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Abstract 

 

The Lipa Temporary Reception Centre is a transit camp, located in the North-West part of Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, for only single men who cross the Balkan Route to enter the European Union 

territory through the Croatian border.  

  

This thesis aims to describe the life inside the camp, combining an analysis of Lipa architecture with 

the experiences of the people who transited through there. A focus on space and relationships will 

then drive this thesis, reflecting on how the transit camp features and stylistic decisions affected 

people's experiences: discussing how places and individuals mutually influenced each other in such 

a context. More specifically, it will highlight the broad political implications that led to the opening 

of migrant reception centres like Lipa and discuss their hypothetical temporary nature, studying the 

roles played by European Union Institutions and non-governmental organizations within the field.  

  

This research is the outcome of ethnographic fieldwork conducted inside the Lipa Temporary 

Reception Centre from November 8th until December 19th and from the investigation of the existing 

literature regarding the design of camps and the Balkan Route.  

 

Keywords: camp, border, Lipa, relationships, non-place 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

3 
 

Contents 
 

Abstract ................................................................................................................................................ 2 

1.1 Introduction ................................................................................................................................ 5 

1.2 Why Lipa?................................................................................................................................... 7 

1.4 Theoretical Framework ............................................................................................................ 11 

2. Background and History ................................................................................................................ 14 

2.1 Participants .............................................................................................................................. 14 

2.2 Lipa fall and rise ...................................................................................................................... 17 

2.3 Open gates ................................................................................................................................ 20 

2.4 The Game ................................................................................................................................. 21 

2.5 The European Union ................................................................................................................ 24 

 3. A geography of isolation ............................................................................................................... 26 

3.1 Position ..................................................................................................................................... 27 

3.2 Economic Isolation ................................................................................................................... 31 

3.3 Social Isolation ......................................................................................................................... 33 

4.A place of passage ........................................................................................................................... 37 

4.1 A transient Country .................................................................................................................. 37 

4.2 A temporary design ................................................................................................................... 37 

4.3 Transiency and Temporariness ................................................................................................. 40 

4.4 In the name of emergency ......................................................................................................... 40 

4.5 Should I stay or should I go?.................................................................................................... 41 

4.6 The EU inside Lipa ................................................................................................................... 43 

5.The (non) colours of Lipa ............................................................................................................... 47 

5.1 The whiteness ........................................................................................................................... 47 

5.2 Drawing Lipa ........................................................................................................................... 50 

5.3 Weekends and Weather ............................................................................................................. 56 

5.4 The NGOs colours .................................................................................................................... 57 

5.6 Non-Place ................................................................................................................................. 60 

6. Conclusions .................................................................................................................................... 65 

References .......................................................................................................................................... 67 

Aknowledgments ............................................................................................................................... 73 

 



 
 

4 
 

List of figures 

 

Figure 1. Albert's creation ................................................................................................................................ 17 

Figure 2. Yusuf's bracelet ................................................................................................................................. 17 

Figure 3. Ipsia Social Café .............................................................................................................................. 19 

Figure 4. English lecture inside the Social Café .............................................................................................. 19 

Figure 5. JRS Hair Dresser .............................................................................................................................. 20 

Figure 6. Camp fence ...................................................................................................................................... 26 

Figure 7. Lipa sectoral division ....................................................................................................................... 26 

Figure 8. The road to Lipa ............................................................................................................................... 29 

Figure 9. Bihać ................................................................................................................................................ 29 

Figure 10. The landscape of Lipa .................................................................................................................... 30 

Figure 11. FIFA World Cup inside MdM container ......................................................................................... 35 

Figure 12. Mohammed making a doll for his son ............................................................................................ 35 

Figure 13. Reparing clothes in preparation for the game ................................................................................ 36 

Figure 14. From a conversation inside the Social Café ................................................................................... 36 

Figure 15. The containers of Lipa.................................................................................................................... 39 

Figure 16. Flyer of IOM initiative ................................................................................................................... 45 

Figure 17. “Migrants talk to migrants” campaign ........................................................................................... 46 

Figure 18. The window of the Social Café ...................................................................................................... 49 

Figure 19. Decoration inside the Social Café .................................................................................................. 49 

Figure 20. Albert’s drawing ............................................................................................................................. 51 

Figure 21. Sami’s drawings ............................................................................................................................. 52 

Figure 22. Amir's drawing ............................................................................................................................... 53 

Figure 23. Employee’s drawing ....................................................................................................................... 53 

Figure 24. Afad’s drawing ............................................................................................................................... 54 

Figure 25. Hakim’s drawing ............................................................................................................................ 54 

Figure 26. Yusuf’s paper .................................................................................................................................. 55 

Figure 27. Lipa without sun ............................................................................................................................. 57 

Figure 28. Lipa with sun .................................................................................................................................. 57 

Figure 29. December 6th, Lipa ........................................................................................................................ 62 

Figure 30. December 13th, Lipa ...................................................................................................................... 63 

Figure 31. Sentence written on one table of the Social Café ........................................................................... 63 

Figure 32. Sentence written on one table of the Social Café ........................................................................... 64 

Figure 33. December 6th, Lipa ........................................................................................................................ 64 

Figure 34, December 13th, Lipa ...................................................................................................................... 67 

file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561667
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561668
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561669
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561670
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561671
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561672
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561673
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561674
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561675
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561676
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561677
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561678
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561679
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561680
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561681
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561682
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561683
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561684
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561685
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561686
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561687
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561689
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561690
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561691
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561692
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561693
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561694
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561695
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561696
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561697
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561698
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561699
file:///C:/Users/39340/Desktop/SOCIAL%20ANTHROPOLOGY/THESIS/3.docx%23_Toc136561700


 
 

5 
 

 

1.Introduction and Methods 

 

1.1 Introduction 

 

“The refugee camp is more than just a humanitarian space of physical relief and welfare, more than 

a space of exception and intensified biopolitical control” (Ramadan, 2012:74). 

 

In the existing literature, different authors have discussed how the study of a place allows us to read 

some general aspects of society. The Italian urban anthropologist Paolo Grassi has recently published 

his ethnography (2022) about a peripheral neighbourhood in Milano. Through this work, Grassi 

invites his readers to think about space in a relational way: considering it as an agent that can actively 

influence the lives of its inhabitants and not as a mere passive setting. He understands places not only 

as the result of human interactions, since people can shape their look, but also as agents capable of 

affecting the lives of the individuals who experience their spaces (2022:18), because people identities 

are partially affected by the locations that host their lives. Likewise, referring to the mutual 

relationship that exists between places and individuals, Rania Aburamadan (2020), professor at the 

faculty of Architecture at the Middle East University in Jordan, states: “People construct places, and 

places construct people” (2020:3), conceiving the two entities, places and individuals, as two 

intertwined subjects. This thesis aims to analyse the Temporary Reception Centre of Lipa (TRC) 

through the lens of space and relationships, and its goal is to reflect upon the human relations that 

might exist inside Lipa TRC, considering them in relation to the area where the interaction occurs. 

Hence, the research question that drives this thesis is: how do people and space mutually influence 

each other inside Lipa camp?  

Lipa is not a usual place but a male transit camp only for single men who cross the Balkan Route, 

passing through Bosnia and Herzegovina to irregularly enter the European Union Territory. The 

Western Balkans are at the heart of Europe, geographically surrounded by EU member states. The 

strategic position makes the region with its states, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, 

Montenegro, North Macedonia, and Serbia, a transit hub and key corridor for migrating people 

heading for the EU, especially from the Middle East, Asia, and Africa (Council of the European 

Union, 2023).  
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The first Lipa camp was completed as a tent camp in response to the emergency of the Covid-19 

pandemic. The original and declared purpose of the TRC was to be a temporary, transient 

accommodation where people in transit could briefly rest, received food, and had a sheltered place to 

sleep before resuming their journey. Officially, the camp architecture was not designed to be a stable 

solution for the people who passed through it (Rondi,2022). Indeed, the first Lipa version consisted 

of tents, a material that could be removed at any time and where it was hard to imagine stability. But 

in December 2020, a fire burnt the site, leaving more than one thousand men in the Bosnian forest 

without electricity and running water. The inauguration of the new camp happened almost one year 

after the fire, in November 2021. Accommodation containers replaced the tents but as the name 

suggested, even the new Lipa Temporary Reception Center maintained an emergency design to host 

people in transit. However, as is often the case in camps (Agier, 2008:48), the state of exception in 

Lipa became the normality and interventions that started in the name of an emergency and, as such, 

were supposed to be temporary in every action, place, and establishment, eventually turned out to be 

the everyday life of thousands of people for an indeterminate time, until individuals found a way to 

reach their mission entering the EU territory (Facchini, Rondi, 2022).  

 

This thesis will outline the architectural evolution of Lipa and, through a reflection on its space, will 

consider what kind of relationships might exist inside such an environment and how both the human 

presence and the camp design affected each other. Different researchers like Doreen Massey (2005), 

Henry Lefebvre (1992), and Marc Augé (2009) offer a relational understanding of space, claiming 

that it is “a product of human interrelations” (Massey, 2005:10). Space does not exist prior to 

identities and relations, on the contrary, it is constituted in combination with the human presence. For 

Augé (2009) and Lefebvre (1992), places differ due to the existing level of socialisation that takes 

place inside specific spaces. A focus on space and relationship will then drive the organisation of the 

thesis, with the desire to investigate the “spatialisation of social relations” (Tsianos, 2009:7) inside 

Lipa, reflecting on the types of relations that could exist within the camp to understand its design 

itself. 

The research combines a critical, theoretical reflection based on the existing literature and first-hand 

data collected during six weeks of fieldwork inside Lipa TRC, from November 8th until December 

19th. The thesis is organized as follows: 
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Chapter 1, Introduction and Methods will present the methods used during the field for the data 

collection, the methodological and ethical implications, and the theoretical framework which inspired 

the research.  

Chapter 2, Background and History, will guide the reader inside the context of Lipa, introducing the 

research participants, the Balkan Route and “the game”: the irregular journey to reach the EU. 

Furthermore, it will offer a brief historical description of the camp construction.  

Chapter 3, A geography of isolation, will discuss the position of Lipa and its isolation, not only in 

geographical terms but also including the social and economic spheres.  

Chapter 4, A place of passage, will describe the camp architecture and present some of the 

participants' complaints. Furthermore, it will reflect on the reasons that move people to remain in 

Lipa or to leave it, also analysing the role played by the EU institutions inside the TRC.  

Chapter 5, The (non) colours of Lipa, will consider the different shades of the camp, contraposing the 

white of the container with other colours of the field, and reflecting upon the similarities between 

Lipa and Auge’s non-places. 

Chapter 6, Conclusions, will eventually conclude the thesis by presenting the result of the research 

and a summarization of the preceding chapters. 

 

The photographs I took during the fieldwork will accompany the entire thesis to help the reader 

“enter” the context of Lipa and visualising it.  

 

 

1.2 Why Lipa? 

I heard for the first time the name “Lipa” in December 2020, when several tv channels reported the 

news of a fire that burnt down a migrant camp in the North-West part of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

The images portrayed more than a thousand men in a snowy white landscape. The incidents had 

happened a couple of days before Christmas. In the following weeks, many solidary campaigns 

encouraged people to donate money to buy blankets, sleeping bags, clothes, and essential goods for 

the people who had lost everything in the fire. The burnt site was a transit camp for single men 

travelling through the Balkan Route to pass the Croatian border, a few kilometres distant from the 

camp, and irregularly enter the European Union territory. After the climax that followed the news of 

the fire, I never heard again about Lipa until the spring of 2022, when I decided to apply for a short 

summer voluntary experience, and I found an Italian non-governmental organization (NGO), called 
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Ipsia, that proposed those kinds of programs inside the new TRC. I then discovered that the burnt 

camp had been rebuilt and opened in November 2021.  

The voluntary summer experience I did inside the TRC in August 2022 convinced me to develop my 

Master’s thesis about Lipa and return there for fieldwork from November until December of the same 

year. Two reasons motivated this decision: one ideological and the other more practical. The practical 

reason concerned accessibility. The mediation of Ipsia was crucial to enter the field since the gates of 

Lipa were closed to unauthorized individuals and I did not have any other connections in the Country. 

In addition, Ipsia offered me free accommodation for the six weeks of the research. An agreement 

was established with the hosting NGO: I had to support the staff during their recreative activities in 

the morning and I could have a couple of hours free in the afternoon to interview and freely talk with 

Lipa inhabitants. 

The ideological one was connected, instead, to my conviction that anthropology can be inherently 

political and can combine an academic project with a political one (Konopinski, 2014:10). Being in 

contact with people that had to experience life inside the camp aroused my curiosity about their 

stories, with the desire to understand the political implications which lay behind the construction of 

locations like Lipa and their effects on real people experiences. Moreover, I was born and raised in 

Italy, a country where the migration topic has always played a central theme in the political discourse. 

However, while the general media has often paid attention to the Mediterranean Route, the Balkan 

Route is not so well known despite the geographical closure with the Country. All these motivations 

moved my interest to enquire about the camp of Lipa and the people who habited it.  

This research was my first medium-long fieldwork experience. Indeed, my background was not in 

Social Anthropology since I did my bachelor’s in Political Science at the University of Milano. 

