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I. INTRODUCTION

Migration governance in Italy is an ever contested and evolving field,
shaped by shifting political priorities inter-regional disparities, and the
broader dynamics of European border regimes!. As different scholars
have noted?, Italy’s position at the geo-political intersection of the
Mediterranean places it at the frontline of humanitarian arrivals, while
simultaneously embedding it within securitarian frameworks that produce
uneven and often contradictory responses to human mobility. Within this
landscape, the governance of asylum and reception oscillates between
formal commitments to protection and the pervasive production of
bureaucratic precarity, a dynamic that resonates both with FOUCAULT's?
notion of biopolitical management —where the regulation of life and health
is unevenly distributed across populations—- and with BUTLER’s conception
of structural precarity*, understood not merely as an individual condition
but as a selfperpetuating institutional force that renders certain lives
disproportionately exposed to harm and marginalization.

The Region of Sicily —and the city of Palermo in particular— offers a
distinctive vantage point from which to examine these tensions. As an
“archipelago of inclusion practices, reproducing structural inequalities
and systemic disconnections”®, Palermo embodies both the promise of
solidarity and the persistence of socio-economic fragilities, offering a
compelling case for examining how professional interventions mediate
between protection and precarity in migrant inclusion. Within this context,
the SAI system (Sistema di Accoglienza e Integrazione®) occupies a central
role. Conceived as a decentralized, municipality-led model of reception,
SAI embodies what scholars have identified as welfare localism’: whereby

1 GATTINARA, P. C.: The Politics of Migration in Italy: Perspectives on Local Debates and Party
Competition, Routledge, London-New York, 2016, pp. 11-13.

2 For example: AMBROSINI, M. et al.: Migrazioni irregolari e welfare invisibile: Il lavoro di cura
attraverso le frontiere, il Mulino, Bologna, 2013; CAMPESI, G., Polizia della frontiera. Frontex e la produzione
dello spazio europeo. DeriveApprodi, 2015; CUSUMANO, E.; VILLA, M.: “From ‘Angels’ to ‘Vice Smugglers”:
The Criminalization of Sea Rescue NGOs in Italy”, European Journal on Criminal Policy and Research, 2021,
vol. 27, nim. 1, pp. 23-40; TRIANDAFYLLIDOU, A.: “A ‘Refugee Crisis’ Unfolding: ‘Real’ Events and Their
Interpretation in Media and Political Debates”, Journal of Immigrant & Refugee Studies, 2018, vol. 16, nim.
1-2, pp. 198-216.

3 FOUCAULT, M.: The Birth of Biopolitics, Palgrave Macmillan, London, 2008.

4 BUTLER, J.: Precarious Life. The Powers of Mourning and Violence, Verso, London, 2004.

5> TUMMINELLI, G.; DI ROSA, R. T.: “Beyond Margins: Disability and Migration in the Face of
Institutional Silence”, en AA.W.: D6.1 Policy Briefs: Policy Briefs on Local Governance of Human Mobility for
the Town Halls of Granada and Palermo (dirs. M. B. Morata Garcia de la Puerta, P. Rodriguez Aznar, R. T. Di
Rosa, M. T. Gijon Sanchez), Global-ANSWER Project, Granada-Palermo, 2025, pp. 35-41, p. 38.

6 The SAI (acronym for Sistema di Accoglienza e Integrazione, translated as the Reception and
Integration System) is Italy’s national network of reception and integration projects, designed to support
people seeking international protection as well as other categories of migrants with specific vulnerabilities.
For further information, see: https://www.retesai.it/ [Accessed on November 24%, 2025].

7 ANDREOTTI, A.; MINGIONE, E.; POLIZZI, E.: “Local Welfare Systems: A Challenge for Social
Cohesion”, Urban Studies, 2012, vol. 49, nim. 9, s.p., DOI: 10.1177/0042098012444884.
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welfare responsibilities are devolved to local authorities (in this case,
Municipalities) and embedded in place-specific networks of services,
partnerships, and community initiatives.® While the system emphasizes
individualized inclusion practices and professionalized care, its reliance
on project-based funding and short-term contracts generates institutional
precariousness that affects both migrants and practitioners. As AGAMBEN?®
reminds us, spaces of protection can also function as spaces of exception,
where rights are granted but simultaneously constrained.

Against this backdrop, professional actors (including social workers,
cultural mediators, educators) become crucial intermediaries in
translating policy into lived experience. Drawing on LIPSKY's street-level
bureaucracy*® and MASTEKAASA's professional autonomy*, this chapter
conceptualizes these practitioners as agents who exercise discretion,
moral judgment, and relational labour to mitigate the contradictions of the
reception system. Their interventions shape migrants’ pathways through
what might otherwise become spaces of waiting, dependency, and
marginality. At the same time, professionals themselves are embedded
in precarious institutional conditions, forced to navigate the dual logic of
care and control that structures contemporary migration governance.

Building on these debates, this chapter aims to investigate how
professional intervention within Palermo’s SAI system mediates the
tension between protection and precarity, and how such mediation
influences processes of social inclusion in Palermo. This study is
empirically grounded in 14 semistructured interviews conducted within the
framework of the Global-ANSWER project (H2020-MSCA-RISEGA-2019),
involving SAI professionals from diverse backgrounds -including facility
managers, frontline operators, and cultural mediators—- carried out
across 7 centres embodying different types of reception projects. These
included ordinary centres for adults, facilities dedicated to unaccompanied
foreign minors (MSNA?), as well as specialized projects for women and
families. The analysis engages three interrelated dimensions: first, the
fragility of protection systems, examining how bureaucratic delays,
funding limitations, and institutional bottlenecks constrain the delivery
of comprehensive social support; second, the mediation between policy
and practice, focusing on how professionals develop adaptive strategies

8 CAMPESI, G.: “Between Containment, Confinement and Dispersal: The Evolution of the Italian
Reception System Before and After the ‘Refugee Crisis’’, Journal of Modern Italian Studies, 2018, vol. 23,
num. 4, pp. 490-506.

9 AGAMBEN, G.: Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, Stanford University Press, Stanford,
1998.

1 LIPSKY, M.: Street-Level Bureaucracy: Dilemmas of the Individual in Public Service, Russell Sage
Foundation, New York, 2010.

i MASTEKAASA, A.: “How Important Is Autonomy to Professional Workers?”, Professions and
Professionalism, 2011, vol. 1, nim. 1, pp. 36-51.

2 In Italian language, MSNA stands for “minori stranieri non accompagnati” or unaccompanied
foreign minors.
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to bridge gaps between restrictive regulations and migrants’ everyday
needs; and third, the emergence of social innovation and good practices,
highlighting intervention models that foster autonomy, participation,
and rights access despite precarious institutional condition. The research
question thus guiding the analysis is:

How do professionals, who operate within Palermo’s SAI system,
balance protection and precarity in shaping migrant reception and
integration?

The chapter unfolds as follows. SECTION II provides a contextual
overview of migration governance in Italy, with a specific focus to the
structure of SAI reception systems. SECTION III elaborates the
theoretical framework, focusing on the protection-precarity nexus, the
role of professional intervention, and sociological perspectives on social
inclusion. SECTION IV outlines the methodological approach. SECTION
V presents the empirical findings across seven thematic axes emerging
from the analysis, while situating these findings within wider debates on
EU migration governance. SECTION VI concludes with reflections on the
implications for policy, practice, and future research.

II. CONTEXTUAL BACKGROUND

1. Migration governance in Italy

Migration to Italy has been a defining feature of the country’s socio-
political landscape since the 1980s, given the geographic position at the
Mediterranean crossroads and its integration into evolving European
border regimes. While public debate often frames migration through the
lens of emergency, long-term data reveal a structural and consolidated
presence instead. According to the DOSSIER STATISTICO IMMIGRAZIONE,
foreign residents reached 5,422,426 people in 2024%3, equal to 9.2% of
the total populationi4. This share has grown gradually over the last decade
and reflects Italy’s stable role as both a destination and transit country
within European mobility dynamics.

