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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Environmental Justice and the (Re) Production of Sacrifice 
Zones: The Impact of Migration Policies and Practices in the 
Aegean
Rita Lamberta and Jessie Sullivanb

aThe Bartlett, University College London, London, UK; bInstitute of Education, University College London, 
London, UK

ABSTRACT
As displacement increasingly shapes contemporary realities, 
powerful nation-states are adopting securitisation strategies 
that externalise their borders and designating specific territories 
to absorb ‘excess’ populations, particularly along migration cor
ridors. This trend necessitates further research to understand 
the impacts in relation to broader concepts of justice. This paper 
illustrates how an environmental justice lens enriches existing 
scholarship on the ‘dark side’ of migration management, by 
examining the social and environmental consequences that 
transform host territories into sacrifice zones. We apply an 
environmental justice framework to the five Aegean islands 
identified by the European Commission’s hotspot approach in 
2015 for managing migration into Europe. These fragile ecosys
tems face significant environmental degradation and social 
inequities stemming from the containment of displaced indivi
duals and refugee camp infrastructures. We argue that environ
mental violence is a mechanism of power, enhancing control 
over marginalised bodies and warranting greater attention in 
both theoretical and empirical studies. Through participatory 
action research, this study reconstructs the trajectory of the 
hotspot approach, analysing the distributive and procedural 
injustices that exacerbate ongoing humanitarian and environ
mental crises. Our findings reveal that the hotspot approach, 
rooted in a colonial mindset, exploits both the tangible and 
intangible assets of these islands, transforming them into sacri
fice zones and enabling controlling agendas. Using an environ
mental justice framework underscores the processes that 
restrict individual and collective agency, exploit vulnerable eco
logical systems, and undermine the structures that protect 
rights and advocate for affected territories.

Introduction

According to the UN Refugee Agency, the world’s refugee population has 
reached approximately 43.4 million people, effectively tripling in only the last 
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decade (UNHCR 2024). This number is forecasted to increase, and sharply so, 
as the climate emergency, political instability and widening inequality con
tinue to fuel the movement of people across borders. A significant shift is 
evident as national approaches give way to regional and global strategies for 
containing and managing displaced populations. Looking at how displace
ment is spatially distributed, we identify an uneven landscape where specific 
peripheral territories, along corridors of mobility, are designated to absorb 
‘excess’ populations.1

Powerful nation-states have increasingly targeted border zones and periph
eral regions, beyond their geographic limits, as part of their broader security 
strategies (Bousiou and Kontis 2015; Casas-Cortes, Cobarrubias, and Pickles  
2015; Martini and Megerisi 2023). This has enabled them to distance the 
immediate impacts of refugee arrivals while imposing security-driven agendas 
on host communities (Betts 2009). A prominent example is Australia’s colla
boration with Nauru to detain and process asylum seekers, illustrating 
a broader trend in which wealthier nations outsource refugee management 
to peripheral or less powerful regions (Morano-Foadi and Malena 2023). 
Similarly, the European Union (EU) has partnered with Turkey to manage 
refugee flows, effectively shifting the burden of refugee hosting responsibilities 
(Léonard and Kaunert 2019). As part of this, the European Commission has 
institutionalised the ‘hotspot approach’ – a mechanism which is part of the 
European Agenda on Migration presented in April 2015. This approach 
involved the establishment of detention infrastructures in key EU frontier 
zones, and the implementation of procedures for identifying and filtering 
migrants (Tazzioli and Garelli 2016). What were initially framed as emer
gency, short-term measures have since evolved into entrenched, long-term 
strategies with profound social and environmental consequences.

On the southern edge of the EU, islands such as the Canaries in Spain, 
Lampedusa in Italy and the Aegean in Greece have been earmarked as refugee 
hotspots to contain displaced populations and are therefore disproportionately 
burdened. These territories function as ‘semi-colonised’ zones, legal and 
humanitarian grey areas, where camp infrastructures often operate as legal 
‘blind spots’ (Papoutsi et al. 2019), and where numerous human rights viola
tions have been documented (Kolliniati 2024; Manek 2025; Slingenberg 2025; 
Witcher 2021). This aligns with much scholarship and advocacy that have 
critically examined the structural violence embedded in migration manage
ment, highlighting its far-reaching impacts not only on refugees (Agier 2011; 
Bousiou 2020; Bousiou and Papada 2020; Davitti 2018), but also on those 
engaged in care provision, human rights advocacy, and policy implementation 
on the ground (James 2019; Kolliniati 2024; Manek 2025; Papataxiarchis  
2016a, 2016b).

Although the necropolitical and biopolitical dimensions of border govern
ance, where migrants are subjected to processes of ‘othering’ and exclusion, 
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have been extensively analysed (Athanasiou and Tsimouris 2013; Dines, 
Montagna, and Ruggiero 2015; Mbembe 2003), there remains limited research 
on the environmental and social consequences of these externalised migration 
policies on host territories themselves. In particular, there is a pressing need to 
examine how migration governance and practices contribute to the (re)pro
duction of what can be termed ‘spaces of least resistance’ – zones where 
bordering and securitisation are intensified to serve the geopolitical and 
economic interests of more powerful states. These dynamics transform front
line regions into sacrifice zones, where the burdens and costs of border control 
are disproportionately offloaded with negative environmental and social 
ramifications.

As displacement defines the future, it is critical to interrogate why and how 
sacrifice zones come to be, and their entanglement with histories of colonial 
duress (Stoler 2016) and broader questions of justice. Displacement is not an 
isolated or unpredictable phenomenon; rather, it is deeply embedded in the 
dominant capitalist system and its extractive, exploitative modes of production 
(Araghi 2009; Gonzalez 2020; Morris 2024). Recognising that humanitarian 
emergencies are not merely natural or spontaneous events but the outcomes of 
deliberate policy choices and actions (Alcalde 2016), there is an urgent need to 
critically assess how migration management policies and practices contribute 
not only to social domination but also to environmental degradation. While 
immediate humanitarian concerns often take precedence, the long-term eco
logical consequences of prolonged displacement and settlement are frequently 
overlooked. Moreover, the increasing militarisation and securitisation of bor
ders and refugee camps (Martini and Megerisi 2023) have further marginalised 
environmental considerations, diverting attention from the urgent need to 
identify and mitigate the ecological impacts of these policies and actions.