However, during this Master, I had the chance to develop two small fieldwork experiences: one of 

two weeks, in January 2022, concerning Italian truck drivers and their relations with the trucks, and 

another one of one week in October 2022, in preparation for this Master’s thesis, at an Immigration 

Office in Milano called Servizio Accoglienza Immigrati (SAI), a migrant centre where individuals 

who just arrived in Italy could find legal help to prepare the necessary documents to remain in the 

Country. 
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1.3 Methodology 

The results of this thesis mainly came from participant observation, and semi-structured, informal 

interviews. Ipsia, ran a container inside the camp called “The Social Cafè” a service active from 

Monday to Friday that gave a recreative space inside the camp where individuals could receive hot 

tea, play table games, like chess, the stick game called Mikado or cards, and being involved in other 

types of activities such as sports tournaments, art and craft workshop, and languages classes. Joining 

the activities of Ipsia staff reflected my desire to develop “fieldwork by immersion” (Hannerz, 

2006:25) participating in the lives of the people who attended the Social Café, and “walking with 

them”, using Ingold’s metaphor of the walk (2006:67) to address sharing experiences with the 

research participants and spending time with them. Through the English class I taught, and the 

participation in the sport and art activities, I got to know some of the individuals who, over time, 

became my key interlocutors.   

Moreover, the natural conversations inside the Social Café were significant information sources too: 

they helped me to deepen my knowledge of Lipa people and to see the camp internal rhythms. I 

conducted interviews in two ways: conversational interviews, where I presented myself as a 

researcher, but the conversations were natural and without a fixed scheme; and semi-structured 

interviews, in which I had a guiding list of questions concerning a specific topic but still leaving to 

the interlocutor the possibility of moving freely inside the conversation. I chose these two types of 

interviews because I noticed that people felt more comfortable during spontaneous and open talks 

rather than remaining stuck on one topic with structured questions. Furthermore, the level of English 

varied from person to person, and free conversations seemed to put informants more at ease, without 

the pressure of giving wrong or right answers. So, I gave them the research frame but let them free to 

elaborate on their thoughts, and their reasonings often offered me new suggestions for the research 

itself. It was almost impossible to arrange meetings because people did not have certainties about 

how long they would stay inside the camp. At first, I tried to schedule the interviews, but the 

interlocutors were not showing up. So, whenever I found someone interested, I presented the research 

project and started to talk immediately. Since these interviews were mainly spontaneous and intimate 

conversations, almost all the field notes were handwritten in a notebook. This approach seemed less 

intrusive than using a recorder and put the interlocutor more at ease.  

The language represented a kind of difficulty for the research. My lack of knowledge of the Arabic 

and French languages, two of the main tongues spoken inside the camp, was a weakness in the 

communication process since, as Konpinski (2014) suggests, the language is relevant because “so 
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much social and political knowledge, communication, and practice is embedded in language” 

(2014:30).  However, inside the camp, there were different people who could speak English, Spanish 

or even Italian as a second language, and with them I could have some remarkable conversations that 

are mainly quoted in this text. On the other hand, to a few people, I asked short questions, like: "How 

old are you?" or "When did you arrive in Lipa?" using the application of Google Translator or, in 

some cases, asking someone to translate my questions and the following answers.   

I was aware of the power hierarchy that makes the relationship constructed during the interviews 

unbalanced: I was part of the staff of the Social Café, and I was the interviewer, with the power and 

privilege to tell the lives of others. However, I tried to be honest and open with the participants: I 

always explained the reasons for my presence there and the research purpose. I tried to use interviews 

as a process of learning from and with others (Alonso Bejarano et al., 2019:8), believing that 

“interviews are conversations where the outcome is a co-production of the interviewer and the 

subject” (Skinner, 2012:8). It was my constant concern not to treat the participants as “a category” to 

study or victims to be pitied, but as human beings that were voluntarily sharing their stories and their 

time with me. 

In parallel, I used a collaborative method, and specifically I asked the participants if they could draw 

the camp. I let them free to choose how to portray it, giving different colours and several options of 

representations: they could use pencils, markers, tempera, or watercolours. The instruction 

generically asked: "Draw Lipa as you see it". With this participatory method, I intended to engage 

some of my participants in the generation of data (Konopinski, 2014:26) to discern how they 

represented the environment of the camp, trying to notice the interlocutors' senses and perceptions of 

the surrounding space (Pink, 2009:83). 

The text also contains some personal thoughts and reflections concerning the environment of Lipa. I 

used them because, as anthropologist Sarah Pink writes in “Doing Sensory Ethnography” (2009), our 

body, with the perception we feel inside the field, can be itself a source of knowledge (2009:24). 

During fieldwork, ethnographers emplace themselves connecting their body and mind with the 

environment where they are (2009:25). And the data presented in this thesis resulted from my 

encounter with the participants and, as the author Charlotte Aull Davies (1999) points out: “the studies 

of others must also be studies of ourselves in our relationships with those others” (1999:12). This idea 

of interconnectedness implies that to achieve a holistic understanding, anthropologists must also 

include their senses in the analysis, through a reflexive process of positioning themselves in the act 

of “being in a place” (Pink, 2009:30). 
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1.4 Theoretical Framework 

Since ethnography is not only fieldwork but includes the whole process of conducting research 

(Konopinski, 2014:39), this thesis is not only based on the information collected during the six weeks 

of field but also on secondary research developed in the months before the departure, between 

September and November 2022, which helped me to engage in the topic. In particular, three main 

areas inspired the text: the literature on camps, not only considering the Lipa one, but with a broader 

perspective on the existence of camps and their managements, such as the work of the researcher 

Áine Josephine Tyrrell (2021) who uses the case of the Azraq Camp in Jordan to move a general 

critic to camps, reporting that their space “is designed to perfect and maximize the maintenance of 

power through the control of bodies” (2021:86); or Sarah Sharma (2009) who includes camps within 

Augè’s concept of non-places, arguing that “the violence of the camp is hidden by the blinding lights 

of the spectacle” (2009:145).  

A second theme was Lipa and the Balkan Route. Several Italian researchers and specialized 

journalists have written on this topic, probably because one of the principal Balkan Route transiting 

points is the city of Trieste, in the North-East part of the Country, as the movie “Trieste è bella di 

notte” (2023) shows. And since the topic concerns Italy closely, the materials produced by Italian 

authors were vast. In particular, I referred to reports published by the team of lawyers and reporters 

who work for the newspaper Altreconomia, like Schiavone (2022), Rondi (2022), Clementi (2021), 

and Brambilla (2021) or referring to the independent work collected in a book by the journalist 

Valerio Nicolosi (2023) after spending time with people inside Lipa and with individuals who were 

walking the Balkan Route.  

A third frame of the research concerned the theme of space. For this argument, the work of the 

geographer Doreen Massey (2005) has been a significant inspiration. Her approach combines the 

study of space with sociality. She shows a relational understanding of the world, conceiving space as 

the dimension of the social with a co-existence of others (2005:10). In her interest in the social 

implications of places, Massey also includes the political potential that characterizes the study of 

space, believing that there is a strong relationship between places and society, and these two aspects 

are intertwined (2005:63). Massey argues that history is not only chronological but also spatial or 

relational (2005:69) because, in the understanding of space organization, it is possible to catch aspects 

of society. Following this interpretation, space is not a static entity, on the contrary, as society, it is 

an open, ongoing production that changes over time (2005:55). In addition, I often referred to Henri 

Lefebvre’s “La produzione dello spazio” (1992), a book that presents space as a social production, 
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stating that political actors reproduce their ideas inside space, using places strategically to strengthen 

their power (1992:310). The mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion that are present in society, 

including some individuals who reflect the approved style and features of the majority and 

marginalizing the outcasts who are considered “different” and “dangerous”, are also present in the 

organization of space. We can observe this use of places in cities, with the creation of peripheries, 

slums, or bidonvilles that host individuals at the margins (Lefebvre, 1992:366); but these mechanisms 

of exclusion reach their pick in camps such as Lipa, where the division between inside and outside is 

strongly marked. In fact, Lipa inhabitants were not just excluded from a neighbourhood, but from the 

entire city since they were inside a camp but outside the social life of urban centres. Another 

significant reference was the French anthropologist Marc Augé who compares in his “Nonluoghi” 

(2009) the architecture of the camps to the ones of airports and malls because all of them contribute 

to create alienated environments, where people are deprived of their identities and become 

anonymous users who experience the “sameness” of the non-place. 

These three frames were functional to examine life inside Lipa with a holistic view that contemplated 

the context where the camp was located, the political implications that characterized and motivated 

the existence of these types of structures and policies, and a spatial interpretation of the problem: 

observing something of our time through the lens of space. 

 

1.5 Difficulties and Ethical Implications 

Doing fieldwork with the support of an NGO presented both advantages and disadvantages. Thanks 

to Ipsia, I had access to the camp, I received accommodation, and enjoyed the precious support of its 

employees with whom I created close bonds. Yet, being part of the NGO forced me to respect not 

only the several rules that governed life inside the camp, but also those imposed by Ipsia itself. Inside 

Lipa, I did not respond only for my actions but also for the organisation: if I had made a mistake, it 

would have affected the entire staff. Consequently, it was a priority for me not to create problems for 

the NGO and on the contrary, to try to help its staff in their daily activities. This implied that I could 

not freely manage my day, but I had to follow their time shifts, going to the camp from Monday to 

Friday, from 10 am until 5 pm. I could not always do what I wanted to due to security reasons that 

justified some prohibitions, such as entry and visiting the beneficiaries’ rooms, or passing the night 

inside the camp. As a matter of fact, my original plan was to sleep within a container, but the general 

rule imposed that only the residents of the camp and security agents could sleep there, while the other 
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members of the staff used to pass the nights in private accommodations situated in the closest town 

to Lipa.  

Another problem regarded the interviews with the camp employees since I had to ask the NGO for 

written permission, and it could take weeks before getting an answer. Moreover, my work for Ipsia 

positioned me in the camp hierarchy because, even if I did not want to, I held a position of power 

inside the Social Café. Perhaps this role could have affected the trust people had in me during our 

conversations, even though I attempted to create confidential relationships. A problem with the 

conversations consisted in the reliability of the participants’ affirmations. The results of the interviews 

presented in this research come from the talks I entertained with the participants and the trust I felt 

for them. However, I cannot affirm with certainty that what they said was entirely honest. For 

example, during our first interview, Amir, one of the participants with whom I spent more time, told 

me he was from Palestine, and it took him a month to reveal me that he was actually from Tunisia. 

The lie was motivated by the fact that he hoped the Palestinian origin would make it easier for him 

to receive international protection inside the European Union. It took Amir weeks to trust me and tell 

the truth.  

The experience of the fieldwork was emotionally intense and totalizing. On certain days the 

conversations were more intimate, and it was hard not to think about them once at home. Even if the 

interactions with the participants were always regulated by the camp norms and embedded in such a 

context, those relationships were an enriching exchange that made dealing with my role as a 

researcher and part of the Ipsia staff more difficult. In fact, through time, I got to know the participants 

and became closer with some of them but, due to the respect of the camp restrictions, I often could 

not help them as much as I wanted to. However, returning home in December was one of the hardest 

parts of the research. According to anthropologist Amy Pollard (2009), “A number of people found 

“the return” more difficult than fieldwork itself [..] being out there wasn’t as difficult as returning 

here” (2009:3). Leaving Lipa, exiting the “bubble”, and returning to my hometown in Italy, was more 

complicated than I expected. The return showed another time how access to mobility is discriminatory 

(Sanchez, 2019). As a white European woman, I can travel to study or work abroad and return home 

when and how I want to, but my right to move is a privilege for someone. And when I was back 

home, in my comfortable and privileged life, I was aware that the individuals I had met during the 

fieldwork were still in Lipa. Some participants started to contact me on my social media when I left 

the camp. Those conversations were a way to continue the relationship with the research participants 

and to know their movements. But such messages were also a constant monitor to keep thinking about 

Lipa.  
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It took some weeks to get used to my ordinary previous life outside the field. During the writing 

process of this thesis, my biggest fear was creating a text in which the lives of the people I met inside 

Lipa would have been objectified and reduced to the role of victims to pity. Consequently, as much 

as I could, I tried to avoid a compassionate tone in describing the episodes I observed. My intention 

was only to analyse the participants' stories, respecting their singularities, connecting them with the 

existing critical literature on camps, and making their experiences known outside the context of Lipa, 

with the desire to raise awareness. In this thesis, I tried to use my privilege to criticise the mechanism 

that produces invisibility or distorted visibility (Alonso Bejarano et al., 2019:147) around the 

existence of transit camps. The hope was to use this academic exercise as a piece of activism against 

the existence of centres like Lipa and the construction of “walls” that contribute to establishing the 

fortress of Europe, denying certain people their right to move. 

 

2. Background and History 

 

2.1 Participants 

 

Before introducing the camp itself, I want to present some of the protagonists of the facts reported in 

this thesis. For privacy reasons, I changed all their original names while age and land of origin 

remained the real ones.  

 

Amir was one of my principal informants during fieldwork. He stayed in Lipa for all six weeks of my 

stay. He tried a couple of times to cross the Croatian border but always failed and had to return to the 

camp because of the police intervention. He was 32 years old and from Tunisia. His English 

proficiency was very high, so we managed to have effective conversations. He arrived in Lipa alone, 

but inside the camp he met a group of five people with whom he shared a room: they almost always 

moved around Lipa together. Amir’s goal was to move to Portugal and become a truckdriver.  