Demographically, the foreign population is marked by a significant
youth component: 19.3% are minors, and by a near gender balance,
with women representing 49.8% in 2024%. The five largest national
groups include Romanians (1,073,196), Albanians (416,229), Moroccans

13 CENTRO STUDI E RICERCHE IDOS; CENTRO STUDI CONFRONTI; ISTITUTO DI STUDI POLITICI “S.
PIO V”: Dossier Statistico Immigrazione 2025, IDOS, Roma, 2025, p. 339.

4 CENTRO STUDI E RICERCHE IDOS; CENTRO STUDI CONFRONTI; ISTITUTO DI STUDI POLITICI “S.
PIO V”. Dossier Statistico ... p. 370.

15 CENTRO STUDI E RICERCHE IDOS; CENTRO STUDI CONFRONTI; ISTITUTO DI STUDI POLITICI “S.
PIO V”. Dossier Statistico ... p. 13.
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(412,346), Chinese (308,984) and Ukrainians (273,484)%*. Labour market
data similarly underscore the structural role of migrant workers, who
are concentrated in services (63.4%), industry (30.1%) and agriculture
(6.5%)Y. Despite this stabilization, mobility towards Italy continues to
be strongly influenced by geopolitical shifts to EU border governance. In
2024, sea arrivals fell significantly to 66,317, down 57.9% from 157,651
in 2023, This decline reflects the combined effect of intensified border
control measures, the reinforcement of the EU-Tunisia agreement, and
changing migratory routes. IDOS reports that most arrivals in 2024
departed from Libya (63%), followed by Tunisia (29%), Turkiye (5%) and
Algeria (2%)®. Sicily remains the principal entry point, mirroring long-
standing territorial imbalances in the distribution of border infrastructure:
Lampedusa alone received over two-thirds of all landings.

The reception system mirrors the territorial disparities. While hotspots
and first-aid facilities absorb the initial pressure of maritime arrivals,
concentrated overwhelmingly in Sicily, the long-term management of
reception is allocated to a differentiated architecture composed of CAS
(Centri di Accoglienza Straordinaria)® and the SAI system. The SAI
network, in particular, constitutes the core of Italy’s inclusion-oriented
reception model and is designed as a decentralized and municipality-led
system, grounded in principles of local governance and individualized
support pathways. SAI operates as a national network of projects
managed by municipalities, often in partnership with third-sector
organizations, and supported by the ANCI (Associazione Nazionale
Comuni Italiani)®. Within this design, each project aims to provide
housing, legal assistance, educational orientation, psychological support,
and tailored integration measures such as language training, vocational
guidance, and social mediation. Despite its normative emphasis on
inclusion, the SAI remains numerically limited compared to emergency-
oriented structures. IDOS’ regional profiles make this imbalance visible:
in Sicily 5,963 people were hosted in SAI projects at the end of 2024 in

% Ibidem.

7 Ibidem.

8 CENTRO STUDI E RICERCHE IDOS; CENTRO STUDI CONFRONTI; ISTITUTO DI STUDI POLITICI “S.
PIO V". Dossier Statistico ... p. 101.

9 CENTRO STUDI E RICERCHE IDOS; CENTRO STUDI CONFRONTI; ISTITUTO DI STUDI POLITICI “S.
PIO V". Dossier Statistico ... p. 132.

20 CAS Centres are the second pillar of Italy’s reception architecture. Unlike the SAI system, whose
activation is tied to municipal participation and medium-term inclusion, were created as emergency
structures, activated directly by Prefectures through rapid procurement procedures in response to sudden
increases in arrivals or shortages of ordinary reception places. Their extraordinary nature, however, has
become structurally normalized: in many regions, CAS have long outnumbered SAI projects, functioning
as the default entry point for the majority of asylum seekers. They typically guarantee basic material
conditions (e.g., housing, food provision, and essential administrative assistance), but generally do not offer
the broader orientation services (e.g., legal accompaniment, psychosocial support, vocational training) that
characterize the SAI model. For more information see: https://www.interno.gov.it/it/temi/immigrazione-e-
asilo/sistema-accoglienza-sul-territorio/centri-limmigrazione [Accessed on 25th November, 2025].

2L In English it translates to “National Association of Italian Local Municipalities”.
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contrast to 3,913 accommodated in CAS and other kinds of facilities®.
This distribution reflects both the structural reliance on extraordinary
reception and the constraints that municipalities face in scaling up SAI
capacity, particularly in areas marked by chronic socioeconomic fragility
or limited administrative resources like the city of Palermo.

2. The SAI system

The SAI system, formerly SPRAR, was formally reorganised in 2020
to consolidate a model of decentralized and municipality-led reception
centred on individualized support, structured access to territorial services,
and community-based inclusion pathways. Its architecture rests on
three project typologies: ordinary, MSNA and DM-DS, whose distribution
reflects both national priorities and the evolving composition of arrivals.
According to the Rapporto Annuale SAI 2024, the system displayed a
high activation capacity: by 31 December 2024, 38,696 active places
were financed nationwide, of which 82.6% belonged to ordinary projects,
15.4% to MSNA, and 2% to DM-DS categories®.

The MSNA component represents one of the system’s most demanding
and complex segments. Nationally, as of July 2025, the SAI network counted
39,970 places, of which 6,283 were allocated specifically to MSNA%*. In 2024,
SAI projects for unaccompanied minors hosted 9,510 beneficiaries, whereas
the intensity of care needs is substantial: national data show that MSNA
projects must absorb minors who are increasingly close to adulthood, often
transferred from first reception structures shortly before turning 18, and
who require extended support periods, including administrative “prosieguo”
up to age 21, and frequent transfers from MSNA projects to ordinary SAI
pathways for continuity of support®. Moreover, the report highlights the
acute vulnerabilities present among MSNA girls, a small group (3% of
MSNA beneficiaries) but one marked by critical needs: 22.4% victims or
potential victims of trafficking, 18.8% survivors of torture or violence, 6%
presenting mental health distress, and 11.2% arriving pregnant®. These
data underscore the need for highly specialized, multidisciplinary teams and
strong integration with territorial health and social services.

The picture that emerges reveals both the strengths and fragilities
of the SAI model. On one hand, SAI projects remain the most stable and

22 CENTRO STUDI E RICERCHE IDOS; CENTRO STUDI CONFRONTI; ISTITUTO DI STUDI POLITICI “S.
PIO V”. Dossier Statistico ... p. 472.

23 SERVIZIO CENTRALE SAI; ANCI; FONDAZIONE CITTALIA: 23° Rapporto annuale ... p. 157.

24 CENTRO STUDI E RICERCHE IDOS; CENTRO STUDI CONFRONTI; ISTITUTO DI STUDI POLITICI “S.
PIO V”. Dossier Statistico ... p. 333.

% CENTRO STUDI E RICERCHE IDOS; CENTRO STUDI CONFRONTI; ISTITUTO DI STUDI POLITICI “S.
PIO V”. Dossier Statistico ... p.160.

% SERVIZIO CENTRALE SAI; ANCI; FONDAZIONE CITTALIA: 23° Rapporto annuale del Sistema di
Accoglienza e Integrazione (SAI), Servizio Centrale SAI, Roma, 2024, p.86.
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inclusion-oriented segment of Italy’s reception architecture: they offer
continuity and enable municipalities to develop tailored programmes
aligned with local labour markets, educational infrastructures, and civic
participation opportunities. On the other hand, the system’s structural
constraints are significant. The expansion of SAI depends on voluntary
municipal participation, its financing follows multi-year cycles subject to
political variability, and the availability of qualified personnel (including
educators, social workers, psychologists, legal experts, and cultural
mediators) remains uneven across regions. As the SAI report notes,
staffing needs are substantial: in 2024, 7,050 operators worked in MSNA
projects alone, while 17,732 operators were engaged across the network,
reflecting high professionalization requirements but persistent territorial
disparities in resource distribution.?

The SAI system thus sits at the intersection of welfare localism and
institutional precarity: municipalities are tasked with delivering high-
quality, inclusion-oriented reception, yet they operate within constrained
fiscal environments, chronic underfunding of social services, and shifting
national and EU frameworks that often oscillate between expansion and
retrenchment. As a result, SAI becomes a microcosm of the broader tensions
shaping Italy’s migration governance: a site where protection, control, and
uncertainty intersect; where local actors must reconcile ambitious inclusion
mandates with limited and unstable resources; and where migrants’
everyday experiences, and professional practices within the system, are
directly shaped by these structural contradictions. In complex urban
settings like Palermo, these dynamics are felt even more acutely, revealing
the uneven geography of integration opportunities across Italy.

