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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
This paper explores asylum seekers’ experiences of urban arrival Received 27 January 2022
infrastructures, illustrating how these provide asylum seekers with Accepted 29 September
opportunities for familiarization with the reception location and its 2023
inhabitants. Drawing on two qualitative case studies in Augsburg,
Germany, three different subsets of arrival infrastructures emerged KEYWORDS

0 LT - . " Arrival infrastructures;
as relevant to familiarization; infrastructures for information, for accessibility; spatial,
language learning and for social connection. The analysis shows institutional and personal
how asylum seekers are differentially positioned towards constraints; asylum seekers
accessing  informational,  language-learning and  social
infrastructures due the intersection of spatial, institutional and
personal constraints. Public and semi-public spaces proved to be
indispensable to asylum seekers’ informational, language learning
and social infrastructures. The paper concludes by highlighting
the ambiguity and political nature of urban arrival infrastructures:
While state-provided, formal infrastructures often undermined the
process of familiarization and contributed to asylum seekers’
differential access to opportunities and resources, informal,
citizen-provided infrastructures were crucial in supporting asylum
seekers’ needs during the periods of uncertainty.

Introduction

While the relationship between migrants and urban areas is a cornerstone of urban
geographical writing, theorizing and analysing relationship between forced migrants
and urban areas is newer in focus (Darling, 2017). Earlier studies of forced migration
have predominantly examined the role of the nation-state in managing and controlling
migration, with forced migrants as the “voiceless victim” whose “rightful place” is the
camp (Sanyal, 2012). Recent contributions in urban geography are calling instead for a
focus on “the city as a space for refugee politics” (Darling, 2017, p. 2), highlighting
how cities are not only sites of everyday bordering and state control (Dempsey, 2020),
but also sites of where state discourses and practices are negotiated and contested
(Darling, 2013, p. 2017; Squire & Darling, 2013). Within this reading, forced migrants
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are themselves city makers engaging in protest, activism and place-making processes
(Kreichauf & Glorius, 2021; Simsek-Caglar & Schiller, 2018).

The tensions between cities as sites of “policing” as well as of “politicization” (Darling,
2017) are captured within work on urban infrastructures and how these facilitate, nego-
tiate or politicize the arrival and future mobilities of forced migrants (Darling, 2021;
Kreichauf & Mayer, 2021; Meeus et al., 2019). What is still insufficiently understood
within this literature is which material and immaterial aspects of arrival infrastructures
provide opportunities or create constraints for asylum seekers to find a sense of tempor-
ary stability beyond a teleological focus on the permanency or temporariness of
migration. In this paper, arrival is approached as a period of familiarization with the
local context and its inhabitants; a period in which in-depth knowledge and direct experi-
ence with the reception location and its inhabitants proves crucial to asylum seekers’
future trajectories. Based on thirty interviews with current or former asylum seekers
living in two asylum centres in Augsburg, Germany, the article illustrates how asylum
seekers’ experiences of arrival are profoundly shaped by being able to access different
urban arrival infrastructures. Arrival in an urban reception location means access to
infrastructures for information, language learning and social connection. The article
also shows how asylum seekers’ subjectivity and personal needs, such as eating or
sleeping, intersect with institutional and spatial constraints, thereby preventing access
to urban arrival infrastructures.

By focusing on asylum seekers’ experiences of urban reception locations and how
differential access to urban arrival infrastructures influences the process of familiariz-
ation, the paper contributes to debates on urban infrastructures (Schwanen & Nixon,
2019) and its intersection with infrastructures of migration, reception and arrival
(Meeus et al., 2019; Nettelbladt & Boano, 2019). The following section lays out the
theoretical framework of the article, consisting of an overview on how the concept of
infrastructure is taken up within urban migration studies and how differential access
to infrastructures can be understood. The next two sections give a short introduction
to the methods employed in the research and the reception and accommodation of
asylum seekers in Augsburg. The empirical sections are structured according to the
three subsets of arrival infrastructures found to be of relevance to interviewees,
namely infrastructures of information, infrastructures for language learning and
infrastructures for social connection. The conclusion identifies three main contributions
of the article, namely its focus on the relationality between urban arrival infrastructures
and asylum accommodation and on the accessibility and ambiguity of urban arrival
infrastructures.

Accessing arrival infrastructures: opportunities for familiarization?

This paper addresses the relationality between asylum accommodation, conceived as part
of “infrastructures of reception”, and “urban arrival infrastructures”. The paper thereby
builds on geographical thought recognizing that spaces are not homogeneous entities,
but a product of interrelations with other spaces and times (Massey, 2005). In order to
illustrate how differences in the accessibility of urban arrival infrastructures shape
asylum seekers’ sense of familiarity with a reception location during arrival, the first sub-
section brings together scholarship on infrastructures as it has been taken up within
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urban geography more generally and in migration studies more specifically. The second
subsection further conceptualizes the accessibility of urban arrival infrastructures.

The infrastructures of arrival

Arrival in a reception location and the subsequent period of applying for asylum is often
characterized by waiting and uncertainty until a decision on an asylum application has
been made (Hess & Johanna, 2017; Hinger & Schifer, 2019; Weidinger et al., 2021).
Although waiting is often associated with boredom and passivity (Conlon, 2011),
other studies found that the period of applying for asylum is also an active period
during which familiarization with the reception location and its residents takes place
(Brun, 2015). Being or feeling familiar or unfamiliar with someone or someplace
describes a relation characterized by closeness or distance and is acquired through
both knowledge and experience (Szytniewski & Spierings, 2014). Everyday encounters
with known and unknown others in public and semi-public spaces can also create a
sense of public familiarity which Blokland and Nast (2014) link to a sense of belonging.
Therefore, acquiring a sense of familiarity with the reception location and its residents is
a result of both individual agency and the socio-material infrastructures of a city.