Francis was a 22-year-old young man from Burundi. For political reasons, he had to leave Burundi 

with his family when he was still a kid. They lived for several years in the Nakivale Refugee 

Settlement in Uganda. His level of English was excellent. He remained in Lipa for two months with 

his little brother. He aimed to migrate to Germany and study Information Technology (IT) at 

university.  
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Afad was 18 years old. He escaped Syria with his elder brother. When I first met him in November, 

he did not know English well and was very shy to speak. He always attended the language lectures 

offered by the Social Café staff. He used to like going to school but had to stop when he was a kid 

because of the war. He wanted to learn English and German, so he put a lot of effort into studying 

them, and after a couple of weeks, he became more confident in speaking English. His mom was still 

in Syria, and he wanted to reach Germany to send money to help her. Afad's dream was to marry a 

blonde girl and become a bus driver. 

Arjun was one of the people who spent the longest time at the camp: two years. He arrived in Lipa 

from India when he was 27 years old. According to his words, Arjun tried to cross the Croatian border 

almost sixteen times but always failed. He did not think about a precise place where he wanted to go, 

but he continued to imagine his future outside Lipa.  

Omar was instead in his fifties. He came from Tunisia, but he used to live in Italy, so we managed to 

conversate in Italian. After having lived several years in the north of the Country, Omar did not see 

his Italian permit of stay renewed, so he had to return to Tunisia while his wife and kid remained in 

Italy. His eldest daughter was studying to become an agent of the French gendarmerie, while the 

youngest boy was still a teenager. He was waiting in Lipa for some money from his wife to try again 

the irregular journey to reach Italy and to be reunited with his family.  

Diego turned 19 years old inside Lipa. He escaped Cuba when he was 18. In his Country, Diego was 

an activist against the Cuban regime. Because of his political activity, he was persecuted and forced 

to emigrate while his mother and younger sister remained in Cuba. He flew to Serbia, where he was 

able to go without a visa, and then he walked to Bosnia. His goal was to arrive in Germany or Italy 

and study to become a nurse, but also continue his protest against Cuban institutions from Europe.  

Yusuf was 28 years old. He left Turkey in 2019 to go to Hungary, where he met a girl with whom he 

married and had a son, Amed. Two years later, the couple split up, and Yusuf did not see his visa 

renewed so he had to return to Turkey. Yusuf attempted to cross the Hungarian border illegally, but 

the police stopped and beat him. Then he decided to try to enter the European Union through the 

Croatian frontier. He arrived in Lipa for the first time at the end of September 2022. Yusuf saw his 

son for the last time two years ago. One homemade bracelet fasted his wrist with the name “Amed” 

written in beads, and the photograph of his child was the screen lock of his phone. Yusuf remained in 

Lipa for all six weeks of my fieldwork.  

Sami was a 29-year-old man from Algeria. His knowledge of English was basic, but we managed to 

have conversations with the help of Google Translator or Amir, who sometimes acted as an 
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intermediary between Sami and me. He was very eager to learn the language, so he used to come 

from Monday to Friday to the Social Café to follow all the English classes we had, and during the 

weekends, he continued to practice on an exercise grammar book we gave him. Over time, Sami 

became more confident speaking, and he improved dramatically. In his three months of permanence 

within Lipa, he tried to cross the border twice but without success. His desired destination was Spain.  

Hakim was a man in his fifties from Algeria. He moved to France when he was younger, and his 

family still lived there. After several years of permanence in the Country, Hakim did not see his 

resident permit renewed. Thus, he flew back to Algeria and came to Bosnia to try the informal way 

to return to France. Hakim showed his talent for repairing clothes or backpacks at the sewing machine 

inside the Social Café. As a matter of fact, during his youth, he worked as a tailor for a long time.  

Albert was a fifty-year-old man from India. He arrived in Lipa in March 2022. In India, he had a wife 

and two daughters, one of whom was studying to become a doctor. He wanted to go to Italy or England 

and earn enough money to bring his family to Europe. Albert was the only person I met from Lipa 

who used to work in one of the two market containers in front of the camp. He had a talent for doing 

art and craft constructions, using only papers or the materials he could find inside Lipa.  

These were the people with whom I spent the most time during the fieldwork. Each of them had his 

own story and contributed to shape my perspective of the camp. The testimonials present in this text 

come from the conversations we had together. To refer to them plurally, the NGOs staff used to call 

them “beneficiaries” as the recipients of the NGOs services. While the employees of the International 

Organization for Migration (IOM) or the Service for Foreigners' Affairs (SFA), which represented the 

Bosnian institutions inside the camp, addressed them as “migrants”, meaning that they were persons 

who moved from one place to another for unspecified reasons. It would have been formally wrong to 

address people who lived in Lipa as “refugees” because this term implies that the recognition of 

international protection has already taken place: but they did not want to ask for refugee status in 

Bosnia but inside the EU territory in order to live and work there. So, they were also not "asylum 

seekers" since the process to obtain refugee status had not started yet (Siragusa et al. 2022:19). In my 

opinion, the word “migrant” flattens the single identities and differences between the individuals 

(Papa, 2023) and reduces people to the category of “migrants”, as if they all shared a common 

condition or nature as an axiom from the mere fact of migrating (Malkki, 1995:511). Since “to define 

is to limit” (Wilde, 2006:201), I will then refer to the individuals I met in Lipa by their single names 

or with the expressions “people in transit” or “residents of the camp” referring not to a feature of their 

persona but to the action they were doing that could vary a lot since every transiting process could 

assume different shapes. 
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Figure 1. Albert's creation 

Figure 2. Yusuf's bracelet 
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2.2 Lipa fall and rise  

 

In 2018, before the construction of Lipa, Bira was one of the principal hosting points for people who 

transited through the Una-Sana Canton, a region in the North-West part of Bosnia. The Bira 

centre was the outcome of an old factory reconverted into a hosting structure made up of containers 

and was located in the periphery of Bihać, a city of approximately 60.000 inhabitants (Cortese, 2020). 

But different citizens started the protest “No Camp” since they did not want to have the camp and its 

inhabitants so close to the city. The protests eventually led to the closure of Bira in 2020, and the 

transfer of the centre outside Bihać, 28 kilometres from it, at an altitude of 800 metres. Lipa tent camp 

opened in April 2020 to face the new emergency of the Covid 19 pandemic (Nicolosi, 

2023:79). Hence, officially, the camp design aimed to be an emergency solution made up of tents. 

But in the December of the same year, a fire burnt the centre, leaving more than 1.200 people without 

shelter or electricity (Clementi et al., 2021).  The inauguration of the new TRC happened almost one 

year later, in November 2021. The camp remained in the same location, but with a budget of three 

million euros, the improvements of the new camp design were undeniable: the centre could host 1.500 

people, the containers replaced the tents, the new housing units were all equipped with electric 

heating, each room had three bunk beds for a total of six people per room, electric boilers warmed up 

the showers and the water from the sinks, and a free Wi-Fi internet covered the entire area, allowing 

people who had a phone to connect with people outside the camp (Clementi, 2021:17). 

Areas with housing and sanitation containers divided the camp. In each sector, there was a limited 

zone with a separate hygienic-sanitary section isolated by a fence for the new people who had to 

quarantine for a couple of days (Clementi, et al. 2021:17). Besides the rooms, different governmental 

and non-governmental organizations operated within the camp, offering food, shelter, and medical 

care. The International Organization for Migration (IOM) and The Service for Foreigners’s Affairs 

(SFA) were the two organizations with more decisional power inside Lipa. The Red Cross managed 

a canteen in which people received three meals per day and could have breakfast and lunch, while 

dinner needed to be consumed in the room because the canteen closed in the afternoon. Next to the 

Red Cross container, there was an open-air free-use cooking facility with wood-burning barbecues 

under a metal roof that people could use to prepare their meals if they had the food. The Danish 

Refugee Council was responsible for the first healthcare service; while the French NGO, Médicins 

du Monde (MdM), gave psychological support with individual counselling and group activities to 

raise awareness on mental health issues. The Jesuit Refugee Service (JRS) provided barber tools to 

allow the beneficiaries have their hair cut. And, among the others, the NGO Ipsia was active in Lipa 
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with the Social Café, providing recreative activities and language courses.  Except for the Red Cross, 

all the other NGOs used to be open from Monday until Friday and closed during weekends.  All the 

NGOs employees did not sleep in the camp but lived in private accommodations in Bihać and arrived 

at Lipa by car.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. English lecture inside the Social Café 

Figure 3. Ipsia Social Café 
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2.3 Open gates 

 

As Kirsten MConnachie (2016), Professor of Socio-Legal Studies, points out: “every camp is a 

complex governance environment in its own right, the product of pluralistic legal and political 

interactions and of extensive historical and cultural influences” (2016:399). The internal organization 

can vary dramatically between camps: “Camps vary in almost every dimension. Some are the size of 

cities, while others are more like towns. Some are fenced and guarded, while others allow free 

movement. Some have existed for generations, while others are newly created” (McConnachie, 

2016:397). Lipa was not a closed camp. As a transit centre, its gates were open during specific hours 

of the day and closed for the night. The only rule that regulated the movement was that when 

individuals went out, they had to leave their ID card at the security desk. In fact, on their first arrival 

in Lipa, individuals had to register, providing personal details such as name, country of origin, date 

of birth, and date of arrival. The knowledge of the country of origin was a functional measure for the 

Figure 5. JRS Hair Dresser 
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camp’s security to assign the room according to nationality. As a matter of fact, different areas 

contained the rooms based on the individual’s ethnicity, like South Americans on one side, North 

Africans on the other, and Pakistan and Indians in separated sectors. This measure was an attempt to 

avoid internal conflicts inside the camp.   

Information about the age was essential to understand if a person could be admitted to the camp, 

because the TRC accepted only single men older than 18 years old. Minors, women, and families 

were allocated instead to another specific camp, Borici, which remained at the periphery of Bihać, 

probably because the presence of kids and families was more tolerated by the citizens than that of the 

single men. The entry date enabled IOM and SFA to calculate the exact number of people inside the 

centre and to estimate the average length of stay.  

The ID card was fundamental inside the camp because it gave access to all the internal services: to 

receive meals at the canteen, borrow a game from the Social Café, use razors at JRS Barber Shop, 

and join the other NGOs activities. When individuals left Lipa, to attempt the journey to the EU or 

just for a walk, they had to leave their card at the entrance security desk, and they received it back 

only after their return to the camp. Two Bosnian policemen always supervised the gates, and a metal 

mesh encircled the entire camp area, with additional security cameras filming the perimeter 

(Clementi, et al. 2021:17). 

 

2.4 The Game 

 

Several people I met inside Lipa had the chance to study for some years in universities within their 

countries of origin. Like Mohammed, a 27-year-old man, who studied psychology in Afghanistan but, 

due to the Taliban presence, had to leave everything to migrate. Or like Aziz, a law graduate student 

in Egypt who hoped to find better opportunities abroad. Before meeting them, I was biased: I believed 

residents of camps were almost always coming from personal dramatic economic situations. Yet, 

listening to different testimonies, I realized that migrating was expensive: a journey from Afghanistan 

to Italy could cost up to ten thousand euros. Many of the individuals I met within the camp were part 

of the middle class in their native countries (Villani, 2022), but if they owned the money to pay for a 

regular flight ticket, why were there so many people in Lipa? Because not all passports offer the same 

possibilities. The Henley Passport Index (2023) shows that if Swedish citizens can access 191 

countries without the release of a visa, only 27 countries are visa-free for citizens who travel with an 

Afghan document. And for some people having a passport or receiving a visa to enter certain 
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countries might be complicated. In Lipa, so many individuals found themselves undertaking an 

irregular journey to arrive in the EU, not because they did not have the economic possibility to travel 

regularly, but because their right to move was neglected. The denial of visas and passports showed 

how different the access to mobility in the world is (Sanchez, 2019).   

For the sociologist Radhika Mongia (1999), the employment of passports is a tool for powerholders 

to enforce the idea of a geopolitical space dominated by nation-states (1999:528), and it is a way to 

institutionalise race without explicitly naming it (1999:546). The colour of the passport is a bit like 

the colour of the skin, and just as nobody chooses the colour of the skin, in the same way nobody 

chooses the colour of the passport. A part of your passport colour is the possibility of acquiring a Visa, 

and since the possibility of acquiring a Visa depends fundamentally on the economic potential that 

one has, what they are saying to the world is that the poor do not have the right to a Visa and in fact 

they never get it (Sanchez, 2019). As skin colour might be the reason for racial prejudice and 

exclusion, the same can be with passport colour, which can cause discrimination and the lack of 

recognition of certain rights, like the right to move.  

The philosopher Giorgio Agamben (1995) interprets the restlessness of States towards “refugees” due 

to the legal ambiguity of the latter because they are hard to be defined in political terms. Their 

presence is considered a threat to the principles on which the nation-state sovereignty is traditionally 

based since they symbolically break the created nationalist bonds between individuals and citizens, 

natality and nationality (1995:145). Irregular migration is the consequent response to this geopolitical 

context, with people who do not own a visa or a passport that would allow them to be granted their 

right to move, and therefore have to undertake long, dangerous, and irregular journeys. “The game” 

was the expression used by the camp inhabitants to call their attempts to informally travel to Western 

Europe via the Balkan Route. Authorities, camp managers, and also the staff of humanitarian 

organisations, who worked in the region, employed this expression as well to indicate irregular 

attempts to cross the border. According to researchers Claudio Minca and Jessica Collins (2021), who 

did their ethnography about camps in Serbia, the game can assume different forms: it can require 

walking many kilometres through forests, crossing rivers, climbing border fences, jumping trains, 

hiding in trucks, or procuring taxi services via smugglers (2021:2). The information for this type of 

journey is “based on a specific informal geography comprised of information travelling through social 

media, smuggling networks, makeshift and institutional refugee camps, and informal routes across 

the mountains, rivers, and fields of the region” (Minca, Collins, 2021:2). An NGO employee, who 

had been working in the camp for many years, explained me the types of games and the different 

costs.  
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The cheapest one was the walking game, alone or in a group. The people who used this option relied 

on tutorial videos on YouTube or the maps downloaded on their phones that indicated the possible 

paths to take. It was the riskiest choice. Police knew the traveling routes and arranged night and day 

checkpoints. Moreover, different people reported that once police agents stopped them, they stole 

their money, phones, power banks, and drove them back to the Bosnian border, leaving them without 

the tools that could indicate the way back to Lipa (Astuti et al., 2021:49). 

