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" I always tell myself, if we want to achieve something, we must succeed together. We cannot achieve 
things alone while letting others behind ". 

— CAROLINE has been a refugee in France for 4 years. She left her career as an architect to become 
project manager in a social business - Kodiko - which facilitates professional integration for refugees 
through networking and meetings on professional and cultural codes.

" When I landed at Roissy-Charles de Gaulle airport, the other families had to rely on me as I spoke 
French. That’s when I started offering my help at no cost ; I dedicate quite a lot of my time.  Citizens 
groups also volunteer and dedicate all their time to newly freshly families.  I too can help ". 

— MICHELINE, refugee volunteer

" In Afghanistan, my mother taught me how to sew. When the coronavirus spread worldwide, 
I wanted to help. I wanted to make masks and offer them to you as protection in return for the 
protection France gave me ". 

— HAMIDULLAH, refugee volunteer 

With the support of the Generali Foundation – The Human Safety Net 

CONTACT US 
Tel : +33 1 44 43 48 58
Email : frapa@unhcr.org
www.unhcr.org/fr-fr/

© Report of the United Nations High Commissioner for refugees, September 2020. This document 
has been published for public broadcasting. All rights reserved. Reproductions and translations 
are authorized, except for commercial purposed, provided the source is acknowledged. 
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INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION

T he participation of refugees is at the core of the 
mandate of the Office of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). Carried 
out together with persons of concern (such as 

refugees, asylum-seekers and stateless persons) this work 
aims to make refugee voices heard and promoting their 
direct participation in all decisions that impact their lives. 
In order to highlight the value of their contribution to their 
host community, UNHCR also encourages concrete actions 
to strengthen refugees’ rights and foster their integration in 
the receiving countries.

On 17 December 2018, the United Nations General 
Assembly adopted a new instrument called the 
Global Compact on Refugees 1. Originating from the 
New York Declaration for Refugees and Migrants, 
which was adopted in 2016, this Compact was 
designed to improve the international response to 
current and emerging situations of refugees. The 
aim of the Compact is to ensure that refugees and 
host communities receive the support they need by 
adopting an approach which engages the society 
as a whole. While underscoring the importance 
of refugee participation, one of its objectives is to 
further empower refugees so that they can better 
contribute to the shaping of their future and of their 
host community.
 

To achieve that, UNHCR made sure that refugees were 
included in the process that led to the development of 
the Global Compact as well as to its planning, monitoring 
and evaluation. For several months, UNHCR’s Global 
Youth Advisory Council (GYAC) reached out to refugee 
communities, host communities, community leaders and 
government authorities to collect their advice on the Global 
Compact on Refugees. At the Global Refugee Forum, held 
on 17 and 18 December 2019, several delegates spoke 
strongly about issues relating to young refugees, education, 
livelihoods, energy and infrastructure. 

Participation of refugees at the core of 
the Global Compact on Refugees

INTRODUCTION
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La participation des réfugiés au cœur 
du Pacte mondial sur les réfugiés

L
a participation des réfugiés est au cœur du travail du 
HCR, l’Agence des Nations Unies pour les réfugiés. 
Ce travail en partenariat avec les personnes relevant 
de sa compétence (les réfugiés, les demandeurs d’asile 

et les apatrides) vise à faire entendre la voix des réfugiés et 
à promouvoir leur participation directe aux décisions qui 
influencent leur vie. Pour valoriser leur contribution à leur 
société d’accueil, le HCR encourage également des actions 
concrètes pour renforcer les droits des réfugiés et améliorer 
leur insertion dans les pays d’accueil.

Le 17 décembre 2018, l’Assemblée générale des Nations Unies 
a adopté un nouvel accord pour les réfugiés :  le Pacte mondial 
sur les réfugiés1. Issu de la Déclaration de New York 
sur les réfugiés et les migrants adoptée en 2016, 
ce pacte vise à améliorer la réponse internationale 
aux situations nouvelles et existantes de réfugiés. 
Le Pacte cherche à garantir que les réfugiés et les 
communautés d’accueil reçoivent le soutien dont ils 
ont besoin en adoptant une approche engageant la 
société dans son ensemble. Valorisant l’importance 
de la participation des réfugiés, l’un de ses objectifs 
est de renforcer l’autonomie des personnes 
réfugiées, afin que celles-ci puissent contribuer 
encore davantage à leur propre avenir et à celui  
de la communauté d’accueil.

À cette fin, le HCR s’est assuré de l’inclusion des réfugiés 
dans le processus d’élaboration du Pacte mondial, mais 
également dans la planification, le suivi et l’évaluation de 
celui-ci. Durant plusieurs mois, les représentants du Conseil 
consultatif mondial de la jeunesse (GYAC) mis en place par le 
HCR ont mené des consultations auprès des communautés 
de réfugiés, des communautés d’accueil, des responsables 
communautaires et des autorités gouvernementales afin 
de recueillir leur avis sur le Pacte mondial sur les réfugiés. 
A l’occasion du Forum mondial sur les réfugiés qui a eu lieu 
les 17 et 18 décembre 2019, certains des représentants 
ont pu s’exprimer avec force sur des questions relatives à la 
jeunesse réfugiée, l’éducation, les moyens d’existence, ou 
encore l’énergie et les infrastructures.

INTRODUCTION

1  Assemblée générale des Nations Unies, Pacte mondial sur les réfugiés, 2018, disponible à l’adresse :  https://www.unhcr.org/fr-fr/vers-un-pacte-mondial-sur-les-refugies.html
https://www.unhcr.org/fr/une-nouvelle-donne-pour-les-refugies.html 

France, 7 novembre 2019. Le HCR et ses partenaires lancent 
le Train de la Solidarité à Paris 
© UNHCR/Benjamin Loyseau 

« La participation des réfugiés aux décisions qui les concernent a une grande importance dans le travail 
du HCR partout dans le monde et est la méthode la plus fructueuse pour arriver ensemble à trouver des 
solutions. Ce rapport montre des pistes concrètes qui permettent d’accroître leur participation dans le 
contexte de la France, comme par exemple à travers l’engagement des réfugiés comme bénévoles. Le 
courage, la résilience et la détermination des femmes, des enfants et des hommes qui ont trouvé refuge 
en France peuvent faciliter leur intégration, contribuer positivement aux actions menées par les différents 
acteurs de la société d’accueil et être une source d’inspiration pour nous tous. »

— PAOLO ARTINI, Représentant du Haut Commissariat des Nations Unies pour les réfugiés 
en France et à Monaco

France, 7 November 2019. UNHCR and their partners at the launch of 
"Train de la Solidarité" in Paris.
© UNHCR/Benjamin Loyseau

" The participation of refugees to decisions that impact them is of paramount importance to 
UNHCR’s efforts all over the world and is the best way to come up to solutions together.  This report 
outlines concrete steps which will enable refugee participation in the context of France, including  
their engagement as volunteers. The courage, resilience and determination of women, children and 
men who found asylum in France enables their integration and contribute positively to the various 
endeavours carried out by stakeholders in the host community. Those values may also inspire each 
one of us ". 

—  PAOLO ARTINI, UNHCR Representative to France and Monaco

1 United Nations General Assembly, Global Compact on Refugees, 2018; available here : https://www.unhcr.org/the-global-compact-on-refugees.html 
https://www.unhcr.org/the-global-compact-on-refugees.html

https://www.unhcr.org/the-global-compact-on-refugees.html
https://www.unhcr.org/the-global-compact-on-refugees.html
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INTRODUCTION

Encourager la participation directe 
des réfugiés dans le contexte européen
En 2015, l’arrivée de nombreux réfugiés et migrants en Europe 
a suscité une forte mobilisation de la part de la société civile. 
Des réseaux solidaires, y compris initiés par des réfugiés et 
des migrants, se sont rapidement organisés, parfois dans 
des situations d’urgence humanitaire, pour apporter une 
aide essentielle.
La réactivité et l’engagement dont ils ont fait preuve ont 
contribué à en faire des acteurs incontournables de la réponse 
apportée à la situation des réfugiés et des migrants en Europe. 
Aujourd’hui, ces réseaux continuent de jouer un rôle crucial 
dans l’intégration des réfugiés et la création de liens avec 
la société d’accueil. 

C’est dans la continuité de ses efforts pour améliorer la 
participation des réfugiés aux décisions qui influencent leurs 
vies que le HCR, l’Agence des Nations Unies pour les réfugiés, 
s’est associé au programme des Volontaires des Nations 
unies (VNU) afin de mettre en œuvre un projet d’étude et 

d’expérimentation européen sur l’engagement bénévole des 
réfugiés et des demandeurs d’asile en Europe.   

Mené en 2019 et en 2020, ce projet a permis d’étudier le 
degré de participation des réfugiés et des demandeurs d’asile 
au sein de nombreuses structures associatives et bénévoles. 
Il a permis de mieux connaître les initiatives et l’engagement 
bénévole des personnes réfugiées et en demande d’asile 
et leur participation dans la construction des solutions. Le 
rôle crucial joué par les réfugiés dans leur société d’accueil 
s’est également illustré durant la pandémie de Covid-19, au 
cours de laquelle de nombreux réfugiés se sont mobilisés 
pour apporter leur aide en réponse à la crise sanitaire. Cet 
engagement bénévole a démontré l’importance de s’appuyer 
sur les compétences des personnes accueillies en France, en 
leur offrant la possibilité de s’impliquer en tant qu’acteurs 
légitimes, forts de leurs talents et de leur expertise.

France, 7 novembre 2019. Le HCR et ses partenaires lancent le Train de la Solidarité à Paris
© UNHCR/Benjamin Loyseau

Encouraging the direct participation
of refugees in the European context

France, 7 November 2019. UNHCR and their partners at the launch of "Train de la Solidarité" in Paris.
© UNHCR/Benjamin Loyseau

The arrival of many refugees and migrants in Europe, 
in 2015, initiated a strong mobilization of civil society. 
Solidarity networks, including those launched by refugees 
and migrants, were set up - sometimes in a state of 
humanitarian emergency - to provide essential support. 
Their demonstrated responsiveness and commitment were 
such that they became key players in the response to the 
plight of refugees and migrants in Europe. These networks 
continue to play a key role in the integration of refugees and 
in the creation of bonds with the receiving community.

In line with efforts to increase the participation of refugees 
in the decisions that impact their lives, UNHCR joined the 
United Nations Volunteers (UNV) programme to implement 
a European study and pilot project on the voluntary 
engagement of refugees and asylum seekers in Europe.

Carried out in 2019 and 2020, the project assessed the 
extent of refugee and asylum seeker participation in many 
civil society organisations, refugee-led organisations and 
voluntary organizations. It also generated valuable insights 
into initiatives and voluntary engagement of refugees and 
asylum seekers and their participation in the creation of 
solutions. Refugees played an essential role in their host 
communities during the Covid-19 pandemic as they went 
out in large numbers to contribute to the response to the 
health crisis. Such volunteer commitment showed how 
important it was to draw on the skills of the refugees living 
in France by offering them the opportunity to get involved as 
legitimate actors who contribute their talent and expertise.
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This study was carried out by the UNHCR’s office in France 
between March 2019 and June 2020. It was based on a 
mapping of the most representative associations, civil 
society organisations and refugee-led organisations2 
which assist refugees and asylum seekers in 7 French 
geographical areas (Alsace, Bouches-du-Rhône, Calvados, 

Gironde, Île-de-France, Puy-de-Dôme, Rhône). It aimed 
to assess the level of involvement of refugees and asylum 
seekers and services provided to them3 and to identify the 
most recurrent challenges in terms of communication and 
establishment of ties with refugees and asylum seekers and 
to suggest solutions to address them.

Regions that took part in the study

Towns and cities through which the Train de la 
Solidarité passed

Towns/cities covered by INTER’ACT Tour

including refugee-led organisations working with 
refugees and asylum seekers through an online 
questionnaire, exchanges and interviews.

STUDY ON THE VOLUNTARY 
ENGAGEMENT OF REFUGEES

Between March and December 2019, consultations 
were carried out with 160 CSOs and 78 refugees and 
asylum seekers using an online questionnaire, 51 
interviews and 7 focus groups.

To identify civil society organizations (CSOs) that 
work with refugees and asylum seekers in each of the 
geographical areas and to better understand the local 
realities and dynamics.

refugees or asylum seekers for the most within the 
framework of individual semi-structured interviews 
or focus groups (7 to 16 participants).

ADVISORY GROUP

2 A set of criteria was developed to identify the most representative organizations 
among those that provide services to refugees and asylum seekers in the 8 geographical 
areas covered by the study. Various criteria were used to achieve that objective, i.e., 
the geographical scope of the activities carried out by the organization; the proportion 
of refugees/asylum seekers among the volunteers and staff of the organization; the 
proportion and number of beneficiary refugees and asylum seekers that participated in 
the organization’s activities; the number of refugees and asylum seekers with whom the 
organization can interact every month through its activities (this criterion covers both 
volunteer refugees and asylum seekers and those who benefit from the services provided 
by the CSO).

3  The focus of analysis was on the proportion of refugees and asylum seekers among 
volunteers and staff of the organization; the nationalities, gender and age groups that 
are most represented among volunteers, staff and refugees and asylum seekers; and the 
organization’s activities in which refugees and asylum seekers are mostly involved.

L’ÉTUDE SUR L’ENGAGEMENT BÉNÉVOLE DES RÉFUGIÉS 
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L’ÉTUDE SUR L’ENGAGEMENT BÉNÉVOLE DES RÉFUGIÉS 

Cette étude présente un certain nombre de limites dans son champ d’investigation comme dans ses objectifs. Elle n’a pas 
pour objet de proposer un diagnostic territorial ou une évaluation complète des dispositifs mis en place pour communiquer 
avec les communautés réfugiées ou faciliter la participation des bénévoles réfugiés ou en demande d’asile. Sauf exceptions, 
le présent rapport s’en tient à des observations qui ne doivent pas être interprétées comme étant applicables à l’ensemble 
des structures consultées, les ressources comme les modalités et conditions allouées à l’accompagnement des bénévoles 
étant plutôt hétérogènes et parfois en cours de redéfinition. Cette étude ne concerne que l’engagement bénévole comme 
moyen de faciliter la participation directe des réfugiés et des demandeurs d’asile aux décisions qui influencent leur vie.

France, 17 juin 2020. Hamidullah (avec la médaille), réfugié, a cousu plus de 700 masques durant la crise de la Covid-19 pour soutenir 
le village qui l’accueille.
© UNHCR/Kate Thompson Gorry

Plus d’informations sur la méthodologie de cette étude sont disponibles p.18

78 PERSONS

160 CSOs
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Plus d’informations sur la méthodologie de cette étude sont disponibles p.18

This study has a number of limitations in terms of its scope and objectives. It does not intend to suggest a national overview 
or a full assessment of the mechanisms set up to interact with refugee communities or to facilitate the participation of 
volunteer refugees and asylum seekers. Observations presented in this study should not be considered as applicable to all the 
CSOs assessed, as resources and modalities/conditions attached to the assistance of volunteers are quite heterogeneous and 
in constant evolution. The study looks into voluntary engagement as a way of facilitating the direct participation of refugees 
and asylum seekers in the decisions that impact their lives.

