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Infrastructural clashes: Induced scarcity and governing refugees through
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Martina Tazzioli
Associate Professor in Geography at the University of Bologna, Department of History and Cultures

Abstract

This paper deals with the repeated infrastructural breakdowns in Greek refugee camps. It introduces the
concept of “infrastructural clashes” to highlight the apparent clash between, on the one hand, high-tech
control systems and, on the other, the failures and scarcity of basic infrastructures in camps - such as
electricity, running water and food. It argues that infrastructural clashes are not side-effects but, rather,
constitutive components of modes of governing by debilitating refugees. The article starts by developing
the concept of infrastructural clashes, grounding it in the literature on camp geographies and migration
infrastructures. It moves on by exploring the nexus between infrastructural clashes and politics of induced
scarcity in Greece, illustrating how this depletes refugees and extracts value from their vitality. It contends
that they enhance carcerality beyond detention. The last section engages with refugees’ mobilisations
against induced scarcity: their claims foreground that infrastructural clashes enhance protracted
dependency. The depletion strengthened through infrastructural clashes shows that refugees are not only
obstructed in their mobility but also in their attempt to re-build their lives and to engage in autonomous
social reproduction activities.

* k¥

Since 2015, with the start of what European states defined a “refugee crisis”, Greece has become the
testbed of European migration policies. While some of the measures and policies adopted — such as the
Hotspot Approach?® - had been implemented in Italy as well, a distinctive character of Greece is its
substantial dependency on EU funds (Cabot, 2019; Spathopoulou, Pauliina Kallio, & Hakli, 2021). In 2020
the European Commission funded the construction of Closed Controlled Access Centers (CCACs) on the
Greek islands of Samos, Leros, Kos, Lesvos and Chios: these sites of migration containment have been
presented as high-tech camps, that will make possible to keep track of refugees and, at the same time, to
make them safer, preventing unauthorised persons from entering. When the closed camp was inaugurated
on the island of Samos in September 2021, both European and Greek authorities promoted it as a “model
camp” to replicate elsewhere.? According to official state's discourse, the technologization of refugee
surveillance in the new camps is enforced on refugees through closed circuit surveillance (CCTV), x-rays,
magnetic gates and fingerprint access system: that is, asylum seekers need to swipe their asylum card and
put their fingerprint on a biometric fingerprinting machine installed on the gate to go in and out; in so
doing, all passages in principle are tracked. Yet, “model camps” have been often subjected to energy and
infrastructures breakdowns (Asylum in Europe, 2022): refugees have remained without running waters for
weeks, and electricity is often shut down at night. Indeed, life in camps is characterised by electricity
breakdowns, water interruptions and unevenly misfunctioning digital technologies: infrastructures of
refugee humanitarianism are often visible, precisely because they repeatedly break down. High-tech
control systems are implemented in sites where basic humanitarian provisions are lacking or subjected to
uneven disruptions.

Ill

Refugee camps in Greece are characterised by what | call “infrastructural clashes” to designate the clash
between, on the one hand, high-tech control systems and, on the other, the failures and scarcity of basic
infrastructures of humanitarianism (such as electricity, running water and food). Far from being side-effects
of the asylum system, infrastructural clashes, this paper argues, underpin refugee humanitarianism and
enhance refugees' depletion and induced scarcity. Asylum seekers are hampered from building
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autonomous infrastructures of liveability and their futures are occluded. Developing the concept of
infrastructural clashes, the article contributes to geography debates on refugee camps (Brankamp,

2022; Oesch, 2017; Weima & Minca, 2022), and to scholarship on migrants' infrastructures (Altenried et al.,
2018; Morris, 2021; Schwiertz and Schwenken, 2020) advancing a twofold argument. First, it contends that
the repeated infrastructural clashes in camps are not failures but, rather, constitutive components of
modes of governing by debilitating and choking refugees' lives. As explained by carceral humanitarianism
literature, infrastructures in camps are presented as systems of protection while they rather strengthen
carcerality, even beyond detention (Brankamp, 2022; Martin & Tazzioli, 2023; Oliver, 2017). Second, and
relatedly, it suggests that infrastructural clashes should be analysed jointly with the politics of induced
scarcity which depletes refugees’ vitality.

This article investigates how infrastructures are incorporated in refugee humanitarianism and argues that
they are used for obstructing not only refugees' mobility but also their autonomous social reproduction
activities (Ramsay, 2020; Tawil-Souri, 2012). Infrastructure is defined as “matter that enables the
movement of other matter” and that “allows for the possibility of exchange over space” (Larkins, 2013:
327-39). Infrastructures at large sustain life and makes possible the circulation and movement of people
and goods. Refugee camps are not an exception from this point of view. Nevertheless, a specificity of camp
infrastructures is that they boost carceral mechanisms in the name of refugees' protection and that they
constantly break down. Interruptions and shortage of basic provisions apparently clash with the hyping of
high-tech control systems — such as cctv camera, biometric controls, automated gates. If infrastructures
“become visible upon breakdown”, as Susan Leigh Star has put it (Star, 1999, p. 382), what about
infrastructures which are part of a politics of induced scarcity and which work insofar as they fail? That is,
as they fail asylum seekers’ lives are depleted and their access to rights and essential needs is obstructed.
The assumption according to which infrastructures become visible when they do not work should be
questioned in light of contexts in which “infrastructure is typically bared, on display, and subjected to
manipulation as part of everyday routines” (Schwenkel, 2015, p. 522).

In this respect, infrastructures in camps work precisely to the extent that they fail, as long as infrastructural
clashes, breakdowns and interruptions enhance refugees' depletion and induced scarcity. The article draws
on research fieldwork | conducted in Greece between 2018 and 2022, on the island of Lesvos, in Athens and
in the refugee camps of Ritsona and Malakasa. Methodologically, it combines empirical material, that
comes from semi-structured interviews with state authorities, IGOs, NGOs as well as with asylum

seekers,® with an analysis of documents released by both humanitarian and state actors. In this respect,
Greece is a case in point, since infrastructural breakdowns take place in a context where asylum seekers are
confined on islands or, those on the mainland, are excluded from food and accommodation if they do not
stay in the camps. The piece proceeds in three sections. It starts by developing the concept of
infrastructural clashes, grounding it in camp geographies and migration infrastructures: it shows that far
from being side-effects of the refugee system, infrastructural breakdowns are part of modes of governing
by depleting refugees’ lives.

