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Abstract. This article examines the deaths of migrants in the expansive natural landscapes of the Balkans,
which are framed here as “weaponized landscapes” and, consequently, as integral components of border security.
During the forced traversal of these landscapes, individuals seeking protection are exposed to great suffering,
(re)traumatization, and even death. The discussion also considers the preconditions for such fatalities, primarily
the precarious conditions in (in)formal camps across the Balkans and the illegal pushbacks carried out by border
officials. Drawing upon the extant academic discourse surrounding camps and mobility studies, this article argues
that these preconditions render migrants in the region hypermobilized. In a state of survival, these migrants often
opt for increasingly risky routes, further driving their clandestine and illegalized escape across the borders of the

European Union.

1 Introduction

The Balkan Route is a crucial corridor for migrants making
their way to western and northern Europe. After the “long
summer of migration” in 2015 (Hess et al., 2017), the route
has been politically closed by the so-called EU-Turkey dec-
laration and heightened migration controls at Europe’s exter-
nal borders (Speer, 2017). Additionally, the transit countries
of the western Balkans (Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montene-
gro, Serbia, Kosovo, North Macedonia, and Albania), which
are in accession negotiations with the EU, have been working
closely with FRONTEX, the EU’s border control apparatus,
to control and restrict the movement of refugees within their
territories. However, increased migration controls have not
signaled an end to migratory movements. On the contrary,
migration along the route has become more dynamic, with
an increasing number of alternative pathways emerging be-
tween the region’s central hubs (IOM, 2023).

Most migrants traveling along the Balkan Route are flee-
ing countries such as Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Iraq. Their
clandestine journeys take them along winding paths in an at-
tempt to cross Europe’s external borders. However, intensi-
fied migration controls, tighter security, and border obstruc-

tions prevent many from doing so. If discovered by Hungar-
ian, Croatian, or Bulgarian border guards, they are forcibly
“pushed back™ across the border without being granted ac-
cess to asylum procedures. As a result, tens of thousands
of refugees remain stranded in the vast border areas along
the Balkan Route — simultaneously stuck in different transit
countries and “on the move” between different transit points.
Some find temporary refuge in official camps, informal shel-
ters, or border towns outside Europe’s external borders, yet
they endure highly precarious living conditions, including
discrimination, criminalization by local authorities, and ex-
ploitation by the migration industry.! Nevertheless, they per-
sist, moving within and between migration centers in these
regions (Themann and Etzold, 2023:538).

As part of my research in the region, I have spoken to in-
dividuals who have been stuck in these border areas for sev-
eral months, sometimes even years, and have made count-
less attempts to cross the Croatian, Hungarian, and Bulgar-

1By migration industry, I mean informal and fee-based services
offered by so-called “smugglers” that enable cross-border mobility
or survival in immobility (according to Van Liempt, 2018, or Etzold,
2019:20).

Published by Copernicus Publications for the Geographisch-Ethnographische Gesellschaft Zirich & Association Suisse de Géographie.

AHAVYHOHOIHD TVID0S uonip3 [eioads



ian EU external borders. Their stories resonate with Jason
De Ledn’s (2015) description of “weaponized landscapes”
across the Sonoran Desert along the US—Mexico border. In
his exhaustive ethnographic study, De Ledn illustrates how
migrants are compelled to traverse perilous routes through
the Sonoran Desert in Arizona, effectively transforming the
natural environment itself into a lethal instrument. Similarly,
due to the persistence of illegal pushbacks, people seeking
protection on the Balkan Route are forced to traverse the
vast wilderness of the region again and again in their efforts
to reach northern and western Europe undetected. Their ex-
periences demonstrate how the natural landscapes along the
Balkan Route serve not only as physical barriers but also
as weaponized landscapes — violent, strategically utilized
spaces actively employed by state actors as instruments of vi-
olence, surveillance, and deterrence. These practices of bor-
der violence transform the region into a hybrid space where
the environment, technological surveillance, and state vio-
lence are closely intertwined. By deliberately using the nat-
ural environment as a weapon, those seeking protection are
driven into hostile spaces where they are exposed to great
suffering, traumatization, and even death.

But why are people seeking protection forced to remain in
the remote wilderness of the Balkans in the first place and
under what circumstances do they die? To address this ques-
tion, I focus on the preconditions for migrant deaths along
the Balkan Route, an aspect that has yet to be sufficiently
analyzed in (geographical) forced-migration research. There-
fore, in this article, I examine the factors that expose migrants
to life-threatening situations as they attempt to reach western
and northern Europe, leading to deaths in the remote wilder-
ness of the Balkans. As will be demonstrated, these precon-
ditions are characterized by the precarious living conditions
in (in)formal camps across the region and the widespread
practice of illegal pushbacks by border officials. Given the
paucity of documentation concerning the living conditions of
migrants along the Balkan Route — particularly in compari-
son to those on the Greek islands or in the so-called “jungles”
of northern France (Jordan and Moser, 2020:3; Minca et al.,
2018:5) — it is my intention to bring greater visibility to the
conditions of their journeys through the region. While much
of the existing academic literature on migrant fatalities in nat-
ural environments has focused on the Mediterranean region
(e.g., De Genova, 2017; Gebhardt, 2020; Schindel, 2022) or
the topography of the Greek islands (e.g., Mountz, 2011),
this study draws attention to the expansive wilderness of the
Balkan Route.

To better understand how the precarious living conditions
of refugees in (informal) camps arise and what effects they
have, Sect. 2 engages with the academic discourse on camps.
Additionally, it examines approaches from the field of mo-
bility studies to explore the effects of state migration con-
trols and the significance of immobility, forced mobility, and
hypermobility. Building on this conceptual framework, the
section discusses the role of natural landscapes, emphasizing

the extent to which these weaponized landscapes are used to
slow down; impede; or, in extreme cases, prevent the mobil-
ity of migrants — ultimately leading to migrant deaths. Sec-
tion 3 then briefly outlines the methodology of data collec-
tion and the associated ethical challenges.

Section 4 presents the study’s primary findings. First, it
elaborates on the death of refugees along the Balkan Route,
as well as the potential dangers migrants face in these vast
weaponized landscapes. It then focuses on the preconditions
for these deaths, analyzing the precarious life in (informal)
camps and the role of pushbacks as a key mechanism of mi-
gration control. The section concludes by arguing that cross-
state migration control has led to the hypermobilization of
migrants in the region — that is, migrants are compelled to
remain in constant motion and are thereby forced to take in-
creasingly risky partial routes in remote natural landscapes.

The Conclusions section provides a brief synopsis of the
most salient findings and argues that the preconditions for
migrant deaths are shaped by precarious conditions in (infor-
mal) camps, illegal pushbacks, and the resulting hypermobi-
lization of migrants. Hypermobilization is conceptualized as
a hybrid state of involuntary immobilization in camps and
forced mobilization between transit points and alternative
routes. This dynamic has forced many migrants to traverse
perilous, remote landscapes, with their deaths being framed
as an inherent consequence of policies designed to deter their
further movement.

The increased risk of death for (marginalized) population
groups or other living beings has been widely discussed in
recent academic debates in the fields of migration, border
regime, and violence studies, as well as in the disciplines
of political ecology and public health (Davies et al., 2017;
Estévez, 2022; Gao et al., 2023; Grenfell et al., 2023). Dis-
parities in survival chances resulting from state violence, ne-
glect, and exclusion have been examined in relation to the
growing prevalence of racism and femicide (Wright, 2011).
Some studies have specifically focused on different forms of
state regulations based on life-enhancing biopolitics. Addi-
tionally, the implementation and effects of so-called necrop-
olitics — which describes how certain population groups are
systematically exposed to death — have become central top-
ics in contemporary academic discourse (introduction to the
special issue).

