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DEMOCRATIZING GLOBAL MIGRATION GOVERNANCE. WHAT SPACE FOR
CIVIL SOCIETY? 

Carl-Ulrik Schierup 

Linköping University 

This paper tracks the emergence of global migration governance and the evolving role of transnational civil society in shaping
a rights-based, accountable approach to mobility. Framed through politics of precarity, it explores how global inequality,
persistent coloniality and regimes of migration control articulate across scales to produce and govern insecurity. Precarity
functions here not as a by-product of globalization but as a deliberate political technology disciplining labour, fragmenting
citizenship, and sustaining accumulation through dispossession and differential inclusion. Global migration governance is
approached as a contested assemblage of states, international organisations, and social movements, reflecting shifting
hegemonies within global capitalism. Within this field, a contestative civil society—comprising migrant-led and allied networks
—navigates tensions between co-optation and constructive resistance, challenging the depoliticising rationalities of neoliberal
management. Tracing the agency of global civil society of migrants and their allies the analysis follows a trajectory from
mobilisations around the Global Forum on Migration and Development (GFMD) to the institutional consolidation of the Global
Compact for Migration (GCM) and further in the context of the UN International Migration Review Forum (IMRF). It reveals
how a once solidaristic rights-based agenda has been rearticulated within technocratic paradigms of “migration management,”
exposing a paradox of participation: institutional inclusion often entails the neutralisation of critique and the containment of
transformative potential.



Release the Cat; Deconstructing the Refugee-Led Concept and Refugee Label: A
Multiple Case-Study Exploration of Syrian and Afghan Associations in Turkey 

Basma El Doukhi 

University of Kent 

This paper examines how refugee-led and displaced-led civil society organisations navigate restrictive governance,
organisational gatekeeping and conditional partnership regimes in contexts of protracted displacement, focusing on Syrian and
Afghan organisations operating in Turkey. Positioned at the intersection of immigrant civil society organisations (ICSOs),
humanitarian governance and local civic ecosystems, the paper analyses how refugee-led organisations operate as
intermediaries between displaced communities, municipalities, international organisations and donors, while simultaneously
being excluded from formal recognition as legitimate civil society actors.

Drawing on qualitative data from in-depth interviews with refugee organisation leaders, staff and community activists, as well
as document analysis and organisational mapping, the paper explores how regulatory frameworks, legal precarity and donor
compliance requirements shape everyday organisational practices, leadership structures and advocacy strategies.
Methodologically, the study combines organisational case studies with relational mapping of partnership networks between
refugee-led organisations, international NGOs, local authorities and service providers.

The paper contributes to debates on immigrant civil society organisations by foregrounding how collaboration regimes and
organisational gatekeeping simultaneously enable access to resources and institutional spaces while constraining political
voice, agenda-setting and claims-making. I show how refugee-led organisations are frequently channelled into depoliticised
service delivery and “community outreach” roles, while their efforts to engage in policy dialogue, rights advocacy and public
debate are often discouraged or rendered risky under securitised and restrictive civil society environments.

An intersectional analysis reveals how gender, legal status and professional background shape leadership trajectories and
internal organisational hierarchies. In particular, refugee women leaders navigate additional layers of exclusion linked to care
responsibilities, limited mobility and donor-driven expectations of “representative” leadership, producing uneven opportunities
for participation and authority within refugee-led civic spaces.

By situating refugee-led organisations as a distinct but analytically connected subset of immigrant civil society organisations,
the paper advances understanding of everyday multicultural governance under conditions of intensified control and
responsibilised integration. It argues that current partnership and funding architectures risk reproducing symbolic inclusion
while limiting the transformative and political potential of refugee-led civil society. The findings offer empirically grounded
insights for scholars and practitioners seeking more equitable, collaborative and accountable infrastructures for immigrant and
refugee civic participation.



Vernacular Governance and the Politics of Collaboration: Refugee-Led
Organisations in Restrictive Migration Contexts 

Ahmad Wali Ahmad-Yar 

Postdoctoral Researcher, Department for Migration and Globalisation, University for
Continuing Education Krems (Danube University Krems), Austria 

This paper examines how refugee-led and community-based organisations enact everyday forms of governance within
increasingly restrictive migration contexts. While migration scholarship has extensively analysed governance through state
institutions, international organisations, and professional civil society, refugees are often positioned primarily as subjects of
governance rather than as collective actors who perform governing functions. This paper addresses this gap by examining
how refugee-led initiatives contribute to the organisation of social life and access to rights within contemporary migration
regimes.

