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Executive Summary

This policy brief addresses the use of detention and confinement policies on the outskirts

of the European Union (EU). Within refugee camps, there have been continual reports of the

cruel and inhumane living conditions - exemplary of this are the treatment of asylum-seekers in

Mória on Lesvos (Greece), and the violence from state actors towards migrants between the

border of Poland and Belarus. In order to assess the support of refugees and humanitarian action,

several approaches have been outlined, such as: the Sphere Standards, determinants of migrant

vulnerability (DOMV) model from the IOM, and the UNHCR’s Policy on Alternatives to

Camps. Despite these prominent guidelines, inhumane conditions remain. This brief sets out to

formulate an analytical framework for assessing the conditions within these camps which is

bolstered by international human rights law.

In order to do so, the framework of human security is adapted and used to analyse reports

of living conditions. Through the lens of human security, it is found that reports acknowledge the

dimensions of health, environment, personal, community, and food insecurity; political insecurity

is only rarely recognized. Importantly, these dimensions are often presented separately, rather

than related to each other. The human security approach consolidates the insecurities faced by

migrants, and articulates them in the simultaneous ways in which they are experienced, rather

1 Xander Creed is a Researcher and Vice-coordinator of the Migration & Security team at the Human Development
Research Initiative (HDRI). They hold an MA in Development Studies from the International Institute of Social
Studies in the Netherlands within the track Governance of Migration and Diversity, specialising in Conflict and
Peace Studies. A strong proponent of human security, their research centres on the relationship between (in)security
and (im)mobility, as well as the governance and politics of migration.
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than recorded and analysed; human security draws attention to the embodied, lived experience in

a more explicit manner than alternative frameworks for assessment. From this, it was also found

that reports do not acknowledge any aspect of economic security. This brief is relevant for states

and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) involved in the provision of accommodation for

refugees and other migrants, as well as refugee rights organisations seeking to challenge current

human rights violations and work towards holistic alternatives to detention.

Introduction

A journey to Europe can be experienced differently, oftentimes depending on the

documentation refugees and other migrants2 bear, if any (Cresswell 2010; Glick Schiller &

Salazar 2013). For some, crossing the Mediterranean is an easy, safe and routine practice,

whereas for others the journey is dangerous and paid for in kind - precarity, suffering, sometimes

even death. Some journeys entering Europe end in airport terminals or ports, the formal points of

entry into the territory, which allow for the seamless continuity of mobility. Refugees and other

migrants who disembark here might expect to grab a meal before continuing on, to shop in the

duty-free sections, or socialise at the airport lounge. However, other journeys begin and end in

more informal ways, grinding to a halt and leaving travellers waiting in reception, identification,

and detention centres, as well as refugee camps3. For them, there is no lounge, shops or cafeteria

to enjoy while waiting for the processing of applications, and recognition or denial of their

refugee status. Moreover, the conditions in which forcibly displaced migrants wait are oftentimes

downright hostile; seen for instance, in an article published by Rescue UK describing that, “[i]n a

3 The word ‘camps’ or ‘refugee camps’ is used here to denote spaces of containment of refugee and other migrants,
inclusive of both formal establishments (i.e. detention, Moria) and informal ones (i.e. settlements, Poland-Belarus).

2 Within this brief, I use ‘refugees and other migrants’ in line with the reasoning of Carling (2017), insofar that it
promotes a more inclusive discourse and subsequent policy, a view shared by Crawley & Skleparis (2018). When
necessary, the shorthand ‘refugees’ or ‘migrants’ will be used, but should be understood to signal both.
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devastating twist, families who have fled war, and come to Europe in search of safety, find

themselves fleeing Moria in the middle of the night when riots break out” (Carrigan 2018). In

light of the difficulties refugees and other migrants encounter in their journey to reach Europe

and the continent’s constant effort to keep them out, this policy brief puts forward a framework

for assessing the conditions in which migrants wait for their application to be processed. Thus,

the aim is to provide concrete and necessary regulations for the use of detention in the EU,

ensuring the conditions for dignified human life.