Some scholars have drawn on Foucault’s (1999) concept
of biopower to describe how life is managed and disci-
plined to define the health of a particular population. Ac-
cording to Foucault (1999:297), “killing” extends beyond
physical death to include more indirect forms of violence,
such as exposure to death, increased risk of death for certain
groups, political death, and even expulsion or deportation.
A Foucauldian lens has been widely adopted in analyses of



Europe’s migration regimes. For instance, individuals who
reach Europe’s borders but do not meet its migration crite-
ria are often deported to extraterritorial zones, where they
are reduced to their “naked biological existence” and dehu-
manized (Gebhardt 2020:123). Building on Foucault’s foun-
dation, Mbembe (2003) developed the concept of biopolitics
further, arguing that Foucault’s focus on the internal mecha-
nisms of state power does not sufficiently account for exter-
nalized violence and colonial histories. Mbembe thus intro-
duced a necropolitical understanding of sovereignty in order
to analyze direct control over life and death in postcolonial
contexts. His work accentuates the role of violence, neglect,
and exclusion in the exercise of power, with death serving as
a central category in his analysis.

Building on these theoretical foundations, I now turn to
the academic discourse on camps and mobility studies. The
study of camps provides a conceptual framework as it ad-
dresses the immobilization of migrants as a central mech-
anism of state migration control (see Turner, 2015; Oesch,
2017; Martin et al., 2019). These studies can help us under-
stand how the immobilization and exclusion of refugees take
place and what effects the precarious conditions in camps can
have. Expanding on this, I introduce camps as a key instru-
ment of migration control, structured along temporal, spatial,
and legal dimensions. These structures make camps a funda-
mental precondition of migrants’ deaths in the natural land-
scapes of the Balkans.

In this context, mobility studies facilitate our examination
of mobility and immobility within an analytical framework
that does not perceive them as diametrically opposed but
as interconnected and dynamic processes (Schewel, 2019).
As will be argued, migration control in the region engen-
ders a hybrid state of involuntary immobilization in camps
and forced mobilization between various transit points and
alternative routes. It is this oscillation between involuntary
immobilization and forced mobilization that I refer to as a
form of hypermobilization — a condition that contributes sig-
nificantly to the displacement of migrants into remote natu-
ral landscapes, where they endure immense suffering and, in
some cases, death.

At the end of this section, I discuss the extensive natu-
ral landscapes that are difficult to traverse and introduce the
concept of weaponized landscapes. This term frames natural
landscapes as elements of border protection, helping to avoid
depoliticizing, naturalizing, or normalizing migrant death in
these environments as merely regrettable and self-inflicted
accidents (Schindel, 2022:431). As I argue later, the deaths
of those seeking protection in these landscapes are a calcu-
lated consequence of migration controls, largely driven by
hypermobilization.

A central aspect of refugees’ immobilization is their extrater-
ritorial confinement in camps, a topic that has been exten-
sively explored from the perspective of camp studies (e.g.,
Brun, 2015; Brun and Fabos, 2015; Turner, 2015; Oesch,
2017). The placement of refugees in camps serves as a key
tool in international migration management aimed at regu-
lating and reducing the number of arriving refugees. Camps
vary significantly in terms of their size, legal frameworks,
and degrees of (in)formality, as well as in terms of the living
conditions of their inhabitants (Minca et al., 2018; Themann
and Etzold, 2023:539-540). Spatial biopolitical techniques
are deployed to temporarily “detain” camp residents, reduc-
ing them to their “naked’ biological bodies” while granting
them only minimal access to basic necessities such as food,
water, and sanitation — effectively holding them in a limi-
nal state between life and death (Aradau and Tazzioli, 2019;
Breuckmann, 2025; Martin et al., 2019:754).

The academic discourse on camps also examines their
defining characteristics and the ways their spatial, legal, and
temporal conditions shape the lives and perceptions of their
inhabitants. A primary point of emphasis is that camps are al-
ways exceptional in terms of their legal arrangements, oper-
ating under frameworks distinct from those of the surround-
ing areas (Martin et al., 2019). From a temporal perspec-
tive, camps are conventionally framed as temporary shel-
ters, reflecting the widespread assumption that forced mi-
gration is a transient phenomenon. Refugees are expected
to reside in these camps for a limited duration, though, in
practice, the duration of camp operations — and the actual
length of stay — often remains uncertain, even to the camp’s
administrators (Turner, 2015:142). Consequently, camps fre-
quently become quasi-permanent spaces of exception, where
refugees encounter protracted immobilization and marginal-
ization within unequal power dynamics (Kreichauf, 2018).

In this vein, some scholars have drawn on Giorgio Agam-
ben’s (1998) concept of “bare life” and the ancient legal
category of “homo sacer” to describe how “abnormalized
groups” in the Nazi concentration camps were left unpro-
tected at the mercy of a sovereign power. Building on this,
various authors have analyzed refugee camps and border ar-
eas as torturous environments within a necropolitical frame-
work (Manek, 2024), where those seeking protection are re-
duced to their bare life or mere biological existence (e.g.,
Buckel and Wissel, 2010; Dines et al., 2015; Schindel, 2016).

Although the camp can be understood as a denormalized
place where refugees are spatially and legally excluded, it
does not solely produce depoliticized bare life in the Agam-
benian sense (Turner, 2015:139). Patricia Owens (2009)
highlights the need for critical scrutiny of Agamben’s con-
ceptualization as the political participation and agency of mi-
grants, as well as their diverse forms of resistance, remain in-
adequately addressed. In this vein, some studies have shown



that camps can also function as meeting places where the au-
tonomy of migration materializes, negotiation processes are
fought out, resistance emerges, and preparations for future
mobility take place (Martin et al., 2019:745; Themann and
Etzold, 2023:542-543).

In this article, I examine the role of camps in the con-
text of migration control through a variety of temporal, spa-
tial, and legal dimensions. The central argument is that these
camps operate as sites of social dissolution, where refugees
encounter an elevated risk of mortality, political persecution,
and even expulsion or deportation (Foucault, 1999:297). Ad-
ditionally, the discussion will explore the precarious nature
of life within these settings and how they function as zones
of state regulation over migration. As I will demonstrate,
these aspects serve as a central precondition for the death
of refugees in the vast natural landscapes across the Balkans.

Past academic debates on migration and (im)mobility were
often shaped by or reinforced normative values. Humans are
frequently classified as fundamentally sedentary beings, a
perspective that naturalizes immobility or sedentarism as the
default state while framing migration or mobility as a kind
of “state of exception” (Verne and Doevenspeck, 2012:65;
Schewel, 2019:331). In response to this, mobility studies and
the “new mobility paradigm” have taken a more differenti-
ated approach to conceptualizing mobility and migration (Et-
zold, 2019:16; Sheller and Urry, 2006)

The new mobility paradigm emphasizes the transforma-
tive power of mobility systems. The increasing interconnect-
edness and circulation of people, services, goods, norms,
and transactions lead to extensive restructurings of social
and political life across various scales (Etzold, 2019:18ff.).
These restructurings tend to be accompanied by a variety
of reactions, (counter)measures, and (infra)structural prac-
tices aimed at containment. Within this paradigm, migration
and mobility management are framed as hegemonic politi-
cal projects deeply intertwined with different and oftentimes
racialized discourses (Kreichauf, 2018:14f.).

