins & Minca, 2024). This campscape both 
implicitly and materially facilitated the informal mobility of migrants towards 
their desired destinations within the EU (see also Collins et al., 2022; Collins 
& Minca, 2025). Similarly, in a recent paper, we have explored the emergence 
of a ‘refugee hub’ in Belgrade, defined as an interconnected set of formal and 
informal refugee spatialities that reflect the capital’s role as a key transit point 
along the Balkan Route1 (Umek & Minca, 2024a).

In light of this brief and selective review of the literature on Serbia and the 
Balkan Route, in this chapter we adopt a specific geographical perspective to 
explore the relatively overlooked pivotal role of Serbia and its refugee camp 
politics in shaping and continuously reshaping the Balkan migration corridor. 
The work we present here is based on a decade of field research (2015–2024), 
which has intensified since the start of the European Research Council (ERC) 
project TheGAME in 2022. In all, we have made over twenty trips to Serbia, 
regularly visiting reception centres and informal camps along the borders and 
in the main cities affected by the flow of refugees (Belgrade, Šid, Subotica, 
Sombor, Preševo, Kikinda, etc.). These numerous visits, conducted over sev-
eral years, have enabled close observation of the significant changes in camp 
geographies along the Route that we undertake to explore here. They have 
also supported the use of methods appropriate to our line of argument in this 
chapter. In particular, the analysis that follows is based on extensive partici-
pant observation, dozens of semi-structured interviews and informal conversa-
tions with migrants, humanitarian workers, volunteers, representatives of the 
authorities, and camp managers, and the analysis of official reports published 
by government agencies and the national and local press.

The chapter is organized into three main sections, dealing respectively with: 
(1) the first phase in the formation of the Serbian ‘section’ of the Route since, 
and partly prior to, 2015; (2) the subsequent consolidation of the informal cor-
ridor that has turned Serbia into a sort of buffer zone along the Balkan Route, 
with Belgrade as its main ‘refugee transit hub’; (3) the emergence of a new, 
complex geography of informal migration mobility managed by increasingly 
powerful networks of smugglers in the northern regions close to the border, a 
geography that has seen the city of Sombor become a major informal ‘refu-
gee transit hub’. In the conclusion, we discuss how the important role of the 

	 1	 For a critical review of the academic literature on the Balkan Route, see 
Chapter 1, this volume.
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Thinking like a route122

northern part of the country has been confirmed by recent geopolitical devel-
opments, including the closure of camps in that border region and the conse-
quent deflection of the Route towards Bosnia.

	 2	 This group included representatives from five ministries, as well as the 
Serbian Commissariat for Refugees and Migration and the EU Delegation in 
Serbia.

THE BEGINNINGS: SERBIA AND THE BALKAN ROUTE 
(2015)

Beginning in May 2015, Serbia, like the other Balkan countries, faced one of 
the gravest international humanitarian ‘crises’ in decades, a crisis driven by 
the large-scale arrival of migrants from conflict zones in Asia and the Middle 
East (for a critical analysis of the notion of crisis in this context, see Minca 
et al., 2018). However, this ‘crisis’ was only the culmination of a growth in 
arrivals that had been underway for some time, albeit on a far smaller scale 
than in 2015. More specifically, the number of people who expressed the inten-
tion to seek asylum in 2015 was 579,518 (which accounted for only part of total 
arrivals), representing a phenomenal increase with respect to the preceding 
years: asylum applications had numbered 16,490 in 2014, 5,066 in 2013, and 
only 2,723 in 2012 (Commissariat for Refugees and Migration, 2016). The 
largest groups of applicants were from Syria, Eritrea, Somalia, Afghanistan, 
and Pakistan, and had arrived in Serbia overland from Turkey via Greece and 
FYR Macedonia, a more accessible trajectory than the alternative trajectory 
through Bulgaria and Romania (Ibid.).

None of the countries that made up this unprecedented ‘semi-legal humani-
tarian corridor’ in 2015 (and through part of 2016) were the intended final 
destination of this massive movement of people. Rather, they were only inter-
mediate stages in migrant journeys to elsewhere in Northern and Central 
Europe. This was also true of Serbia: despite the large numbers who formally 
declared that they wished to remain in the country, in reality most of these 
people-on-the-move did not intend to stay there given the lack of economic 
opportunities and/or the fact that they already had family or friends in other 
European countries (Lukić, 2016: 32–33).

The Serbian government’s first response to the spike in arrivals in 2015 was 
to set up a working group on migration2 with the brief of coordinating the work 
of the various institutions involved in the reception and assistance of refugees 
(Think Tank European Parliament, 2016). The tasks included building new 
reception centres and upgrading existing ones, organizing healthcare and the 
distribution of food and non-food items, and enhancing the registration and 
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identification system. The Commissariat for Refugees and Migration (hereaf-
ter the Commissariat),3 was the government agency charged with the day-to-
day management of most of the national reception system, which comprised 
a network of asylum centres (centri za azil) and reception centres (prihvatini 
centri; at times translated as one stop centres). The former were reserved for 
those who intended to apply for asylum in Serbia, while the latter were put in 
place to provide temporary, on-the-spot humanitarian relief to the growing 
number of migrants entering the country (Minca et al., 2018). However, this 
distinction between the two types of centres tended not to be strictly enforced, 
given that in practice the different prerogatives of these facilities were flexibly 
adapted to the needs of individual migrants. Thus, during the key months in 
2015 that marked the opening of a humanitarian corridor along the Balkan 
Route, all the camps functioned as de facto ‘short-term accommodation’ cen-
tres for those waiting to continue their journey towards the border (Ibid.: 39).

