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Abstract
As UK Home Secretary, Theresa May determined that the creation of a ‘hostile environment’ should 
become an explicit objective of the UK migration policy. This has become shorthand for a particular 
approach to migration control, although far from originating in 2013, the idea has become part of 
political orthodoxy in migration control around the world over the past few decades. This includes 
approaches to contain or ‘warehouse’ refugees and those to prevent access to wealthier states as 
well as control of migrants once they have reached particular territories. These policies must fulfill 
a contradictory set of objectives. Harming migrants who have already arrived is not the principal 
aim of these policies, indeed in some cases, it must be explicitly avoided. The logic of the hostile 
environment is to reassure public opinion that action is being taken and deter future migrants who 
have yet to arrive or even leave. The policies are therefore targeted at the unknowable figure of the 
potential migrant. The contradictory objectives and uncertain focus of the hostile environment mean 
that it is inevitably poorly targeted and unintended consequences are common. These include the 
displacement of migrants to increasingly dangerous routes, the filtering of migrants, so that profiles 
change and immobility, ensuring many other remain in uncertain conditions elsewhere, in addition 
to the development of a more toxic environment, which may start to deter those migrants who are 
considered to be more desirable. The response to this hostility is weak and uncertain but may be 
seen in the growing attention to practices of sanctuaries. 
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