Based on these discourses, attempts are often made to re-
strict or control migration and mobility. For example, indi-
viduals without citizenship privileges are immobilized at an
early stage through the externalization of the European mi-
gration and border regime, frequently confined to extrater-
ritorial spaces. These inequalities in terms of mobility are
further regulated through access to the global transport in-
frastructure. Spijkerboer (2018:469) notes the following:

The global mobility infrastructure is populated
by a disproportionally white, disproportionately
wealthy, and disproportionately male population.
... The zone surrounding the global mobility in-
frastructure . .. is populated disproportionately by

a non-white, poor, and female population. The ex-
cluded do not have access to quick and safe trans-
port, and ironically, their cross-border travel will
usually be more expensive.

In this sense, (im)mobility is inherently an expression of
unequal power relations, a prominent theme in studies on
migration autonomy or border regimes (Hess and Kasparek,
2010; Hess et al., 2017; Heimeshoff et al., 2014).

However, it is imperative to dispel the notion that mobil-
ity is exclusively associated with extensive opportunities for
action and to avoid framing it as a resource that is withheld
from marginalized individuals by state regulations. In her ar-
ticle on mobility as a mode of governance, Martina Tazzioli
(2019) asserts that mobility and immobility, in and of them-
selves, do not necessarily represent expressions of agency
or marginalization. Instead, she argues that a heightened fo-
cus on the self-determination of (im)mobility can facilitate a
more nuanced understanding of it as both an object of con-
trol and a technology of governance. In her study, Tazzi-
oli (2019) illustrates how migrants in France and along the
Italian—French and Italian—Swiss border regions are kept on
the move, separated from one another, and dispersed through
state-led mobilization. This forced mobilization, she argues,
is designed to exhaust migrants, disrupt their social ties, and
channel their movements along convoluted sub-routes. As
I demonstrate below, this perspective helps us understand
how migrants on the Balkan Route are hypermobilized be-
tween (informal) camps, transit sites, and alternative routes,
ultimately leading to deaths in the vast wilderness of the
Balkans.

The concept of weaponized landscape refers to the strategic
use of natural spaces in the context of conflicts and warfare.
While often used in a militaristic sense to denote the delib-
erate manipulation of terrain (such as the mining of transit
corridors), the term can also be used as a means to control or
impede migration. Mountain ranges, deserts, dense forests,
and other terrains can function as natural barriers that make
border crossings more difficult (Schindel, 2022:433ff.).
Migrants frequently face extreme environmental condi-
tions that can lead to traumatization; severe injuries; and,
in extreme cases, death. While these landscapes can be ef-
fective in impeding or even preventing migration, they also
raise numerous ethical and humanitarian concerns, especially
when migrants are forced by migration controls and transna-
tional state violence to cross ever more extreme or even life-
threatening natural spaces for their clandestine escapes.
Some scholars have devoted their work to specifically an-
alyzing how natural landscapes serve as tools for controlling
or impeding migration. De Léon (2015), for instance, em-
ploys actor-network theory to illustrate how extreme environ-



mental conditions of the Sonoran Desert in the US operate as
part of a “hybrid collective” of human and non-human forces
that deter migrants from entering the country. Working in the
same geographical context, Johannes (2017) similarly posits
that the desert has become inseparable from the meanings of
death and, altogether, resembles a “landscape of death”.

Mountz (2011) shifts the focus to islands, examining their
topographical significance in restricting access to asylum.
She identifies islands as sites of territorial conflict where
migrants are trapped in legal ambiguity, shaped by biopo-
litical and sovereign forces that transform them into an
“archipelago of detention.”

There has also been an emerging body of literature investi-
gating the growing number of migrant deaths in the Mediter-
ranean (e.g., De Genova, 2017; Gebhardt, 2020; Schindel,
2022). De Genova (2017:3) places particular emphasis on
the increasing militarization of European border areas, de-
scribing the Mediterranean as a mass grave. Schindel (2022)
refers specifically to slow forms of violence and how geo-
graphical and topographical features of the Greek islands are
used as border control strategies to make crossings more dan-
gerous. In a related argument, Gebhardt (2020) describes Eu-
ropean border policy as one that deliberately allows people to
drown as a means of asserting sovereignty.

Natural landscapes also serve as elements of border en-
forcement along the Balkan Route, though relatively few
studies have examined this in depth. An exception is
Hamersak and Plese (2021), who explicitly analyze condi-
tions of death and survival along the Balkan Route in terms
of weaponized landscapes. They describe some of the forests
between Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, and Croatia as
places of surveillance, imprisonment, pushback, and suffer-
ing, drawing primarily on publicly available data repositories
from regional activist networks.

In recent years, European Member States have imple-
mented numerous measures to control and restrict migration
along the Balkan Route. Beyond direct state interventions,
natural barriers such as rivers, mountain passes, and forests
have increasingly been leveraged to impede the movement of
migrants, making onward travel more difficult and heighten-
ing the risk of accidents and injuries. Mountain ranges along
the Balkan Route, such as the Dinaric Alps and the Balkan
Mountains, present particularly formidable obstacles. Rivers
like the Sava, Danube, and Drina, as well as many smaller
border rivers, act as natural barriers that are often challenging
to cross. Meanwhile, the dense forests along the route serve a
dual role: while they provide temporary refuge to avoid state
detection, they also pose significant dangers. Migrants navi-
gating these forests risk disorientation, exposure to extreme
environmental conditions, and life-threatening situations, es-
pecially if they lack adequate equipment or knowledge of the
terrain (HamerSak and Plese, 2021).

This article draws on several intermittent periods of field-
work between 2020 and 2025. During this time, I conducted
a total of 25 semi-structured interviews with migrants along
the European external borders in Bosnia, Serbia, Croatia, and
Bulgaria, as well as 10 semi-structured interviews with NGO
employees and local residents.? The interviews took place in
(in)formal camps or their immediate vicinity. They were con-
ducted in English, recorded with an audio device, and then
thematically coded and analyzed with MAXQDA. For this
article, I selected interviews in which participants discussed
their experiences crossing forests and mountain areas. Other
topics covered in the interviews included state violence, dif-
ferent mobility practices, and the importance of translocal
networks. Most of the interview excerpts used here come
from male migrants between the ages of 20 and 30, primarily
from Pakistan, Kashmir, Afghanistan, and Iraq. Additionally,
Iinclude an interview with a young mother from Afghanistan
who fled with her husband and 2-year-old son.

During fieldwork, I encountered several significant ethical
and methodological challenges that necessitated adjustments
to the research process, largely due to the fact that the in-
terviews were conducted with vulnerable groups of people.
Bank et al. (2017) conceptualize forced migration as a frag-
mented process in which refugees move from one order of
violence to another, often experiencing extreme trauma. This
was evident during my research stays as the health and emo-
tional states of my interviewees were often deeply worrying.

Given these circumstances, my initial plan was to work as
a volunteer, conducting open, participatory observations or
concentrating my analysis on various NGOs as an alterna-
tive research subject. However, early on, it became evident
that many individuals seeking protection were eager to speak
about their experiences. In some cases, spontaneous encoun-
ters and extended time spent together culminated in gen-
uine interviews, which were conducted employing trauma-
informed interview techniques (e.g., Shankley et al., 2023).
For some interviewees, the publication of their testimonies
was considered to be of paramount importance.

In accordance with the stipulated research ethics, inter-
viewees determined the extent of the insights they wished
to divulge, ensuring that the process remained neither inva-
sive nor voyeuristic. This commitment to self-determination
also aligns with the principle of the right to opacity, as ar-
ticulated by Khosravi (2018:294). Respecting this right en-

2«Interview NGO 1, Serbia”, conducted by the German NGO
“Kolner Spendenkonvoi” (URL: http://koelner-spendenkonvoi.de/,
last access: 6 November 2025), which is a close cooperation part-
ner of mine, is also included in this article. The interview was con-
ducted on the sidelines of one of the organization’s humanitarian
missions with an employee of Collective Aid. Collective Aid is an
international aid organization that provides assistance to refugees in
various countries, including Serbia.


http://koelner-spendenkonvoi.de/

sures that individuals seeking protection are not compelled
to relinquish their autonomy or confidentiality. The analy-
sis of the research findings is based on a selective approach,
focusing only on information about places and practices al-
ready known in the region. This is intended to avoid drawing
attention to locations or practices where refugees prefer to
remain undetected due to the risk of state repression. Con-
sequently, not all statements made by interviewees can be
equally weighed or compared.