The piece moves on by exploring the nexus between infrastructural clashes and politics of induced scarcity
in Greece, illustrating how this deplete refugees and extracts value from their vitality. It contends that
infrastructural clashes enhance carcerality beyond detention. The last section engages with refugees'
mobilisations against induced scarcity. Drawing attention to migrants’ struggles and to their specific claims
is crucial, | contend, in order to foreground that the way in which infrastructural clashes affect them is by
enhancing their protracted dependency. The depletion strengthened through infrastructural clashes shows
that refugees are not only obstructed in their mobility but also in their attempt to re-build their lives and to
engage in autonomous social reproduction activities.

1. Conceptualising infrastructural clashes
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In the last few years camp infrastructures have gained traction in the humanitarian sector. UNHCR's
country reports often include a rubric entitled “Shelter and infrastructure” which summarises the progress
and pitfalls of humanitarian logistics and infrastructures, such as refugee shelters first of all but also “roads,
drains, fences, electrical connections and public buildings”.* In this respect, it is noteworthy that basic
provisions and components of humanitarian logistics, such as containers and tents, are presented by
humanitarian agencies as markers of infrastructural improvement. Discussions on humanitarian standards
and about the need of meeting those standards have been dominating debates at a European level about
refugees' destitution in refugee camps, also in line with the EU's Reception Condition Directive (2013) apt
at providing “an adequate standard of living for applicants, which guarantees their subsistence and protects
their physical and mental health”.> Nevertheless, the slippage between claiming asylum seekers' right to a
dignified accommodation and devising policies oriented at guaranteeing mere subsistence of refugees is
quite frequent: that is, “minimalist biopolitics” (Redfield, 2005) haunts programmes and discourses about
humanitarian standards.

Refugee camps as such can be seen as “global infrastructures” (Katz, 2017). This theme has been discussed
also in refugee studies literature: scholars have focused on the gaps and failures that need to be fixed to
improve refugees’ lives in camps (Betts, Bloom, & Weaver, 2015, pp. 1-52), echoing policymakers and
international organisations that consider pro and cons of camp infrastructures (ReliefWeb, 2019; UNHCR,
2020, 2021). Taking stock of such a debate, this paper mobilises a different analytical angle: instead of
assessing failures, shortcomings, and efficiency of infrastructures, it investigates the extent to which
infrastructural clashes strengthen modes of governing by choking and depleting refugees. State and
humanitarian programmes for improving camp infrastructures had been rife since the Nineties; such
upgrading logics is constitutive of a neoliberal rationale that not only justifies the existence of refugee
camps but, more than that, incorporates them within broader circuits of production, distribution and
consumption (Oesch, 2017).

Drawing on geography literature on colonial infrastructures (Cowen, 2014; La Duke, Cowen,

2020; Pasternak et al., 2022) and infrastructural failures and breakdowns (Graham & Thrift, 2007; Turner &
Moran, 2019), the piece develops the concept of infrastructural clashes and makes a twofold contribution
to camp geographies and to debates on migration infrastructures. Camp geographies scholarship has
investigated the camp as “a key (bio)political tool in managing and containing selected individuals ‘in
custody’” (Martin, Minca, & Katz, 2020, p. 569) and paid attention to the multiplication of informal and
makeshift camps (Ramadan, 2013; Sanyal, 2014). The increasing centrality of design and planning in
humanitarian practices unfolds that “control also manages to camouflage itself” in refugee camps (Dalal,
Darweesh, Misselwitz, & Steigemann, 2018, p. 65; see also Herz, 2007). In the last few years, a burgeoning
scholarship has focused on infrastructures of migration (Esposito, Murtaza, Peano, & Vacchiano,

2020; Leurs, 2019; Walters, Heller, & Pezzani, 2021) defined by Xiao and Lindquist as “the systematically
interlinked technologies, institutions, and actors that facilitate and condition mobility” (Xiang & Lindquist,
2014: 122). Scholars have also analysed solidarity infrastructures put in place by activists and citizens who
mobilise in support of migrants to resist the politics of migration containment (Meeus, Van Heur, & Arnaut,
2019; Vergnano, 2021).

Yet, despite infrastructures are usually studied in relation to circulation — as the “matter that enable the
movement of other matter” (Larkin, 2013, p. 329) -, they are also essential in sustaining temporary or
protracted immobility. That is, they are not only what makes migrants move or what is used for disrupting
their mobility: infrastructures also keep migrants in a place, like a refugee camp, and play an ambivalent
role in sustaining life and enhancing humanitarian carcerality. In this respect, throughout the paper | insist
on carcerality enforced beyond detention, understood as a series of spatial-legal mechanisms that, as Le
Baron and Robert define it, lock “people's current and future life choices and possibilities into unequal and
unfree capitalist social relations” as limit “their social and physical mobility within these relations” (LeBaron
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& Roberts, 2010: 24). That is, carceral mechanisms can be enforced also by occluding refugees' room of
manoeuvre as well as their future, by debilitating them and enhancing their feeling of uncertainty: they do
not know if, and until when, they will be able to access basic services in the camp, nor if they will be
authorised to get out, nor the criteria on the basis of which authorities can obstruct their movements and
activities. Hence, understood in this way, carcerality is not only about spatial restrictions but also about
temporal occlusions and the dismantling of infrastructures of life-support.

In this respect, Morris has investigated the “afterlives of infrastructures” to highlight the “colonial then
postcolonial projects of infrastructural renewal” on Nauru island, where infrastructures of refugee
processing followed and are still partially entangled with infrastructures of phosphate extraction (Morris,
2019, p. 689). Shelters as camp infrastructures are used, Pallister-Wilkins notices, to enact neglect as a key
political technology of refugee governance: shelters are in fact camp infrastructures that are characterised
by temporariness “in design and intention” (Pallister-Wilkins, 2020, p. 76) and by a persistent unsuitability,
both when they are improvised and when they are turned into spaces of protracted strandedness.