As the (perceived) humanitarian emergency became more entrenched, 
the Commissariat gradually set up a network of reception centres across 
the country, including in: Preševo, Bujanovac, Divljana, Pirot, Bosilegrad, 
Dimitrovgrad, Obrenovac, Adaševci, Šid-stanica, Principovac, Subotica, 
Kikinda, and Sombor. Six asylum centres were opened at Krnjača, Banja 
Koviljača, Bogovadja, Sjenica, Tutin, and Vranje.4 In addition, during the sum-
mer of 2015, a number of ‘hotspot and temporary centres’ were set up at bor-
der crossings as first aid and support stations for migrants entering or leaving 
Serbian territory; the most active of these were at Kelebija-Tompa and Horgoš-
Röszke on the Hungarian border, Berkasovo-Bapska and Morović on the 
Croatian border, Gradinje-Katolina on the Bulgarian border, and Miratovac-
Lojane at the southern border crossing with North Macedonia (Commissariat 
for Refugees and Migration, 2017, 2022). This new geography of centres 
resulted in a sort of ‘archipelago’ of refugee camps organized in ‘clusters’ 
or sets of interconnected accommodation facilities strategically distributed 
across different regions of Serbia, with some located at entry points into the 
country and others at exit points (Minca et al., 2018; Umek et al., 2019). While 
the former represented the first line of assistance, with a focus on identifying 

	 3	 The official title of this agency is Komesarijat za Izbeglice i Migracije 
(Commissariat for Refugees and Migration). It was originally set up in 1992 as 
the ‘Commissariat for Refugees’, an executive agency of the Ministry of Interior 
tasked with addressing issues related to Serbian refugees and displaced persons 
from other former Yugoslav republics.
	 4	 Some of these facilities were already reception centres for refugees and 
internally displaced persons, a legacy of the war in former Yugoslavia, but were 
repurposed for the new emergency, while others were converted from out-of-use 
factories, former barracks, youth camps, or even abandoned motels.
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and providing first aid to those arriving via the Route, the latter were primarily 
used by people-on-the-move as ‘waiting areas’ before crossing into Hungary 
or Croatia (see Figure 5.1).

The entire management of this ‘refugee crisis’ must be framed within the 
process of Serbia’s accession to the European Union, which formally began in 
April 2008 with the signing of the Stabilization and Association Agreement 
(SAA). Subsequently, Serbia introduced a number of legislative changes con-
cerning asylum procedures and border management, including measures 
related to the right to asylum and temporary protection (Djurović et al., 2022; 
see also Chapter 3, this volume). Under the new legislation, all those arriving 
in Serbia at the height of the ‘refugee crisis’ who declared that they intended 
to seek asylum were entitled to an ‘identity card’ that allowed them to remain 
legally in the country for seventy-two hours. During this period, they were 
required to register at a reception centre, otherwise the legal basis for their stay 
would lapse (Kilibarda, 2016: 34). Many of those who stated their intention 
to apply for asylum during those years – mostly families with children – pri-
marily did so to temporarily legalize their stay in the country and gain access 
to the state reception system, but without any genuine intention of remain-
ing over the long term. Only a tiny proportion of these migrants subsequently 
went through with the identification process, and an even smaller number were 
granted protection (Beznec et al., 2016: 36–37; Šantić, 2018).

In March 2016, following the definitive closure of the semi-formal ‘humani-
tarian corridor’ along the Balkan Route and the enforcement of the EU-Turkey 
Agreement,5 migrant arrivals in Serbia decreased drastically, although they 
did not stop altogether. Over the following months, the changed border regime 
meant that people-on-the-move all along the Balkan Route found themselves 
‘trapped’ or at least delayed on their trajectory towards other parts of Europe 
to (IOM 2017: 7). In this new geopolitical context, a network of makeshift 
refugee camps began to emerge in Serbia – alongside the ‘formal’ camp archi-
pelago mentioned above – often in or around logistically strategic cities, such 
as Belgrade or cities near the borders with Croatia (Šid and Sombor), Hungary 
(Sombor and Subotica), and later also with Bosnia and Herzegovina (Loznica) 
(Jordan & Minca, 2023a, 2023b; Minca & Collins, 2021). In the following 
sections, we examine the emergence of this network as a direct consequence 
of both the enforcement of new border regimes in the Balkans – particularly 
in Hungary and Croatia – and of the implicit, silent support provided by some 
non-EU states in the region to the informal movement of migrants towards the 
EU.

	 5	 See https://www​.europarl​.europa​.eu​/legislative​-train​/theme​-towards​-a​-new​
-policy​-on​-migration​/file​-eu​-turkey​-statement​-action​-plan.
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Source: UNHCR, https://data​.unhcr​.org​/en​/documents​/details​/89400 (Modified by the 
authors; permission obtained on 12 August 2024).