Furthermore, the duration of stay in both formal and infor-
mal camps was subject to the discretion of local security per-
sonnel or police. In the event of any contact with these actors,
it was necessary to renegotiate whether I, as a researcher, was
allowed to remain in the camp or had to leave. Such exclu-
sions appeared to be arbitrary and individualized; for exam-
ple, I was sometimes granted access to informal camps on
certain days but was denied entry on others or after a shift
change.

I also aimed to contribute to improving conditions on the
ground through my research. To this end, I engaged with var-
ious NGOs in the region as this provided opportunities for
mutual exchange and gave me a chance to support their hu-
manitarian work, particularly in planning efforts (e.g., by ex-
changing information about the living conditions of migrants
at other transit points in the region). Furthermore, my find-
ings had direct applications in the context of civil-society
discourse, for instance, in the domain of educational initia-
tives or artistic installations. These are developed in collabo-
ration with NGOs that are also active in the region. It should
be noted that this use will only take place after consent has
been given by the respondents, with whom ongoing contact
is maintained in certain instances even after the conclusion
of the research stay.

In this section, I begin by discussing the deaths of mi-
grants along the Balkan Route and the circumstances un-
der which they occur. I then focus on deaths within natural
landscapes, presenting these as weaponized landscapes. The
following section addresses the preconditions of migrants’
deaths, which are mainly characterized by forced immobi-
lization in (in)formal camps in the Balkans and illegal push-
backs by EU border guards. Finally, I examine the conse-
quences of these migration control strategies, arguing that
migrants are hypermobilized within the region. This condi-
tion compels them to take increasingly risky sub-routes to
reach western and northern Europe, exposing them to height-
ened risks of death.

Documenting fatalities along the Balkan Route poses sig-
nificant challenges due to the dynamic nature of the bor-
der region, which is in constant flux. The border corridor,
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stretching from Bulgaria and North Macedonia in the south
to the Schengen states of Croatia and Hungary in the north,
is continuously evolving, making it difficult to systemati-
cally record deaths. The clandestine nature of illegal border
crossings and migration further hinders comprehensive re-
porting. As such, documentation of deaths primarily relies
on witness testimonies, followed by subsequent reporting by
family members or acquaintances. Collaboration with NGOs
and government agencies is essential for official and central
recording, including the identification, recovery, and burial of
bodies, as well as the processing of personal details. Reports
from NGOs and journalists in the region have noted the exis-
tence of numerous graves in municipal cemeteries and other
sites where bodies are interred in unidentified graves (see, for
example, Klikactive, 2023; Lighthouse Reports, 2023).

The 4D database, which has registered at least 632 de-
ceased migrants along the Balkan Route since 2015 (4D,
2025a), provides an overview of these recorded deaths.’
Nearly half of the reported deaths are attributed to external
environmental factors such as drowning in rivers and hy-
pothermia (see Fig. 1). However, the database also records
fatalities resulting from traffic accidents, violence, and natu-
ral causes, as well as cases where the cause of death is un-
known. It should be acknowledged that the registered deaths
in the database may not fully reflect actual trends as there is
a possibility that a significant number of cases remain unre-
ported (4D, 2025a, Sect. 1).

During my research, I primarily encountered fatalities re-
lated to external environmental conditions that occurred dur-

3The 4D database records the deaths of migrants on the Balkan
Route. The database is used by several NGOs and activists with
whom I have been in contact for several years and who are perma-
nently on the ground. The database is aimed at activists, researchers,
and journalists, as well as victims and family members of the de-
ceased, who use it as a valuable source of information (4D, 2025b).



ing illegalized crossing of vast natural landscapes. I will dis-
cuss these in greater detail in the following sections.

The physical exertion involved in illegalized border cross-
ings was a recurring theme in the interviews I conducted. Due
to the enormous physical efforts involved in these crossings,
the journey must be made with as little luggage and equip-
ment as possible. As one interviewee told me, “We sleep
in the forests. [...] Just down on a plastic tarp.” (Migrant
from Pakistan) Many refugees organize crossing these nat-
ural landscapes on their own, using the smartphones they
carry with them to navigate the border area: “most people
go by tracking [the path] with their cell phone. If a person
has money, he takes an agent.” (Migrant from Pakistan)

These peripheral natural landscapes are marked by ex-
treme environmental conditions, rugged topography, and ex-
tensive wilderness, contributing to their characterization as
weaponized landscapes. Interviewees frequently emphasized
the perilousness of these extreme environmental conditions,
including encounters with wild animals and exposure to ex-
treme cold. Because of the natural hazards, crossing these
weaponized landscapes is usually done in small communi-
ties:

I am not able to go alone in the forests. You know,
it’s a lot of wilderness. There are forest animals.
And so, we make a group and go. [...] Snow is
falling outside there. Much of snow. Last week, 1
came back from the forests in Croatia. When I saw
that heavy snow, I came back. I hope to find a better
solution. (Migrant from Pakistan)

In traversing these landscapes, migrants must also con-
front numerous natural barriers, such as mountain ranges and
rivers. For those in border areas along the Balkan Route,
there are no alternatives but to forcibly cross these barriers.
An NGO worker from Serbia mentioned that, since the “long
summer of migration” in 2015, official or safe transit routes
to western or northern Europe have ceased to exist:

Some years ago, many of these borders were imag-
inary. They were political borders. Now, they’re
physical fences that you have to cross. Now,
they’re natural barriers that you have to cross.
The Balkans have already so many natural barri-
ers to accessing the European Union. The Euro-
pean Union really is made like a fortress, per se.
And then it’s like constantly this discourse about
‘Let’s make it safe. Let’s prevent people from hu-
man trafficking.” But there is no alternative to it.
There are no safe routes. There are no humani-
tarian corridors. There are no schemes. (Interview
NGO 1, Serbia)

The perilousness of these journeys is starkly illustrated in
an account shared with me about a group of individuals at-
tempting to cross a river into Croatia:

Five friends of mine went on game last week.*
When they were in Croatia, there is one river. My
friends cross that river, and unfortunately, one guy
drown in the water. He was a friend of mine. It
happened 2 days ago. The other guys called the
police. When police come, my friends told them
that one guy drown in the river, and they ask for
help. The police make jokes about that and start to
laugh. They don’t care about that. They pushback
them. I have a friend in Croatia; she is a journalist.
I explain her the situation and ask her to raise her
voice. She asks me for the name of my friend. I told
her and said that he was 23 years old, from Pak-
istan. That he died in a Croatian river 2 days ago.
So, that’s the story of my friend. His dead body is
in the water right now. (Migrant from Afghanistan)

These landscapes are also crossed by particularly vulner-
able migrants. For instance, one interviewee described the
dangers she faced while traveling with her husband and 2-
year-old son, clearly demonstrating how the vast wilderness
can traumatize parents and children and even cause the death
of an unborn child:

The forest from Montenegro to Bosnia was the
hardest way for us; we walked days without any
stop, and our food and water was finished. We
were so lucky that we found a river somewhere
to refill our bottles. The wilderness and the sound
of animals in the night. [...] We saw the places
where the predators eat their prey. This makes we
very afraid. [...] We try to get out of this quickly
and started very hard walking. Unfortunately, I was
pregnant, and I think the hard walking without wa-
ter and food was the reason why I lost my baby
in the forests in Bosnia. [...] It was very sadly for
me. [...] But I am happy that I have my son here.
But he cannot speak yet, and he is not trying it
anymore because he is still afraid. He passed very
bad days in the forests. All the time, he was cry-
ing [...] because he felt so cold and afraid at these
forests. He asked me, ‘Mommy, please go back
home, please go back home,” all the time. (Migrant
from Afghanistan)

This poignant account from a mother from Afghanistan
vividly illustrates the multiple layers of vulnerability experi-
enced by migrants along the Balkan Route. Exhaustion from
days-long forced marches; lack of basic resources such as
food and water; and constant exposure to threats from wild
animals, extreme cold, and disorientation produce not only
physical depletion but also profound psychological trauma.
The loss of her unborn child stands as a stark example of

4“Game” is a euphemism for attempting to cross one or more
borders.



the consequences emerging from the intersection of state vi-
olence, the abdication of humanitarian responsibility, and the
deployment of naturalized border technologies.