As far as infrastructures of humanitarianism are concerned, geographers have debunked “the seamless
connectivity that infrastructure projects promise — or impose” and have highlighted “the multiple frictions
they engender when they “hit the ground’” (van Veelen et al., 2021, p. 2).

Focusing on Denmark, Whyte and colleagues have pointed out that the constant failing infrastructures “and
the tent camps were emblematic of a wider turn in asylum policies in the Global North towards making
host countries seem as unattractive as possible to would-be asylum seekers” (Whyte, Campbell, &
Overgaard, 2020, p. 144). They have coined the concept of “infrastructures of deterrence” for grasping how
infrastructural breakdowns are ways for dissuading people seeking asylum from coming to Europe, by
making their lives unbearable (Whyte et al., 2020, p. 144). Unlike Northern European countries that are
seen by migrants as destinations or places where they would like to claim asylum, Greece is usually
perceived as a space of transit — although many remain stranded there for years or in the end decide to
stay in Greece. Thus, in the Greek context infrastructural clashes work less as deterrent factors, given that
asylum seekers want to move on, than as political technologies for depleting refugees’ lives. Indeed, even if
infrastructural clashes are not the result of a linear political intentionality, they have tangible impact on
asylum seekers stuck in camps, debilitating them and, in a way foreclosing the possibility of planning their
future.

Through a focus on the Greek refugee context, this article intertwines these two streams of literature —
camp geographies and debates on migrants' infrastructures — to analyse how infrastructural clashes sustain
modes of governing by depleting refugees and how they strengthen the production of scarcity in camps.
Humanitarian infrastructures can be defined as “the ensemble of technologies and spaces through which
refugee migration and its governance are mediated and reproduced” (Pascucci, 2017, p. 249). However,
Turner and Whyte ask, “are the intentions of the camp — as intended by the planners —reflected in the
design?” (Turner & Whyte, 2022: 5). In many cases it is hard to disentangle whether infrastructural
breakdowns are the result either of a mix of lack of maintenance and camps' remote location or of modes
of governing apt at debilitating refugees. Alongside the infrastructures of state camps, which contain and
discipline migrants’ movements, there are also infrastructures of makeshift camps that sustain “their
fractured journeys” (Martin et al., 2020, p. 758; see also Erdener, 2021; Scott-Smith, 2022).

2. Clashes beyond failures

The concept of infrastructural clashes unfolds the nexus between structural unevenness of infrastructural
shortages and the politics of induced scarcity that entraps refugees in protracted dependency and disrupts
their social reproduction activities (Tazzioli & Stierl, 2021). It can be mobilised as an analytical lens for
investigating the politics of induced scarcity in camps, exploring how infrastructural breakdowns impact on
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refugees’ lives and how, far from being side-effects, these are part of modes of governing through
depletion.® In fact, the concept of infrastructural clashes highlights two key features of camp
infrastructures. First, it designates the uneven but frequent shortages and breakdowns of supply
infrastructures that contribute to choke refugees and to shrink their leeway of autonomy. Second, and
relatedly, it draws attention to the clashes between control systems that are presented as high-tech
solutions and the persistent induced scarcity of basic infrastructures. In fact, high-tech and biometric
systems are implemented in camp sites where both medical support and staple humanitarian provisions
are scarce or subjected to interruptions.

However, even the high-tech control systems often do not function, strengthening in this way asylum
seekers' feeling of uncertainty, given that they do not know if they are allowed to go out of the camp. More
precisely, high-tech systems are often implemented in carceral spaces that work through reiterated
shortages and disruptions. Actually, breakdowns concern both the new technologies installed for
controlling refugees, such as the automated gates, as well as basic camp infrastructures, such as energy and
water supply; and they widen the room of manoeuvre for enforcing arbitrary disciplinary measures — by
restricting refugees' mobility and hampering their autonomous social reproduction activities, such as
cooking food in the camp. These restrictions are justified by both state authorities and humanitarian actors
as necessary for assuring asylum seekers’ safety (Pinelli, 2018). Yet, instead of asking why camps are
promoted as adequate spaces for asylum seekers if infrastructures constantly break down, we should
reverse the question and interrogate what “is served by the failure” (Foucault, 2012, p. 229). Humanitarian
infrastructures shrink leeway of resistance and oil what Ferguson has called the “anti-politics machine”
(Ferguson, 1994).

An analysis centered on infrastructural gaps and pitfall takes for granted the idea that refugees should stay
in camps, by framing the discourse in terms of infrastructural failures to be fixed (Turner & Moran,

2019; Voulgaris & Meli, 2018).” Failures, gaps and shortages have become part of the lexicon used by
humanitarian actors and NGOs to expose and denounce refugees’ living conditions in camps. Yet, the
politics of encampment is not challenged, and it is rather evaluated from a technocratic standpoint -
evaluating how to make infrastructures of humanitarianism more efficient.® With the increasing
incorporation of digital technologies and algorithmic-based systems in refugee humanitarianism, such a
technocratic approach has been boosted: questions about containment, carcerality and depletion are
recast as part of analyses apt at correcting bias, errors and technical glitches. Instead, | contend, the point is
to interrogate what the disarray of camp infrastructures tells us about modes of governing refugees by
choking and depleting their lives. While technologies are supposed to streamline the logistics of
humanitarianism and the daily work activities on humanitarian actors, in reality they are constantly
subjected to glitches and disruptions, and they are implemented in a very uneven a way by police and camp
authorities.

To some degrees, they render more cumbersome the daily work of humanitarian actors, due to the
multiple glitches and the difficulties in keeping the automated system up to date. At the same time, we
should be cautious towards analyses that challenge infrastructural clashes from the point of view of
inefficiency: breakdowns should not lead us to conclude that they fail (Green, 2016). Rather, in some
contexts, like in Greece, infrastructural clashes enforce refugees’ carcerality beyond detention, through
unevenness and discretionary power (Lindberg, 2022): due to infrastructural clashes, asylum seekers might
be kept inside the camp and in a condition of induced scarcity or they might be locked outside. As
Abdelnour and Saeed have pointed out by reflecting on technologies promoted in humanitarian settings for
tackling sexual violence, “the struggle to understand and prevent sexual violence is replaced by the quest to
design, produce, promote, and deliver the most efficient technology” (Abdelnour & Saeed, 2014: 157).