We posit that the management of migration, rooted in neoliberalism, 
aggravates the humanitarian and environmental crisis, which in turn legiti
mises further emergency control. This paper aims to contribute to the growing 
literature that calls for a critical examination of the perverse logic of displace
ment by uncovering the systemic and historical structures that perpetuate 
injustices. It does so by bringing environmental concerns to the fore and 
tracing the events, practices and spatial manifestations, to highlight the overt 
and covert mechanisms at play that produce and maintain sacrifice zones.

We seek to contribute to border and migration studies by applying an 
Environmental Justice (EJ) framework to the understanding of how sacrifice 
zones come to be. EJ treats social and environmental concerns as intricately 
connected and co-produced. It offers a powerful lens for understanding how 
the spatial distribution of environmental harms, such as pollution, land degra
dation, and resource depletion, intersects with the marginalisation of people. It 
reveals how certain geographies, often already socially and ecologically vulner
able, are systematically chosen as sites for containment, detention, and 
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exclusion. These are not incidental outcomes but are embedded in broader 
political economies of extraction, control, and disposability.

Hence this paper illuminates how environmental degradation is not merely 
a backdrop, but a constitutive element of migration governance. It shows how 
the control and subordination necessary to contain displacement are materi
ally grounded in landscapes that are rendered expendable spaces where both 
people and natural systems are sacrificed in the name of security, order, and 
economic rationality. In this way, environmental justice helps to uncover the 
spatial politics of migration management and the uneven geographies of harm 
it produces.

This paper first situates our contribution within the existing scholarship, 
elaborating the notion of sacrifice zones and environmental justice. Second, 
we give a brief contextualisation of the Aegean hotspot islands, highlighting 
the social, economic and environmental challenges. Third, we describe the 
methodology adopted to trace the genealogy of migration policies and prac
tices, and their socio-environmental impacts. Fourth, we apply the environ
mental justice framework to analyse the distributive and procedural injustices 
that maintain the islands in a permanent state of vulnerability. Finally, we 
conclude by highlighting the contributions of an environmental justice lens 
and offering a window for further research.

Violence and Sacrifice in the Management of Migration

Many scholars and advocates have critically examined the violence inherent 
in migration management through the lens of biopolitics, as articulated by 
Michel Foucault and further developed by contemporary theorists 
(Agamben 1998; Athanasiou and Tsimouris 2013; Foucault 1978; Minca 
et al. 2022; Tazzioli 2020a; Topak 2014). Biopolitics refers to the govern
ance of populations via various forms of power that extend beyond tradi
tional sovereignty, focusing on the control of life, bodies, and the 
conditions in which individuals exist (Foucault 1978). Research highlights 
how displaced individuals are systematically categorised, surveilled, and 
regulated by both state and non-state actors (Dines, Montagna, and 
Ruggiero 2015). These biopolitical strategies shape migrants’ identities 
and affect their access to resources and social inclusion, particularly when 
confined to camp structures (Minca 2015). Agamben (1998) introduces the 
concept of the state of exception, wherein certain populations are excluded 
from legal protections and reduced to ‘bare life’, a condition of existence 
outside the political community. This exclusion is not accidental but 
structural, as evidenced by the systemic negligence faced by asylum seekers, 
and is deeply entangled with histories of colonialism, racial capitalism, and 
carceral logics. This negligence is seen by many as a deliberate biopolitical 
strategy employed by the EU and its member states under the European 
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Agenda on Migration (Davitti 2018). They argue that migration manage
ment is not merely about regulating entry but about managing life itself – 
deciding who is allowed to live, move, and belong, and under what condi
tions (Tazzioli 2020a). Recent scholars further argue for moving beyond the 
Foucauldian binary of ‘make live and let die’ to understand the complex, 
often contradictory logics of humanitarianism and securitisation that shape 
border politics (Minca et al. 2022).

Much empirical scholarship related to displacement and migration tends to 
focus on the humanitarian aspects of refugee protection, as well as life sup
porting systems in camps, such as housing, water, food and energy (Dalal  
2020; Guarnieri 2004; Lehne et al. 2016). The focus is on the human impacts 
and much less consideration is given to the effects on host territories and the 
broader implications on the environment. Studies that have focused on envir
onmental degradation and displacement have done so in relation to climate 
change (Balsari, Dresser, and Leaning 2020; Ghosh and Orchiston 2022). 
A few studies highlight the environmental conflict arising from the interac
tions between refugees and host communities and the need for sustainable 
resource management (Betts et al. 2023; Martin 2005). However, limited 
attention is placed on the environmental impact of migration policies and 
associated practices and how they relate to inequalities. Moreover, most of the 
attention is on the impact on migrants; little is known about other actors, 
outside state and international agencies, which include local residents, volun
teers and civil society groups. We hereby posit that a socio-environmental 
lens, often absent from existing biopolitical analyses, would focus attention on 
environmental concerns and these less visible actors, enriching how we exam
ine and understand biopolitical control.

Challenging the assumed dichotomy between ‘nature’ and people, we start 
from the premise that humans and non-humans, or ‘more-than- humans’, are 
interconnected (Lorimer and Hodgetts 2024). More recently, migration scho
lars have been taking a relational approach that acknowledges the materiality 
and physicality of bodies and spaces in shaping social realities. The environ
ment, or more specifically, the physical terrain and its interaction with humans 
has been a focus of migration research, particularly for border archaeologists 
who examine how both man-made infrastructures and seemingly ‘natural’ 
features, such as oceans, deserts, and mountains, form militarised landscapes 
designed to render cross-border environments lethal for migrants (Pallister- 
Wilkins 2022; Schindel 2022; Tazzioli 2020b). This work underscores the need 
to reassess how environmental factors intersect with exclusion and control. 
Adding a spatial and environmental dimension to these debates, Schindel 
(2016, 2022) argues that EU border policies force migrants to take increasingly 
dangerous routes, effectively outsourcing the violence of the border to ‘nature’. 
Prolonged exposure to harsh environments leads to migrant deaths that occur 
in unobservable spaces, thereby obscuring accountability and rendering this 
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violence invisible to the public. This form of indirect violence reflects 
a broader agenda of control which involves ‘nature’.

