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1. Abstract & Takeaways

Key Takeaways

1

Halle shows how a city can or-
ganise and institutionalise civic
anti-racist projects under diffi-
cult circumstances, as most of
Eastern Germany is under much
greater political pressure from
right-wing groups than Western
Germany.

2

Halle is a good example of how
civil society welcome structures,
which were set up during the
“Summer of Migration” in 2015,
have become permanent—even
after the decline in arrivals. They
continue to provide lasting local
solidarity work.

What is unique about the city?

Persistent anti-racist activism: Despite high pressure from right-wing
groups, the local anti-racist scene has worked to improve the lives of
refugees at the municipal and state level for more than two decades.
Over the years, its network of welcome initiatives have not only had a
local impact, but have also ensured the city of Halle demands improve-
ments from the state government. Halle has also adopted some pro-
gressive measures that significantly improve access to individual hous-
ing for refugees.

What is the focus of local migration policies?

Providing lasting local solidarity work: Local movements have focused
both on targeting inhumane migration policies, as well as on building
alternative structures in the absence of municipal action. The protest
against deportations from Leipzig-Halle airport, and the abolition of the
patronising voucher system for refugees, stand out in terms of critical
actions. A citizen-run welcome centre also offers support in many areas
of daily life.

What are the most outstanding results so far?

A meeting café for newcomers and long-time residents: Keeping up
the “welcome culture” of 2015 in a comparatively hostile environment
is itself an outstanding result of activism in Halle. In terms of individual
projects, the “welcome centre” stands out. When Halle’'s administration
refused to open an integration centre as the city council proposed, a
civic initiative took over and opened a meeting café for refugees and
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1 https://www.hallianz-fuer-viel-
falt.de/foerderung/

locals. It continues to offer several support services and is a well-known
meeting spot today. It offers help in learning and speaking German, in
filling out forms for authorities, and in applying for jobs.

Political activities and advocacy beyond the city level?

Months before the Seebricke movement emerged in summer 2018, an
initiative involving activist groups, institutions, individuals, and city ad-
ministration employees had already formed in Halle. Thanks to their re-
lentless activism, the city council decided that Halle should join “Cities
of Safe Harbours,” and support the Potsdam declaration.

Population
238,762

Location

East Germany, in the German state of
Saxony-Anhalt

Mayor
Bernd Wiegand (independent)

2. Local Background & context

Halle is a good example of how civil society welcome structures, which
were set up during the “Summer of Migration” in 2015, have become
permanent, even after the decline in arrivals. They continue to provide
lasting local solidarity work. However, their interaction with local pol-
icymakers can be tricky and institutional support can’t be taken for
granted.

Although an anti-racist civil society does exist in East Germany, it is un-
der much greater political pressure from right-wing groups than is the
case in West Germany. This is especially true for anti-racist initiatives
that receive public funds, as one of the most popular political strategies
of the far-right AfD in East Germany is to discredit local anti-racist initia-
tives as “extremist” in order to deprive them of public funds.

How to resist and organise in an hostile environment.

It was thus a symbolic political success that the city of Halle, together
with groups from civil society, created the “HALLIANZ” fund.! It supports
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voluntary work by associations and individuals, and anti-racism is a focal
point. The money comes from the federal program Demokratie leben!?
(“Living democracy”) and from private donations.

In 2020 alone, three projects in the anti-racism field were financed with
money from the fund. The local Georg-Cantor-Gymnasium invited See-
bricke representatives for a project day and dealt with topics on asylum
and refugees. Support was given to the mobile food collective FoodNot-
Borders?, which not only cooks at anti-racist actions, but in turn uses the
income to support anti-racist projects.

The HALLIANZ fund also provided money for the “Coffee Party for Wom-
en.*” This is a discussion room for women with a refugee or migration
background. Students from Halle set themselves the goal of creating a
meeting place to give women the opportunity to discuss intimate top-
ics, accompanied by two interpreters. They wanted to provide women,
who have not lived in Halle or Germany for long, with contacts for topics
such as sexuality or the body. The group brought together interested
women and interpreters so that future meetings can be self-organised.

The Fight for Public Support

Public support for antiracist initiatives cannot be taken for granted in
cities like Halle. Just how much, for example, became apparent when
left-wing parties proposed a city council resolution in December 2017.
The city council decided that as of March 2018, staff positions for a “Spe-
cialist Centre for Democracy - Against Racism and Xenophobia” should
be established.* This unit would also deal with activities in the field of
refugee solidarity. However, the mayor did not fill this post until 2020. In
July, he even announced that he would ignore the decision. There would
be no specialist office for right-wing extremism, but instead a specialist
office “for democracy” and “against all extremism.”® The Left criticised
this sharply.® However, Halle has introduced a part-time position of a
coordinator for the city’s reception activities, who has been joining as-
semblies of local anti-racist groups.