France, 17 June 2020. Hamidullah (wearing a medal) is a refugee who sewed more than 700 masks during Covid-19 pandemic 
to support his host village.
© UNHCR/Kate Thompson Gorry

See page 18 for more details on the methodology used for this study.
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« Quand je suis arrivée en France à l’aéroport Roissy-Charles de Gaulle, les autres familles 
comptaient sur moi car je parlais français. J’ai alors commencé à apporter mon aide gratuitement, 
j’y passe beaucoup de temps. Les collectifs citoyens sont aussi bénévoles, ils donnent tout leur 
temps pour les familles qui arrivent. Moi aussi je peux donner ».

— MICHELINE, bénévole réfugiée

De quel engagement bénévole parle-t-on ?

Si, de prime abord, le bénévolat « traditionnel » ne semble 
pas constituer une pratique fréquente parmi les populations 
réfugiées et en demande d’asile, les consultations menées 
ont pourtant permis de révéler l’existence de réseaux 
d’entraide informels en parallèle du système associatif 
classique, ainsi que l’implication importante de réfugiés et 
de demandeurs d’asile dans des systèmes de pair-aidance. 
Au sein des structures interrogées, les bénévoles réfugiés 
et en demande d’asile sont principalement impliqués dans 
des travaux de traduction ou d’interprétariat et dans des 
activités visant à rompre l’isolement et à créer du lien social. 

Par ailleurs, s’ils ne s’engagent pas toujours en tant que 
bénévoles sur le long terme, les réfugiés et les demandeurs 
d’asile prennent régulièrement part à des activités et des 
évènements ponctuels. L’étude réalisée a en outre permis de 
constater que les réfugiés et demandeurs d’asile tendent à 
manifester de l’intérêt pour les activités bénévoles dès lors 
qu’on leur explique le concept du bénévolat tel que pensé 
en France, et qu’on leur précise qu’ils ont la possibilité de 
participer de manière active au sein des structures dédiées. 

Enfin, il convient de rappeler qu’en raison du nombre 
élevé de structures associatives en France, cette étude 
s’est concentrée sur celles fournissant des services aux 
réfugiés et demandeurs d’asile, et sur les bénévoles réfugiés 
et en demande d’asile engagés au sein de ces structures. 
Il pourrait néanmoins s’avérer pertinent, dans un second 
temps, d’élargir l’enquête à des structures non spécialisées 
dans l’appui aux personnes réfugiées et en demande d’asile, 
ainsi qu’à des personnes réfugiées et en demande d’asile 
qui ne sont pas bénévoles au sein de structures établies. 
Une telle ouverture permettrait d’obtenir une perspective 
plus large sur l’engagement solidaire des réfugiés en 
tant que vecteur d’intégration. Le bénévolat informel, 
très en vigueur parmi les communautés réfugiées et en 
demande d’asile, ainsi que l’engagement des réfugiés ou 
des demandeurs d’asile dans des structures qui ne sont 
pas dédiées spécifiquement aux personnes réfugiées et 
en demande d’asile, pourraient ainsi bénéficier d’un tel 
éclairage. 

France, 8 mars 2017. Un village du Puy-de-Dôme ouvre 
ses portes pour les réfugiés.
© UNHCR/Benjamin Loyseau

It may also be recalled that, owing to the large number 
of civil society organizations present in France, this study 
focused on those CSOs that provide services to refugees 
and asylum seekers and on the volunteers who are 
active in those associations. However, it may be useful, 
at a later stage, to extend the study to CSOs that do not 
cater exclusively to refugees and asylum seekers, as well 
as to refugees and asylum seekers that do not volunteer 
in formally established associations. That would enable 
a more comprehensive mapping of solidarity efforts of 
refugees and its effect on their integration. Informal 
volunteering, which is used extensively in refugees and 
asylum seekers communities, and the engagement of 
refugees and asylum seekers in CSOs that do not cater 
exclusively for them may benefit from further research. 
Finally it is necessary to go beyond the scope of this 
study and to underline that refugees can and should of 
course also be encouraged to apply for positions/regular 
contracts with CSOs and even to leadership roles in 
such. 

What kind of voluntary engagement are we 
talking about?
While, at first glance, «conventional» volunteering may not 
appear as something that refugees and asylum seekers 
routinely take part in, the study revealed the existence 
of informal assistance networks alongside the standard 
networks of CSOs, as well as the substantial involvement 
of refugees and asylum seekers in community-based 
assistance. In the CSOs interviewed, volunteer refugees 
and asylum seekers help mostly with translation and 
interpretation tasks as well as in activities meant to break 
isolation and create social ties.
 

However, they do not necessarily volunteer over a longer 
period of time. Refugees and asylum seekers participate 
routinely in one-off events and activities. 
Also, the study revealed that refugees and asylum seekers 
tend to show an increased interest in volunteering so long 
as the French understanding of this concept is explained 
to them and they are clearly informed how they can be 
actively involved in the dedicated CSO.

" When I landed at Roissy-Charles de Gaulle airport, the other families had to rely on me as I 
spoke French. That’s when I started offering my help at no cost ; I dedicate quite a lot of my 
time.  Citizens groups also volunteer and dedicate all their time to newly freshly families.  I, too, 
can help. Ou I, also, can give of my time ".

—  MICHELINE,  refugee volunteer

France, 08 March 2017. A village in Puy-de-Dôme 
opens its doors to refugees.
© UNHCR/Benjamin Loyseau
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Résultats principaux de l’étude

Le bénévolat facilite le développement d’un réseau et 
l’apprentissage des codes, de la culture et de la langue du 
pays d’accueil. Si les bénévoles réfugiés et en demande 
d'asile témoignent d’une volonté de contribuer à leur société 
d’accueil, ils expriment aussi leur besoin de se sentir utiles et 
valorisés. Cette étude a permis d’identifier les défis les plus 
fréquents en matière de communication et d’engagement 
des bénévoles réfugiés et en demande d’asile. 

En parallèle, les structures et les bénévoles interrogés ont 
fourni des éléments de réflexion sur les solutions pouvant être 
mises en œuvre pour répondre à ces défis, et ainsi renforcer 
la participation directe des réfugiés et des demandeurs 
d’asile. Par exemple, interroger ces derniers sur leurs envies 
et leurs expériences et prendre en compte leurs déclarations 

dans l’offre des missions qui leur est présentée induit un 
double bénéfice : cela permet aux structures de bénéficier 
de l’expertise de chacun, tout en faisant du bénévolat une 
expérience satisfaisante où les talents individuels et collectifs 
sont mis en valeur. Les mécanismes de communication à 
double sens sont un élément clé de la politique de redevabilité 
envers les populations affectées du HCR. Ils garantissent 
l’intégrité des acteurs mettant en œuvre des programmes 
à destination des réfugiés. Ils permettent d’obtenir des 
retours de la part des bénéficiaires des programmes, ce qui 
renforce leur participation et leur permet de faire part de 
leurs réclamations.

LES DÉFIS RENCONTRÉS POUR L’ENGAGEMENT BÉNÉVOLE DES RÉFUGIÉS
ET DES DEMANDEURS D’ASILE EN FRANCE

La participation des réfugiés aux décisions qui influencent 
leur vie est un enjeu essentiel pour l’intégration. La capacité 
des structures et des groupes bénévoles à communiquer et 
à créer du lien avec les réfugiés s’avère cruciale dans la mise 
en œuvre effective de cette participation. 

« Le bénévolat permet d’apprendre. Aller vers 
les associations permet de mieux connaître 
la France et de mieux s’intégrer ».

— THOMAS, bénévole réfugié

France, 2 décembre 2019. Le choeur de femmes syriennes, Diaconat, chante dans la Gare de Bordeaux Saint Jean tandis que  
le Train de la Solidarité y fait étape.  
© UNHCR/Markel Redondo
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Volunteering contributes to the development of networks 
and helps individuals to learn the language, culture and 
conventions of their host country.  While refugees and 
asylum seekers express their willingness to contribute 
to their host community, they also feel the need to make 
themselves useful and feel rewarded. The study identified 
the most recurrent challenges in terms of communication 
and involvement of refugees and asylum seekers.

Concurrently, the CSOs, refugee-led organisations and 
volunteers interviewed offered input as to what solutions 
could be implemented to address those challenges and, 
consequently, improve the direct participation of refugees 
and asylum seekers. One such example: interviewing 
refugees and asylum seekers about their experiences and 
wishes, and taking account of their expertise, skills and 
preferences.
 

in the development of volunteer work provides a twofold 
benefit, i.e., CSOs would benefit from their individual 
expertise and the volunteering would be a more meaningful 
experience as refugees and asylum seekers would apply and 
demonstrate their individual and collective talents. Two-way 
communication mechanisms are key in ensuring effective 
accountability towards affected populations. They secure 
the integrity of the stakeholders that work on refugee-
focused programmes. They also serve to collect feedback 
from programme beneficiaries, thus strengthening their 
participation and enabling more effective programmes.

The participation of refugees in the decisions that impact 
their lives is key for the success of their integration. The 
ability of associations and volunteer groups to communicate 
and reach out to refugees is essential to ensure effective 
integration programmes.

Key outcomes of the study

France, 02 December 2019. Diaconat, an all-Syrian women choir sings at the Bordeaux-Saint-Jean train station while Train de la 
Solidarité pulls in. © UNHCR/Benjamin Loyseau

CHALLENGES FACED IN THE VOLUNTARY ENGAGEMENT OF REFUGEES AND 
ASYLUM SEEKERS IN FRANCE

" Volunteering is about learning. By 
reaching out to associations, you will get to 
know France better and better integrate ".

—  THOMAS,  refugee volunteer
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CSOs, refugees and asylum seekers that took part in 
the study listed cultural and language barriers as major 
challenges when communicating with refugees and asylum 
seekers about volunteering. Many identified the lack of 
information and resources as preventing access to quality 
interpretation services and to French language lessons (in 
addition to mandatory courses4). Adjustment to different 
social and cultural conventions is another challenge that 
CSOs, refugees and asylum seekers faced. The option for 
refugees and asylum seekers to choose between a male or 
female interpreter can be critical for them to speak freely.

The CSOs that were interviewed identified another major 
challenge relating to their methods of work and their resources. 
In addition to insufficient human and financial resources, 
many indicated the lack of understanding and knowledge to 
adjust communication methods to persons whose journeys 
and living conditions varied from one individual to another. 
Also, the notion of refugee participation may not be properly 
understood by CSOs and thus hinder the involvement of 
refugees and asylum seekers in voluntary work. The findings 
seem to indicate that these volunteers are not always invited 
to speak about their skills or the activities they would want 
to carry out in those associations. Similarly, few CSOs use 
refugees’ feedback to fine-tune their programmes.

Issues relating to the conditions of living and people’s 
access to their rights also impact the voluntary engagement 
and participation of refugees and asylum seekers. Lack of 
access to education and employment, mental and physical 
health needs, compounded by hardship and lack of stability 
that refugees and asylum seekers face, are all factors that 
contribute to making exchanges more complex. Finding 
solutions to these problems is a priority for refugees and 
asylum seekers as they hamper their physical and mental 
readiness to engage in volunteer activities. Economic 
and social hardships also affect individuals’ freedom of 
movement, both in terms of mobility and connectivity, and 
may therefore prevent them from volunteering.

Other challenges identified include the difficulties that 
refugees and asylum seekers face in terms of social 
integration, starting with creating social ties within the host 
community. Several CSOs, refugees and asylum seekers also 
hinted to self-censorship: some refugees and asylum seekers 
are concerned about the way they may be perceived by their 
own community and by their host community. All things 
that make them feel that they lack legitimacy to take part in 
volunteer activities. Self-censorship is even stronger where 
the person does not have a good command of the French 
language.

It is also important to acknowledge vulnerabilities that require special attention such as those that are related to age, gender, 
disability, gender identity and sexual orientation. According to testimonials, LGBTQI+ refugees and asylum seekers do not 
always volunteer in associations that protect the rights of LGBTQI+ persons as they fear they would be perceived negatively 
by their own communities and their host community. Trauma experienced during their journey into exile may also undermine 
uprooted persons’ self-confidence and trust in others. While many female refugees and asylum seekers do take part in volunteer 
activities, hurdles should be lifted to increase their participation especially in decision-making processes. Some of these women 
might fear being stigmatized by their communities because of their participation in volunteer activities, especially in a mixed 
environment (men and women), as well as outside the community. Also, mothers have less time to dedicate to volunteering. 
Specific arrangements should be put in place to adapt the means of consultation.

Cultural and 
language barriers

Social and economic 
conditions

Acknowledgement of vulnerabilities

Work methods,
culture and resources of 
associations

Socialization in the 
receiving country

4 Refugees and any newcomers wishing to settle in France and whose level of French is below A1 according to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages 
(CEFRL) are required to go to French language lessons as part of their Contrat d’Intégration Républicaine (CIR - Republican Integration Contract). The CIR is managed by the 
Office Français de l’Immigration et de l’Intégration (OFII - French Office for Immigration and Integration).
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SOLUTIONS TO FACILITATE THE DIRECT PARTICIPATION OF 
REFUGEES AND ASYLUM SEEKERS TO DECISIONS THAT IMPACT 
THEIR LIVES

Adopt a whole-of-society approach

Foster social inclusion

Create conditions that are conducive to engagement

Support coordination and information sharing between 
stakeholders

Customize communication tools

Promote the crucial role of social workers and volunteers 
in information sharing

Inform and explain the concept of volunteering

Be bold and get involved

Involve refugees in decision-making processes

Promote legitimate decision-makers

Take into account special needs

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
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Adopter une approche engageant 
la société toute entière

Face à ces défis, différentes recommandations ont émergé en vue 
de renforcer les échanges entre les structures et les réfugiés et 
demandeurs d’asile. La nécessité d’encourager le dialogue entre 
les personnes réfugiées et en demande d’asile et leur société 
d’accueil, et plus généralement entre l’ensemble des acteurs 
impliqués, a été mise en évidence. Secteur privé, autorités 
publiques, institutions, universités, société civile, groupes/
structures bénévoles (qu’il s’agisse d’initiatives menées par des 
personnes réfugiées et en demande d’asile ou dirigées par des 
membres de la société civile) : la participation de chacun se révèle 
essentielle dans la mise en œuvre d’un dialogue constructif, ainsi 
que le souligne le Pacte mondial sur les réfugiés adopté en 2018.

Cela implique de sensibiliser les réfugiés, les demandeurs 
d’asile et les membres de leur société d’accueil à 
l’interculturalité et de développer les opportunités de 
rencontre entre les personnes déracinées et leur société 
d’accueil. Il s’agit également d’accroitre la coopération 
et la communication entre les différents acteurs et de 
promouvoir un environnement de protection accueillant.

Le Refugee Food Festival

En 2015, le HCR a investi dans le développement 
d’initiatives citoyennes qui s’engageaient 
autour de l’objectif de création de liens entre 
les réfugiés et leur société d’accueil, afin de 
créer des opportunités pour les réfugiés sur le 
long terme. Le HCR a ainsi apporté son aide 
pour la création du Refugee Food Festival. Ce 
projet constitue aujourd’hui non seulement 
un rendez-vous de mobilisation citoyenne 
permettant de promouvoir l’interculturalité 
autour de plats originaires du monde entier, 
mais également une opportunité d’intégration 
professionnelle pour des chefs réfugiés en 
France. 