3. Palermo as a case study

International media have lately often depicted Palermo as “haven
for refugees”?, posing its attitude towards migration a “crossroad of
cultures”? where the city and its inhabitants are an “ideal refuge”*. By
2018, when Palermo was nominated Italian Capital of Culture®, the city’s

27 SERVIZIO CENTRALE SAI; ANCI; FONDAZIONE CITTALIA: 23° Rapporto annuale ... pp.46-50

8 KIRCHGAESSNER, S.: “From Mafia City to a Haven for Refugees: Palermo Moves On from Its
Criminal Past”, The Guardian, 27 diciembre 2015. Available at: https.//www.theguardian.com/world/2015/
dec/27/palermo-rejects-mafia-safe-haven-refugees-sicily-mayor-leoluca-orlando  [Accessed on 25"
November, 2025].

2 BRADLEY, K.: “A City at the Crossroads Examines Migration, Through Art”, The New York Times,
22 junio 2018. Available at: https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/22/arts/design/manifesta-palermo.html/
[Accessed on 25" November, 2025].

30 CHABAS, C.: “En Italie, Palerme veut ‘s'organiser pour résister’ a la politique anti-migrants”,
Le Monde, 12 junio 2018. Available at: https://www.lemonde.fr/europe/article/2018/06/12/en-italie-
palerme-veut-s-organiser-pour-resister-a-la-politique-anti-migrants_5313239 3214.html [Accessed on 25%
November, 2025].

31 The official candidacy page defines Palermo as a “mosaic city”, where each piece reflects a
different world and culture functions as a means of dialogue, mutual understanding, and the overcoming
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identity as a hub of hospitality and multiculturalism was firmly on the
international stage. Its role as a site of reception, despite the growing
presence of civic and local initiatives, is marked by socio-economic
precarity: coexistence with long-term residents combined collaboration
with subtle social hierarchies and cultural prejudices, revealing a nuanced,
everyday negotiation of inclusion.®> In 2024, the city hosted 34,968
foreign residents (3.1% of the population), making it Sicily’s second-
largest migrant settlement®. At the regional level, Sicily remains a key
Mediterranean gateway, with Lampedusa, Pozzallo, and Messina serving
as first landing points for arrivals.

Within this configuration, Palermo itself is a significant SAI hub.
The Rapporto Annuale SAI 2024 registers 385 funded SAI places in the
municipality®, distributed across ordinary, MSNA, and DM-DS categories®,
confirming the city’s central administrative role in the governance of
decentralized reception projects. However, the city’s governance practices
reveal deep tensions between symbolic narratives of hospitality and the
concrete functioning of local institutions. As underlined by GUCCIARDO et
al.*®, mechanisms created to enhance representation, such as the Consulta
delle Culture®, struggle to move beyond symbolic inclusion, hampered by
limited institutional capacity and a weak relational infrastructure linking
the municipality to migrant civil society. Consequently, Palermo emerges
as a contradictory case: internationally celebrated as a welcoming city
that is sustained by a dense web of civic actors, yet simultaneously
marked by institutional fragmentation and resource scarcity to enhance
everyday experiences of inclusion. This combination situates Palermo not
as an exceptional haven, but as an instructive illustration of the challenges
and potentials of local migration governance in contexts characterised by
socioeconomic precarity and high symbolic exposure to human mobility.

of differences that impede peaceful coexistence. For further information, see: https://capitalidellacultura.
cultura.gov.it/palermo/ [Accessed on 25" November, 2025].

32 BOOTH, S. S.; COLE, J. E.: “An Unsettling Integration: Immigrant Lives and Work in Palermo”,
Modern Italy, 1999, vol. 4, nium. 2, pp. 191-205.

33 CENTRO STUDI E RICERCHE IDOS; CENTRO STUDI CONFRONTI; ISTITUTO DI STUDI POLITICI “S.
PIO V”. Dossier Statistico ... p. 472.

34 SERVIZIO CENTRALE SAI; ANCI; FONDAZIONE CITTALIA: 23° Rapporto ... p. 138.

% In the SAI system, “ordinary” refers to standard reception projects for adults and families;
“MSNA” identifies dedicated pathways for unaccompanied foreign minors; and “DM-DS" indicates specialized
projects activated under ministerial decrees for persons with particular vulnerabilities or special reception
needs.

3% GUCCIARDO, G.; GERBINO, G.; FRAZZICA, G.: “Local Governance and Collaboration with Migrant
Associations”, in AA.VV.: Policy Briefs, Global-ANSWER Project, Global-ANSWER, 2025, p. 58.

37 The Consulta delle Culture is an elected advisory body established by the Municipality of Palermo
in 2013 with the aim of representing residents of foreign origin and promoting intercultural dialogue.
Although conceived as an institutional mechanism for political inclusion, research shows that its influence
has remained largely symbolic due to limited institutional mandates and insufficient linkage with migrant
associations. For further information: https://repository.comune.palermo.it/partecipa-consulta-culture.php
[Accessed on November 25th, 2025].
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III. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The theoretical framework draws on interdisciplinary scholarship
in migration studies and critical social work, positioning Palermo’s SAI
system as an empirical standpoint to examine the entangled dynamics
of protection, precarity, and professional agency. In doing so, it allows
for a conceptualization of both institutional and socioeconomic constraints
within which professionals operate locally, as well as the adaptive practices
emerging in response to these structural fragilities. The framework thus
serves as analytical lens for examining three core dimensions of the SAI
system: (1) the fragility and selectivity of protection mechanisms; (2)
the mediating practices and discretionary strategies enacted by frontline
professionals; and (3) the emergence of context-specific innovations that
challenge or circumvent structural constraints.

1. Protection vs Precarity

A central premise of this study is that migration governance oscillates
between logics of care and control, a dynamic thoroughly examined in the
works of FOUCAULT*®and BUTLER%. Migrant’s reception systems, embedded
to the legal and psychosocial practices, are formally oriented toward the
provision of shelter, rights and inclusion. Yet these same systems enact
classificatory regimes and bureaucratic filtering that delimit the boundaries
of legitimate presence. This duality resonates strongly with FOUCAULT's
conception of biopolitical governmentality, wherein populations are
regulated through the management of life and mobility, while subjects
are differentially exposed to forms of vulnerability. In this regard, the SAI
system constitutes a form of ambiguous biopolitical space, simultaneously
offering protection and producing new forms of dependency, surveillance,
and temporally-bent uncertainty. Complementing this perspective,
BUTLER's theorisation of structural precarity advances a renewed
understanding of vulnerability not as an individual misfortune but as a
socially and institutionally (re)produced condition. Precarity is thus a
regime that shapes the distribution of rights, resources and recognition,
rendering certain subjects (such as asylum seekers and unaccompanied
minors) systematically more exposed to harm and social exclusion.
Applied to the SAI system, Butler’s framework illuminates how temporary
project-based funding and fragmented local welfare infrastructures enact
institutional rhythms that reproduce rather than alleviate uncertainty.
As PAPADOPOULOS & TSIANOS* argue, in fact, contemporary migration

3 FOUCAULT, M.: Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the Colléege de France, 1977-78,
Springer, Dordrecht, 2007.

3 BUTLER, J.: Frames of War: When Is Life Grievable?, Verso, London, 2016.

40 TSIANOS, V.; PAPADOPQOULOS, D.: “Precarity: A Savage Journey to the Heart of Embodied
Capitalism”, Transversal Journal, 2006, vol. 11, nim. 1, pp. 1-12.
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regimes often generate forms of organized insecurity, wherein assistance
is inseparable from the production of governance-induced precarity.