Anti-Deportation Protests

The local Solidarity City group regularly organises protests against de-
portations and discriminatory state practices in Halle and its surround-
ing region.

One of these was at Halle-Leipzig Airport, of which the city of Halle is
also a shareholder. Prior to the outbreak of the COVID—19 pandemic,
Germany had carried out a total of 33 highly controversial deportation
flights using collective charters since 2016. With the flights organised
by the federal government and some federal states, a total of 907 men
were returned to Afghanistan. The majority of the flights took off from
the centrally located Halle/Leipzig airport.

Local groups protested on the spot almost each time, with the See-
bricke/Solidarity City group being involved since the protests began.
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Georg Schitze of the Halle Office of the Refugee Council of Saxony-An-
halt said that for transparent and fair procedures, possible illnesses of
those affected must be passed on, and that the sick are medically ac-
companied. He criticised authorities repeatedly for refusing to allow in-
dependent deportation observers at the airport.”

Abolishing the voucher system

Since autumn 2017, the social welfare office in Merseburg (Saalekreis),
which geographically surrounds the city of Halle, has been giving
Gutscheine (“vouchers”) instead of cash to refugees.? It is a sanctioning
measure for refugees whose asylum applications were rejected and who
have only a “Duldung”(people on a toleration certificate).? Like all refu-
gees, they are subject to an obligation to cooperate in obtaining pass-
ports and thus de facto facilitate their own deportation. In cases where
people with Duldung are without passports, the authorities use a legal
regulation to deprive them of social welfare benefits in order to force
them to “voluntarily leave the country” or undergo deportation. One
means of exerting pressure is to refuse cash and instead issue vouch-
ers. The sum of the vouchers is far below the general social subsistence
level. As a rule, adults receive vouchers valid for 150 euro per month,
whereas the normal allowance is 354 euro. Due to the lack of cash, they
can no longer pay their lawyer fees, tickets, or telephone credits, for
example. Nor can the vouchers be used to pay for medication or items
such as tobacco or alcohol. The vouchers cannot be changed for cash
in the shop, nor is cash given in return if the vouchers are not fully used.
In 2020, there were about 500 refugees living in the Saalekreis who were
entitled to social benefits according to the Asylum Seekers Benefits
Act. For about 150 of them, this entitlement is limited. They receive the
vouchers instead of cash, which are issued every two weeks. This was
particularly critical, because the voucher system for refugees had been
abandoned at the federal level in 2012, after a decade of protests.

Volunteers - which later included the Seebrlcke and Solidarity City
group - began exchanging these vouchers for cash in 2017. An activist
involved states:

“For us it is absolutely clear that the voucher system as a
whole must be abolished. It is racist, stigmatising, degrad-
ing, and means a considerable deterioration of the already
difficult living situation of refugees.”
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3. Selected local approaches

3.1 Assistance and social interaction for
refugees and locals: “Welcome Treff”

One of the most important projects for refugee support in daily life is
the so-called “Welcome Treff” — a large civil society-run meeting place
for refugees and other citizens. It was opened by a civic initiative in
2015 after the city refused to open its own centre. It is offering several
different support services and is a well-known meeting spot for differ-
ent groups.

In the summer of 2015, even before the sharp increase in refugee ar-
rivals in the second half of the year, the Linke (Left Party) and the SPD
(Social Democrats) made a push to transform Halle's foreigners admin-
istration into a welcoming authority. In September 2015, the city council
commissioned the Mayor to develop a concept for a “Welcome Centre”
for asylum seekers, refugees, EU citizens, and international students.'
This should offer the functions of a registration office, immigration of-
fice, housing agency, support for child care, school attendance and
study opportunities, counselling on living expenses, and information on
the recognition of qualifications acquired abroad. The application went
through, but was never implemented, as the mayor refused to comply.
On his initiative, the state administration office declared the city council
plan “illegal.”™ The reform, which would actually have made Halle a lot
more “welcoming,” was off the table. The administration did not want to
have such a project imposed on it. But only a few months later a similar
institution opened - offering large parts of what the planned communal
“Welcome Centre” would have had: the “Welcome Treff."2

How to run a Meeting Café

Established in December 2015, the initiative is a meeting café for refu-
gees and locals. It offers help in learning and speaking German, in filling
out forms for authorities, or applying for jobs. It is open longer on some
days, and offers opportunities for games or sports. It is run by the Frei-
willigen-Agentur Halle-Saalkreis e.V. and the city of Halle.