Another option was walking under the guidance of a smuggler who usually lived in the camp but 

knew the path well. Mohammed said that, inside Lipa, the smugglers found you before you even 

started to look for them. They were not difficult to be identified: first of all, they remained in the camp 

for many years, always coming and going, and secondly, they usually wore expensive watches or 

new, flashy clothes. A trip under their guidance from Lipa to Slovenia could cost up to 1.000 euros. 

An alternative was the train or bus game, using the public transport that from Bihać lead to Zagreb. 

However, this option was also risky. Diego told me he tried to take a bus to Zagreb with other Cubans, 

but the driver saw they were coming from Lipa and refused to let them in, threatening to call the 

police, even though they had bought regular tickets. Furthermore, I reached by bus the frontier that 

separates Bosnia and Croatia several times and, every time, the border police asked all the passengers 

to get off the bus and show our passports one by one.  

Alternative solutions were the container game, aboard the back of a truck, or the taxi game that could 

cost between 4.000 and 6.000 euros. In this latter option, a smuggler drove his customers and left 

them a few meters from the border, where they could walk in the surrounding woods and had more 

possibilities to access the frontier without being seen. On the other side of the border, at an agreed 

point, another smuggler waited for the customers to drive them to their new destination. This form 

was generally considered the safest option, but it was also the most expensive and not everyone could 

afford it. None of the people I met during fieldwork who attempted the game by taxi returned to the 

camp. 

The game was the natural response to the impossibility of legally entering the EU, taking advantage 

of the grey area in the governance of informal migrant mobilities and challenging such border policy 

(Minca, Collins, 2021:7). The term “game” recalled individuals’ final goal: getting into Europe. In 

the documentary “Shadow Game” (2021), the individuals who walk the Balkan Route compare 

themselves with the protagonists of a video game because they must succeed on several levels, the 

frontiers, to win their match. Along the way, there were many dangers: the police, the wild animals, 

the lack of drinkable water, and the ravines. “If you pass, you will win. That’s why they call it the 

game”, states a young man in Blankevoort and Van Drield’s documentary (2021). If they entered the 
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EU territory unharmed, they had completed their mission, but if a patrol caught them, all the points 

were lost, and they had to start all over again, as in the most classic of video games.  

 

2.5 The European Union 

 

Under these conditions, it came naturally to wonder what role the European Institutions played. Along 

the Balkan Route, not all frontiers are the same (Siragusa et al., 2022:35). Bosnia, for example, is a 

transit country because its borders are more accessible since the Country is not part of the European 

Union (Siragusa et al., 2022:35). On the contrary, the Croatian border has represented over the years 

a block for people in transit: it was one of the main points where police interrupted the game and 

forced individuals to return to Bosnia. The principal reason that justifies the severity with which 

Zagreb protected its borders was its candidature to join Schengen area. Therefore, Croatia had been 

on the list to become a member since 2013, and ten years later, at the beginning of 2023, it finally 

entered. The Schengen Agreement is a pact developed in 1985 between some European countries that 

today officially claim a border-free area with the consequent possibility of free circulation for more 

than 400 million EU citizens (European Commission, 2023). Being part of this agreement allows its 

members to circulate inside the zone without limits. All the European Union countries are required 

to join the Schengen Convention, but applying countries must pass a selection of the European Union 

authorities on technical requirements and judicial cooperation to be admitted (Internazionale, 2019). 

The assessment to become part of Schengen is a strict process, and one of the principal admission 

criteria for an applicant state is to prove the ability to protect its borders (Siragusa et al., 2022:45). 

Hence, the EU has repeatedly postponed the accession of Bulgaria and Romania because the 

governments of Austria and Netherlands, already members of Schengen, accused the two candidates 

of not meeting this last requirement and of having let too many people pass their borders irregularly 

(Genovese, 2013), while Croatia has distinguished itself for the efficiency with which it has carried 

out its pushbacks over time.  

Several documents reported the cruelty with which the Croatian police rejected people in transit 

(Nicolosi, 2023:115). Famous is the investigation (2021) published by a group of journalists, 

members of the group: "Lighthouse Reports" which reveals the footage of a violent pushback at the 

border with Bosnia and Herzegovina by the Croatian Intervention Police, while they beat and vilified 

a group of individuals who attempted to pass the frontier. The unjustified harshness with which 

Croatia has protected its territory from irregular migration over the years has met the consent of the 

European Union, with the final prize of being admitted inside Schengen. The entrance of Romania 
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and Bulgaria has failed again this year for the same reason: they did not satisfy the required standards 

for protecting the borders (Genovese, 2013). Through the admission criteria and the selection process, 

the European Union can influence the agenda of applicant countries, directing their migration policies 

and reinforcing certain behaviours while discouraging others. The pre-accession assistance funds 

(IPA) are another EU tool to address border decisions of third countries. As a matter of fact, the 

countries on the list receive financings by this latter to implement specific policies. In exchange, 

applicant countries must follow some EU instructions also concerning migration policies. The 

journalist Luca Rondi (2022) sees this type of measures as a strategy of the EU to keep people who 

migrate from certain states out of its territory.  

According to the activist Gianfranco Schiavone (2022), Lipa can be seen as an example of the 

“externalization of the frontier”, where the EU pays third countries, outside its area of influence, to 

keep the undesirables individuals that it refuses (2022:8). So, for Schiavone humanitarian words like 

“transit” or “hospitality”, often rhetorically associated to centres like Lipa, are just a functional cover 

that hides the isolation and oppression that camps inhabitants are forced to experience (Rondi, 2022). 

The journalist Annalisa Camilli (2021) recognizes a neo-colonial management in the behaviour of 

the EU that pays structures outside its territory and jurisdiction, like Bosnia and Herzegovina or 

Libya, to contain individuals that it does not want to receive. Such an attitude only fuels division, 

confining people and generating a periphery of Europe (Camilli, 2021). Mark Akkerman (2021) sees 

the relationship between the EU and third countries as a reflection of the carrot-stick approach 

(2021:1), where the carrot symbolizes the EU funding to reward what it considers good practices, and 

the stick represents the punishments, by refusing their admission, because of improper behaviours. 

“The European Union (EU), and its member states, externalise detention to third countries as part of 

a strategy to keep migrants out at all costs [..] Funding is made available through pre-accession 

agreements specifically to detain migrants” (Akkerman, 2021:1). Similarly, Rondi (2022) associates 

the EU approach with the Latin expression do ut des which means offering something in exchange 

for other benefits, like giving money to third countries to do the hidden, dirty work (Rondi, 2022). 

The hypocrisy lies in the fact that the European Union was the major financer (54%) in the 

construction of the new Lipa camp in 2021, followed by the governments of Austria (20.9%), 

Germany (19.2%), Switzerland (6%), Italy (2.5%), and the European Central Bank (2.25%) (Clementi 

et al., 2021:17). They paid for the camp, invoking the rhetoric of a shared responsibility and solidarity, 

but then rewarded Croatia for its pushback policy “to keep migrants and refugees firmly outside their 

borders” (Akkerman, 2021:7). Consequently, detention centres like Lipa resulted from the EU 

pressures to stop migrants from reaching its border. And while EU states do not lay claim to owning 
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third countries as they did in the colonial period, their migration policies continue to indicate their 

level of control and prioritisation of European interests over other states (Akkerman, 2021:43). 

 

Figure 6. Camp fence 

Figure 7. Lipa sectoral division 
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 3. A geography of isolation 

 

3.1 Position 

If Bira was in the periphery but still in Bihać, the position of the new Lipa TRC was in the middle of 

the forest, isolated from other urban centres. Bihać was the closest city, at a distance of 28 kilometres 

far away from Lipa, and between the camp and the city there was only one big road surrounded by 

parts of forest. During his first journey to Lipa, the journalist Nicolosi (2023) noticed that the camp 

was too well hidden in the wood to be seen casually from the road, and he had to look for it in order 

to find it (2023:117). The position of Lipa was located on a side dirt street within the woods, 2 

kilometres from the main roadway. Close to the TRC, several signs hanging from the trees warned 

against the presence of landmines from the Bosnian 90s war in the green area, marking the site as 

dangerous, and consequently not frequented by people external to Lipa.  

McConnachie (2016) states that one of the distinguishing features of all camps is the segregation of 

their residents from a surrounding population by formal or informal restrictions (2016:399), and even 

though the extent of exclusion varies, some degree of segregation is inevitable (2016:405). However, 

McConachie also points out that “just as not all containment occurs in camps, not all camps are spaces 

of containment” (2016:399). As mentioned before, Lipa was not a closed camp, and its inhabitants 

could come and go freely. But the distance from Bihać and the lack of public transport in the area 

limited the movements of Lipa inhabitants between the camp and the city. Lipa residents rarely went 

to Bihać, usually only to collect the money their families or friends sent them because they could not 

receive money directly since they did not have documents or an official address. Thus, they needed 

to find an intermediary with regular documents who accepted to act as a formal recipient for them. 

And so, their only ways to reach the city were walking for four hours or using a private taxi, often 

taking it with other people who also needed to go to Bihać to share the expenses. Moreover, after 

spending a certain period inside the camp, some people started to feel uncomfortable when they were 

in the city. Omar, for example, the Moroccan man who spoke Italian, told me he had been to Bihać 

only a couple of times to collect the money his wife had sent him. On those occasions, he felt uneasy 

because he perceived that people were strangely staring at him, making him feel nervous and odd. 

The researcher Marco Siragusa and his colleagues (2022) notice how isolation might affect the lives 

of the people waiting in Lipa who live a segregated life in exchange for food, clothes, and a bed, 

without knowing when isolation will end (2022:67).  The prolonged segregation from the outside 
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might generate in people who experience it, feelings of passivity and alienation, with the possible 

insurrection or aggravation of psychic disturbances and a sense of guilt for being stuck there 

(Schiavone, 2022:15).   

Researcher Melanie Griffiths (2013) believes that one of the purposes of creating isolated camps is 

to enforce the separation between citizens and migrating people, considering the latter a threat to 

social security, and justifying their isolation in the name of the national interest as an extension of the 

national border (2013:278). Similarly, the social anthropologist Simon Turner (2016) states that 

“Camps are often located far from cities and other centres and are clearly demarcated—often 

fenced—defining a distinction between the inside and the outside” (2016:141). Following Turner, the 

creation of the “migrant” figure happens inside camps, and it is the “necessary other” that nation-

states need to enforce their internal social order and constitute an idea of the outsider that must be 

kept apart. Anthropologist Francesco Remotti (2021) theorizes that inclusion processes happen 

through the consequent exclusion of others: the members of one group define themselves in 

opposition to another. This mechanism serves the group members to enforce their similarities and 

identity. So, through their spatial exclusion from cities, the camp inhabitants are labelled as 

“migrants”, the “aliens”, distinguished from “citizens” (Griffiths, 2013:278). Therefore, the 

construction of isolated camps is presented as the cure for containing the “matter out of place” and 

preventing the contamination of the nation and its citizens by outsiders (Turner, 2016:141). Even 

Tyrrell (2021) sees the use of camps as a way to mark a separation between the inside and the outside 

since “camps trap people into indefinite dis-placement through in-placement” (2021:86). So, the 

“outsideness” is contained and generated in places of exception, like reception centres (El-Shaarawi, 

2015:40). The extra-territoriality of camps is a tool employed by nation-states to enforce the social 

exclusion of minority groups (Turner, 2016:141), living a life separated from the context as 

“undesirable, kept apart from the world, far from the city” (Agier, 2008:62).  

Schiavone (2022) adds that isolating people for as long as possible under degrading conditions is a 

strategic measure to discourage departures (2022:12). But geographical isolation is also a way to 

render the residents of camps invisible to the outside (Turner, 2016:144): if the population of cities 

does not see those camps and the people who live inside them, it is easier to believe that the problem 

does not exist (Nicolosi, 2023:117), and not seeing makes the conscience lighter (Saviano, 2022:10). 

The isolation residents of the camp experienced in Lipa was not exclusively geographical but included 

other spheres of the personal life, such as the economic and the social ones.   
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Figure 9. Bihać 

Figure 8. The road to Lipa 
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Figure 10. The landscape of Lipa 
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3.2 Economic Isolation 

One of the consequences of the camp distance from the city was the lack of work. Inside Lipa finding 

a job could be very complicated because, apart from the rooms and the bathrooms, in the camp there 

were only the containers managed by the NGOs and the canteen, but nothing else. Outside the gates, 

immediately in front of the camp, there were two “market containers” that sold food like snacks, cans 

of tuna, and various types of packaged sweets, beverages, and hygienic products. People unconnected 

with the camp ran the markets. Albert, the Indian man who remained in Lipa for ten months, was the 

only person from the camp who used to work as a salesman in one of the two shops, since the market 

containers were too small to need other employees. The other possible ways to earn money within the 

camp were arranging the games, leading groups as a smuggler, or selling drugs as a dealer. Arjun, the 

other Indian who lived in Lipa for two years, said he tried to convert his room into a little market to 

sell homemade bracelets and jewellery to earn a little money, but camp guards caused him troubles 

and forced him to stop the activity. 

