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This study takes its departure from literature on the far-reaching engagements from civil

society during the 2015 “refugee crisis” in Europe as it seeks to understand the status

of collaborative governance at the local level. It takes an in-depth look of Malmö, a

city in Sweden which in 2015 became the centre for the Swedish refugee reception

and solidarity initiatives. The study identifies challenges and opportunities of horizontal

collaborations to develop the social dimension of city resilience. It includes eleven

interviews with key actors from the civil society sector as well as from the municipality

and utilizes theory on solidarities in the “refugee crisis” together with social cohesion and

inclusion as a framework for analyzing data. This allows for a comprehensive appraisal

of the (spatially produced) responses to migration from the city’s horizontal alliances.

The findings suggest that there are diverse conclusions to be made about the long-term

potential of horizontal collaborations in bringing about social resilience. On the one side

it is discovered that short-term project collaborations may only serve to “fill the gap” left

by neo-liberal local governments and not bring about the structural change needed. On

the other side, it is found that horizontal collaborations can be a strategy for civil society

actors to influence more inclusive alternatives by bringing the realities of refugees into

local policy making, particularly those refugees otherwise rendered invisible due to legal

categorizations. Lastly, there are suggestions made for how to enhance the opportunities

of horizontal collaborations in creating a socially cohesive, inclusive and resilient city.

Keywords: Malmö, social cohesion, solidarity, refugee crisis, horizontal governance, social inclusion, migration

governance

INTRODUCTION

In recent years, local migration governance has become increasingly important in global agendas
such as the UN Sustainable Development Goal 11 “Sustainable Cities and Communities” (United
Nations, 2020) and the NewUrban Agenda (United Nations, 2015).Whilst it is widely accepted that
efficient management of migration is a crucial component in the promotion of socially inclusive,
resilient and sustainable cities, migration scholars also begin to shift their focus beyond the nation
state and toward the local level as a site for debordering practices (Ambrosini, 2018).

In 2015, the Swedish city of Malmö quickly became the center of Sweden’s refugee reception,
being a transit zone for those who reached Sweden by the bridge from Denmark as well as a city

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2021.643134
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fpos.2021.643134&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-04-09
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science#articles
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:mine.islar@lucsus.lu.se
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2021.643134
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpos.2021.643134/full


Fry and Islar Refugee Reception in Malmö

in which many refugees choose to reside. Adding to this, the
city’s already dynamic civil society quickly mobilized a variety
of solidarity responses to accommodate the needs of the newly
arrived. In Sweden different levels of government have integrated
civil society initiatives into migration management as a way
of enhancing participation and making use of the innovative
solutions that characterize the pro-migrant civil society sector
(Statens Offentliga Utredningar 2019;56, 2019). Pries (2019)
points to the historical significance of civil society’s engagement
during the “refugee crisis.” Instead of being identified as
something to be controlled or directed by politicians, local
authorities recognized civil society groups as experts and a
substantial infrastructure of refugee aid (Pries, 2019, p. 5).
However, some scholars voice concern that the integration of
grassroots initiatives into a common urban migration project
could de-politicize collective and non-profit action. In turn, this
would pose challenges to transforming the structural causes that
put migrants in precarious positions in the first place (Stigendal,
2010).

Despite these discussions, there is still limited research
focusing on the consequences of civil society-municipal
collaborations following the 2015 “refugee crisis” (Caponio and
Jones-Correa, 2018; Agustín and Jorgensen, 2019; Frykman and
Mäkelä, 2019). This paper aims to address this gap by examining
how such collaborations create challenges and opportunities for
developing the social inclusion, cohesion, and thus resilience, of
the city. The paper does not engage with an in-depth review of
resilience theory but refers to the definition of resilience as: “the
ability of groups or communities to cope with external stresses
and disturbances as a result of social, political and environmental
change” (Adger, 2000, p. 347), and views inclusion and cohesion
as essential building blocks for this (ARUP, 2014; Townshend
et al., 2014; Patel and Gleason, 2018). By using Malmö in the
context of the “refugee crisis” as a unit of analysis for our study,
we ask: How does Malmö’s local migration governance create
opportunities and challenges for collaborations between different
civil society and state actors? What does this mean for social
inclusion and cohesion in the city? Empirical evidence is derived
from in-depth interviews conducted with the civil society sector
and the municipality. We conclude that migration governance
has been colored by a sense of emergency which has resulted
in short-term projects aimed to “put out the fire.” However,
this strategy has failed to deal with the structural causes behind
migrants’ vulnerabilities in the city. We suggest that there is a
need for more long-term civil society-municipal collaboration.
This should be based on the aim to bring civil society’s socially
inclusive practices into policy development rather than on a
mechanism to outsource welfare services. We argue that this
will support the development of social inclusion whilst building
structures that promote efficient and inclusive responses to
future crises.

The paper is structured as follows: in section Understanding
“crisis” discourse on refugee reception in 2015, it starts with
discussing the background of the term “refugee crisis.” Third, it
presents an overview of the theoretical framework of solidarities
and social inclusion. After that, it provides a summary of the
Swedish migration regime, the context of the Swedish welfare

system, and the case of Malmö. Before presenting the analysis,
methodology is presented in section Methodology. Following,
the analysis section is explained under three headings, namely
the case of horizontal local governance, alliance-building, and
dual tensions.