Drawing on state-theoretic and practice-oriented approaches, the paper develops the concept of vernacular governance to
capture how governance is enacted through everyday organisational practices. These include coordination, prioritisation,
mediation, informal rule-setting, and resource redistribution, which collectively sustain access to housing, legal support, and
social inclusion. The analysis is grounded in insider political ethnography combined with 30 semi-structured interviews
conducted with actors across refugee reception, protection, and integration in Belgium. This methodological approach enables
access to forms of situated knowledge and everyday practices that remain largely invisible in policy-centred analyses.

Empirically, the findings show that refugee-led organisations function as indispensable nodes in migration governance,
particularly in contexts marked by policy volatility, administrative delays, and constrained reception systems. They often act
as first responders in moments of crisis and as continuous providers of support where formal systems fall short. At the same
time, their role is shaped by deeply asymmetrical forms of collaboration with state institutions and professional NGOs. While
increasingly recognised as partners, they remain marginal in decision-making processes and structurally disadvantaged in
terms of funding, visibility, and institutional recognition. This produces a condition in which responsibility is redistributed
downward without a corresponding transfer of power.

The paper contributes to debates on migration governance, civil society, and refugee agency by foregrounding the everyday
practices through which collaboration is enacted under restrictive conditions. It argues that collaboration is not simply a
matter of institutional design, but is actively produced through uneven, informal, and at times extractive relationships that both
enable and constrain refugee-led governance. By highlighting these dynamics, the paper speaks to broader discussions in
Nordic migration research on the role of civil society, the restructuring of welfare and reception systems, and the shifting
boundaries of responsibility in increasingly restrictive policy environments.



Engaging Participation via ngo's in local affairs  

Muratcan isildak 

Phd Student  

Title: Engaging migration: re-making of democratic participation

Abstract:

This paper explores how migration reshapes and redefines democratic participation in contemporary societies, with a
particular focus on migrant engagement as both a transformative and contested process. The central aim of the study is to
analyze how migrants, particularly in urban and transnational contexts, actively re-make democratic practices beyond formal
institutional frameworks. By examining the intersection of migration, citizenship, and participatory mechanisms, the paper
seeks to contribute to ongoing debates on inclusive democracy and the evolving nature of political belonging.

The theoretical framework draws on deliberative democracy theory (Habermas), acts of citizenship (Isin), and
transnationalism (Glick Schiller et al.), situating migrants not merely as passive subjects of governance but as active political
agents. Additionally, the concept of “everyday democracy” is employed to understand how informal, grassroots practices—
such as community organizing, digital activism, and local civic initiatives—serve as alternative spaces of participation. This
multi-layered framework allows for a critical examination of how democratic participation is reconstructed in response to
mobility, exclusion, and structural inequalities.

Methodologically, the study adopts a qualitative research design combining case study analysis and semi-structured interviews
with migrant communities and civil society actors. The empirical focus is placed on selected urban contexts in Europe, with
particular attention to the Nordic region as a space characterized by strong welfare systems and evolving migration regimes.
Data is complemented by policy analysis and secondary literature to contextualize institutional responses and discursive shifts
regarding migrant participation.

The expected findings suggest that migrants play a significant role in reconfiguring democratic participation through both
formal and informal channels. While structural barriers—such as legal status, language, and socio-economic inequalities—
continue to limit access to institutional participation, migrants increasingly engage in alternative forms of political expression.
These include transnational networks, digital platforms, and local grassroots movements, which challenge traditional notions
of citizenship and representation. The findings are also expected to highlight tensions between inclusive democratic ideals and
restrictive migration policies in Nordic countries.

The relevance of this research to Nordic Migration Research lies in its contribution to understanding how migration is not
only a demographic or policy issue but also a democratic one. By focusing on the agency of migrants and their role in shaping
participatory practices, the paper offers insights into the future of democratic governance in increasingly diverse societies. It
also provides policy-relevant reflections on how Nordic countries can foster more inclusive and participatory frameworks
that better reflect the realities of migration-driven social transformation.



