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CHAPTER 5

Rebordering Europe from the Margins 
Since the 1970s: A History of a Layered 

Arrival Infrastructure for the Mobile Poor 
in Amsterdam

Anna Nikolaeva

Introduction

Mobile and poor newcomers are often represented as being a problem 
for local governance in Europe. Some claim that the very emergence of 
the modern state and modern surveillance apparatus is linked to the fig-
ure of the vagabond threatening the moral order and the welfare of com-
munities (Bauman 1987; Cresswell 2011). In the last few years, it can 
be observed how “moral panic” (Krastev 2016) and “territorial anxiety” 
(Scott and van Houtum 2009) in the political and public response to 
the mobility of refugees across the EU in 2015 and 2016 have brought 
to the fore tensions between different understandings of solidarity and 
its relationship to territoriality (Oosterlynck et al. 2016). In particular, 
the formal absence of borders in the European Schengen zone has been 
tested, as check points were reintroduced between some of the Member 
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104   A. NIKOLAEVA

States and proposals were made to amend refugees’ rights to social assis-
tance, articulating new normativities and temporalities of belonging to 
“receiving” societies. These processes of rebordering have been accom-
panied by reinvigorated processes of the securitization of mobility and 
the rhetoric of threat in political and media reactions to the arrival of 
refugees (Bauman 2016; Hall 2017). In these reactions, precarious arriv-
als of refugees have been framed as a sign of a crisis not only for the 
EU border regime, but also for the EU as a political entity and the idea 
of Europe itself (New Keywords Collective 2016). Brexit, whose propo-
nents explicitly mobilized the idea of the “threat” of migration, and in 
particular the “refugee crisis,” to attract voters (Hall 2017), can be seen 
in this context as an extreme case of reimagining and quite literally rebor-
dering Europe in response to such arrivals.

The key question addressed in this chapter is how “precarious 
arrivals”—arrivals of newcomers in need of assistance—interact with exist-
ing border regimes. As the example of the recent mobilities of refugees  
shows, such arrivals may lead to rebordering in the form of increased 
policing of external borders or in the multiplication of other processes 
of bordering within so-called “receiving societies” (Brambilla 2015b). 
The latter may include adjustments to social welfare regulations and the 
proliferation of bordering into various spheres of everyday life, from pro-
cedures in the offices of migration agencies and social services, to inter-
actions between employers and potential employees (Humphris 2017; 
Rumford 2014). This proliferation of borders that serve as filters, con-
trolling, blocking, enabling, or slowing down social and spatial mobility 
in multiple locales—rather than simply stopping the physical movement 
of people at the edge of the nation state—has been central to understand-
ing the workings of contemporary border regimes in Europe in the wake 
of the processual shift in border research (Balibar 2004; Brambilla 2015a; 
Johnson et al. 2011; Mezzadra and Neilson 2012). In line with this 
strand of thinking about bordering as an activity performed daily by state 
and non-state agents—including citizens, media, businesses, and social 
services—we can say that rebordering took place across Europe in 2016 
and 2017, taking the shape of barbed wire, hate crimes, the rhetoric of 
threat, and rejected asylum applications.

However, the very same “refugee crisis” has had more complex 
effects on bordering processes. Thus, some have drawn attention to 
the emergence of “political struggles outside of the confines of par-
ticular nation-states” (Ataç et al. 2016, p. 529) and to the calls for 
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5  REBORDERING EUROPE FROM THE MARGINS   105

reimagining relationships between solidarity and the borders of politi-
cal communities through new notions of citizenship that have followed 
these precarious arrivals (Ataç 2016; Maestri and Hughes 2017; Stierl 
2016). Furthermore, following activist and artistic projects emerging 
out of the “refugee crisis,” scholars have highlighted the role of bor-
ders as “resources” for “novel (geo)political imaginations” (Brambilla 
et al. 2015). Such thinking is equally rooted in understanding bordering 
as a process, as work, yet the emphasis is shifted towards the possibil-
ity of negotiation and contestation of state-driven bordering rationales 
(Rumford 2014; Yuval-Davis et al. 2017).

Furthermore, there is a reverse relationship. Bordering regimes dif-
ferentiate mobility by allocating legal statuses, shaping the living con-
ditions of mobile individuals, and in some cases producing precarity  
(De Genova 2016; Martin and Proccola 2017). This chapter contrib-
utes to the discussion on entanglements between mobility and border-
ing processes, focusing on the “double dynamic” of interactions between 
bordering and precarity, yet in a different case. Based on a study of the 
development of a nongovernmental organization (NGO) in Amsterdam 
that since the 1970s has been helping foreigners in trouble, this chapter  
calls for a critical engagement with such arrival infrastructures for mar-
ginalized mobile persons as sites where actors engage with bordering 
processes in various ways and where—as an unintended consequence of 
arrivals—transnational change may be imagined and initiated. This chap-
ter seeks to offer both an empirical and a theoretical contribution to 
the research on arrival infrastructures and borders. The aim is twofold: 
to draw attention to under-researched types of arrival infrastructure that 
work with mobile marginalized individuals and their precarious arrivals, 
and to frame arrival infrastructures as sites of engagement with bordering 
processes.

In this chapter I discuss the history of the AMOC (the Amsterdams 
Oecumenisch Centrum, or Amsterdam Ecumenical Center), a NGO in 
Amsterdam, founded in the 1970s and currently offering assistance to 
non-Dutch EU citizens who arrive in Amsterdam and end up on the 
“margins” of the city: homeless people, drug addicts, sex workers, peo-
ple with physical or mental illnesses, and foreigners in difficult situations 
without money and a social network to rely on. The discussion of three 
selected episodes or “layers” in the history of the organization reveals its 
role as a site of “knowing Europe” differently and negotiating its invisi-
ble borders, as a site of dealing with mobilities that often have little to do 
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106   A. NIKOLAEVA

with the EU’s official aspirations around the mobility of workers, and as 
a place from where change can be envisioned. These include (a) respond-
ing in the 1970s–1980s to the mobility of so-called “youth tourists” in 
the context of the reputation of Amsterdam as a place where drug use 
was tolerated, (b) initiating pan-European networks and advocacy in the 
sphere of working with drug users and male sex workers in the 1990s, 
and (c) developing a project for homeless newcomers from Central and 
Eastern Europe in the 2000s. The practices and networks that developed 
at each stage of the development of the organization were not necessarily 
abandoned in each subsequent stage, yet new forms of engagement with 
arrivals in the changing (geo)political, legal, and social contexts led to 
reconfiguring the role and the identity of the organization in the shift-
ing landscape of social work in the context of European mobility. Thus, 
the term “layer” is used to underscore this adaptability and continuity 
through changes.