UNDERSTANDING “CRISIS” DISCOURSE
ON REFUGEE RECEPTION IN 2015

Scholars have discussed whether or not the 2015 refugee
reception can be considered a “crisis” (Agustín and Jorgensen,
2019). The arrivals of refugees and displaced persons to Europe
in reality only constituted 0.25 percent of its population.
Whilst, Sweden, with a country of 10 million people, received
163,000 asylum applications during the peak year of 2015
(Migrationsverket, 2020a), Lebanon with a population of six
million people hosted, and continue to do so, close to one million
Syrian refugees (UNHCR, 2015; Agustín and Jorgensen, 2019).
Based on this, Bhambra (2017) opposes the assumption that
such a small number of people could be responsible for the
breakdown of European institutions. Instead, scholars suggest
that the events in Europe could be framed as a crisis of political
solidarity as well as governance (Collyer and King, 2016; Lahusen
and Grasso, 2018). Others argue that this is a crisis of legitimacy,
pointing to the failures of the EU to defend some of its core
values of prosperity, peace, and integration and instead practicing
exclusionary politics in the wake of the refugee inflow (Dahlstedt
and Neergaard, 2016). In connection to this, some scholars
display the crisis as not one in Europe, but one of Europe,
referring to the deterring liberal values of the EU as its nations
called for reconsideration of their commitments to human rights,
outsourcing humanitarian obligations to e.g., Turkey (Bhambra,
2017).

In relation to the notion of “crisis,” scholars have explored
the securitization and politicization of migration, noting that the
topic in recent decades has become one of the most frequently
debated and strongly politicized (Krzyzanowski et al., 2018).
The sustained rise in economic migrants, refugees and asylum-
seekers since the 1990s has provided a powerful catalyst for a
new political discourse on migration (Zetter, 2007). Within this
discourse, Zetter (2007) notes a preoccupation by notions of
identity and belonging, entrenched in debates about the “other”
in the era of global migration. Adding to this, scholars describe
a re-bordering of Europe’s external borders. In other words,
whilst borderless Europe have been less concerned about intra-
regional migration, the main focus for migration management is
on the arrival of third-country nationals to Europe’s outer borders
(Zetter, 2007; Bloch et al., 2014).

During the “refugee crisis,” states shifted responsibilities
vertically, toward the inter-/supranational and the local level, and
horizontally, toward the non-public sector (Caponio and Jones-
Correa, 2018), further intensifying relations across vertical and
horizontal levels of governance. For example, the EU member
states have given significant power to the EU in the area
of immigration, through e.g., the Common European Asylum
System and EU’s Family Reunification Directive (Scholten and
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Penninx, 2020, p. 91). However, certain aspects of migration
control, such as access to housing, legal advice, and social
welfare benefits, are now commonly dealt with at the local level.
This has enabled local authorities to challenge hierarchal, state-
centered modes of governing, primarily by forming horizontal
relations with civil society organizations (Caponio and Jones-
Correa, 2018). For example, Catalan city Barcelona is declared as
a “Refuge” city by its municipality. Local migration policies have
been developed in cooperation with civil society organizations
and has enabled more inclusive responses to the “refugee crisis”
than that of the Spanish nation state (Agustín and Jorgensen,
2019; Garcés-Mascareñas and Gebhardt, 2020). Moreover, the
focus on the local level of migration governance helps to
mitigate the “methodological nationalism” which for long has
underpinned migration research (Oliver et al., 2020).

However, a prevalent theme in literature identifies civil society
participation as a neo-liberal mechanism to outsource and
externalize public services to private and non-profit partners.
Scholars have noted that when volunteers are left with previously
official tasks, the lack of regulation and control of civil
society organizations together with insufficient training among
volunteers can pose problems especially in the work with
vulnerable groups such as children (Righard and Öberg, 2020,
Witkowski et al., 2019). From another angle, Törngren et al.
(2018) points out that in work with refugee support, civil society
organizations should remain independent from political goals of
the state as it allows them to maintain their flexible organization
structures (Törngren et al., 2018).

THEORETICAL APPROACH:
SOLIDARITIES AND SOCIAL INCLUSION

In this paper, we follow Agustín and Jorgensen (2019)’s definition
of solidarity: solidarity is a relational and spatial practice that
requires alliance-building between diverse actors and shapes
collective identity (Ibid:31). Solidarity is a spatial practice in that
it is produced in different spaces such as institutional and is
situated in multi-scalar relations. This includes the explanation
of the rescaling of solidarity to the urban (local) scale, involving
local authorities and non-state actors in urban space. For
example, while most citizen mobilization exists in a transnational
sphere, they are also deeply rooted at the local grassroot level
(Alcalde and Portos, 2018). There are two interlinked aspects of
solidarity which are operational for our further analysis of local
collaborations: civic and institutional.

The concept of civic solidarity constitutes ways of organizing
among civil society that include refugees and NGOs, local
communities, and individuals. The degree of contention varies
depending on the strategies of the organization, ranging from
critical to aiming at increasing influence in policy making.
Practices are centered around rights expansion, representing
individuals’ interests, and sustaining horizontal relations as
it shapes new alliances and collective identities (Agustín and
Jorgensen, 2019). The position of civic solidarities connects to the
rigorous debate on the role of civil society in the current phase
of neo-liberal capitalism, where the civil society sector has been

affected by privatizations and tends to replace the state in social
services provision (Agustín and Jorgensen, 2019; Vandevoordt
and Verschraegen, 2019).

Institutional solidarity refers to the formalization of solidarity
between the civil society and policy making, enabling structures
that cultivate connections between the government and civil
society (Agustín and Jorgensen, 2019). It is particularly explored
at the urban scale in the context of refugee reception. It can be
exemplified in the case of Barcelona “Refuge” City, presenting
an institutional adaptation to the “crisis” and the realities of
asylum-seekers and refugees in the city.While opposing themore
restrictive Spanish government, the ‘Barcelona Refuge City Plan’
also built preparedness for the reception of refugees. Institutional
solidarity at the local level is however constrained by other levels
of governance such as control of asylum policy at the national
level. In this sense, municipalities also experience a dual tension
in practicing institutional solidarity between civic solidarities and
formalized rules of the state (Agustín and Jorgensen, 2019).