In line with this, Sundberg’s work sheds light on the significance of land
scapes and wildlife in boundary enforcement allowing for a nuanced under
standing of how non-human entities participate in socio-political relations, 
influencing the experiences of migrants (Sundberg 2008, 2011, 2014). 
Similarly, in critical border studies, Pallister-Wilkins (2022) argues for 
a deeper consideration of the ‘natural’ world. She asserts that it is vital to 
understand not only how (im)mobile bodies interact with diverse spatialities 
but also the role of more-than-human actors in the formation of these spaces, 
which often reflect and reproduce racialised power structures. Likewise, 
Raeymaekers (2024) calls for more situated research into the complex net
works and agencies involved in bordering processes, which encompass inter
actions across ‘human’ and ‘more-than-human’ boundaries. He introduces the 
concept of border infrastructures and highlights how these actively reproduce 
a logic of separation, perpetuating hierarchical divisions among human popu
lations while also shaping ecological relationships.

Building on this scholarship, we look at how environmental degradation is 
part and parcel of the heterogeneity of biopolitical technologies, or what 
Aradau and Tazzioli (2020) call biopolitics multiple. We seek to better under
stand how environmental degradation, produced as an effect of migration 
policies and practices, relates to social degradation and the (re)production of 
sacrifice zones. Scholars have argued that sacrifice zones are created through 
systemic inequalities rooted in capitalism, colonialism and racism (Pellow  
2018; Walker 2012). The residents of these zones, often marginalised popula
tions, are subjected to high levels of environmental, cultural, and/or economic 
harm. The concept of sacrifice zones was developed within environmental 
justice literature (Juskus 2023). Initially, this notion emerged from 
a conservationist framework; rather than seeking to eliminate environmental 
harm, early interpretations of sacrifice zones aimed at minimising damage or 
shifting it elsewhere (Ibid). The indigenous and civil rights movements in the 
US in the 1980s used the terminology of ‘sacrifice zones’ to analytically 
connect the ways land proximate to and important to communities of colour 
was used for dumping waste and toxic materials, both the land and the people 
there being designated worthy of ‘sacrifice’ by the government. More recently, 
the term ‘sacrifice zone’ has been extended to provide an instrumentalist 
perspective regarding displaced populations. Governments or powerful insti
tutions may ‘dispose’ of undesirable ‘surplus’, displaced populations by rele
gating them to the margins, to zones of sacrifice. Within these spaces of 
sacrifice, there are opportunities for racialisation, policing, and containment 
to produce new opportunities for profit extraction (Bird and Schmid 2023).

Displacement fostered by racial capitalist processes and the migration 
industry’s response can be further understood through a colonial lens, as has 
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been explored by Araghi (2009), Bird and Schmid (2023), Mayblin (2017), and 
Mayblin and Turner (2020). For instance, Stoler’s exploration of ‘debris’ and 
‘ruination’ provides a critical context for examining the dispossession and 
disposability of both land and life that accompany such displacements (Stoler  
2016). By connecting these diverse frameworks of waste and ruin to both 
human and non-human contexts, Stoler elucidates the intricate relationships 
between colonialism, capitalism, and environmental degradation. Terms such 
as ‘zones of neglect’ (Agamben 1998; Nixon 2011), ‘urban zones of social 
abandonment’, and ‘human ruin’ (Biehl and Eskerod 2013), as well as ‘zones 
of containment’ (Stoler 2016) and ‘repositories of vulnerabilities’ (ibid), all 
reflect enduring structures and impacts that persist beyond the political frame
works that engender them. These concepts evoke themes of disposability, 
neglect, and waste, with their racial and colonial dimensions. In summary, 
the exploration of sacrifice zones and their associated populations highlights 
the intertwined legacies of colonialism, capitalism, and environmental injus
tice, revealing a complex landscape where disposability and vulnerability are 
systematically produced and perpetuated. Given that sacrifice zones and 
environmental justice (EJ) are closely interlinked, EJ provides a crucial frame
work for understanding the mechanisms and impacts of migration policies in 
turning host territories into zones of sacrifice.

Casting an Environmental Justice Lens on Migration Management

EJ lacks a singular definition, reflecting a rich pluralism shaped by collective 
experiences of injustice and grassroots movements to address racial and 
environmental inequalities. Activist groups articulated forms of environmen
tal injustice to establish a critical framework for recognising how race and class 
intersect with environmental policies, initially framing these issues as envir
onmental racism. Early discussions focused primarily on the spatial distribu
tion of environmental hazards, linking social inequities directly to 
environmental degradation, and advocating for fair treatment in environmen
tal policy (Bryant and Mohai 2019). As awareness grew, the discourse 
expanded to encompass not only the socially just distribution of goods in 
society as advocated by John Rawls (1971), but also the procedures that ensure 
people are recognised and can participate in decision making processes to 
address systemic inequalities (Fraser 2000; Young 2002). Hence scholars 
emphasised the three dimensions of EJ as overlapping: distribution, participa
tion, and recognition (Schlosberg 2007).

Distributional justice refers to how benefits and burdens, as well as oppor
tunities, risks and responsibilities, are distributed among different actors and 
societal groups (Walker 2012). Participatory justice focuses on the extent to 
which different actors and societal groups are meaningfully involved in deci
sion-making processes. Finally, recognitional justice addresses whose 
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identities, values, interests, knowledge and worldviews are legitimised, 
respected, and valued in interpersonal encounters, public discourse, and 
practice. Schlosberg (2007) argues that recognitional justice is inseparable 
from the other two dimensions, as it influences whose values matter in 
evaluating fair costs and benefits, whose knowledge is prioritised in decision- 
making, and whose justice norms are deemed legitimate in comparison to 
others. Hence environmental justice looks at fair distributions of good and bad 
in society emphasising also the need for recognition and meaningful partici
pation of marginalised groups in decision-making processes.