Based on archival research, interviews with social workers, and obser-
vations, the chapter traces the layers of development of this arrival infra-
structure that has been reassembling itself in changing political, legal, 
and ideological environments, building on existing personnel, expertise, 
and translocal networks. Analyzed documents include annual reports of 
the organization and reports about specific projects. The observations 
were made during three months of volunteer work in 2014 that included 
various tasks and allowed for informal interactions with clients.1 I also 
participated in daily closing meetings with the social workers, when 
anonymized stories of clients were discussed and generic outlines of 
“intake” conversations were shared. Initially, a series of interviews with 
clients was planned, starting from the fourth month of observations; 
however, the fieldwork had to be finished due to external circumstances 
not related to the organization or the contents of research. Therefore, in 
what follows I focus exclusively on the perspective of social workers, and 
in the concluding section I suggest directions for further research that 
transcends this limitation. Before discussing the layers of history of the 
AMOC, I situate this chapter in the context of research on the mobility 
of marginalized groups in the EU and social work, and provide the defi-
nitions of “precarious arrivals” and “arrivals into precarity.”

1 The word “clients” is used in annual reports and in all interviews. I use it here in the 
absence of a better term to capture the diversity of backgrounds and purposes of people 
coming to the AMOC.
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5  REBORDERING EUROPE FROM THE MARGINS   107

Precarious Arrivals and Arrivals into Precarity

While intra-EU mobility has been an important subject in European 
studies, human geography, and sociology (Black et al. 2010; Boswell 
and Geddes 2011; Glorius et al. 2013; Favell 2008; Lafleur and Stanek 
2017; van Mol 2014), the mobility of the most disadvantaged EU citi-
zens has received little attention. This began to change with the enlarge-
ments of the EU in 2004 and 2007, when the Republic of Cyprus, the 
Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, 
Slovakia, Slovenia, Bulgaria, and Romania joined. Issues around cross-
border homelessness, exploitation, stigmatization, and limited access to 
social and medical services for EU citizens exercising their free move-
ment rights began to gain some attention in media, policy, and scholar-
ship (Black et al. 2010; Garapich 2010, 2013; Mostowska 2011, 2013, 
2014a, b). These problems have mainly been associated with individuals 
from Central and Eastern Europe who become homeless in “older” and 
richer EU member states. They leave their countries for a variety of moti-
vations, such as searching for a job, escaping from discrimination based 
on ethnicity and/or sexual orientation, or searching for a safer environ-
ment where particular behaviors and lifestyles are not stigmatized and 
criminalized (e.g., drug use). The distinguishing feature of the AMOC’s 
arriving clients is precarity, though the temporalities of those arrivals 
suggest a distinction between “precarious arrivals” and “arrivals into 
precarity.” By precarious arrivals, I refer to the uncertainty and lack of 
(some) resources that people experience on arrival, which are necessary 
to obtain some sort of stable and safe position in the new urban environ-
ment with subsistence and shelter. This definition may appear to imply 
a certain degree of normativity, that is, an assumption that having a sta-
ble arrangement for income, food, and shelter should be everybody’s 
aspiration. However, this is not what I aim to articulate. Inspired by the 
recent critical examination of the term “precarity” by Millar (2017), I 
use this label as a lens to zoom in on conditions of and (institutional) 
responses to particular experiences of instability arising in the space of 
friction between free movement and social assistance, and based on nor-
mativities of continuous residence. “Arrivals into precarity” here refers to 
a change in personal circumstances whereby a person loses their home or 
income, or both, and turns to an NGO or welfare system for assistance. 
In the context of this chapter, for the AMOC’s clients this condition is 
aggravated by the fact that they are usually not assisted in the same way 
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108   A. NIKOLAEVA

as long-term residents of the country, due to limited access to the social 
security system, the legislative lacunae, and confusion at the national and 
municipal levels (Mostowska 2014b). Such confusion reflects challenges 
that the field of social work in Europe is facing as increased cross-border 
mobility creates a clientele with rights and resources different from those 
of the sedentary populations for whom these support systems were ini-
tially designed (Jönsson 2014; Schrooten et al. 2016).

In this situation of a scarcity of resources and the lack of commit-
ment of local and national authorities to tackle the issue systematically, it 
is often local organizations already catering for other vulnerable groups 
that take action, building on their expertise and networks and expanding 
those to meet the needs of new arrivals (Minas and Enroth 2015). Such 
organizations witness “friction” (Cresswell 2010) between the European 
ideal of borderlessness and ongoing bordering processes performed by 
national and local authorities and other state actors as they interpret EU 
regulations with a view to limiting access to social assistance for mobile 
EU citizens. These organizations may themselves become involved in 
these decentralized, ongoing bordering processes as an extension of 
the state apparatus (Johnson et al. 2011), or engage in “borderwork,” 
defined by Rumford (2014) as “a bordering activity not driven by needs 
of the state or dominated by national security concerns” (p. 18, my 
emphasis). As these organizations interact with borders driven by either 
of these rationales, they also become spaces of ambiguity and contesta-
tion of normativities of assistance and belonging, and negotiation of the 
very ethos of social work (Barberis and Boccagni 2014; Jönsson 2014; 
Mostowska 2014b; Ottosdottir and Evans 2014). Yet, while it is clear 
that the field of social work is becoming increasingly transnational and 
entangled in complex relationships with bordering processes, research 
on such organizations, their approaches, and the implications of their 
actions for the wider landscape of transnational care is relatively scarce 
(Schrooten et al. 2016; Williams and Graham 2014).