France, 17 juin 2018. Le Refugee Food Festival revient à Paris.
 ©UNHCR/Benjamin Loyseau

1 2 Favoriser la rencontre

To address these challenges, various recommendations 
emerged for the purpose of strengthening interactions 
between CSOs and refugees and asylum seekers. The need to 
foster continued and meaningful dialogue between refugees 
and asylum seekers and their host communities and, more 
generally, between all stakeholders was highlighted. Private 
sector, government authorities, institutions, universities, civil 
society organizations, volunteer groups (whether the initiatives 
are led by refugees and asylum seekers or by members of 
CSOs) ... the participation of everyone is essential to the 
implementation of a meaningful dialogue, as was underscored 
in the 2018 Global Compact on Refugees. 

This requires building awareness among refugees and 
asylum seekers and members of their host society 
about interculturality and creating opportunities for 
encounters and dialogue. It is also about increasing 
cooperation and communication between the various 
stakeholders and promoting an inclusive and welcoming 
environment.

Adopt a whole-of-society 
approach

Foster social inclusion

France, 17 June 2018. Refugee Food Festival
© UNHCR/Benjamin Loyseau

Refugee Food Festival
In 2015, UNHCR invested in the development 
of civic initiatives to create bonds between 
refugees and asylum seekers and their 
host community so that the former would, 
eventually, have access to opportunities. 
UNHCR provided assistance to the creation 
of the Refugee Food Festival. The Festival 
is more than a mere opportunity for civic 
mobilization around the promotion of 
interculturality by experiencing cuisine from 
all over the world; it fosters the professional 
integration for refugee chefs in France.

1 2

https://www.unhcr.org/news/latest/2018/5/5b0ea9c94/refugee-chefs-serve-success-food-festival.html
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Most of the CSOs and individuals that were interviewed 
indicated that volunteering could only be considered 
once refugees and asylum seekers start having stable and 
decent living conditions. It had been repeatedly suggested 
to create the conditions for self-reliance of refugees 
and asylum seekers by addressing their essential needs 
and improving their living conditions. Empowerment of 
refugees and asylum seekers should be considered and 
implemented as soon as feasible to ensure their successful 
integration. Promoting access to employment, education 
and the acquisition of the French language would also 
foster the creation of social ties. Integration is a long-
term sustainable solution for refugees5. Strengthening 
their autonomy is one of the keys objectives of the 2018 
Global Compact on Refugees. Welcoming refugees with 
dignity and ensuring their autonomy as soon as they 
arrive in France facilitate the gradual process of their 
social integration.

Communication methods need to be adapted so that 
content is readily accessible, while taking into account 
the specific needs and specific circumstances of refugees 
and asylum seekers, and also by providing translation and 
cultural mediation. The efficiency of visual, audio-visual and 
multilingual materials and aids, such as mobile applications, 
was highlighted. Respondents also recommended that 
social media, messaging, phone calls and face-to-face oral 
communication be used more routinely. Frequent and regular 
contacts are also to be considered when striving to build 
relations of trust with refugees and asylum seekers.

The idea of centralising information on all institutional, 
CSO and local initiatives was put forward on more than 
one occasion; the aim is to boost linkages between all 
associations and to better disseminate information to 
the target audience, i.e., refugees and asylum seekers. 
It is also to be pointed out that such information should 
be translated into the languages spoken by refugees and 
asylum seekers and shared both online and offline.

Volunteers, social workers and other staff involved play 
a critical role in strengthening existing approaches to 
communication and creation of bonds with refugees and 
asylum seekers. Social workers that man reception and 
accommodation centres are in direct contact with the people 
that use those facilities. They build relations of trust with 
the persons that they assist and play a key role in creating 
bonds of trust with the host community. Social workers’ 
efforts may be leveraged to develop a strategic approach to 
promote the voluntary contribution of refugees and asylum 
seekers. They can be trained to disseminate information on 
CSOs and civic associations and on existing volunteering 
opportunities among refugees and asylum seekers and, thus, 
guide people who may be interested. Such initiatives may 
be carried out in accommodation centres of the national 
reception scheme (Dispositif national d’accueil - DNA) and in 
the regional directorates of the French Office for Immigration 
and Integration (OFII) so as to reach the largest possible 
audiences.

Create conditions that are 
conducive to engagement

Customize 
communication tools

Promote the crucial 
role of social workers 
and volunteers in 
information sharing

Support coordination 
and information sharing 
between stakeholders

5 UNHCR, Vers un nouveau depart : l’intégration des réfugiés en France; September 2013. See : https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/523aefec4.pdf
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https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/523aefec4.pdf
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A refugee social worker helps 
vulnerable LGBTQI+ persons in the 
midst of Covid-19 pandemic
Thomas is a volunteer at ARDHIS (an NGO that advocates 
for the rights of LGBTQI+ to immigration and asylum). During 
Covid-19 lockdown period he continued to offer his help and 
expertise as a social worker. His testimonial underscores the 
critical role that volunteers play in information sharing and 
maintaining of ties : « I am determined to continue helping 
the most vulnerable people. I am committed to what I do. I 
am passionate about helping others ».

France, 13 June 2020. Thomas, a refugee and social worker 
in Paris. He helps vulnerable LGBTQI+ people in times of 
Covid-19 pandemic.
© UNHCR/Kate Thompson Gorry
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7         Informer et expliquer la notion de bénévolat

« Au début je ne comprenais pas pourquoi les gens en France faisaient du bénévolat. Puis je suis allée à 
l’association, on a passé du temps ensemble. J’ai commencé à échanger en français, c’était super. J’ai débuté 
en tant qu’apprenante et un jour on m’a proposé de donner des cours de français. J’étais surprise, mais 
j’ai dit d’accord, je vais essayer. Petit à petit, je me suis sentie comme dans une grande famille, c’est une 
expérience unique et j’ai envie de continuer. J’ai été enseignante pendant 25 ans dans mon pays. On ne vit 
que si on partage notre temps avec les gens. »

— MIRELA, en demande d’asile

De nombreuses structures et personnes impliquées dans 
cette étude ont insisté sur l’importance d’informer les 
demandeurs d’asile et les réfugiés, dès leur arrivée dans le 
pays, sur le fonctionnement des structures associatives, leur 
rôle et leurs objectifs, et la possibilité qui leur est offerte 
de s’engager en tant que bénévoles. Il s’agit notamment 
d’expliquer les bénéfices personnels pouvant être retirés 
d’une expérience bénévole, tels que le développement de 
liens avec les membres de la société d’accueil et l’acquisition 
de nouvelles compétences, qui favorisent un épanouissement 
personnel et professionnel. 

De la même manière, les participants à l’étude ont estimé 
essentiel d’apporter une définition claire du rôle et des 
attributions des bénévoles afin de permettre l’établissement 
d’une relation de confiance entre les bénévoles réfugiés et 
en demande d’asile et leur communauté. Cela permet aux 
bénévoles d’être en mesure de remplir leurs missions en 

pleine connaissance des droits et des devoirs inhérents à leur 
fonction. Cette clarification permet également de prévenir 
toute forme de pression ou d’attentes qui pourraient naître 
de la conception erronée du bénévolat.  Enfin, elle permet 
de garantir l’intégrité des potentiels bénévoles. Il convient 
notamment de faire comprendre, à la fois aux bénévoles 
réfugiés et à tous ceux pour qui la notion de bénévolat 
n’est pas familière, la différence entre emploi et bénévolat. 
Cet accompagnement doit permettre de clarifier le principe 
du bénévolat, qui ne constitue pas un travail rémunéré et 
ne confère pas d’avantages ou d’autorité supplémentaires, 
notamment en matière d’accompagnement social, d’accès 
à l’emploi ou à des services. Une meilleure compréhension 
du principe du bénévolat permettra ainsi non seulement de 
mieux gérer les attentes des bénévoles, mais aussi de limiter 
les pressions dont ils pourraient faire l’objet de la part de 
leur communauté. 

France, 11 octobre 2018. Maryam (au centre de la photo, les bras levés) est une cheffe cuisinière réfugiée en France. 
Elle a cuisiné plus de 200 repas et a reçu une standing ovation de la part des élèves du collège Octave Mirbeau à Trévières, 
en Normandie.
© UNHCR/Benjamin Loyseau

Inform and explain the concept of volunteering

France, 11 October 2018. Maryam (in the centre of the photo, with her arms up) is a refugee and a head cook in France.
She prepared more than 200 meals and was given a standing ovation by pupils at the Octave Mirabeau secondary school at 
Trévières, Normandy.
© UNHCR/Benjamin Loyseau

"At first, I didn’t understand why people volunteered in France. Then I went to the association and 
spent time with them. I started interacting in French; that was great! I started off as a learner then, 
one day, I was offered to teach French.  Although I was surprised, I accepted the offer. I said « I’ll 
try it out ». Little by little, I felt like I was in a large family. That was a unique experience and I don’t 
want to stop. I taught for 25 years in my country. Life is only meaningful when you dedicate some 
of your time to others. "

—  MIRELA, asylum seeker

Many CSOs and individuals who contributed to this 
study insisted on the need to inform refugees and asylum 
seekers, as soon as they land in the country, about the way 
associations work, their roles and objectives, as well as on 
the possibility for refugees and asylum seekers to participate 
as volunteers. This includes explaining the benefits that may 
be derived from a volunteering experience (e.g.: building 
ties with members of the host community and acquiring 
new skills, all things which foster personal and professional 
fulfilment).

By the same token, the interviewees felt it was necessary 
to clearly define the role and function of volunteers for 
the purpose of creating trust and confidence between 
volunteering refugees and asylum seekers and their 
community. Thus, volunteers will be able to fulfill their tasks 
fully aware of the rights and duties attached to their function. 
A clearer definition will help to prevent any kind of pressure 

or expectation which might arise from a misconception 
of volunteering.  It will also help preserve the integrity of 
potential volunteers. It would be pertinent to explain, both 
to volunteering refugees and to all those who do not have 
a proper understanding of the notion of volunteering in 
the host society, the difference between volunteering and 
paid work. That would clarify the concept of volunteering, 
which is not paid work and does not provide any additional 
advantages or authority, especially when providing social 
assistance, help in getting a job or accessing a service. Thus, 
a better understanding of volunteering will contribute to 
better manage volunteers’ expectations and to mitigate 
the pressures that may originate from the refugees’ own 
community.

7
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To volunteer, one needs to be informed about available opportunities and be prepared to commit oneself. In this regard, the 
support of volunteering refugees is critical for the creation of bonds and contacts with populations of refugees and asylum 
seekers. Thanks to their volunteering experience and their ability to explain the concept of volunteering, these volunteers 
would publicise existing opportunities and encourage other refugees and asylum seekers to get actively involved in the 
activities of civic associations. It is also important to take into account the profiles, professional backgrounds and specific 
needs of individuals so that all interested refugees may take part in activities in a safe and dignified manner, but also to 
ensure that their skills and interests are properly used.

Several stakeholders highlighted that the participation 
of refugees and asylum seekers as partners rather than 
beneficiaries is key, especially in decision-making processes. 
Indeed, such a dynamic would enable the involvement 
of all players, and is critical in making current projects 
and programmes more effective while taking account of 
feedback received from refugees and asylum seekers.

Refugees and asylum seekers provide useful insight to 
overcome linguistic and cultural barriers, identify needs and 
offer solutions to address them. By assuming responsibility 
in decision-making, volunteers will see the impact of 
their efforts and thus build confidence in their ability to 
become catalysts for change while nurturing a sense of 
inclusion and belonging. Participants to the study pointed 
out the need to provide strategic and phased support to 
volunteers among refugees and asylum seekers so that 
they will get involved in all stages of activities initiated by 

their civic associations, from design to implementation, 
bearing in mind the individual skills and desires of each 
volunteer. Once the notion of volunteering is clarified and 
understood, refugee volunteers will need to be supported 
in their assignment. By taking time to train them, to 
explain to them the cultural codes inherent to volunteering 
environment (how meetings are conducted, keeping to 
time schedules), to make them feel part of the team, before 
directing them to various assignments depending on needs 
and on their preferences, the volunteering experience will 
be a constructive one for everybody.

Be bold and get involved

Involve refugees in decision-making processes

Participation of exiles: possible ways of rethinking integration, Studies by IFRI, 
May 2020
This study, which was carried out in the framework of the Observatory on Immigration and Asylum, was supported 
by 33 interviews made in 2019 with stakeholders in charge of the reception and integration of refugees. It analyses 
the various forms of participation used in France: from those initiatives that were introduced in the 1980s to fight 
extreme poverty to the ones developed recently. It maps field practices which foster participation in reception and 
integration schemes. And, finally, the study puts forward recommendations for decision-makers in government, civil 
society and private funders. Thanks to the methods and tools that the French Institute of International Relations 
(IFRI) described in this document ("move towards...", need to change work culture, relationship to time, continuous 
engagement, etc.), the Inter-Ministerial Delegation for the Reception and Integration of Refugees would like to use 
the participation of exiles as a leverage of public policies adapted to the realities on the ground.

To find out more, see : https://www.ifri.org/fr/publications/etudes-de-lifri/participation-exilees-pistes-repenser- 
l’integration
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https://www.ifri.org/fr/publications/etudes-de-lifri/participation-exilees-pistes-repenser- l’integration 
https://www.ifri.org/fr/publications/etudes-de-lifri/participation-exilees-pistes-repenser- l’integration 
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Refugee-led organisations (RLOs)

Refugee-led organizations (RLO) are organizations that are either entirely established and led by refugees, or have 
refugees in position of decision-making or directing the organization.  The degree of organization and structure 
varies greatly among the different organizations. 
In France, civil society and voluntary initiatives meet these criteria and work for a better inclusion of refugees and 
asylum seekers within their host society.

Union des Étudiants Exilés (UEE)

Created in 2019, the Union is a non-profit association 
constituted in accordance with the French law aiming at 
facilitating access to higher education for refugees and asylum 
seekers. The president and founder of the association is a 
refugee journalist. The board is composed of 5 members in 
situation of exile. Two employees ensure the continuity of the 
activities. The organization has around 80 refugee and local 
volunteers. Around 30% of the refugee volunteers are women.

The organisation is helping between 60 and 70 people per 
month by providing four types of support: Sharing reliable information (i) about higher education in France and 
support mechanisms for students (such as scholarships) through their website and Facebook page, individual 
guidance (ii), collective workshops (iii) to integrate exiled into the French educational system and advocacy (iv) for 
improving the conditions for access to higher education for refugees and asylum seekers.

Espero

Espero was created in 2016 with three environmental 
and social objectives: improving access to employment 
for marginalized persons in the areas of organic market 
gardening, beekeeping, managing green spaces (i), 
raise awareness of environmental and social issues (ii) 
and enhance biodiversity in Ile de France(iii). During 
the Covid-19 crisis, Espero and managed to launch a 
training program for textile artists and sign « back-to-
work » contracts for 14 refugees. 

Espero is a French association and has four founders, 
including one refugee. The team consists of four full-
time staff, three of whom are refugees, and 3 seasonal 
interns. In 2020, 10 volunteers were engaged in a wide 
range of activities, changing the lives over 150 people 
through job/training placement and 500 more people 
through workshops focused on creating awareness 
about the importance of protecting our ecosystem. 