To operationalize the solidarity framework within local
governance agenda, we use social cohesion and inclusion
theories. We identify that some underlying structural issues that
hinder social cohesion in cities are also areas of contention in
refugee reception governance.

As social cohesion concerns society as a whole, it involves
various dimensions (Stigendal, 2010) and is scale sensitive
(Miciukiewicz et al., 2012). For this reason, the study has limited
the theory on cohesion and inclusion to two existential fields.
The first one deals with the built environment, housing, and
health. Shedding focus on housing systems, Europe is becoming
less socially cohesive. Neo-liberal policies, privatizations and
the withdrawal of the state has led to a dualist model
of housing which is connected to growing inequalities and
insecurities (Stigendal, 2010). Proponents of this approach
point to the growing number of homeless in Europe, and
among those in Sweden, emphasizing strong linkages with the
growing migration. In the absence of sustainable asylum and
immigrant provision, together with economic and social shifts
in Europe, documented and undocumented immigrants have
become especially vulnerable in the housing system (Cameron
et al., 2020).

The second approach deals with neighborhood development
and grassroots initiatives. It explains how new coalitions of local
actors can enable new forms of solidarity and responses to
the urgency of needs. In this sense, they have the capacity to
transform the local institutional framework (Stigendal, 2010)
and bring socially innovative changes to public policy that
foster social cohesion and inclusion (Miciukiewicz et al., 2012).
However, the possibilities for such practices can be limited
by bureaucratic forms of co-ordination on public policies
(Miciukiewicz et al., 2012). Moreover, with the emergence of
horizontal planning practices and thus civil society’s increased
influence in policies to support social cohesion and inclusion
(Miciukiewicz et al., 2012) scholars have also raised some
concerns. Stigendal (2010) and Novy et al. (2012), in similarity
to literature on solidarities, problematizes the integration of
grassroots initiatives into urban governance within the current
state of neo-liberal capitalism. There is a risk of de-radicalization
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when local grassroots initiatives are more and more integrated
into urban policies. In other words, instead of being set against
the social order they become integrated into a common project,
sometimes even instrumentalized by local authorities (Stigendal,
2010).

THE SWEDISH MIGRATION REGIME

The notion of a crisis strongly shaped responses at all levels
of government in Sweden. A “system collapse” became a
common description among national politicians (Silberstein,
2015). Municipal commissioner of Malmö, finding the city in the
center of “the crisis,” urged the national government to quickly
reach a consensus on the refugee reception (Lönnaeus, 2015).
Only weeks later, the vice prime minister broke down in tears
during a national press conference declaring the imposition of
heavy restrictions on asylum provision (TT, 2019).

Although Sweden has a long history of receiving refugees,
2015 marked a significant increase in asylum applications in
all European countries. In 2014, 81,000 applied for asylum
in Sweden (Migrationsverket, 2020d) and in 2015 it nearly
doubled (Migrationsverket, 2020a). In 2016, the number of
asylum applications decreased significantly to only 29 000 as a
consequence of the shutting of borders and the introduction of
ID-controls on the Danish-Swedish border (Lönnaeus, 2016).
This marked a closure of what had been called Sweden’s “open
heart” (Brandel et al., 2015). Since then, Sweden has lowered its
laws on asylum to the minimum level required by the European
Court of Justice and international conventions (SFS 2016:752).

The Law of reception of asylum-seekers and others divides
the responsibility for reception, settlement, and accommodation
of the refugee and asylum-seeker between different levels of
authorities. During the asylum process, these responsibilities
are with the national authority, the Swedish Migration Agency,
unless the asylum-seeker is under eighteen in which case the
responsibility to provide accommodation is on municipal level
(Migrationsverket, 2020b). If asylum is granted the responsibility
moves to the municipality in which the new-comer resides
(Migrationsverket, 2020c). The Settlement Act (in Swedish:
Bosättningslagen), established in 2016, has the overall aim to
create a dispersal scheme of those new-comers who during their
asylum process resided in Facility Accommodation. The Act
makes every Swedish municipality responsible for the reception
and settlement of new-comers, including provision of housing
(SFS 2016:38).

The Role of Civil Society in Swedish
Welfare Model
In 2015, it was widely recognized by both the general public and
politicians that the volunteers who engaged in refugee reception
were crucial to managing the situation. As Morgan Johansson,
the Swedish Minister of Migration at the time, put it: “If the
volunteers did not exist, everything would have crashed a long
time ago.” (Rydhagen, 2015, as cited in Frykman and Mäkelä,
2019, p. 293).

Törngren et al. (2018) argue that civil society’s role in
migration management must be understood in relation to
the Swedish welfare state model and its political ideology.
Sweden with its traditionally strong public sector have taken on
broad social responsibilities for the integration and reception
of asylum-seekers and newcomers, dispersing these to different
levels of government. So, whilst culture, sports, and politics
have been strong areas for civil society, the production of
social services has been with the state. However, during the
2015 “refugee crisis,” civil society’s role in both reception and
integration became more intensive and contributed to a larger
shift of expectations on civil society to be providers of welfare.
During 2015 and after, the government provided large grants to
civil society organizations in order to ensure they could continue
carrying out integration-related activities (Törngren et al., 2018,
p. 15–17). For example, civil society can gain funding through
project-based or partnership funding (Törngren et al., 2018),
commonly referred to as Voluntary Sector Organization Public
Partnerships (in Swedish: Idéburet offentligt partnerskap, IOP).