Within urban geography, infrastructure has become a popular concept through which
to theorize and analyse cities, as it “decentre(s) certain prevailing units of analyses in
existing studies to foreground other actants” (Ho, 2022, p. 1255). More than just physical
elements, infrastructures are understood to be made up of both social and technical
elements and inherently political and power-laden (Larkin, 2013; Schwanen & Nixon,
2019). An example of one kind of urban infrastructure are social infrastructures, con-
ceived by (Latham & Layton, 2019) “the networks of spaces, facilities, institutions, and
groups that create affordances for social connection”. Viewing the period of asylum
through the lens of infrastructure makes visible how specific configurations of social
and technical elements shape experiences of asylum seekers, as well as their future
trajectories.

Star (1999, p. 381f) outlines several characteristics of “infrastructures": First, infra-
structures are embedded “into and inside of other structures, social arrangements, and
technologies”. Second, infrastructures have a certain reach or scope, they are not one
time but recurring events. Third, infrastructures are “learned as part of membership”,
meaning that new members first have to familiarize themselves with its usage. Fourth,
infrastructures are “built on an installed base”, from which they obtain both strengths
and limitations. Lastly, infrastructures “become visible upon breakdown”, meaning that
infrastructures usually function without being noticed, but become visible when they
stop working. Moreover, Star (1999, p. 380) highlights that infrastructure “is a funda-
mentally relational concept, becoming real infrastructure in relation to organized prac-
tices”. In other words, the properties of infrastructures emerge only in interaction
between “people and things", they are hence not inherent to the things themselves but
depend on the human element for their functioning.

Meeus et al. (2019, p. 1) conceptualize arrival infrastructures as “those parts of the
urban fabric within which newcomers become entangled on arrival, and where their
future local or translocal social mobilities are produced as much as negotiated”. In con-
trast to “migration” and “humanitarian” infrastructures which focus on factors that shape
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the mobility of migrants or related governance mechanisms (Pascucci, 2017; Xiang &
Lindquist, 2014), the concept of arrival infrastructures shifts more attention to the
material and immaterial elements of urban areas that enable newcomers to “arrive”
and settle in a specific place, even if only for a temporary period (Kox & Van Liempt,
2022; Miellet, 2022). Arrival infrastructures are highly ambiguous, meaning that there
is an inherent tension between state-provided, municipal and grassroots provided infra-
structures (Felder et al., 2020; Gill, 2018). Although state-provided asylum accommo-
dation can be considered a part of arrival infrastructures as asylum seekers “become
entangled” within these upon arrival, this paper refers to asylum accommodation as
“infrastructures of reception” in order to better illustrate the inherent ambiguity of
arrival infrastructures as well as the extent of their embeddedness within the urban
(Nettelbladt & Boano, 2019).

Combining the more general characteristics of infrastructures outlined by Star (1999)
with the more recent thinking on arrival infrastructures delivers an understanding of
arrival infrastructures as embedded within the urban and its “structures, social arrange-
ments and technologies". Viewing arrival infrastructures as embedded in the urban draws
attention to the points where they intersect, which material or immaterial elements of
urban infrastructures become part of asylum seekers’ arrival infrastructures. Building
on Amin and Thrift (2017, p. 4), arrival infrastructures are viewed “from the inside
out [...] because cities work from the ground up”. As arrival infrastructures are
embedded in urban infrastructures, they are similarly political and socially selective,
granting access to some, and limiting access of others (Amin, 2014). Consequently, the
next subsection discusses factors that mediate asylum seekers’ access to urban arrival
infrastructures.

Accessing arrival infrastructures

In many European countries, asylum seekers and to some extent refugees often have little
choice in reception location due to national dispersal policies, making it paramount to
understand how differences between reception locations influence asylum seekers” experi-
ences of reception, their access to justice and their future trajectories (Burridge & Gill,
2017; van Liempt & Miellet, 2021). As outlined in the introduction, studying the relation
between urban areas and forced migrants makes it possible to focus not solely on the con-
tainment and exclusion of asylum seekers and refugees in camps and camp-like spaces, but
to analyse how spaces of reception and camp spaces are produced in and through urban
spaces. In other words, the urban is now used as an analytical framework to understand
geographies of asylum (Darling, 2021; Kreichauf & Glorius, 2021).

This article builds on work interrogating the spatial relations and disconnections
between asylum accommodation and urban arrival infrastructures to understand how
uneven geographies of asylum create differences in asylum seekers” access to opportu-
nities and resources (Hanhorster & Wessendorf, 2020; Nettelbladt & Boano, 2019). In
their analysis of asylum seekers’ access to justice and legal aid, Burridge and Gill
(2017) demonstrate how “uneven geographies of asylum” contribute to asylum
seekers’ experiences of precarity and marginalization. The authors argue for a spatial
understanding of precarity which addresses differences between reception locations,
but also how individuals are “differentially exposed” to precarity based on their socio-
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legal status. To better comprehend how arrival infrastructures are accessible to some and
not to others, it is hence necessary to consider accessibility from the perspective of the
individual and how asylum seekers are differentially positioned towards infrastructures
through their subjectivity in terms of legal status, gender, age or ethnicity (Schultz, 2020).