© Espero 

https://uniondesetudiantsexiles.org/fr/426-2
https://www.facebook.com/U.E.E.France
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Camila and Rania work together to facilitate access to higher education for refugees. Camila founded UniR Universities & Refugees and 
Rania, a Syrian refugee, is a member of the board of the NGO.
© UNHCR/Benjamin Loyseau
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  Valoriser des décideurs  
  légitimes

Il est fondamental de ne pas restreindre les réfugiés et les 
demandeurs d’asile à leur statut administratif, mais de les inclure 
en tant qu’acteurs et décideurs légitimes. Leur appréhension 
des défis rencontrés par les personnes déracinées constitue un 
angle d’approche essentiel pour lever les freins identifiés, en 
suggérant des solutions au plus près des réalités des publics 
concernés. Dans cette logique d’inclusion, il peut également se 
révéler fondamental de travailler sur le changement de regard 
au sein des équipes des structures accueillant les bénévoles 
réfugiés ou en demande d’asile. Un appui peut s’avérer nécessaire 

pour les employés et les bénévoles non-réfugiés ayant besoin 
de travailler sur leurs propres représentations mentales, afin 
d’inclure les personnes réfugiées et en demande d’asile dans leurs 
équipes en tant que véritables partenaires. Un accompagnement 
doit être proposé aux bénévoles et aux membres de l’équipe, 
et les rôles de chacun clairement définis et compris de tous. 
D’autres mesures peuvent également inclure la mise en place 
de mécanismes de signalement des abus d’autorité, ainsi que 
la signature de documents comme des termes de référence ou 
des codes de conduite, qui définissent précisément le rôle de 
chacun. Par ailleurs, la connaissance empirique s’impose souvent 
comme le meilleur moyen de faire face aux inquiétudes : inclure 
les réfugiés et les demandeurs d’asile dans les équipes bénévoles 
facilite le changement de posture des équipes.

  Mieux prendre en  
  compte les  situations  
             de vulnérabilités

Il est essentiel de garantir un accès équitable et des possibilités 
égales de participation aux prises de décision pour l’ensemble 
des personnes réfugiées et en demande d’asile, et notamment 
des plus vulnérables (femmes, personnes âgées, mineurs, 
personnes LGBTI+, personnes souffrant d’un handicap…). Les 
facteurs tels que l’âge, le genre et la diversité sont à l’origine 
d’expériences personnelles très variées. Les vulnérabilités liées 
à ces différents facteurs doivent être prises en compte pour 
que les personnes puissent se sentir en sécurité et exprimer 
librement leurs opinions lorsqu’elles sont consultées. Une 

relation de confiance doit être instaurée, et la parole doit être 
recueillie dans un environnement favorable permettant à la 
personne de se sentir en sécurité. Des discussions séparées 
peuvent être conduites avec différents groupes, en prenant 
en considération le recoupement de facteurs tels que l’âge, 
le genre et la diversité dans l’objectif de libérer la parole de 
chacun. Des dispositions doivent également être prises en 
fonction des besoins spécifiques de chacun. Ainsi, encourager 
la participation des femmes et plus spécifiquement des mères 
de familles nécessite d’adapter les activités bénévoles à leurs 
besoins, en organisant des réunions à des horaires appropriés 
ou en instaurant un système de garderie pour les enfants. De 
même, il convient de prendre en considération les horaires de 
travail des hommes ou des femmes actifs. Enfin, des activités 
de sensibilisation au sein des communautés peuvent également 
permettre de lever des freins à l’engagement bénévole des 
individus. 

France, 11 janvier 2019. Un village français donne l’exemple pour l’accueil des réfugiés.
© UNHCR/Benjamin Loyseau
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It is of paramount importance that refugees and asylum seekers are engaged as legitimate players and decision-makers 
and not defined by their administrative status. Their perception of the challenges experienced by uprooted people is an 
important perspective for assessing the needs of the public concerned and finding appropriate solutions. Refugees can and 
should be allowed and encouraged to apply for positions as staff members with CSOs and even to leadership roles in such. 
With this inclusive approach in mind, one could also work on changing the perception that CSO staff have of refugees and 
asylum seekers. Support may need to be extended to staff members and non-refugee volunteers who need to work on 
their attitudes, behaviour and knowledge to facilitate the inclusion of refugees and asylum seekers in their teams as fully-
fledged partners. Support must be offered to volunteers and staff members and the roles of each must be clearly defined and 
understood by all. Other measures may also be considered: a system to alert to abuse of authority, the signing of documents 
that clearly define the roles of each person (terms of reference, codes of conduct). In addition, empirical knowledge often 
proves to be the best way of addressing volunteers’ concerns; thus, the inclusion of refugees and asylum seekers in volunteer 
teams may help in changing the attitudes of staff members. 

It is essential to ensure equitable access and equal opportunities of participation in decision-making for all refugees and asylum 
seekers, especially for those with specific needs (women, older persons young boys and girls, LGBTQI+ disabled persons, 
etc.).  Factors such as age, gender and diversity are the source of the most diverse personal experiences. Vulnerabilities 
attached to these factors must be taken into account so that people may feel safe to express their opinions freely when 
they are consulted. A trust-based relationship must be built, and opinions must be sought in an environment where people 
feel safe. Different discussions may be held with different groups by factoring in intersecting factors such as age, gender 
and diversity to ensure that the free expression of opinion is enjoyed by all. Adjustments must also be made to cater for 
the specific needs of every individual. Therefore, to ensure the participation of women - and of mothers in particular - it is 
necessary to adapt volunteering activities to their needs by holding meetings at suitable times or by arranging for child care. 
Similarly, work schedules of men or of working women should be considered. Last but not least, awareness-building activities 
for communities may also help dismantle obstacles to the volunteer involvement of individuals.

Promote legitimate 
decision-makers

France, 11 January 2019. A French village sets the example on how to receive refugees.
© UNHCR/Benjamin Loyseau

Take better account 
of specific needs

10

11



22 - Together we must succeed Participation of refugees to decisions that impact their lives

STUDY ON THE VOLUNTARY ENGAGEMENT OF REFUGEES

A mapping exercise was carried with CSOs and voluntary 
organizations that provide services to refugees in 7 
geographical areas of France (Alsace, Bouches-du-Rhône, 
Calvados, Gironde, Île-de-France, Puy-de-Dôme and 
Rhône). These areas were selected using accessibility 
criteria, with UNHCR France relying on their prior 
acquaintance of local actors. These helped in the mapping 
effort by identifying new CSOs and RLOs, disseminating 
the questionnaire online and organizing interview sessions 
and group discussions.

The outcomes served to gain better knowledge of the civic 
associations that assist refugees and asylum seekers in 
France and the level of direct participation of the latter. The 
answers collected also served to draft recommendations to 
increase the participation of refugees and asylum seekers 
in the civic associations that support them as well as in the 
decisions that impact their lives.

The study builds upon the answers derived from the 
questionnaire that was sent out to CSOs that provide 
services to refugees and asylum seekers in the 8 regions 
previously mentioned. Some of those CSOs comprised 
initiatives designed and implemented by refugees and 
asylum seekers.

The survey was then supplemented by individual 
interviews carried out with professionals and volunteers 
who work in CSOs that provide services to refugees and 
asylum seekers. Individual interviews were carried out in 
in the départements of Bas-Rhin (4), Bouches-du-Rhône 
(6), Calvados (3), Gironde (7), Puy-de-Dôme (7), Rhône 
(7), and in the regions of Île-de-France (16). Interviewees 
were professionals and volunteers who work in CSOs 
that provide services to refugees and asylum seekers. The 
aim of the project and the conditions of participation in 
it (code of conduct, confidentiality) were presented from 
the outset so as to obtain the free and informed consent 
of the participants. The interviews were held in the 
premises of the Paris office of UNHCR, in the offices of 
the CSOs consulted or in other venues agreed upon with 
the volunteers. Of varying length (1 hour on average), 
the interviews were semi-directive, flexible and focused 
on the volunteering experience of refugees and asylum 

seekers in France. They would serve to gauge the level of 
engagement of refugees and asylum seekers in volunteer 
and civic initiatives, in the selected geographical areas, and 
to identify the difficulties that refugees faced as agents and 
decision-makers in activities held by the CSOs that were 
interviewed.  The intent was also to discuss the challenges 
in terms of communication between CSOs and refugees 
and asylum seekers and to suggest possible solutions to 
those challenges.

Focus group discussions (FGD) were also held in the areas 
where the interviews were carried out. These discussions 
were held and conducted with special attention to age, 
gender, diversity and possibility for everyone to express 
their opinions freely and in a dignified manner6. The 
objective was to confirm the findings from the mapping 
exercise by inviting refugees and asylum seekers to 
actively contribute to the design and implementation 
of two (2) outreach projects of UNHCR, i.e.: INTER’ACT 
Tour project, aimed at youth audiences, and Train de la 
Solidarité#Aveclesréfugiés, which was developed on the 
occasion of the Forum on Refugees. Participants were 
identified by UNHCR with local CSOs who helped with 
establishing contact with interested persons. An overview 
of topics for discussion was provided in advance. Some 
discussions required the services of interpreters. At the 
end of meetings, time slots were dedicated to individual 
and confidential exchanges to address issues relating to 
protection.

The mapping results were then supplemented with 
additional interview sessions, in June 2020, to further 
analyse refugees’ and asylum seekers’ contribution to 
France’s response to the Covid-19 pandemic. These 
interviews were carried out in 11 CSOs in the départements 
of Bas-Rhin (1), Calvados (1), Gironde (2), Puy-de-Dôme (1), 
Rhône (1), Bouches-du-Rhône (1) and in the region of Île-
de-France (4). In this respect, 6 refugee volunteers were 
interviewed. The extension of this study during the health 
crisis documented a spontaneous volunteer engagement 
by many refugees and asylum seekers, and demonstrated 
the strength of their mobilization as well as the existence 
of mutual solidarity.

MAPPING METHODOLOGY

6 For more information on the way FGD were carried out: UNHCR, L’outil de l’UNHCR pour l’évaluation participative dans les operations, 
Étape 5 : la facilitation des discussions (p. 36-42) ; See : https://www.refworld.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/rwmain/opendocpdf.pdf?reldoc=y&docid=476b9c382

https://www.refworld.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/rwmain/opendocpdf.pdf?reldoc=y&docid=476b9c382
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PARTICIPATION OF REFUGEES  AND ASYLUM SEEKERS IN THE STUDY

7  For more information on the protection of personal data of people under UNHCR care, see :  https://www.refworld.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/rwmain/open- docpdf.
pdf?reldoc=y&docid=5bf7c99c4#:~:text=La%20confidentialité%20des%20données%20personnelles,lors%20du%20traitement%20des%20données.&text=personnelles%20 
doivent%20être%20rangées%20et,des%20moyens%20de%20communication%20protégés
8   In the absence of disaggregated data, the study faced challenges to ensure the representativeness of all refugees and asylum seekers in France.

Overall, 68 volunteers among refugees and asylum seekers 
took part in the FGDs, including 21 women and 47 men. 
The formation of these groups was facilitated by the CSOs 
that participated in the study by identifying refugees 
and asylum seekers interested in the project. For that 
identification exercise, UNHCR used the criteria of age, 
gender and diversity so as to secure the most exhaustive 
perspective and to ensure everyone aired their opinion.

Taking into account age, gender and diversity criteria
Applying the criteria of age, gender and diversity when forming the different groups was essential. The aim was 
to ensure that specific groups (LGBTQI+ persons, persons with disabilities) were not excluded and to identify 
challenges and solutions taking into account the diverse needs while strengthening refugees’ capacities. The 
identity of refugees and asylum seekers who took part in this study is not divulged, in the interest of protection 
and in compliance with the rules explained to them during the interactions. Their informed consent was required in 
accordance with the policy protecting the personal data of persons of concern to UNHCR7, which was applied for 
all exchanges carried out. Also, it is to be pointed out that the volunteers that were consulted were clearly informed 
that they were not to expect to receive any support or care in exchange for their contribution. As far as possible8 , 
the AGD approach was also integrated in the way the discussions were organized so that each participant could air 
their opinion, especially in sub-groups where they could feel comfortable to make their voice heard.

A total of 78 adult refugees and asylum seekers were 
consulted, mostly through individual interviews or FGDs. 
Other refugees volunteering and working in CSOs also 
offered their viewpoints by filling out an online
 
questionnaire. The refugees and asylum seekers that were 
consulted originated from 27 countries. Some of them 
were granted international protection (refugee status or 
subsidiary protection) in France while others were asylum 
applicants. Among the latter (asylum seekers) some had 
their application processed and rejected by the French 
Office for the Protection of Refugees and Stateless 
Persons (Office Français de Protection des Réfugiés et 
Apatrides - OFPRA); therefore, their appeal application 
was still being examined by the National Court of Asylum 
(Cour Nationale du Droit d’Asile - CNDA). 

https://www.refworld.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/rwmain/open- docpdf.pdf?reldoc=y&docid=5bf7c99c4#:~:text=La%20confidentialité%20des%20données%20personnelles,lors%20du%20traitement%20des%20données.&text=personnelles%20 doivent%20être%20rangées%20et,des%20moyens
https://www.refworld.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/rwmain/open- docpdf.pdf?reldoc=y&docid=5bf7c99c4#:~:text=La%20confidentialité%20des%20données%20personnelles,lors%20du%20traitement%20des%20données.&text=personnelles%20 doivent%20être%20rangées%20et,des%20moyens
https://www.refworld.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/rwmain/open- docpdf.pdf?reldoc=y&docid=5bf7c99c4#:~:text=La%20confidentialité%20des%20données%20personnelles,lors%20du%20traitement%20des%20données.&text=personnelles%20 doivent%20être%20rangées%20et,des%20moyens
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LA PARTICIPATION DES RÉFUGIÉS 
AU SEIN DES PROJETS DE SENSIBILISATION 

ET DE PLAIDOYER DU HCR FRANCE

Consulter des réfugiés : 
les groupes de discussions

L’exercice de cartographie s’est accompagné de consultations 
individuelles mais aussi collectives avec les personnes réfugiées 
et en demande d’asile, lesquelles ont permis de mettre en 
pratique les recommandations évoquées précédemment. 
Des discussions ont été menées en petits groupes (focus 
group discussions, en anglais) avec des bénévoles réfugiés 
et demandeurs d’asile, qui ont participé à l’élaboration, la 
conception et la réalisation de deux projets : l’INTER’ACT Tour 
et le Train de la Solidarité #Aveclesréfugiés. Ces projets ont 
pour principal objectif de créer des opportunités de dialogue 
entre les réfugiés, les demandeurs d’asile et leur société 
d’accueil et de promouvoir le bénévolat et la participation 

des personnes réfugiées. Ils visent également à développer 
de solides partenariats avec les différentes parties prenantes 
(municipalités, secteur privé, société civile) en vue de renforcer 
les opportunités offertes aux réfugiés de s’engager en tant 
qu’acteurs et décideurs. 

En parallèle, les bénévoles réfugiés identifiés dans le cadre 
des consultations se sont impliqués dans des activités de 
plaidoyer, à l’occasion du premier Forum mondial sur les 
réfugiés de décembre 2019 et lors de la Journée mondiale 
du réfugié 2020.