Immigrants’ Civic Gifts: Immigrant Civic Engagement and Social Membership in
Sweden 

Andrea Voyer 

Stockholm University 

Through an abductive analysis of 51 semi-structured interviews with university-educated immigrants to Sweden, we describe
the roles that participation in formal and informal immigrant organizations and other civic groups play in the settlement and
integration experiences of immigrants in Sweden.  While our research suggests that immigrants often bypass participation in
traditional domestic associations and hobbies, which are typically recognized and traditional routes to civic integration in
Sweden, they tend to engage in a more strategic, transnational, and professionally-embedded form of civic participation. Our
research reveals a widespread commitment to "giving back" through 1. leveraging professional resources to guide peers
through the specificities of the Swedish labor market and social life; 2. building communities of support based on country of
origin, geography, and professional sectors that work to bridge the gap between "newcomers" and established institutions;
and 3. enacting a commitment to social solidarity and justice through active involvement in Swedish and EU-level politics, and
dedication to national and international human rights initiatives. We argue that these activities constitute the civic gifts of
immigrants, which are typically overlooked when considering the impacts of immigration on society. Our research
demonstrates that immigrants act on the basis of their own creative civic agency – moving from being subject to migration
regimes and assimilationist tendencies, to active participants in the receiving society and claiming the associated rights of
social membership that they believe their participation should merit. With their civic gifts, immigrants proactively construct
the very infrastructures of inclusive democratic participation that the Nordic model aims to foster.



Grassroots civil society work on migrants’ rights and social justice under the Danish
restrictive migration regime 

Albert Mora Mora Castro 

University of Valencia (Spain) 

The Danish political context has, in recent years, become increasingly restrictive regarding the reception and inclusion of
migrants, refugees, and asylum seekers. Discourses, policies, and practices aimed at deterring migration, fostering rejection
toward those already in the country, and making their lives more difficult—especially for those without residence permits—
have become normalized.

In this context, this paper asks: how do grassroots civil society actors in Denmark, including some migrant-led
initiatives,promote social justice under increasingly restrictive migration policies? While existing research has primarily
focused on well-established organizations, this paper shifts attention to lesser-known entities, informal groups, and activist
networks, thereby addressing an empirical gap in the literature.

The analysis draws on Nancy Fraser’s conceptualization of justice as redistribution, recognition, and representation, and
examines how these dimensions are advanced by civil society organizations and groups within a context that constrains their
realization. Empirically, the paper is based on 16 semi-structured interviews and participant observation conducted with
groups operating primarily in Copenhagen, Aarhus, and Odense.

The findings show that these actors operate in a highly constrained environment shaped by the normalization of anti-
immigration policies and broader societal hostility toward immigration. Despite sustained efforts to protect migrants’ and
refugees’ rights and promote their inclusion, participants report a growing sense of frustration and limited political efficacy, as
policy developments increasingly move in the opposite direction.

The findings also point to forms of emotional and political exhaustion among activists, at times experienced as both draining
and paralysing. These dynamics can be understood in relation to the notion of hope fatigue, following the framework
proposed by İrem Yıldırım and Ferhat Kardaş, and are closely linked to the perceived lack of recognition and limited capacity
to influence dominant political discourses and practices.

At the same time, the paper highlights the persistence of grassroots engagement. Organizations and groups remain active,
drawing motivation from relationships of solidarity and care with migrants and refugees, as well as from networks of mutual
support among activists and volunteers.

Finally, the findings suggest that grassroots initiatives contribute most clearly to the dimension of redistribution, and to a
lesser extent recognition, while the dimension of representation remains limited to more explicitly political and activist groups.
Political participation—central to Fraser’s framework—does not emerge as a primary focus for several of the organizations
studied, pointing to important tensions in the realization of social justice under restrictive policy regimes.



Making Place in Temporariness: Civil Society, Refugee Agency, and the Yugoslav
Refugee Crisis in Denmark, 1991–1995 

Heidi Vad  Jønsson 

SDU 

This paper presents a historical pilot study of how refugees navigated political and institutional environments structured by
temporariness during the Yugoslav refugee crisis in Denmark (1991–1995). Focusing on the refugee accommodation centre
Flotel Europa, the paper examines how immigrant civil society organizations (ICSOs), in collaboration with refugees, co-
produced forms of social integration and civic participation while official policy framed refugee presence as temporary and
oriented toward return.