This brief seeks to put forward the applicability of a human security framework for

assessing the conditions of refugee camps. In addition to this, it demonstrates how the human

security framework works beyond the ‘solution’ of camps, as it can and should be retained for

assessing any alternatives (for example: European Council on Refugees and Exiles (ECRE)

2017a, 2017b; Field & Edwards 2006; United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 2014).

As such, the main objective is to analyse current asylum-seeker and refugee migration

governance practices, and propose a more dignified and humane way forward. In order to do so,

this paper looks into two exemplary cases of the current inhumane conditions of refugee camps

in Europe - Camp Mória, on the Greek island of Lesbos, and the border between Belarus and

Poland. These two holding points have received considerable attention from media outlets,

policy-makers and researchers, as they both demonstrate the outcome of the contemporary EU

migration policy; especially policies which are focused on exclusion and restriction of mobility.

The current approach prioritises the security of the nation-state at the expense of refugees and

other migrants (a dynamic explored by: Banai & Kreide 2017; Bello 2020; Benedicto & Brunet

2018; Bhambra 2017; Estevens 2018; Flynn 2020; Gündogdu 2015; Hintjens,

Jayasundara-Smits, & Bilgic 2021; James 2014; Moreno-Lax 2018; Nwalutu & Nwalutu 2021;
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Rossi 2019; Skleparis 2015; Sunderland 2015; Tunaboylu & van Liempt 2020). In order to

amend this, I call for a turn towards policies in alignment with a human security approach,

focusing on the security of migrants themselves (Bilgic, Gasper & Wilcock 2020; Estrada-Tanck

2013a, 2013b; Gasper & Sinatti 2016; Skleparis 2011; Suhrke 2003).

Methodology

This policy brief draws on secondary qualitative and quantitative data on the condition of

migrants forced to reside in refugee camps. The sources4 used are composed of a variety of

official reports, fact-finding missions, press releases, open letters, and relevant statistics that

provide a multidimensional understanding of living conditions within refugee camps.

Additionally, this allows for the condition of the camps to be presented as it evolved overtime. In

this way, it allows the understanding of the conditions at different points in time, and the general

trend of conditions within camps. Thereafter, the living conditions of the camps will be

synthesised to present an overall understanding, and then analysed through a human security

framework.

Limitations and ethical considerations of this briefing need to be addressed. First, it

focuses on EU migration policy and treatment of asylum-seekers. As such, due to the

particularity of the EU policies and arrangements, the findings are not explicitly applicable for

other regional approaches towards humanitarian migration or universal in nature (for example,

see: Brumat, Geddes, & Pettrachin 2021; Brumat & Freier 2021; Garnier 2021; Jubilut & Silva

2021). However, there has been similarly well-documented inhumane treatment and human

4 Not all sources used for analysis are cited in text but are reflected within the findings. The sources used for analysis
include: Barberio (2018); BBC News (2011); Beake (2021); Carrigan (2018); Cook (2022); ECRE (2021a, 2021b,
2021c, 2021d, 2021e, 2021f, 2021g, 2021h, 2021i, 2022a, 2022b); van Esveld (2018); European Economic and
Social Committee (2015); Gall (2021); HRW (2017, 2018a, 2018b, 2018c, 2021a, 2021b); International Rescue
Committee (2018); MSF (2018a, 2018b, 2018c, 2021, 2022); Papadimitriou (2021); Rau & van Esveld (2018);
Roussou (2018); Throssel (2021); UNHCR (2018b, 2021); Vernon (2021).
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rights violations in other regions (see: Farmer 2014; Goldstein & Brahim 2014; Gros 2021;

Jubilut & Silva 2021), pointing to the saliency of the human security framework. Second, this

brief does not condone or support the ‘camping’ or detention of refugees and other migrants, and

does not seek to make such practices humane or permissible within a human security logic.