Figure 5.1  �  Reception centres and asylum centres in Serbia, 2016–2024
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SERBIA AS A BUFFER ZONE (1): THE ‘BELGRADE HUB’ 
AND THE EPHEMERAL GEOGRAPHIES OF ‘THE LIST’ 
(2016–2020)

Thus, following an initial phase of ‘accelerated mobility’ while the above-
mentioned humanitarian corridor remained open, from spring 2016 onwards, 
Serbia entered an extended period of reorganization of the Balkan Route. This 
period was marked by multiple phases and events that significantly changed 
the geographies of informal refugee mobility in the country. Developments 
during this time included: the construction of border fences; the definitive clo-
sure of the borders for people-on-the-move; the emergence of an archipelago of 
makeshift camps; diversions and rerouting of the corridor towards Bosnia and 
Herzegovina; and restrictions on mobility in response to the Covid-19 health 
emergency (see Collins et al., 2022; Facchini & Rondi, 2022: 39–81; Šantić 
& Antić, 2020). In practice, the slowdown in mobility of people-on-the-move 
beginning in 2016 prompted new strategies on the part of the government and 
new spatial tactics on the part of migrants and those helping them to undertake 
their perilous journeys (Carter-White & Minca, 2025).

The sum of these changes brought about a gradual shift in the role played 
by Serbia within the Balkan Route. More specifically, it went from being a de 
facto ‘transit country’ to an implicit ‘buffer zone’ where migrants were pro-
vided with humanitarian support but, at the same time, were also significantly 
slowed down by the new border regimes of neighbouring countries and across 
the EU more generally (on this see also Beznec et al., 2020). This change in 
Serbia’s geopolitical role is clearly expressed in two key EU documents, the 
New Pact on Migration and Asylum, released by the European Commission in 
September 2020, and the Commission staff working document: Serbia 2020. 
The latter in particular recognized that

Serbia continued to significantly contribute, as a transit country, to the management 
of the mixed migration flows towards the EU by playing an active and constructive 
role and cooperating effectively with its neighbours and EU Member States. It also 
continued to effectively implement the integrated border management strategy and 
its action plan. (European Commission, 2020: 40)

To better understand how and why Serbia became a key geopolitical player 
in the development of the Balkan Route, it is useful to focus on the Serbian 
authorities’ attempts to manage, facilitate, but also ‘contain’ the mobility of 
refugees via a specific geopolitics of camps (see Carter-White & Minca, 2025). 
These policies in turn elicited a response from the clandestine networks of 
smugglers, whose ‘geographical imaginations’ prompted them to continuously 
tweak refugee mobilities as a function of shifting political and infrastructural 
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conditions, leading to the establishment of an interconnected archipelago of 
informal camps across the country.

According to Milica Švabić of KlikAktiv, a local NGO,

the strengthening of controls by the Serbian police has resulted in the eviction of 
several informal camps in northern Serbia. These are demonstrative actions aimed 
at reassuring the local population, the general public, and European observers, while 
showcasing the Serbian government’s security efforts to representatives of Frontex 
[the European Border and Coast Guard Agency]. Nevertheless, the entrenched pres-
ence of clandestine smuggling networks on the ground has quickly led to the for-
mation of new makeshift camps at different locations and with different roles in 
supporting refugees mobilities […] (Interviewed in Belgrade, 25 September 2023)

Undoubtedly, one of the defining moments in the emergence of a geography 
of informal camps in Serbia was the occupation, for a few months between 
2016 and 2017, of a large urban squat in the centre of Belgrade (often referred 
to as ‘the Barracks’ and populated by about 2,000 migrants when we vis-
ited it in winter 2016–2017; see Figure 5.2). This site was located between 

Source: Photo by the authors, December 2016.

Figure 5.2  �  Belgrade’s ‘Barracks’ near the old railway station
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the abandoned warehouses of the railway station and the well-known ‘Afghan 
Park’, the garden square opposite the Faculty of Economics, which officially 
bears the name of Belgrade University’s greatest benefactor, the merchant Luka 
Ćelović (Sofronijević, 1995: 259–278). From summer 2015, Afghan Park had 
been frequented by migrants as a place to socialize, buy food, receive humani-
tarian aid, and organize their onward journey to the northern border (Collins 
& Minca, 2024). However, following the closure of the humanitarian corridor, 
and especially after Hungary completed the wall along its border with Serbia, 
Afghan Park also became the best place to make contact with smugglers and 
set up informal border crossings along the Balkan Route (Minca et al., 2018: 
452).​