The more recent, post-accession mobility of disadvantaged individu-
als in Europe has received some attention as part of a wider picture of 
changing intra-EU mobility (e.g., Black et al. 2010; Glorius et al. 2013; 
Lafleur and Stanek 2017) with a few qualitative studies examining home-
less mobile EU citizens’ life conditions and interactions with social 
services (Garapich 2010, 2013; Mostowska 2011, 2013, 2014a, b).  
However, historical accounts of precarious arrivals and arrivals into pre-
carity in the context of cross-border mobility are lacking, while it is 
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5  REBORDERING EUROPE FROM THE MARGINS   109

clear that the border regimes on the European continent have under-
gone drastic changes with the expansion of the EU and the collapse of 
the USSR. Numerous other political, economic, and social changes have 
affected mobilities of different groups across the continent. By tracing 
the history of an NGO since the 1970s, and its attempts to develop a 
transnational field of action, this chapter transcends both the focus of 
most research on contemporary arrangements for marginalized mobile 
individuals and the tendency to look at geographically bounded effects of 
interactions between newcomers and social services. Furthermore, it aims 
to deepen our understanding of arrival infrastructures through framing 
them as sites of engagement with border regimes. Scholars have argued 
that contemporary national borders “control mobility, not territory” 
(Durrschimdt and Taylor 2007, p. 56), and since their chief function is 
filtering rather than stopping mobilities, bordering processes can be dis-
persed throughout society (Mezzadra and Neilson 2012; Shields 2017), 
operate across multiple scales (Wemyss et al. 2017), and be performed in 
arrival infrastructures of all types, where the social and spatial mobility of 
newcomers is negotiated. Investigating arrivals is thus inextricably linked 
to examining evolving bordering processes performed by multiple actors 
that newcomers encounter.

Arrivals and Departures

First Layer: Youth Tourists in the 1970s and 1980s,  
and the Development of a Harm Reduction Approach

The AMOC grew out of a German foundation, the German Relief 
Society Deutscher Hilfsverein (DHV), which that dates back to 1882. 
The purpose of this foundation was to help Germans abroad when they 
were in difficult situations, be they seamen, fortune hunters, or travel-
ers. The foundation did not operate during the Second World War, and 
some years later, representatives of various churches and affiliated organ-
izations decided to resume the activities of the foundation in some form. 
According to the AMOC, this decision was taken in the context of diffi-
culties that Germans—for instance women who married Dutch men dur-
ing the war and became widows—faced in the city that still remembered 
German occupation.

During the 1970s, a new large group that needed assistance emerged. 
They were referred to by the AMOC as “youth tourists”: “hard drug 
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110   A. NIKOLAEVA

users, runaway minors, people dodging mandatory military service, 
deserters and psychiatric patients” (AMOC 2003, p. 8). As this group 
was growing quickly and the presence of German drug users on the 
streets became an issue, an inter-church affiliated work group recom-
mended setting up a dedicated NGO that would work with this type 
of clientele. Thus, in 1978, funded by the association of Dutch and 
German churches, the AMOC began working in the location where the 
DHV had previously operated. They stated that their aim was to “offer 
social assistance, preventative as well as curative, by providing informa-
tion, giving advice and in special cases offering shelter and guidance in 
the Netherlands—especially in the region of Amsterdam—to foreigners 
residing here in special need of various types of aid” (AMOC 1979, cited 
in AMOC 2003, p. 8).

In the 1970s and 1980s, most clients came from Germany, yet there 
were also Austrians, Swiss, and Italians, with a minor proportion of the 
clientele comprising other nationalities. These were mainly drug users, 
attracted by the relatively liberal drug policies in the Netherlands as com-
pared with their countries. In the words of the historian Gemma Blok 
(2008), “from 1969 onward, Amsterdam was flooded by tourists from 
Europe and North America, many of whom slept in large numbers on 
the Dam square or in the Vondelpark … Visitors used and sold drugs 
quite openly” (pp. 244–245). Later, in the context of the beginning 
of the “war on drugs” in the US, more American drug users flocked 
to Amsterdam, which in addition to other factors, created “a lucrative 
market for heroine dealers,” and a so-called “heroine epidemic” began  
(p. 247).

While the development of the Dutch drug policy deserves a separate 
discussion (see, e.g., Leuw and Haen-Marshall 1994) it suffices to say 
here that the Netherlands was an early adopter of the harm reduction 
approach. In harm reduction policies, drug use is not penalized and is 
seen as a public health problem, addressed through a variety of tools 
whereby users have the opportunity to improve the quality of their life 
and decrease health risks by making use of methadone therapy, needle 
exchanges, and other services. In this approach, during the late 1970s 
and 1980s the AMOC assisted foreign drug users in cooperation with 
the municipal health services, for example holding drop-in sessions for 
“immigrant addicts” at local health services centers (e.g., in 1982 the 
organization held sessions for heroin addicted prostitutes at the munici-
pal policlinic) or directing them to these centers for help (AMOC 2003).  
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According to the AMOC, starting from 1985 the Amsterdam City 
Council “began to more strictly enforce the determent policy with 
respect to foreigners,” which meant that “uninsured, illegal foreign-
ers could only count on extremely restricted aid” (AMOC 2003, p. 9) 
and that the AMOC and other organizations had to “stimulate” foreign 
drug addicts to return to their countries of origin (AMOC 2003, p. 15). 
According to one of the social workers, despite the fact that the munic-
ipality of Amsterdam started providing subsidies to the organization  
(in addition to German funding), they never experienced pressure to 
repatriate clients (Lesley, 29 August 2014).2 According to the interviewee, 
if a client decided to stay, they looked into what it was possible to arrange 
in Amsterdam, and if the client decided to leave, they searched for a place 
abroad where the client could go to (e.g., a rehab, a shelter, etc.). If they  
could not arrange anything in Amsterdam, some would still stay: “it was 
their decision, their choice” (Lesley, 29 August 2014).

Thus, in these years the AMOC established relations with local 
authorities, healthcare services, and other non-profit organizations in the 
Netherlands, Germany, and some other countries. Apart from providing 
psychosocial help to drug users and sex workers, they also assisted clients 
to return to their country of origin if they chose to. From the outset, the 
AMOC has served as an arrival, and increasingly later, a departure infra-
structure: an interface between the aspirations of newcomers in trouble 
and the “borders” in the city that increasingly started separating those 
who were eligible to services from those who were not. The AMOC’s 
role began evolving into that of an intermediary between institutions 
across borders, including legal advisors, medical institutions, and rehabs, 
and at the time, that type of work was heavily shaped by the differences 
between drug policies in European countries. Thus, the numbers of 
German clients started decreasing from the early 1990s in the context 
of the decriminalization of drug use and other liberal developments in 
German drug policy.