Rather, it responds to the increasing reliance of ‘temporary’ containment measures such as

camps, the usage of which continually surpasses the expected disassembling date (Bloch &

Schuster 2005; de Rooij, Wascher, & Paulissen 2016), and seeks to propose further restrictions

and baseline requirements on the process. In other words, while this brief uses human security to

assess the conditions of refugee camps, the human security framework indeed points towards

policies which are more akin to settlement than camps and can also be used to assess those

alternatives. Third, the data concerning the living conditions within Camp Mória and the

informal settlement of the Belarus-Poland border does not come from first-hand observation and

in turn is unable to present the voice and perspective of the migrants themselves. Here, when

possible, this paper draws on quotations and experiences shared by the migrants, but only those

which have already been shared by the other reports.

From Camps to Campers: Human Security

This brief uses the framework of human security to understand the living conditions

within refugee camps. Human security stresses the “distinction between the security of states and

the security of persons”, highlighting the conditions which are necessary for a truly human life -

inclusive of physical and psychological wellness, as well as other necessary human capacities

(  Gasper 2005, 222; see also: Gasper 2010; Werthes, Heaven, & Vollnhals 2011; United Nations

Development Programme (UNDP) 1994). While some researchers (Suhrke 2003) prefer the term
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‘vulnerability’ to ‘security’ in the provision of support for refugees, it has also been argued that

“vulnerability is part of a fuller picture of persons, which emphasises more than capability and

reasoned choice and more than status as a rights-holder” (Gasper & Sinatti 2016, 17). Thus,

human security should be understood as embracing the notions of security, insecurity,

vulnerability, and protection (Bilgic, Gasper & Wilcock 2020; Estrada-Tanck 2013a, 2013b;

Gasper & Sinatti 2016; Roberts 2005). Within the framework of international law, human

security “may have the potential to act as a catalyst for the realisation of human rights in the

contemporary world” (Estrada-Tanck 2013b, 167); likewise, a growing body of literature has

explored the relevance of human security to migration (for example: Bilgic, Gasper & Wilcock

2020; Creed 2021; Dodd et al. 2020; Estrada-Tanck 2013a, 2013b; Gasper & Sinatti 2016).

Moreover, the framework of human security shifts the focus from the nation-state to the people

who move (Gasper & Sinatti 2016), drawing attention to the treatment of refugees and other

migrants rather than their impact on host societies. Bolstered by human development and human

rights, this reorientation is done in a manner which places emphasis on the human’s right to

enjoy basic needs through the discourse of security, indicating a minimum degree of enjoyment

and its stability (Gasper 2005). Within this brief, I conceptualise this security across the seven

dimensions identified by the UNDP (1994, 24-25), namely: 1) economic, 2) food, 3) health, 4)

environmental, 5) personal, 6) community, and 7) political security. These dimensions are used

within the analysis to locate the (in)secure living conditions in the selected camps, and can be

found in Table 1.0.
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Dimension of Human Security Description of possible threats and (in)security

Health Prevalence of infectious diseases or illnesses, lack of

access to healthcare and treatments.

Food Undernourishment, irregular access to basic foods

(self-grown or purchased), physical and economic

access to food.

Environment Climate change & degradation of (local) ecosystems,

lack of access to water, sustainable access to a healthy

physical environment, access to clean drinking water,

resilience to environmental catastrophe.

Political Human rights respected, freedom of information and

press, political repression and torture.

Personal Free from sudden violence, discrimination and

persecution, threats from (non)state actors, threats to

self (e.g. suicide).

Community Ability to have communal identities and membership

respected and protected, absence of ethnic or religious

conflict, loss of capacity to freely practice traditional

beliefs.

Economic Unemployment and underemployment, lack of access

to social welfare, unsafe working conditions, persistent

poverty.

