The Push-Back Map

Mapping Border Violence in Europe and Beyond.
A Collective Self-Reflection

PusH-BACK MAP COLLECTIVE

Abstract: This is a collective interview, more specifically a dialogue among members of
the Push-Back Map Collective, a project dedicated to mapping the institutional violence
of the European border regime. It explores the idea behind it by positioning this work
within political struggles against a set of particular brutal practices of the border regime.
It carves out its main aspects and investigates the potentials of political organising based
on mapping — by making an invisible structure visible.
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COLLECTIVE INTERVIEW PART |

PBM 1: So, how are we going to do this self-interview? Shall we start from what is
the Push-Back Map Project? 1 mean what'’s the idea behind it? Why did we decide to
do it?

PBM 2: Yes! The idea behind the Push-Back Map is to provide a space for the visu-
alisation, documentation, and denunciation of push-backs. It was started by several
groups and individuals who are, or have been, active on the Balkan route since 2015.
The Push-Back Map is a collaborative project of activists from different countries
some of whom made their way across the Balkan route themselves.

PBM 1: And is the map only reporting push-backs happening in the Balkans?
PBM 2: The project is not limited geographically, although it has been initiated by
groups and individuals mainly active in Southeastern Europe. But push-backs and
border violence are happening in so many places—it is a global phenomenon.
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Screenshot of the Push-Back Map of 23.09.2019.

PBM 1: To make it clear: can you explain the point of this map? Why focus on
push-backs?

PBM 2: The history of push-backs is also a history of resistance with relentless move-
ments across borders and activist struggles. Some of them are at times unsuccessful,
still others at times successful—and never stopping! This map intends to document
this continued struggle collectively and hopes to empower people to report experi-
enced or witnessed push-backs and keep the struggle up!

PBM 2: [ think if we really want to explain we need to describe the map. It is a
website: pushbackmap.org. But what does it do?

PBM 1: Tt is an online documentation tool. It provides a space to visualise the system-
atic and institutionalised nature of push-backs conducted by the authorities. The map
is an inclusive and open tool for people targeted by, witnessing, and counteracting
push-backs. It serves as a live tool as well as an archive. We are also mapping reports
from newspapers and NGOs and all other related documentation about push-backs.
It collects and centralises evidence and aims to increase the visibility of the systemic
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practices of expulsion. We hope to contribute to exposing the resulting harassment,
violence, and death.

PBM 2: Ok, and from a more practical point: I am at the border; I want to report a
push-back, but my internet connection is really bad, and I don’t speak English. What
doIldo?

PBM 1: The map is a multilingual platform: there is a form for reporting experi-
enced or witnessed push-backs and uploading evidence. There is also a mobile phone
application for easier access. The map offers an option, a tool, and aims to encour-
age people who experience push-backs to themselves document what is happening at
border areas, rather than being continuously identified as victims who cannot speak
for themselves. Our position is not only to counteract and denounce push-backs and
border violence, but also support the right to move freely and safely across borders
in order to enjoy a life in dignity. We are aware of the constant daily struggle of
people on the move, and it would be naive to believe that this tool can revolutionarily
redefine their precarious journeys; however, we believe it is an option that must be
there.

PBM 2: Alright, this is great, but I am going to be very blunt. What does push-back

actually mean?

PBM 1: A push-back occurs when people are expelled shortly after entering the
territory of a country without being granted the possibility to start administrative pro-
cedures to stay, to access the mechanisms of international protection, to explain their
personal circumstances, or to object to their treatment. Push-backs are expulsions, di-
rect deportations, readmissions, or other forms of immediate involuntary return across
one or several territorial borders. Depending on the regulatory framework in place,
these forms of forced displacement can be legalised under national law—as in Hun-
gary—or semi-formalised, for example by relying on bilateral agreements or informal
practices. They put those in danger who attempt to cross borders by pushing people
to risk their lives once more with arduous crossings. In many cases, push-backs are
also combined with violence and different sorts of degrading treatment. This institu-
tional violence follows a clear deterrence and containment strategy aiming to control
and restrain people’s movement.

PBM 2: But push-backs are not a new practice in any sense and have occurred before
the >summer of migration< of 2015.
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The opening of the Balkan corridor partially halted these brutal practices. However,
push-backs started to re-emerge with the gradual closure of the Corridor. So, we
decided to start documenting push-backs since March 2016 when the Corridor was
closed. With its closure the practices strongly increased. Similar developments can
also be observed at sea where the refoulements to Libya or Turkey have been halted
for some time, but are now occurring regularly again (see Alarmphone reports).

PBM 1: Can you explain how you understand the practice of push-backs within the
broader framework of the EU border regime?