At that time, young Afghans and Pakistanis took refuge in dilapidated ware-
houses, creating makeshift bedding using cardboard, plastic sheeting, and 
bricks, and building improvised fires for cooking and warmth. They endured 
in this informal camp without basic services and at the limit of survival by 
reproducing multiple forms of social life, including a makeshift ‘barber ser-
vice’ and improvised kitchens (Fieldnotes, January 2017; see also Collins & 
Minca, 2024; Minca & Collins, 2021; Seichter et al., 2020). Nonetheless, these 
migrants’ condition of extreme marginalization, embedded in the interstitial 
spaces of Belgrade’s urban fabric, helped them to prepare for ‘the Game’. 
Despite the harsh living conditions, the Barracks offered freedom of move-
ment and independence from the (perceived) constraints associated with wel-
fare services and government camps (Umek & Minca, 2024a: 61; also, Collins 
& Minca, 2024). Long tolerated (and neglected) by the authorities, this promi-
nent makeshift camp was only cleared by the police in May 2017, following 
public outcry sparked by a string of critical articles in foreign newspapers 
(MacDowall & Graham-Harrison, 2017; Specia, 2017). The rundown build-
ings were subsequently demolished to make way for the construction of the 
large-scale real estate development known as the Belgrade Waterfront (Wright, 
2015; see also Obradović-Wochnik, 2018). Most of the migrants camping out 
in the Barracks were relocated – a move to which they put up some resistance 
– to a new reception centre in Obrenovac, a few kilometres from the capital 
(Politika, 2017; also, Collins & Minca, 2024).

In the course of our many interviews and informal exchanges with peo-
ple-on-the-move and humanitarian workers at that time, we learned that the 
relative attractiveness and resilience of ‘the Barracks’ were linked to the 
broader ‘camp (geo)politics’ then being implemented by the Serbian author-
ities. Specifically, this consisted of a complex blend of facilitating the free 
movement of migrants by providing humanitarian aid and keeping the official 
camps ‘open’, while also adopting what might be described as a strategically 
lenient attitude towards the informal refugee settlements, with minimal inter-
ference in their internal dynamics (see Collins et al., 2022). It was during this 
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period that Serbia’s geopolitical role as a ‘buffer zone’ along the Balkan Route 
began to emerge more clearly. In other words, Serbia had become a country 
where, due to multiple border closures on the part of the neighbouring coun-
tries and the impossibility for most migrants to continue their journey legally, 
an increasing number of people-on-the-move were technically stuck, waiting 
for the opportunity to cross the border ‘illegally’ (Rydzewski, 2020, 2023).

However, most of these people were registered as ‘intending to apply for 
asylum’ (without being obliged to do so) and were allowed to remain in the 
camp system set up by the Serbian authorities while theoretically awaiting 
their turn to be legally admitted to Hungary. From multiple conversations with 
authorities and humanitarian workers, we learned that the complicated system 
then regulating potential official entry into Hungary was based on a docu-
ment informally known as ‘the Hungarian waiting list’ (Djurović et al., 2022: 
26–28). And indeed, despite having built a double fence along its border with 
Serbia, in the first months after the concerted ‘closure of the Route’ by most 
of the Balkan countries, Hungary still allowed a limited number of people per 
day to enter its asylum system. According to Djurović et al. (2022: 28):

[To] ease the pressures on the Serbian reception system, enable the outflow of 
migrants from Serbia and to reduce tensions and migrants’ discontent with local 
communities, Serbian authorities organized a mechanism of lists (called the 
‘Hungarian waiting list’) for those willing to proceed toward Hungary, to claim 
asylum there and to avoid being push backed to Serbia. To get on the list, migrants 
needed to be registered in one of the temporary reception centres in Serbia and wait 
there for their turn (often for more than a year), to enter the Hungarian transit zone. 
The lists were compiled by the Serbian Commissariat for Refugees and Migration 
(KIRS) but communicated [to] Hungarian border police via migrants/community 
leaders present at the border […] with no official contact between the Hungarian 
and Serbian authorities on this matter.

These (few) individuals were only admitted on weekdays (Thursdays were 
apparently reserved for minors) at the two official entry points of Kelebija and 
Horgoš, near Subotica.

[…] Without any official communication between us [the authorities of the two 
countries], a day in advance normally […] the Hungarian border authorities send us 
back this ‘list’ and the day after they read out the names of the people allowed to 
pass through the gates and to be considered for asylum procedures. (Interview with 
Commissariat representative, August 2016)

The ‘list’ was short-lived, however, as the number of persons taken in by 
Hungary was gradually reduced and ultimately, in 2020 due to the Covid-
related restrictions, this possibility was permanently removed.
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Nonetheless, while it lasted, this admission practice enabled a certain degree 
of circularity in migrant movements, with the support of the various Serbian 
reception centres along the northern border. These sites became functional 
to keeping the Balkan Route unofficially open and were strategic to crossing 
the Hungarian (and to some extent the Croatian) border. The ‘list’ was only 
the official reason for migrants to wait in the Serbian camps for their chance 
to attempt to ‘go to Europe’ (Minca et al., 2018). This also explains why the 
institutional camps always remained entirely ‘open’ and why the registration 
procedures were typically lenient (Collins et al., 2022). In other words, over 
time, the Serbian camp archipelago became an integral part of an informal 
geography of mobility. Despite anti-migrant rhetoric and the walls erected by 
some countries in the region (but not by Serbia), the Serbian camps contributed 
to keeping the Balkan Route alive in a different form, by helping migrants who 
had been rejected or literally pushed back by the border police of neighbouring 
countries. Ultimately, they reinforced Serbia’s role as a buffer/waiting zone 
along this migration corridor (Minca et al., 2019: 52–55; Rydzewski, 2023: 
82–86).