The rise of the global environmental movement in the late 20th century 
further expanded these debates. Over time, research has moved from a sole 
focus on race to a broader understanding of injustices, leading to the devel
opment of Critical Environmental Justice studies (Pellow and Brulle 2005; 
Pellow 2018). This shift recognises that the impacts of environmental burdens 
extend beyond traditional racial and class boundaries, affecting diverse groups. 
These studies emphasise intersectionality, which examines how overlapping 
social identities shape distinct environmental experiences (Pulido 2017) and 
advocate for a deeper understanding of historical contexts and systemic 
injustices rooted in colonialism and capitalism (Schlosberg 2007). 
Additionally, critical studies broadened the focus to include non-human 
actors, emphasising the indispensable role of both humans and more-than- 
human actors in building just sustainability, underscoring the significance of 
grassroots movements and local resistance in challenging injustices (Lorimer 
and Hodgetts 2024; Whyte 2020). Critical EJ shares much with Political 
Ecology due to its multiscalar approach and critique of the state. It emphasises 
a transformative approach to dismantling the structural inequalities embedded 
within environmental governance. Over the years, EJ scholarship has encom
passed an expansive range of issues, including water, soil, and air pollution; 
workers’ health and safety; pesticides; parks and recreation; energy transition; 
CO2 emissions; climate-induced migration; North – South divide; food sover
eignty; and conflicts between human beings and the natural environment; 
making it relevant across different geographic regions and historical timelines 
(Rosignoli 2022).

EJ has had little coverage in the context of migration and border studies, 
with the exception of Pellow and Vazin (2019), who analysed the dispropor
tionate health risks and harms on the population of migration detention 
facilities in the US, predominantly people of colour and undocumented. 
Despite its limited application, EJ offers a powerful lens for understanding 
the intricate relationships between environmental change, power dynamics 
and bordering. As ecological issues are deeply embedded in political, eco
nomic, and social contexts, casting an EJ and systemic lens can reveal how 
environmental violence serves to reinforce existing power structures. Such 
a perspective highlights that the exploitation of natural resources is not merely 
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an environmental concern but also a mechanism through which marginalised 
communities are controlled and oppressed. For instance, when land and water 
resources are degraded or commodified, affected communities may lose not 
only their livelihoods but also their agency and capacity for resistance. 
Ultimately, we need to reimagine a more integrated understanding of justice, 
characterised by the interdependencies between human and non-human enti
ties, to better understand how ecological harm is intertwined with social 
oppression.

The Aegean Islands as Fragile Ecosystems

The Aegean hotspot islands, Samos, Lesvos, Chios, Leros and Kos, (Figure 1) 
exemplify delicate ecosystems that are further complicated by their socio- 
political and economic vulnerabilities.

These islands face multifaceted challenges, from environmental degradation 
to socio-economic instability. Papadakis and Kyvelou (2017) highlight the 
social vulnerabilities inherent to these islands, characterised by high unem
ployment rates and an overreliance on tourism, a sector that is often erratic 
and subject to seasonal fluctuations. This economic fragility is exacerbated by 
significant youth migration, as younger residents leave for urban centres, 
leading to an ageing population and a depletion of local talent. The weakening 
of social networks under these economic strains undermines community 
resilience and solidarity, emphasising the urgent need for integrated territorial 
development strategies that address these pressing issues (Papadakis and 
Kyvelou 2017).

Figure 1. Map showing the five Aegean islands designated as refugee hotspots. Source: authors.
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The environmental challenges are equally pronounced. The geographic 
fragmentation of the Aegean islands, which complicates resource management 
and coordinated planning efforts (Theodora 2019). Increased urbanisation 
and tourism exert further pressure on local ecosystems, threatening their 
sustainability. Moreover, the refugee crisis has added another layer of com
plexity to the socio-economic framework of these islands. The influx of 
refugees has strained local resources, leading to tensions within communities 
already grappling with economic challenges (Tsartas et al. 2020). The many 
agencies that are involved in refugee management also pose pressure to 
existing infrastructure and environmental resources. Franck (2018) presents 
a critical perspective on how the refugee crisis intersects with neoliberal 
governance, suggesting that the commodification of migration has trans
formed human suffering into economic assets. This exploitation, described 
as a form of ‘disaster capitalism’, highlights the precarious position of the 
islands as they navigate the dual pressures of managing environmental 
resources and responding to socio-political crises. Franck illustrates how the 
vitality and misery of human existence are exploited within a ‘predatory bio- 
economy’.

The environmental pressures are further exacerbated by climate change 
(Kizos, Spilanis, and Mehmood 2009). Rising sea levels and increasing 
temperatures threaten water availability, agricultural productivity, and 
biodiversity on the islands. Water scarcity is an important issue (Gikas 
and Tchobanoglous 2009); the recent water crisis (Symons 2024), under
scores the inadequacies of existing infrastructure, which has been unable 
to cope with the combined effects of prolonged drought, extreme heat, 
and insufficient desalination capabilities. Moreover the vulnerability of 

2014 2017    2020 

Figure 2. Aerial image of Samos RIC in 2014, 2017, and later in 2020, showing the growth of the 
RIC and the surrounding makeshift housing called ‘the jungle’. Source: Google earth Pro.
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these islands is further heightened by natural disasters, such as the earth
quake that struck near Samos in October 2020 (BBC News 2020). This 
event caused loss of life and property damage and underscores the 
region’s seismic risks. Earthquakes can devastate infrastructure, disrupt 
local economies, displace populations, and thus deepen existing vulner
abilities. Such compounded crises not only jeopardise ecological balance 
but also amplify existing socio-economic vulnerabilities, making recovery 
even more difficult in an already precarious environment. In summary, 
the Aegean hotspot islands represent fragile natural ecosystems inter
twined with equally fragile social, political, and economic fabrics. Given 
these circumstances, the implementation of the hotspot approach on these 
islands adds extra pressure.

The Evolution of the Hotspot Approach in the Aegean

Historically, the Aegean islands have served as key sites for transnational 
encounters due to ongoing migration across the Mediterranean. In the early 
2010s, Greece experienced a steady rise in migrant arrivals, peaking dramati
cally in the summer of 2015, when over a million people fleeing conflict and 
persecution entered the EU through Greece, which was termed a ‘crisis’ and 
prompted emergency policies to manage the influx.