PBM 2: We see push-backs as an »institutional practice< of the European Union.
Mapping them can be a way to outline their dimensions and their meaning for the
European border regime. It therefore means to reconstruct and, in a sense, map and
visualise this invisible >institutional practice«. There is simply no other way to make
the institutional practice visible than by mapping it out. So that is what we aim to
do: counting and pinning every single push-back. The institutional practice of push-
backs does not have a headquarter in Brussels or Warsaw, no press conferences, and
there is no website to refer to and no spokesperson; meaning that, on an institutional
level, push-backs remain an opaque practice literally happening in the dark since they
mostly remain officially undocumented by the conducting authorities.

So how to deal with this >invisible institutional practice<?

PBM 1: From a migrant solidarity perspective, it should not exist; neither with, nor
without a headquarter anywhere. It simply needs to stop. The legal void in the lawless
border zones needs to be addressed at its roots: the vulnerability of migrants because
of their status in Europe. I think this concept of >institutional practice< should be
better unpacked. Maybe we can see it from the angle of institutionalised violence
that is inherent to state authorities. There is no authority without violence.

Can you tell me, politically speaking, what does it mean then to map push-backs apart
from the visualisation of these events?

PBM 2: Concerning the idea of creating a document that allows us to witness the
dimensions of push-backs in Europe, smapping< push-backs means four things that
belong together: first, to visualise single events from a multitude of different sources
and second, to thereby proof the existence of the European-wide practice of expul-
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sions. We can, literally, >zoom out< and get a bigger picture of what is happening
all over Europe, particularly—but not only—at its margins. We can then virtually
see each of these single events as a manifestation of a European-wide phenomenon.
So, thirdly, the map brings to mind the importance of push-backs—despite being
predominantly »illegal<—for the functionality of the EU border regime.

And last but not least, to map these events also means to counteract the structure
of the situation in which the invisibility—of state actors, of the course of events, and
of the migrants who are pushed back—is the key to its functioning. In this sense,
making push-backs visible and naming them as an institutional practice is a crucial
political act. In this sense, we are inspired by projects such as the Watch the Med
Alarm Phone or Forensic Oceanography.

PBM 1: To end with an outlook: what are the potentials and limitations of the Push-
Back Map project?

PBM 2: As a transnational collective from different fields of radical politics, we also
want to stress the political approach to our work and to migrant solidarity in general.
We see our work embedded in a broader genealogy of anti-capitalist, antifascist, and
feminist struggles. We don‘t want to cooperate with any authorities or improve >bor-
der management<. We struggle for borderless and classless societies. We know that
mapping testimonies has many limitations. But one main goal of the mapping project
is also to provide a platform for transnational, non-hierarchical, radical grassroots or-
ganising, intervening, and exchange. We try to frame the Push-Back Map as a space
and a platform for collecting reports from a broad variety of sources and places. We
thereby hope to support, supplement, and embed the impressive work that is contin-
uously done by different structures and somehow enhance the >toolbox« of possible
interventions.

PBM 1: Agreed! But now, what about the limitations?

PBM 2: Well, documenting in itself is limited. There is always the urge to do more,
more concrete, and more >radical« stuff. There are already hundreds, if not thousands,
of reports on the subject yet little has changed. We often ask ourselves if the map

could possibly become a sort of >Alarmphones, initiating direct interventions.

Could it become a live tool where direct action follows a submitted report?
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PBM 1: In some contexts, this has been tried already on a small scale. But it is
certainly difficult to do on a larger scale as it is not based in one legal framework of
one national law. It would be necessary to have local actors involved in each country.

PBM 2: But that is exactly where we also see a potential of the map: as an open,
inclusive, and multilingual tool, it can serve as a stepping-stone for transnational
organising, building on and strengthening transnational ties among groups, activists,
and people on the move in different locations. This is in fact already happening.

PBM 1: In fact, the main task of the project we see at the moment is to remain vocal
and not shut up about these horrendous practices: The institutionalised daily violence
of push-backs at borders cannot remain invisible. It has to stop! By witnessing,
documenting, and denouncing push-backs, we support the continuous struggle for
freedom of movement and the right to stay for all!

COLLECTIVE INTERVIEW PART ll—
AFTER LONG MEETINGS AND SKYPE CALLS

PBM 1: So, quite some time has passed since we did our collective self-interview.
Since the end of February/beginning of March the situation has escalated so dras-
tically and rapidly that we thought we needed to update it. The escalation at the
Greek-Turkish border was followed by the massive outbreak of the Covid-19 virus
across Europe. These events are profoundly changing the border regimes. So, the
question we are asking to ourselves is: Does it still make sense to continue with the

mapping of push-backs in the current situation?