Crossing the northern borders became increasingly difficult as time went on, 
but certainly not impossible, as a robust network of smugglers began to emerge 
and establish itself in response to new regional geopolitical conditions and 
the associated border regimes (see also Augustová et al., 2021). At this point, 
the best and ‘safest’ way for most migrants to continue their journey was to 
avail themselves of the new informal branches of the Route coordinated by the 
smugglers. The latter’s presence and operational capacity became a structural 
element of the Route, especially in Belgrade and the northern regions. Thus, 
new avenues of ‘safe’ passage were created along the borders of neighbour-
ing countries, which had previously remained marginal among the Route’s 
geographical variants. Bosnia and Herzegovina, for example, played no role in 
the early stages of the humanitarian crisis stemming from the ‘long summer of 
migration’; however, due to increasing violence by the Croatian border police, 
in 2018 it suddenly became a new destination as a ‘bridge country’ towards 
the EU. This generated a new front of informal refugee mobility on Serbian 
territory along the Drina River border as well as in Loznica, Banja Koviljača, 
and Mali Zvornik, towns that at different times all saw the emergence of urban 
squats or informal camps in ‘jungles’ (see Minca & Umek, 2020; Zocchi, 
2024; also, Chapter 6 in this volume).

During this stage, the nature of the official reception system also evolved. 
The archipelago of camps set up by the Serbian authorities (but entirely funded 
by the EU) increasingly shifted away from being solely a means of providing 
humanitarian aid to people-on-the-move (although we would argue that the 
camps have always continued to offer support). Instead, they became more 
integral to Serbia’s geopolitical role as a ‘buffer zone’ along the Balkan Route, 
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effectively serving as a key component of the EU’s border externalization pol-
icy. This role gained strategic importance not only due to the constant pres-
ence of migrants in Serbian camps (whether stranded or having been returned 
there after being pushed back at the EU border), but also by virtue of how 
Serbian institutions have generally responded to the humanitarian crisis along 
the Balkan Route over time.

Indeed, since 2016, Serbia has exercised a sort of ‘soft power’ in its gov-
ernance of informal migration in the region. First, by adopting an explicitly 
humanitarian approach, it has been far more willing than neighbouring coun-
tries (see Croatia, Hungary, Bulgaria, and Romania) to offer temporary hospi-
tality to people-on-the-move. In addition, however, its network of camps and 
asylum centres has allowed the government to exert key forms of direct and 
indirect control over the informal mobility of migrants (for example, in some 
cases by transferring them to camps in the south or forcibly moving them from 
informal camps to formal camps). At the same time, aware of its strategic 
importance within the EU’s broader migration and refugee policy, Serbia has 
implicitly been able to renegotiate its geopolitical position in Europe by ‘con-
taining’ and ‘delaying’ migrants along the Route, or by reinforcing border con-
trol, albeit often via purely performative actions (Djurović et al., 2022; Minca 
et al., 2018; Župarić-Iljić et al., 2018).

In line with the new spatial configurations, the number of migrants transit-
ing Serbia continued to increase over this phase, until the onset of the Covid-
19 emergency gave rise to an entirely new geopolitical landscape (Šantić & 
Antic,́ 2020). According to UNHCR Serbia (2020), there were nearly 7,000 
migrants present in the country in February 2020, of whom over 5,000 were 
being accommodated in formal camps. After the Serbian government declared 
a state of emergency due to the pandemic, the number of migrants hosted 
at these facilities increased even further, mainly as a result of the authori-
ties’ forced relocation of migrants who were outside the reception system, 
either from makeshift camps located near the border areas with Croatia and 
Hungary, or from squats, hostels, or private apartments in Belgrade and else-
where. The subsequent decision to temporarily restrict all movement via the 
proclamation of a national lockdown (15 March 2020) inevitably also affected 
the residents of the asylum and reception centres, who were prohibited from 
leaving without special permission (see Collins et al., 2022). Consequently, 
in the months that followed, the total number of camp residents quickly rose 
to around 9,000 (UNHCR, 2020). Until the restrictions were eased in May 
2020, this regime of immobility – which was also partially applied to the rest 
of the population, as in other European countries – inevitably led to a slow-
ing down in new ‘registered’ arrivals, while a correspondingly larger number 
of migrants made themselves invisible by avoiding public spaces and resort-
ing to makeshift accommodations in order to reduce the possibility of being 
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identified and transferred to camps (Šantić & Antić, 2020: 10). Although the 
pandemic did lead to an unavoidable slowing in migrant mobility until the 
restrictions were eased, its impact was less significant than might have been 
expected. As soon as the restrictions were lifted, the number of people-on-
the-move entering Serbia from Bulgaria or North Macedonia increased. This 
shift also marked the beginning of yet another new phase in the geopolitics of 
migrant informal mobilities in the country, a phase that we shall now explore 
(HCIT [Humanitarian Centre for Integration and Tolerance], 2021: 7).

	 6	 All camps were ‘open’, in the sense that technically anyone could enter and 
leave without major restrictions; indeed, many migrants were taken in temporarily 
without great formality.