France, 13 décembre 2017. Un programme français de bourses d’études donne de l’espoir aux réfugiés syriens.
© UNHCR/Benjamin Loyseau

France, 16 December 2019. The Solidarity Train 
arrives at Bordeaux
© UNHCR/Benjamin Loyseau

The participation of refugees is at the core of UNHCR’s 
outreach projects in France. In each project, volunteers 
expressed their wish to engage with the public and were 
then brought in taking into account their skills or the 
activities they wanted to carry out. One of the aims of these 
projects was to create opportunities for refugee volunteers 
to engage with their host community.

Showing genuine interest in the tasks assigned to them, 
participants in the focus group discussions said that they 
were proud of showcasing their talent, sharing their culture 
and the success stories of other refugees. They were 
driven, on one hand, by the need to tell the reasons for 
their departure from their countries and their presence in 
France and, on the other hand, to present themselves as 
individuals with a specific history, culture and journey.

PARTICIPATION OF REFUGEES 
IN UNHCR’S OUTREACH AND ADVOCACY 

PROJECTS IN FRANCE

Consulting refugees : focus groups

France, 13 December 2017. A French scholarship 
scheme brings hope to Syrian refugees.
© UNHCR/Benjamin Loyseau

Volunteer refugee participation 
in UNHCR’s outreach projects in France

The mapping exercise was complemented with refugees 
and asylum seekers consultations, both individually 
and in groups, with the aim of putting into practice the 
recommendations previously mentioned in UNHCR’s 
activities in France requiring the support from volunteers. 
Focus group discussions were held with refugees and 
asylum seekers who took part in the design, development 
and implementation of the two projects, i.e., INTER’ACT 
Tour and Train de la Solidarité #Aveclesréfugiés. The overall 
aims of these projects are to create dialogue opportunities 
between refugees and asylum seekers and their host 
communities and to promote volunteering and participation 
of refugees. Also, they serve to establish strong partnerships 
with the various stakeholders (municipalities, private sector 
and civil society) in order to expand opportunities offered to 
refugees to be part of action and decision-making.

In parallel, refugees identified during the consultations, took 
part in advocacy activities on the occasion of the first Global 
Refugee Forum, which was held in December 2019, and on 
the 2020 edition of the World Refugee Day.
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53 bénévoles réfugiés et demandeurs d’asile se sont engagés 
pour participer à l’élaboration et à la réalisation du Train de la 
Solidarité #Aveclesréfugiés, un projet développé par le HCR, 
la Délégation interministérielle à l’accueil et à l’intégration 
des réfugiés (Diair), et le groupe SNCF, en partenariat avec 
les fondations Sanofi Espoir, Generali-The Human Safety 
Net, la Fondation SNCF et la Ville de Paris8. Le Train de la 
Solidarité a circulé depuis Paris en passant par Bordeaux et 
Clermont-Ferrand. Il est arrivé à Genève à l’occasion de la 
tenue du premier Forum mondial sur les réfugiés les 17 et 
18 décembre 2019, un an après l’adoption historique du 
Pacte mondial sur les réfugiés, dont l’un des objectifs est de 
renforcer l’autonomie des personnes réfugiées.

Des bénévoles réfugiés, issus de cinq villes françaises 
différentes, ont dans un premier temps été consultés au 
sujet de l’élaboration des deux voitures exposition et de 
la programmation de la voiture conférence. Ils ont aussi 
contribué à la  réflexion autour de l’organisation des activités 
culturelles et artistiques en gare pour mettre en valeur le 
talent des réfugiés. 

L’exposition a permis aux visiteurs de découvrir des portraits, 
d’écouter des témoignages et de comprendre les causes et 
les conséquences des déplacements forcés dans le monde. 
Elle présentait également les actions mises en œuvre pour 
l’accueil et l’intégration des réfugiés en France, les efforts 
à venir et la possibilité pour tous de s’engager. La voiture 
conférence invitait à poursuivre la réflexion et les échanges à 
travers une programmation variée de conférences, de débats 
et de projections de films. 

Les bénévoles réfugiés intéressés ont ensuite participé à 
l’animation en gare et à bord du Train dans chacune des 
villes de passage. Certains ont ainsi pu mettre en exergue 
leur expertise à travers des ateliers de créations florales, 
l’exposition de peintures ou des performances artistiques. 
Ils ont pris part à l’accueil des visiteurs à bord du Train et au 
partage d’informations en gare. Ils ont également fourni un 
appui logistique tout au long de l’évènement, aux côtés des 
bénévoles membres de la société d’accueil. Cette expérience 
a été une opportunité d’échange et de partage, favorisant 
la rencontre.

8 Pour en savoir plus : www.unhcr.org/fr-fr/le-train-de-la-solidarite.html

France, 28 novembre 2019. Le Train de la Solidarité commence son parcours à Paris.
© UNHCR/Markel RedondoFrance, 28 November 2019. Solidarity Train starts its journey in Paris.

© UNHCR/Benjamin Loyseau

53 refugees and asylum seekers pledged to participate in 
the development and implementation of the Train de la 
Solidarité#Aveclesréfugiés, a project designed by UNHCR, the 
Inter-Ministerial Delegation for the Reception and Integration 
of Refugees (DIAIR) and SNCF in partnership with Sanofi Espoir 
and Generali-The Human Safety Net foundations, Fondation 
SNCF and the City of Paris9. Le Train de la Solidarité left Paris 
for Bordeaux then Clermont-Ferrand. It reached Geneva for the 
convening of the first Global Refugee Forum (12-18 December 

Contribution of Volont’R programme participants to the Train de la Solidarité
In Paris, Bordeaux and Clermont-Ferrand stations, activities carried out inside and around the Train were supported 
by 40 members of the Coop’R d’Unis-Cité programme.

•	 8 in Paris
•	 20 in Bordeaux
•	 12 in Clermont-Ferrand

Coop’R is part of Volont’R, a national scheme supported by DIAIR and the Agence du Service Civique. It brings 
together 1,500 young French citizens to work for refugees and 500 young refugees doing community work. Coop’R 
programme puts together groups of 10 French citizens and 10 refugees coming from other CSOs or larger nation-
wide programmes.
The volunteers developed key messages, gained knowledge and specific examples on forcible displacements and on 
the importance of solidarity ; all things which enable them to speak to wider audiences on these issues. 

2019), one year after the historic adoption of the Global 
Compact on Refugees. 

5 refugee volunteers, from 5 different French cities, 
were initially consulted on the design of the 2 cars 
earmarked for the exhibition and the programming of 
one "conference" car.  They also provided input on the 
idea of holding cultural and artistic activities in train 
stations to showcase the talents of refugees.
 
Visitors admired portraits, listened to testimonials, and 
were encouraged to better understand the causes and 
consequences of forcible displacement in the world. The 
exhibition also outlined actions carried out to receive 
and integrate refugees in France, upcoming plans and 
the possibility for everyone to help. The «conference» car 
served as a venue for a rich programme of discussions, 
debates and film screening.

Interested volunteers among refugees then helped in 
performances both in train stations and on board the 
Train in all the cities that were visited. Some of them 
seized the opportunity to showcase their talents in 
floral creation workshops, exhibition of paintings and 
other art performances. They welcomed visitors aboard 
the Train and provided information in stations. They 
also provided logistical support throughout the event 
together with volunteers from host communities. The 
experience offered an opportunity for exchanging and 
sharing.

9   See more : www.unhcr.org/fr-fr/le-train-de-la-solidarite.html

http://www.unhcr.org/fr-fr/le-train-de-la-solidarite.html 
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INTER’ACT TOUR : RENCONTRES AVEC LE PUBLIC JEUNE #AVECLESRÉFUGIÉS

Depuis 2017, le département du Calvados, la ville de Bayeux, 
le Prix Bayeux-Calvados-Normandie, le HCR et ses parte-
naires, les associations locales, les intervenants réfugiés et 
les équipes des collèges travaillent de concert pour offrir 
aux élèves une expérience inédite9. Pendant une semaine, 
l’équipe chargée du projet et les intervenants réfugiés animent 
une journée d’activités par collège afin d’apporter un autre 
regard sur les déplacements forcés et d’interpeller le jeune 
public sur l’importance de la solidarité face aux phénomènes 
de déplacements forcés :
- Le matin, des intervenants réfugiés témoignent auprès des 
classes avec un membre du HCR
- Le midi, un chef réfugié prépare un menu entier sur place 
avec les équipes des cantines pour les élèves demi-pension-
naires des collèges
- L’après-midi, des intervenants réfugiés et l’équipe chargée 
du projet proposent de nombreuses activités aux élèves : 
visite de réalité virtuelle, visite guidée d’une exposition et 
ateliers dans des domaines variés : musiciens, journalistes, 
rappeurs, cuisiniers, dessinateurs, sportifs
Cette semaine de sensibilisation a donné lieu à des moments 
de rencontre et d’échanges entre les jeunes Normands et 
leurs interlocuteurs réfugiés, qui ont pu répondre à leurs 
interrogations et faire passer les messages qui leur tenaient 
à cœur.
 
33 intervenants réfugiés ont participé aux trois éditions 
d’INTER’ACT Tour en tant qu’animateurs, intervenants et 
cuisiniers dans les collèges.
 

Pour préparer l’édition 2019 et construire la suite du projet, 
le HCR a mené deux groupes de discussion à Marseille et 
à Caen. 16 bénévoles réfugiés et en demande d’asile ont 
participé à la réflexion sur le contenu des témoignages et 
des ateliers à présenter aux enfants. Ont été évoquées les 
différentes manières d’aborder les déplacements forcés avec 
les collégiens, les thèmes propices à sensibiliser le jeune public 
français et engager le dialogue, et la signification pour les 
bénévoles réfugiés de partager leur récit personnel. Durant 
la semaine de l’INTER’ACT Tour, les bénévoles intéressés ont 
pu apporter leurs témoignages auprès des classes et animer 
des ateliers afin de partager leurs talents et leurs passions 
avec les jeunes.
 
Au-delà de son objectif de sensibilisation des plus jeunes, 
ce projet permet de renforcer les interactions entre réfugiés 
et société d’accueil, ce qui facilite leur intégration locale. En 
identifiant des réfugiés qui vivent dans le département du 
Calvados et en les faisant intervenir comme intervenants 
et animateurs dans les collèges, en collaboration avec les 
équipes pédagogiques, les élèves, les parents d’élèves et les 
associations locales, ce projet contribue à leur redonner une 
place d’acteur au sein de leur société d’accueil, en mettant 
l’accent sur les valeurs et les expériences communes et sur le 
dialogue interculturel comme source d’enrichissement mutuel.

9 Pour en savoir plus : www.unhcr.org/fr-fr/les-actions-du-hcr-france-a-destination-du-public-jeune.html

France, 11 octobre 2018. Maryam (au centre de la photo, les bras levés) cheffe cuisinière réfugiée, a cuisiné plus de 200 repas pour les 
élèves du collège Octave Mirbeau à Trévières, en Normandie.
© UNHCR/Benjamin Loyseau

INTER’ACT TOUR : MEETINGS WITH YOUNG AUDIENCES 
#AVECLESRÉFUGIÉS

France, 11 October 2018. Maryam (in the centre of the picture with her hands up), a refugee and head chef, prepared more than 200 
meals for pupils at the Octave Mirabeau secondary school at Trévières, Normandy.
© UNHCR/Benjamin Loyseau

Since 2017, the département of Calvados, the city of 
Bayeux, the Bayeux-Calvados-Normandie Award, UNHCR 
France and its partners, local CSOs, refugee volunteers and 
the school’s teams work together to offer pupils in middle 
schools a unique experience10. During one whole week, the 
team in charge of the project and the refugees involved 
spend one day in each participating school to bring a new 
perspective on forced displacement and inform their young 
audiences on how important solidarity is when addressing 
forced displacement:
- In morning sessions, together with a UNHCR member, 
the refugees shared their experiences in classrooms.
- At lunchtime, a refugee cook prepared a full menu, on 
site, with the help of the canteen staff, for the pupils on 
half-board.
- In the afternoon, refugees and the project team presented 
a wide range of activities to the pupils: virtual reality tour, 
guided tour of an exhibition and workshops on a variety 
of themes (including musicians, rappers, journalists, 
cooks, illustrators, athletes). This awareness week offered 
opportunities for the young Normans to exchange views 
with the refugees and the latter answered their questions 
and got their message across.

33 refugees took part in the three editions of INTER’ACT 
Tour as facilitators, speakers and cooks in the secondary 
schools.
 

In preparing for the 2019 edition and to consolidate the 
project, UNHCR France held two group discussions in 
Marseille and Caen. 16 refugees and asylum seekers 
contributed ideas for the content of testimonials 
and workshops that will be proposed to youth. They 
discussed various ways of approaching the issue of forced 
displacement with the pupils, the most relevant topics to 
engage on with French young audiences and what it means 
for refugees to share their personal stories. During the 
INTER’ACT Tour week, volunteers shared their testimonials 
in classrooms and facilitated workshops where they shared 
their talents and passions with the youth.

Besides increasing awareness among youngsters, this 
project favours interactions between refugees and host 
communities, for better local integration.  By identifying 
refugees who settled in Calvados and inviting them to 
speak and facilitate workshops in schools - in collaboration 
with teachers, pupils, parents and local associations - the 
project gives those refugees a role in their host community 
by highlighting shared values and experiences and creating 
an intercultural dialogue for the benefit of all.

10 For more information, see : www.unhcr.org/fr-fr/le-train-de-la-solidarite.html

http://www.unhcr.org/fr-fr/le-train-de-la-solidarite.html
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France, 11 octobre 2018. Maryam (au centre de la photo, les bras levés) cheffe cuisinière réfugiée, a cuisiné plus de 200 repas pour les 
élèves du collège Octave Mirbeau à Trévières, en Normandie.
© UNHCR/Benjamin Loyseau

Syrian duet teaches rap to French pupils
Rappers Yaser and Mohamed set up a band called ‘Refugees of Rap’ in 
2007 in Yarmouk, a suburb of Damas where Palestinian refugees live. 
Resettled in France in 2013, the two brothers joined UNHCR-France in 
2017 to raise awareness on forcible displacement through their music.  
Since 2018, the band works specifically with young audiences. They hold 
writing workshops for pupils and appear in events organised for high 
school students.

France, 11 October 2018. Rappers Yaser (left) and Mohamed (right) teach the Octave Mirbeau secondary school students how to rhyme.
© UNHCR/Benjamin Loyseau

" It is important for us to speak to pupils and 
students in general to explain to them what is 
going in Syria, the refugee crisis and why so many 
people left their country. At the same time, we 
want to show them that you can resist, express 
yourself and get your message across peacefully, 
through art and music. "

—  MOHAMED
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La participation bénévole des réfugiés aux 
projets de plaidoyer du HCR
La participation des réfugiés s’avère également cruciale dans les activités de plaidoyer menées par le HCR. Conscient de la 
richesse de la contribution des réfugiés et de la nécessité de les impliquer au cœur des décisions qui influencent leur vie, le 
HCR France a travaillé avec de nombreux bénévoles à l’occasion du premier Forum mondial sur les réfugiés en 2019 et de 
la Journée mondiale du réfugié en 2020. Les réfugiés impliqués ont fait part de leur satisfaction d’avoir pu contribuer à ces 
évènements et d’apporter leur regard sur la situation des déplacements forcés. 