According to Tonkiss (2013), infrastructures always imply the question of accessibil-
ity, as “urban inequalities are expressed in differential access to infrastructural systems
and goods”. The ambiguity of arrival infrastructures makes it necessary to identify
who or what is part of it and who it excludes. Accessibility as a concept is historically
linked to discussions on the relation between transportation, mobility and social exclu-
sion and is often equated with spatial proximity or distance to transportation opportu-
nities (Cass et al, 2005; Lucas, 2012). Farrington and Farrington (2005) define
accessibility as “the ability of people to reach and engage in opportunities and activities”,
arguing that the spatial dimension of the concept is a starting point for understanding the
occurrence of injustice or inequality. In this sense, the accessibility of arrival infrastruc-
tures can be understood not simply as the spatial distance between asylum accommo-
dation and urban arrival infrastructures, but as asylum seekers’ ability to reach and
engage with these infrastructures.

The accessibility of arrival infrastructures is defined in this paper as three types of con-
straints, borrowing its terminology from time geography (Hagerstrand, 1970). Hager-
strand defined three types of constraints, capability constraints, authority constraints
and coupling constraints, which in this paper are referred to as personal (capability),
institutional (authority) and spatial (coupling) constraints. Capability or capacity con-
straints refer to an individual’s physiological and mental restrictions, such as eating or
sleeping. Authority or steering constraints refer to relations of power in a society, that
is, the institutional and societal context consisting of laws, regulations and norms. The
concept of coupling constraints is fundamental to time geography, as these “stem from
people’s opportunities and the need to couple and de-couple” (Ellegérd, 2018, p. 44).
In other words, coupling constraints “define where, when, and for how long, the individ-
ual has to join other individuals, tools, and materials in order to produce, consume, and
transact” (Hagerstrand, 1970, p. 14), meaning that individuals can only be in one place at
a time, thereby limiting their options of being in other places during that time period.
The next section gives a brief overview of the methods employed in this research.

Methods

The aim of this paper is to understand asylum seekers’ everyday experiences of differen-
tial access to arrival infrastructures in an urban reception context and how this influences
the process of familiarization. The data was collected by the author of this paper as part of
her PhD research which compared two different cases of asylum seeker accommodation
and how differences in spatial, material and institutional open- or closedness influenced
familiarization between asylum seekers and local residents (Zill, 2022). The research was
conducted between September 2016 and November 2017 in Augsburg, Germany, follow-
ing a comparative case study approach and combining several ethnographic methods,
namely participant observation, semi-structured and walk-along interviews. This
approach helped compare and contrast between spatial, material and institutional
characteristics of urban asylum seeker accommodation and how these shaped asylum
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Table 1. Overview Respondents GHC and GUO.

Case 1: “Grandhotel Cosmopolis’ Case 2: “GU Ottostral3e”
Asylum seekers (Total = 30)
Gender 2 female 8 female
13 male 7 male
Ages 21-48 14-43
Countries of origin Afghanistan, Syria, Senegal, Kosovo, Syria, Afghanistan, Uganda,
Iran, Sierra Leone, Morocco, Tunisia Eritrea, Senegal
Length of residence in center Five months to ca 4 years Six months to ca 2,5 years

seekers’ perceptions and experiences of both asylum seeker accommodation and urban
arrival infrastructures.

The research opted for a heterogeneous sample in terms of age, gender, legal status,
country of origin and length of residence in the asylum centre to allow for a range of
experiences and opinions regarding access and barriers to urban arrival infrastructures
(see Table 1). Asylum seekers in the first case study were recruited by directly approaching
them in the semi-public spaces of the house, while only few were recruited through snow-
balling or gatekeepers. Due to its more closed character, asylum seekers living in the second
case study were recruited mostly through gatekeepers, which were members of the neigh-
bourhood support group or via a fellow asylum seeker. Although differences in participant
recruitment may affect the sample of interviewees, this effect was partially compensated for
by participating in a homework tutoring class taking place in the second case study as this
facilitated additional contacts with several families residing in the centre.

Thirty semi-structured interviews with asylum seekers were conducted, five of which as
walk-along interviews in (semi)-public spaces of the city. Rather than pre-determining
which material or immaterial aspects of arrival infrastructures were of relevance to
asylum seekers, the semi-structured approach of the interviews allowed for new insights
to emerge in a bottom-up manner. The interviews with asylum seekers took place in a
setting of their choice, which was often their room or a nearby café. The majority of inter-
views were conducted in either English or German, a translator was used only in a few cases,
reflecting the fact that many residents had already lived in Germany centre for at least a year,
in some cases for several years and were therefore relatively fluent in German. For some
interviewees, taking part in the interview was also an opportunity to practice speaking
German. Quotes in the results section are marked either with “O” meaning “original”
and are taken from interviews conducted in English, while quotes marked with “I” are
translated from German. After gaining consent from participants, all interviews were
recorded, transcribed and anonymized, all names of asylum seekers in this paper are pseu-
donyms. Interviews were analysed together with observations in MAXQDA.

Paying close attention to questions of research ethics and positionality is paramount
when conducting research with asylum seekers and refugees. All research participants,
including asylum seekers, were informed about the content and goals of the project at
the beginning of research, before the actual interviews took place. In addition, the
extended presence of the researcher in both research locations enabled potential research
participants to ask questions about the research and helped establish a higher degree of
trust between researcher and participants. In order to minimize potential harm, no ques-
tions were asked about the migration experience itself. In cases where participants shared
difficult experiences that occurred after arrival in Germany, they did so on their own
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accord as they expressed that they wanted their experience to be publicly known. In order
to further ensure research participants’ anonymity, all personally identifying character-
istics were removed, including the location and names of the two asylum centres
where the research was undertaken, as these are not central to understanding the
results of this paper. The author sought to “give back” wherever possible, for instance
by helping with translations, providing homework tutoring or helping participants in
their informational needs.