In this context, the landscape along the Balkan Route is
no longer a passive space of transit — it is actively instru-
mentalized as part of a violent border regime. State security
actors play a central role in this process, not only through the
exertion of direct violence (see Sect. 4.3) but also by deliber-
ately obstructing civil-society rescue efforts. As one activist
recalled,

One evening, we received different videos of mi-
nors lying in the snow in terrible conditions. We
decided to call 112. Instead of sending an ambu-
lance, however, they just told the border police.
You can call 112 as many times as you want. You
can tell them how bad it is, that people are dying,
and they don’t care. We knew this, and we knew
we had to try to find these people. We couldn’t go
any further because we came to a flooded road. It’s
something you could easily cross with a Border Pa-
trol Defender, but with our car, there was no way
to do that. Two minutes later, the border police ar-
rived. They receive millions of euros from the Eu-
ropean Union, and they have drones and Jeeps. In-
stead of using them to help minors, they use them
to stop us. We tried to explain the situation. But the
Bulgarian border police didn’t care. They got out
of the car and started yelling at us. They wanted us
to sit down. We were standing in a line on the street
while they yelled some things in Bulgarian that I
didn’t understand. Then, we walked for 3 hours to
the next village. It was 10 kilometers, and the bor-
der police were behind us the whole time. During
that time, the minors froze to death in the forest.
The following night, we tried to reach the first mi-
nor. By that time, more than 24 hours had passed.
The boy was literally frozen to death. I checked to
see if he was still alive and tried to lift his arm. He
was completely frozen. The criminal police came
and actually wanted us to carry the body to the car,
but we refused. In hindsight, we regret not doing it
because then they did it themselves. They picked
up the body and threw it in the car. It was awful
to watch, to be honest. Another team was trying to
reach the other locations as well. They found the
second and third bodies.

The death of these underage refugees marks the tragic out-
come of a border regime that prioritizes deterrence over pro-
tection. Their deaths stand as a stark example of the failure
of European migration policy”. As these testimonies demon-
strate, migrants are left to fend for themselves in this vast

SThe incident was also thoroughly documented by the NGOs
involved (No Name Kitchen and Collettivo Rotte Balcaniche, 2025)

wilderness of the Balkans, and, in the process, they are ex-
posed to immense suffering, traumatization, and even death.
State violence at the EU’s external borders is compounded
by the elemental forces of nature to which those seeking pro-
tection are subjected. These forces include the characteris-
tics of the terrain — such as remote forests and mountain-
ous regions — alongside weather conditions like extreme cold
and snowfall, the presence of wild animals, and natural ob-
stacles such as rivers. In the words of HamerSak and Plese
(2021), these natural landscapes can be conceptualized as
weaponized landscapes, denoting their utilization as instru-
ments of restricting and impeding the movement of individ-
uals seeking refuge.

The accounts of the person who drowned in the river and
the minors who froze to death also underscore how these
landscapes become specifically weaponized through the con-
vergence of harsh environmental conditions and indifferent
or overtly hostile state actors. Rather than serving merely as
natural obstacles along migratory routes, rivers, forests, and
mountainous terrains are actively co-opted into a broader ap-
paratus of border enforcement. In this process, the natural
features of the terrain are not neutral; they are transformed
into instruments of exclusion through neglect, inaction, and
the strategic absence of humanitarian support. The failure —
or refusal — of authorities to provide timely assistance effec-
tively turns the landscape itself into an extension of the bor-
der regime, amplifying its capacity to harm. These so-called
“natural” dangers become politically charged spaces where
state abandonment and natural exposure intersect, often with
fatal consequences for those in transit.

In the following, I address the preconditions that lead mi-
grants traversing the Balkan Route to encounter perilous cir-
cumstances during border crossings. A salient component of
these preconditions pertains to the precarious living condi-
tions prevalent within regional camps. Accommodation in
state-run camps is a central element of migration control on
the Balkan Route, aimed at reducing and regulating the num-
ber of arriving refugees. This section focuses on the accom-
modation conditions at Camp Lipa in Bosnia and Herzegov-
ina in 2021.

Camp Lipa was opened in April 2020 in the remote moun-
tainous region of the Una-Sana Canton, near the Croatian
EU external border in northwestern Bosnia. After the Inter-
national Organization for Migration (IOM) withdrew as the
camp’s operator on 23 December 2020, a fire destroyed most
of the camp’s infrastructure a few days later. Subsequently,
the administration of the camp was taken over by the can-
tonal police in Una-Sana (Themann and Etzold, 2023:531).

At the time of data collection, the camp lacked official ac-
cess to electricity, running water, and sanitary facilities. The
devastating fire at the camp also meant that residents had to
set up their sleeping quarters on the bare floor of a remain-



ing large tent. However, since there was not enough space
to “accommodate” all residents, some were forced to move
into self-built accommodations in the vicinity of the camp. In
these self-built temporary shelters, which primarily consisted
of collected wooden planks with plastic tarpaulins stretched
over them, residents were exposed to harsh winter temper-
atures without any additional protection (Themann and Et-
zold, 2023:542). Due to the low temperatures and snowfall,
some residents decided to use the non-functional toilet con-
tainers for shelter and literally slept between urinals. These
catastrophic conditions were reflected in the interviewees’
descriptions:

They [security personnel in camp or journalists]
are just looking at us like we are animals. I am a
human being, and all the migrants sleep inside the
toilets, inside the washrooms; there is no proper
place. (Migrant from Afghanistan)

The situation is very bad here. The weather is
freezing here; we are homeless, we are helpless.
The Bosnian government totally failed to provide
us with shelter, provide us with food or clothes.
(Migrant from Pakistan)

Here is no shower, no electricity. [...] We have
to go to the mountain area for washing us [little
stream near the camp]. That is the situation we are
suffering now. Who is gonna listen to us? (Migrant
from Afghanistan)

In addition to these dismal accommodations, food was
limited to one ration per day. These precarious living con-
ditions were exacerbated by the lack of government sup-
port and the winter weather. Some people did not have the
strength to walk long distances in sub-zero temperatures and
thus had to change their place of residence or flee from Croa-
tian border guards when trying to cross the border (see the
following section):

Only half bread and one canned meat and half liter
water for one day. [...] Now, we do not have en-
ergy to run. Because of the hunger. The hunger de-
stroyed everything. (Migrant from Afghanistan)

They are giving us nothing. In 24 hours, they just
giving us just half bread and one bottle of water.
(Migrant from Pakistan)

So, what should we do? [...] We are dying here.
(Migrant from Afghanistan)

With Camp Lipa and the surrounding area under police
control, coupled with strict access restrictions for volunteers
and NGOs, no informal relief structures could be established
on the ground. In the absence of adequate infrastructure and
a chronic shortage of food, this deliberate exclusion of non-
governmental aid structures — enforced by local police — has

resulted in considerable suffering among the camp’s inhabi-
tants. In the case of the burned-down Camp Lipa, this struc-
tural state violence was clearly demonstrated by the fact that
refugees were not provided with adequate shelter or food by
the government for weeks, while NGOs waiting with mobile
kitchens and large tents in the nearby town of Biha¢ were
denied access to the camp and surrounding area.