Le premier Forum mondial sur les réfugiés a eu lieu à Genève 
les 17 et 18 décembre 2019. Un an après l’adoption du Pacte 
mondial sur les réfugiés10, autorités étatiques, organisations 
financières internationales, chefs d’entreprise, institutions 
humanitaires et du développement, réfugiés et représentants 
de la société civile se sont réunis pour organiser une nouvelle 
donne pour les réfugiés par la mise en œuvre des objectifs 
du Pacte pour une protection renforcée des réfugiés et 
afin d’apporter des contributions concrètes sous la forme 
d’aides financières, matérielles et techniques ou de places 
de réinstallation.

Le Forum11  a permis d’obtenir des engagements d’envergure 
de l’ensemble de la société en faveur des réfugiés et des 

communautés qui les accueillent, et notamment des 
contributions innovantes allant dans le sens d’un appui durable 
à leur intégration. Six priorités ont été dégagées : l’éducation, 
les moyens d’existence, l’énergie et les infrastructures, le 
partage des responsabilités, la protection et les solutions 
comme la réinstallation. 

Quelques 3 000 personnes ont pris part au Forum, parmi 
lesquelles 70 réfugiés. Ces derniers ont joué un rôle crucial, 
à la fois lors de la préparation du Forum, et en y participant. 
Le Forum a démontré l’importance d’impliquer les réfugiés 
au cœur des décisions qui influencent leurs vies. 12 

10  Assemblée générale des Nations Unies, Pacte mondial sur les réfugiés, 2018, disponible à l’adresse suivante : https://www.unhcr.org/dach/ch-fr/nos-activites/le-pacte-mondial-sur-les-refugies 
11  Pour en savoir plus sur le Forum : https://www.unhcr.org/fr/2019-forum-mondial-sur-les-refugies 
Résumé du premier Forum mondial sur les réfugiés par les co-convocateurs disponible à l’adresse suivante : https://www.unhcr.org/fr-fr/5e9ff41c4 
12 Pour en savoir plus : https://www.unhcr.org/fr/news/press/2019/12/5df3500910/lancement-dune-conference-mondiale-refugies-geneve-sortie-dune-decennie.html 

LE FORUM MONDIAL SUR LES RÉFUGIÉS

Suisse, 17 décembre 2019. Aya, ancienne réfugiée, prend la parole au Forum mondial sur les réfugiés.
© UNHCR/Mark Henley

Refugees’ voluntary participation 
in UNHCR’s advocacy projects
Refugee participation in advocacy efforts is also essential. Mindful of the rich contributions that refugees make and of the 
need to involve them in the decisions that impact their lives, UNHCR France worked with many volunteers during the 2019 
World Forum on Refugees and on the World Refugee Day (2020). The participating refugees expressed their satisfaction for 
having been invited to contribute to those events and to share their perspective on forced displacement.

THE GLOBAL REFUGEE FORUM

Switzerland, 17 December 2019. Aya, a former refugee, speaks at the World Forum on Refugees.
© UNHCR/Mark Henley

The first edition of the Global Refugee Forum was held in 
Geneva on 17 and 18 December 2019. One year after the 
adoption of the Global Compact on Refugees11, government 
authorities, international financial organizations, business 
leaders, humanitarian and development institutions, 
refugees, CSO and RLO representatives convened to look 
into the situation of refugees and identify ways and means 
of achieving the aims of the Global Compact to ensure a 
better protection for refugees and to contribute, in a more 
concrete manner, through financial, material and technical 
assistance and also in terms of resettlement of refugees.

The Forum12  provided the opportunity to snap a 
commitment from the entire community in favour of 
refugees and the communities which host them and, in 

particular, innovative contributions in support of their 
long-term integration. Six priorities were identified, 
i.e., education, livelihoods, energy and infrastructure, 
shared responsibilities, protection and solutions such as 
resettlement.

Some 3,000 people, including 70 refugees, attended 
the Forum. The latter played a key role both during the 
preparation of the Forum and by participating in it. The 
Forum showed how important it was to involve refugees in 
decisions that impact their lives. 13

11 United Nations General Assembly, Global Compact on Refugees, 2018 ; available here : https://www.unhcr.org/dach/ch-fr/nos-activites/le-pacte-mondial-sur-les-refugies
12 For more information about the Forum, see : https://www.unhcr.org/fr/2019-forum-mondial-sur-les-refugies
A summary of the first Global Forum on Refugees may be accessed here : https://www.unhcr.org/fr-fr/5e9ff41c4
13 For more information, see : https://www.unhcr.org/fr/news/press/2019/12/5df3500910/lancement-dune-conference-mondiale-refugies-geneve-sortie-dune-decennie.html

https://www.unhcr.org/dach/ch-fr/nos-activites/le-pacte-mondial-sur-les-refugies
https://www.unhcr.org/fr/2019-forum-mondial-sur-les-refugies
https://www.unhcr.org/fr-fr/5e9ff41c4
https://www.unhcr.org/fr/news/press/2019/12/5df3500910/lancement-dune-conference-mondiale-refugies-geneve-sortie-dune-decennie.html
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The Global Refugee Forum 
as seen by Yasin

France, 07 November 2019.
© UNHCR/Benjamin Loyseau

Yasin Abdi Jama was a medical doctor in his country. 
He came to France in 2017 as a refugee. Founder 
and chairman of Le Réseau des Exilés, he attended 
the first Global Refugee Forum in 2019. During the 
2019 Covid-19 pandemic, he offered his community 
leadership skills and his medical expertise to his host 
community in response to the health crisis. He recalls 
his participation to the Forum and what he learnt from 
it.

1. What did you learn from your participation to the 
Global Refugee Forum in December 2019 ?

I felt that the Forum was an opportunity to shed light 
on the plight of refugees all over the world.
Many people are left with no choice but the flee their 
countries as they find themselves in very difficult 
situations over which they have no control.
I felt I had to speak about refugees, migrants and all 
these issues.

2. What has strucked you the most ?

To me, that was a golden opportunity to talk about 
refugees’ journeys, the situation in France and about 
projects. I felt I had to seize the opportunity to speak 
for those who have no voice, who cannot share their 
stories. It’s important to represent them and to speak 
about their situations.

I also took part in the meeting on resettlement as well 
as in the event organized by IGAD
 

(Intergovernmental Authority on Development) on a 
comprehensive regional response for refugees.

3. What are the main issues to the integration of 
refugees ?

The first one is housing but also food and means to 
learn the language. In my opinion, these are the 3 most 
important issues for a refugee landing in a country. 
And for students, how they can resume their studies. 
As for professional, the issue is finding a job.

4. What about access to information ?

Information is an issue which cuts across all the other 
ones. Getting to know local people, to further one’s 
studies, finding a job. There are lots of associations 
that propose activities and information for refugees 
and asylum seekers. But when I interact with people, 
they don’t seem to be well informed. Information is 
not centralised. Sometimes, you have people who 
have been around for 3 years and they still don’t have 
all the necessary information.

5. What is the impact of your experience in this 
Forum ?

The Forum motivated me to continue working with 
my team on project so as to enhance our impact... 
It is important to contribute to the efforts of public 
authorities, of UNHCR and of the private sector, and 
to do our bit as refugees.

6. What are your current projects ?

With our association, Le Réseau des Exilés, we help 
other refugees to create their own projects and 
associations. We already have one project dubbed 
"Translation Support" (Traduction solidaire) and we 
launched a new project called Panjea with the aim of 
creating educational activities in the languages spoken 
by the refugees. The idea is to work with professional 
translators and pay them for their work. We continue 
to work with social entities (CAF, etc.). The lockdown 
has been a tough period for everyone.
At present, I work with Aurore Association. I am paid 
(facilitator) to develop programmes and activities 
for lone minor refugees. I also work quite a lot for 
Caracole of which I am the chairperson.
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Le Forum mondial sur 
les réfugiés vu par Yasin

Médecin dans son pays d’origine, Yasin Abdi Jama est 
arrivé en France en 2017 en tant que réfugié. Fondateur 
et président de l’association Le Réseau des Exilés, il a 
participé au premier Forum mondial sur les réfugiés 
en décembre 2019. Durant l’épidémie de Covid-19, il 
s’est mobilisé en mettant son expertise associative et 
ses compétences médicales au service de sa société 
d’accueil, en réponse à la situation sanitaire. Il revient sur 
sa participation au Forum et sur ce que cette expérience 
lui a apporté. 

1. Qu’avez-vous retiré de votre participation au Forum 
mondial sur les réfugiés en décembre 2019 ?
 
Pour moi, le Forum mondial sur les réfugiés était 
nécessaire pour faire la lumière sur les personnes 
réfugiées partout dans le monde.
Il y a trop de personnes qui n’ont pas eu d’autre choix 
que de partir de leur pays et qui sont dans des situations 
difficiles qu’ils ne contrôlent pas.
C’était important pour moi de parler des réfugiés, des 
migrations, de tous ces sujets.
 
2. Qu’est ce qui a été le plus marquant pour vous ?  
 
C’était une grande opportunité pour moi de parler des 
parcours de réfugiés, de la situation en France, et des 
projets. C’était un grand moment pour moi de parler 
pour les personnes qui n’ont pas de voix, qui ne peuvent 
pas partager leur histoire. C’était très important de les 
représenter et de parler de leurs situations.

J’ai aussi participé à la conférence sur la réinstallation 
et à l’évènement organisé par l’IGAD (l’autorité 

intergouvernementale pour le développement) sur 
l’importance d’une réponse régionale globale pour les 
réfugiés.
 
3. Quels sont les sujets les plus importants pour 
l’intégration des réfugiés ?
 
La première chose, c’est le logement, mais aussi où 
trouver à manger et où apprendre la langue. Ce sont les 
3 choses les plus importantes pour moi lorsqu’on arrive 
dans un pays. Et ensuite, pour les étudiants, comment 
poursuivre ses études. Pour les professionnels, comment 
trouver un travail.
 
4. Et l’accès à l’information ?
 
L’information, c’est très important pour toutes ces 
questions : rencontrer les gens locaux, continuer les 
études, trouver un travail. Il y a tellement d’associations 
qui proposent des activités et des informations pour 
les demandeurs d’asile et les réfugiés. Mais quand je 
parle avec les personnes, ils ne connaissent pas ces 
informations. Elle n’est pas centralisée. Parfois des 
personnes qui sont là depuis 3 ans n’ont même pas 
accès à toutes ces informations.

5. Quel impact a eu votre expérience à l’occasion du 
Forum ?

Le Forum m’a motivé à continuer de travailler avec mon 
équipe sur des projets, développer notre impact…
C’est important d’aider ce que font le gouvernement, 
le HCR, le secteur privé, et de faire notre part en tant 
que réfugiés.
 
6. Quels sont vos projets aujourd’hui ?

Avec mon association “le Réseau des exilés”, nous 
soutenons les personnes réfugiées à créer d’autres 
projets et d’autres associations. Nous avions déjà un 
projet “traduction solidaire”, et nous avons créé le 
projet Panjea avec pour objectif de créer des activités 
éducatives dans les langues des réfugiés. L’idée est de 
travailler avec des traducteurs professionnels pour les 
rémunérer. Nous continuons à travailler avec le milieu 
social (la CAF, etc…). Le confinement a été difficile.
Pour le moment, je travaille pour l’association Aurore, je 
suis salarié (animateur) pour développer des programmes 
et des activités pour les mineurs isolés. Je travaille 
aussi beaucoup pour Caracole, en tant que Président 
de l’association.

France, 7 novembre 2019.
© UNHCR/Benjamin Loyseau 
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La Journée mondiale du réfugié

À l’occasion de la Journée mondiale du réfugié (JMR), le HCR a organisé, 
le 20 juin 2020, en collaboration avec la Délégation interministérielle à 
l’accueil et à l’intégration des réfugiés (Diair), une journée d’évènements 
virtuels pour mobiliser et célébrer le courage et la résilience des réfugiés à 
travers le monde. Ponctuée de tables-rondes, de performances artistiques 
et musicales et d’ateliers, cette journée a été pensée et mise en œuvre avec 
le concours de bénévoles réfugiés, qui ont permis d’illustrer avec justesse 
le thème choisi cette année :  
« Chacun peut agir. Chaque geste compte. ».

Initialement mobilisés dans le cadre de la réponse nationale face au Covid-19, 
un groupe de onze bénévoles réfugiés s’est engagé pour participer à la 
conception et l’élaboration de la Journée mondiale du réfugié 2020. En 
parallèle de ces consultations, des bénévoles réfugiés se sont également 
engagés pour prendre part de manière active aux différents temps forts de 
cette journée. Au travers d’extraits vidéo, ils ont rappelé les messages de la 
JMR 2020 : célébrer l’engagement des réfugiés dans la réponse nationale face 
au Covid-19, poursuivre l’engagement mis en valeur pendant la pandémie, 
mobiliser et renforcer la solidarité face aux crises humanitaires, et imaginer 
l’avenir en prenant en compte les conséquences socio-économiques de la 
pandémie de coronavirus Covid-19. Certains bénévoles sont intervenus 
dans le cadre de tables rondes, aux côtés de différents acteurs du secteur 
public, du monde associatif et du secteur privé. Ils ont partagé leurs points 
de vue sur la résilience des personnes réfugiées 13 , notamment face à 
la crise sanitaire, ainsi que sur la construction de l’accueil des réfugiés 
en France 14, avec l’idée 
de mettre en perspective 
les conclusions du Forum 
mondial sur les réfugiés 
ayant eu lieu en décembre 
2019 à Genève. D’autres 
bénévoles réfugiés et en 
demande d’asile se sont 
engagés en témoignant 
de la manière dont ils 
ont mis leur savoir-faire 
de couturiers au service 
de la société d’accueil, en 
fabriquant des masques 
durant la pandémie 15.  Un 
atelier de poésie a également été proposé, illustrant le parcours d’exil et 
les liens permettant d’unir société d’accueil et réfugiés à travers l’art et la 
culture. Chacune des interventions était empreinte du vécu des bénévoles et 
des messages qu’ils souhaitaient porter afin d’illustrer les talents, l’expertise 
et l’engagement solidaire des réfugiés. 

JOURNÉE
MONDIALE
DU

RÉFUGIÉ
Chacun peut agir.