The Welcome Treff offers volunteers as personal Lotsen (pilots) for refu-
gees. They provide initial information and orientation, advice, and trans-
lations. They help with everyday appointments, visits to authorities and
doctors, with the search for language courses and leisure activities, or
with the registration of children in kindergarten or school. A series of
evening events called “Society and Integration” offers free education
on various topics. Its speakers design their seminars in such a way that
non-native speakers can also follow.

In 2017, a separate women’s café was added under the roof of the Wel-
come-Treff - after all, a good third of Halle’s refugees are women. These
meetings often first need a protected space and time, in order to de-
velop confidence and open themselves, says the director of the Wel-
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come-Treff, Julia Burghardt. “We began with an idea workshop and were
impressed about the large resonance and ideas the women have. The
women should be further encouraged to develop their abilities and sup-
port each other.”® Starting in 2018, the Welcome Treff was also a place
where the local Solidarity City group met, which in turn is partly made
up of activists from the Welcome Treff. In 2020, the “Welcome-Treff”
was awarded the German Neighborhood Award.* The jury found that
the Welcome Treff “sets an example for more diversity at this special
location in Halle and is thus an inspiration for other regions throughout
Germany.”®

4.2 No Lager, but a home

In addition to public support for alternative and anti-racist projects,
the debate in Halle has long revolved around the issue of housing for
refugees. Campaigning work by civic initiatives like NolLAger, which
lasted well over ten years, gradually created a critical public awareness
of camp accommodation. As a result of this activism, the city has used
its municipal agency, leading to several improvements. Refugees can
move into their own homes more quickly than in other cities. Moreover,
around 700 Integration Flats with favourable conditions for refugees
were created, as well as a residential care home for female refugees.

As with almost everywhere in Germany, the city of Halle accommo-
dates refugees in collective accommodation. This was made an issue by
the anti-racist scene as early as 2002. In the following years, the group
documented violations of fundamental rights in the collective accom-
modation centres of Saxony-Anhalt. “We support refugees and refu-
gee initiatives in their political struggle for an improved living situation,
for housing and for the right to stay. We oppose all forced housing in
collective centres and camps and demand their closure,”® they wrote,
calling for people to be housed in decentralised housing. The activists
fought against Residenzpflicht” and the deportation of rejected asylum
seekers. Closing the camps and giving refugees single apartments has
also been a main demand of the Solidarity City group in Halle.™

Municipality’s Room for Maneuver

In Saxony-Anhalt, it is up to the districts and independent towns to de-
cide whether to give the refugees housing or let them live in homes.
As a rule, however, the asylum law™ stipulates that asylum seekers are
accommodated in shared accommodation. Nonetheless, the receiving
municipalities have room for flexibility - particularly from a humanitarian
point of view - in providing accommodation. The state of Saxony-An-
halt recommends that families with at least one underage child, should
be given accommodation after six months in the camp. Single parents
should also be allowed to move into flats after three years.

Halle has shortened these deadlines. Here, refugees can move into their
own homes more quickly than in other cities - in some cases after only
two weeks in collective accommodation. The decisive factor here is
whether the prospects of staying are considered good. However, there
is no legal entitlement to this acceleration.
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The Integration Flats Model

Since 2016, the city of Halle has followed a phased model for housing
refugees: First, they are accommodated in shared accommodation. At
the same time, the city began renting around 700 flats as so-called In-
tegrationswohnungen (“integration flats”) from municipal housing com-
panies. These are given to refugees by the municipality with the help
of sub-tenancy agreements. After recognition, the tenancy agreements
are taken over by the refugees.

Although the integration flats are distributed throughout the city of
Halle, there is a special concentration of refugees in a few districts: “The
majority of the available stock of these companies is in socially disadvan-
taged neighbourhoods.”® There, rental flats of small and medium size
are still available at relatively favourable prices and conditions. “This may
explain why integration into the regular housing market for refugees in
Halle was already well advanced at an early stage.”? At the beginning of
2017, 44 percent of asylum seekers in Halle were already integrated into
the regular housing market.22

Today, there are two collective accommodation centres in the city
with 202 places. In addition, there are 174 block flats and 731 Integra-
tionswohnungen.