While data from that period is limited, it appears that social workers 
mainly focused on issues of safety, as these were the years of high num-
bers of overdose cases and the emergence of HIV. The AMOC was 
part of the evolving and diverse scene of the harm reduction approach 
and HIV prevention, but working with the legal aspects of foreigners’ 

2 Pseudonyms are used to protect interviewees’ identity.
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112   A. NIKOLAEVA

troubles and connecting them with institutions abroad was their unique 
contribution. From the beginning, and increasingly over the years, social 
work at the AMOC was entangled in cross-border issues, as people were 
building up their lives, looking for opportunities, and running into 
trouble in spatially increasingly complex ways. As we will learn from a 
later episode, this prompted the organization to think beyond borders: 
expanding their activities beyond Amsterdam and the Netherlands. At 
the same time, the borders were also changing, bringing friction between 
the complex lives of the AMOC’s clientele and the new logics of belong-
ing and “deservingness” imposed by the state.

Second Layer: European Ambitions of the AMOC in the Context  
of Debordering and Rebordering in the 1990s

The AMOC reports narrate that since the beginning of the 1990s, the 
numbers of another type of foreigner in need of assistance began to 
increase among their clientele: young male prostitutes from Poland, 
Romania, the Czech Republic, and other former Soviet Bloc countries. 
The prevention of HIV and sexually transmitted diseases was a particu-
larly important issue on the AMOC’s agenda as their reports emphasize, 
but other difficulties encountered by new arrivals are also mentioned: 
bureaucratic hurdles, personal issues, social isolation, and a resulting 
feeling of helplessness. Particular attention was paid to young Romanian 
men who had arrived seeking their fortune in the richer “West,” escaping 
military service or criminal charges, or searching for places where homo-
sexuality was not met with prejudice and violence. The AMOC charac-
terizes this group as a very young and very mobile:

The average age of these boys is 21 years. The youngest Romanian 
“sex-employee” who visited during the consulting hours [of the AMOC] 
in 1997 was only 13 years and six months old. Surviving by means of 
prostitution was already known to him from the bus/train stations in 
Budapest, Prague, Berlin and ultimately Amsterdam. (AMOC 1997, p. 33)

Through street work and counseling, AMOC workers were not only get-
ting to know these people and their struggles, but also learning about 
the circumstances shaping the lives of young male prostitutes across 
Europe. As the annual report from 1997 states:

 EBSCOhost: eBook Collection (EBSCOhost) printed on 3/27/2026 4:24:16 PM UTC via UNIVERSITEIT VAN AMSTERDAM. All use subject to 
https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use. 



5  REBORDERING EUROPE FROM THE MARGINS   113

Contacts in fieldwork at the beginning of the nineties made clear that the 
Rumanian3 boys come from a society where homosexuality is forbidden 
and taboo, and hardly any information about HIV is available, most of all 
not in relation to homosexual sex contacts. (AMOC 1997, p. 34)

The AMOC concluded that these clients had specific needs and that 
insufficient attention was being paid to this group across Europe. 
According to the AMOC’s reports, this was the reason for the transition 
of their activities from a local to a transnational scale. The organization 
highlights that the transition was driven by two principles: “the right to 
reliable social and medical services” for these men, and the necessity of a 
European collaboration “in order to guarantee decent assistance for this 
group in all of Europe” (AMOC 2003, p. 18).

Accordingly, in 1997 the AMOC initiated the European Network 
Male Prostitution, funded by the European Commission and the 
Netherlands Aids Fund. The activities of the network, functioning under 
this name until 2003,4 included research, training for aid organizations, 
arranging conferences, coordinating knowledge exchange, and produc-
ing resources for male sex workers and aid organizations, such as the 
books Travel Guide for Male Sex Workers (ENMP 2001) and Manual: 
Tips, Tricks and Models of Good Practice for Service Providers Considering, 
Planning or Implementing Services for Male Sex Workers (Schiffer 2002). 
The exchange of knowledge took place not only between member states 
of the EU, but also between EU countries and applicant countries, and 
even Kyrgyzstan and Ukraine, “respond[ing] to the fact that male sex 
work is not a national, but a European and border-crossing phenome-
non” (ENMP 2003, p. 5). By 2003, when a final report was written, the 
network consisted of agencies in 24 countries. Thus, having started with 
an Amsterdam-based project on prostitution among young men from 
Eastern Europe in 1994, the AMOC has drawn attention to the issue, 
and worked on charting the terrain and on mobilizing resources for cli-
ents and aid organizations across and even beyond Europe. The arrival of 
these young men in the world of sex work on the streets and in the bars 
of Amsterdam has thus, through the activities of the AMOC, produced 

3 A mistake in the document. This should be “Romanian.”
4 In 2004 the project merged with another large European project on prostitution. For 

more details see Mattson (2016).

 EBSCOhost: eBook Collection (EBSCOhost) printed on 3/27/2026 4:24:16 PM UTC via UNIVERSITEIT VAN AMSTERDAM. All use subject to 
https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use. 



114   A. NIKOLAEVA

wider effects. However, this was not the only European endeavor of the 
organization.

Launched in 1998, the second European initiative of the AMOC 
aimed at developing services and expertise in the area of helping drug 
users moving around Europe. It was called the AC-Company: a 
European Project for the Target Group of Mobile Drug Users, and by 
the time of its closure in 2004, it included 35 partner organizations in 
Europe. This initiative was based on the recognition of the high levels of 
mobility of drug users across Europe, often motivated by differences in 
policies and attitudes to drug use in different countries. These journeys, 
according to the project’s rationale, often ended “in unexpected difficul-
ties for which there is apparently no solution” (EMCDDA, n.d.), or in 
other words, arrivals into greater precarity than the conditions they were 
in already:

Without financial means, in a poor state of health and without identity 
papers and health insurance, these people fall through the host country’s 
social security net. The absence of adequate aid, social and health services 
or welfare contacts in the mother country, unpaid fines and imprisonment 
often make it very difficult to return … Because foreign drug users have 
no residence permit or health insurance there are very few, if any, options 
available to them. (EMCDDA, n.d.)