The technologization of humanitarianism has fuelled problem-solving approaches that are not based on
empirical evidence but on unquestionable claims about technology's efficiency. More precisely, the
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implementation of technologies in refugee camps contributes to craft the understanding of which problem
shall be fixed, and to take it for granted. However, infrastructural clashes invite us not to insulate
technologies that are defined as “high tech” and new entries in refugee humanitarianism (such as
automated gates), from “low tech”_supply infrastructures and, rather, to analyse their interplay. To put it
differently, critiquing digital and non-digital infrastructures in camps by pointing to their inefficiency runs
the risk of assuming once again the state's point of view, advocating for a better functioning of modes of
migration containment.

3. Induced scarcity

Infrastructural clashes enhance a politics of induced scarcity in refugee camps which is particularly visible in
the Greek context. The control exercised on refugees in camps, not by constantly surveilling them but by
choking and disrupting spaces of liveability and through arbitrary restrictions, strengthens their
dependency and forces them to live in a state of induced socio-economic scarcity. Control through
depletion boosts what Neilson and Rossiter designate as modes of “extracting more for less” (Neilson &
Rossiter, 2021: 14; see also Mezzadra & Neilson, 2019), which in the case of refugee economies means
extracting value by optimizing humanitarian resources — by providing the minimum — and, at once, by
producing protracted dependency. Refugees’ dependency generates new needs and, jointly, strengthen
disrepair given that most of those needs cannot be satisfied due to the induced scarcity. What is extracted
from refugees by depriving them of basic humanitarian support and by keeping them in a condition of
induced scarcity also through infrastructural clashes? In other words, what is extracted from refugees by
debilitating them (Puar, 2017)? Scholars have discussed how value is extracted from migrants by keeping
them in protracted detention (Conlon & Hiemstra, 2014; Martin, 2016), or through investment in border
security sector (Gammeltoft-Hansen & Sgrensen, 2013; Lemberg-Pedersen, 2018). This is also the case in
Greece, where the “humanitarian industrial complex” has flourished, in particular since the start of the so-
called refugee crisis in 2015 (Dadusc & Mudu, 2022).

Here | am interested in interrogating other modes of extraction from migrants' lives, that coexist with the
former and that are related to logics of extracting more from less, that is by reducing and optimizing
infrastructural costs and depleting refugees. Infrastructural breakdowns do not certainly contribute to the
optimisation of refugees' life but, to the contrary, as e Achtnich has observed, to their degradation
(Achtnich, 2022a, Achtnich, 2022b). The repeated interruptions of electricity and water, alongside with the
lack of food provisions and of edible meals, enhance the psycho-physical debilitation of refugees. Reflecting
on migration industry beyond the direct profit made by private actors, Andersson has pointed to “the
extraction — and generation — of value from human beings’ vitality in the broadest sense as reaching from
physical features to bodily presence, and from the capacity to move to the psychological experience of lived
time” (Andersson, 2018, p. 414). Drawing on this, | complement such a perspective by casting attention to
the specific modes of extraction that take place in a context of induced scarcity, that works by choking and
depleting lives. More than directly extracting value, governing by choking reinforces the “differential
devaluation of racialized groups” (Cacho, 2012, p. 13).

Ways of extracting more from less lead to debilitation and protracted dependency, as long as it involves
lack of access to basic provisions (food, electricity) as well as obstructions to build autonomous spaces of
liveability. Infrastructural clashes prevent what Abdoumaliq Simone has called “people as infrastructure”,
to designate the process of “generating social composition across a range of singular capacities” (Simone,
2004, p. 410): refugees' collective spaces of liveability are dismantled and every attempt to give rise to
autonomous and cooperative infrastructures of life-support is forbidden in the camps. Thus, the politics of
induced scarcity sets in place modes of “organised abandonment” (Bhandar, 2018; Gilmore, 2015) that
affect refugees' lives throughout their asylum process and persists also after. The extraction and depletion
of refugees’ vitality indirectly generates economic value too, as it entails optimizing economic costs in
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camps while at the same time asylum seekers are protractedly confined — and private actors make profit
from that (Tazzioli, 2022). However, extracting more from less is also about depleting and choking refugees’
lives, which means maintaining them in a state of protracted dependence and subjugation.

Likewise bordering techniques that steal migrants' time or slow them down, modes of choking lives hamper
refugees' leeway for building autonomous spaces of life and for planning their future (Khosravi, 2019).
Induced scarcity strengthens refugees' depletion, as it deprives them of life-support infrastructures, ranging
from (edible) food to electricity and running water, to free movement. By extracting more from less,
hierarchies of differential access to resources and mobility are enhanced. Induced scarcity, conceived as a
political technology of refugee govermentality, enacts the withdrawal of economic resources and technical
maintenance which are necessary to the functioning of the infrastructures of humanitarianism; it also
highlights that infrastructural clashes in camps are not accidental, nor are they simply the result of
technical glitches. Scarcity partly stems from the decision to locate refugee camps in areas where access to
electricity, medical assistance and other basic provisions is limited. In part, it is situated within a politics of
migration containment that obstructs refugees' autonomous movements and seizes their lifetime. Thus, to
be controlled and disrupted is not only refugees’ mobility but also their possibilities to plan their own
future.