Before 2015, migrants arriving by sea were typically transported to the 
mainland for asylum processing. However, as numbers surged, many were 
left waiting on the islands, often receiving assistance from local residents. In 
2015, up to 6,000 people arrived on individual islands daily, overwhelming local 
infrastructure and leading to chaotic scenes described by interviewees. On most 
islands, the number of migrating people exceeded the local population. The 
response from international agencies and the EU governments focused primar
ily on security and controlling migration flows rather than addressing the root 
causes of displacement. As response was also slow, civil society groups stepped 
in to fill the gaps in emergency care, providing transportation, food, clothing, 
and medical aid (Rozakou 2017). Amidst growing numbers of people transiting 
through Greece into Europe, the EU implemented the ‘hotspot approach’, 
designating the five Aegean islands as processing centres for migrants 
(Bousiou and Papada 2020). Launched in 2015, this approach aimed to manage 
migration more effectively but ultimately restricted migrants’ movements, for
cing them to await asylum decisions on the islands. Reception and 
Identification Centres (RICs) were established to accommodate asylum seekers, 
but evolved into spaces of containment (Tazzioli and Garelli 2020; Vradis  
2019). Seeking to better understand how the hotspot approach impacted the 
environmental and social fabric of the inlands, the research adopted 
a participatory methodology that included the voices of diverse stakeholders.
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Methodology

The research involved the construction of a timeline from the summer of 2015 
to 2022, a period marked by a significant influx of migrants to the Greek 
islands. The timeline was designed as a digital archive, employing 
a participatory approach to capture multiple voices and document the evolu
tion of securitisation and care practices, alongside the social and environmen
tal impacts of these developments. Collaborating with non-profit 
organisations that provide essential services to migrant communities, we 
selected partners based on their operational longevity and holistic under
standing of the local context. Organisations such as Zaporeak in Lesvos, 
Refugee Biryani and Bananas in Chios, and Samos Volunteers in Samos served 
as critical entry points to engage various stakeholders, including asylum 
seekers, local solidarity groups, residents, and government officials.

As the research was undertaken during the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
timeline construction required flexibility and adaptability. Regular online 
meetings facilitated the sharing of experiences and the establishment of 
a shared research framework. By incorporating networking as a method for 
gathering experiential knowledge, we grounded our approach in participatory 
action research principles (Bergold and Thomas 2012), involving both local 
and international partners throughout the research phases. As we constructed 
the timeline, it became a valuable tool for identifying and evaluating dimen
sions of environmental justice: distribution, recognition, and participation. 
Under distribution, participants emphasised issues related to the provision of 
housing, food, and other necessities. These discussions revealed the disparities 
in access to essential services in communities already struggling with resource 
scarcity. Moreover, waste was also identified as a key entry point to analyse 
how its generation changed over time, and how it impacted existing vulner
abilities in host territories.

To identify procedural injustices we evaluated who could participate in 
decision making, and who was misrecognised or malrecognised within these 
contexts. The discursive mechanisms that dehumanise and justify certain 
actions serves as a significant indicator of misrecognition, highlighting how 
certain actors are framed as burdens rather than individuals with rights and 
dignity. As Walker (2012, 61) discusses in his seminal work on environmental 
justice, procedural justice is often evidenced through qualitative data, narra
tive accounts and observations, as these forms of data help researchers gain ‘a 
view of the barriers and inequalities involved in accessing information, in 
resourcing involvement or having influence needs to draw on “thicker”, more 
multidimensional accounts’. Bearing this in mind, our research relied on 
considering the experiences recounted by migrants, solidarians, and humani
tarians living and working on the hotspot islands. We draw particular atten
tion to local civil society groups and other actors, outside of formal care 
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channels, who are often overlooked in policy and academic circles, but are an 
essential part of hosting asylum seekers. We assess the meaningful involve
ment of these ‘marginalised groups’ in decisions making processes and actions 
that affect quality of life, capabilities, and self-determination. The interactive 
digital timeline enabled us to document 143 projects and organisations, 137 
significant events, and qualitative insights from 20 humanitarian organisations 
working on the islands.

We identify five phases in the history of the hotspot approach: (1) Pre 2015; 
(2) 2015 to 2016, characterised by increased number of border-crossers and 
intense civil society care response; (3) 2016 to 2019, which saw the tightening 
of EU borders and the consolidation of the hotspot approach; (4) 2019 to 2022, 
which saw the institutionalisation of securitisation; and (5) Post 2022, which is 
marked by the total securitisation of migrant reception with the construction 
of Closed-Control Access Centres with prison-like detention facilities. The 
process of constructing the timeline allowed researchers to identify patterns 
and themes, ultimately illustrating the correlations between policies, events, 
and socio-environmental impacts. In summary, the completed timeline serves 
not only as a chronological narrative of the evolving situation on the Aegean 
islands but also as a critical tool for analysing dimensions of justice related to 
distribution, recognition, and participation.

Distributional and Procedural Injustices on the Hotspot Islands

The Trajectory of Housing and Basic Services

The Greek government’s partnership with the European Commission led to 
the establishment of various forms of migrant accommodation, transitioning 
from ad hoc camps to Reception and Identification Centres (RICs) and, 
ultimately, to Closed Controlled Access Centres (CCACs). Initially, small- 
scale migrant facilities and community-led initiatives utilised existing struc
tures, allowing for more sustainable interactions with local systems. However, 
as the government shifted to large-scale formal camps, this waned. Instead of 
enhancing existing facilities, investments were diverted to new constructions 
that often disrupted local ecosystems and strained the limited resources. The 
camps that evolved placed immense pressure on the infrastructure of small 
towns. Moreover, the use of investments was diverted from repairing and 
enhancing the islands’ built environment to extracting virgin land.

The pressure on local infrastructure increased, with significant land taken 
from agricultural use and repurposed for migrant housing, leading to a loss of 
biodiversity and agricultural production. In this transition, and with each 
iteration in migrant housing, the research findings demonstrate that the living 
conditions did not necessarily improve and, in many cases, deteriorated. The 
establishment of the Moria Refugee Camp in 2013 is a stark example of this 
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trend. Initially designed for 1,200, it expanded to accommodate over 20,000 
people, creating severe overcrowding that compromised basic needs such as 
food, water, and sanitation (Gordon and Larsen 2021). Similar situations 
unfolded on the other islands, where they experienced overwhelming numbers 
of migrants, resulting in environmental degradation. These conditions not 
only reflected environmental injustices but also supported the government’s 
securitisation narrative, framing the influx of migrants as a crisis that required 
strict control measures.