Table 1.0 - Breakdown of human security dimensions and relevant examples for analysis;

adapted from definitions provided by UNDP (1994) and Werthes, Heaven and Vollnhals (2011).
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Context & Literature Review

Detaining Those Who Flee: How did we get here?

Refugees and other migrants from “the poor regions” of the world are framed “as

development burdens and security/economic threats that should be discouraged (or prevented)”

from settling on European territory (Akanle 2018, 165; see also: Bello 2020; Hintjens,

Jayasundara-Smits, & Bilgic 2021) and their claims for asylum deemed as false or illegitimate

and thus criminal in the public sphere (Benedicto & Brunet 2018; Crawley & Skleparis 2018;

Estevens 2018; Moreno-Lax 2018; Nwalutu & Nwalutu 2021). This worldview legitimates the

current situation in which European countries take in the smallest global proportion of

asylum-seekers even though “Europe is the richest continent on the planet” (Bhambra 2017, 396;

see also: ECRE 2017a). European countries’ tentative approach towards welcoming refugees and

other migrants is not a mere numbers game or a response to the so-called 2015 ‘crisis’5 and

influx of asylum applications. Rather, this approach arises from a confluence of social,

economic, political, and legal factors (Majcher, Flynn & Grange 2020), which in turn leads to the

construction of the migrant as a threat and externalisation of migration governance (Benedicto &

Brunet 2018). This, in turn, becomes inscribed in European policy6 - “the European strategy of

containing those fleeing conflict and persecution” (ECRE 2017b, 33). For some observers this

has occurred through the neglect of the continuity with European empires and coloniality, along

with their subsequent ties to citizenship (Bhambra 2017; Moreno-Lax 2018; Nwalutu & Nwalutu

6 Importantly, the practice of migrant detention is not uniquely European, but also occurs in other countries and
regions (Farmer 2014;  Goldstein & Brahim 2014; Gros 2021; Schmidt 2003; Turner 2015).

5 Here, I refer the ‘2015 crisis’ to draw attention to the ways in which the influx of asylum applications drew
attention to the “political divisions between Member States as well as on the structural weaknesses of its Common
European Asylum System” (ECRE 2017b: 4), while further legitimating the use of extraordinary measures to ‘solve’
the ‘problem’ of migration (Benedicto & Brunet 2018).
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2021). In order to ensure that the levels of refugees and other migrants remain low, European

states have turned towards harsh, restrictive and exclusionary policy solutions, such as limited

access to visa, deportation, and detention (Bloch & Schuster 2005; Flynn 2020; Gündogdu 2015;

Hintjens, Jayasundara-Smits, & Bilgic 2021; James 2014; Skleparis 2015; Majcher, Flynn &

Grange 2020). Migrants held in detention are unable to access protection formally afforded to

them under international human rights law and regimes (Banai & Kreide 2017; Bilgic, Gasper &

Wilcock 2020; Estrada-Tanck 2013b; Gündogdu 2015). In short, the practice of detaining

refugees and other migrants falls in line with the general European approach towards migration

governance - part in parcel to the securitized framing of refugees and other migrants, resulting in

their treatment as threats to host countries rather than as vulnerable populations themselves.

Towards European Containment Policies: Mória

An International Rescue Committee report summarises the situation of Europe’s largest

refugee camp as, “Moria has been problematic from the outset” (Roussou 2018, 1). In a mission

report published by the European Economic and Social Committee (2015, 7-8), some key

findings include the discrimination based on nationality, “making the treatment of refugees

arbitrary” while having “[n]o clear and strategic plan regarding those not entitled to international

protection”. This made migrant populations held on the island vulnerable to further exploitation,

and NGOs and government officials working on the island projecting an increase of arrivals

(European Economic and Social Committee 2015). The refugee camp at Mória was described as

“descending into chaos… [with] 8,000 people crammed into a space designed for 3,000”

(Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) 2018b). The numbers of refugees and other migrants detained

on the Greek island continued to grow while waiting for their asylum cases to be processed, a
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procedure outlined by the EU-Turkey deal from 2016 (Human Rights Watch (HRW) 2018b). In

this way, the island of Lesvos provided a strategic location for holding migrants off the coast of

mainland Europe, with the ability to easily facilitate return to Turkey. MSF (2018b) attributed the

chaos and rising tension to the “overcrowding and a lack of decent and humane living

conditions” which are “well below the recommended humanitarian standards in emergency

situations”. An open letter from a physician volunteering in Mória details the physical and

mental impact these conditions have as, “[asylum-seekers] are forced to live in a context that

promotes frequent violence in all its forms” (Barberio 2018), oftentimes after undergoing abusive

treatment in their country of origin and en route to Europe. On 8 September 2020, fire broke out

in Mória, burning down large portions of the already lacking accommodation and facilities

(Papadimitriou 2021).

Image 1. Life on the outskirts of Camp Moria. Blick in eine Gasse des Olive Grove,
dem»wilden« Lager neben dem Hot Spot Moria (View of an alley in Olive Grove, the “wild”
camp next to the hot spot Moria) by Ralf Henning (August 30, 2020).
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Towards European Externalisation Policies: Poland-Belarus borderlands

A report published by HRW traces the emergence of “a desperate limbo at the border of

Belarus and Poland” (Gall 2021: 1). Rather than being an official sanctioned camp like Mória,

the Poland-Belarus border has been described as a “makeshift camp”, with humanitarian actors

encountering difficulty entering to assess conditions (United Nations High Commissioner for

Refugees (UNHCR) 2021; HRW 2021a; MSF 2021), or even completely prohibited from

entering (Cook 2022; MSF 2022). One BBC article alleges that migrants are being (ab)used as

part of “a deepening propaganda war”, with branches of the Polish and Belarusian governments

“competing for retweets and views” (Beake 2021) rather than offering humanitarian assistance to

those in need (ECRE 2021i). Statements from the EU and its member states, NATO and the

United States of America have outlined the process of Belarus encouraging and assisting in

refugees and other migrants crossing into Poland, Latvia, and Lithuania. While trying to do so,

Lithuanian and Polish border guards forcibly ‘pushback’7 migrants to Belarus, and refugees face

violence from the Belarusian forces upon return (BBC News 2021; Gall 2021; Throssell 2021;

HRW 2021a, 2021b). Due to the formulation of such a migratory trajectory, the reports clearly

acknowledge that the situation “is entirely concocted and unnecessary and requires an urgent

solution. Belarus and Poland share responsibility for the dire situation and the well-being of the

thousands of people stranded or trapped on their common border” (Gall 2021: 3; see also: HRW

2021a, 2021b), especially as Poland has legalised the practice of ‘pushbacks’ despite

noncompliance with international and European standards (Cook 2022; ECRE 2021h; Throssell

2021). As of 19 November 2021, the camp along the border has been emptied due to the

7 Cook (2022) writes that the term “pushback” is predominantly “used in Europe to refer to the forcible return of
migrants across an international border while denying them their right to apply for asylum… [and] are considered
illegal under international refugee treaties and EU law”.
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increasingly harsh winter weather conditions, and migrants “have been moved to a nearby

warehouse” (BBC News 2021). The situation of refugees and other migrants at the

Poland-Belarus border demonstrates how quickly living conditions can deteriorate when their

protection does not align with state interests. Moreover, the borderland between Belarus and

Poland highlights the ways in which responsibility for humanitarian care can be avoided, through

strengthening borders and expelling migrants.

Image 2. Armed guards stand on both sides of the Poland-Belarus border, preventing migrants
from crossing to either side of the militarised borders. Sytuacja na granicy polsko-białoruskiej
(Situation at the Poland-Belarus border) by Irek Dorozanski (November 11, 2021).