Infrastructural clashes do not only keep refugees in a state of dearth. They also hamper self-sustained life-
support strategies. Technologies are often implemented in camps located in remote areas or on islands, or
in places where there is a shortage of resources. The apparent clash between biometric-based entry
systems, closed circuit surveillance and smart cards on the one hand, and lack of running water and
electricity on the other contributes to enforce modes of control through depletion. Even technologies, such
as automated gates and biometric-base entry system, often stop working in camps. In which way do
infrastructural clashes impact on refugees? As | will illustrate in the next section through a focus on Greece,
infrastructural clashes enhance refugees' carcerality and contribute to disrupt autonomous spaces of
liveability and social reproduction activities. Infrastructural clashes and induced scarcity contribute to “limit
people's access to resources and power” and this works, as Khosravi argues, “not only spatially but also
temporally through keeping them in a prolonged period of waiting, constantly delaying them, postponing
their arrival and future plans” (Khosravi, 2019, p. 417).

4. Infrastructural clashes in Greece

Which infrastructures of humanitarianism are enforced in the Greek context? In order to come to grips with
infrastructural clashes in Greece, it is important to retrace key political steps: the curtailing of energy,
inadequate shelters, technical glitches have summed up with the scarcity generated from the government
decision to seize down the number of asylum seekers entitled to get food and accommodation: in autumn
2021, many people living in camps had been expelled from humanitarian support; and, simultaneously,
asylum seekers expelled from accommodation, cash, and food, had been preventively illegalised. Indeed, in
October 2021 the Greek government enforced a law that denied food and cash assistance to asylum
seekers whose asylum claim has been rejected as well as to those whose asylum application has not been
registered — due to technical glitches and bureaucratic delays (Tazzioli, 2023).° Asylum seekers had been
also left cashless after that UNHCR handed over the Cash Assistance Programme to the Greek government:
during this transition period and for about four months, asylum seekers in Greek refugee camps did not
receive the pocket money. In so doing, Greek authorities, backed up by the EU, have downsized the refugee
population of concern: many people living in camps had been expelled from humanitarian support and left
without food, accommodation and financial aid. If in 2022 food provisions were temporarily restored in
most camps, the following year authorities stopped again food and water delivery to people who received
the refugee status as well as to those whose asylum application had been rejected (FenixAid, 2023).
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In Greece, refugee camps and hotspots have been fully funded by the European Commission and the tents
and containers inside the camps have been provided by UNHCR or in some cases by the International Red
Cross. The construction of Closed Controlled Access Centers, backed up and funded by the European Union,
has been promoted by Greek authorities as a way to fix the wretched and overcrowded living conditions in
the Greek hotspots. The European Commission presented the Closed Controlled Access Center under
construction in Lesvos as a site that will guarantee adequate reception conditions to asylum seekers thanks
to its functional infrastructures: “the centre will have a living area with containers, a specific area for newly
arrived people to help them through the first days, medical containers for immediate health care,
recreational spaces for sports, playgrounds and prefabricated houses for formal and non-formal
education”’®. That is, refugees' carcerality is justified in the name of infrastructural efficiency.

In practice, refugee camps in Greece are run through very minimal and precarious infrastructures: until
spring 2023, electricity in the camp in Lesvos was produced by twelve generators, and very often only some
of these worked. Glitches happened all the time, so the camp was without electricity. Even to date, in order
to save money after 9 p.m. camp authorities switch electricity off, rendering the camp unsafer for refugees
at night. In May 2022, women, men and children who stay in the refugee camp in the island of Lesvos had
been without electricity for about two weeks. Similarly, in the Closed Controlled Access Center in Samos,
championed as a high-tech facility, a running water shortage lasted for about three weeks in Spring 2022
(GCR-Oxfam, 2022).1! “How can high-tech be sustainable in places where there is electricity only now and
then?“, an NGO officer remarked.*? However, what might appear as a paradoxical infrastructural clash,
between high-tech equipment and infrastructural failures of basic services, does rather underpin refugee
humanitarianism.

This was the case of the hotspot in Lesvos (Moria), that human rights organisations defined as slum-like
camp. Thus, the new camp in Lesvos has been built “to avoid another Moria”,*® as the pro-deputy director
of the camp in Lesvos stressed to me. In practice, this meant that after Moria was set on fire in September
2020, in the new camp,* built in few weeks, ripped tents and makeshift huts had been replaced with
modular containers and many asylum seekers who were stranded on the island had been transferred to the
mainland. Unlike in the hotspot of Moria, refugees' movements in and out of the Mavrovouni camp,
conceived as a temporary site while the Closed Controlled Access Center is under construction, had been
subjected to multiple restrictions. Some have remained in place for months after the end of the Covid-19
peak, while others at the times of writing are still in force — such as the curfew at 9 p.m..2> While in Moria

many refugees did not have a place to sleep, in the new camp they are assigned to containers.®

Yet, the containers where asylum seekers sleep cannot be locked from inside; thus, their belongings can be
stolen and they are particularly risky for single women at night, as the coordinator of the NGO Diotima
reported .’ Instead, state authorities highlight the functional logistics of the camp, which overshadows the
carcerality of the space (Dalal et al., 2018): “unlike Moria, it is not overcrowded, is cleaner, and everyone
has a proper shelter”, which actually means camp residents are hampered from building makeshift tents
inside, and autonomous settlements are dismantled. The multiple infrastructural clashes have reinforced
the sense of unsafety among refugees: “it is quite dangerous to walk in the camp at night, as until last
month there was no electricity after 9 p.m., and now there are interruptions almost any other day.
However, also if you stay inside the container, it is not safe, since you cannot lock the door, so everyone
can come in”.® Thus, the refugee camp is turned into an unsafe space for the people who live there.

As reported by NGOs working inside the camp and as it emerged from conversations and interviews, | have
conducted with women and men refugees, many are scared about going out of the camp in Lesvos during
the day, as they are worried about racist attacks and arbitrary police checks. And, simultaneously, they feel
unsafe also inside the camp, as their room of manoeuvre and the possibilities to build up liveable spaces
are shrunken. Nevertheless, by highlighting refugees' unsafety we should be cautious in taking for granted
the argument according to which camp infrastructures are devised for protecting people who seek asylum.
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Rather, infrastructures also serve the purpose of strengthening refugees’ confinement and of subjecting
them to camp rules — such as, for instance, regulating the time when electricity is available, or food and
water are provided. When camp infrastructures break down, they also enhance modes of governing
through depletion and by hampering asylum seekers from carrying on autonomous social reproduction
activities.