The recalibration of service distribution through the construction of RICs 
further entrenched these dynamics. Although mandated to provide essential 
services, many authorities failed to meet these obligations, leaving gaps filled 
by NGOs that were often not allowed to operate within the RICs. Given the 
overcrowding and lack of adequate services in the RICs, many migrants had 
no option but to settle in informal settlements, known as ‘jungles’, encroach
ing on agricultural land and exacerbating ecological degradation (see Figure 
2). The loss of olive groves and agricultural land not only diminished local 
food production but also symbolised the broader environmental costs of the 
migrant management strategy.

Despite EU funding intended to improve conditions, the RICs perpetuated 
neglect and scarcity, with residents often queuing for limited food and water 
supplies. These prison-like conditions aligned with the government’s control 
strategies. The fire at Moria Camp in 2020, in protest of the inadequate living 
conditions, impacted the people and natural ecosystems alike. This cata
strophe drew attention to the dire circumstances in which migrants lived; 
however, instead of addressing the underlying humanitarian and environ
mental issues, the response focused on tightening security within camps, 
which was seen as necessary maintain order amidst perceived chaos.

The introduction of Closed Controlled Access Centres (CCACs) marks 
a significant shift in the hotspot approach to migration management. These 
centres are strategically located out of sight, away from urban areas and in 
environmentally stressed sites, such as the largest dump site in Lesvos, or the 
rocky, barren and water scarce area in the Northeast part of Chios. Tazzioli 
and Garelli (2020) noted that hotspot governance contains migrants within 
and beyond the detention facilities, ‘by disrupting, decelerating and diverting 
migrants’ autonomous movements and by hampering migrants’ presence in 
certain spaces’. We see that the deliberate placement of migrants not only 
isolates them from the social and economic life of the islands, but also 
associates them, symbolically and spatially, with undesirable land and all 
that is ‘unwanted’.

The Zervou CCAC in Samos, which has been presented as a model for 
refugee reception, has faced extensive criticism for its stringent security 
measures and inhumane treatment of its residents (IRC 2022; Manek 2025; 
Molnar 2021; Oxfam 2022; RSA 2023). Manek, Popp, and Bucknor (2025) 
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demonstrate how the Samos CCAC is characterised by police brutality and 
unsafety. Additionally, Allde (2025) has shown how the detention of asylum 
seekers in the Samos CCAC distances migrants in a way that serves to silence 
their experience of illegal push-backs, invisibilising and delegitimising them. 
Dehumanisation is not only present in the practices of the CCAC but also in 
the disconnection from the natural environment surrounding the structure. 
The site is devoid of trees and shade, leaving residents with little respite from 
the harsh sun outside the tents and containers. Camp dwellers rely heavily on 
air conditioning for comfort, and in summer months this means they stay 
mainly indoors. Moreover, the absence of green spaces and recreational areas 
for children constitutes a profound form of environmental injustice, depriving 
them of opportunities for play and social interaction crucial for their devel
opment (Peterie 2018; Vaghri, Tessier, and Whalen 2019). Such conditions 
serve as a stark example of how the separation from the natural environment 
contributes to the impoverishment of individual and collective life, with 
important negative ramifications for mental and physical health.

The construction of CCACs demands extensive land clearing, resulting in 
the destruction of trees and grasslands, as well as the pouring of tons of 
concrete to erect built structures. Given their remote locations and their 
large scale, these centres require substantial infrastructure investments to 
connect them to essential services such as water, electricity, and sewage 
systems. This infrastructure development further exacerbates environmental 
degradation, negatively impacting not only the land of the CCACs but also the 
surrounding areas where these services are implemented. Moreover, the con
struction of roads and the increased transportation necessary for moving 
people and goods to and from these centres contribute to a greater carbon 
footprint. As roads are built or expanded, local ecosystems face additional 
pressure. The cumulative effect of these developments results in a cycle of 
degradation that not only affects the immediate environment of the CCACs 
but also extends to the larger ecological landscape of the regions in which they 
are situated.

These small islands, having already experienced significant challenges since 
2015, were subjected to further injustices with the change from temporary and 
repurposed migrant accommodation to newly constructed permanent deten
tion centres. While the architecture of the CCACs suggests permanence, their 
operation is still based on a temporary logic, which we explain in more detail 
in the section below on how food and other services are distributed. The 
contradiction between the temporary and permanent logics of the hotspot 
approach perpetuates a cycle of neglect, dehumanisation and ecological 
exploitation that (re)produces injustices and intractable problems over time.

By 2022, CCACs operated on all five Aegean hotspot islands, leading to the 
closure of alternative accommodation projects. Despite reports indicating that 
these centres operated at only 20% capacity in their first years of operation, by 
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December 2023, four of the five CCACs contained more people than their 
capacity (‘Reception and Identification Procedure’ 2023). Human rights 
abuses continued to be documented (Ibid), while the environmental impact 
remained largely ignored in policy discussions. In summary, the evolving 
policies and infrastructure responses to the migrant crisis on these islands 
have not only failed to protect the rights and dignity of migrants but have also 
inflicted significant harm on fragile ecosystems. The intertwining of environ
mental degradation with control strategies underscores a dual crisis of human 
rights and environmental sustainability, with CCACs serving as sites of both 
ecological destruction and heightened state control. The CCACs and the 
people within them represent sacrificed spaces and populations. 
Peripheralised and maintained outside existing island systems, the CCACs 
exacerbate the creation and accumulation of waste, discussed in the next 
section.

The Provision of Food and Generation of Waste

The increasingly securitised camp structures intensified food scarcity and the 
production of waste. With every iteration of migrant accommodation, camp 
dwellers’ movements were further restricted, impacting their agency and 
autonomy. Research informants highlighted how they were able to better 
meet their own needs whilst living in the ‘jungles’ as they had access to local 
markets and could cook for themselves. In contrast, daily cooking in the 
formal camps is prohibited. Many interviewees corroborated that food provi
sions in the RICs often failed to reach all who needed it due to limited 
resources. Moreover, they highlighted that many camp dwellers could not 
eat the food provided because it violated their religious beliefs. Additionally, 
because of the remoteness of some of the RICs, as well as restrictions on 
movement, procuring food outside the RICs was difficult and expensive for 
migrants, thus reducing them to passive agents receiving food.

Moreover, informants noted how the experience of receiving food was 
dehumanising as many had to bear long queues held in cage-like structures. 
As an interviewee who experienced life in the RICs said, ‘We have time for 
little else but queuing. It is exhausting, demoralising and frustrating. Food can 
run out without everyone receiving their share and fights can easily break out 
in such a tense environment (Interview March 2021)’.