The lack of work made many people dependent for their entire stay inside Lipa on the money their 

families or friends could send them, which was necessary to embark on the game. So, the isolation 

people experienced inside the camp was not exclusively geographical but incorporated an amputation 

from the social, economic, and political parts of life (Agier, 2008:58). The absence of work often 

became an additional cause of distress in the inhabitants of camp. They often felt guilty because, 

within Lipa, they could not economically support their family who remained in their countries of 

origin, sending remittances to them. On the contrary, individuals found themselves in a state of 

inactivity that made them feel a burden for their familiar economy. To arrive in Bosnia from Syria, 

the 18 years old Afad and his elder brother contracted an expensive debt in their country of origin. 

While they were in Lipa, the moneylender threatened their mother, who remained in Syria, to pay 

back the money lent. Several times Afad stated he felt the pressure to quickly pass the border to find 

a job in Germany and send home the remittances to help his mother. The two young men tried the 

walking game three times, but Croatian patrols always stopped them. 

Even Diego, the Cuban activist who emigrated because of political persecutions, said that one of his 

main worries was for his mother and sister, who were still in Cuba. He was worried for their safety. 

Hence, he desired to reach the EU as soon as possible, to find a job and send them the money to pay 

for flight tickets to leave Cuba. Mohammed, the psychologist who left Afghanistan because of the 

Taliban, declared that the Balkan Route was not suitable for women or kids since it required 

considerable physical effort: walking many kilometres in woods, often with long parts without food 

or water. His purpose was to arrive in Germany, ask for International Protection, and then, once 
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obtained refugee status, to start the legal practices for family reunification so that his wife and son 

could regularly join him in the EU. Other men inside Lipa did as Mohmmed, leaving wives and 

children in their native countries, and travelled alone, hoping to let them reach the EU later but more 

safely. Meanwhile, their wives and parents sent them the necessary money to continue their journey. 

Omar as well admitted how guilty he felt about the situation: his wife, who was in Italy, was working 

three jobs to earn enough money to pay for the house rent, the school fee for their son, who was still 

studying, and also to send her husband some money to try the game again. Omar wanted to be reunited 

with his family to feel he could support and care for them, but he did not know when they would meet 

again. “The imperative to succeed clashes with the tremendous obstacles of entering Europe and 

obtaining a legal status there” (Scalettaris et al., 2021:522). Omar tried the game seven times but 

always without success.  

In addition to the feelings of guilt and the sense of duty to their families, in some cases, the residents 

of the camp faced several social pressures from the relatives they left behind to reach the chosen 

country of destination in Europe and obtain legal residence. This factor added to the hardship 

experienced before and during the journey. They saw migrating as a process of self-affirmation and 

empowerment and then felt a high pressure to succeed (Scalettaris et al., 2021:524).  Arjun said that, 

after some failed games, he thought about returning to his family house in India “but – he added- if I 

go back, I might not be able to help my parents financially, and all their sacrifices to get me to leave 

would be in vain. My parents know I am in Bosnia, but they have never heard anything about the 

game because I do not want them to be worried [..] My friends in India believe I am in Italy now, 

working there. I do not want them to learn the truth, acknowledging I am stuck here, so the best option 

is to lie to them”. An investigation on social media made by Giulia Scalettaris and her colleagues 

(2021) shows that when individuals begin their journey and until they reach their destination, silence 

and discretion dominate their social networks. They usually do not announce on social media that 

they have decided to leave their countries, and the journey challenges, as well as sad news, are not 

shared. The tendency is to post only happy and successful content, while obstacles and difficulties 

encountered during the journey are considered too private, even shameful, to be shared (Scalettaris et 

al., 2021:525). As Agier (2008) writes, the background of camps is the inactivity that dominates life, 

with consequent feelings of impotence and uselessness that influence camp inhabitants (2008:53). 
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3.3 Social Isolation 

The Lipa TRC could host 1.500 men. Despite the large number of people who passed every day 

through the camp, several participants declared that creating friendships in such an environment was 

complicated. In her ethnography based on fieldwork inside an Immigration Detention Centre located 

in the UK, Melanie Griffiths (2013) outlines that in those types of centres: “the precariousness of 

detention, the degree of mobility and the diversity of languages and cultures involved, mean that 

although detainees tend to get along relatively well and help each other with informal translation or 

advice about forms, friendships are somewhat rare and on the whole people experience detention as 

individuals” (2013:280). She also affirms that rather than speak to obtain support from other 

inhabitants, it was more common for people to isolate themselves to avoid other people’s tensions, 

stress, and despair (2013:280). Similarly, researchers Joanna Jordan and Sarah Moser (2020) state 

that given to their highly transient, temporary, and unpredictable nature, transit camps function “less 

like a community and more like a circumstantial conglomerate of disparate individuals and small 

groups merely sharing the same transit goals” (2020:570).  

The lack of deep relationships was an issue that emerged in Lipa too. Several people mentioned during 

the interviews that during their stay inside the camp, whether for a short or a long time, it was hard 

to create profound bonds since people come and go, and escape that place as soon as possible was 

their principal concern. Although Albert remained in Lipa for ten months, he did not create deep 

friendships inside the camp, “In fact – he said- I am the only Indian. There are no friends here. How 

can I have friends? [..] Since I arrived, I have been feeling alone. I would need some friends, on 

certain days I feel very lonely, and I miss my family, but sometimes I spend time with people from 

other countries. Last night, for example, I had dinner with a Burundian family: we shared the food 

and spoke in English. It was a nice evening. The employees who work for the NGOs are a good 

company as well: they care about me; we spend time together, and they are there for me. Some of 

them have left the camp to work somewhere else but, with few, the relationships continue even though 

they are outside Lipa: we exchange messages to each other and sometimes we even call to know how 

we are”.  

On the same subject, Omar said: “I cannot have a friend inside the camp because every three days, 

old people go, and new people come. And even if they remain for more days, the future of everyone is 

uncertain inside Lipa, and all heads work to plan the next game. Here there are no friends but 

colleagues”. 
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Even Francis, the Burundian young man who travelled with his little brother headed to Germany, 

commented: “Other Burundians are in the camp, and we are kind of friends. We share time and ideas, 

we eat and sometimes pray together, or we meet in the evening for chatting, but I imagine we will lose 

each other once outside the camp. While on the road, I will be with my brother and care only for him: 

we will be on our own. Time here passes very slowly, and being in a company is a distraction that 

makes me feel better. But everyone here only wants to move, and this takes priority over everything”.  

However, despite the already mentioned difficulties in creating deep relationships inside camps, 

several times during fieldwork, I thought Lipa was also a place of help and solidarity. For example, I 

remember two Burundian men who just arrived at the camp. They looked disoriented and did not 

have money or phones with them, but they needed to call a group of fellows who lived in Bosnia and 

could help them in their succeeding phases of the game. They were looking for a phone, and first they 

asked one Ipsia employee, but one camp rule prohibited staff members from loaning phones to the 

beneficiaries, so the employee had to reject the request. But one Moroccan man who saw the scene 

understood their urgency and let them use his phone. Another example of solidarity came from 

Hakim, the ex-tailor from Algeria. Due to his talent to sew, when people had difficulties using the 

sewing machine inside the Social Café, he helped them to repair their clothes or backpacks in 

preparation for the coming game. Even if the other person could not speak his language, he was able 

to overcome the language barrier, explaining with gestures and facial expressions how to use the 

machine. In their ethnography about the Croatian transit camp of Slavonski Brod, Tea Škokić and 

Renata Jambrešić (2017) notice how communication can be verbal or non-verbal inside camps, using 

it as a natural response to a particular problem or request (2017:117). And, if Griffiths (2013) sees 

language differences as an obstacle to the creation of relationships (2013:280), for Škokić and 

Jambrešić (2017), the lack of verbal communication does not represent an insurmountable 

impediment because people turn to other forms of communication to interact. 

During the field, the 2022 FIFA World Cup took place, and the staff of MdM decided to transmit the 

most popular matches on a projector in their container. The initiative was a success: many people, 

fans of different football teams, gathered inside the container to watch the matches together. Rehab, 

a young man from Morocco that I met during last week of fieldwork, stated that weekends were the 

hardest moments in Lipa because: “the NGO’s activities are suspended and there is nothing to do, so 

it is easier to feel lonely because everyone is on their own. I usually spend all Saturdays and Sundays 

in bed, listening to music or watching football games on my phone. I love football enormously. From 

Monday to Friday if there is a match the staff of Médicins du Monde projects it on the wall of their 

container, and there are always many people who come to watch it. It is very nice to see football 
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together. It makes me feel normal and not imprisoned in this camp”. In those moments, football was 

the common language that united the residents of the camp, sitting in front of a table and re-creating 

a sort of domestic and friendly atmosphere. Another example of a convivial moment was the sports 

tournament arranged by Ipsia, where different teams competed in several disciplines. One of the 

teams’ names was “Afghan Tigers” in honour of Afghanistan, while the group of Cubans constituted 

the “Latin Boys” who eventually won the tournament. Even on that situation, individuals showed 

how the sport could become a communication tool. Probably the inhabitants of the camp were not 

friends, but even in a place like Lipa, it was possible to experience moments of community. 

 

 

 

  Figure 12. Mohammed making a doll for his son Figure 11. FIFA World Cup inside MdM container 
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Figure 13. Reparing clothes in preparation for the game 

Figure 14. From a conversation inside the Social Café 
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4.A place of passage 

 

4.1 A transient Country 

The “Bosnia and Herzegovina operational update” released in 2021 by UNHCR reports that between 

January 2018 and January 2021, more than 85.000 people passed through the Country (Facchini, 

Rondi, 2022:59), mainly Afghans, Pakistanis, Syrians, Iranians, Iraqis, Egyptians, and Bangladeshis 

(Clementi et al. 2021:12). Not being part of the EU territory, has made Bosnian borders easily 

accessible and a crowded passage in the Balkan Route (Facchini, Rondi, 2022:35). However, Bosnia 

was just a transit Country since individuals usually did not want to remain there. As a matter of fact, 

in 2020, out of 14,432 expressions of willingness to seek protection in the Country, only 244 

proceedings were initiated, equal to 1,7% of the total, often because people left Bosnia and 

Herzegovina before starting the legal practice to receive the international protection (Brambilla, 

2021:10). But the decision to leave the Country was not solely motivated by individuals’ choice to 

go elsewhere but it was a natural consequence of the fact that staying was almost impossible due to 

the lack of any form of ordinary reception alternative to the logic of the camps, the radical absence 

of any path of social integration, the rigid criteria of the application, the long waiting times for the 

examination of applications, next to two years despite the very few applicants, and the lack in the 

various legal systems, which, overall made escaping the most reasonable solution. Furthermore, the 

inadequacy and uncertainty of the system, in addition to the absence of public programmes for social 

inclusion showed the intention of the national institutions:  no one had to stay (Brambilla et al. 

2021:12). In its architecture, Lipa represented the transit approach that Bosnian institutions felt for 

migrating people. 

 

4.2 A temporary design 

How did the transiency and temporary features of camps show up in Lipa?  

On each container of the camp, the slogan “Mobil Space Solution” accompanied the name of the 

production factory. Even if containers seemed more stable than tents, they were still a practical and 

economical alternative that could be quickly installed and dismantled. For Tyrrell (2021), the use of 

prefab hub has a clear political function, emphasizing that the camp is not to be permanent but 

designed to be temporary, and also “The facility with which these domiciles are erected and taken 

down - or simply loaded up and moved to another site - emphasizes the analogues temporariness of 
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the inhabitants’ right to the space they occupy. The buildings’ temporariness imbues the broader camp 

space with a bleak sense of transferability as humans and objects are acutely aware that, should they 

step out of line, they can be replaced by others deemed better suited or more deserving” (Tyrrell, 

2021:90).  

The temporary design of Lipa was also observable in the architecture of the rooms: they contained 

only three bunk beds but no chairs, tables, or wardrobes that could keep the inhabitants’ clothes, so 

they had to hold their belongings on the bed or inside their backpacks. Since the Red Cross canteen 

closed in the afternoon, the residents of the camp had to eat their dinner inside their room, but there 

was not a proper space where to eat it except their mattress.  

Moreover, camp inhabitants did not own a key to lock their rooms, so the door remained open all the 

time. An SFA employee justified this measure due to the presumed transitory of individuals who were 

in Lipa: "Since people often leave for the game, it would be a problem if they brought the key with 

them all the time, we have preferred to avoid the risk and leave the doors open. It is easier for us". 

This rule was one of the main complaints of the research participants because it forced them to find 

a way to supervise their belongings.  According to their stories, it was not so uncommon that some 

thieves sneak in when the rooms were empty or at night while people were asleep to take what was 

there, like money, digital devices, cigarettes, or drugs. Deprived of the possibility of locking the door, 

people found original ways to guard their belongings when they were not in the room. Amir, for 

example, used to walk around the camp transporting his main valuable belongings inside his backpack 

since he did not feel safe leaving them unattended. On the contrary, the psychologist Mohammed left 

his belongings in the room, but with two of his roommates, he arranged shifts to always have someone 

guarding their personal effects while the other two joined the activities offered by the NGOs in the 

other containers.  