Based on archival sources, organizational records, and oral histories, the paper situates ICSOs within a broader historical
analysis of refugee governance in the early post–Cold War period. It conceptualizes ICSOs not merely as intermediaries
between state and migrant populations, but as sites of co-production where categories such as “refugee,” “temporary
protection,” and “integration” were negotiated in practice. Within this framework, the study explores how refugees actively
navigated historically specific institutional arrangements shaped by temporariness—appropriating, adapting, and at times
contesting the constraints embedded in policy and practice.

The analysis highlights three dynamics. First, ICSO–state collaboration enabled access to welfare resources and institutional
support, but also embedded civil society actors within governance structures that prioritized temporariness over long-term
integration. Second, ICSOs facilitated spaces for social participation and self-organization, allowing refugees to exercise
agency within and beyond institutional frameworks. Third, temporariness itself functioned as a historically specific governing
logic that both constrained formal inclusion and opened up alternative forms of community-making and political engagement.

By bringing a historical case into contemporary debates on immigrant civil society organizations, the paper demonstrates how
present-day forms of “responsibilized” integration governance have deeper historical roots. As a pilot study, it lays the
groundwork for a broader research agenda on refugee agency and civil society in contexts of conditional and temporary
protection.



Evaluating diverse aspects of Civil Society Organisations for comprehensive
integration of Arab Refugees in the region 

Azeemah Saleem 

Independent Scholar, PhD, Jawaharlal Nehru University, Former Assistant Professor, JK
Lakshmipat University, Jaipur 

The Syrian revolution and consistent instability resulted in a refugee crisis, where around 6.1 million Syrian refugees have
been displaced to neighbouring countries such as Turkey, Jordan, Lebanon, and Europe. Merkel's "Welcome Policy" for
refugees has led to a massive influx since 2015. By 2020, around 530,000 Syrian refugees entered German borders in search
of a better livelihood. In the process, Syrian Refugees faced various social, cultural, religious, psychological and political
complexities while integrating with German society. Thus, a civil society organisation plays a significant role in the integration
and interculturalism processes.

Historically, civil society and public administration became active when labour migrants from Turkey and other parts of
Europe arrived in Germany in the 1960s and 1970s. Civil society organisations such as NGOs, churches, and intercultural
groups embrace diversity, especially in the cultural realm, through festivals and outings. At the time, even the churches took
the initiative to sensitise Germans about the situation of migrants and refugees.

Civil society organisations have a greater capacity to recognise migrants' needs, innovative in responding to new challenges
and changing realities. CSOs makes it easier for migrants to access services, and are effective mediators between refugees
and migrants and local decision-makers. In 2015, Chancellor Angela Merkel called for “integration” as Germany's highest
priority. Civil society organisations aim to promote diversity, tackle the underlying causes of the crisis, such as identity and
conflict narratives, and support a process of peacebuilding and reconciliation.

The study is based on interviews conducted in 2020, 2024, and 2025 with German civil society organisations (Such as
UNHCR, GIZ, Netzwerk Fluchtforschung, Pro Asyl, CUCULA, Refugee Law Clinic, Evangelischer Regionalverband and
others), refugee-led organisations (JUMA, Syrian women network, Bynatra- an Arabic Library and others), and refugees in
Germany. The study sought to understand the evolving complexities of integrating Arab refugees, especially Syrian refugees,
and the exploration of the notion of interculturalism between the host society and refugees. Further, such civil society
organisations in Germany operate in various ways to accommodate Syrian refugees. It analyses the procedures provided by
civil society organisations, such as emergency relief, familiarisation with administrative procedures, and legal advice to
accommodate refugees. The study emphasised four sub-categorised aspects: language training and mentoring; providing
psychotherapy and health care; providing cultural and educational information; and accommodating refugees in the labour
market. To strengthen integration and interculturalism among refugees and the local community, civil society organisations
actively run awareness-raising campaigns and programmes, organise workshops for mutual participation and inclusion,
provide access to various services for refugee protection and integration, and teach fundamental human rights and the
principle of non-discrimination. Thus, it will theorise the conceptual understanding of integration with empirical development
as reflected in civil society organisations in Germany. The study will explore how German civil society organisations have
integrated Syrian refugees' interculturality. It can further set a theoretical and conceptual framework for knowledge
production, and such a case study provides a relevant design that bridges the gap between Civil society, the state, and
refugees in the region.