PBM 2: What has been happening in Greece since the beginning of March 2020 is
a very extreme suspension of basic rights: The Greek government has suspended the
right to submit asylum applications; they are detaining every new arrival, including
babies, children, and people with serious health risks; they have decided to push-back
everyone attempting to cross the EU/Greek border with Turkey. By implementing
these practices, the Greek and EU authorities have basically legalised push-backs and
they use FRONTEX openly pushing people back at sea. The EU has financially and
politically invested into this. This situation is a clusterfuck!

PBM 1: Yes! Additionally, in February, the European Court of Human Rights in
Strasbourg passed a judgement that more or less legalised Spain’s push-back practices
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at the Moroccan border fences of Ceuta and Melilla. This means to me that the legal
way to counter push-backs has reached its limits. The decrying of push-backs as
»illegal< has become meaningless. The normalisation of push-backs, and the violence
that comes with it, has been the first step to subsequently legalise these practices. It
is a tendency that we have observed for a while now. For example, in the Balkans,
the normalisation of institutional violence was, and continues to be, the daily reality
for far too many people.

PBM 2: Yet, I think we are witnessing a turning point regarding border practices
and push-backs. In the beginning of the year 2020, only a few governments wanted
to openly admit that they were conducting extremely violent push-backs on a daily
basis. Within a few weeks, all main EU authorities have suddenly become confident
in supporting Greece in their push-back practices to Turkey. Previously it was only
the right wing populists, like Orban or Salvini, encouraging push-backs, today, the
head of the European Commission, Van der Leyen, is applauding Greece for being
Europe’s »shield<, approving a wave of renewed nationalisms and nationalists which
feel confortable to shoot people at the northern Greek-Turkish border.

PBM 1: True. And this martial language is further accelerating with the spread of
the Covid-19 pandemic. What is currently happening across Europe is every author-
itarian’s wet dream: fundamental rights are being curtailed, borders are closed, and
freedom of movement is abolished. But this time for the entire population! Although
the virus targets everyone, no matter their legal status, it also renders structural in-
equalities more apparent: who has a house to stay in during the quarantine, and who
hasn’t; who has access to hygienic and medical care, and who hasn’t; who is able
to physically distance themselves, and who is confined and crammed in a camp with
hundreds or even thousands of other people.

PBM 2: So let’s try to analyse this: the EU just pulled off its mask, or its multiple
masks made of all these nice old concepts of good liberal European middle class
people, who believe in human rights, cultural diversity, and so on. Today, many are
ready to openly say: we need to defend the borders. It makes me really angry!

PBM 1: The pandemic increasingly appears to be used to re-fortify the nation-states
along their national borders. We should not let this happen! There are a number of
moments of solidarity, not only on a local level but also transnationally. However,
we have to rally for a solidarity that includes everyone, that leaves no one behind,
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and not out on the streets, not in factories or exploited in the agricultural fields, not at
militarised border zones, not in overcrowded camps, not in deportation prisons!

PBM 2: 1 agree, but to get back to the topic: What about our mapping? What do we
do with the map? Does it still make sense to continue revealing one push-back after
another, when the EU has suspended all border crossings for an unknown amount of
time on top of normalising and basically legalising push-backs?

PBM 1: 1think collecting testimonies of individual push-backs remains an important
act of solidarity with the people on the move. It may be legalised and normalised,
but it will never be ok, and we will continue to struggle against this and for the free-
dom of movement and the right to stay for everyone. Within the current Agambian-
Foucauldian nightmare of a biopolitical state of exception, it is more important than
ever to witness and report on the acts of authorities.

PBM 2: But it has also become much more difficult! Politically, though, I think the
strategy can no longer be only collecting reports of push-backs, but we need to show
the system behind it. We should try to visualise that push-backs are an institution
within a broader system which is profiting from push-backs. We have been discussing
this for a while now. Already before the current escalation, we thought we had to
make the >infrastructures< of this »institution« visible.

PBM I: True. The idea is to add one more layer into the map. We jokingly called it
the »Know-Your-Enemy Pin«. This pin maps data on the infrastructure behind push-
backs across Europe. In other words, it collects places as well as legislative elements
of the anti-migration and fortification regime: police stations, prisons, and other offi-
cial and unofficial places of confinement, but also court rulings, or policy decisions.

PBM 2: The push-back infrastructure pin is already on the map and ready to be
filled with content. The aim is to make clear that push-backs are just one of the
many tools that would not exist without the structure and logistics to support them.
With the data collected, we can create a new layer on the Push-Back Map—a kind
of counter-map—and reveal how the practice of push-back is embedded in a variety
of anti-migration infrastructures, which all contribute to normalising the European
border regime and more than ever as Fortress Europe.
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