SERBIA AS A BUFFER ZONE (2): THE ‘SOMBOR HUB’ 
AND THE NEW INFORMAL GEOGRAPHIES OF THE 
NORTHERN BORDERSCAPES (2020–2023)

With the end of the public health emergency, and possibly as a result of the 
strengthening of the clandestine networks that supported migrant mobility 
throughout the severe lockdown period and the de facto sealing off camps 
across the country, a significant reconfiguration of the geographies of the 
Balkan Route in Serbia began to emerge from 2020 onwards. This reconfigu-
ration involved the development of an increasingly more structured and inter-
connected archipelago of informal camps in the north of the country, especially 
near the Hungarian border. These informal camps increasingly relied on the 
presence of the formal camps in the region, which the migrants often used in 
their efforts to continue their journey (Minca & Collins, 2021). As a result, the 
city of Sombor has emerged in recent years as a second key ‘transit hub’ along 
the Serbian leg of the Balkan Route. Specifically, it became a mandatory point 
of passage for those wishing to cross the Hungarian, but also the Croatian and 
even the Romanian borders. At the same time, this northern archipelago of 
formal and informal camps became crucial to the functioning of the entire 
Route through Serbia, serving as the main exit point for people-on-the-move 
aiming to continue their journey towards the Schengen area, especially via the 
Hungarian border (see IOM, 2020; also, Fieldnotes, May 2023).

Already during the previous phase described above, the northern cluster 
of official camps had included several state reception centres (in Subotica, 
Sombor, Kikinda)6 and two military stations/posts located near the border 
crossings of Kelebija-Tompa (on the outskirts of the city) and Horgoš-Röszke 
(on the A1 motorway). Here, the Commissariat had set up a small number 
of tents to facilitate the passage of migrants across the Hungarian border. 
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Subotica and Sombor, on the other hand, had served as temporary reception 
centres where migrants waited for their turn to be allowed into Hungary as 
part of the quota system based on the abovementioned ‘list’ (Council of the 
European Union, 2017: 11). In addition to these official facilities, several infor-
mal ‘jungle’ camps formed in the countryside around Subotica and a make-
shift camp was established in an ‘old brick factory’ a few hundred metres from 
the reception centre. With the elimination of the ‘list’, however, this cluster 
temporarily became less important, as the migration corridor largely shifted 
towards Croatia and, from 2018, Bosnia and Herzegovina. However, in the 
period immediately following the pandemic-related camp closures, smuggling 
networks successfully brought the northern Serbia border area back to the cen-
tre of their operations, leading its archipelago of camps, both official and unof-
ficial, to assume new roles and functions.

To obtain a rough estimate of the number of migrants passing through Serbia 
during this later stage, we can consult data compiled by the International 
Organization for Migration (IOM, 2024). According to their reports, over 
120,000 migrants were registered in the reception system across the Western 
Balkan countries in 2021, over 190,000 in 2022, and over 160,000 in 2023. 
Given that most of the migrants we interviewed stated that they had spent time 
in Serbia during their journey, these (partial) figures provide some insight into 
the sheer scale of informal mobility in the country. Notably, no official data 
exist on the actual number of people crossing Serbia each year, as many travel 
undetected. According to the Commissariat, the vast majority of registrations 
in Serbia were reported from camps in the northern part of the country, espe-
cially those located in Sombor, Subotica, and Kikinda. The high concentration 
of migrants in this area is directly linked to the intensification of smuggling 
activities there, despite the presence of the Hungarian border fence and the 
deployment of high-tech devices to detect ‘irregular’ crossings along that bor-
der (see Korte, 2020, 2021). This also explains why the camps near the northern 
borders with Croatia and Hungary have often been overcrowded, experiencing 
high turnover since the end of the Covid restrictions (Fieldnotes, May 2023). 
Indeed, post-Covid, most of these camps were equipped to accommodate con-
tinuous new arrivals and were primarily open to those in need of immediate 
assistance. This included returnees who had previously left abruptly to attempt 
an irregular border crossing. These migrants often returned to the same camp 
or to other camps in the region after failing to cross the border or after being 
pushed back into Serbia by the Croatian or Hungarian police.

During our several visits to northern Serbia between 2021 and 2023, we also 
witnessed the consolidation of an extensive informal geography of makeshift 
camps near some of the key informal border crossings (for example, Horgoš, 
Kelebija, Majdan, and other locations in the northern border regions saw doz-
ens of informal camps spring up) and at strategic points around the town of 
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Sombor, which by that time had become the main transit hub in the coun-
try for informal refugee mobility towards the European Union (EU). Another 
area with significant migrant presence and mobility emerged for a time near 
the so-called Triplex Confinium (triple border) between Serbia, Hungary, and 
Romania. More specifically, between 2020 and 2021, the villages of Rabe and 
Majdan saw the arrival of a large number of migrants seeking to cross the bor-
der into Romania and from there to enter Hungary, thus avoiding the infamous 
Hungarian double border fence.​

While waiting to cross this triple border, people of various origins 
(Pakistanis, Afghans, Somalis, Syrians, Moroccans, etc.) occupied uninhab-
ited houses in the village of Majdan for months at a time. Here they lived 
– without much conflict – in close proximity to the local community, which 
had long been experiencing depopulation as many younger residents moved 
to Hungary (Euronews, 2021). Along the road leading to the border, a squat 
staked out in an old agro-industrial plant, known as the ‘milk factory’ (see 
Figure 5.3), offered shelter to many of those preparing to attempt the next 
stretch of ‘the Game’ into Romania. Indeed, many that we spoke to at that time 
described a branch of the Route connecting Belgrade to Sombor to Subotica 
to Majdan and, finally, to Romania. The triple border site seemed emblematic 
of the (only apparent) contradictions that characterized the management of 
migrant mobility in this region: the high fence along the Hungarian border 
came to an abrupt end where it met the Serbian and Romanian border lines, 
along which there were no further barriers at all. For anyone visiting that 
unique place, the strong visual impact of the Hungarian double fence finishing 
right in front of the Serbian border police post on one side, and a dirt track 
heading into the Romanian countryside on the other, was difficult to dismiss.