The Case of Malmö
Malmö has in several ways been in the center of Swedish
refugee reception. A large part of the refugees who came to
Sweden in 2015 entered via the Öresund-border and thus
came to Malmö first, being the first city after crossing the
border. Having one of Sweden’s three Migration Agency asylum
application centers, it became a transit zone for refugees waiting
to be allocated to another municipality (Magnusson, 2015).
During October 2015, the media reported around 1,500 asylum
applications coming in every day. The Swedish Civil Contingency
Agency warned about an overburdened reception system among
several municipalities (Rosén and Olsson, 2017) and Malmö
was assigned a specific crisis management group as they began
running out of accommodation for incoming refugee children
(Pedersen, 2015).

The city is a popular place for new-comers and asylum-
seekers to settle down in. For example, it is one of the
largest Free Settlement Act-municipalities, meaning that many
asylum-seekers choose voluntarily to reside in Malmö whilst
waiting for their decision (Aftonbladets lokalredaktion, 2020).
However, municipal reports from Malmö present the increasing
vulnerabilities of “new Swedes” in the housing system (Fjellman,
2016; Malmö Stad, 2019; Stadsbyggnadskontoret, 2019). For
example, a predominant part of Malmö’s homeless share a
background as refugees (Malmö Stad, 2018), suggesting that
housing exclusion and lack of cohesion in terms of housing
is a pressing issue in Malmö’s migration management. In
2016, 612 out of Malmö’s 1740 homeless adults had been
in Sweden for 3 years or less (Fjellman, 2016). According
to local civil society organizations, additionally hundreds of
people are homeless in Malmö but not included in statistics
because of their status as undocumented refugees (Nord,
2019). Shortage of housing for low-income people, with few
private property owners accepting tenants on subsidy support
(Fjellman, 2016), is partly an explanation for Malmö’s high
number of homeless people (Malmö Stad Kommunfullmäktige,
2018; Stadsbyggnadskontoret, 2019). In order to combat
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housing-related issues, Malmö municipality have engaged
in collaboration with organizations and networks from the
civil society.

METHODOLOGY

This study is designed as a qualitative case study in order to gain
an in-depth understanding of the context and complexity of the
case (Punch, 2005). Overall, this study includes a total number
of thirteen participants which have taken part in eleven different
semi-structured interviews. Nine of the participants are from the
civil society sector and four are from the municipality.

Participants were selected on the criteria that they were key
actors of the “refugee reception” management in Malmö in
2015. Hence, they have good insight into the organization or
network they represent and the collaborations that formed. This
study does not include interviews with refugees that came to
Sweden in 2015 or a focus on their experiences of horizontal
migration management. This is due to our focus on the relation
between municipality and those actors who identified themselves
as “civil society” (including those representing refugee and
asylum-seekers’ rights). Our aim is to understand the dynamics
of horizontal migration governance through conversations with
those involved in creating it. Hence, whilst some of the
interviewees may have a background as asylum-seekers, they
were not interviewed on the basis of this but rather on the basis
of their involvement in migration management.

The first interviews were with participants who have been
subject to media coverage due to their work. One is from
the Swedish Church and one is from Refugees Welcome
Sverige1. Followingly, we used snowball sampling, building on
the contacts of our interviewees. The strategy helped to reveal
the interconnectedness of the actors and their shared networks
(Bryman, 2012, p. 424), citing a participant saying:

There were some people you always saw in every context; it was
like an unofficial network.

(Refugees Welcome Sverige, 20/03/2020)

Moreover, interviewees from the municipality came from the
agency for public management, a public-private coordination
program, and the department for housing and establishment. All
of them had been directly involved in work related to reception
and integration. Interviewees from the civil society sector came
from more and less institutionalized groups, networks, and
organizations. Two participants come fromKompassen; a project
based in the neighboring city of Lund that received governmental
funding to accommodate asylum-seekers over eighteen. As the
geographical limit of the study is set toMalmö only, the interview
is not used for the analysis but rather served as background
information. Another participant belongs to the Swedish Church
in Malmö. The church opened the doors to a church building
in central Malmö for asylum-seekers who were made to sleep
out on the streets due to over-crowded reception facilities

1 ‘Sverige’ is used here because Refugees Welcome Sweden constitutes a
different organization.

(Nordström, 2015). The fourth participant belongs to both
Refugees Welcome Sverige, a network of activists and volunteers
which emerged in 2015 to mobilize support for the arriving
refugees, and Skåne Stadsmissionen, the regional chapter of a
national organization which works with homelessness prevention
and support. Moreover, another participant is an activist from the
Asylum Group (in Swedish: Asylgruppen), an organization and
network involved in both practical work, such as legal support,
and political advocacy around the right of asylum (Asylgruppen
i Malmö, 2020). Another interviewee comes from Meeting-place
Otto (in Swedish: Mötesplats Otto), a local group offering various
forms of social support. The group is operated by the National
Association of Unaccompanied (in Swedish: Ensamkommandes
Förbund). Lastly, two interviewees came from the regional
chapter of Save the Children Sweden and one from Refugees
Welcome Housing, a group working on finding alternative
housing solutions for refugees and asylum-seekers in the city.