The project aimed to gather and distribute information about the needs 
of mobile drug users, develop a model of assistance that could be applied 
in different countries, and create a network of agencies working with 
this target group across Europe. The overall mission was “to improve 
the prevention, care, repatriation and social integration of mobile drug 
users in Europe,” and the ambitions also extended into the transnational 
political sphere, as the project aspired “to make a contribution to harmo-
nising the European Union’s policy on AIDS and drugs and … to pro-
mote a pragmatic policy in Europe that is directed at the needs of those 
affected” (EMCDDA, n.d.). The project was funded by the European 
Commission and other public and private parties.

In 2004 a new European project was launched, building on the 
knowledge base and on the network developed through ENMP and 
AC-COMPANY. This new project—CORRELATION: European 
Network Social Inclusion & Health—had a wider mission than the pre-
vious projects and aimed to contribute to improving “quality of life for 
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vulnerable and marginalized groups in Europe,” by which they under-
stand for example “drug users, sex workers, migrants, MSM [men who 
have sex with men] and young people in risk situations as well as people 
living with HIV and AIDS and other communicable diseases.” The net-
work continues to exist to date, with its head office in Amsterdam.

Thus, although working with people in Amsterdam still formed the 
core of the AMOC’s activities, the reach of the organization became 
European. According to a statement by its former managing director, the 
organization also aimed at “influencing” and “liberalizing” drug policies 
in partner countries. Summarizing more than twenty years of work she 
emphasizes the transnational, European reach of their vision:

[The AMOC] would really like to see a Europe without social and political 
borders where everyone can choose where they would like to live—with 
rights to basic services—and with a policy where using drugs is no longer 
punished … We have grown from a small team into a professional organi-
zation with a network in all Europe, cutting straight through the borders. 
(AMOC 2003, p. 7)

These European projects of the AMOC could be interpreted as “mobi-
lizing mobility,” a term coined by Aradau et al. (2010) in their analy-
sis of the Declaration for the Rights of Sex Workers in Europe (2005), 
and Roma and Sinti demonstrations in 2008 in Rome (Aradau et al. 
2011). “Mobilizing mobility” means identifying new cross-border con-
nections between marginalized subjects and between organizations, and 
mobilizing these connections to advance causes that no local or national 
authority has raised, putting at the center individuals and groups that 
are otherwise on the margins of political agendas. Thus, an imaginary 
of a just Europe without borders, a Europe where the mobile poor 
could be cared for, emerged from the encounters of the AMOC social 
workers with newcomers in Amsterdam. Supported by European fund-
ing and translocal connections, developed from earlier cross-border 
communications, these projects exemplify what Rumford (2014) labels 
“borderwork,” whereby a state-driven bordering regime is challenged or 
bypassed, and borders inspire “cosmopolitan activity”: connecting people 
and places, instead of filtering mobility (p. 19).

However, such projects did not become the core work of the AMOC. 
Furthermore, their reports from the same years feature anonymized 
stories of clients that challenge the optimism of the organization, and  
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seem to suggest that borders—as filtering devices within social support 
systems—proliferated rather than vanished. The so called “Linking Act,” 
also referred to as the “Benefit Entitlement (Residency Status) Act” 
(Koppelingswet) was adopted in the Netherlands in 1998 and linked enti-
tlement to social services, including healthcare, to the possession of a 
valid residence permit. In 1999, the “White Illegal Aliens Regulation” 
(Witte Illegalen Regeling) was issued: a one-off permission for foreigners 
in employment to apply for a residence permit within a limited period of 
time. A story of a German client in the AMOC’s report of 1999 high-
lights how this new legislation could affect their clientele. The story of 
Robert describes an arrival in precarity, resulting from his contraction of 
HIV and Hepatitis B and C, and being excluded from access to medi-
cal care through the “Linking Act.” Robert had lived in Amsterdam “on 
and off” since 1988, had been in a methadone program since then, and 
was able to support himself financially due to work in prostitution and 
an inheritance left by his last employer. The big problems began when 
he became ill and since he was “illegal,” from the perspective of the new 
law, he could not obtain medical help in the Netherlands. He did not 
want to go back to Germany since there was a warrant for arrest waiting 
for him there. After a series of interactions between different parties in 
both countries, including the AMOC, the arrest warrant was cancelled. 
Furthermore, the man was able to apply for a residence permit within 
the framework of the Witte Illegalen ruling and eventually receive care 
(AMOC 1999, pp. 32–33).

Two other stories in the same report from 1999 present the newly 
emerging borders in other EU member states under the subheading 
“Mechanisms of Exclusion” (AMOC 1999, p. 24). A clearly shocked 
social worker—“I was speechless.” “I was at my wit’s end” (AMOC 
1999, pp. 24, 26)—describes her encounters with the British and the 
Belgian social and medical services that declined to provide assistance 
to a British and Belgian citizen respectively on the grounds of their 
continuous residence abroad. While the British citizen returned to the 
Netherlands and managed to obtain a job and a residence permit, the 
fate of the Belgian national remained uncertain. The Belgian social ser-
vices argued that the HIV-infected man—who had an expired Belgian 
passport and had lived in Amsterdam for 20 years—was probably a 
Dutch citizen (which was not the case) and should ask for medical ser-
vices in the Netherlands or else the absence of Dutch nationality should 
be proven. However, in the eyes of the Netherlands, he was an “illegal 
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alien” and could not receive help, while providing legal proof of not hav-
ing Dutch nationality turned out to be impossible.