Asylum seekers in Greece are entrapped in a condition of protracted dependency on state and
humanitarian actors, insofar as they are obstructed from undertaking autonomous activities. At the same
time, they are deprived of sufficient medical, financial and legal aid. Refugees are forced to rely on
humanitarian aid, as they are hampered from doing autonomous social reproduction activities, such as
cooking their own food and building makeshift camps. Social reproduction activities are not narrowed to
life subsistence: they also include education, mobility and access to public transports that in many refugee
camps in Greece have been hindered, in particular during the (protracted) Covid-19 emergency. Indeed,
with the outbreak of Covid-19, asylum seekers in Greece have been subjected to protracted mobility
restrictions and lockdowns: they were not allowed to go out of the camp or in some cases could exit only
for few hours and exclusively if they had either an appointment with the lawyer or for health-related
reasons. The containment measures remained in place far beyond those imposed on citizens and residents
in Greece: in fact, they have been justified in the name of the “confine to protect” principle (Tazzioli &
Stierl, 2021), that is as measures apt protecting refugees from the exposure to Covid-19 and, jointly, at
protecting citizens from refugees as potential vehicles of contagion.

As | could reconstruct during my fieldwork, speaking to asylum seekers confined in Lesvos, after the end of
the Covid-19 peak camp authorities allowed only a fixed number of people to exit the camp, and the police
at the gates used to block on an arbitrary basis also many of those who were on the list. As feminist
scholars have fleshed out, under the umbrella of social reproduction we should include a range of activities
that span from coping with daily needs and subsistence (such as food provisions) to “the training of
individual capabilities necessary for interaction in the social context of a particular time and place” (Picchio,
2003, p. 2). Social reproduction activities involve “the biological reproduction of the species [...] the
reproduction of the labour force which involves subsistence, education and training; and the reproduction
and provision of caring needs (Bakker, 2007, p. 541). Refugees are hampered from carrying on autonomous
social reproduction activities while the humanitarian-logistical support they receive is scarce, dismal, and
delayed. This is what appears as an infrastructural paradox, as long as camp residents are forced to live in a
condition of protracted depletion and disrepair, without however being allowed to put in place
autonomous spaces of liveability.

Yet, it is precisely through such induced scarcity combined with the shrinking of refugees' leeway of
autonomy that these latter are kept in a state of protracted dependency. “Since May this year, food
distribution was cut to one per day instead of three, only at lunch time”, an Afghani asylum seeker hosted
in Ristona refugee camp stressed, “the overall quantity has been reduced and, moreover, with the heath
and no refrigerator, in the evening the food is no longer edible”.’® Camp authorities have justified the cuts
on food distribution by mobilising logistical and economic reasons: one distribution per day, the argument
goes, reduces the costs of supply providers and the time needed to deliver meals to camp residents.
Moreover, access to electricity and water provisions is often interrupted, due to camp authorities' decision
to reduce economic costs, or because of damaged and wrecked infrastructures. Non-maintenance and non-
repair render infrastructures of humanitarianism not simply misfunctioning but also a burden (Graham &
Thrift, 2007). “We have received these gates from the European Commission, but then someone should
work for their maintenance, for fixing them when they are broken. Yet, often we barely manage to satisfy
daily needs in the camp, such as food distribution”?°.

5. Carcerality through infrastructural clashes
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When | entered Malakasa camp for the first time, in August 2021, the automated gates were installed but
they started working only few months later. As camp authorities stressed at that time: “we do not know
when they will be operational, since the gates have been given by the European Commission, but then the
government needs to activate them. However, for the time being, the gates function as means of
deterrence for unathorised migrants who try to enter the camp, while the refugees inside understand that
mobility in and out of the camp is subjected to specific rules”.?! That is, disregarding of their actual
functioning the installation of automated gates has staged a sort of border-technologies spectacle (De
Genova, 2015): their visible presence shaped the camp as a space neatly separated from the closest towns.
Migrants are kept out of public sight. Automated gates, in the words of the camp deputy director, do not
substantially change the daily logistics of humanitarian controls: “who knows if and when they will be
activated; but to be honest they won't really change our daily work activities; what now is done manually
by the police at the gate will be done automatically, although | guess we might expect glitches and humans
will be still needed”.??

Since when they started working in 2022, entrances and exits have been regulated through a biometric
system, which implies that camp residents need to scan their fingerprints at the gate and swipe their
asylum card. Likewise, workers also need to swipe their employee's card in order to access the camp. In so
doing, the official discourse goes, unauthorised people could access the camp: smugglers, or migrants who
did not claim asylum could not enter. However, the automated entry-exit system turns into a spatial trap
for refugees. This is because the automated gates often do not work and because some camp residents
might not have the digital asylum card. Breakdowns in the automated-gates system happen quite often
camps across Greece. Every time this occurs, asylum seekers' movements are regulated by guards who
authorise and deny exit from the camp in an arbitrary manner. As NGOs officers who work inside the camp
reported to me, it is impossible to understand on which basis some refugees at times are not allowed to go
out, it looks like unpredictable and without any specific logics. Asylum seekers are entrapped inside also
while they wait to receive the asylum smart card, and it usually takes 25 days or more upon the completion
of the registration procedure; or they might be temporarily stuck outside if they do not find their card.

In all these cases, camp residents are blocked inside the camp due to lack of digitalised asylum identity or
because digital infrastructures break down, and not because of hyper-surveillance. “I received my card
almost four weeks after | lodged the asylum claim in the camp”, R., an Afghani national reported to me in
Lesvos, adding that for that reason he “could not go out for that long, it was like being in prison although |
am an asylum seeker”.2 On the Greek islands, the protracted waiting time that asylum seekers experience
for getting the asylum card partly depends on the fact that police identification and asylum registration
procedures are merged, and camp authorities tend not to give them the authorisation to go out before this
is concluded. The breakdowns strengthen refugees' non-knowledge of how the entry-exit system works as
well as the perception that their possibility of going out of the camp depends on arbitrary decisions (Stel,
2021). Infrastructural breakdowns and the uneven functioning of digitalised systems widens the leeway of
discretionary power and, at once, enhance refugees' uncertainty as well as their perception of being in a
spatial trap even if by the law they are allowed to go in and out of the camp.