A residential care home for female refugees

Additionally, Halle has a Flichtlingsfrauenhaus, or a residential care
home for female refugees with or without children. Since it was found-
ed in Kéthen in 1996 and moved to Halle in 2001, the facility has offered
a special form of shared assisted living for traumatised refugee women
travelling alone and their children who have experienced violence in
their country of origin, on the run or in shared accommodation. It is
a protected area without male access. Requirements of entry are that
the women (and their children) are asylum seekers or are on a Duldung
(“Toleration™) and living in Saxony-Anhalt. The house, which is funded
by the federal government and the state, is a model for the rest of Ger-
many.
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4. Advocacy and Network activities

Months before the Seebriicke movement emerged in summer 2018, an
initiative of activist groups, institutions, individuals and city administra-
tion employees had already formed in Halle. Thanks to their relentless
activism, the city council decided that Halle joins the alliance “Cities of
Safe Harbours” and supports the Potsdam declaration.

On the initiative of the local Seebricke Group, on December 19, 2018,
Halle's city council passed a resolution for the “reception of people res-
cued from distress at sea.”?® The resolution was requested by an alliance
of four left parties. The conservative CDU and FDP, as well as the far right
AfD, had previously voted against the resolution in the Finance Commit-
tee. It states: “The city council of Halle declares its willingness (...) to
accept people rescued from distress at sea, especially in the Mediter-
ranean.” The council hoped that by respecting the mayor’s autonomy,
he would take the matter up. But the resolution has had no practical
consequences for the time being.

Joining Municipal Solidarity Networks

18 months later, on June 11, 2020, the city council therefore adopted a
second declaration,? introduced by Die Linke (Left). It states that the
“City of Halle” joins the alliance “Cities of Safe Harbours” and supports
the “Potsdam Declaration”. This is a declaration from June 2019, in which
initially around 60 German cities and municipalities publicly declared
their willingness to admit people rescued from distress at sea.

Halle, it was decided, would initially take in five unaccompanied minors
and an additional contingent of up to 145 people from refugee camps in
Greece. The Mayor was asked to inform the office of the alliance “Cities
of Safe Harbours” of the decision and to take all further steps to accom-
modate the refugees. In addition, he was asked to contact the state
of Saxony-Anhalt and the federal government. The mayor was also to
advocate a humanitarian reception program in Saxony-Anhalt vis-a-vis
the state government. In addition, the state government should support
a Bundesrat (State Chamber) initiative by the state of Berlin to change
this. The aim of this initiative was to amend the German Residence Act in
such a way that the federal states could adopt humanitarian admission
programs without the federal government’s consent. The background
to this is that the conservative Federal Interior Ministry had been refus-
ing to approve local and state initiatives for direct refugee admission
since 2018.
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5. Update: What is new in 2023¢

€ The number of racist violent acts in Saxony-Anhalt is alarming:

in 2022, people were attacked and injured at least every two to
three days for racist, extreme right-wing, antisemitic and/or an-
ti-LGBTIQ* motives. Violence against political opponents contin-
ues to be the second most frequent motive for crimes.? The city
of Halle continues to be a stronghold for racist violence in Sax-
ony-Anhalt but the local anti-racism scene continues working to
improve the lives of refugees.

The initiative “Welcome Treff” was awarded again in autumn 2021,
this time by ‘Bundnis fir Demokratie und Toleranz - gegen Extrem-
ismus und Gewalt (BfDT)" as an exemplary project nationwide.?®

Bernd Wiegand (former Mayor, independent) has been temporar-
ily removed from office since 7 June 2021 in the wake of the affair
surrounding his premature Corona vaccination.? His legal replace-
ment is mayor Egbert Geier (Social Democratic Party). The next
regular elections will not take place until 2026. Wiegand had been
in office in Halle since 2012 and relied on the formation “Haupt-
sache Halle” (which was criticised for joining forces with Gernot
Nette, who in the past was politically active for the far-right AfD
and appeared at LEGIDA, a right-wing, anti-islamic movement?8) in
the city council. Geier, on the other hand, is less controversial. So
far, Halle admitted “about 1,200 more Ukraine refugees [...] than
would be required according to the allocation key” under his gov-
ernment.?®

Since 2022, the city of Halle has been organising a new initiative
called “housing sponsorships”, for citizens who would like to par-
ticipate in the accommodation of war refugees from Ukraine. As
part of this housing sponsorship, the sponsors agree to arrange
the furnishing and equipping of a flat. The city itself provides the
flat.3°

The Moving Cities project provides an in-depth research of progressive cities in Europe, exploring
their most inspiring and successful approaches to migration policies. Find more city reports at

www.moving-cities.eu.

Read more about the project and how it is funded on the website: https://moving-cities.eu/about
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