These stories provide a counterbalance to the optimism of other 
pages of the annual reports. While on the one hand, some people in the 
AMOC envisioned the possibility of transnational change, social work-
ers witnessed the proliferation of borders in their daily work, not their 
disappearance. “Precarious arrivals” of young men from Eastern Europe 
inspired the organization to explore transnational action opportunities 
and imagine a fairer Europe, while the circumstances of “arrivals into 
precarity” of long-term residents in Amsterdam signaled the intensi-
fication of the bordering processes within the country and the mobile 
continent. The national welfare systems began to exclude the AMOC’s 
unsuspecting clientele, revealing the bordering processes in a mobile 
Europe where nation states, including the Netherlands, increasingly 
shifted internal immigration controls to the social and medical services 
(Van der Leun 2006) and to civil society (Van der Leun and Bouter 
2015), or in the words of Guiraudon and Lahav (2000), “down” to 
local authorities and “out” to non-state actors (p. 164). In the case of 
the AMOC as an arrival infrastructure, these processes of bordering and 
debordering were also shaped by its engagement with mobility governed 
at multiple scales, and as a consequence, with debordering and reborder-
ing processes driven by different rationales. Social workers at the AMOC 
increasingly began to witness the friction between the aspirations for life-
styles that the EU mobility regime seemed to permit and that the nation-
state began to indirectly penalize. While the European Union sponsored 
efforts to harmonize spaces of care across borders, national and local 
authorities increasingly enforced the bordering regime whereby access to 
welfare was used as a means of “migration control” (Humphris 2017, 
p. 1192 regarding the UK, also applicable to the Netherlands).5 In this 
regime, as the stories of the British and the Belgian client illustrate, new 
borders are being drawn leading to “the proliferation of subject positions 
that are neither fully included nor fully excluded from the space of citi-
zenship and from labour markets, of subjectivities that are neither fully 
insiders nor fully outsiders” (Mezzadra and Neilson 2012, p. 62). It is 
through the formation of these “new flexible and mobile assemblages 

5 Parts of the EU legislation also allow for this bordering, but the full complexity of the 
interactions between EU, national, and local levels of regulating mobility and social security 
are beyond the scope of this chapter. See Braaksma and Westra (2015) for some insights.
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of labour markets and citizenship” (Mezzadra and Neilson 2012, p. 62) 
that a long-term resident could be viewed as a “newcomer” by the wel-
fare state, and thus “arrival into precarity” can take place many years after 
a “precarious arrival.” Likewise, even the conditions of the return of a 
long absent citizen, as the story of the British client illustrates, were close 
to those of a precarious arrival of a foreigner. Due to the specificities of 
their lifestyles and undeclared work, AMOC’s clientele was particularly 
vulnerable, becoming excluded from their “home” and “host” states 
alike.

Third Layer: Engaging with Bordering Processes in Amsterdam  
in the Context of Post-enlargement Mobilities

In 2007, the AMOC merged with De Regenboog Groep, a large 
not-for-profit social care provider working with various groups in 
Amsterdam, including the homeless, people in debt, and lonely people. 
The AMOC kept its somewhat special position as a center that provided 
assistance exclusively for non-Dutch EU citizens, but from then on it was 
mainly funded by the municipality of Amsterdam and formally integrated 
into De Regenboog Groep, which did not focus on international activi-
ties. Thus, the AMOC stopped initiating European projects, people who 
were already involved in such projects moved to a separate office, and 
the conceptual link with ongoing precarious arrivals became a matter of 
the past. Remaining social workers stayed in the AMOC, which by then 
was based in a reasonably central location in the Pijp area of Amsterdam, 
after having had various locations in the city over the years. The building 
had showers, a kitchen, a night shelter, a common space, a drug using 
room (after 1998), and offices. The AMOC’s status transformed from 
an organization to a drop-in center offering services for non-Dutch EU 
citizens in its premises.

Another key change was that hard drug users were no longer the 
majority among the people coming to the AMOC. Instead, social 
workers saw increasing numbers of homeless EU citizens coming to 
Amsterdam in the wake of the EU enlargements in 2004 and 2007. 
According to one of the interviewees, that prompted them to launch a 
special project for newcomers from Eastern and Central Europe, while 
still working with other EU citizens (Joe, 6 August 2014). According to 
one of the project reports, from 2009 onwards the AMOC was increas-
ingly visited by people not falling into “the target group of AMOC” 
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(De Regenboog Groep 2012, p. 2). They were “fortune-seekers, peo-
ple who want to find a job, but through lack of information, language 
problems and cultural difference get into other problems in Amsterdam”  
(De Regenboog Groep 2012, p. 2). The organization included a 
Romanian, a Polish, a Bulgarian, and more recently, a Hungarian social 
worker in a project that officially started in 2011 and formally closed in 
2017, though most of the associated activities continue to take place on 
the AMOC’s premises.

The “target group” of the project is a diverse group of homeless indi-
viduals from Eastern and Central Europe who can have access to social 
work and to basic care at the day center after registration (intake). Social 
work includes providing information and advice, referring to other insti-
tutions in and outside of the Netherlands, and support in the event of 
returning to the home country (De Regenboog Groep 2014). Access 
to basic care means that like other visitors they can take a shower and 
exchange dirty clothes for clean ones, have a coffee or tea, some bread, 
and a basic lunch for free. They can also spend time in a room equipped 
with chairs, tables, two computers, and ashtrays. The night shelter has a 
capacity of seven beds and is offered either in exceptional circumstances 
(poor health condition, repatriation the next morning, and suchlike) 
or occasionally for regular clients so that they can recover after days of 
sleeping outside or illness.

Through this project for people from Eastern and Central Europe, the 
AMOC’s function as an arrival infrastructure changed again, with social 
workers witnessing new frictions between mobility and bordering pro-
cesses in the enlarged Europe. The majority of new clients are catego-
rized by the organization as “clients with complex problematics”: people 
“coming out of troubled families, long time jobless, low educated, not 
well informed” (De Regenboog Groep 2014, p. 7). Most of these new-
comers are labeled by the city’s social services as individuals “not having 
rights” (niet rechthebbende, see van Bergen et al. 2015). The task of the 
social workers, as all the interviewees characterized it, is to explore with 
the newcomer what kind of life she or he can build in the Netherlands. 
While most clients are new to the country, in some cases social work-
ers meet people who came to the Netherlands a while ago, but only 
recently arrived into precarity, for example due to losing a job, and are 
experiencing difficulties because of a limited social network and insuffi-
cient understanding of the social assistance system. For example, one of 
the potential pitfalls in such situations is that applying for benefits under 
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certain circumstances may result in residence rights being revoked, as 
the municipality notifies the immigration service about the application 
and the latter takes the decision (Braaksma and Westra 2015)—a typi-
cal example of bordering being “shifted down” (Guiraudon and Lahav 
2000, p. 164).

Analysis of the interviews and observations made during social work-
ers’ meetings suggests that social work in the project revolves around 
engagements with the bordering processes. I distinguish between three 
types of such engagements, which I subsequently label: “making invisi-
ble borders visible,” “playing with borders,” and “reaching through the 
borders.”