2. Street-level bureaucracy models

These institutional dynamics are mediated at the ground level by
professionals (social and legal workers, educators, cultural mediators,
psychologists) whose interventions are central to shaping migrant people
lived experiences within reception systems. Drawing on LIPSKY'’s (1980)
theory of street-level bureaucracy, such actors operate at the interface
between policy mandates and the complex realities of migrants’ everyday
lives. Their practices involve not merely bureaucratic implementation of
administrative regulations but involve the discretional moral reasoning
embedded to relational labour. As BRODKIN# has outlined, in fact, frontline
workers often engage in forms of micro-politics through which they
reinterpret or selectively apply institutional rules to mitigate harm and/or fill
systemic gaps. In this context, drawing on MASTEKAASA's point of view* on
the necessity of professional autonomy, practitioners possess degrees of
interpretive freedom that can generate “cracks” within rigid bureaucratic
structures. Within the SAI system, characterised by underfunding,
precarious employment, and high emotional labour, this autonomy is
both indispensable and threatened, whereby professionals operate under
conditions that mirror the precarity experienced by beneficiaries.

3. Territorial strategies of inclusion

At the territorial level, studies by DEL ZOTTO & MARCHETTI®,
GIOVANNETTI* and DI ROSA%*(2024) underscore how local actors in
Sicily have historically developed context-specific repertoires of inclusion,
shaped by dense civic networks and multicultural everyday interactions
despite the chronic socioeconomic fragility of territories. These localised
“survival strategies” of social work involve the creative mobilization of
scarce resources by forging of inter-organizational alliances, while the
cultivation of relational proximity with migrant communities becomes a
vital tool of resilience.

4 BRODKIN, E. Z.: “Policy Work: Street-Level Organizations under New Managerialism”, Journal of
Public Administration Research and Theory, 2011, vol. 21, supl. 2, pp. 253-277.

42 MASTEKAASA, Arne. How important...p.40.

4 DAL ZOTTO, E.; MARCHETTI, C.: “Lights in the Night from Asylum: Innovative Integration Practices
and Signs of a New Citizenship in Italy”, Quaderni di Sociologia, 2024, nim. 96-LXVIII, pp. 79-100.

4 GIOVANNETTI, M.: “Le politiche e le pratiche locali di accoglienza per i minori stranieri non
accompagnati in Italia”, Minori Giustizia, 2008, pp. 1000-1016.

4% DI ROSA, R. T.: “Relational Challenges for Social Workers with Unaccompanied Migrant Minors”,
en AA.W.: Empowering Migrant Inclusion: Professional Skills and Tools, Springer Nature, Cham, 2024, pp.
43-58.
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Taken together, these perspectives conceptualize the SAI system not
merely as an administrative mechanism but as a contested space where
logics of protection, top-down control, vulnerability and professional
agency intersect. It is a site where rights are both enabled and
constrained, where professionals navigate systemic contradictions through
discretionary and relational practices, and where innovative forms of
inclusion emerge despite pervasive institutional fragility. This dual reading
where protection and precarity are co-constitutive mechanisms within the
Italian SAI system (specifically in the context of Palermo) forms the core
theoretical scaffolding for interpreting the empirical findings presented in
the subsequent sections.

This framework conceptualizes Palermo’s SAI system as a relational
and contested space in which competing logics of care, control, and
institutional constraint intersect. Three interrelated analytical insights
guide the analysis. First, the tension between protection and precarity
highlights how reception systems reproduce structural vulnerabilities
even as they seek to alleviate them. Second, territorialized practices
demonstrate how inclusion is enacted through locally embedded
strategies shaped by specific histories, resources, and civic cultures.
Third, professional mediation and street-level bureaucracy emphasize
the central role of frontline workers who navigate and negotiate systemic
contradictions through discretionary, relational, and ethically informed
practices.

IV. METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a narrative qualitative research design, with
an interpretive epistemological approach aimed at exploring how
professionals (including n. 15 interviews with distinct professional figures
operating as facility coordinators, responsible staff, operators, legal
workers, educators, psychologists, cultural mediators, integration workers
and institutional representatives from the Municipality) within n. 7 Palermo’s
SAI system make sense of the tension between protection and precarity
in their everyday work practice. Instead of focusing on ethnographic
observable behaviours, the analysis investigates the processes through
which the interviewed practitioners interpret their lived work experience.
The epistemological orientation draws on the interpretivist tradition*, which
conceives social reality as an intersubjective construction produced through
meaning-making practices. In this perspective, professional accounts are

% In particular BERGER, P.; LUCKMANN, T.: The Social Construction of Reality, Anchor Books, New
York, 1966, pp. 33-42; GEERTZ, C.: “Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture”, en The
Interpretation of Cultures, Basic Books, New York, 1973, pp. 3-30; SCHUTZ, A.: “The Problem of Social
Reality”, en Collected Papers, vol. 1V, Springer, Dordrecht, 1962, pp. 71-72.
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not treated as neutral description, while rather situated narratives that
reveal how actors understand their positionality within the social space, while
enacting discretion in navigating moral dilemmas. Drawing on BRUNER?,
narrative becomes a central mechanism through which individuals make
sense of their professional selves in relation to environmental constraints. A
narrative approach allows to examine migrant people’s reception not simply
as an administrative apparatus, but as a symbolic field. Professionals’
stories illuminate how protection is enacted, resisted and/or reshaped
on the ground, reflecting on how precarity emerges from both material
conditions (e.g., legal statuses or bureaucratic tensions) and emotional
labour (e.g., institutional lacks or fragmented resources). Their accounts
therefore function as interpretive windows into the dynamics that structure
inclusion within Palermo’s SAI system.

The empirical material includes semi-structured interviews with SAI
professionals, comprising: n. 5 facility coordinators; n. 2 coordinators
(structure and area level); n. 1 operator; n. 1 legal worker; n. 1 educator;
n. 1 psychologist; n. 1 cultural mediator; n. 1 integration worker; n. 1
institutional representative from the Municipality, for a total of n. 14
professional figures across n. 15 interviews. Interviews were conducted
between January and March 2024, lasted between 45 and 90 minutes, were
recorded with informed consent, transcribed verbatim, and anonymized.
The sampling strategy has been purposive®, as it was used by Global
Answer’s network connections in order to identify professionals working
directly in Palermo’s SAI system. Participants were recruited based on
their involvement in key areas of reception—social work, legal support,
administrative mediation, educational activities, and coordination roles.
This enabled the collection of rich accounts reflecting diverse positionalities
within the same institutional ecosystem.

The semi-structured interviews were conducted by two researchers
involved in the Global-ANSWER project, as part of the project’s Work
Package 4 dedicated to analysing governance, practices, and lived
experiences within local reception systems. This dual-researcher
configuration strengthened reflexive triangulation by allowing the
two fieldworkers to compare impressions, analytical emergences, and
interpretive hypotheses. The interviews thus represent not only the voices
of SAI professionals, but also the situated interactional dynamics shaped
by different interviewing styles and positionalities. The interviews followed
a shared interview guide developed within the Global-ANSWER research
team, which has been designed to elicit narrative accounts, while ensuring
comparability across structures and professional roles. The interview
guide covers a wide range of thematic domains, including everyday work

4 BRUNER, J.: “Culture and Human Development: A New Look”, Human Development, 1990, vol. 33,
nim. 6, pp. 344-355.

4% See: PATTON, M. Q.: “Impact-Driven Qualitative Research and Evaluation”, en The SAGE Handbook
of Qualitative Research Design, SAGE, London, 2022, pp. 1165-1180.
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practices, rules and space management, language mediation, school and
training trajectories, employment strategies, bureaucratic encounters,
conflict management, relations with local communities, religious practices,
connections with the country of origin, political awareness, forms of
participation, autonomy-building, coping strategies, and perceptions
of inclusion and discrimination. Rather than imposing a rigid structure,
the guide served as a flexible scaffolding: interviewers encouraged
participants to move across themes through storytelling, examples, and
reflections, enabling the emergence of lived meanings attached to their
professional practices.