The interview questions followed the topics of (i) generally
about their role in migration management; (ii) experiences of
horizontal collaborations; (iii) relations with the municipality/
the civil society sector; (iv) views on social inclusion and
cohesion; (v) their experiences of working with different groups
(e.g., asylum-seekers, new-comers, and undocumented refugees).
All interviews were conducted in Swedish and the quotes used in
this study have been translated into English by the researchers.

The analysis has followed a thematic approach, meaning a
search for themes in the data that can be used to answer the
research questions. The analysis was initiated with an open
coding in the software program NVivo in which data was broken
down and categorized (Bryman, 2012, p. 569), creating a great
amount of codes. The codes were then reviewed and some codes
covering the same phenomena were deleted. At a third reviewing
of the data, the relevant codes were put into five larger themes
which all had a connection to the theoretical literature: (i) short-
term project form; (ii) alliance building; (iii) inclusion beyond
legal status; (iv) reaching out; (v) dual tension.

THE CASE OF HORIZONTAL LOCAL
GOVERNANCE DURING THE REFUGEE
CRISIS IN MALMÖ

Garcés-Mascareñas and Gebhardt (2020) notes a tendency
to generalize the role of cities in integration governance
meaning that they are sometimes idealized as more inclusive.
In an attempt to move beyond idealizations this study
critically examine the design of horizontal collaborations and
its inherent contentions. Throughout the interviews with
civil society sector members, and particularly those from
more institutionalized organizations like Save the Children,
a prevalent theme was the problematization of the project-
form of collaboration. This deserves attention and a more
critical examination. For example, four civil society interviewees
expressed concerns that short-term, project-like collaborations
create obstacles for influencing long-term policy change to
improve the structures that put migrants in precarious and
vulnerable positions.
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Interviewees from Save the Children (21/04/2020), Refugees
Welcome Housing (20/04/2020) and Skåne Stadsmissionen
(20/03/2020) express a strong awareness of their problematic
role in project-like horizontal collaborations that focus on social
service provision. In particular, the struggle to find a balance
between being a provider of social services whilst also aiming to
influence social change is discussed. In the interview with Save
the Children this is emphasized as a continuing complexity of
horizontal collaborations with the local government.

In more detail, the organizations provide some alternative
social services, such as housing assistance, constituting additional
support to migrant groups than that provided from the
municipality. At the same time, the interviewees contest
performing tasks that they believe should belong to the
municipality. For example, one interviewee expresses it in
these words:

Sometimes it is that we use the word collaboration but actually
we are doing something that the municipality should be doing.
So, the answer is that it is not easy. Because we want to work on
improving the lives for individuals and for children where we see
that: “We want to change this,” but it is not always easy because
in reality we might be doing something that is the responsibility
of the municipality. But it is also a way of saying: ‘Okay, we are
working on this issue and it is important that we work on the
issue, but how do we deliver it to the municipality so that in the
end they implement the work that we do.’ (. . . ) It is such short
projects, like 1-year projects. We have to take 6 months to reach
a consensus, and then it is just 6 months left and then we need to
show our results and the municipality doesn’t even have time to
implement the new ideas. (. . . ) It is not easy, and it is something
we need to problematize time after time. To not just receive and
deliver but that there must be an awareness among civil society
actors to be the one to raise awareness about needs and stand on
the side of the most vulnerable or with a group whose rights are
not respected.

(Save the Children, 21/04/2020)

This adds into the academic discussion on whether and how
civil society should compete with, ask for, or substitute state
activities, discussed in several studies on civil society during
the 2015 “refugee crisis” (Pries, 2019; Garcés-Mascareñas and
Penninx, 2020).Moreover, it is in line with theories applied to this
study, problematizing the involvement of civil society in welfare
services provision (Agustín and Jorgensen, 2019; Vandevoordt
and Verschraegen, 2019) and de-politicization of civil society
when integrated into urban policy (Stigendal, 2010). However,
the interviewee also recognizes that carrying out welfare services
is a way to illuminate otherwise hidden problems and needs
among refugee groups. In this sense, offering alternative, more
inclusive practices is part of a strategy to influence policy-making
and building horizontal relations with the local government. This
strategy is emphasized in an interview with Save the Children:

We have to be careful with not pointing out the municipality as
doing everything wrong because it weakens them. Our aim is that
the municipality act much more efficiently and better (. . . ) We
want to maintain that balance around that it is not us and them
but how can we contribute to making it better.

(Save the Children, 21/04/2020)

The position of civil solidarity organizations as a social service
supplier is also discussed by the interviewee from Refugees
WelcomeHousing. In collaboration withMalmömunicipality on
a project for housing assistance, the respondent explains that it
was important to clarify their role in the collaboration and to
detach themselves from any supplier-customer relationship:

This paragraph 37 project that we had with Malmö municipality,
it was really important for us that we couldn’t guarantee how it
will be (. . . ) We will not take a number and promise to deliver.
You are not our customer.

(Refugees Welcome Housing, 20/04/2020)

The interviewee also expresses, in similarity to Save the
Children, how project collaborations in migration management
are sometimes experienced as a way for themunicipality to escape
responsibilities by making use of the active civil society. The
quote is from a conversation on the young asylum-seekers who
when turning eighteen had to move from the municipality they
were assigned to when under eighteen:

It led to many youngsters being homeless and that’s when all the
caregiver-homes [in Swedish: fadderhem] started. But instead of
taking responsibility and saying: “Okay, now we have all of these
youngsters who doesn’t have anywhere to stay,” and deciding to
offer them something else, they say: “It is so good that we have
such an active civil society so we will give thesemillions to a bunch
of organizations as a project.”