To recognize and reflect on questions of positionality and their implications on
research process and findings, this research adopted a practice of critical reflexivity
(Rose, 1997), which was facilitated by the use of a field diary. Several asylum seekers
of the first case study perceived the author to be one of the volunteers working in the
centre, being not only from the area, being a young, white woman of German nationality.
This contributed to initial distrust between the author and potential research partici-
pants, as some asylum seekers resident in the centre were distrustful of the volunteers
present, believing that over-involvement with volunteers would impact their chances
on asylum (see also Zill, 2022). While the more “socially closed” character of the
second case study made it more difficult to establish contact with resident asylum
seekers, its social closedness made me more visible as a person “from the outside” and
brought more attention to my positionality as a researcher. The differences in position-
ality both between the two case studies, as well as over time reflect the insight that a
researcher’s positionality does not remain stable, but shifts with each research encounter
and setting (Rose, 1997).

Seeking asylum in Germany, arriving in Augsburg

Claims to asylum are processed on national level by the federal office of migration and refu-
gees (BAMF); individuals arriving in Germany seeking to apply for asylum are directed to a
local branch of the BAMF. After their application for asylum has been registered, asylum
seekers are dispersed to a first reception facility in one of the sixteen federal states where
they receive a so-called “certificate of arrival” with their personal data (Bundesamt fiir
Migration und Fliichtlinge, 2021). Until 2018, asylum seekers were dispersed to a second
reception facility after a mandatory stay in a first reception facility of about three months.
Since 2018, first reception and secondary accommodation are combined in so-called
“ANKER” facilities, which seek to accelerate procedures and increase efficiency in the
“voluntary” return and deportation of migrants (Miinch, 2022). The dispersal of asylum
seekers follows a quota system, the “Konigssteiner Schliissel”, based on the number of
inhabitants of the state and its tax revenues. While the national government is responsible
for granting asylum, the sixteen federal states are tasked with the reception and accommo-
dation of asylum seekers. The federal level is characterized by a high variability in reception
practices, as federal states operate different federal policies, support structures and minimum
accommodation standards (Wendel, 2014; Hess & Johanna, 2017).

Living conditions of asylum seekers in Germany have progressively worsened since the
1980s, as political measures had been taken which aimed at the deterrence of asylum
seekers by reducing their living standards. The “Asylum Seekers Benefits Act” (ASBA)
of 1993 further restricted benefits asylum seekers receive as well as introduced benefits
in kind, such as housing, clothing or food, in addition to the denial of working permits,
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residential obligations, the safe-third-country principle and the mandatory stay in collec-
tive accommodation facilities. These measures effectively separated asylum seekers from
the rest of the population in terms of welfare (Miiller, 2010). During the late 2000s,
asylum accommodation located more frequently in inner-city and residential areas
instead of very isolated areas, creating a higher visibility of asylum seekers (Hinger,
2016). The separation of asylum seekers from accessing welfare benefits through the
ASBA has effectively laid the groundwork for current mechanisms of socio-spatial
control and exclusion observable in current practices of asylum accommodation.

Until 2015, asylum seekers were barred from accessing integration measures; only
individuals who were granted a refugee status had access to state-provided language
and integration courses as well as to forms of employment. Since 2015, the so-called
“asylum procedure acceleration act” (APAA) created a categorical division between
asylum seekers with a “good prospect of staying” and those with “poor prospects of
staying”, based on the likelihood of being granted asylum. Those with good prospects
were granted early access to integration schemes and the labor market, while asylum pro-
cedures and deportations were accelerated for those with poor prospects (Schultz, 2020).
While the terms for integration are still controlled on a national level, the role of muni-
cipalities in Germany regarding the integration of asylum seekers and recognized refu-
gees has become more pronounced in recent decades (Bommes, 2018). Passing the
APAA in 2015 gave municipalities more financial leeway, as some state-provided inte-
gration measures such as integration and language courses are now made accessible to
those asylum seekers with good prospects of staying. While the integration of asylum
seekers was often treated in a pragmatic and unofficial manner, municipalities are now
officially required to play an active role in the integration of asylum seekers and recog-
nized refugees (Aumiiller, 2018).

The location of this case study is Augsburg, a middle-sized city in of nearly 300.000
inhabitants in the federal state of Bavaria, South Germany. Up to 1256 asylum seekers
are accommodated in Augsburg in three types of temporary collective accommodation,
consisting of 12 state-administered collective asylum centers (Ger. “Gemeinschaftsunter-
kunft” or “GU”), 38 municipal decentralized housing units with no more than 50 asylum
seekers each and several facilities for unaccompanied minors. In 2018, the majority of
asylum-seeking persons in Augsburg came from Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq, Nigeria and
Somalia; about 65% of these were registered as male, 35% as female (Stadt Augsburg,
2019). Two collective asylum centers were selected as case studies for this research,
which were both located in the inner-city of Augsburg (see Figure 1).

The first case study, the Grandhotel Cosmopolis (GHC), is an experimental form of
asylum seeker accommodation combining housing for asylum seekers, hotel rooms for
tourists, a restaurant, café and event spaces. Located in a former elderly care home, it
opened its doors in 2012 and is the longest-running project of its kind (Grandhotel
Cosmopolis, 2019). It offers space for 56 asylum seekers and has 12 hotel and 10
hostel rooms (Grandhotel Cosmopolis, 2018). The case study was selected based on
the uniqueness of its concept, as it offers the possibility to study the effects of higher
degrees of spatial, material and institutional openness on familiarization (Zill et all,,
2020). The second case study, the “Gemeinschaftsunterkunft Ottostrale” (GUOQ), is a
state-run asylum center located in a former manufacturing plant and was selected for
its different material and institutional dimensions, accommodating about twice the
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Figure 1. Map of the inner-city of Augsburg, including the location of the two case studies and several
public and semi-public spaces mentioned by interviewees.

number of inhabitants as the GHC. The researcher opted for a comparative case study
located in the same city in order to minimize the contextual differences (Zill et al., 2021).