1. Research questions

While this study is situated within the broader fieldwork carried out
for the Global-ANSWER project, its analytical focus diverges from the
project’s macro-level comparative aims. Global-ANSWER investigates
multilevel governance and mobility regimes across different international
contexts. In contrast, the present research narrows the lens to examine
how frontline professionals within Palermo’s SAI system make sense
of protection and precarity through their everyday practices. The data
collected within the project offered an empirical entry point, but the
research questions formulated here respond to a different problem range:
they seek to understand the meaning-making processes, moral reasoning,
and discretionary negotiations that shape micro-level intervention
strategies. In this sense, the study is methodologically connected to
Global-ANSWER through shared fieldwork and data, yet theoretically
autonomous in its focus on the narrative construction of professional
experience. The following research questions (RQs) therefore articulate a
specific analytical agenda emerging from this localized inquiry.

RQ1. How do SAI professionals narrate and make sense of the
tension between protection and precarity in their everyday work with
migrant people?

This question examines how practitioners interpret their institutional
responsibilities, ethical dilemmas, and discretionary choices within a
fragmented governance context.

RQ2. What institutional, organizational, and relational mechanisms
shape the ways protection is delivered within SAI reception structures?

The focus here stands on identifying the dispositifs, routines,
organisational arrangements, and constraints that professionals perceive
as enabling or limiting effective support.

RQ3. How do professionals construct, negotiate, and enact their role
in fostering migrant inclusion and autonomy, under conditions of
structural uncertainty?
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This question investigates relational dynamics (such as trust-building,
emotional labour, and conflict mediation) and their implications both for
migrant trajectories and for professional wellbeing.

2. Data analysis: three interpretative lenses

Data analysis followed a narrative strategy, consistent with the
study’s interpretive epistemology. Interviews were approached as situated
narratives through which professionals articulate meanings, dilemmas, and
forms of agency within Palermo’s SAI system. Rather than fragmenting
accounts into coded segments, the analysis relied on multiple close
readings of each narrative, attending to how participants framed events,
responsibilities, constraints, and ethical tensions. Stories were interpreted
in relation to their narrative structure (discourse adaptation, turning points,
silences, and the positioning of the self) and analysed abductively through
constant dialogue with the theoretical framework. Building on the theoretical
framework, three interpretive lenses (L's) guided the analysis:

L1: Protection-Precarity as a biopolitical tension. This /ens
examined how professionals described the coexistence of care and
control, the management of vulnerability, and the institutional
production of precarity. Narrative attention was placed on how
workers framed bureaucratic delays and legal uncertainties.

L2: Moral dilemmas and street-level mediation. This dimension
explored how professionals narrated their discretionary practices,
ethical judgements, and micro-level negotiations within institutional
constraints. The focus was on the moral labour and relational
strategies through which frontline workers softened rules and/or
systemic gaps.

L3: Territorialised practices of inclusion. This lens analysed how
narratives situated professional action within Palermo’s socio-civic
landscape. The aim was to illuminate local repertoires of inclusion,
alliances across services, and the creative use of scarce resources
that characterise Sicilian reception practices.

3. Ethical considerations

From the research design through to data analysis, this study
adhered to established ethical standards for qualitative research, drawing
on the American Sociological Association (ASA) Code of Ethics®, the
European Union General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR, 2016/679),

4 AMERICAN SOCIOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION: Code of Ethics, ASA, Washington D.C., 2018. Available
at: https://www.asanet.org [Accessed on November 25th, 2025].

50 EUROPEAN UNION, 2016. Regulation (EU) 2016/679 of the European Parliament and of the Council
of 27 April 2016 on the protection of natural persons with regard to the processing of personal data and
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and established guidelines for qualitative research>. All participants
were provided with a detailed information sheet explaining the study’s
objectives, scope, potential uses of the data, and the voluntary nature of
participation. They were explicitly informed of their right to withdraw at
any stage without negative consequences, in line with ASA principles of
informed consent and GDPR requirements for lawful, transparent data
processing.

To ensure privacy and confidentiality, participants were assigned
pseudonyms, and all potentially identifying information (including
project names, specific locations, and personal details) was removed or
anonymized in transcripts, coding sheets, and reporting. Data were stored
securely on encrypted digital devices and in locked physical storage, with
access restricted exclusively to the research team, consistent with GDPR
Article 32 on data security and ISRAEL & HAY’s recommendations for
responsible data management. Participants were also informed of their
rights under GDPR, including access to their data, the ability to request
corrections, and the right to request erasure. These measures ensured
that ethical principles of minimizing harm, safeguarding dignity,
and maintaining integrity were rigorously applied throughout the
research process. The study engaged a purposive sample of professionals
operating within Palermo’s SAI system, in order to generate contextually
grounded insights into the meanings, practices, and everyday strategies of
frontline actors, rather than to produce statistically generalizable findings.
By prioritizing depth over breadth, the research captures situated
understandings of how professionals negotiate institutional constraints,
systemic fragility, and ethical dilemmas in the provision of protection and
support.

The interpretive nature of the study foregrounds the researcher’s
active role in constructing meaning from the narratives. Findings are
shaped by the researcher’s analytical lens, theoretical assumptions, and
interactions with participants, emphasizing the importance of reflexivity
throughout the research process, as much as positionality. Reflexive
engagement was maintained through field notes, critical examination
of preconceptions, and ongoing discussions within the research team
within data collection practices. This reflexive stance aligns with broader
principles in qualitative research that acknowledge the co-constructed
nature of knowledge between researcher and participants.

Data collection occurred during a clearly defined temporal window
(January-March 2024), capturing professional experiences and

on the free movement of such data, and repealing Directive 95/46/EC (General Data Protection Regulation).
Official Journal of the European Union, L 119, 4 May 2016, pp. 1-88. Retrieved on: https.//eur-lex.europa.eu/
elifreq/2016/679/0j [Accessed on 27" November 2025].

5t In particular drawn from: ISRAEL, M.; HAY, L.: Research Ethics for Social Scientists, Sage, London,
2006; KAISER, K.: “Protecting Respondent Confidentiality in Qualitative Research”, Qualitative Health
Research, 2009, vol. 19, nim. 11, pp. 1632-1641.
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organizational dynamics as they existed within that specific period. The
narratives thus provide a temporally bounded account, recognizing
that subsequent policy reforms, municipal reconfigurations, or structural
adjustments within the SAI system may alter the conditions under which
professionals operate, and therefore limit the temporal transferability
of the findings. On the other hand, the narrative approach also requires
careful consideration of potential biases from the participants
themselves, including social desirability and selective emphasis®.
Participants may have highlighted successes, frustrations, or moral
dilemmas in ways shaped by professional identity or perceptions of the
researcher. Rather than being treated as limitations, these constructions
are analytically valuable, revealing not only the actions of professionals
but also their interpretive frameworks, ethical reasoning, and sense-
making processes.

V. FINDINGS & DISCUSSION

The interviews’ analysis is structured around three main themes,
drawn from the theoretical framework: institutional fragility,
governance asymmetries, and territorial ambivalence. Palermo’s
SAI system embodies a structural paradox: it delivers essential forms of
protection while at the same time reproducing new forms of uncertainty
and dependency. The operational fragilities documented in Findings
V.1 generate precarious conditions for both beneficiaries and staff; the
governance asymmetries highlighted in Findings V.2 compel professionals
to bridge institutional gaps and negotiate power imbalances through often
invisible emotional and administrative labour; and the territorial dynamics
captured in Findings V.3 reveal that processes of inclusion are mediated by
neighbourhood relations, making them inherently uneven and contingent:

L1. Protection vs. Precarity. The first set of findings revealed a
structural mismatch between the system’s protective mandate and
its operational fragility. Workers spoke repeatedly about delayed
salaries, postponed pocket money and the need to often
advanced costs, together with the pervasive slowness of
administrative procedures at a national level. These accounts
show that the dimension of temporality (waiting for documents,
waiting for financial transfers, waiting for institutional responses)
functions as a central mechanism through which precarity is produced.

L2. Institutional Governance. The second theme documented
how governance is experienced unevenly across institutions.
Professionals described the Municipality of Palermo as an overall

%2 Insights from MACLEOD, N. J.: “Risks and Benefits of Selective (Re)Presentation of Interviewees’
Talk”, British Journal of Forensic Practice, 2011, vol. 13, num. 2, pp. 95-102.
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collaborative partner, while interactions with other peripherical
agencies, especially the Questura>, were marked by one-directional
communication, lack of transparency, and long waiting times.
Beyond these specific institutions, participants depicted the wider
governance landscape as fragmented, requiring them to undertake
a kind of bureaucratic pilgrimage across offices and administrative
layers.