(Refugees Welcome Housing, 20/04/2020)

In this sense, the experiences of the interviewees show that
horizontal collaborations are not a friction free process. We
argue that friction emerges partly from differing perceptions
of solutions toward cohesion and inclusion. For example,
four civil society interviewees display a perception of social
cohesion and inclusion as one where civil society actors and
their bottom-up strategies should be included in, not just
problem-solving practices, but long-term policy work. This
connects to the second existential field of cohesion, emphasizing
a cultivation of horizontal relations in urban governance
(Miciukiewicz et al., 2012) with the aim to create long-term
collaborations. In contrast, the study displays a short-term
problem-solving approach among municipal respondents. For
example, a respondent from the municipality confirms a view on
civil society as one that complements the municipality in areas
of failure:

Generally, we see that civil society complements in areas that we
ourselves do not really handle well. In Malmö there is a pretty
high degree of homelessness and in the winters, it is a pretty big
problem. We have had different collaborations with different civil
society organizations to offer places to sleep.

(Malmö Municipality, 17/03/2020)

In addition, all four respondents from the municipality
mentioned that they benefit from their collaboration with civil
society organizations as they often possess an ability to reach out
to the people in need, the “target group” of the collaboration. A
respondent from the municipality expressed it like this:
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If for example the labor market administration and the social
administration recognize a need to reach out to young people that
are neither working nor studying, to put in some efforts there,
they can’t even find them. Then there’s a need to collaborate with
some organizations.

(Malmö municipality, 17/03/2020)

Another interviewee from the municipality elaborates on this,
explaining that although it is first and foremost the responsibility
of the municipality, the civil society sector’s ability to reach
out to vulnerable groups provides important insights to the
public sector:

It [horizontal collaboration] is really valuable (. . . ) for us who
work in the public sector in order not to lose touch with reality. It
is the civil society sector that has that experience and who knows
best. It is important in order to find a solution to the challenges
we face.

(Malmö municipality, 23/03/2020)

Hence, rather than connecting to an approach where bottom-up
initiatives truly innovate governance frameworks (Miciukiewicz
et al., 2012), we argue that the perceptions of municipal
respondents connect to an “activating” or “enabling” approach.
In this sense, the government keeps its main responsibility whilst
also promoting an infrastructure of civic engagement which can
be instrumentalized to find specific solutions at specific times
of crises (Gerometta et al., 2005; Pries, 2019). However, with
the background of theory (Stigendal, 2010), we argue that short-
term collaborations aimed to only ease the city’s most urgent
humanitarian issues, raise questions about the viability of such
in truly addressing the underlying structural causes and thus
supporting inclusion and cohesion in the city.

Alliance-Building
However, the findings also show that due to pressing
humanitarian concerns regarding refugees in the city, civil
society actors experienced an increased alliance-building and
coordination between each other. This enabled them to support a
wider group of refugees. In solidarity theory, alliance-building is
crucial in order to enable a more inclusive community by giving
voice and legitimacy to migrants’ claims and acting beyond
distinctions between those with documents and not (Agustín
and Jorgensen, 2019). This connects well with the experiences of
the civil society interviewees in this study.

In more detail, three interviewees (Skåne Stadsmissionen,
20/03/2020; Refugees Welcome Housing, 20/04/2020; Save
the Children, 21/04/2020) mentioned an intensification of
collaborations between civil society organizations following the
2015 refugee reception. Interviewees described this as a way of
meeting the various needs of refugees, asylum-seekers, and new-
comers in the city. The actors made sure to supplement each
other, phasing out any sort of competition between each other.
Whilst some literature on civil society in neo-liberal capitalism
explains that NGOs are put in a position of competing with each
other for government contracts on service provision (Kaldor,
2003), the findings of this study points rather to the opposite.
Due to the urgency of needs among a diverse group of refugees,

civil society actors in Malmö are incited to work with each other.
The more institutionalized organizations, perhaps more likely
to receive government grants due to their formalized nature,
could share financial resources with less formalized groups or
networks by for example outsourcing tasks. In another example,
Skåne Stadsmissionen, being responsible for a housing project
which received state funding, initiated the project by getting
into contact with other local civil society actors. The respondent
explains the importance of intra-organizational cooperation:

We got the money without applying for it and it is even more
important that we cooperate so that we use the funding in the
best way possible, so that we see that they reach a large group as
possible. We started cooperating quite early on and we still do
today. We have perfect knowledge of our different initiatives and
can distribute the resources in the best way possible. We are all
good at different things.

(Skåne Stadsmissionen, 20/03/2020)

Moreover, an interviewee from Save the Children explains that
a consequence of 2015 was the creation of a local collaboration
platform involving local pro-migrant civil society organizations
with the purpose of raising identified needs of refugee groups.
The respondent further explains a shift toward a more collectivist
approach among involved actors from the civil society:

It no longer feels alien to cooperate with others. I see a
change there between organizations. There has been a quite
individualistic way of thinking, but the need of supplementing
each other is much greater.

(Save the Children, 21/04/2020)

These coordination strategies can be interpreted as important
for fostering social cohesion. The continuous mobilization of
diverse urban resources, connecting different actors in different
locations and scales, is seen as key to introduce new forms of
governance which can bring solutions to support social cohesion
(Miciukiewicz et al., 2012).

Moreover, our findings suggest that alliance-building is also
utilized to overcome exclusion of undocumented refugees.
Three interviewees (Skåne Stadsmissionen, 20/03/2020; Refugees
Welcome Housing, 20/04/2020; Save the Children, 21/04/2020)
talk in particular about the difficulties of addressing this group
in municipal collaborations and emphasize their increased
vulnerabilities as little to no government support reaches
the group:

The housing situation for undocumented youngsters and families
. . . it is only the civil society, groups, organizations, and volunteers
who help them.

