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Welcoming spaces

The practice of welcoming newcomers is as
historical as that of migration. Consolidated
acts of solidarity during times of crisis draw
our particular attention. Readers, especially
young students, in Europe would probably
think of welcome practices in response to the
refugee crisis in 2015, which in fact has been
a governance crisis. Perhaps even fresher in
our memories is the widespread hospitality
all over Europe after the war in Ukraine broke
out in 2022. On these occasions, millions of
refugees were received by banners declar-
ing ‘Refugees Welcome’ and upon arrival
offered short-term housing, food, clothing
and other support from uncountable members
of the civil societies. Provision of safety and
sustenance, albeit short-term, is the shared,
first-step aim of many welcoming initiatives.
Depending on the constellation of factors,
including who the migrants are, the migration
governance systems and policies involved,
diplomatic relationship between the states
of origin and destination, the capacities and
needs of the place of destinations, welcoming
practices vary accordingly.

Drawing on my research and engagements,
this entry focuses on welcoming spaces in
contemporary Europe. Yet, it is important to
underline the multiplicities in geographies
and temporalities of welcoming spaces. For
instance, acts of solidarity in Shanghai toward
tens of thousands of Jewish refugees fleeing
Nazi-occupied Europe during the Second
World War (Ostoyich and Xia, 2022), and
the numerous places of refuge in the Global
South (Basu and Asci, 2020) are just two of
the countless examples of welcoming spaces
that this entry cannot elaborate on.

What constitutes a welcoming
space?

Welcoming practices assume many forms.
Offering quick and short-term solidarity
support to refugees, as described above, is
one common form of welcoming at places
of arrival. When newcomers stay for
a longer term, out of need or desire, such
welcoming gestures would not suffice. In
our ‘Welcoming Spaces’ programme (https://
www .welcomingspaces .eu/ ), which focuses
on Europe’s peripherized regions, we apply
key concepts in international development

studies to define the factors of successful wel-
coming spaces. Instead of seeing welcoming
as temporary expression of hospitality, we
consider longer-term community-building as
co-creative processes among newcomers and
longer-term residents. We apply the livelihood
framework to check for diverse capital acces-
sible and brought in by newcomers in these
processes. We focus on the well-being and
freedoms of all members of the communities,
regardless of their status as locals or newcom-
ers (Sen, 1999; Bebbington, 1999). Drawing
on the notion of sustainable development,
we underline the importance of intersecting
factors across economic, socio-political and
environmental domains.

Who welcomes whom?

As Aparna and Schapendonk (2020) contend,
research on hospitality tends to study relations
between ‘pre-known guests (“migrants”) and
pre-defined hosts (states, local organisa-
tions, activist movements, churches)’ (ibid.,
p- 226), reflecting the common perceptions
of seemingly closed and hierarchical catego-
ries: hosts versus guests and insiders versus
outsiders. Our findings in Welcoming Spaces
calls for a more critical view on hospitality,
place and citizenships, as also advocated by
Dikeg et al. (2009), Darling (2011), Aparna
and Schapendonk (2020), among others. We
found that welcoming spaces are not only
practices of hospitality by the locals for the
newcomers, who are seen to be integrated
into a coherent community. Rather, these
spaces are dynamic, contested, and can be
co-creative. Newcomers are often actively
making their new home place more liveable
and hence more welcoming for all. They do
so by keeping schools, clinics and shops open,
buses running, by taking up work that was left
undone or creating new jobs, or bringing in
new investments, networks and ideas.

Where are welcoming spaces?

Welcoming spaces assume diverse spatiali-
ties. While countries (for example, Germany
in 2015 and Poland at the start of the war in
Ukraine in 2022) are sometimes portrayed as
welcoming spaces, spatial units closer to the
ground such as municipalities and individual
homes are the most engaged players. Often,
as a result of the anti-migration stance of
national-level states and/or their failure in
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delivering services, numerous local author-
ities have stepped up and gone beyond their
national standard in refugee reception. Many
of these are cities that are (self-) branded
as ‘cities of refuge’, ‘sanctuary cities’ and
‘solidarity cities’ (Darling and Bauder, 2019;
Oomen, 2019). Welcoming spaces are often
found, and assumed to be found, in multicul-
tural metropolitan areas. Yet, depopulated,
divested, rural and more isolated places have
also played a part. Riace in Italy (Driel,
2020), Arenillas in Spain (Alonso-Pardo et
al., 2023), small towns in the United States
rustbelts (Pottie-Sherman, 2020) are a few
examples of welcoming spaces in ‘shrinking
regions’ (Kiipper et al., 2018). In these places,
newcomers can contribute in revitalizing
left-behind communities.

Micro-level spaces of interactions play
a key role in the building of relationships
among newcomers and longer-term residents
in the communities. Schools, workplaces,
faith-based organizations, spaces of social
and cultural interactions, are a few exam-
ples. Equally importantly, we should pay
attention to spatialities beyond the local and
national. In our globalized world, hardly any
place can be seen as self-contained. Migrants,
arguably more so than others, are embedded
in multiple places. The nature, capacity and
endurance of welcoming spaces might well
depend on translocal links that are brought by
migrant newcomers (van Westen et al., 2021).
Their human, economic and social capitals
can contribute to chart future pathways of
their new home communities (see the concept
of emplacement advocated by, among others,
Glick Schiller and Caglar, 2016).

Keys to success

The factors of success and failure depend on
the nature of particular welcoming spaces
and the political, economic and socio-cultural
contexts in which they are embedded. In
general, committed and innovative leadership
is found to be essential. Networking, collab-
oration and co-learning within and between
communities of practice among actors and
institutions across sectors (public, private,
civil societies), space (other localities, near
and far) and scales (different levels of govern-
ance) are also important.

As argued earlier, rather than seen as needy
recipients or even as burdens of the welfare
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system, newcomers can be resources for new
futures, especially in peripherized commu-
nities. They should not, however, be seen
as ‘the’ solution. Structural investments in
physical and social infrastructures, such as
housing, education, transport, digital infra-
structure and job opportunities, are essen-
tial. The role of the state, in investing and
coordinating other sources of investment
(private, co-operatives, and so on), is para-
mount. Yet, permanence of settlement should
not be seen as a definite goal. Newcomers
and longer-term residents might move on.
Localities should seek the opportunities
offered (and be cautious of the potential risks
brought) by mobilities of people, investments,
ideas, resources, and so on. Last but not least,
interventions are needed in unwelcoming
places. States and communities of all levels
should establish zero-tolerance policies and
practices against racism, ageism and other
forms of discrimination.

Macat W.H. LEUNG
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