Given the experience of food scarcity in the RICs, some NGOs stepped in to 
fill the gap, delivering meals in disposable containers prepared off site. This 
added to the generation of waste. Despite EU investment in the CCACs, food 
needs still went unmet and NGOs continued to provide food. Uncertain if 
their operations would be unexpectedly closed down by the Greek govern
ment, and prohibited from cooking within the CCACs, NGOs were forced to 
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continue adopting an emergency logic. Rather than devising more sustainable 
solutions, they continued to deliver food in disposable containers.

The formal camps themselves provided food through a temporary logic as 
each meal is delivered in ready-made packages. This system generates 
a staggering amount of waste, accentuating environmental concerns. One 
interviewee explains the scale of the problem in Samos: ‘Every meal comes 
in a disposable container. With 4,000 people in the camp, that’s 12,000 plastic 
containers on a daily basis, and that is not counting disposable water bottles, 
heading straight to the island’s dumpsites, with no recycling in place 
(Interview March 2021)’. Such waste takes up land and pollutes the islands. 
Through these food and waste practices, we observe how the hotspot approach 
strategically employs both permanent and temporary modalities to exert 
control as needed. We argue that this deployment of paradoxical logics not 
only generates waste but also produces wasted spaces, effectively transforming 
the islands into sacrifice zones.

The Participation of Solidarians and Local Organisations

As the provision of accommodation and basic services evolved, so too did the 
participation of actors in care provision. At the beginning of the so-called 
‘migration crisis’ in 2015–2016, hundreds of independent collectives and local 
grassroots actors, as well as formal and informal local and international non- 
profit organisations, mobilised or were created to provide care for, and often 
with, migrants. The lack of government control at the time allowed these 
diverse stakeholders, including asylum seekers, to operate freely 
(Papataxiarchis 2016a). Solidarians worked sometimes in concert with and 
sometimes in opposition to each other, local people, and the state (Rozakou  
2017). When the state of emergency was declared on the Aegean islands, the 
EU released humanitarian funds that were distributed through set contracts 
with listed international NGOs and a selected number of national NGOs. Over 
time, with the institutionalisation of the hotspot approach, and the Greek 
government imposing control measures on humanitarian services, community 
organisations and migrant-led initiatives changed and often closed. Thus, 
international NGOs took over care provision. Local initiatives were sidelined 
such that migrants and local groups were less able to participate in the 
operations and services.

The Greek and EU governments implemented increasingly restrictive and 
securitised policies towards migrants and criminalising policies towards grass
roots care providers. These providers were also received negatively by resi
dents with anti-immigrant sentiments. While many care organisations 
provided opportunities for migrants to be involved, the bureaucratisation 
and professionalisation of care provision forced these organisations to change 
their practices or close entirely. As migrant accommodation shifted from open 

GEOPOLITICS 17



camps and ‘jungles’ to controlled and securitised facilities, asylum seekers lost 
their independence. Simultaneously, many care organisations were excluded 
from these spaces. Given the inadequate conditions, this represents a sacrifice 
of both the provision of care for migrants in detention facilities as well as the 
participation of local and grassroots initiatives. Without regular access to care 
practices, such as education, food provision, childcare, and legal assistance, 
detained migrants were denied agency, community, and other important life- 
sustaining practices.

Following the implementation of RICs, Greek authorities increased the 
criminalisation of humanitarian work and sea rescue. They targeted people 
providing care to border-crossers, including the handful of organisations 
monitoring human rights violations, framing it as a matter of national secur
ity. Dozens of grassroots humanitarian workers and solidarians were charged 
with ‘human trafficking’ (2023). A directly affected interviewee noted that the 
cases brought against humanitarian workers by the Greek government were 
intended to intimidate them and incur ever-growing legal fees, with little 
evidence to substantiate the claims (Ibid). Accounts of repeatedly delayed 
court cases due to procedural mistakes by the Greek prosecution have sug
gested a miscarriage of justice towards humanitarian actors (Kokkinidis 2023). 
Our research found the climate of fear instigated by the legal targeting of 
humanitarian work led to the closure of many organisations, while others 
transitioned to providing different forms of care. Moreover, the few that 
continued to operate were required to register based on new regulations, an 
expensive process involving complex bureaucratic processes that few indepen
dent NGOs had the resources to manage. Consequently, registered large 
NGOs and governmental organisations gained greater control, dominating 
migrant reception processes, while local solidarians were distanced from 
migrants and denied the ability to participate in decision-making processes 
as well as actions that impacted their islands.

The Changes in Local communities’ Realities

The local communities’ experiences are diverse as individuals hold varying 
perspectives shaped by their backgrounds, beliefs and interaction with 
migrants. Although, we are mindful that residents were differently impacted, 
the research found that generally, many faced significant limitations in influ
encing decisions that affected their lives, as their voices were largely excluded 
from policy discussions. Vallianatou (2022) notes that the lack of local consent 
for new camps exemplifies a broader failure to engage both asylum seekers and 
host communities effectively. The establishment and expansion of migrant 
reception infrastructure, coupled with sluggish asylum processes, created 
substantial socio-economic pressures on host communities.

18 R. LAMBERT AND J. SULLIVAN



The experience of scarcity and insecurity significantly affected the local 
economy. After 2015, there was a noticeable decline in economic activities 
and productivity due to limitations on tourism and agricultural space 
(Cederquist 2019). Cederquist argued that ‘there was no real (financial) 
support from the Greek government nor from the EU for the people on the 
island to cope with the situation’ (2019, 518). Nevertheless management 
policies had the financial capacity to deploy military strategies to further 
securitise the island, with NATO and European ships patrolling sea cross
ings. Frontex, the European Union’s border agency, saw its budget grow 
from €142 million in 2015 to €754 million in 2022 (Perkowski, Stierl, and 
Burridge 2023). Although local residents did not feel the benefits and 
experienced economic decline, some have highlighted how the flow of 
money to the islands have benefitted a few. With the establishment of the 
CCACs, hundreds of local island residents were given jobs as security 
officers. This skewed the local labour market, as local businesses found it 
difficult to find workers, though the newly built CCACs were under- 
occupied and over-staffed.