Another feature of Lipa design that caused several complaints was the lack of privacy. The camp 

architecture did not include private spaces, but all the containers were projected to be shareable: the 

room hosted six people, the bathrooms were shared, and the showers did not have curtains. Regarding 

this last aspect, Mohammed said: “Compared to other camps where I have been, here it is not too 

bad: the staff is very polite, and the space is much cleaner. What annoys me the most about camp life 

is the absence of private spaces, there is no privacy, the showers do not have curtains, and I share my 

room with five people. This accommodation is bearable for a couple of weeks, but I want to move to 

a real house to have my privacy back”. Tyrell (2020) sees in the design of camps the specific intention 

to prevent individuals from developing a sense of privacy, ownership and belonging (2021:92), and 

also to homogenise their inhabitants and erase people individuality. Indeed, the possibility for the 
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individuals to personalise their space inside Lipa was limited because every time they left for a game, 

newcomers received their room, and once they returned after a failure they were assigned to a new 

room.  

When I asked Omar what he missed the most about his previous life, he said: “I miss the family 

grouping, the warmth of a home where you keep your things and feel safe and loved. This place will 

never be able to produce the sensation of an actual home. You cannot relax: every time I leave my 

room, I always bring all the money and belongings with me because someone might steal them when 

I am not there. Here I feel nervous and agitated all the time. It is hard to relax because my brain keeps 

thinking about the game, the family, and other preoccupations. The camp doctor – he said- gives me 

some pills to calm down and sleep: sometimes they work, other times not because the thoughts are 

too intense [..] I am not afraid, but I am tired of staying here.” For Aburamadan and her colleagues 

(2020), humans' attachment to a place links with the individuals' sense of belonging, identity, and 

security (2020:3): features that are hard to find in a space where the design was created to produce an 

aseptic and detached setting. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 15. The containers of Lipa 
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4.3 Transiency and Temporariness 

As the name suggests, the design of Lipa Temporary Reception Centre did not aim to be a stable 

solution but a transit camp, and the context of the host state, which claimed that migrating people did 

not have to stay, reinforced this aspect. The provisional nature of Lipa did not represent an exception 

but, on the contrary, as McConachie (2016) states, a distinctive characteristic of camps is to have “a 

temporary, politically conditional existence. If political circumstances change or an alternative 

durable solution is found, the camp no longer has a reason to exist” (2016:398), and “just as a refugee 

is a temporary status for those denied the ‘normal’ status of citizens, so is the camp a temporary place 

of refuge” (Ramadan, 2012:72). Similarly, Aburamadan and her colleagues (2020) see camps as 

temporary space intended for transition and impermanence (2020:2), and even Turner (2016) 

considers them temporary: they will not remain where they are for an indeterminable time, and neither 

those in charge of running the centres nor those who inhabit them know for how long the camp will 

exist or for how long they will stay there (2016:142).  

But what does the adjective temporary mean when it is associated with camps? McConachie (2016) 

claims that “temporary” does not necessarily mean short-lived. On the contrary, experience has shown 

that once refugee camps are erected, they tend to exist for years (2016:399) and, what was supposed 

to be an immediate response to an emergency, might become more than a simple temporary solution, 

with migrating people spending significantly more time than they should (Aburamadan et al., 2020:1). 

There are examples of camps projected as temporary solutions, with provisional accommodations for 

a limited time that now do no longer exist, for example, those related to natural disasters, such as 

earthquakes in Japan or Chile. On the other hand, other camps have become permanent solutions, like 

Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon, Jordan, and Syria, which have changed their function upon 

completion of the emergency (Aburamadan et al., 2020:2). Thus, the stays of camps and their 

inhabitants are enclosed in an indeterminate temporariness (McConachie, 2016:142), with uncertainty 

and precariousness that become a distinctive aspect of temporary centres, and not just a circumstance 

as it is generally supposed to be (Agier, 2008:48).  

 

4.4 In the name of emergency 

For Škokić and Jambrešić (2017) the uncertainty and precarity of camps generate a “decompression 

space for the undesirable members of the society, a space of social dissolution, and a place where 

new forms of “depoliticized life” are created” (2017:133). The expression “depoliticized life” asserts 

the “bare life” to which the inhabitants of the camp are reduced to. Insofar, individuals living inside 
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camps are stripped of every political status and wholly reduced to a body: the architecture of camps 

itself is projected to reduce the personas to mere corps. For Agamben (1995), camps are biopolitical 

spaces in which power confronts nothing but pure life without mediation (Agamben, 1995: 191). 

Within camps, politics becomes “biopolitics” since the institutional authorities penetrate the bodies 

and the forms of life of subjects, carrying out the management of their lives, and control over their 

corps (Agamben, 1995:9). Adam Ramadan (2012) points out the importance of spatialising camps as 

a way of “grounding geopolitics in the everyday” (2012:67) since he sees in these types of space the 

encounter between international politics and everyday lives of thousands of people: “an arena in 

which the geopolitical and the everyday are intertwined, shape and manifest each other” (2012:74). 

But inside camps, people are considered to possess only biological life and not a politically and 

qualified one. Therefore, inside camps individuals are excluded from political status and from a 

normal identity, they are considered “subjects to a separate international regime that manages their 

bare life" (Ramadan, 2012:68), the person is reduced to a mere object that must be stored (Esposito 

et al., 2022:6) as a non-subject whose free will, freedom of movement, speech and expression of 

personality is reduced to a minimum (Škokić,Jambrešić,2017:129). 

The disorganization and informality of camps are not caused because of a void of law and political 

life (Ramadan, 2012:71) but as a stratagem employed to legitimize the existence places that close 

migrating people in a state of uncertainty and precarity without guaranteeing the respect of their rights 

(Rondi, 2022). And through this system, what was supposed to be a temporary intervention that 

started in the name of an emergency turns out to be the everyday life of thousands of people, with 

precariousness that might become an intrinsic condition in the lives of inhabitants of camps 

(Agamben, 2008:48). So, on the one side, an argument declares that the refugee camps are temporary 

spaces intended for transition, on the other side, reality shows that in several cases reception centres 

are for permanence. Aburamadan and her colleagues (2020) state: “The concept of temporarily 

implicitly remits to the avoidance of legitimization of the refugee camps” (2020:2). In the name of 

the emergency and without legitimization, camps are “gradually becoming enduring organizations of 

everyday life, social life and processes and systems of power” (Aburamadan et al., 2020: 2). 

 

4.5 Should I stay or should I go? 

But was Lipa a real transit place? What kind of transit could be possible in a context in which the 

frontier was locked, and the only access was passing through lawlessness? 
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The situation reports published by IOM between October 31st and January 8th (International 

Organization for Migration, 2023) show that the average length of stay within Lipa TRC in those 

months amounted to 11 days. However, as stated before, the success of a game depended on different 

factors such as, economic possibility, luck, and the weather. Experiences like the ones of Albert, who 

stayed ten months in the camp, or Arjun, who remained for two years, demonstrated that often things 

did not go as expected. An employee who worked for MdM, offering psychological support within 

the camp, stated that people might get stuck in Lipa mainly due to economic and psychological 

reasons. The economic one happened if individuals did not have money and had to wait to receive it 

from relatives or friends; instead, the latter occurred if people lost the motivation to leave the camp.  

 “In many cases it is the fear of crossing the border and being rejected another time that blocks 

individuals and forces them to remain in this isolated and apparently protected context – commented 

MdM employee- One part of our counselling jobs inside the reception centre is to motivate the 

beneficiaries to remember the causes of why they left their countries and take the courage to continue 

pursuing their original goal, acknowledging the reality that continues to exist outside the camp”.  

Another psychologist added that inside the camp people often lost track of time. When I asked Arjun 

what day and month it was, he was insecure about it, as if his perception of time was fading. Amir 

did not remember how much time had passed since his arrival in Lipa, and when he realized that it 

was a month, he commented: "It seems less. What have I been doing all this time?”. Amir’s first 

intention was to remain in Lipa only for one week, he tried the game twice, but the border patrol 

stopped him both times. He blamed his travel mates, who were also his roommates, for having lost 

the motivation to leave the camp and reach their destinations. He noticed that some of his mates 

postponed the departure and did not show interest in planning the next game. Amir reported an 

exemplificative episode:  

“In preparation for the game, we all used to save some supplies of foods and liquids to bring on the 

way, since long parts of the journey are in the woods, and stopping in cities or villages to buy food 

and water can be risky because people might call the police. In particular, I generally used to save 

some chocolate bars and energy drinks, very precious for the game due to their energetic reserves. 

All my roommates knew that the food in the room was for the game. But one evening, two roommates 

ate all the reserves of chocolate and drank all the energy drinks. They justified the gesture because 

of their hunger: they did not think about the game but acted instinctively without considering the 

consequences. This episode showed me – Amir continued- that their minds did not think about the 

departure. They lived in the present without planning a future outside this place. After all this time 

inside Lipa, I suppose they are getting used to staying in this camp. They have become lazy and are 
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satisfied with what they receive here. They have forgotten their mission, and now they are stuck here, 

but Lipa cannot be a place where to live. I will go away with or without them”. 

An NGO employee who worked in Lipa said that: “After a few attempts, migrants get used to 

pushbacks and act like children who do not get what they want. They lose their motivation and spend 

more and more time in their container alone”. For some of them, the camp might become a limbo, 

where the freedom of action is limited (Brambilla et al. 2021:31), and there is no promise for an 

ending (Turner, 2016:142) but the situation can only evolve with the disappearance of the person who 

manages to cross the border or with the decision to change the route (Clementi et al. 2021:25). It is a 

liminal phase of transition that is simultaneously temporary and protracted since its duration is 

unknown (El-Shaarawi, 2015:46). As a consequence, the decision of staying or leaving the camp does 

not only depend on the individual’s will. A young man from Pakistan remained in Lipa for five 

months. During his last game, the Croatian police severely beat him. His leg was injured, and he had 

pain in his stomach. Eventually, he decided to give up the game and return to Pakistan through the 

program proposed by IOM. 

 

4.6 The EU inside Lipa 

An orange poster with blue lettering asking: “Do you want to return home?” carpeted the all-camp 

area. It promoted the initiative of IOM: “Assisted Voluntary Return and Reintegration” (AVRR), 

offering: “free and safe return home” with “the travel document and airplane tickets, medical help 

and escort if needed, support before, during, and after travel and assistance after your return home”. 

On the informational brochure, the names of the Federal Ministry of Interior of the Republic of 

Austria and IOM, the leading organization inside the camp and part of the United Nations, appeared 

as the funders of the program. I spoke about the initiative with one IOM referent. Here follows her 

statement:  

“The project is mainly based on economic support. Therefore, IOM offers 1.500 euros to people that 

decide to stop their migration and return to their homeland: 500 euros are for the flight ticket and 

1000 euros as economic assistance to support the individuals who return home to open a business or 

find employment in their countries of origin. We do not provide any money to help people to migrate 

to Europe, which is generally the principal achievement of the people who are in Lipa. IOM does not 

want to encourage migrants to go for the game. It is illegal. Our support is to help them to return 

home and start a new life there”.  
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However, the IOM initiative did not consider what Malkki points out: “If home is where one feels 

most safe and at ease, instead of some essentialized point on the map, then it is far from clear that 

returning where one fled from is the same thing as going home” (1995:509). As Akkerman (2021) 

states: “There is nothing voluntary about such return” (2021:42). In fact, the majority of the people 

who transited through Lipa were from countries with ongoing conflicts, such as Afghanistan, Syria, 

or Iraq but no programs promoted by IOM were available to help those who escaped from there to 

reach Europe legally. Lipa inhabitants passed through the illegality since it was the only way to enter 

the ‘Fortress Europe’. But in this scenario, IOM did not provide any help to go forward. On the 

contrary, alongside the program AVRRR, IOM promoted another initiative entitled: “Migrants talk 

to migrants”, in collaboration with the Austria Federal Ministry of Interior, the Asylum Migration 

and Integration Fund of the European Union, and the German Federal Ministry of Interior and 

Community. The flyer presented the project as an “information campaign where migrants share their 

stories to raise awareness on risks associated with irregular migration on the road to Europe [..] The 

campaign aimed to enable migrants to make informed migration decisions, and to provide truthful 

information about all the risks associated with irregular migration” (International Organization for 

Migration, 2023).   

 

For Rondi (2022), IOM was another scapegoat employed by the EU to carry on its dirty work 

encouraging, through economic means, the repatriations. One employee of SFA accused IOM staff of 

not carrying out any work inside the camp but holding a privileged position:  “The salaries of IOM 

employees are much higher than the ones of the other individuals who work inside Lipa, even though 

the staff of IOM do not have a specific mansion inside the camp, on the contrary, their tasks are quite 

ambiguous and undefined, but due to their privilege relationship with the EU they hold a position of 

power”.   

The controversial aspect was that the same institution that encouraged the inhabitants of Lipa to return 

‘home’, IOM, was also the leading organization that ran the camp, and the countries that financed the 

two projects mentioned above, Germany and Austria, were also the financiers of the construction of 

the Temporary Reception Centre. What is then the purpose of Lipa: being a transit place where 

travelling people could receive humanitarian assistance or blocking and maybe convincing 

individuals to give their mission and return to their countries of origin?  