Arrival infrastructures: providing opportunities for information, language
learning and social connection

The following three subsections depict how asylum seekers experienced urban reception
locations and how these contrasted with their experiences of more rural reception
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locations. Three subsets of urban arrival infrastructures emerged which captured inter-
viewees’ experiences of urban asylum, namely informational, language-learning and
social infrastructures. The findings illustrate not only how personal, institutional and
spatial constraints limited asylum seekers’ access to these infrastructures, but also
demonstrate asylum seekers’ and local residents’ agency in obtaining and facilitating
access, thereby revealing the contested nature of asylum seekers’ arrival.

Infrastructures for information

Being able to access information regarding legal services, education, health or employ-
ment is crucial for establishing a sense of familiarity with the local context and its resi-
dents during the period of arrival (Hanhorster & Wessendorf, 2020). More, access to
information on legal services may be a decisive factor on the outcome of an application
to asylum (Burridge & Gill, 2017). An important source of localized information are
social networks, which are considered an integral part of any migration experience
(Strang & Ager, 2010). A consequential difference between asylum seekers and other
types of migrants is that in many European countries asylum seekers and to some
extent recognized refugees have limited choice regarding their residential location.
Although the principle of family reunification is still upheld in most European countries,
meaning that asylum seekers can apply for housing close to or with family members,
those without family ties are dispersed on a no-choice basis to locations in which they
have few pre-existing social contacts (van Liempt & Miellet, 2021). Consequentially, dis-
persal policies deny asylum seekers access to information through already existing ties to
family, friends or migrant communities, thereby increasing the importance of building
new localized social networks in their dispersal location and securing the means to
digital connectivity (Adam et al., 2019).

Interviews with research participants reflected the importance of access to information
via social networks, as well as how the spatial location of accommodation in an urban or
rural setting facilitates or withholds access to information. Several research participants
compared their accommodation experiences of more urban and more rural locations.
Overall, respondents agreed that access to information via social networks proved chal-
lenging in very remote locations, as it increased their dependency on volunteers or
acquaintances. The remoteness of accommodation proved especially challenging for
single travelling female asylum seekers, such as Nur, a woman in her mid-thirties. She
recounted how she had been dispersed to a small, privately run asylum center located
in a village of only a couple hundred inhabitants. Being cut off from access to migration
services including translators, she became dependent on a man that exploited and abused
her in exchange for help:

The difference between [my current accommodation] and the previous asylum centre is
unbelievable, because, once, in [my home country], I watched a documentary about Guan-
tanamo, and I found this image in [this village]. I thought, okay, this is Europe, Germany
and there are human rights here, but in [this village], it was so horrible, it was like a
prison, a strong prison. [...] I was the only woman there. [...] When I first came, I didn’t
know the language, so I couldn’t organize my own affairs, I needed people that knew my
language and eventually I found a man [from my home country], he helped me a few
times, but demanded that I sleep with him in return. (Nur, T)
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Nur’s experience reflects how aspects of gender and legal status intersect with state efforts
to control and exclude asylum seekers through asylum accommodation (Darling, 2011;
Freedman et al., 2017), illustrating an almost complete disconnection between infrastruc-
tures of reception and arrival infrastructures. Although Nur was not imprisoned in a legal
sense, the intersection of gender, legal status and space contributed to a “prison-like”
experience, revealing the carceral nature of asylum accommodation (Zill, 2022). Impor-
tantly, it was not only spatial distance that created a carceral experience, but also her dis-
connection from trustworthy social networks, depriving her of her sense of agency and
means to arrive and increasing her vulnerability to experiences of abuse and exploitation.
Her case not only illustrates how more rural accommodation severely limits asylum
seekers’ opportunities to access information, but that access is to infrastructures is
further conditioned by gender.

Comparing their experiences with between more rural and more urban locations,
respondents highlighted how being accommodated in urban areas meant not only
greater proximity to important institutions and public services such as the foreigners’
office, social services, but also to volunteers, social welfare employees and non-govern-
mental refugee organizations with close ties to the centres they were accommodated
in. Respondents such as Abrik explained that while it was initially difficult to know
where to find help, information soon “came to them” through volunteers and social
workers with close ties to the centre. An example of information provided by volunteers
is a map of the area showing shopping facilities and services nearby (see Supplementary
material).

If you just walk on the street, talk to nobody, you won’t receive any information. But there,
information came to us. And I met many people there that have continued to help me up to
this day. [...] Some refugees say, it’s great, we get help, others say, we don’t get enough infor-
mation. C'mon, people, if you don’t ask, then you won’t get information. Just ask. (Abrik, T)

Abrik’s account illustrates volunteers become part of the informational infrastructure of
the asylum centre, demonstrating the relationality of infrastructures as combinations of
“people and things". Yet his account also highlights the importance of personal agency in
seeking out information, confirming that infrastructures are learnt and require a certain
degree of agency of individuals. More than just spatial proximity of asylum accommo-
dation to volunteers and non-governmental refugee organizations, it was an asylum
seekers’ agency that ultimately determined whether or not information was obtained.

Access to information was not only determined by the spatial and social proximity of
accommodation to diverse social networks, but also by its spatial proximity and technical
linkages to digital infrastructures. In contrast to countries such as the Netherlands, a right
to internet access within reception facilities is not included in German asylum policy.
Instead, the ASBA specifies that asylum seekers are to receive about thirty-five Euros
per month for the purpose of digital communication. In practice, this is not sufficient,
as it only allows for expensive mobile data packages and cannot replace access to
high-speed internet (Biselli, 2015; Bayerischer Fliichtlingsrat, 2021).