Alternatives to and Assessments of Detention

The UNHCR (2014) official policy discourages the use of camps in favour of

repatriation, integration, and/or resettlement to a third country, the so-called three ‘durable

solutions’ (see also: UNHCR 2011). Yet, camps remain the predominant method for
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asylum-seeker accommodation, an often unspoken fourth ‘durable solution’ (Field & Edwards

2006; Napier-Moore 2005; de Rooij, Wascher, & Paulissen 2016; Turner 2015). A report for

HRW advises for “the creation of person centered, holistic alternatives” to detention (Signer

2021, 14)8, similar to the UNHCR’s (2018, 3) “new approach… ‘Choice Theory’”. This results

in programmes which are community-led, provide legal and psycho-social support, promote

freedom of movement rather than containment, and so on (Kaiser 2006; Signer 2021). Within the

context of Greece, a 2006 report prepared for the UNHCR found alternatives to detention which

include: freedom of movement and the possibility to change address, open reception centres,

rental subsidies, and arrangements intended for unaccompanied minors (Fields & Edwards 2006,

115). However, within Poland, the same report found that the country relied on allocated and

required places of residence, withholding of travel documents, penalties for noncompliance

which include disregarding application, open centres and arrangements for unaccompanied

minors (Field & Edwards 2006, 170-172). Certainly, these alternatives are relevant for

consideration when assessing current implementations.

ECRE (2017b, 5) upholds that the “existence of robust and dignified reception conditions

is a vital precondition for allowing asylum seekers to recover their dignity and to prepare their

applications”, yet has persisted as “a key challenge” for many European countries. Certainly, the

ways in which refugee camps have been utilised indicates the ways in which “the [Western

European] plan for most refugees is for them to wait in camps until they can return home, even

when there is no foreseeable end to the wars or occupations that have displaced them” (Dunn

2015). In this way, it is crucial to assess the current situation of receiving incoming

asylum-seekers, as well as propose solutions which are truly ‘durable’, sustainable, and, more

importantly, dignified (de Rooij, Wascher, & Paulissen 2016). Likewise, the SPHERE standards

8 For examples of these alternatives, see: Albadra et al. (2021); de Rooij, Wascher, & Paulissen (2016) .
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mandate the minimal provision “for what should be provided for water and sanitation, food,

shelter, and health… [yet] are often not enforced” (Miliband 2016). A similar framework for

assessing treatment of migrants can be found in the International Organization for Migration’s

(IOM) (2019, 6) “determinants of migrant vulnerability (DoMV) model”, which draws on four

interlinked domains of: 1) individual factors, 2) household and family factors, 3) community

factors, and 4) structural factors. The DoMV model then puts a “programmatic response” which

draws on these four factors, identifying and involving various levels and types of service

providers seeking to amend these vulnerabilities (IOM 2019, 9). Despite these frameworks and

regulations, assessments of the current implementation of refugee camps has been viewed as a

failure (for example: Dunn 2015; Kaiser 2006; UNHCR 2014), with Mória and the informal

settlement at the Poland-Belarus border being cases in point.

Analysis

This section uses the framework of human security and its seven dimensions to analyse

the conditions within the Mória refugee camp, and the informal yet state imposed settlement

along the Poland-Belarus border. Through the lens of human security, it is shown that under

current arrangements refugees and other migrants are confined to insecure living conditions.

Official reports and documentation of their situation acknowledges health, food, personal,

community, and environment insecurity, occasionally including political insecurity. Oftentimes,

these dimensions are articulated individually in relation to migration policy, rather than as a

connected and consolidated whole. In both cases, the economic dimension of human security is

absent. This shows that assessing the conditions of camps through the lens of human security ties
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together causes and experiences of insecurity into a comprehensive framework, while also

providing an articulation for overlooked dimensions.