For Tsianos and his colleagues (2009), one purpose of camps is to decelerate migration, imposing a 

regime of temporal control on the wild and uncontrollable movements of the trans-migrants (2009:9). 

Therefore, the control over bodies and transfers is not only regulated by space but also through a time 
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suspension, and the camps play a spatial regulation of bodies, since individuals do not leave all at the 

same time but, like in a funnel, their arrivals are attenuated over time. Furthermore, staying for an 

undetermined time, in a segregated context, under degrading conditions might discourage the 

residents of the camp to continue their journey to Europe and to postpone it (Schiavone, 2022:12). 

Nicolosi (2023) reports that most of the complaints moved from individuals inside camps against the 

Croatian Police have been based on the violence exercised by the latter against their legs. Therefore, 

another strategy employed to postpone departures passed through physical violence. The border 

police agents knew that after the pushbacks people would have tried the game again, but an injured 

leg inevitably forced individuals to postpone their trip. Consequently, the flux of departures was more 

controlled. 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 16. Flyer of IOM initiative 
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Figure 17. “Migrants talk to migrants” campaign 
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5.The (non) colours of Lipa 

 

5.1 The whiteness 

 

“It was the whiteness of the whale that above all things appalled me” (Melville, 2009:238). 

Colour was an identifying aspect of Lipa, one of its most characterizing features. All the camp 

containers were white, and their quantity and alignment made the colour even more evident. In 

addition, with the snow and fog, typical in this region during the winter, even the surrounding 

vegetation became white contributing to create a unified white block. In his masterpiece “Moby-

Dick” (1851), the author describes white as the colour that enhances beauty “as if imparting some 

special virtue of its own, as in marbles, japonicas, and pearls” (2009:238). Thus, the white colour is 

generally associated with the symbol of noble and holy things such as the innocence of brides or the 

benignity of age (2009:239). However, white is also the colour of the polar bear, of the belly of the 

white shark, of illness. Besides the positive representations, and the holy and innocent features usually 

associated with this shade, whiteness can be the colour of terror, of something loathsome and evil: 

the cruelty of the shark, the bear, and the whale is covered by the dumb gloating of their aspect 

(Melville, 2009:239).  

Similarly, Lefebvre (1992) sustains that aesthetics and rationality can become tools to hide an 

ideology (1992:306). The white of Lipa containers showed the modernity of the infrastructure. As a 

matter of fact, if the evaluation of the first tent camp was below the international standard and 

considered inappropriate to face the winter (Clementi et al., 2021:16), the second version of Lipa, 

realized after the fire, had been presented as a symbol of an innovative and modern camp: “Today we 

are turning a tragedy into an opportunity” wrote IOM on its website  to celebrate the opening of the 

new TRC (International Organization for Migration, 2021). One NGO worker commented that when 

she saw Lipa for the first time, she felt unnerved by the modern aesthetic of its architecture: “How 

could something so intrinsically wrong and unfair come across so well?” She asked. Indeed, it was 

true: the camp looked new and modern, especially on sunny days when it did not seem so bad. But 

behind space and its appearance, it always lays a moral and political order (Lefebvre, 1992:306).  

Reflecting on the Azraq camp in Jordan, Tyrrell (2021) points out that the improvements made in its 

architecture led the camp to be considered an example of modern humanitarian design (2021:87). 

However, beyond the appearances, Tyrrell sees the stylistic decision of Azraq architecture as a way 
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to homogenize its residents and to enforce the distinction between refugees and powerholders, 

creating the myth of a homogeneous refugee condition (2020:93). Likewise, despite the undeniable 

improvements in its design, the new camp of Lipa maintained a sense of alienation and anonymity. 

A volunteer who visited the camp for two weeks commented it with these words: “It is a horrible 

place. It gives an idea of precarity and anonymity. It is in the middle of nothing where every object 

looks standardized. The white colour of the containers creates an aseptic and alienated atmosphere 

which makes me feel more distressed. The only grimmer of hope comes from the work of the NGOs 

which gives a little humanity to this place”. For McConnachie (2016) camps can then be understood 

as both the product and the cause of alienation and estrangement (2016:408). About Lipa, the 

journalist Nicolosi (2023) says that the snow and the white colour of the containers assign to the camp 

a sinister aspect that reminds him of “the Nazi Laghers [..] with the fence that encloses the area and 

the police guarding the entrance” (Nicolosi, 2023:123).  

In his analysis of colours, Alberto Moatto (2008) linked white also as the colour of death and illness, 

the symbol of loss (2008:25). But Moatto states that whiteness does not imply the absence of colour, 

on the contrary, potentially it contains all the possible shades. Indeed, as the equivalent of light, the 

source of every colour, whiteness owns a potential. A white space that generates a sense of emptiness 

and alienation is not the inevitable outcome of the natural features of this hue but results instead from 

a specific decision to use white as a non-colour, undefined and confusing for those who experience 

it. The sense of absence and anonymity produced in Lipa was not an inevitable consequence of the 

use of white, but a result of the human will. The absence of colour enforced the feelings of 

estrangement and alienation already perceivable inside camps, not leaving much space for 

individualism or subjectivity (Tyrrell, 2021:90).  The lack of characterization and its aseptic design 

reflected Lipa transient nature. The architecture played a role in homogenizing the residents and, as 

such, reinforced the myth of the homogeneous migrants’ conditions. The containers in Lipa looked 

all the same since the possibilities to decorate them were relatively limited. However, the staff 

members of some NGOs tried to give colour to the interior, sticking the drawings made by their 

beneficiaries, or putting some plants on the windowsill. The artistic creations realized during the art 

and craft workshops inside the Social Café, for example, distinguished the container of Ipsia from the 

others, making its space more coloured and livelier. Some participants also told me they had stuck 

some draws or pictures on the walls of their rooms to give a little personalisation to them.  
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Figure 18. The window of the Social Café 

Figure 19. Decoration inside the Social Café 
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5.2 Drawing Lipa 

To understand how Lipa was perceived by its inhabitants, I asked a group of seven men, who regularly 

attended the Social Café, to draw the camp. There were no specific indications. The task was only: 

“Draw Lipa as you see it”, with the possibility of using different colours and options for the paintings. 

Sami did not draw the actual structure of the camp, but the shape of a house with two rectangular 

windows and an open door (fig. 21). In addition, he also did another painting portraying one boat 

sailing the sea and the inscription “Camba Lepa” near the sail. The drawing of the house represents 

the Social Cafè, a quiet place with curtains on the windows and a door opened from Monday until 

Friday. The boat, on the contrary, he said, was sailing the Mediterranean Sea towards Spain, the 

country where Sami wanted to move. 

In the other drawings, the white colour was predominant. Almost all the representations portrayed the 

camp with geometrical shapes, and the presence of colour was very scarce. In Amir’s drawing 

(fig.22), the grey pencil delimited the edges of the camp, while light blue coloured the river that 

borders the field, green represented the surrounding forest, and red and blue coloured the police car 

siren. The bridge portrayed in the representation was where the Croatian patrol interrupted his last 

game, and the men in the drawing were Amir and his mates. Far from the camp, there were the names 

of Slovenia and Italy.   

 

Albert (fig.20) used the paper as the area of the camp, leaving a part of it white, only divided by 

geometrical lines, and he coloured the other side with blue and red markers. He explained that the 

white part symbolized the empty areas of the camp, while the coloured side indicated the sectors 

where there were the bedrooms and the bathrooms. A purple circle situated in the middle contained 

the names of the NGOs which operated within Lipa: Ipsia with its Social Café, the Barber Shop of 

the Jesuit Refugee Service, and Médicins du Monde with its container. 

 

Afad (fig. 24) drew Lipa using only a pencil. In his drawing, the white colour played a leading role. 

The geometrical figures on the paper revealed the anonymity and desolation that one might 

experience inside the camp. Even Hakim (fig. 25) used only one colour, grey, to draw Lipa 

geometrical shapes. I asked an Ipsia worker to draw his view of the camp too (fig. 23). He represented 

it as a closed grey bloc, surrounded by the woods, with megaphones and cameras checking 

everything. However, he also portrayed the road that brought him to outside, remembering that Lipa, 

for him, was only a workplace where to transit but, when the day ended, a place to leave.   
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Yusuf did not finish his drawing (fig.26). He portrayed a container with the shape of a cube, two 

armoured windows, and a dull sun in the sky. However, he did not conclude his illustration, since he 

randomly left the pencils and the paper on the table and rushed outside the Social Café. On the back 

of the paper was written the Turkish sentence “ben hiç bir şeye odaklanamıyorum” which means “I 

can’t focus on anything”. He then told me that he was feeling too agitated and anxious to finish the 

drawing.  

 

During the six weeks of fieldwork, he changed a lot. When I first met him, Yusuf seemed an outgoing 

and conversable person, optimistic about the possibility to succeed in his journey to the EU, and to 

see his son, Amed, soon. But as the weeks went by, his silence and introversion became more and 

more prominent. He did not have the money for the game, and as he accidentally broke the screen of 

his phone, he could not videocall his child. 

 

 

Figure 20. Albert’s drawing 
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Figure 21. Sami’s drawings 
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Figure 22. Amir's drawing 

 

Figure 23. Employee’s drawing 
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Figure 24. Afad’s drawing 

Figure 25. Hakim’s drawing 



 
 

55 
 

 

 

  

Figure 26. Yusuf’s paper 
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5.3 Weekends and Weather 

According to the participants’ narrations, the sense of emptiness and anonymity of Lipa was 

especially explicit on the weekends when the NGOs closed, and all the “colours” produced in their 

container were suspended until the following Monday. “Saturday and Sunday are a disgrace: it is like 

a jail. The only things you can do are eat and sleep all day”, Omar commented. Francis also stated: 

“During the weekend, time passes very slowly, and the thoughts increase. I usually spend these two 

days in bed, using them to plan the next game”. Amir testified it too. “Weekends are a problem. 

Without Social Café and MdM, there is nothing to do but think. I usually try to keep busy, so I not to 

overthink because it makes me feel bad and does not help. I get nervous considering the time that has 

passed and the coming winter. Staying here is a waste of time. However, the psychologists gave us a 

deck of cards so we can play when you (NGO staff) are not at the camp. We also sleep, pray, and 

sometimes go for a run to prepare for the game”. 

During the fieldwork, I noticed how much the camp could also change depending on the weather. 

The situation was unbearable under the rainy and foggy sky, typical during Bosnian winters, since 

people did not walk around the camp, and many preferred to stay in their rooms rather than join the 

activities in the common spaces. On those occasions, Lipa could seem like a ghost town, and the sense 

of alienation and isolation was even more intense than usual. But with the sun, everything seemed 

livelier. I remember on a sunny day, while I was walking around the camp at noon, I felt I was in a 

quiet place: only a few people were outside the containers, and their voices were low and intertwined 

with the noise of the light wind, creating an unexpected sensation of calm and stillness which remined 

me of the seaside. This sensation was one of the multiple aspects of Lipa: a bubble that contained you 

but simultaneously gave you the impression of being in a safe microcosm. I talked with one NGO 

worker about this sensation, and she said it was a problematic consequence of life within these types 

of camps, which are far from cities and have everything inside their space: food, shelter, assistance, 

and support. The risk was that their inhabitants lost the curiosity to look for things outside the camps 

area and ended up adapting to what was offered inside the field, getting used to that segregation.  
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5.4 The NGOs colours 

Inside the Social Café, it was not uncommon to experience peaceful moments that made forget the 

context of the camp. On those occasions, the camp life appeared normal, and being in Lipa did not 

seem so strange. If IOM promoted the return home of the residents of Lipa, according to what I 

viewed and heard, the employees of non-governmental organizations demonstrated instead a critical 

approach to the camp, and several times condemned its existence. And alongside the recreative 

activities, their staff developed advocacy work outside Lipa to raise awareness of irregular migrations 

and the conditions of life inside camps.  

Figure 27. Lipa without sun Figure 28. Lipa with sun 
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However, with the awareness of the unfairness of the context and of all the rules and limits that 

regulate the space, through their job, many employees and volunteers tried to make the beneficiaries’ 

lives inside Lipa more bearable. I think Lipa was more tolerable, thanks to the transiting individuals 

who gave another light to that space. Although it was mainly a place of transit, and I was happy when 

some people left the Social Café and Lipa for the game, I could perceive their absence once they were 

gone. Indeed, as Doreen Massey states (2005), the evaluation of a place cannot be based just on its 

architecture or functions: places are not merely containers but the result of the human interactions 

that take place in such an environment. 

An NGO employee commented his relationships with the people who lived inside the camp with 

these words: “When I started working in Lipa it was easier to develop bonds with the beneficiaries, 

even without speaking the same language. I was happy when they won the game, but selfishly I was 

sorry for the relationship that was breaking up. After a few months, I got used to the coming and 

going of people, and I became more professional. Over time I learned how to put boundaries. The 

knowledge gets deeper with certain people, while with others remains less intense, but none of these 

cases represents a friendship: behind the personal affinity, there is always a hierarchical relationship 

with unbalanced power and authority”.  

During the interviews, several participants recognized the NGOs efforts to improve the space. When 

Albert spoke about the lack of friends inside the camp, he mentioned the relationships he had with 

the staff: “They care about me; we spend time together, and they are there for me”; or Rehab 

commented that the NGOs activities made him feel “normal and not imprisoned in this camp”, and 

also Amir stated: “Weekends are a problem. Without Social Café and MdM, there is nothing to do but 

think”.  