While demonstrating significant resilience, Vallianatou (2022) found that 
local inhabitants expressed feeling neglected by both national governments 
and international organisations, and overwhelmed by the ongoing situation. 
Concerns about the islands becoming permanent confinement zones for 
asylum seekers is seen to pose severe consequences for the development of 
host communities (Ibid). Anti-immigrant sentiments are fuelled by a lack of 
recognition and support for local insights and needs. Siegel (2022) highlights 
a local islander’s testimony that reflects a prevailing attitude: ‘We live here, 
they live there, they have their cages; we do not need to be confronted with 
their misery every day’. This statement underscores a troubling separation 
between locals and migrants, which Siegel argues is an unrealistic perspective, 
as their lives are increasingly interconnected by shared challenges (Ibid).

The experience of prolonged living alongside a contained, ‘unwanted’, and 
impoverished population, coupled with a radical shift in the national narrative 
on migration after 2019, where people seeking asylum were portrayed as 
enemies of the nation (Kouniaki 2021), facilitated the rise of extreme right- 
wing practices. The far-right in Greece, notably the criminally-indicted and 
now disbanded Golden Dawn party, has a history of escalatory physical 
violence which is specific to the context of Greece (Bampilis 2017). 
Following 2019, instead of pulling boats in distress to shore, some locals 
prevented them from landing safely, isolating and assaulting those who 
wanted to help migrants. Hostility against humanitarian and solidarity work
ers, migrants, and journalists grew from tension to physical violence (RSA  
2020). These events also nuance our understanding of the actors involved on 
the islands across time. While some people acted in solidarity with migrants, 
others expressed resentment and hatred for migrants and those associated 
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with migrant care initiatives, attributing environmental and social degradation 
to them. We can interpret the animosity fomented in this context not only as 
a mechanism to divide and conquer, but also a cycle that self perpetuates, 
making it increasingly difficult for various actors on the islands to have 
a united front to advocate for their collective rights and wellbeing. We see 
how in this context, the earmarking of these islands to contain displacement 
fuels internal dynamics that can weaken the social fabric and in turn con
tribute to (re)creating sacrifice zones.

Conclusion

Through the case study of the Aegean islands, we demonstrate how fragile 
ecosystems are exploited to manage displacement, transforming these areas 
into sacrifice zones characterised by reduced agency of both migrants and 
locals. The EU-led hotspot approach has entrenched this dynamic, reducing 
social and ecological systems to mere objects of state control, often under the 
guise of protection and care. This reinforces dependence on external aid and 
control, while a colonial mindset continues to exploit both tangible and 
intangible assets of the islands, perpetuating injustices against human and 
ecological entities alike.

This paper shows how the environment and scarcity are weaponised to 
justify marginalising migration policies and practices. This process targets 
already peripheralised territories, maintaining them as spaces of least resis
tance through long-term destructive actions which increase precarity. The 
sacrifice zones (re)create vulnerabilities, enabling continued control as the 
injustices inflicted on humans and more-than-humans are intertwined, creat
ing a vicious cycle of exploitation. The hotspot logic rooted in temporary 
solutions has paradoxically led to the entrenchment of large-scale migrant 
detention infrastructures which negatively impact sustainability and justice. 
NGOs and civil society groups, too, are compelled to adopt emergency 
responses rather than sustainable practices because of the bureaucracy 
imposed by the institutional approach. This reality generates adverse effects 
on the physical and mental health of migrants and undermines the fragile 
social, economic, and ecological systems of the islands – compounding long- 
term challenges that reverberate across geographies.

Integrating environmental/ecological perspectives into migration studies 
not only enriches theoretical frameworks but also informs empirical research, 
contributing to a comprehensive understanding of the multifaceted dynamics 
at play in contemporary migration and bordering. In this paper, the EJ frame
work helps clarify how migration policies and practices establish and perpe
tuate sacrifice zones where migrants, locals and ‘nature’ are expendable. 
Systemic violence embedded in migration policies and practices perpetuates 
environmental degradation, reinforcing existing power dynamics. 

20 R. LAMBERT AND J. SULLIVAN



Environmental violence thus becomes a biopolitical mechanism, producing 
controllable subjects.

Expanding the critical EJ framework within migration studies invites 
deeper engagement with biopolitics. It reveals that environmental degrada
tion is not merely a backdrop to migration but a key factor shaping 
biopolitical strategies. Understanding the psychological and cultural rami
fications of environmental loss is crucial, as it affects identity, social 
dynamics, and the very fabric of community life. This degradation often 
unfolds gradually, through the erosion of ecological systems and habitats, 
rather than through overt violence.

To advance this discourse, further research is needed to uncover the 
mechanisms that (re)produce sacrifice zones. Comparative studies of 
other such zones in migration management will enhance our understand
ing of how vulnerabilities are created and sustained, revealing the perva
sive influence of colonialist mindsets in policy frameworks. Finally, it is 
imperative to shift away from managerial approaches currently dominant 
in migration management (Bousiou and Papada 2020). Emphasising 
a holistic and decolonising perspective that recognises the interconnect
edness of people and ecosystems is essential for fostering more just and 
sustainable futures. In the case of the Aegean, key lessons can be drawn 
from early practices for hosting migrants that were more environmentally 
friendly – such as housing that contributes to the rehabilitation of dilapi
dated existing structures in built up areas or food provision that is 
nutritious, culturally appropriate and locally sourced. More research is 
needed to analyse, document, and make visible these ‘good’ practices. 
Casting an EJ lens while taking stock of such practices can inform policies 
that promote equitable environmental practices and address historical 
wrongdoings.

Note

1. We draw on the outcomes of two action-research projects undertaken between 2021 
and 2022 that focused on the evolution and impacts of migration management 
practices institutionalised in the Aegean. These projects include 1) ‘Understanding 
the impact of the “hotspot approach” to tackle the refugee crisis on fragile island 
systems’ funded by the UCL Global Engagement Fund; and 2)‘Linking asylum hot
spots; exchanging strategies towards dignified refugee reception and sustainable island 
systems’ funded by the UCL Knowledge Exchange and Innovation Grant. The 
projects are led by the Bartlett Development Planning unit at UCL, in collaboration 
with the University of Deusto and five NGOs in Greece, including Samos 
Volunteers, Zaporeak, Echo100 Plus, Glocal Roots and Refugee Biryani and 
Bananas.
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