Insecure and Confined: Living Conditions at Mória

The selected reports and documentation of the Mória refugee camp explore the impact of

conditions on both mental (Barberio 2018; HRW 2017; International Rescue Committee 2018;

MSF 2018b, 2018c; Roussou 2018) and physical (Médecins sans frontières 2018a) health,

education (Rau & van Esveld 2018; van Esveld 2018), and general insecurity due to

overcrowding or in relation to the facilities themselves and resources available (HRW 2018c;

MSF 2018a; UNHCR 2018). The conditions in Mória stand in open violation of both “EU and

Greek laws”, both of which mandate the provision of “adequate standards of living for asylum

seekers, guaranteeing their subsistence and protecting their physical and mental health” (HRW

2018c). Moreover, the inhumane conditions are oftentimes directly positioned as resulting from

the EU-Turkey deal, given that the policy encourages holding migrants “in awful and unsafe

conditions… further traumatising an already extremely vulnerable population” (MSF 2018b; see

also: HRW 2018b, 2018c). Within the framework of human security, this concerns the health,

personal, community, and environmental dimensions of insecurity. However, oftentimes the

acknowledgement of these insecurities occurs discretely, in an attempt to rally around a cause

and provide a concrete problem with an accompanying solution; providing one precise instant

and manner in which inhumane policy culminates in the world. These insecurities are

intrinsically linked and compound upon each other, manufactured into the camp’s design.

Within the mainstream reports concerning Mória, there remains a noticeable silence

regarding the dimensions of economic and political security for its inhabitants. For the refugees
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and other migrants, there is repeated acknowledgement of the illegality of their treatment and the

restrictive policy which allows for it - yet, the connection between this policy and the political

security of the refugees remains to be articulated within the locality of the camp. In other words,

the importance of refugees’ participation in resource allocation and governance of camps

(Albadra et al. 2021; Schmidt 2003) has been missing, and thus overlooks the possibility of the

camp’s residents being active agents in their own right to contribute to improved conditions. The

externalisation policy which leads to the formation of camps goes even further, relying on

external guidance to solve problems within the camps themselves. Moreover, there remains to be

seen the connection between EU and Greek policy contributing to the violation of human rights.

Likewise, while the health, food, environmental, personal and community insecurity of those

confined to Mória has been discussed, there has not been a whisper about the economic

insecurity encountered by the migrants. Access to gainful employment has been identified

(Signer 2021) as a shaping factor in refugee and other migrants' future success, and the use of the

island of Lesbos certainly constricts this opportunity - especially as the location impedes the

prospect of freedom of movement (Kaiser 2006).

Insecurity Between Borders: Unknown Life in Poland-Belarus Camps

The selected reports and documentation of the Poland-Belarus border reflect on the

physical violence and use of force (HRW 2021a), the refusal to allow humanitarian assistance or

monitoring to enter (HRW 2021a; MSF 2021, 2022; Beake 2021; ECRE 2021e), being made to

hide in the forest (MSF 2021) resulting in deaths from “hypothermia and exhaustion” (ECRE

2021e), the intentional withholding of legal or medical aid (ECRE 2021f; Gall 2021) as well as

food and water (Vernon 2021). The UNHCR (2021) reports that some organisations were able to
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provide “emergency aid… hygienic items… as well as some food items”, but the restrictions for

outsiders to access the area results in limited reporting of the conditions themselves (ECRE

2021f). Instead, refugees and other migrants stuck between borders have been telling their story,

with one Kurdish man recounting to journalists the abuse from Polish and Belarusian police,

sending them “[o]ver and over between Poland and Belarus” (ECRE 2021f; see also: ECRE

2021g, 2021h, 2021i). Rather than documentation of camp conditions itself, the impact of living

along the border has on refugees and other migrants is most telling through the condition their

bodies are in upon arrival: “dire conditions, usually having spent meandering through forests and

swamps, wet and without food or water” (Gall 2021, 13). In this way, the human security

conditions of the border camp constitute an insecure living condition in the food, health,

political, environment, individual and community dimensions.