The growing importance of Sombor as a hub and, more generally, of the 
archipelago of camps in the northern border region may be explained by two 
main factors. On the one hand, many migrants continued to resist registration 
and inclusion in the Serbian reception system, as this would have increased 
their chances of being transferred to camps that were more distant from the 
border, such as in Preševo, Tutin, or Sjenica. On the other hand, the smuggling 
networks continued to develop their capacity to systematically and effectively 
arrange for the transfer and accommodation of migrants outside the offi-
cial reception system, guaranteeing them a ‘safe’ passage – even beyond the 
Hungarian border wall – in exchange for large sums of money.
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Without a facilitator you could never travel that route. Amongst other reasons, 
because you don’t know the way. […] There were two walls, that is, two fences. 
Each time, I climbed over the fence. At the first fence, (the facilitators) placed a 
ladder on the Serbian side and another ladder on the Hungarian side. […] Only one 
person accompanied us into Hungary, the other facilitators took the ladders back. 
[…] The facilitator brought taxis into which he loaded five people at a time. The taxi 
travelled across Hungary and dropped us off at the border with Austria. (Migrant 
from Afghanistan, 28, interviewed in Pashtu, Trieste, February 2023)

There were people who said they would go via Hungary and others who still wanted 
to go via Croatia, but it all depended on your economic resources. If you spent more 
money, you could go via Hungary, otherwise you went via Bosnia. (Migrant from 
Afghanistan, 30, interviewed in Pashtu, Trieste, August 2023)

Thus, during this protracted ‘third’ phase, which was destined to end abruptly 
in November 2023, Serbia represented a key strategic ‘buffer zone’ within the 
complex geopolitical context of the Balkan Route. This role was consolidated 

Source: Photo by the authors, December 2021.

Figure 5.3  �  The ‘milk factory’ makeshift camp near the village of Rabe 
(Vojvodina)

Dragan Umek and Claudio Minca - 9781035384303
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 02/17/2026 07:58:09PM
via Open Access. This is an open access work distributed under the Creative

Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/) license.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/



Thinking like a route136

over time via a combination of various (and often essential) forms of humani-
tarian intervention – primarily implemented via a specific camp policy – along 
with an implicit inclination to facilitate the informal mobility of migrants, with 
all the more reason because the latter did not intend to stay in the country in 
any case. Throughout this strategic phase, the camps served as ‘anchors’ for 
the Serbian leg of the Route (and, to a large extent, for its extensions beyond 
Serbia). Overall, these key sites have contributed to shaping an extensive infor-
mal geography of refugee mobility that has involved hundreds of thousands of 
people-on-the-move since 2015 (UNHCR, 2023).

CONCLUSIONS: CAMP CLOSURES AS GEOPOLITICS

Against an ever-changing geopolitical backdrop, Serbia has continued to play 
a central role in the management of migration to Europe via the Balkan Route, 
becoming one of the main geopolitical actors in the humanitarian aid policy 
developed by the EU (which has funded and continues to fund the official 
Serbian camps). Serbia has both implicitly facilitated the informal mobility 
of migrants towards EU member states and attempted to delay their arrival by 
tightening border controls and selectively relocating large groups of migrants 
to the south of the country, that is to say, away from the border regions (infor-
mal conversations with aid workers, 2023, 2024). This ambivalence in Serbian 
policy has served both overall EU policy agendas and those of the EU mem-
ber states most directly involved in the Route (notably Austria, Croatia, and 
Hungary), mainly via the implementation of measures (including illegal prac-
tices such as border pushbacks) aimed at containing migrants in non-EU coun-
tries such as Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina (KlikAktiv, 2024a: 12–18).

	 7	 For the 2022 Memorandum of Understanding between Hungary, Austria and 
Serbia see: https://cdn​.kormany​.hu​/uploads​/sheets​/4​/40​/401​/401​caa8​f29b​a9d1​5b98​
9ae2​be2b7ed9​.pdf

In a comprehensive analysis of Serbia’s role within this geopolitical context 
– conducted as part of an ASILE project focused on global asylum governance 
and the role of the EU – Djurović et al. (2022) suggest that Serbia’s ambiva-
lence stems from its readiness to align Serbian law with EU asylum legisla-
tion, which in turn is driven by the country’s hopes of joining the EU in the 
near future (see also Djurović, 2024). However, faced with often conflicting 
policy objectives (humanitarian assistance versus ‘containment’ and ‘secu-
rity’), Serbia has lately sought to minimize potential migratory pressure on 
its borders. It has achieved this by enhancing border controls (especially along 
the southern borders) and by forging agreements with Frontex (see Council of 
the European Union, 2024; Reuters, 2024) and with neighbouring countries7 

Dragan Umek and Claudio Minca - 9781035384303
Downloaded from https://www.elgaronline.com/ at 02/17/2026 07:58:09PM
via Open Access. This is an open access work distributed under the Creative

Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/) license.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/



From ‘transit zone’ to ‘buffer zone’ to … 137

while still upholding a strong humanitarian approach, notably via the open 
camp policy described above.