Local humanitarian response to migration first reception in Italy: exploring
constraints and opportunities for collaboration between civil society and local state
actors 

Caterina Mazzilli 

ODI Global 

Over the last decade, a growing number of civil society actors (CSAs) has been providing support to refugees and other
migrants across Europe, especially at key arrival zones. Even though some might not define themselves as humanitarian
actors, CSAs often provide humanitarian assistance such as healthcare, food, clothing, and legal support to recently arrived as
well as undocumented migrants (Boşnak, 2021; Artero, 2024). Despite initial collaboration, over the years EU governments
have grown increasingly distant and, in some cases, openly hostile towards these actors. This shift has had a negative impact
on the access and quality of first reception as well as on long-term integration.

This research focuses on Italy, specifically the Northeastern border area of Trieste. In Italy, migration has been a salient topic
for many years due to the country’s geographic relevance as an entry point for people fleeing conflict and persecution.
Negative attitudes toward refugees and other migrants, held by both politicians and the general public, peaked in 2016 amid
the so-called "migration crisis" and have since gradually declined (Holloway, Faurès and Kumar, 2021). However, Italy is
currently governed by Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni’s Brothers of Italy party, which maintains an explicitly hostile stance
toward migration, particularly irregular arrivals. The government has frequently framed migration as a threat to national
security, social order, and economic stability. This rhetoric has tangible negative repercussions for migrants themselves, as
well as for the more supportive segments of civil society.

This research seeks to examine the political economy of collaboration between CSAs and state actors at the local government
level in Trieste, focusing on stakeholders’ motivations for accepting or refusing collaboration, and on the conditionalities that
might come with financial or other types of support. The goal of this research is to provide recommendations to improve the
coordination and collaboration among state and non-state actors involved in migrant reception in Italy.

This research is informed by literature on migration and humanitarian response (e.g., Dany, 2015; Fotaki, 2019) and on
migration governance (e.g., Cuttitta, Pécoud and Phillips, 2023). By taking a policy approach, this research brings an
operational focus to the opportunities for collaboration between CSAs and state actors. The data collection draws on a series
of key informant interviews and focus group discussions with CSAs, representatives of the local government, and other
relevant stakeholders in Trieste and the wider Italy/Slovenia border area.

This location choice is particularly important as it has not been explored as much as Italy’s sea border or the Italy/France
border. Yet the number of people who reach Italy via land through the Balkan route has been sizeable over the past ten years
(IRC, 2026). Even before that, the history of Trieste and its border has been entangled with migration and multiculturalism.

This presentation will report on the study’s preliminary findings. It speaks directly to the Nordic Migration Research
Conference’s focus on collaboration in restrictive times across different governance scales and actors.



An example of integration from crisis narratives to crisis resolution: Turkish
Political Refugees and the Teacher Shortage in the Netherlands. 

kezban karagöz 

independent  

In the Dutch political agenda, migration is frequently depicted as a crisis and a wave, fueling a sense of threat. Alongside the
quantifiable migration processes, the victim roles of migrants are also considered a factor reinforcing this perception of
threat.

 

Given this intense crisis-causing and crisis-represented representation of migrants, this research attempts to understand how
political refugees, who were forced to emigrate from Turkey in large numbers since 2016, contribute to the teacher shortage
and migration problem in the Netherlands through the Wereld burgers voor de klas project. It aims to understand how this
teacher training project, run by the Cosmicus Foundation, contributes to the integration of Turkish migrants in the
Netherlands.

 

In many areas, particularly the housing crisis in the Netherlands, migrants are often portrayed as scapegoats in the political
arena. Turkish citizens are generally characterized by relatively high language proficiency and rapid social integration.
However, the negative crisis language is heavily used by the media also encompasses this community. While integration and
migration policies are generally presented from the perspective of politicians, this research aims to better understand the
participation experiences of political refugees forced to flee from Turkey.

The methods used to conduct this research are integration policy analysis, semi-structured interviews, and informal
conversations. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 12 immigrant project leaders and school administrators who
are teachers. Informal conversations were also conducted to understand and address the issue. These were held with an
integration policy consultant from VWN, an advocacy group for immigrants in the Netherlands, and an expert from UAF,
which focuses on the integration of highly educated immigrants.

 

This study examines Wereld burgers voor deklas practices and highlights active immigration practices as a solution to the
teacher shortage in the Netherlands. The role of stakeholders in integration will also be addressed in this multi-stakeholder
project.

Finally, the possibilities offered by the project for networking in the Netherlands as a political migration group and
collaborations that strengthen integration will be discussed.
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