(Save the Children, 21/04/2020)

A large part of those we work with are undocumented youngsters
and families. It is an increasingly large group. And we can’t really
apply for funding for these. It is hard (. . . ). Our mission is to
always work for everyone, the most vulnerable in society. And
right now, it is increasingly the large group of undocumented
families, children, youngsters, and adults.

(Skåne Stadsmissionen, 20/03/2020)
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Although horizontal collaborations with the municipality rarely
include work with undocumented, the interview with Refugees
Welcome Housing exemplifies how alliance building with other
civil society actors enables work around the “legal membership
exclusion.” In more detail, the organization was involved in a
collaboration with Malmö municipality aiming to match tenants
with a new-comer who had been assigned to the municipality
under the Settlement Act. Parallelly however, the organization
also supported undocumented refugees in finding housing
through collaboration with other local organizations:

If we get an accommodation where the tenant wants rent, then
we will turn to Malmö municipality and see if there is anyone
[a new-comer under the Settlement Act] interested in moving
in. But if someone offers free accommodation then we are also
in contact with the Asylum Group and SQU [Scania Queer
Initiative] who work a lot with undocumented refugees, and
then we will work with them. We do this project with Malmö
municipality, but it will still mean that we continue our work with
undocumented refugees.

(Refugees Welcome Housing, 20/04/2020)

The formation of alliances thus enables Malmö’s refugee
organizations to enact alternative inclusive imaginaries where
legal membership categories are overcome. This conclusion
builds on solidarity theory, arguing that solidarity actors
practicing radical imaginations have the ability to take the
possibilities from the future into the present, inspiring new
forms of solidarity today (Agustín and Jorgensen, 2019, p. 35).
At the same time, the exclusion of undocumented refugees
from municipal collaborations display the limits of horizontal
collaborations in promoting radical social inclusion which
transgress legal categories. Instead, the findings of this study
suggest that alternative imaginaries of an inclusive city, where
legal membership does not determine accessibility to housing,
are enacted outside of official horizontal collaborations and
through intra-organizational coordination. However, it should
be emphasized that the ability to enact more inclusive ways
exists because civil society groups, when partaking in horizontal
collaborations, are not pushed by the local government to adhere
to the same political values. Instead, they are able to maintain
their flexible structures. This supports Törngren et al.’s (2018,
p. 21–22) claims on the importance of allowing civil society
organizations to remain independent from any political outlooks
of the state.

Dual Tensions
Although integration policy in recent years has gone through a
“local turn,” shifting power horizontally (Scholten and Penninx,
2020, p. 91; Oliver et al., 2020), solidarity is expressed under the
constraints of other scales (Agustín and Jorgensen, 2019, p. 102).
In this case, we witness the constraints of solidarity imposed by
the national level of asylum policies and crisis coordination.

Five interviewees (Meeting-place Otto, 19/03/2020; Asylum
Group, 14/03/2020; Skåne Stadsmissionen, 20/03/2020;
Refugees Welcome Housing, 20/04/2020; Malmö municipality
03/04/2020) point to the strong exclusionary force of Sweden’s
implementation of temporary asylum. Two intervieweesmention

poor mental health and an increase of drug abuse among those
affected by the law:

Many youngsters are worried about what will happen, and it is
a really bad situation. Many are not feeling well. They go into
drugs and criminality and it is dangerous for society, others,
and themselves.

(Meeting place Otto, 19/03/2020)

In addition, respondent from Refugees Welcome Housing
(20/04/2020) and respondent from the Asylum Group describe
that the restrictiveness is limiting mobilization of activists and
volunteers, as it creates a sense of hopelessness among those who
work with the group:

Before 2015 I felt that as long as you fight, you will get to stay. I
could say that with honesty. We will not give up; we will support
you. But now it is like, well you will probably not get asylum. It is
much, much harder. I think that broke down many activists too,
that less people engage because it is hard to work against a wall.

(The Asylum Group, 14/03/2020)

Beyond this, the findings of this study show that the ability to
utilize local collaboration platforms in times of crises can be
limited by formalized agreements on the national level. Theory
on solidarity with a focus on scale allows us to understand
the “dual tensions” between and across scales (Agustín and
Jorgensen, 2019). In this part of the analysis, this becomes useful
for understanding the challenges to utilizing everyday horizontal
collaborations in order to enhance the resilience of the city in
times of national crises. Further explained, an interviewee from
Malmö municipality (03/04/2020) explains that cooperation
is sometimes limited by formalized agreements or differing
perceptions on the national level, hindering locally based
organizations to efficiently cooperate with the municipality. In
2015, the interviewee attempted to create a collaboration between
the National Migration Agency and Counter Point in order to
give recognition and economic support to Counter Point for
their extensive solidarity work. However, because of differing
perceptions of the crisis the National Migration Agency did not
see a need for collaboration with the Malmö-based organization.
Similarly, the interviewee describes a situation with the Malmö
Muslim Federation:

I talked with those who are in the network, who called me on the
night of the 8th of September [to inform about refugees arriving
at the Central Station] about the possibility of having a dialogue
with the National Migration Agency and hiring [the Malmö
Muslim Federation] them as an emergency accommodation and
covering the costs for that. Since it wasn’t about unaccompanied
children, which we had already dealt with (. . . ) we thought it
was the National Migration Agency that should cover the cost
of those initiatives (. . . ) So I tried to talk with the National
Migration Agency about using these organizations. Both the
Muslim Federation and Counter Point had already built up a
structure. It was amateurish, but still, no one had anything better.
But it did not work out.