As is common for asylum accommodation in the federal state of Bavaria, internet was
not provided for in the two asylum centres part of this study. Instead, volunteers and
non-governmental refugee organizations financed and built the technical infrastructure
to provide the two centres with wireless and cable internet access. While initially the
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district administration was against internet provision, as this would set a centre apart
from others in the area, the district administration ultimately permitted this “informal”
provision of internet under the condition that the district administration did not have to
pay for the expenses of installing the digital infrastructure in the building. Volunteers and
non-governmental refugee organizations of both case studies depended upon their ability
to negotiate with municipal and district governments and thereby circumvent state-man-
dated institutional constraints in order to provide internet in both centres. This reflects
how in the context of urban asylum, local state-actors and municipalities do not simply
enact state policies, but often have considerable leeway in developing “pragmatic” sol-
utions for the reception of forced migrants (Kreichauf & Mayer, 2021).

Given asylum seekers’ constraints in accessing the internet within asylum accommo-
dation, free wireless internet provision in public and semi-public spaces of the city
became a vital part of asylum seekers’ access to digital infrastructures. Public places
and squares such as “Konigsplatz” and semi-public places such as fast-food restaurants
or shopping malls in Augsburg that offered free internet were mentioned by several
respondents as places they regularly went to in order “to connect” (see Figure 1). Simul-
taneously however, asylum seekers’ visibility in public and semi-public places also
exposed asylum seekers to the danger of police controls, as the following quote by
Amadou from Senegal shows:

Because [the shopping mall] is really nice, there is a square, it has Wifi. You can connect,
watch youtube or go there with friends. But Konigsplatz or Rathausplatz I don’t like so
much, there are many broken people, they behave like shit. And sometimes you are con-
trolled by the police, I don’t like that. (Amadou, T)

Amadou’s account illustrates how asylum seekers’ presence and place-making practices
in public areas of the city also created a situation of “hypervisibility”, meaning a situation
in which “the level of visibility of [migrants] bodies as well as of their unconventional
uses of the urban space challenge a “spatial order” which is essentially taken for
granted as the “right way” (Cancellieri & Ostanel, 2015). The intersection of public
and semi-public spaces with freely accessible digital infrastructures of the city thus
helped circumvent the restrictions of national and regional asylum policies. Yet
asylum seekers’ efforts to access the digital infrastructures also subjected them to
police interventions and controls, illustrating how asylum seekers subjectivity and visi-
bility in urban public spaces contributed to their exclusion from digital spaces. On the
whole, asylum seekers’ access to informational infrastructures illustrates the political
nature of urban infrastructures, as obtaining and facilitating access to information led
to acts of policing and controlling asylum seekers, as well as acts of negotiation and poli-
ticization by asylum seekers, local residents and municipal actors. The following subsec-
tion illustrates a second subset of urban arrival infrastructures, namely infrastructures
that facilitated language learning.

Infrastructures for language learning

Despite the importance of language proficiency for future employment and integration
(Hou & Beiser, 2006), access to formal language training in Germany, also known as
“integration classes", is restricted to recognized refugees and asylum seekers with a
high likelihood of being granted refugee status (Schultz, 2020). Among the thirty
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interviewees, less than half attended an official integration course, the other half came
from countries that were not considered to have a good “prospect of staying”, such as
Afghanistan, Nigeria or Senegal, and were therefore not granted permission to attend
an integration course. In addition, several of these interviewees had their application
to asylum rejected and were living in Germany with an insecure status. Isaad, a young
Afghan man in his early twenties, reflected on his experience of being an unaccompanied
minor accommodated in a town close to Augsburg. Being barred from accessing state-
provided language courses, he wanted to attend informal language classes offered in
Augsburg, but eventually lost interest as his limited allowance was not enough to
cover transportation costs, forcing him to walk to Augsburg in order to attend classes:

Three years after [arrival] I couldn’t really speak German, because I didn’t have much contact
to Germans. I was always with the other Afghan guys. Now you’re allowed to attend a German
course, but back then that wasn’t the case. [...] I first met Germans in Café Tiir an Tir. They
offered a German course, not very long, one month or so, once or twice a week. We didn’t
have a bike or a ticket [for public transportation] so we lost interest in attending the
course ... We wanted to take the streetcar but we didn’t want to risk getting fined, so we
had to get up very early and walk all the way, it took us one and a half hours. (Isaad, T)

Isaad’s experience illustrates the intersection of all three types of constraints; while insti-
tutional constraints barred him from accessing formal language classes, they also hin-
dered him from using public transportation by limiting his financial means. Although
the spatial location of the center cannot be considered spatially remote in terms of the
availability of public transportation, it was remote for Isaad as he was constrained by
his body’s physical ability to reach language classes by foot, further distancing him
and his peers from language learning opportunities. His experience shows the impor-
tance of understanding how spatial and institutional constraints intersect and thereby
deny asylum seekers access to not only state-provided support, such as formal language
classes, but also to the informal resources of urban areas, thereby increasing asylum
seekers’ feelings of socio-spatial exclusion and denying possibilities for familiarization.

In contrast to Isaad’s experience, most interviewees living in the two urban asylum
centres that were part of this research had taken or were at the time of research taking
a language course offered by a non-profit organization. Moussa, a Senegalese man in
his mid-twenties, had received a negative decision on his asylum application, yet contin-
ued attending informal language courses as he considered this his only opportunity to
learn German:

When I came to Germany, only here I learned German, in Tir an Tir. But one and a half
hours is not enough. In other schools, courses are four or eight hours. [...] I come [to the
café] when I have homework to do, every Wednesday I come here at three, there are people
that help with homework, good people. (Moussa, T)

Yet spatial proximity to formal or informal language learning opportunities is not a guar-
antee for being able to access language learning infrastructures. Several female intervie-
wees with care obligations were restricted in their opportunities of being able to attend a
language course.