But the NGO's contribution to creating serene moments did not represent the entire picture of the 

camp. Those interventions gave relief, but the context was unchanged: Lipa remained a reception 

centre, monitored by security cameras 24/7, with police agents guarding the entrance and strict rules 

governing life for both staff and inhabitants. As a matter of fact, the presence of the NGOs in Lipa 

was precarious as well: they just ran their containers but did not own them. Their work was considered 

by IOM and SFA noticeable but not essential, so any mistakes made by the staff could become an 

excuse to expel them. Consequently, the atmosphere among the NGOs employees was often tense 

because they constantly worked with the fear of making mistakes that could damage the organisation 

they worked for. When the employees were inside Lipa, wearing the uniform with the name of their 

NGO, they were not only acting for themselves: their actions represented the organization itself. 
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Therefore, the playful moments of the matches and the activities cohabited with the constant fear of 

making mistakes. 

 

5.5 The greyness  

Some episodes that occurred during fieldwork brought to light the contradictions of Lipa, where calm 

moments intertwined with the heaviness of the context. In addition to the Social Café, Ipsia was also 

active within Lipa with a project entitled: “Collective Kitchen”. It consisted of giving food packages 

to the camp inhabitants three times a week and offered them the opportunity to cook their food in a 

furnished container in the camp. Lipa inhabitants appreciated this possibility since it gave an 

alternative to the Red Cross meals, with the chance to prepare their traditional dishes. Hakim came 

to the Collective Kitchen Collective whenever he could: “I like to cook. It makes me feel at home. 

Très bien”, he commented. As any other space inside the camp, even the Collective Kitchen had its 

rules that directed the behaviours inside the room. The room contained six workstations, with stoves 

and various kitchen items. The beneficiaries who desired to join the activity had to register their 

names to reserve one of the six available spots. Only the first six who signed up could enter the 

kitchen and cook between 11 am until 12:30 pm. All the available items were registered on paper, so 

at the end of the shift, the employees could check, under the surveillance of IOM staff, if everything 

was still there. One day the atmosphere was very relaxed. Music on the speaker accompanied the 

preparation of the meals: a group of four Afghan men were cooking together something to share; 

Hakim was preparing an Algerian receipt with chicken thighs accompanied by tomato sauce, and the 

sixth man, whom I had never met before, was silently preparing his meal. Other men came and asked 

if they could visit the room to see how the Collective Kitchen functioned. An employee let them enter, 

saying that it was not a problem. They glance into the room and then left. Nothing seemed to go 

wrong, and the atmosphere looked very chill and relaxing. 

But at the end of the shifts, when we checked if all the objects were in their place, we noticed that a 

large kitchen knife was missing: in the hustle and bustle of the day, someone had taken it. So, IOM 

gave the alarm and called security. Shortly thereafter, SFA started the searches inside the containers 

looking for the knife, but they could not find anything. The following day, IOM suspended Ipsia 

Collective Kitchen until an unspecified date. The measure constituted a punishment for Ipsia staff 

carelessness. After two weeks, SFA found the knife inside a container, and Ipsia staff had permission 

to restart their work with the Collective Kitchen.  
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As a sort of totalitarian institution, the level of attention inside the camp always needed to remain 

high. An employee, who had a long experience inside the field, commented on the fact of the knife 

with these words: “Inside the camp, you cannot trust anyone because, beyond the sympathy, migrants 

think only about their interests; they often lie and take advantage of others, not because they are mean 

but because their goal is more important than anything else”.   

Another episode demonstrated the controversy of Lipa regarding Afad, the 18years old boy from 

Syria. He seemed to be fine and always came to the Social Café to have a cup of tea and to join the 

English lectures. Within the camp, he had his brother and roommates with whom he seemed to get 

along well. But one day, he arrived at the Ipsia container with his arm all wrapped up: the night before, 

he cut his wrist veins in the toilet. A camp psychologist commented on the episode, affirming that 

most people who transited from Lipa came from contexts of high levels of stress, and inside the camp, 

their traumas could get worse. As I said before, the transit centre of Lipa was a kind of bubble where 

sometimes you had the sensation of being in a quiet place with activities and cooperation among the 

residents. But it was just a reductive aspect of reality, and the appearance hid the difficulties people 

in transit might go through. 

These episodes revealed the grey shadows of Lipa. Indeed, a space cannot be all white or black. 

Similarly, Lipa was not only the alienation of its design, and at the same time not exclusively the 

joyful moments that could exist among the people. The combination of Lipa features created its 

greyness: a mixed colour, originating on the one side from the white of the containers, the absence 

perceivable in the camp, and on the other from the camp dark shades, symbolized by the episode of 

the knife, and the injustice and difficulties of the context.  

Primo Levi (1986) associates the colour grey with Nazi lagers because of the suspension of life that 

characterizes this environment, describing camps as “a grey zone, poorly defined, where the two 

camps of masters and slaves both diverge and converge” (Levi, 1986:30). Lipa combined all these 

shades and resulted from its transiting architecture and the relations that took place in its space. The 

encounter of all the implications related to the spatial practices and the human presence within the 

camp contributed to create Lipa grey shadows. 

 

5.6 Non-Place 

Marc Augé (2009) includes migrant camps in his definition of non-places. The non-place is a “space 

which cannot be defined as relational, or historical, or concerned with identity” (2009:77) but it 

embodies some of the features that Augè associates with the contemporary world: solitude, fugacity, 
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temporariness, and caducity (2009:78). Airports, malls, railways stations, leisure parks, hospitals or 

hotel chains are examples of non-places: all locations where there is a distinct lack of characterization 

(Tyrell, 2021:86) and the individuals lose their singularities to become anonymous users. Indeed, non-

places architectures are formed “in relation to certain ends” (Tyrrell, 2021:86): to travel in airports, 

consume in malls, or wait inside migrant camps (2009:107). The absence of identity replaces the 

locality of the space (Sharma, 2009:133), the user experience sameness, and “becomes homogenized 

within the design of transit space [..] ‘minimize these moments of locality’ and instead privilege 

absence” (Sharma:2009:133).  

Different are the characteristics, also mentioned in this text, that camps and non-places share. 

According to Sharma (2009), the extra-territoriality of camps is typical in non-places since the 

architecture of both is independent from the local context (2008:133), and they are usually constructed 

as independent microcosmos in which the consumer does not need anything from the outside and 

remains isolated from the surroundings. Another common aspect is the similar style of the 

architecture, with cold and aseptic settings, in which individuals feel anonymous and cannot leave 

something of themselves. For Augè (2009), the anonymity of the design is functional to make the 

users feel anonymous too, and it attributes a sense of precariousness and temporariness. 

Moreover, the biopolitical regulation of life in camps operates in non-places too (Sharma, 2009:131). 

Their design is functional to make people follow certain behaviours with prescriptive and prohibitive 

rules that intend to regulate human presence (2004:108) and contribute to create “disciplinary spaces” 

(Ramadan, 2012:65). Different signs regulated life within Lipa, such as respecting the line to have 

tea inside the Social Café or not to smoke inside the containers. In addition, the “continuous 

movement and dislocation” (Augé. 2009:132) of camps and non-places complicates the creation of 

bonds. Both the environments foster individual anonymity, with people that cohabit without living 

together (Augé. 2009:110). 

 

However, Augé (2009) recognizes that the distinction between a place and a non-place cannot be that 

sharp. Indeed, “place and non-place are rather like opposed polarities: the first is never completely 

erased, the second never totally completed; they are like palimpsests on which the scrambled game 

of identity and relations is ceaselessly rewritten” (2009:79). Non-places are not a natural deviation of 

places: the absence of locality and identity that characterize them is not intrinsic but results from 

someone’s decision. And, as camps are not an inevitable response to forced migration but derive from 

a clear policy choice that reflects a logic of power (McConnachie, 2016:398), spaces are not neutral 

settings but result from specific political ideologies (Lefebvre, 1992: 306). Therefore, the construction 
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of a non-place tied to an end. For Tyrrell (2021), camps are non-places “whose end is not a location 

but, rather, the act of being in transition itself [..] you are perpetually in transit, going back, or moving 

on” (2020:86). Consequently, the non-colour of Lipa resulted from the decision to generate a non-

place with a lack of identity and a sense of absence, where individuals passed by, but always remained 

unwanted guests.  

  

Figure 29. December 6th, Lipa 
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Figure 30. December 13th, Lipa 

Figure 31. Sentence written on one table of the Social Café 
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Figure 32. Sentence written on one table of the Social Café 

Figure 33. December 6th, Lipa 
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6. Conclusions 

 

This thesis attempted to analyse life inside the Lipa Temporary Reception Centre through the lens of 

space and relationships, combining different pieces of literature concerning the specificities of Lipa, 

the Balkan Route, and academic references to camps and places. The purpose of this text was to 

reflect on how the camp design could affect the lives of the TRC residents, following the research 

question that asks how individuals and space mutually influence each other inside the camp.  

 Through a few reflections on its internal spaces, I tried to present the political implications of the 

camp. In doing so, I hope to have shown how the temporary features of the camp aesthetics were in 

opposition to the difficulties individuals had to face to succeed in the game, the irregular attempt to 

cross the border, and the ambiguous positions played by the European Institutions which financed 

Lipa, labelling it as a solidarity initiative, but then praised Croatia for its harsh migration rejection 

policy. 

The first chapter presented the methods employed during the fieldwork to collect data, the difficulties 

I faced during the research process, and the theoretical framework that inspired this thesis, from the 

texts on camps written by authors such as Agier (2008), Tyrrell (2021), or Turner (2016), to the 

analysis on space produced by Augé (2009), Massey (2005), or Lefebvre (1992). The second chapter 

presented the motivations that moved the personal interest to investigate Lipa, and the historical 

contextualisation of the transit centre, describing its passage from a tent to a container camp. The 

third part emphasized the geographical isolation of the TRC, reflecting on the reasons that could 

motivate it. In addition, I tried to present some of the consequences of Lipa location that affected the 

economic and social spheres of the camp inhabitants, who found themselves deprived of the 

possibility to work and create deep human bonds. In chapter four, I evaluated the transit and 

temporary design of the camp, describing the reasons that justify the use of prefab hubs and their 

implications, such as the lack of private space and the sense of precariousness embedded in the field. 

I also took into consideration the feasibility of defining Lipa a transit centre, since the Croatian border 

was closed, and several people had to remain inside the camp longer than expected. I then debated 

the possible purposes of this type of centres, for example, containing the inhabitants of Lipa, 

decelerating the flux of the departures, or externalise the European frontier outside its territory.  

Eventually, chapter five presented the different shades of the camp: its white tint that coloured the 

containers and embodied a distinctive sense of alienation and anonymity; the hues produced by the 

effort of the NGOs staff to improve the lives of the people who passed through; and the grey colour 
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which I claim was the principal shade of the camp. As a matter of fact, the grey contained all the 

contradictions of the Temporary Reception Centre: it resulted from the combination of the white that 

coloured the containers of the camp and the darkness representing the heaviness of the context and 

the difficulties that might arise from life inside Lipa. A final section concluded the text by 

summarizing the mutual features that Lipa and non-places shared, like the extra-territoriality of the 

location, the lack of characterisation, the abundant presence of norms that regulate the behaviour 

inside the space, and the anonymity to which individuals who transit through there are reduced to. 

 

Even though Croatia joined the Schengen space in January 2023, it is difficult to predict if this 

entrance will affect the severity of the controls exercised by its national police at the border. However, 

at this point of the research, I believe it is meaningful to underline the difficulties that people like 

Arjun, Amir, Sami, Afad, Yusuf, and the others who participated in this research faced along their 

journey to the European Union were not inevitable episodes of their lives but resulted from the will 

of other human beings to keep them out at any cost for the construction and the maintenance of the 

privileged “fortress Europe”. This thesis strived to consider the complexities and different aspects 

that characterize the lives inside the camp, starting from the belief that places are not merely 

containers that host life but subjects that actively intertwine with individuals and that both shape and 

are shaped by human presence. Lipa’s conceptualisation as a non-place characterised by alienation 

was not an inevitable consequence of the camp design, but a conscious and intended choice of the 

people who built it. The presence of people characterized the centre, reviving it. But despite the happy 

moments that could exist, even in an environment like Lipa, the camp aesthetic symbolized the hostile 

attitude the European Institutions felt toward the camp inhabitants. Thus, the humanitarian 

intervention inside the camp became an institutional stratagem to maintain control over the people 

who passed through the TRC.   

 

The specific employment of the design and materiality inside the camp created the contradiction of 

Lipa:  being a non-place and a place of control at the same time. Lipa was a non-place because people 

used it as a passage, but they did not aim to remain in the camp, and the space was only functional 

for their mission: reaching the EU and starting a new life there. It was a non-place due to its lack of 

privacy, the limited possibility to decorate and personalise the space, the geographical and social 

isolation, and the modern setting that contributed to generating an alienated atmosphere, where the 

particular use of the white colour created a sense of emptiness and led to a social isolation. On the 

other hand, Lipa was also a place of control, where individuals had to respect a set of rules, their 
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freedom of movement was allowed only during certain hours of the day, and even though the camp 

gates were open, the access to the Croatian frontier remained closed for them. The space of Lipa did 

not represent the singularities of the people who passed through there, on the contrary, it reduced its 

inhabitants to anonymous members of the categories of “beneficiaries” and “migrants” who could 

only wait for an escape route: by winning their game or returning to the countries of origin. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 34, December 13th, Lipa 
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