(Malmö municipality, 03/04/2020)
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For institutional solidarity to be made real in a similar sense
to the Barcelona Refuge City Plan, promoting resilience and
crises preparedness, there needs to be a fostering of cooperation
between the local government and local civil society groups
(Agustín and Jorgensen, 2019). However, during the Covid-
19 pandemic the interviewee expressed similar constraints to
collaborating with Malmö-based organizations, imposed by the
national level:

Conversations about coordination of volunteers are being made
with the Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency and those that
they have collaborations with, like the Red Cross, Save the
Children, the Swedish Church. But that becomes very strange
on a local level. Because yes, they are big organizations but
maybe not tone giving for Malmö. Then it is strange for us
to, on the premises of the Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency,
having to collaborate with them (. . . ). In my everyday work I
talk with the Malmö-Muslim network who brings together nine
large mosques, gathering thousands of people every Friday. It’s a
gigantic communication channel and then . . . the Red Cross. We
haven’t spoken to them since 2015, but their role is self-evident.
Of course, MSB [the Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency] can’t
create 290 different platforms for coordinating volunteers, but
there needs to be some change, and we haven’t really done
anything there. We need to think with 2015 in our minds, how
to do it, to make sure we don’t end up in a similar situation as we
did with the Muslim Federation and Counter Point then.

(Malmö municipality, 03/04/2020)

In other words, the willingness to develop a more efficient
platform for cooperation with local civil society groups in times
of crises is limited by agreements and perceptions on the national
level. The municipality thus experiences the dual tension of
the state in the form of formalized national agreements, and
with the local civil society organizations with whom they work
with on an everyday basis but whose initiatives are not utilized
appropriately. The findings of this study thus elaborate on
solidarity theory on ‘dual tensions’ (Agustín and Jorgensen,
2019, p. 98), demonstrating the ways these creates challenges for
accurate responsiveness to crises at the local level.

However, the same interviewee puts great trust in the ability
of civil society to manage crisis, allowing for a recognition of civil
society’s role as essential for social resilience:

“Whilst we are busy planning, the civil society finds solutions on
their own. It’s cool to work in a city with such an active civil society
where people quickly take initiatives. It doesn’t matter what
happens in the world, you can be prepared to see amanifestation 2
days later. We [the municipality] are one step behind, but it’s cool
to feel that if we would crash, they would be able to sort it out.”

(Malmö municipality, 03/04/2020).

CONCLUSION

This study shows that civil society actors bring a “from-
below” perspective into collaborations with the municipality
which, on the basis of theory (Miciukiewicz et al., 2012),
we interpret to hold an opportunity for developing policy
promoting social cohesion and inclusion. In addition, some

of the civil society actors view welfare services provision as,
although contested, an opportunity to enact more inclusive
alternatives to migration governance. These claims find support
in theory applied to this study (Agustín and Jorgensen, 2019).
From this perspective, horizontal collaborations may enable
responses that are more adapted to the realities of refugees and
thus support the development of a more socially cohesive and
inclusive city.

This study also illuminates opportunities for inclusion
brought by alliance-building between civil society actors.
Alliance-building allows for more coordinated responses to
the needs of refugees. It also enables civil society groups to
enact an imaginary beyond legal categories, giving visibility
to the claims of undocumented whom are otherwise
rendered invisible in local migration governance. Although
this is achieved outside of municipal collaborations it is
nevertheless facilitated both by increased governmental
funding for initiatives aimed to promote social inclusion
and the fact that civil society groups are able to maintain an
independent position from the political goals or values of the
local government.

A central challenge is that horizontal collaborations tend
to be short-term with the purpose of easing the most urgent
issues, rather than focusing on long-term policy changes aimed
to address the structural causes behind lack of cohesion
and inclusion. Critique expressed by interviewees to such
forms of collaboration has strong linkages to theory on
both civic solidarity in neo-liberal capitalism (Agustín and
Jorgensen, 2019, p. 86) and the dilemmas of integrating
bottom-linked initiatives into urban governance (Stigendal,
2010; Novy et al., 2012). We found friction to emerge
from differing perceptions of what collaborations should be
used for.

For example, among municipal respondents, the data displays
limited coherence between their perceptions of cohesion
and the approaches presented in the theory section. The
conclusion is that (horizontal) migration management from
the municipal side during the “refugee crisis” was very
much colored by a sense of emergency. In turn, this shaped
responses and collaborations to focus on “putting out the fire”
rather than promoting holistic, long-term solutions that could
curve the exacerbated vulnerabilities and exclusions following
the “crisis.”

Moreover, it was discovered that agreements on the national
level sometimes impose restraints to local horizontal relations
and the utilization of these to create inclusive response
efforts in times of national crises. In order to address
this, we suggest increased coordination between the national
level of crisis management and local civil society groups.
Considering the quick mobilization of Malmö’s civil society,
we argue that this would build resilience to other crises,
such as the health crisis of COVID-19. For example, through
increased coordination between levels and spheres of governance,
local authorities would be able to better make use of the
socially inclusive practices, communication channels, and “on-
the-ground knowledge” offered by civil society groups. In
addition, a larger local collaboration platform could strengthen
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the position of local civil society actors as contributors to
policy development aimed at supporting social cohesion and
inclusion at the local level. Elaborating on this, we argue
that if horizontal collaborations are to be used for developing
social cohesion and inclusion, they should involve long-term
collaboration and comprehensive goals. It is essential that
civil society organizations are not only executors of municipal
responsibilities but have the position to challenge exclusive
ways of migration management and bring new imaginaries into
policy development.
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