Although camps are generally designed as temporary
spaces where refugees stay only briefly, the case of
Camp Lipa illustrates how such places can become quasi-
permanent spaces of exception. Originally intended as a tem-
porary summer facility and unequipped for the harsh win-
ter conditions, the camp nonetheless remained operational by
cantonal authorities throughout the colder months. Even after
a devastating fire completely destroyed the existing infras-
tructure, refugees continued to be “accommodated” there.
For the camp’s residents, this resulted in a quasi-permanent
condition marked by extreme precarity, aligning with broader
debates on the enduring nature of refugee camps (Kreichauf,
2018; Turner, 2015:142). This context also made apparent
how the active withdrawal of state obligations through vio-
lent inaction leads to substantial misery and suffering. Such
inaction is often coupled with proactive regulations, exclu-
sions, and prohibitions that also target living conditions in
informal camps and throughout the entire transit areas where
migrants stay.

Beyond state-run camps, which frequently have limited
capacity, migrants also seek accommodation in informal
camps. These can include empty houses, old factory build-
ings (so-called “squats™), and self-constructed camps in the
remote wooded surroundings of transit areas (referred to as
“jungle camps”).® Because these informal camps are typi-
cally located near borders, they tend to serve as hubs for
refugees on their way to the EU’s external border or return-
ing after illegal repatriation. These camps are thus crucial for
both onward movement to the EU and survival during forced
displacement. However, living conditions in these camps are
extremely precarious due to a lack of state support and poor
infrastructure. Access to running water, electricity, medical
care, and sanitation is rare. Food and supplies — such as sleep-
ing bags, clothing, and backpacks — are usually provided by
volunteers. Due to police persecution, though, deliveries pri-
marily occur at night and at hidden drop-off points and have
become increasingly criminalized. These precarious condi-
tions force migrants to remain mobile as staying in one place
for long is often untenable (Themann and Etzold, 2023:538-
539). One interviewee from Iraq, living in an informal camp
near the Croatian external border, described these conditions:

Our situation here is very bad; we don’t have food,
we don’t have water for drinking, we don’t have

6“Jungle” is a collective term used by refugees to refer to in-
formal outdoor accommodations. These often encompass makeshift
camps (e.g., tarpaulins, tents, and wooden pallets) located in forests
on the outskirts of towns and villages.



any clothes for sleeping. The situation is very bad.
[...] We need help. We cannot stay here. You
know, the weather is very cold. [...] It is our big
problem. (Migrant from Iraq)

Residents of informal camps also face the constant risk
of unannounced and spontaneous evictions. Camp residents
may be subjected to physical abuse:

They [the Bosnian police] ride on us and catch us,
sometimes they beat us and then [...] they push us
back to Camp Lipa. (Migrant from Afghanistan)

In addition to physical abuse, spontaneous evictions inflict
significant psychological stress since those seeking protec-
tion are transported to distant and remote camps after being
evicted, as one NGO worker emphasized:

At the same time, they can be evicted from the
[informal] camps at any time. And this means
that they are taken to another part of the country.
[Then,] they have to spend money and time again
to get back [...] to the borders. [...] That causes
incredible stress. (Interview NGO 1, Bosnia)

The health conditions of those living in these informal
camps are also dire, exacerbated by repeated attempts to
cross the EU’s external border. Common injuries include lac-
erations, animal or insect bites, swelling, sprains, and frac-
tures. Many of these injuries result from violent pushbacks
by border officials — either through direct physical force or
from fleeing across hazardous terrain (see Sect. 4.3). Months
of malnutrition, frigid winter temperatures, and poor hy-
giene further compound these health risks. Parasitic skin dis-
eases, especially scabies, and gastrointestinal and respira-
tory illnesses are prevalent. Some diseases stem from burn-
ing garbage for warmth due to a lack of firewood, while
others arise from cross-contamination between local streams
and drainage ditches. One interviewee, during an informal
conversation, noted that newly arrived residents often suffer
from gastrointestinal illnesses for 2 to 3 weeks until their im-
mune systems have adjusted to the microbiological contami-
nation of the drinking water.

Access to official medical treatment is severely restricted
as it requires a valid identity card from a formal camp. As a
result, irregular treatment is provided by a small number of
volunteers, though this is largely limited to basic pain relief:

We need medicine. [...] We not able to manage it.
Sometimes, someone comes [volunteers] and gives
us ibuprofen tablets. (Migrant from Pakistan)

We don’t have medicine or another option. We
can’t go to doctor. If we go to hospital, they ask
for documents. (Migrant from Afghanistan)

Some refugees also report that they are unable to move
freely in public spaces or along transportation routes due to

arbitrary controls by the cantonal police. They are frequently
denied access to public facilities, supermarkets, or hospitals.
If discovered or reported, they are either transported to re-
mote camps or forcibly displaced. According to some inter-
viewees, informal camps are only left for immediate border
crossings or, for instance, for nighttime food procurement —
food that is primarily distributed by (criminalized) volunteer
aid workers.

If we need some food, two or three people would
g0. [...] When they [the cantonal police] catch us,
they drop us to Lipa Camp. Sometimes, they only
beats, and then say, ‘Leave the city’. (Migrant from
Pakistan)

We don’t get bus tickets. You have to walk. [...]
police officers stop the buses when they see mi-
grants in it; they have to leave the bus and they
shout, ‘Go away.” So, you have to walk 100 kilo-
meter. (Migrant from Afghanistan)

He [resident of an informal shelter] have blood
sugar; he must have exercise — just walking around.
But he can’t go outside [due to the migration con-
trol measures of the cantonal police]; he don’t have
medicine or another option. He can’t go to doctor;
if he go to hospital, they ask for documents and say,
‘Go back to Lipa Camp. First give us permission’”.
(Migrant from Pakistan)

The ambivalent relationship between the temporary and
the permanent is also evident in the case of informal camps.
While intended as short-term shelters, these spaces often be-
come quasi-permanent due to repeated pushbacks, harsh win-
ter conditions, and cantonal migration control measures. This
manifests particularly in the denial of fundamental human
rights, including access to adequate shelter, medical care,
and sufficient food for camp residents. For those in informal
camps, these legal entitlements are indirectly revoked as no
sufficient alternatives are provided.

In the case of Camp Lipa, such violations of fundamen-
tal rights are even formalized as the camp exists as an ex-
traterritorial space characterized by extreme state sanction.
(In)formal camps thus function as spaces where refugees
are subjected to prolonged immobilizing and marginalizing
forces, leading to progressive disenfranchisement under pre-
carious living conditions.