L3. Territorial social fabric. The third theme highlighted the
ambivalent character of Palermo’s social fabric, where solidarity
and prejudice coexist. Several interviews described neighbourhood
resistance and initial distrust, as well as racialised fears toward newly
arrived minors. At the same time, participants reported numerous
experiences of local solidarity, informal support from neighbours,
community participation in educational activities, and strong civic
networks — especially in areas such as Ballaro®.

1. Protection vs. Precarity: the institutional promise that does
not hold

Across the interviews, Palermo’s SAI system appears as a site
suspended between protection and fragility: it is imagined as a space of
care and accompaniment, yet experienced through chronic uncertainty.
Professionals consistently describe how the structural conditions of the
system: its financial instability, slow administrative machinery, and poorly
supported transitions, as they produce forms of precarity that permeate
everyday life. Rather than being exceptional disruptions, these dynamics
emerge as embedded features of institutional functioning.

1.1.  Financial instability as an institutional production of
precarity

A recurring theme across testimonies is the structural inconsistency
of financial resources. Operators portray an institutional landscape where
economic flows are delayed, unpredictable, and unevenly distributed
across organizations, undermining the very promise of stable protection.
As one professional notes, the «delays in operators’ salaries, delays in

%3 The Questura serves as the local police headquarters, responsible for handling administrative
procedures related to immigration. Each Italian province has its own, and its activities are supervised by
the Ministry of Interior. For further information: https://questure.poliziadistato.it/ and

https://italiancitizenshipassistance.com/the-role-of-the-questura-in-the-dual-citizenship-application-
process/ [Accessed on November 28th, 2025].

5 Ballaro is Palermo’s oldest and most vibrant street market, located between Piazza Casa Professa
and Porta Sant’Agata in the city centers. As noted in SAETALU, S.: “Living ‘Tranquillo’ in Palermo: Place-
Making among West-African Migrants in the Historic Quarter of Ballard”, Rivista di Storia delle Idee, 2013,
vol. 2, num. 2, p. 105, Ballaro is described by West-African migrants as “calm” and “like Africa,” a place of
orientation and community despite its reputation as chaotic or decayed.
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the pocket money for the young people»* are a pattern that directly
affects both staff and beneficiaries. Another interviewee underscores how
financial fragility disproportionately impacts smaller organizations: «...]
it is a system that, if you don’t have, let’s say, large financial resources
like perhaps an NGO might have, for small Cooperatives it is heavy»>*.
Here, precariousness is not an incidental malfunction but a property of the
system’s architecture, producing a differentiated capacity for resilience
among providers.

The severity of these delays emerges clearly when one operator
recounts that «[...]in the South [of Italy] I heard truly shocking things,
like operators not being paid for a year, absurd stuff»>, suggesting that
interruptions in municipal-level administrative procedures may cascade
into long-term financial paralysis. Such accounts speak to an institutional
environment where the protective mandate is persistently jeopardized by
material uncertainty.

1.2.  Slow bureaucracy and “waiting” as a governing device

Time, and specifically the suspension of time through bureaucratic
delays, appears as a central mechanism through which precarity is
produced. Operators repeatedly describe how young people’s lives become
structured around waiting: waiting for documents, for appointments, for
decisions, for recognition. One of the professionals captured this vividly:
«So0 up to a certain point you can help them, right? Then you raise your
arms and say ‘this is bureaucracy, I can’t do anything more’.. because
they lose, let’s say, time from their lives waiting... but waiting for what?»,
Waiting becomes a form of existential interruption.

The slow rhythm of administrative offices is not experienced
passively: it requires emotional labour on the part of operators, who
must interpret, translate, and contain the frustration of beneficiaries:
«... we even sometimes spend days and days in an office just to process
a document...»®. Operators become mediators of institutional time,
absorbing its consequences. This temporal suspension often escalates into
conflict: «conflicts are always rooted in waiting... an appointment at the
police headquarters... the interview... the fact that so much time passed...

% From here on forward, the exerpts are result of the author’s translation with AI support: «Ritardi
sugli stipendi degli operatori, ritardi sui pocket money dei ragazzi».

% «[...] & un sistema che comunque se non hai, diciamo, delle grandi risorse finanziarie come tipo
forse un ONG puo avere, ma per delle piccole Cooperative é pesante».

57 «...nel Meridione ho sentito in realta allucinanti, tipo di operatori anche non pagati da un anno,
cose assurde...».

8 «Quindi fino ad una certa Ii puoi aiutare, no? Poi allarghi le braccia e dici “questa é la burocrazia,
io non posso farci pill niente” ... perché perdono, tra virgolette, tempo della loro vita aspettando... ma
aspettando cosa?».

% «...anche noi alle volte in un ufficio ci stiamo giorni e giorni per sbrigare un documento».
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».% Bureaucratic recognition, symbolized by documents, is framed as a
precondition for existence itself: only once formalized does one become
“visible” to the system.

One operator formulates it sharply: «The biggest problem... is time:
the lack of time... there is too little time compared to the regulatory
limits»%, The mismatch between institutional timelines and beneficiaries’
trajectories generates chronic vulnerability. In extreme cases, delays
invalidate entire protection processes: «I've been waiting for an
anointment [of the minor’s guardian] since January... and when he sent
me the tutor in Augus, the minor had already turned eighteen»%,

1.3. Precariousness in transitions to autonomy

The transition to adulthood marks a critical juncture that is often
insufficiently supported. The system frequently places disproportionate
responsibility on individual operators, who find themselves overstretched
while attempting to manage essential legal, educational, and health-related
tasks. As one interviewee explains, «out of 14 [minors], I am guardian of
/... it’s not like I can just grab my purse and just leave them! One has a
school meeting at 7 in the evening... another has a vaccine - the guardian
has to help them all»%. The quote reveals how institutional gaps translate
directly into personal overload. Transitions between services (whether
moving to an adult SAI or exiting the system) are described as emotionally
and administratively disruptive: «itis always, let’s say...a bit traumatic, isn’t
it? A transfer to an adult SAI or to... well, even the exit...»%. These moments
of institutional handover can destabilize young people’s sense of continuity.

Professionals also highlight the challenge of supporting autonomy
when newcomers have limited knowledge of local systems. One
interviewee affirmed that «orientation regarding knowledge in the area
of public services or the third sector»® is necessary. Autonomy becomes
a complex pedagogical process rather than a simple exit from care.
Certain family situations make this process even more demanding. One
operator working with parents of disabled children describes spending

80 «I conflitti sono sempre installati rispetto allattesa... appuntamento in Questura... l'intervista... il
fatto che passasse tantissimo tempo...».

& «Il problema piu grande... é il tempo: la mancanza di tempo... il tempo é poco rispetto ai limiti
normativi».

62 «[...Jio aspetto la nomina da gennaio, siamo ad aprile, se me I’'ha mandata ad agosto io non me
ne sono fatta niente perché é diventato maggiorenne>».

6 «Jo su 14 sono tutrice di 7... con é che prendo la borsetta e me ne vado! Quello ha il ricevimento
di scuola alle 7 di sera... l'altro ha il vaccino - il tutore deve portarli».

6 «Quindi é sempre tutto tra virgolette un po’ traumatico, no? Un trasferimento verso un SAI adulti
o verso... bho, anche la fuoruscita».

8  «[...] orientamento rispetto alla conoscenza del territorio... dei servizi pubblici... del terzo
Settore».
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entire days navigating healthcare services and attempting to carve out
minimal respite: «... because it’s clear that right now for families like these
it becomes difficult to imagine [or] to structure autonomy®>». Financial
autonomy also requires active stewardship: «we are also sometimes
custodians of their first earnings... there is this kind of household-economy
management as well»¥. In these instances, autonomy is not merely
encouraged, it must be coached, monitored, and scaffolded.