The limited information that trapped migrants and organisations have been able

disseminate reflects a majority of human security dimensions. Similar to the coverage of Mória,

the insecurity is heavily associated as resulting from the policies of both Poland and Belarus. In

contrast to the coverage on Mória, due to the lack of official routes for fact-finding, refugees and

other migrants are more politically engaged in sharing the living conditions. Yet, due to the

violent ‘ping-pong’ between borders, they are still given no influence over it. The only

dimension which is missing from reports is economic security. In this way, the coverage of

treatment of refugees and other migrants stuck between the borders can take it a step further, and

highlight the ways in which migrants are made to be economically insecure.
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Key Findings

● Camps and detention are not the preferred solution by key governance actors, yet remain

to be the most frequently implemented method for processing the entrance of refugees

and other migrants, effectively serving as the fourth ‘durable solution’.

● Within camps, the residents and external actors continually report violation of national

and international laws, as well as human rights norms. This brief has found that reports of

living conditions within camps centre on the health, food, environment, personal and

community dimensions of (in)security, recently including the political dimension.

● The framework of human security aligns with assessments of what makes for a

‘successful’ refugee camp, and dignified treatment of migrants. This is done through

outlining a migrant’s legal right to have their basic needs met, while identifying the

responsible actor for the provision of these needs.

● Prominent reports neglect the dimension of economic security, signalling that current

coverage and evaluations do not address the entire human experience within camps. This

silence also highlights the ways in which current approaches will likely not lead towards

dignified, durable and human solutions for migration governance.

● Refugees and other migrants deserve better; Europe can do better, and must do better.

Conclusions

“Here at the barbed wire, time is irrelevant. We watch, while what goes around comes

around again. We have our hands up, but can you see us? There's no one else, we'll steer

ourselves when the wheel is broken,” sings Laura Jansen (2021) on the track The Island,

reflecting on her experience as a volunteer on Lesvos. Somberly yet not incapacitating, the song
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reflects on the outcome of contemporary European policy; volunteers stand at the shore, search

the forests, and attempt to provide aid, yet their efforts are hindered due to a broken wheel, an

intentional shipwreck.

Due to the positioning of refugees and other migrants as threats to European societies, the

policy response seeks to confine and control their entrance into the EU. This has been shown to

trap migrants in the deplorable conditions found in Mória and the Poland-Belarus border. Both

cases have been covered extensively by a variety of organisations. Yet due to the restricted

access to these camps, there remains a considerable amount of work to be done in further

verifying the conditions and treatment of migrants. Within the dimensions of human security, this

coverage touches upon the health, food, personal, community, and environmental insecurity -

only sometimes including political insecurity, and never the economic. While the camp at Mória

is no longer in use, ‘Mória 2.0’ has formed at Kara Tepe in Turkey (ECRE 2021b), and there has

been provision of a warehouse shelter (BBC 2021) for those trapped between Belarus and Poland

- the exclusionary policies remain. However, there are many alternatives already identified, both

within a European context (e.g. Field & Edwards 2006) and non-European ones (e.g. Albadra et

al. 2021; UNHCR 2014).

Recommendations

- States, NGOs and other organisations involved in the reporting, monitoring and

evaluation of the treatment of refugees and other migrants in camps should adopt a

human security perspective, in order to articulate an encompassing, connected, and

human-centred depiction of the living conditions therein.
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- Refugee rights advocates and organisations should adopt the framework and

vernacular of human security alongside human rights in order to articulate the

crucial, distinct yet connected dimensions of support refugees and other migrants are

entitled to under international law in order to live dignified, human lives. Doing so

also provides the opportunity to articulate underreported conditions, such as

economic and political security.

- All EU member states must uphold their obligation in the fair sharing and

distribution of responsibility for the receiving of provision of services for

asylum-seekers and refugees, in order to reduce the stress on and over-populated

conditions at countries along the bloc’s external border.

- While implementing alternatives to policies of containment, state governments

should consider alternatives in relation to the provision of living conditions in

accordance with the framework of human security.
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