“Making invisible borders visible” takes place during the intake talk, 
which one of the social workers summarizes as follows: “We just talk 
… What is the reason that brought you here? What’s your plan? What 
are you doing about it? How can I support you?” (Joe, 29 July 2014). 
Other social workers highlight the key pieces of information they take 
notice of: nationality, residence permits, rights in the Netherlands and 
other countries, possession of a social security number, social and family 
connections, and language and social skills (Adam, 29 July 2014; Maria,  
6 August 2014). In most cases, social workers make explicit what the sta-
tus of “not having rights” means (if it applies), which is the first bor-
der that the clients experience: the fact that they have to build up their 
rights to social services and (non-urgent) medical care through a history 
of employment and registered residence. Other borders are experienced 
by the new arrivals when they are trying to acquire a social security num-
ber, find work, open a bank account, and find a place to live. There are 
both fixed and contingent interdependencies between all of those: a 
social security number can be obtained either with or without an address 
(but the person needs to know the difference between the procedures); 
a place to live is impossible to arrange without money; an employment 
contract, and hence regular income, cannot be secured without a social 
security number and a bank account, which in turn is often, but not 
always, impossible to open without an address. The period of sorting 
things out can be frustrating, and one of the interviewed social workers 
explicitly characterized this process as a border-crossing of sorts: “It’s a 
filter, and you have to pass through it” (Ivana, 21 August 2014).

By “playing with borders,” I refer to the tactics used by social work-
ers when they search for “opportunities” to facilitate clients’ passage 
through the filter, or when a critical issue arises, to renegotiate a border 
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through finding a “gap” or a “loophole” in bureaucratic procedures  
(Joe, 6 August 2014; Lesley, 29 August 2014). The tactics that social 
workers use to resolve or avoid potentially problematic situations are 
usually related to either equipping clients with information that helps 
them to cross a particular border more easily, or to making use of the 
exceptional nature of certain circumstances. In the first case, the “bor-
der” remains in place, but the crossing is assisted by the use of knowl-
edge that allows the client to accelerate matters. In the second case, 
borders open. I will provide examples illustrating each of these.

As mentioned earlier, acquiring a social security number is very 
important for newcomers, and they may be asked for an address in the 
Netherlands as a condition for obtaining one. However, there is an alter-
native procedure for a short-term stay. In that case, a person does not 
need to provide an address, but does need to clearly state the intention 
to opt for this procedure, otherwise there is a high chance they will be 
treated based on the conditions of the general procedure and the appli-
cation will be rejected (Ivana, 21 August 2014). After seeing clients 
coming back from the municipality disappointed, social workers now 
explain the difference between the procedures immediately prior to cli-
ents going to the municipality. Another example of the first type of tac-
tics relates to the procedure of applying for benefits that require proof 
of homelessness (this applies to people who have accumulated the rights 
for benefits by residing and working in the Netherlands). They have to 
submit a diary that documents where they have slept for the preceding 
seven days. According to one interviewee, on the one hand, it is very 
important that people supply accurate data, while on the other, this may 
be problematic for a number of reasons (Ivana, 21 August 2014). The 
surest way to provide proof of homelessness is to document that a per-
son stayed in the AMOC shelter or another organization for the seven 
days. At the time of the interview, the social worker was using this tactic 
to help a client after he twice failed to succeed in his application. Such 
tactics apply not only to clients from Eastern and Central Europe, but 
also to those from other parts of the EU, though their numbers are 
lower now and many of them are older people who came to Amsterdam 
a long time ago (Lesley, 29 August 2014). According to one of the 
social workers, there are fewer “loopholes” than before, and it is harder 
for long-term clients to cross the border between invisibility for institu-
tions (lack of a track record of registered residence and formal work) and 
legal status: “The opportunities that I and the lawyers [I worked with]  
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had, no longer exist” (Lesley, 29 August 2014). For example, apply-
ing for a residence permit requires an address, and previously the social 
worker would direct clients to The Homeless People’s Trade Union 
(Daklozenvakbond), but for a few years it has not been possible to be 
given an address there if someone has not previously been registered in 
the municipality.

The cases when borders are opened or suspended relate to exceptional 
situations when institutions relax their rules. One example is the tem-
porary provision of methadone for uninsured drug users—who have no 
right to be given it—when they are leaving the country. In this case, it is 
possible for the AMOC workers to negotiate the temporary provision of 
methadone with the public health services (Joe, 29 August 2014). Other 
situations when clients have received free access to services despite their 
status of “not having rights” and not possessing insurance, concern ter-
minal illness. A few clients of the social workers I spoke to died in Dutch 
hospices, having been provided with medicine and care up to their last 
breath. While the saying that death makes people equal can be disputed, 
in these cases the expectation of death suddenly makes the borders that 
are enacted through differences in rights redundant. However, one could 
argue that such treatment is yet another filter, separating those who may 
require long-term assistance from those who “belong” only due to the 
finite nature of the situation.

These types of assistance, trivial and exceptional situations alike, 
require constant engagement with other institutions in the city, the 
country, and the wider world, which I label “reaching across the bor-
ders.” In Amsterdam, the AMOC works most closely with public health 
services and public services for work and income, where they send cli-
ents who have the right to receive assistance. The embassies are also key 
contacts. Clients often lose their documents, or documents get stolen, 
and embassies can reasonably quickly issue papers for a client wanting to 
return home. Lastly, the AMOC also frequently reaches out to organ-
izations in other EU countries. While the family of a client is their first 
point of call, they also often contact hospitals and psychiatric services 
(Kim, 2 August 2014). NGOs in clients’ home countries often play a 
key role as spaces of arrival, and depending on the circumstances, they 
may also provide some services. Some social workers at the AMOC have 
relationships with NGOs in Eastern and Central Europe from their pre-
vious jobs, and more recently, some have visited countries where they 
lacked connections in order to establish working contacts. They are thus 
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building a translocal network of care. However, there is no ambition to 
form alliances with organizations like the AMOC across Europe or to 
set a common agenda. Their work across borders remains case-oriented 
activity that gradually expands their opportunities to act across borders 
through growing knowledge and a contact database.