1.4.  Precarity of professionals

A striking insight emerging from the interviews is the mirroring of
precariousness between beneficiaries and professionals. Staff members
themselves experience financial and organizational instability, as one
practitioner mentions: «we go through months in which we advance all the
expenses»®, This anticipatory practice becomes a structural requirement
for the system’s continuity. The material immediacy of needs makes
institutional timelines irrelevant, as exemplified by the operator who
explains: «[we are] an H24 community. We cannot stop! For example, the
fridge broke today... we have to buy it immediately»%. Front-line workers
must absorb the system’s fragilities with their own resources, revealing
how precarity permeates the entire ecology of reception.

2. Institutional Governance: collaboration, conflict and power
asymmetries

The governance environment surrounding the SAI system s
characterized by the coexistence between collaborative, dialogical
institutions on the one hand; highly vertical, opaque ones on the other.
Interviewees overall describe a field marked by asymmetries and
fragmented procedures, together with the need for front-line workers to
constantly negotiate institutional expectations. In this sense, governance
becomes a terrain of both cooperation and conflict.

2.1. Dynamics of dialogical cooperation

Many operators underline the importance of collaborative relationships
with municipal institutions, especially mentioning the Casa dei Diritti”,

8 «[...] perché é chiaro che in questo momento per famiglie del genere diventa difficile immaginare...
strutturare l'autonomia».

6 «Noi siamo anche custodi a volte dei primi guadagni... c® anche questo tipo di gestione da
economia domestica».

8 «Quindi noi tipo... affrontiamo dei mesi in cui anticipiamo tutte le spese...».

8 «[...] una comunita H24. Non ci possiamo fermare; per esempio ci si é rotto il frigo oggi... noi lo
dobbiamo comprare».

70 Casa dei Diritti (in english: “The House of Rights”) in various Italian cities (such as Palermo,
Milan, Ragusa), is a public or Third-sector facility providing assistance, counselling, orientation, and rights
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which is described as a space of transparency and shared decision-making:
«[...] with the Municipality... it’s easy to have dialogue, transparency, where
somehow things are clear»". This indicates the existence of institutional
nodes where street-level discretion can be exercised constructively.

Similarly, project planning is often conducted jointly: «Certainly with
the Municipality of Palermo, the project planning for [individual minors]
is something we define together»”2. This collaborative approach fosters a
form of co-governance that reduces uncertainty. The Casa dei Diritti also
functions as a key intermediary in legal and administrative processes: «we
always deal with the Casa dei Diritti... we act as intermediaries... we are
the link between the boys and the institutions»’3. Such proximity enables
smoother communication and strengthens protective pathways.

2.2.  Asymmetries of interaction

In stark contrast, interactions with the Questura are described as
hierarchical, unilateral, and non-negotiable for most interviewees. As one
operator notes: «with the Questura there is no participatory situation: we ask
and they answer... but if they don’t answer... that’s fine too»"*. Institutional
authority is exercised through a rigid top-down structure that restricts dialogue
and leaves SAI centers isolated. This asymmetry produces inconsistencies
across administrative procedures, as seen when «the Questura issues a type
of receipt that the Employment Center does not accept to make a DID’>»,
When the Questura’s documents are rejected by the Employment Center,
beneficiaries cannot complete this crucial step, leaving them excluded from
jobseeking pathways and legal protections. Such contradictions deepen
bureaucratic opacity and disrupt beneficiaries’ trajectories. The perception
of incompetence in certain offices further exacerbates frustration: «[...]not
knowing those types of documents well, the answer is a ‘no’ from the start...
and a ‘no’ from the start should not exist!»”. In these conditions, governance
becomes a source of instability rather than support.

protection. It supports adults and unaccompanied minors by promoting inclusion, preventing discrimination,
and facilitating access to social services.

"t «[...] con il Comune... li c@ la facilita di dialogo, di trasparenza dove in qualche modo é chiaro».

72 «Sicuramente col Comune di Palermo la progettualita rispetto al ragazzo é una cosa che definiamo
insieme>.

73 «Noi ci rapportiamo sempre con Casa dei Diritti... noi facciamo da tramite... siamo il gancio tra i
ragazzi e le istituzioni».

74 «Con la Questura non ce una situazione partecipativa: noi chiediamo e loro rispondono... se non
rispondono... va bene lo stesso».

> DID is an acronym for “Dichiarazione di immediata disponibilita (“Declaration of immediate
availability for work”). It is a formal statement submitted by an unemployed person to indicate their
readiness to work and to participate in active labour-market measures offered by the Employment Centre.

%6 «la Questura rilascia un tipo di ricevuta che il Centro per I'Impiego non accetta per fare una DID».

77 «[...] non conoscendo bene quei tipi di documenti é un “no” in partenza... e un no in partenza non
esistel».
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2.3. Institutional fragmentation and bureaucratic “pilgrimage”

The institutional landscape is further complicated by weak structures
of institutional coordination between local authorities, the Questura,
Employment Centers, forcing operators to engage in what one interviewee
vividly describes as «a sort of pilgrimage»’®. This metaphor captures the
exhausting routine of moving back and forth between different offices, each
with its own rules, contradictory instructions, and often outdated forms. Such
practices not only generate inefficiency but also drain the energy of those
working to support beneficiaries. The lack of structured communication
channels between institutions exacerbates this situation. As one operator
recalls: «We didn’t have meetings with the local authority... Now we have
them every month... incredible!'»’. The surprise expressed here reveals
how even the most basic forms of dialogue, such as regular meetings, are
experienced as extraordinary rather than standard practice. This highlights
the depth of institutional fragmentation: improvements that should be
ordinary are celebrated as rare exceptions. Ultimately, this bureaucratic
“pilgrimage” illustrates how systemic weaknesses undermine governance.
Instead of providing clarity and support, the institutional ecology imposes
additional burdens on operators and beneficiaries, reinforcing instability
and making integration pathways more fragile.

2.4. Horizontal networks as survival strategy

Faced with institutional gaps, professionals rely on horizontal networks
and community participation to compensate for systemic shortcomings.
As one operator affirms: «It is also important to participate [to] meetings,
conferences... demonstrations»®. These activities contribute to the
circulation of knowledge and the creation of shared problem-solving
practices. The flexibility of inter-organizational collaborations is illustrated
by: «There are many transversal collaborations... a legal consultant... also
goes to provide services in another facility»®. Such informal networks
become essential to navigating a fragmented governance landscape.

3. The Territory: between resistance, prejudice and the
construction of coexistence

Territorial dynamics in Palermo reveal a complex interplay of fear,
racism, solidarity, and civic participation. The interviews show how local

78 «Una specie di pellegrinaggio».

7% «Noi non facevamo riunioni con l'ente locale... adesso le facciamo ogni mese... l'esagerazione!»

8  «E importante anche partecipare... incontri, convegni... manifestazioni...>».

8 «Ci sono molte collaborazioni trasversali... un consulente legale... va anche a prestare servizio
all'interno di un‘altra struttura».
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perceptions, neighbourhood relations, and community practices shape
the lived experience of reception. Territory emerges as both a site of
vulnerability and a space where coexistence is actively negotiated.

3.1.  Prejudice and racialization of foreign minors

Racialized imaginaries strongly influence local reactions to the
arrival of foreign minors. One operator says: «as soon as the first two
boys arrived, the two foreign minors [which were] Black... public-order
committees were formed»®. The immediate mobilization of formal or
informal “order committees” highlights deep-seated anxieties about
racialized bodies. Institutional delays exacerbate mistrust, producing
cycles of frustration and dependence: «[...] when you wait a year and
a half for an appointment... obviously you lose a lot of trust... and the
greater the distrust... the more we need to contain it..»%. The territory
thus becomes a space where structural vulnerability and racialized stigma
intersect.

3.2. Active construction of coexistence

Despite initial resistance, many testimonies also describe slow
processes of relational transformation. Operators observe shifts from
hostility to cooperation, as evidenced by: «The boy from the fifth floor
now comes to help [our beneficiaries] with homework... The old lady
who initially complained then said: ‘Ah, I saw that they helped me
carry my bags!’»%. Daily encounters become catalysts for the erosion
of prejudice. At the same time, territorial attitudes are not static. One
operator notes a perceived «closure from the territory»® in recent years,
indicating a dynamic tension between openness and defensiveness within
neighbourhoods.