The migration controls and state violence described above
make death an omnipresent condition of life in the border
areas of the Balkans. Physical abuse; wounds; untreated in-
fections; and lack of access to clean drinking water, food,
medical care, and electricity, alongside the resulting trauma,
resemble what Mbembe (2003) calls a “world of horrors

TOfficial medical treatment is only available in exceptional
cases, requiring a valid ID card and additional authorization from
the camp administration. Consequently, individuals residing in in-
formal camps have no access to official medical care.



and intense cruelty” (Mbembe, 2003:21) or “death worlds”
(Mbembe, 2003:40). In this sense, increased migration con-
trols have the effect of producing “new and unique forms
of social existence in which vast populations are subjected
to conditions of life conferring upon them the status of liv-
ing dead” (Mbembe, 2003:40). These findings indicate that
some migrants in the region are already trapped in a state
of permanent survival within (in)formal camps, which sig-
nificantly contributes to the acceptance of increasingly risky
border crossings in an attempt to escape these death worlds.
However, it is crucial to emphasize that migration manage-
ment along the Balkan Route is largely dictated by the Euro-
pean migration and border regime. As I will elaborate upon
later, the widespread illegal pushbacks carried out by EU bor-
der authorities force migrants into involuntary stays within
these death worlds. Moreover, so-called migration manage-
ment in the region is also financially supported by the EU,
with funds channeled to the International Organization for
Migration (IOM). In doing so, the EU effectively establishes
a parallel system of governance that operates in accordance
with the logic of the European migration and border regime,
which is mainly characterized by deterrence and compart-
mentalization (see Beznec and Kurnik, 2020:49).

The localization and apprehension of refugees seeking asy-
lum in European territory are primarily determined by tech-
nical border protection infrastructures that are predominantly
financed by EU funds (BVMN, 2020:2). Additionally, the
border management agency FRONTEX operates in the west-
ern Balkans through various missions and corresponding
“training measures” (European Council, 2024). The content
of these training measures is usually secretive operations.

Equipment used to control migratory movements includes
border fences with NATO barbed wire and watchtowers,
heart rate detectors and endoscopic cameras for checking
vehicles at official border crossings, video surveillance sys-
tems with remote-controlled thermal imaging, day and night
cameras combined with ground-based radar systems, and he-
licopters equipped with searchlights and infrared cameras
(BVMN, 2020). Civilian surveillance in these landscapes
has also become more prevalent, involving local forestry ad-
ministrations, hunting cameras, or hikers who record people
seeking protection with their mobile phones and either pub-
lish the videos on social media or send them to local au-
thorities (HamerSak and PleSe, 2021:207ff.). Through these
efforts, migrants are monitored and located even in remote
areas. Using portable thermal and night-vision equipment,
local border officials can then locate these groups and ap-
prehend them on central transit routes (BVMN, 2020).

After being apprehended, migrants are taken to local po-
lice stations and interrogated for several hours. According
to the individuals I interviewed, many refugees are returned
to borders without an examination of their asylum claims or

individual circumstances and without being provided with
accommodation, interpreters, or legal assistance. Many also
reported being subjected to physical violence and abuse at
these informal border crossings. In most cases, personal be-
longings and clothing are stolen or burned in front of them.
These individuals, some of whom are seriously injured, are
then pushed back through informal border crossings (The-
mann and Etzold, 2023:535-538)8.

These informal border crossings themselves are typically
located in the natural landscapes described above. These re-
mote and peripheral locations are often scattered across vast
exclusion zones. Conversations with NGOs or investigative
journalists emphasized the tremendous difficulty in docu-
menting these practices in situ. Dense forestry can also im-
pede aerial photography, such as drone footage. These re-
mote natural landscapes are thus used to conceal these ille-
gal, state-organized deportation practices.

Physical abuse is rampant during these illegal pushbacks.
Victims report being lined up or forced into a circle of po-
lice officers and beaten with batons, pepper spray, and impro-
vised weapons. The nature of the terrain means that refugees
who panic during this physical abuse are exposed to addi-
tional injuries:

It was a very dark place. You can’t even see your
feet. So, they just say to us that we have to stay
in one line, and then they start to beat the peo-
ple with sticks and shout, ‘Run!” So nobody can
see what is going on or what is on the ground.
If someone fell down, everyone crosses over him.
People get a lot of wounds at that time when they
run away from the police officers. People fell down
because they don’t see the way, and the way is not
a straight road; the path goes downhill through a
mountain area. After the pushbacks, it was really
dark around us; we had no idea where we are. We
had no mobile phones or stuff like that. Croatian
police officers had already taken that before and
burned it in a hole near the deport area. (Migrant
from Afghanistan)

Illegal deportations in natural areas further add to the in-
security of injured refugees, who require considerably more
time to return to (in)formal camps near the border. Moreover,
repeated unsuccessful attempts to traverse Europe’s external
borders lead to increasing financial strain as migrants must
repeatedly cover the costs of new equipment, smartphones,
and migration industry services (e.g., so-called smuggling).
Numerous individuals I spoke with mentioned that their fi-
nancial resources had been entirely depleted as a result. This,

8State-organized pushbacks violate several international and Eu-
ropean laws, including the principle of non-refoulement, the Geneva
Refugee Convention, the Convention Against Torture, the European
Convention on Human Rights, and the EU Reception and Proce-
dures Directives.



in turn, elevates the risk of undertaking the perilous journey
with inadequate equipment, devoid of local knowledge, or
even alone.

I tried to cross the border but was deported. I
went again and was deported again. And again.
Now, I have no money for smugglers anymore.
[...] That’'s why I go by myself. (Migrant from
Afghanistan)

But, you know, everyone had maybe five or six
games [attempt to cross one or more borders].
Someone had 10 games. [...] They got deported
and came back to Bosnia. (Migrant from Kashmir)

One game costs 80-90 euros at most, including
bag, food, jackets, shoes, and everything else. (Mi-
grant from Afghanistan)

In extreme cases, these forcible expulsions can lead to the
negligent death of refugees. For example, one Serbian NGO
worker reported how the growing number of evacuations of
informal camps along the EU’s southeastern external border
with Serbia has led to a shift in escape routes through Bosnia:

Since last November [2023], we have fewer
refugees on the borders with Croatia, Hungary, and
Romania because there have been big police ac-
tions. [...] Now, all the camps have been cleared
and destroyed. From Serbia to Croatia is now the
most common way that refugees try to cross. It’s
very dangerous because of Riva Trina. It is proba-
bly the most dangerous natural barrier for refugees
in Serbia. We used to get a call a week from some-
one who had lost someone in the river. [...] Last
summer, dozens of people drowned. [...] And the
main reason why people die is not that they are
not good swimmers. [...] When they get to the
Bosnian side, the police catch them and then push
them back, threaten them with guns, push them
back into the river at night, without boats, and
that’s how many people lose their lives. [...] That’s
a very tragic and unnecessary loss of life [...].
Without any reason. If you want to push somebody
back, you can push them back through the bridges
[...]. There’s a big power dam, a power plant.
When it’s open, the current is fast. So wild. Even
some people told us that when they approached
the other side of the river, the police shot at their
boats to damage them and drown them. [...] I saw
people coming back from the pushback, they were
exhausted, completely wet. [...] They spend a lot
of time in the river at night, and they don’t know
which way to swim. They are just trying to sur-
vive. [...] One of them told me that his brother
didn’t knew how to swim [...]. And then the wa-
ter drowned him completely. He told me that they

saw the two policemen start laughing, [...] and he
said, ‘My brother died, and they were laughing.’
What kind of people are they? (Interview NGO 2,
Serbia)

As these testimonies illustrate, natural landscapes are cen-
tral to the state’s pushback machinery. They serve as surveil-
lance space, and their remoteness shields these pushbacks
from documentation. The rugged terrain is deliberately used
as a deterrent, exposing those seeking protection to height-
ened risks of injury and death. Due to border closures, the
precarious conditions in the camps, and constant evictions,
refugees are often left with no choice but to flee through in-
creasingly dangerous partial routes, which can be seen as
weaponized landscapes (see above). Increased surveillance,
violent pushbacks, and precarious living conditions force mi-
grants into a struggle for survival, sometimes without finan-
cial means, adequate equipment, or local knowledge.