Personal constraints such as care obligations also influenced female asylum seekers’
ability to access language courses, often intersecting with legal status and country of
origin. Similar to findings by Bernhard and Bernhard (2022), unmarried, female
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interviewees without care obligations were more likely to attend a German course and
often had a larger social network through forms of voluntary work or religious activities
and a higher language proficiency than female married interviewees with care obli-
gations. Female asylum seekers’ constraints in accessing language courses illustrate the
gendered nature of arrival infrastructures, as already demonstrated by Nur’s experience
in the previous subsection. The gendered nature of language learning infrastructures also
highlights that a sole focus on differences between urban or rural reception locations is
not enough to explain to what extent individual, especially female, asylum seekers have
access to the resources and opportunities necessary during arrival. The differences
between female asylum seekers in accessing infrastructures for information and language
learning stress that there is no single, gendered experience, but that gendered access to
infrastructures always intersects with other dimensions of an positionality.

The findings also highlighted how urban semi-public spaces, such as language cafés
and informal settings, become part of asylum seekers’ infrastructures for language
learning.

Several interviewees experienced difficulties in making contact with locals in open
public spaces due to previously experienced prejudice. For a majority of interviewees,
attending a language course was in itself not sufficient to feel comfortable communicat-
ing in German in everyday settings, as their fear of making mistakes or being misunder-
stood made them hesitant in approaching people. In order to overcome the fear of
making mistakes and feel comfortable speaking German, many interviewees emphasized
the importance of semi-public spaces in which they could practice German in an infor-
mal manner. Especially since 2015, language cafés and other informal settings have been
created by citizens, non-governmental institutions and charities across Germany (Neis
et al., 2018). Miremba, a Ugandan woman in her late twenties, described how volunteer-
ing in the café of the local refugee NGO “Tiir an Tiir” not only helped to improve her
language skills, but also helped her expand her social network:

In “Tir an Tir”, I made friends there, and I was actually one of the people who helped with,
volunteered, the first time they open up the café, they needed people to serve and it was nice,
yeah, having made a language course there also, I got to know fellow students, also the tea-
chers, so yeah, I got to know some, quite a lot of people. (Miremba, O)

Miremba’s quote demonstrates how everyday language use can also be viewed as an
infrastructure that is “learned as part of a membership”; new members need to familiarize
themselves with its usage in real-life settings. Voluntary work, as other forms of work,
requires more than the co-presence of strangers and under certain conditions can facili-
tate a form of close collaboration, a “community of practice” (Star, 1999), contributing to
a form of togetherness and social inclusion. It is hence not so much the space itself, but
the form of learned interaction among “familiar strangers" that takes place within these
spaces that creates an informal infrastructure of language learning. Overall, an infrastruc-
tural perspective shows not only the gendered and political nature of arrival through the
lens of being denied permission to take a language course, but also how in the absence of
formal permission, interviewees circumnavigated institutional constraints by making use
of informal opportunities provided by “people as infrastructure” (Simone, 2021). The
next subsection considers the importance of social infrastructures for coping with
waiting and uncertainty.
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Infrastructures for social connection

A third integral aspect of asylum seekers’ experiences of urban in contrast to more rural
asylum accommodation was the greater accessibility of different types of social infra-
structures. Interviewees like Tkemba, a Nigerian man in his thirties, recounted his experi-
ence of being accommodated in a more rural reception location with fewer public spaces
to go to. Not only did he feel inhibited in his movement, but also observed by others:

In small town, it’s very very different, because you don’t move very well, if you have to move,
you don’t see anybody around, everywhere it’s quiet, you understand, so you feel somehow,
or you go to the garden, like the park, you sit down there, they start looking everywhere, you
know most times, there are some old people, they look at you, just be looking at you, wow, I
say they are cameras (laughs). (Ikemba, O)

Ikemba experienced a heighted visibility in public spaces in more rural reception
locations, feeling not only observed but to some extent controlled in public spaces
such as a park. As a study by Adam et al. (2019) indicates, asylum seekers’ hypervisibilty
in rural reception locations may reinforce existing prejudice in rural reception locations.
Yet in combination with lower levels of anonymity, hypervisibility may also contribute to
building support structures and facilitate contact between asylum seekers and established
residents.

In contrast to Ikema’s experience of hypervisiblity in a rural reception location, Fred
from Kongo explained how Augsburg’s commercial spaces were spaces where he could
blended in with the crowd and by being able to “see many people” temporarily escape
the boredom of the asylum centre:

When it’s cold, I go there, go inside and watch people. Just watch people. Sometimes in the
weekend there are lots of people in City Galerie. 'm bored at home, I want to see people, I go
there. I go to city Galerie, Saturday, when I see many people, that feels like - I like that.
(Fred, T)

When comparing urban and rural reception locations they had experienced, interviewees
stressed that urban reception locations offered more possibilities for social connection,
ranging from co-presence and single encounters in public and semi-public spaces to
friendship and care relations. These public and semi-public spaces were not only
crucial for making and maintaining different social connections, but thereby helped
deal with the boredom during times of waiting and the stress of an uncertain future,
as Mamadou and Abeke explained:

When I have a lot of stress, I go to the city, when I see people, going for a walk, my stress will
be less ... but if you are there where everybody is in their house, you don’t see anyone, just
woods or corn or so ... it’s too boring. But in the city, when you can’t do anything, you can
go to the cinema, you can go to a quiet café, you can do many things. (Mamadou, T)