3.3.  Low public visibility of SAI work

Professionals repeatedly stress that the public has limited
understanding of the SAI system, a condition that contributes to
stereotypes and misinformation: «[...] nobody knows what a SAI is... You

8 «Appena sono venuti i primi due ragazzi, i due minori stranieri, neri... sono nati i comitati per
l'ordine pubblico».

8 «[...] quando tu aspetti un anno e mezzo per una convocazione... ovviamente hai grossa sfiducia...
e maggiore € la sfiducia... maggiore deve essere il contenimento nostro...».

8 «Il ragazzo del quinto piano ora viene a dare una mano con i compiti... La vecchietta che
inizialmente si lamentava poi ha detto: “ah, ho visto che mi hanno aiutato a portare i pacchi”».

8 «Piu chiusura del territorio».
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always have to explain everything»%. This lack of visibility means that the
everyday work of operators —supporting beneficiaries, coordinating with
institutions, and building pathways to inclusion- remains largely invisible
to society at large. As a result, the SAI's social value is not recognized,
and public debate often reduces it to simplistic or distorted narratives
about migration. At the same time, some professionals highlight strong
underlying networks: «In Palermo there is a big network, the network
works»® and «there is a movement, you just need to know how to build the
right network»%. The discrepancy between public invisibility and internal
connectivity underscores a structural disconnect: community practices of
solidarity and cooperation are flourishing, yet they fail to translate into
broader societal recognition or political legitimacy.

3.4. The territorial network as a form of collective resistance

In some neighbourhoods —most notably Ballaro- the territory becomes
a laboratory of civic activism and political engagement. The description
that «Ballaro is a neighbourhood that is fermenting also from a social point
of view... demonstrations... conferences»® shows how local mobilization
sustains forms of resistance to marginalization. In these contexts,
inclusion does not merely depend on institutional design but emerges from
community practices, collective participation, and place-based solidarity.
Ballaro exemplifies how territorial networks can transform local spaces
into arenas of resistance and social innovation. Demonstrations, cultural
events, and public debates create visibility for issues that are otherwise
silenced in mainstream discourse. In these contexts, the neighbourhood
acts as both a protective shield for vulnerable groups and a platform
for reimagining citizenship. The territorial network thus becomes a
counterweight to institutional fragmentation, showing that collective
action at the local level can generate forms of stability, recognition, and
empowerment that institutions alone often fail to provide.

VI. CONCLUSIONS

Palermo’s SAI system reflects the broader European landscape of
migrant reception, whereas practices’ decentralisation, resources scarcity
and institutional fragilities coexist and frequently collide. The narratives
of local professionals reveal a shared sense of discomfort regarding

8  «[...] nessuno sa cosa e un SAL.. Devi sempre specificare il tutto».

8 «Su Palermo c una grande rete, la rete funziona».

8  «Il movimento c€, basta saper crearsi la rete giusta».

8  «Ballaro é un territorio che fermenta anche da un punto di vista sociale... manifestazioni...
convegni».
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the extent to which reception structures (third-sector organisations
designated as SAI centres) assume responsibilities that exceed their
formal mandates. These organisations effectively function as welfare
providers, sustaining day-to-day operations despite unstable funding
streams, bureaucratic delays and limited institutional backing. Within
this context, frontline workers engage in a form of everyday regulation
that continuously oscillates between protection and precarity. Their
interventions provide legal, material, and relational assistance while
simultaneously reproducing the constraints of a system shaped by rigid
protocols, short timeframes, and resource scarcity.

As shown in Table 1 below, the tension between protection and
precarity is not limited to the trajectories of beneficiaries; it also profoundly
shapes the labour conditions of frontline workers. Emotional labour,
conflict mediation, and constant bureaucratic negotiation are
indispensable to sustaining the system, yet they simultaneously expose its
structural fragility. In the absence of robust institutional infrastructures,
the responsibility for ensuring continuity and relational support shifts
disproportionately onto operators, who must navigate pervasive
uncertainty while attempting to shield beneficiaries from its effects.
Precarity thus becomes a shared condition permeating both migrant lives
and professional practice, where operators carry much of the invisible
psychological, relational and bureaucratic workload. Beneficiaries, in
turn, inhabit a form of negotiated agency in which aspirations and efforts
are continually shaped, and sometimes limited, by systemic instability.
These findings speak to a broader sociological paradox embedded in
contemporary European migration governance. While reception systems
offer meaningful forms of protection, they also generate dependency,
bureaucratic vulnerability, and temporal uncertainty. This ambiguity
arises from multi-level governance architectures characterised by project-
based financing, managerial logics of welfare provision and persistent
tensions between humanitarian imperatives and securitarian rationalities.
Professional practice becomes the frontline site where these
contradictions are managed, softened, or rendered bearable through
relational work, discretionary decision-making, and ethically charged
interventions.

Despite these constraints, operators consistently strive to craft spaces
of recognition, dignity, and incremental autonomy. Their efforts reflect
forms of situated agency capable of mitigating systemic rigidity and
fostering inclusion within an adversarial context. Yet such discretionary
resilience cannot substitute for structural reform. The chapter
therefore contributes to migration governance debates by illustrating that
migrant people’s inclusion is not a technical outcome of administrative
procedures but a socially co-produced process, emerging through
intersubjective interaction, narrative construction, and embodied
labour at the margins of the State. Strengthening the institutional
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foundations of reception thus requires coordinated interventions across
multiple scales.

Future research should expand the comparative dimension by
examining variations between SAI and CAS systems across Italian regions
and assessing how municipal and political contexts shape frontline
practices. Cross-national comparisons within European decentralised
reception models could further illuminate how differing governance
arrangements influence protection and inclusion. Additionally, studies
centred on migrants’ own narrative interpretations of protection and
prcarity would provide crucial insights into how individuals navigate and
make sense of their trajectories within and beyond reception structures.
Longitudinal analyses following individuals after they exit the SAI system
are also essential for understanding the long-term implications of
reception policies and the durability of inclusion over time. Ultimately, as
long as structural instability, bureaucratic fragmentation and conditional
forms of inclusion remain embedded in the system, frontline professionals
will continue to compensate for institutional shortcomings rather than
overcome them. Only sustained political commitment, structural reform,
and a genuinely migrant-centred vision of inclusion can allow the
protective potential of the SAI to move beyond contingency and toward
more durable, equitable, and socially transformative forms of belonging.
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Table 1. Key findings: precarity, governance,
and territorial networks in Palermo’s SAI System

Theme

Subtheme

Core Finding

1. Protection vs. Precarity:
the institutional promise
that does not hold

1.1 Financial instability as
an institutional production of
precarity

Chronic delays and unequal financial
capacity produce systemic precarity.

1.2 Slow bureaucracy and
“waiting” as a governing
device

Bureaucratic delays shape young
people’s lives around waiting;
operators absorb emotional labour.

1.3 Precariousness in
transitions to autonomy

Transitions (to adulthood, to adult
SAI, or exit) are under-supported and
destabilizing.

1.4 Precarity of professionals

Staff experience financial and
operational instability mirroring
beneficiaries’ precarity.

2. Institutional
Governance: collaboration,
conflict and power
asymmetries

2.1 Dynamics of dialogical
cooperation

Some institutions (esp. Casa
dei Diritti, Municipality) foster
transparency and co-governance.

2.2 Asymmetries of
interaction

Police headquarters operate
hierarchically, with no participatory
space, generating contradictions.

2.3 Institutional
fragmentation and
bureaucratic “pilgrimage”

Operators navigate institutional
disorganization through “bureaucratic
pilgrimage.”

2.4 Horizontal networks as
survival strategies

Inter-organizational collaboration
compensates for systemic gaps.

3. Territory: resistance,
prejudice, and coexistence

3.1 Prejudice & racialization
of foreign minors

Arrival of foreign minors triggers
racialized fears and public-order
mobilizations.

3.2 Low public visibility of
SAI work

Everyday interactions gradually erode
prejudice, though territorial closure
can increase.

3.3 Low public visibility of
SAI work

Public ignorance fuels stereotypes,
while internal networks remain
strong.

3.4 The territorial network as
a form of collective resistance

Neighbourhoods like Ballaro act as
hubs of activism and solidarity.
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