Misfunctioning infrastructures of humanitarianism justify “the need for greater control” (Whyte et al.,
2020, p. 154). Hence, asylum seekers feel to be in an open-air prison, even if they are allowed to go out
during the day. Indeed, as stressed above, carcerality is not circumscribed to detention: it is enforced both
through heterogenous spatial mechanisms that shrink the leeway for putting in place autonomous
infrastructures of life-support and through the foreclosure of migrants' futurity (Secor, Ehrkamp, & Loyd,
2022). Therefore, infrastructural clashes strengthen refugees' carcerality, since they obstruct their room of
manoeuvre for putting in place collective spaces of liveability as well as for doing autonomous social
reproduction activities. Relatedly, the protracted perception of uncertainty related to the uneven
misfunctioning of digitalised borders, contributes to make refugees feel in a spatial trap that actually
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exceeds the existing mobility restrictions in place in many camps. Refugees' carcerality is not only the result
of border technologies spectacle — disregarding whether these work or not -, but also of the spatial location
of camps. The geography of camps and the visibility of border technologies set the camp apart. indeed,
more than fully restricting refugees’ mobility, the point is that even when these are allowed to go out, they
are in the middle of nowhere (Martin et al., 2020; Pinelli, 2018). Refugees are encouraged to stay inside; or
better they would be told that they do not have any excuse for going out, as the “model camps” will have
all basic infrastructures inside, such as schools.

The rationale behind the implementation and promotion of automated gates is not to fully confine and
immobilise migrants inside camps, but “to keep control on who is going in and out”.?* Automated gates
shape the image of the camp as a space for authorised bodies. Behind the image of a swift access for the
authorised people, to be at play is a differential border, that checks the entry-exit of NGOs workers and
authorities, while it keeps track of refugees' movements. Indeed, the card that refugees need to swipe to
go in and out is the same card that includes all data related to their asylum application (asylum card).
Moreover, refugees' mobility is still restricted in many camps, as they cannot go out at night. However, it is
noticeable that overall to be regulated and policed are movements into the camp, more than out. In fact,
tracking the movements of camp residents is not by any means a main preoccupation of state authorities
nor of the humanitarian actors: “if refugees want to leave, we do not force them to stay in the camp; their
biometric data has been taken upon arrival, so we know who they are”.% By monitoring entrances and
exits, camp authorities verify if there are refugees who stay out more days in a row, as in that case they are
no longer entitled to get food and an accommodation inside the camp: “alongside that, we need to control
that only those who have the right to stay in the camp are inside; indeed, there are many spontaneous
arrivals every week”. What the deputy director of Ritsona camp referred to as spontaneous arrivals are
migrants who enter the camp without having lodged an asylum claim or being allocated to that camp, and
who stay in someone else's container or pay refugees who left the camp to stay in theirs.

6. Refugees’ collective spaces of liveability

The politics of induced scarcity is not new in the Greek refugee camps: far from being accidental, the lack of
humanitarian infrastructures is constitutive of modes of governing refugees by depleting their lives.
However, in the last four years such induced scarcity in refugee camps not only escalated, but it had also
been routinised by the government through ad hoc decrees. This has concerned not only refugee camps
but the asylum system at large and, in particular, asylum seekers’ right to accommodation and cash
assistance. In 2019 the government enforced the first decree that restricted right to accommodation and
cash assistance to asylum seekers whose asylum claim was still under examination. At the end of 2022
Greek authorities shut down the Emergency Support to Integration and Accommodation (ESTIA) scheme,
that was set up in 2015 for supporting vulnerable asylum seekers, by allocating them to hotels or
apartments: thousands of refugees were informed last minute, and without official communication — only
orally - about their imminent transfer to camps. Indeed, the closure of ESTIA Il was ultimately a way
segregating them in camps (RSA, 2022).

Such a spatial-biopolitical tactic unveils a twofold goal: moving refugees out of public sight and, shrinking
their room of manoeuvre for re-building their lives, without being fully dependent on humanitarian actors.
Living in a camp involves not only being subjected to mobility restrictions but also being governed through
disciplinary-humanitarian rules and, at the same time, stuck in a condition of protracted dependency
(Pinelli, 2018). Thus, the “self-organising commoning practices” (Tsavdaroglou & Kaika, 2022: 233) that
some refugees built as had been suddenly put to an end, due to the transfer to camps. Refugees' access to
state support has become conditional upon living in a camp: that is, only those who accept to be
transferred to a camp would keep receiving cash assistance. It is noteworthy that the Greek government
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justified the closure of ESTIA and the transfer to camps in terms of optimisation of resources and of camp

being “equipped with modern facilities in which there are plenty of available places”.?®

In fact, the enhancement of technologized controls — but not of basic supply infrastructures that, as shown,
were constantly breaking down - were presented as infrastructural improvements and as a justification for
moving out asylum seekers from apartments to semi-closed camps. As state authorities stress, “the new
camps will strengthen security in a twofold manner: they will guarantee refugees' safety inside, as
unathorised people could enter, and at the same time they will raise the security standards of the camp
itself, since asylum seekers will feel more controlled and, therefore, they won't engage in illicit activities or
criminal behaviours”.?” Thus, the “camouflage of control” (Dalal et al., 2018) and the legitmisation of
confinement and carcerality are predicated also on ambivalent discourses on refugees' security.

At the same time, the government decision to evict refugees from apartments and hotels was a way to
hamper them from consolidating autonomous infrastructures of life-support. Asylum seekers who lived in
apartments had been able to partially reconstruct a life beyond the camp — by working and coping with
their livelihood as well as by living in the urban context and building up new social relationships.