According to the ASILE project report cited above, while the EU, through 
its funding strategies, has steadily increased the pressure on Serbia to combat 
‘irregular migration’, it has at the same time partially alleviated this pressure by 
also funding humanitarian aid for the reception of migrants. However, because 
this funding has been structurally inadequate, the combination of containment 
and humanitarian approaches has resulted in ongoing instability and a latent 
humanitarian crisis. This in turn has created an opportunity for illegal and 
criminal interference (i.e., smuggler networks) in the management of informal 
migration (Djurović, 2024). At the same time, Serbia’s relative lack of com-
pliance with asylum system standards (both procedurally and in terms of the 
quality of reception, as frequently reported by various NGOs – see No Name 
Kitchen, 2024; KlikAktiv, 2024a, 2024b) and the limited prospects for eco-
nomic and social integration that it offers, even now, have continued to drive 
migrants and asylum-seekers to move to other countries as quickly as possible.

In an earlier work (Umek et al., 2019), we outlined the various ways in which 
the strategic positioning and management of camps has also been driven by 
geopolitical imperatives, as in the case of the Preševo camp in the years imme-
diately following the ‘long summer of migration’. Likewise, the recent decision 
by the Serbian authorities to (temporarily) close most of the camps in the north 
of the country is also a response to new geopolitical imperatives. Having long 
played the role of buffer zone, as analysed in this chapter, Serbia decided in 
late 2023 to close down the main segments of the Route that, despite the dou-
ble fence discussed above, previously allowed thousands of migrants to enter 
Hungary via its northern border regions every year.

According to Stevan Tatalović of InfoPark, a local NGO,

the passage through Hungary has become very expensive also because of the lack of 
support points represented in the past by government reception centres, now closed. 
Relying on smugglers for a safe ‘taxi Game’ can cost up to €10,000 but on the other 
hand you arrive in Austria very quickly. Moreover, all transit times through Serbia 
and North Macedonia have been greatly reduced. (Interviewed in Belgrade, 15 July 
2024)

The event that set the scene for this change in policy on camp management and 
the presence of migrants along the Route was a shootout between rival groups 
of smugglers in Horgoš in October 2023. This incident prompted a large-
scale police operation across the region, with the eviction of most makeshift 
camps, the closure of those run by the Commissariat (in particular in Subotica, 
Sombor, and Kikinda, but also in the Šid area), the arrest of smugglers, and 
the forced relocation of all migrants to other camps situated farther from the 
border. These actions clearly signal the beginning of a new ‘phase’ in Serbian 
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migration policy and a shift in the geopolitical role that this country intends to 
play in relation to the issue of migration in Europe.

	 8	 See European Council, 14/05/2024, https://www​.consilium​.europa​.eu​/en​/
policies​/eu​-migration​-policy​/eu​-migration​-asylum​-reform​-pact/

In many respects, this new phase signals the end of the camp policy that for 
many years underpinned Serbia’s role as a buffer zone on the Balkan Route. As 
we write, it appears that all migrants entering from the southern borders are 
to be redirected towards Bosnia and Herzegovina, while the delivery of more 
traditional humanitarian aid is mainly concentrated in the camps of Tutin and 
Sjenica, near the border with Montenegro. The renewed trilateral agreement 
with Austria and Hungary (The Government of the Republic of Serbia, 2023), 
as well as the new EU Pact for Migration and Asylum,8 appear to envisage a 
new role for Serbia as a key external ‘hotspot’. This role reflects a new strategy 
for the externalization of the EU’s borders and includes plans to set up identifi-
cation and detention centres within Serbia.

From a geopolitical point of view, it was long in Serbia’s interest to maintain 
an ambiguous stance by allowing some movement along the Route within its 
borders, while at the same time reassuring the EU and neighbouring countries 
that it would not let migrants through. Thus, it ostensibly continued to act as 
a ‘filter’ and ‘buffer zone’ within the broader regional context and vis-à-vis 
the Schengen border (see Carter-White & Minca, 2025). It is too early to say 
whether the new geopolitical role will be fully embraced by Serbia (and indeed 
by the EU) or whether, as in the past, a degree of ambivalence will prevail, 
allowing the Balkan Route to remain a significant informal migration corridor, 
with the simultaneous establishment of a few ‘showcase’ hotspots to satisfy the 
demands and official expectations of the EU. What we know at the time of writ-
ing is that around a thousand migrants are currently registered at Serbian camps, 
while, according to some local NGOs, an unknown number are invisibly cross-
ing its territory to enter Bosnia and Herzegovina and, to a lesser extent, Croatia. 
How these new configurations of (increasingly invisible) migrant mobility and 
the new geopolitical imperatives mentioned above will affect the Balkan Route 
over the long term remains to be seen – they will certainly provide interesting 
material for future research on the political geographies of migration in this 
region at the heart of Europe.
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