Social work at the AMOC has thus become a connective tissue 
between multiple authorities and actors, not initiating change or advo-
cating new approaches anymore, but linking spaces of action locally, 
nationally, and translocally. These connections appear to have a prag-
matic, ad hoc character, rather than strategic one (Kim, 2 August 2014). 
In the earlier period, Europe was important on the agenda of the organi-
zation as a space for change, for shifting borders, and for mobilizing pre-
carious mobility for policy advocacy. This has changed. Currently, social 
work at the AMOC revolves around engagement with borders in its own 
city, and reaching across national borders when local borders that filter 
people into “having rights” and “not having rights” become impossible 
to cross. The types of engagements with borders are interrelated, and 
their rationales do not fit neatly into the distinction between bordering 
and “borderwork” (Rumford 2014): the AMOC neither operates as an 
extension of migration services, nor does it push its own agenda, chal-
lenging or questioning the borders.

Discussion and Conclusions

The rights of mobile EU citizens who are seen as “economically inac-
tive” remains a contested subject, as the recent discussion about the 
unlawful practices of deporting rough sleepers from the UK back to their 
home country illustrates (FEANTSA 2017). When mobile citizens fail to 
gain their rights to social or medical services due to a loss of papers or 
lack of employment, organizations like the AMOC have to engage with 
bordering processes in this grey regulatory area, as well as to act across 
borders. This chapter has discussed how since the 1970s, the organiza-
tion has laid down the foundations for acting across borders by build-
ing relationships with other actors—from local police and psychiatric 
services to NGOs in other parts of Europe—and how it has adjusted to 
an ever-shifting web of European, national, and local regulations, and to 
changing political climates and patterns of intra-EU mobility.

Investigating the “layers” in the history of the AMOC uncovers its 
complex relationship with state policies. Kalir and Wissink (2016) classify 
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Dutch NGOs working on migration or deportation issues into three 
types: “organizations that can be regarded as subcontractors of the state, 
organizations that operate more or less in agreement with state policies, 
and organizations that openly oppose state policies” (p. 42). Looking at 
the AMOC’s activities historically suggests that at different moments of 
time and through different projects, the organization has belonged both 
to the second and the third type, not fully fitting into either one. The 
second “layer” in particular features the most explicit questioning of the 
rationales behind Dutch national migration policy, such as the “Linking 
Act,” drug policies of other European countries, and the opportunities 
of the new European regulatory space to change the life conditions of 
the AMOC’s target group. Scholars have discussed the challenges for 
social workers in Europe working with cross-border mobility, witnessing 
friction between mobility and residence-based welfare systems as well as 
between ethical principles of social work and the limited opportunities 
to act on those principles (Barberis and Boccagni 2014; Jönsson 2014). 
This chapter contributes to the discussion by providing a nuanced 
account of the layered structure of a single NGO that has at a certain 
period of time “mobilized mobility” (Aradau et al. 2010), engaging in 
advocacy and criticism of national policies, and later retreated to locally 
focused, client-centered work, cooperating across borders on a case-by-case 
basis.

This shifting nature of the AMOC as an arrival infrastructure also sug-
gests that precarious mobilities and precarious arrivals have the potential 
to indirectly produce wider effects than the criminalization of migration 
and the reinforcement of borders. Arrivals of drug addicts and young 
male prostitutes led the AMOC to launch European networks striv-
ing to improve the quality of life of marginalized groups across Europe 
(Correlation, n.d.). Arrival infrastructures can thus be well positioned 
to enact what Oosterlynck et al. (2016) call “looking for solidarity in 
diversity, here and now” through mobilizing knowledge resulting from 
encounters with the newcomers. The AMOC’s ability to mobilize and 
connect resources across different scales (from local foundations to 
European funds) has been key to initiating change transnationally, bring-
ing into life new networks and spaces of action.

However, at the same time when AMOC began to perform 
“borderwork”—to connect places and lobby for change—social workers 
also witnessed the proliferation of borders and intensifying processes of 
friction between mobility and residency-based rights. As the last section  
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shows, since then they have not kept the advocacy ambition (which 
remained the core business of a small group working separately from the 
AMOC). Their daily work revolves around engagements with borders, 
between what is possible for those who are identified by state policies as 
“having rights” and those labeled as “not having rights.” These borders 
do not have to do with territories, but with entitlements, and they influ-
ence the peculiar spectrum of social mobility. Limited funds, social cap-
ital, the occasional gravity of issues burdening the clients, and the very 
limited social assistance they have rights to often suggest modest, if any, 
social mobility within the city of arrival. What is negotiated through the 
AMOC is often the relative stability of precarious existence somewhere 
and for now in Amsterdam, sometimes survival and in some cases, dying 
in decent conditions. Departures and circulations are equally important 
to arrivals shaped by the filtering processes increasingly outsourced by 
the state to social and medical services.

Focusing on an arrival infrastructure in its historical development has 
allowed tracing not only the transformations of the organization itself, 
but also of the relationships between the politics of bordering and arriv-
als. In the second “layer” we have seen that the proliferation of borders 
produced “arrivals in precarity” as a result of regulations penalizing the 
mobility and lifestyles of the AMOC’s clients at the end of 1990s, both 
in the Netherlands and in their home countries. However, there is also 
a reverse relationship. The discussion of disappearing “loopholes” for 
solving the problems of the AMOC’s clients, as well as the tightening 
of regulations in the sphere of welfare provision, such as the “Linking 
Act” and its recent adjustments (see Braaksma and Westra 2015), also 
provide more evidence for seeing “precarious arrivals” as possibly being 
used to justify the proliferation of top-down bordering processes across 
society. Thus, while the circumstances of arrivals and the potential scope 
of the social and spatial mobility of newcomers are shaped by border-
ing processes, the bordering regimes are also reconfigured in response 
to arrivals. Focusing on the formation of specific policies, especially in 
the multi-scalar regulatory context, could provide further insights into 
the dynamics that effectively define shifting boundaries of belonging 
across geographical scales in today’s EU. Such research could deepen our 
understanding of the relationships between social and spatial mobility 
in Europe in situations of precarity, and of the regulations, institutions, 
and politics that facilitate or obstruct these mobilities in the absence of a 
pan-European approach. Furthermore, as this chapter focuses exclusively 
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on the perspective of social workers, a fruitful direction for research 
would be to focus on the perspectives of mobile individuals themselves 
and their experiences of the bordering processes and interactions with 
the arrival infrastructures.
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