In the city, you can just go anywhere, you can make a friend. (Abeke, O)

Next to facilitating connection, public spaces provided for opportunities of co-presence,
that is, mingling with or simply being among strangers in public. Abeke from Nigeria
explained how going to Konigsplatz, a central public square in Augsburg, helped her
cope with the uncertainty of her current situation and made her “feel free”:
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Sometimes I go out to Konigsplatz, I love to sit there and talk to friends. At least with time,
everything is getting better, no? It’s like a meeting point, completely in the center of the
town. So, you meet there, you can discuss, you feel free there, you feel free in Konigsplatz
or City Galerie. [...] Because ... each time I want to think about the situation of life, if I
go there I will see people passing, see some kind of people playing, then I will feel at
home. I say wow, this is nice, then your thoughts will come out from where you think
you know, you have to focus on what you are seeing. (Abeke, O)

Abeke’s statement shows the importance of open public spaces for dealing with uncer-
tainty by providing distraction and creating a sense of temporary freedom and belonging.
By providing for many different types of activities and forms of socializing, public spaces
like Konigsplatz create “situated surplus” (Amin, 2008). In other words, many intervie-
wees appeared to define the quality and experience of living in asylum accommodation
through their ability to access opportunities offered by urban arrival infrastructures.
Infrastructures for social connection proved a crucial part of asylum seekers” arrival
infrastructures, as they enabled familiarization through co-presence and conviviality
beyond refugee oriented spaces.

Conclusion

This paper argues that asylum seekers’ sense of arrival and familiarity with a reception
location depends on not only on the availability, but perhaps more importantly on the
accessibility of urban arrival infrastructures. Based on thirty interviews with asylum
seekers living in two inner-city asylum centres in Augsburg, Germany, the paper ident-
ifies three subsets of urban arrival infrastructures crucial to familiarizing with a reception
location, namely infrastructures of information, infrastructures for language learning
and infrastructures for social connection. The interviews revealed how urban public
and semi-public spaces form integral parts of asylum seekers’ informational, language
learning and social infrastructures, providing access to opportunities and resources for
familiarization. For instance, free internet in public squares helped circumvent restric-
tions in internet access and provided opportunities to form social connections and
share information, thereby mediating the effects of spatially isolating national dispersal
policies. Access to these informational, language learning and social infrastructures con-
tributed to a temporary sense of freedom and belonging and created opportunities to
temporarily overcome the boredom and restrictions experienced in asylum
accommodation.

The article makes three main contributions. First, it highlights the relationality
between asylum accommodation and urban arrival infrastructures, arguing that
asylum accommodation is produced through its connection and disconnection with
socio-material infrastructures of the city. The article thereby builds on scholarship ana-
lysing the relationship between forced migrants and urban spaces (Darling, 2017; Meeus
et al.,, 2019), showcasing how asylum seekers’ sense of arrival and familiarity is both
“policed” and “politicized” in and through urban spaces through their ability to access
to urban arrival infrastructures. By identifying and comparing three different subsets
of urban arrival infrastructures within one paper, namely infrastructures for information,
language learning and social connection, the article illustrates how arrival infrastructures
are often not exclusive to arrival but are visibly and invisibly embedded within other
urban infrastructures.
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Second, by focusing on the accessibility of urban arrival infrastructures, the article
conceptualizes asylum seekers’ experiences of socio-spatial exclusion not as an inherent
characteristic of asylum accommodation, but as conditional upon asylum seekers’ differ-
ential access to urban arrival infrastructures, with differential access being an outcome of
intersecting spatial, institutional and personal constraints. The article thereby builds on
and extends scholarship revealing the “unevenness” of geographies of asylum (Burridge &
Gill, 2017), with differences in asylum seekers’ marginalization being not simply a result
of differences between reception locations or socio-legal status, but also a result of their
differential positioning towards urban arrival infrastructures due to differences in gender,
age or ethnicity.

Third, the paper also illuminates the inherent ambiguity and political nature of urban
arrival infrastructures. By providing access to resources otherwise denied by state policy
such as free internet, volunteers and NGOs challenged dominant conceptions and pol-
icies of arrival, highlighting the need for digital connectivity for asylum seekers (Gill,
2018; Mayblin & James, 2019). Urban arrival infrastructures are inherently ambiguous
as state-provided, formal infrastructures often did not support but undermine the
process of arrival, thereby contributing to asylum seekers’ differential inclusion (Cuttitta,
2016). The tensions between the provisions of formal and informal, citizen-provided
infrastructures also demonstrated the increased importance of and reliance upon infor-
mal infrastructures during periods of uncertainty.

While it is too simple to reduce the ambiguity within arrival infrastructures to state
versus non-state actors, the disconnections between asylum accommodation and urban
arrival infrastructures do reveal different conceptions of what constitutes arrival. These
different conceptions are a product of European and national deterrence policies resulting
in everyday bordering processes and revolve around the questions of who is permitted to
arrive (Yuval-Davis et al., 2018). The ambiguity and disconnection between state-provided
reception and urban arrival infrastructures is symptomatic for policies of deterrence which
seek to make the period of arrival appear as unattractive as possible in order to further deter
asylum seekers from remaining in the host country (Dempsey, 2020; Nettelbladt & Boano,
2019). Deterrence policies which are targeting asylum seekers that are already in the
country hence work against the potential future integration of asylum seekers by depriving
them of the means necessary to “arrive”.

In summary, asylum seekers can only make use of the opportunities provided by
urban arrival infrastructures if these are accessible to them. Future research could
further explore the socio-economic and political consequences of an increased reliance
on informally provided urban arrival infrastructures, as well as the potential of local
migration policies to address the needs of diverse types of migrants through urban
arrival infrastructures.
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