Chaque geste compte.
Pour célébrer le courage et la résilience des réfugiés,
la Diair, la délégation interministérielle à l'accueil et 
à l'intégration des réfugiés et le HCR, l'Agence 
des Nations Unies pour les réfugiés vous invitent 
à une manifestation de solidarité digitale
Performances artistiques, conférences et beaucoup 
d'autres initiatives à découvrir
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https://www.facebook.com/UNHCRfrance/
https://www.facebook.com/DIRefugies/

Journée mondiale du réfugié - HCR et Diair – affiche

13  Disponible à l’adresse suivante :  https://youtu.be/I_3LtySkK5w 
14  Disponible à l’adresse suivante : https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NJ-R2z1mRI8
15 Disponible à l’adresse suivante : https://youtu.be/uzqHft7iDcg
Pour en savoir plus : https://www.unhcr.org/fr-fr/news/stories/2020/7/5f1ac8b04/a-pessat-villeneuve-un-jeune-afghan-se-porte-volontaire-pour-coudre-des.html 

World Refugee Day
On the occasion of the World Refugee Day, UNHCR France organised 
on 20 June 2020, in collaboration with DIAIR, a full day of online 
events to mobilize and celebrate the courage and resilience of 
refugees all over the world. With a rich programme of debates, 
musical and artistic performances and workshops, the Day’s activities 
were designed and rolled out with the help of refugee volunteers 
under the fitting theme of:
" Everyone can make a difference. Every action counts. "

Initially mobilized in the national Covid-19 response, a group of 11 
refugee volunteers contributed to the design of the 2020 edition of 
the World Refugee Day. Other refugees also got actively involved 
in the various activities on the programme of the Day. Using video 
material, they recalled the messages of the 2020 WRD: celebrate 
the engagement of refugees in national response against Covid-19 
pandemic, keep up the momentum created during the pandemic, 
mobilize and enhance solidarity when responding to humanitarian 
crises, and think ahead bearing in mind the social and economic 
impacts of Covid-19 pandemic. Some volunteers took the floor in the 
panel discussions together with representatives from the private and 
public sectors and civil society organizations. They shared their views 
on the resilience of refugees 14, in the face of the health crisis, and 
on hosting refugees in France 15, the idea being to put in perspective 
the outcomes of the Global Forum on Refugees which took place 
in December 2019 in Geneva. Other volunteers among refugees 
and asylum seekers showed their commitment by describing how 
they put their tailoring 
skills at the service of 
their host community, 
by producing masks 
during the pandemic 16. 
A workshop dedicated 
to poetry was also held. 
The idea was to tell 
the journey into exile 
and the bonds that 
should bring together 
host communities 
and refugees through 
art and culture. All 
the remarks offered 
depicted the daily lives 
of the volunteers and 
conveyed the messages they wanted to share, to showcase their 
talent, expertise and sense of solidarity.

LA PARTICIPATION DES RÉFUGIÉS AU SEIN DES PROJETS DE SENSIBILISATION
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13  Disponible à l’adresse suivante :  https://youtu.be/I_3LtySkK5w 
14  Disponible à l’adresse suivante : https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NJ-R2z1mRI8
15 Disponible à l’adresse suivante : https://youtu.be/uzqHft7iDcg
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14  See :  https://youtu.be/I_3LtySkK5w
15  See : https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NJ-R2z1mRI8
16  See : https://youtu.be/uzqHft7iDcg
For more information, see : https://www.unhcr.org/fr-fr/news/stories/2020/7/5f1ac8b04/a-pessat-villeneuve-un-jeune-afghan-se-porte-volontaire-pour-coudre-des.html

World Refugee Day - HCR and Diair - poster

https://youtu.be/I_3LtySkK5w
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NJ-R2z1mRI8
https://youtu.be/uzqHft7iDcg
https://www.unhcr.org/fr-fr/news/stories/2020/7/5f1ac8b04/a-pessat-villeneuve-un-jeune-afghan-se-porte-volontaire-pour-coudre-des.html
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PARTICIPATION OF REFUGEES IN UNHCR’S OUTREACH AND 
ADVOCACY PROJECTS IN FRANCE

POETRY : BRIDGING CULTURES
Set up in 2016 by Margault Ménard, Poeshir is a poetry workshop where six 
students, including Leen Youssef, from Paris I Panthéon-Sorbonne university meet. 
After reading and discussing poems taken from Georges Pompidou’s Anthologie 
de la poésie française, student refugees then write poems in French on any topic 
of their choice. The aim of the workshop is to produce a collection of poems 
reflecting the emotions, concerns and passions of the contributors.
Leen came to France as a refugee in 2017. She has always enjoyed poetry that 
she defines as a practice which “refines the soul”. She started writing poetry when 
she joined the workshop. Writing, which she values as a therapy, is part of her 
integration process and learning of French language and culture.  Most of her 
poems reflect her life experiences. 
At the 2020 edition of the World Refugee Day, Leen shared her first poem with 
the public:

FREEDOM
I want to run on 
the streets, without 
being followed.
I want to speak loud,
without fear.
I want to be proud of 
myself, without 
being judged.
I want to share my views,
without hurting 
anyone. And above 
all,
I want to scream
" Freedom " and feel 
the walls of prison 
fall apart.
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France, 17 June 2020. Hamidullah (sporting a medal) is a refugee who sewed more than 700 masks during Covid-19 pandemic to 
support his host village.
© UNHCR/Kate Thompson Gorry

" Refugees are a vulnerable section of society. But they also show strength in these trying times. "

— ALEXANDRE, Department Head, CeCler association (Puy-de-Dôme)

" I wanted to make masks and to provide you a protection, just like France did for me. "

— HAMIDULLAH, volunteer, CeCler association (Puy-de-Dôme)

In response to the Covid-19 pandemic that has hit the entire 
world over the last few months, many solidarity initiatives 
have been deployed to help the most vulnerable and the 
people impacted by the health crisis. Many refugees and 
asylum seekers joined these expressions of solidarity, 
providing a valuable contribution to the assistance efforts 
of citizens and volunteers. The role that these people 
played and continue to play in response to the pandemic 
goes to show how important refugees and asylum seekers 
volunteering is for their host community.

While it is still early to analyse the phenomenon, it is 
appropriate to draw the first lessons in terms of inclusion 
and participation of refugees.

The coronavirus-related lockdown and restrictive measures 
adversely impacted communication with refugees and 
asylum seekers. Some of the existing challenges were 
exacerbated. Faced with this emergency, CSOs and 
government institutions that work with refugees came up 
with innovative solutions to pursue exchanges, often on 
advice given by refugees themselves. During this period, 
refugees and asylum seekers also showed their ability to 
act spontaneously in order to express their support to their 
host community in more than one way.
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L’ENGAGEMENT SOLIDAIRE DES RÉFUGIÉS
FACE À LA PANDÉMIE DE LA COVID-19 

« Les réfugiés sont un public vulnérable, mais eux aussi ont une vraie force à amener dans ces moments-là. »

— ALEXANDRE, chef de service pour l’association CeCler (Puy-de-Dôme)

« J’ai voulu confectionner des masques afin de vous offrir une protection comme la France l’a également 
fait pour moi. »

— HAMIDULLAH, bénévole pour l’association CeCler (Puy-de-Dôme)

En réponse à la pandémie de Covid-19 qui bouleverse 
le monde depuis plusieurs mois, de nombreuses actions 
solidaires ont été déployées pour venir en aide aux plus 
vulnérables et aux personnes les plus affectées par la situation. 
De nombreux réfugiés et demandeurs d’asile ont rejoint ces 
manifestations de solidarité, apportant une contribution 
précieuse aux efforts et à l’entraide citoyenne et bénévole. 
Le rôle que ces personnes ont joué et continuent de jouer 
dans la réponse face au coronavirus permet de souligner 
l’importance de l’engagement bénévole des réfugiés et des 
demandeurs d’asile au sein de leur société d’accueil. 

S’il est encore tôt pour analyser le phénomène, il n’en demeure 
pas moins pertinent d’en tirer de premiers enseignements en 

matière d’inclusion et de participation des réfugiés. 
Les mesures de confinement et les restrictions liées à la 
pandémie ont impacté la communication avec les publics 
réfugiés et en demande d’asile. Certains défis, déjà existants, 
ont été exacerbés. Face à cette situation d’urgence, les 
structures associatives et institutionnelles travaillant avec 
les publics réfugiés ont développé des solutions innovantes 
pour poursuivre les échanges, en s’appuyant souvent sur les 
conseils des personnes déracinées. Lors de cette période, des 
réfugiés et demandeurs d’asile se sont également illustrés 
par leurs capacités à se mobiliser spontanément, en vue de 
manifester leur soutien envers leur société d’accueil, et ce 
sous de nombreuses formes.

France, 17 juin 2020. Hamidullah (avec la médaille), réfugié, a cousu plus de 700 masques durant la crise de la Covid-19 pour soutenir 
le village qui l’accueille.
© UNHCR/Kate Thompson Gorry

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eukeCqyFDRQ
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Innovation in times of emergency: key 
contributions of refugee volunteers in 
information sharing and for maintaining 
social bonds
Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the enforcement of 
lockdown and the need to communicate remotely had 
an impact on interactions between refugees and asylum 
seekers and host communities. Challenges relating to 
language barriers increased. Many stakeholders, including 
UNHCR France, pointed out the difficulty that people 
who do not have a good command of the French language 
experience during video conferences or phone calls. In a 
context of isolation imposed by the lockdown, language 
barriers were also a major challenge for the academic 
support of refugee children.

The digital divide, which was already wide before the 
pandemic, was exacerbated. Many uprooted persons did 
not have access to electronic devices or to an internet 
connection. Some lacked digital literacy to be able to 
use these tools. To address these issues, UNHCR France 
contributed to the national strategy to fight the digital 
divide considered by the Inter-Ministerial Delegation for 
the Reception and Integration of Refugees (DIAIR), also by 
facilitating the participation of refugee volunteers in that 
exercise.

" Access to quality information can save lives. It is important to ensure that refugees and asylum 
seekers are given reliable information in their language(s) and that they are oriented to suitable 
solutions. During this health crisis, many volunteers among refugees and asylum seekers played a 
key role by communicating and maintaining the social ties with the most isolated persons. "

— CÉLINE SCHMITT, Spokesperson for UNHCR-France and External Relations Officer

A VOLUNTARY CONSULTATION GROUP HELPING UNHCR TO RESPOND 
TO THE CRISIS
As early as March 2020, to address the Covid-19 pandemic, UNHCR launched a collaboration effort with the 
French government, NGOs, municipalities and refugees, in the spirit of the Global Compact on Refugees. It ensured 
that refugees were fully involved in that collaboration. To that end, UNHCR mobilized their existing network of 
volunteers among refugees and asylum seekers. 40 volunteers heeded the call and chose to contribute their ideas in 
the search for solutions to the challenges faced by their own communities and host community. An advisory group 
was then set up to look into issues such as information sharing, maintenance of social ties, employment and mental 
health. The group was tasked with the provision of official and reliable information that the volunteers may then 
share around them. Meetings were held remotely, taking into account the personal situation of each participant. To 
facilitate interactions, a simultaneous interpretation service was offered in English and French during those online 
meetings and bilateral exchanges were held to ensure the participation of all, including individuals who did not have 
access to internet or who preferred other means of communication (telephone, email, etc.). Once the lockdown was 
lifted, UNHCR continued to cooperate with those refugee volunteers that were involved in the working group and 
who hold regular exchanges on various topics.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eukeCqyFDRQ
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CIVIC ENGAGEMENT OF REFUGEES IN RESPONSE TO COVID-19 PANDEMIC

To address the obstacles that they identify, CSOs and 
RLOs tend to increase their online interactions and thus 
benefit from the input of the refugees they consult. Some 
of them adjusted to the way refugees and asylum seekers 
used online communication tools (social networks, audio 
messaging through WhatsApp) to share information. These 
means were used after consulting with refugees and asylum 
seekers. The latter shared their views on the most suitable 
communication channels and conveyed information within 
the refugee community. Thanks to the support of these 
volunteers, communication between CSOs and people that 
needed support became smoother, thus reflecting how 
effective peer support mechanisms were.  While these 
solutions helped disseminate information in these times of 
health emergency, training in the use of digital tools remains 
a major issue especially for dealing with administrative 
formalities.

Volunteers among refugees and asylum seekers that 
were approached by UNHCR proposed ideas for possible 
solutions and the contribution they wished to make using 
an online form. Three themes were pre identified: (i) share 
information on administrative formalities and schemes of 

interest for refugees; (ii) provide support by translating 
available content; (iii) help in activities to strengthen social 
ties and mitigate isolation. Volunteers helped disseminate 
information, translate online forms on Réfugiés.info, an 
online platform launched by DIAIR, and assist with telephone 
calls, as well as distribute food and provide psychological 
support, thus offering their skills and experience to those 
in need.

The response to the pandemic was an opportunity to 
underscore the importance of informal volunteering in 
refugees and asylum seekers communities. Also, besides 
their contribution to the work of CSOs and RLOs, many 
more refugees and asylum seekers provided material help 
(running errands for those around them, for instance), 
advice on administrative procedures or psychological 
support through their social networks. 

http://Réfugiés.info
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IN CLERMONT-FERRAND, A SYRIAN TEACHER OF 
ENGLISH HELPS HER PUPILS AND SHARES HER 
EXPERIENCE WITH THE MUNICIPALITY DURING 
COVID-19 CRISIS
A Syrian refugee and teacher of English in Clermont-Ferrand, Rabab supported 
her students, colleagues and neighbours during the Covid-19 health crisis. She 
also offered her experience to the municipality who sought her advice regularly. 
Her testimonial is a reminder of the essential contributions that refugees made 
in these times of crisis, and in particular in situations of emergency :

" This is the first time that I feel am like anyone else since I was relocated to 
France. We are all equal in the face of this virus. "

Municipalities play a key role in encouraging refugees who so wish to participate 
by helping their host community and vulnerable people. Frontline fighters 
against the pandemic, mayors and cities are able to roll out a response that 
includes all of their residents, regardless of their language or administrative 
status. Thus, during the Covid-19 pandemic, municipalities played a key role 
by ensuring that everyone had a fair access to information, health services and 
other forms of social and economic support, including housing. By sensitizing 
everyone to the situation of refugees, in the spirit of the Global Compact, a 
more efficient and fast response to the effects of the crisis may be deployed.  By 
giving refugees the opportunity to participate actively in combating Covid-19, 
by making use of their skills and know-how and through an enhanced solidarity 
amongst all residents, municipalities are able to consolidate the positive effects 
of the efforts made.

France, 18 June 2020. A refugee and teacher of English, Rabab took part in the 
response deployed by the city of Clermont-Ferrand, during the Covid-19 health crisis.
© UNHCR/Kate Thompson Gorry

https://www.unhcr.org/fr-fr/news/stories/2020/6/5eee093e4/actes-de-solidarite-rabab-professeure-danglais.html
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Furthermore, the volunteering of refugees and asylum 
seekers extend beyond support to other refugees and 
asylum seekers and their communities. Many of them 
extended their help to their neighbours by offering moral 
and material support to the people that are most at risk 
of contamination. Refugees expressed their solidarity by 
providing their expertise, time and talent. As they wanted 
to give as much as they received, to express their gratitude 
and to make themselves useful, they showed solidarity in 
times when their own host communities were weakened. 

Whether they were doctors, teachers or cooks, many 
contributed their support to those around them. Some 
used their tailoring skills to compensate the shortage of 
masks, others gave a helping hand in farming where it 
was needed, and young volunteers supported older ones 
who had hosted them and who now found themselves in 
a situation of vulnerability. Many refugees demonstrated 
the strength of their resilience and the power of their civic 
engagement.