As described in Sect. 4.3, the pushbacks that occur in re-
mote natural landscapes demonstrate how physical violence,
technological surveillance, and the strategic weaponization
of terrain function as core mechanisms of contemporary bor-
der governance. However, these violent practices are not lim-
ited to isolated acts of expulsion; they also significantly im-
pact the daily mobility of migrants in border regions.

The conditions that lead to death in militarized landscapes
are largely shaped by the precarious living conditions in in-
formal camps and the widespread practice of illegal push-
backs in border zones. The following section explores how
these structural conditions affect migrants’ mobility in the
region, focusing specifically on hypermobility. As previously
discussed, the extreme precariousness of migrant life stems
from a combination of racialized policing in public spaces,
sudden camp evictions, involuntary transfers to remote de-
tention facilities, minimal or nonexistent state support, and
the concurrent criminalization of humanitarian aid. Together,
these features of state migration control severely restrict mi-
grants’ freedom of movement across the region.

However, as my findings indicate, these restrictions also
result in involuntary mobility between various (informal)
camps and transit sites. This forced mobility is shaped by
the highly dynamic reconfiguration of transit spaces as mi-
grants are continuously compelled to seek new shelter. For
many migrants in the region, the search for adequate accom-
modation begins upon arrival in a new transit location — ei-
ther in coordination with pre-existing network contacts or as
a spontaneous response to the prevailing conditions and the
most up-to-date information available:

This is an old building [informal shelter in an
old retirement house], all migrants know it. My
friends, they come before me [to Bosnia]. When



we cross the border [...] they call us, and said,
“You have to come to Biha¢, there is camp’ [formal
camp in the region]. But at this time, they don’t dis-
tribute ID cards in the camp. So, they show me this
building and said, ‘Please come, we live here.” We
are all friends, we lived together in Serbia before.
That’s why they show me that building. (Migrant
from Pakistan)

No. I don’t know that place [informal shelter in
Bosnia] before. I came here, and I saw that the situ-
ation was very bad. [...] I couldn’t go in the main
camp; it was full. [...] Some people stayed here,
and I heard this. [...] Then I came here. (Migrant
from Bangladesh)

The high degree of flexibility required in the search for
(informal) camps is not only important upon initial arrival; it
is also continuously renegotiated throughout one’s stay. This
applies, for instance, when returning after an unsuccessful
attempt to cross the European external border but can also be
shaped by migration control measures of the local police:

Bosnian police [...] catch us [in the last infor-
mal shelter] and take everything. Mobile phone,
power bank, and money. [...] They take every-
thing. When they come the last time, we run away
from there, and we decide to leave and search a
new shelter. (Migrant from Afghanistan)

We were on game, then they [Croatian border
guards] pushback us, and when we came back, the
main camp was already closed [by authorities]. So,
we decide to live here [in a new informal camp in
the region]. (Migrant from Iran)

Based on my interviews and observations, I argue that
these actions are designed to make the stay of migrants as
exhausting, unsafe, uncomfortable, and unpredictable as pos-
sible through arbitrary controls. As a result, migrants are
kept on the move as part of a policy of deterrence, removed
from the visible parts of transit points, and thus forced to
constantly adapt to the changing conditions of migration
controls. This manifests in the increasing immobilization of
refugees while simultaneously causing their involuntary mo-
bility between different (in)formal camps. Once migrants at-
tempt to escape this situation and continue their journey to-
ward northern and western Europe, they are violently pushed
back to the same transit routes or die attempting to cross the
borders.

Migrants moving through the border spaces along the
Balkan Route thus find themselves in a constant state of sur-
vival in order to withstand the enormous burdens inflicted by
migration controls:

These people are in fight or flight mode, probably
for 3 years, because that’s how long it takes you
sometimes to reach this border. And you are in the

psychological warfare of constantly being in tense
survival mode through the violence of the police.
You finally cross the border, and they push you
back. You cross it again, and they push you back
and beat you. The local community hates you; they
literally make committees so they can harass you.
(Interview NGO 1, Serbia)

My findings also indicate that the question of how to
deal with increasing migratory movements is not answered
by strengthening migration controls. Rather, increased mi-
gration controls tend to place migrants along the Balkan
Route in precarious and life-threatening situations, leading
to their hypermobility. This hypermobilization significantly
contributes to refugees choosing even riskier routes to en-
able their clandestine escape to western or northern Europe.
As one NGO worker in Serbia put it,

By creating barriers to accessing the European
Union, you’re not preventing people from coming.
You’re just killing them along the way. (Interview
NGO 1, Serbia)

In this article, I have examined the complex interplay be-
tween natural landscapes, state violence, and mobility along
the Balkan Route. I refer to these landscapes as weaponized
landscapes because they function not only as physical barri-
ers but also as instruments of violence, surveillance, and de-
terrence actively used by state actors. Consequently, rivers,
forests, and mountains are integrated into the European bor-
der regime. Through the refusal of aid, strategic inaction, and
criminalization of humanitarian support, these landscapes are
re-purposed into instruments of exclusion and death. What
are typically perceived as “natural” terrains thus become po-
litically charged spaces where migration policy failures and
state violence intersect with fatal consequences.

(In)formal camps along vital transit points of the Balkan
Route, as well as pushbacks by border officials, are key
preconditions for the deaths of migrants in these environ-
ments. These camps are not static storage facilities; rather,
they are dynamic spaces in which migrants are forced to
remain under precarious conditions, caught between forced
mobility and immobility. Additionally, migrants are repeat-
edly pushed back into these spaces through illegal expul-
sions, driving many to attempt even riskier border cross-
ings. Held on the threshold between life and death, the in-
habitants of (in)formal camps and those affected by push-
backs face conditions in which their deaths along these routes
are accepted if not actively encouraged. Weaponized land-
scapes are thus more than abstract border spaces; they are
real worlds of death in which those seeking protection suffer
and die at great risk.

Against this backdrop, the function of natural landscapes
as active instruments of state control and violence can be



clarified by expanding existing research approaches to bor-
der violence. In addition to technical and legal border se-
curity mechanisms, weaponized landscapes highlight how
these violent spaces enable surveillance, deterrence, and the
physical exclusion of people seeking protection. At the same
time, they obscure state violence, making documentation and
accountability more difficult. By embedding state violence
within specific physical and natural conditions, the border
area emerges as a hybrid space where the environment, tech-
nological surveillance, and state violence intertwine. This
perspective can strengthen the incorporation of the natural
and physical dimensions of state violence into existing de-
bates on border regimes and forced migration.

It also becomes clear that migration control along the
Balkan Route is characterized by the paradoxical coexistence
of voluntary and forced mobility. Restrictive border policies
lead to hypermobility, which goes beyond conventional con-
cepts of mobility and immobility. Hypermobilization is a
state of restrictive migration control that places migrants in
a state of permanent exhaustion, insecurity, and forced mo-
bility. Migrants are constantly relocated between formal and
informal camps, which simultaneously serve as spaces of fix-
ation and surveillance. This dialectic of mobility and hyper-
mobility deserves greater attention in geographical migration
research as it allows forced migration to be seen not only
as unidirectional movement but also as a complex process
shaped by power dynamics that keep migrants in a constant
state of exhaustion and insecurity.

The connection between natural landscapes, state vio-
lence, and (im)mobility contributes to the empirical docu-
mentation of illegal border protection practices and opens
new avenues for understanding border regimes and state vio-
lence. This connection reveals how natural landscapes, high-
tech border control infrastructure, and internment in camps
interact as key components of state migration control. These
components profoundly shape the mobility of individuals
seeking protection, often resulting in an existential threat or
death.

The research data are not available in order to
mitigate the potential risks to which research participants might be
exposed if they were to travel to western and northern Europe.
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