Hence, on the one side refugees are blamed for being pampered and too dependent on humanitarian aid,
as Greece's measures for seizing down the number of those entitled to state support; on the other, they
are obstructed from establishing their own infrastructures of liveability and are de facto forced to stay in
confined spaces and where their lives are choked (also) through induced scarcity and infrastructural
clashes. Some asylum seekers refused the humanitarian blackmailing, that is to move to a camp to get
food, shelter, and cash assistance.?® In other cases, refugees ended up accepting being transferred to
camps because they were afraid of being homeless and fully economically destitute, or because authorities
forced them to move out. In January 2023 a series of transfers to Malakasa camp — one of the most
surveilled camps on the mainland - had been carried out, as it has been reported by the activist

network Solidarity with Migrants. Covid-19 accelerated the politics of induced scarcity, while mobility
restrictions and discriminatory protracted lockdowns have been enforced in the Greek hotspots and camps.
When in autumn 2021 the Greek government further restricted the right to state support (accommodation
and food provisions) in camps to those who lodged their asylum claim and who have not received a
response, yet, refugees mobilised collectively.

In that moment the infrastructural clashes could no longer be disjoined from the government's attempt to
seize down the number of refugees entitled to socio-economic rights as well as to safety in the camps. In
many refugee camps on the mainland (Ritsona, Malakasa, Eleonas, Schisto, Oinofyta), women, men and
children organised mobilisations claiming their right to edible food, accommodation, and free movement.
Importantly, they articulated those claims with fight for school education and against the high rate of
rejections of asylum claims. What the repeated infrastructural clashes unfolded was the choking of
refugees as well as the hurdles they face in building up autonomous and self-managed infrastructures of
liveability.?® Refugees linked the protest about the withdrawal of humanitarian-financial support with right
claims about education, mobility, and access to public transports. As P., an Afghani refugee woman
stressed to me, “our struggle is not only about the right to food and accommodation: we demand that
children’ rights to education and job are guaranteed and that public transports are accessible. Even if we
are allowed to go out of the camp, we are confined in the middle of nowhere, most of us is unemployed”.

At a close glance, even the claims related to food have not been framed exclusively in terms of lack and
insufficiency of provisions: rather, refugees also insisted on the very scarce quality and refused to accept
pre-cooked food. On December 14, 2021, at Ritsona camp, refugees collectively blocked a van full of food
cans and claimed their right to buy and cook their own food. As the Afghani refugee community leader,
Parwana Amiri stressed, “we stopped the food car to say that, we don't want prepared food anymore. Food
is not enough, when we have patients who needs medicine, tell them to stop their empty promise”*,


https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0962629823002135#fn26
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0962629823002135#fn27
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0962629823002135#bib16
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0962629823002135#fn28
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0962629823002135#fn29
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0962629823002135#fn30

Through their mobilisations, refugees exposed and refused the choking of their lives strengthened by the
repeated infrastructural clashes, which were combined with restrictive measures about autonomous
activities in camps introduced by the Greek government, de facto backed up by the EU. In this respect,
deaths in camps are not accidental events but, rather, the outcome of an accumulation of induced scarcity.

On January 16, 2023, Botala Sonny, an asylum seeker from Congo, died in the camp of Ritsona, after
waiting 3 h for an ambulance. Despite Ritsona is nowadays one of the main camps in Greece - a site where
asylum seekers are transferred to from other camps - and one of those equipped with automated gates and
cctv cameras — medical and humanitarian assistance is kept at a minimum.3! Refugees’ mobilisations
revealed that what is at stake with infrastructural clashes is by any mean not (only) a matter of
humanitarian standards which are not met, nor of simply fixing failing infrastructures. To the contrary they
have shown that those humanitarian infrastructures are also infrastructures of mobility containment — as it
is the case of automated gates. In a way, around and against infrastructural clashes collective mobilisations
coalesced, and refugees articulated expansive claims (Anand, 2011).

7. Conclusion

Infrastructural clashes lay bare that asylum seeker who are stuck in camps are not only hindered in their
movements but also in their attempts to rebuild their lives and to engage in autonomous social
reproduction activities: they are hampered from putting in place infrastructures of life-support.
Infrastructures of humanitarianism repeatedly break down or do not deliver what they have been officially
devised for. Yet, it would be misleading to read infrastructural clashes through the lens of failure: rather, it
is a matter of analysing them from the standpoint of the impact these have on refugees' lives, shedding
light on the “state-sanctioned and/or extra-legal production and exploitation of group-differentiated
vulnerabilities to premature death” (Gilmore, 2022, p. 107). That is, more than “a symptom of the failure to
design a place for the ones who are perceived as unplaceable” (Katz, 2017), infrastructural clashes in camps
are constitutive of the “debilitating logics of racial capitalism” (Athanasiou, 2020), as they enhance
refugees' dependency and modes of governing by choking and depleting lives. Infrastructural clashes
strengthen carceral mechanisms in a twofold way: by keeping refugees inside the camp - even if not by fully
detaining them - and by obstructing them to carry on autonomous social reproduction activities. They are
in part the outcome of a politics of induced scarcity that works by choking and depleting refugees’ lives
while, at the same time, creates new needs that cannot be satisfied, due to the lack of humanitarian and
logistical provisions.

That is, as a focus on Greece highlights, the politics of induced scarcity enforces circuits of protracted
dependency: refugees' needs cannot be satisfied and, yet, at the same time they are hampered from
building up infrastructures of liveability. Alongside the capitalisation over refugees which stems from the
protracted permanence in camps, women, men, and children are debilitated and choked: in refugee
humanitarianism, the “extraction of more from less” (Neilson & Rossiter, 2021) is not only a matter of
economic optimisation but, rather, of seizing refugees' future lifetime and enhancing refugees' carcerality
even beyond detention. This emerges blatantly from refugees' mobilisations in the Greek camps: indeed,
they have laid bare and challenged the politics of induced scarcity and protracted debilitation, enhanced by
the multiple infrastructural clashes. By emphasising that infrastructural clashes are not side effects to be
fixed, this paper contributes to the debate on migrants’ infrastructures and camps geography and calls for
the need to rearticulate a critique of the border regime grounded in the depletion of refugees' vitality and
lifetime That is, a critique of camps requires taking into account that asylum seekers are not only
obstructed in their mobility but also in their attempt to re-build their lives and to do autonomous social
reproduction activities.
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