" Volunteering enriched my inner life. "

— HONORINE, volunteer & asylum seeker

Engaging with the host community : 
refugees mobilize their civic spirit and skills

EUROPEAN QUALIFICATIONS PASSPORT FOR REFUGEES
Launched in 2017 by the Council of Europe to help Member States to assess the qualifications of refugees and 
facilitate their integration, the European Qualifications Passport for Refugees (EQPR) enabled refugee health 
professionals to participate in the fight against Covid-19. While it is not a substitute for the necessary professional 
certificates and licences, it does help the authorities speed things up by providing some of the background needed. 
Provided at no cost, the assessment is carried out either remotely or on site by professional assessors from national 
qualification recognition centres that are part of the EQPR project. The assessment is made up of a written 
questionnaire and, if the application is accepted, it is followed with an interview with two professional assessors. By 
opting for the inclusion of refugee health workers in the fight against Covid-19, France extended the possibilities 
of access to the interviews which, at present, are open to all refugees and asylum seekers who have qualifications 
in the health sector.

https://www.coe.int/en/web/education/recognition-of-refugees-qualifications
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DES RÉFUGIÉS METTENT LEUR 
EXPERTISE MÉDICALE AU SERVICE 
DE LA LUTTE CONTRE LA CRISE 
DE LA COVID-19 EN FRANCE

Dès le début de la pandémie de la Covid-19, des praticiens 
de santé réfugiés se sont mobilisés pour se joindre aux efforts 
sanitaires et sauver des vies. Les témoignages de Mohamed et 
Yasin, deux médecins respectivement originaires de la Libye et 
de la Somalie, mettent en exergue leur volonté de mettre leurs 
compétences au service de leur société d’accueil. Depuis son 
témoignage, Mohamed a quitté la métropole pour apporter 
son soutien aux services de santé en Guyane dans leur lutte 
contre l’épidémie. 

« Je suis prêt à aller n’importe où en France pour aider » 
— Mohamed

« Dans les moments difficiles, la barrière de la langue peut 
devenir frustrante. Nous voulons aider. » —Yasin

DES RESTAURATEURS SYRIENS SONT 
SOLIDAIRES AVEC LES SOIGNANTS 
EN PREMIÈRE LIGNE FACE À LA 
COVID-19

Dans de nombreuses villes de France, la pandémie de la 
Covid-19 a encouragé les réfugiés à se porter volontaires 
et prendre des mesures pour aider leurs communautés.  
À Orléans, Sousana et Nabil, chef syrien et copropriétaire 
d’un restaurant, se sont mobilisés en proposant un buffet 
hebdomadaire pour le personnel soignant, en première 
ligne face au coronavirus. 

« Si vous pouvez aider, n’hésitez pas à aider les autres » 
— Nabil

France, 16 juin 2020. Nabil et Sousana, propriétaires du restaurant le Narenj à Orléans, 
ont cuisiné pour le personnel soignant de leur ville pendant le confinement.
© UNHCR/Kate Thompson Gorry

Libye, juin 2016. Avant de rejoindre la France, Mohamed exerçait  
en tant que médecin dans une clinique à Tripoli. 
© UNHCR/Mohamed Saleh

REFUGEES PUT THEIR MEDICAL 
EXPERTISE AT THE SERVICE OF THE 
FIGHT AGAINST COVID-19 PANDEMIC 
IN FRANCE
As from the outbreak of the pandemic, refugee health 
practitioners joined the efforts deployed to save lives. The 
testimonials of Mohamed and Yasin, two doctors from Libya 
and Somalia respectively, highlight their readiness to put their 
expertise to use for the benefit of their host community. Since 
then, Mohamed left metropolitan France to support health 
services in French Guyana to respond to Covid-19 pandemic.

" I am ready to help anywhere in France. "
— Mohamed

" In challenging times, the language barriers can be quite frustrating. 
We want to help. " 
—Yasin

Libya, June 2016. Before he came to France, Mohamed worked as a general practitioner in a Tripoli clinic.
© UNHCR/Mohamed Saleh

SYRIAN RESTAURANT OWNERS 
SUPPORT COVID-19 FRONT-LINE 
HEALTH CARE GIVERS
In many French cities, Covid-19 pandemic led refugees to 
volunteer and act in support of their communities. In Orléans, 
Sousana and Nabil, a Syrian chef and co-owner of a restaurant, 
offer a weekly buffet for frontline health workers.

" When you can help others, do not hesitate to do it. "
— Nabil

France, 16 June 2020. Nabil and Sousana, owners of Narenj restaurant in Orléans, cooked for the health workers of their city during 
the lockdown period.
© UNHCR/Kate Thompson Gorry

L’ENGAGEMENT SOLIDAIRE DES RÉFUGIÉS FACE À LA PANDÉMIE DE LA COVID-19 
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DES RÉFUGIÉS METTENT LEUR 
EXPERTISE MÉDICALE AU SERVICE 
DE LA LUTTE CONTRE LA CRISE 
DE LA COVID-19 EN FRANCE

Dès le début de la pandémie de la Covid-19, des praticiens 
de santé réfugiés se sont mobilisés pour se joindre aux efforts 
sanitaires et sauver des vies. Les témoignages de Mohamed et 
Yasin, deux médecins respectivement originaires de la Libye et 
de la Somalie, mettent en exergue leur volonté de mettre leurs 
compétences au service de leur société d’accueil. Depuis son 
témoignage, Mohamed a quitté la métropole pour apporter 
son soutien aux services de santé en Guyane dans leur lutte 
contre l’épidémie. 

« Je suis prêt à aller n’importe où en France pour aider » 
— Mohamed

« Dans les moments difficiles, la barrière de la langue peut 
devenir frustrante. Nous voulons aider. » —Yasin

DES RESTAURATEURS SYRIENS SONT 
SOLIDAIRES AVEC LES SOIGNANTS 
EN PREMIÈRE LIGNE FACE À LA 
COVID-19

Dans de nombreuses villes de France, la pandémie de la 
Covid-19 a encouragé les réfugiés à se porter volontaires 
et prendre des mesures pour aider leurs communautés.  
À Orléans, Sousana et Nabil, chef syrien et copropriétaire 
d’un restaurant, se sont mobilisés en proposant un buffet 
hebdomadaire pour le personnel soignant, en première 
ligne face au coronavirus. 

« Si vous pouvez aider, n’hésitez pas à aider les autres » 
— Nabil

France, 16 juin 2020. Nabil et Sousana, propriétaires du restaurant le Narenj à Orléans, 
ont cuisiné pour le personnel soignant de leur ville pendant le confinement.
© UNHCR/Kate Thompson Gorry

Libye, juin 2016. Avant de rejoindre la France, Mohamed exerçait  
en tant que médecin dans une clinique à Tripoli. 
© UNHCR/Mohamed Saleh

https://www.unhcr.org/news/stories/2020/4/5e9460f74/refugees-offer-medical-experience-help-tackle-coronavirus-crisis-france.html 
https://www.unhcr.org/fr/news/stories/2020/4/5e95b54aa/france-refugies-experience-medicale-veulent-joindre-lutte-contre-crise.html
https://www.unhcr.org/fr/news/stories/2020/4/5e95b54aa/france-refugies-experience-medicale-veulent-joindre-lutte-contre-crise.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6kxMR6gk57A
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DES STRUCTURES INSCRIVANT LA PARTICIPATION 
DES RÉFUGIÉS AU CŒUR DE LEUR PROJET

Les rencontres réalisées dans le cadre du travail de cartographie ont permis d’identifier de nombreuses structures dont les pratiques 
ont pu inspirer l’élaboration des précédentes recommandations. Parmi elles, le CEDRE, antenne du Secours Catholique – Caritas France 
à Paris, et la Fondation COS Quancard en Gironde ont témoigné de leur expérience autour de l’engagement bénévole des réfugiés. De 
même, l’Université Clermont Auvergne à Clermont-Ferrand a adopté une approche similaire dans le cadre d’un projet européen visant à 
travailler sur l’intégration des réfugiés au sein du milieu universitaire. Au-delà de ces témoignages qui ne sauraient à eux seuls renseigner 
sur l’ensemble des mécanismes permettant de promouvoir la participation des réfugiés, la richesse de la mobilisation des personnes 
déracinées pourrait également être illustrée par les pratiques mises en œuvre au sein de nombreuses autres structures. 

Le CEDRE : Faire de la mobilisation 
des personnes exilées une priorité

Le CEDRE (Centre d’Entraide pour les Demandeurs d’asile et les Réfugiés), 
une antenne du Secours Catholique située à Paris, est exclusivement 
dédié à l’accueil et l’accompagnement des personnes exilées. Depuis 
2017, le centre a fait de leur mobilisation l’une de ses priorités.

En 2017, les équipes bénévoles et salariées du CEDRE ont mené une 
réflexion en collaboration avec les personnes accueillies. Ce temps de 
réflexion a abouti à la définition de nouveaux axes autour desquels 
orienter les actions du centre, permettant d’identifier la mobilisation 
des personnes exilées comme l’une des priorités à mettre en œuvre. 
L’appui des personnes exilées s’est étendu au-delà de la réflexion sur 
ces enjeux stratégiques, se révélant également précieux dans leur 
mise en œuvre. Leur implication dans les activités bénévoles du centre 
s’est progressivement développée. Un équilibre a été recherché entre 
le temps disponible, les envies et les compétences des bénévoles 
exilés, et les besoins du centre. Riches de leur connaissance des 
réalités vécues par les personnes exilées, certaines personnes 
accompagnées par le centre ont ainsi été impliqués dans des activités 
d’accueil, puis de plaidoyer. « Ça nous a beaucoup aidé d’avoir les 
personnes accueillies qui étaient capable de faire comprendre 
les choses parfois mieux que nous, car ils en sont passés par là », 
explique Marion Casanova, chargée d’accompagnement au CEDRE.  
« Ça permet d’affiner nos postures et ça aide dans nos discussions car 

un collègue exilé peut parfois mieux se faire entendre ». L’expérience 
a démontré le caractère crucial du temps d’accompagnement des 
personnes exilées dans la découverte du bénévolat. L’équipe du 
CEDRE recommande avant tout de s’entendre sur la définition du 
bénévolat, qui n’est pas un emploi et n’implique aucune contrepartie, 
qu’elle soit financière ou autre. Cela permet non seulement d’assurer 
une expérience enrichissante pour le bénévole, mais aussi de faire 
face aux réticences des autres membres de l’équipe qui craindraient 
que le bénévolat soit envisagé comme un moyen d’obtenir des 
avantages personnels. Cela permet également de donner les 
clefs nécessaires aux bénévoles pour expliquer leur rôle à leur 
communauté et ainsi lever les ambiguïtés pouvant provenir d’une 
méconnaissance du bénévolat. L’équipe du CEDRE s’attache à bien 
définir l’organisation et le fonctionnement des missions bénévoles : 
formations à suivre, participation aux réunions, horaires à respecter. 
En retour, l’équipe s’engage à accompagner les bénévoles dans leur 
mission, à les former, à assurer la continuité de la vie d’équipe, et 
à les assister dans le règlement des difficultés rencontrées dans le 
cadre de la mission bénévole. Cela signifie également adapter les 
missions de bénévolat en prenant en compte la diversité des profils 
des bénévoles exilés. L’équipe du CEDRE a ainsi aménagé certains 
horaires en s’adaptant aux traditions culturelles des bénévoles. 
Afin de pallier les obstacles liés à leur situation financière, l’équipe 
a fait le choix de verser une aide aux bénévoles en situation de 
grande précarité. Si cette aide permet de couvrir les frais liés aux 
déplacements et aux repas, elle ne constitue néanmoins pas une 
forme de rétribution pour les missions bénévoles et demeure 
circonscrite aux jours où les missions sont effectuées. L’activité 
bénévole est en outre limitée à deux journées par semaine, dans 
l’objectif d’encourager l’implication des bénévoles exilés au sein 
d’autres structures. Envisagé comme un tremplin pour faciliter 
l’engagement et l’intégration des personnes exilées dans leur société 
d’accueil, le bénévolat au CEDRE place les personnes accueillies au 
coeur des processus de réflexion et de mise en œuvre des actions, 
leur permettant ainsi de développer une confiance en soi et des 
expériences valorisantes pour la suite de leur parcours.

time is of essence if exiled people are to initiated to the notion 
of volunteering. CEDRE team recommends that, before 
anything else, it is importation to share the correct definition 
of what volunteering means; that it is not a paid job and that 
volunteers should not expect a payment in return. This first 
step lay the foundation for a fulfilling experience for the 
volunteer, and prevent suspicions that can rise among other 
participants that volunteering may be used to derive some 
personal gain. This would also enable volunteers to explain 
their role to their own refugee community and thus prevent 
any misconception which might be traced to an incorrect 
understanding of what volunteering is all about. The team 
at CEDRE clearly defines the organization and operation of 
volunteering assignments: training sessions to be attended, 
participation in meetings, and the need to respect schedules. 
Conversely, the team undertakes to support the volunteers 
in their missions, to train them, to ensure continuity, and to 
help them solve any problem that might arise in the context 
of the volunteering task. That also means that volunteering 
missions may need to be adjusted to the individual profiles 
of those volunteers. CEDRE team adjusted working times to 
ensure that volunteers’ cultural traditions are being taken 
into account. To alleviate the financial burden faced by 
volunteers, the team decided to allocate some financial help 
to those volunteers who live in very precarious conditions. 
While the sum of money is to cover transport and meals and 
is limited to the days when the missions are carried out, it 
should in no way be construed as a remuneration for the 
volunteering activities. Also, voluntary activities are carried 
out in a total volume of two days per week so as to leave free 
time for refugees to get involved in other CSOs. Designed as 
a springboard to promote the engagement and integration of 
exiles in their host community, CEDRE involve the persons 
in the entire process (from design to implementation) so 
that the latter may build self-confidence and gain useful 
experience for their future career path.

CSOs INCLUDE THE PARTICIPATION 
OF REFUGEES IN THEIR PROJECTS

Meetings held at the mapping stage of the project made it possible to identify many CSOs whose practices inspired the 
aforementioned recommendations. CEDRE, an offshoot of Caritas France in Paris and Fondation COS Quancard in Gironde 
shared their experience on the volunteer involvement of refugees. Also, Clermont-Auvergne University in Clermont-Ferrand 
opted for a similar approach within the framework of a European project aimed at working on the integration of refugees 
on campus. Besides these testimonials, which reflect only one part of what is being done to promote the participation of 
refugees, the rich mobilization of refugees and asylum-seekers can be seen in the practices adopted by many other CSOs.

CEDRE : The mobilization of people in exile 
must be a priority

CEDRE (Support centre for refugees and asylum seekers), an 
offshoot of CARITAS in Paris, focuses exclusively on hosting 
and supporting exiled persons. Since 2017, the centre placed 
mobilization among its top priorities.

In 2017, CEDRE staff members and volunteers discussed the 
issue with the people they hosted. That led to the outlining 
of new perspectives for the centre’s actions; "mobilization 
of exiles" emerged as one of the priorities to focus on. 
Supporting exiles extended beyond reflection on strategic 
issues as it proved quite useful at the implementation phase. 
The participation of uprooted people in the centre’s activities 
came in gradually. A balance had to be struck between 
availability, wishes and skills of those people and the needs 
of the centre.  Having taken in the life experiences of exiled 
people, some of the people that were supported by the 
centre were assigned to reception tasks then to advocacy. 
"It was very helpful to have people who are able to explain 
things as they had experienced them in their own lives", says 
Marion Casanova, support officer at CEDRE.
"that helps us fine-tune our approach and feeds our 
discussions because a colleague who experienced exile can 
sometimes explain things better". Experience has shown that 
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Fondation COS Quancard : Travailler en 
co-construction avec les bénévoles réfugiés

La fondation COS QUANCARD gère un CPH (Centre provisoire 
d’hébergement) et un CADA (Centre d’accueil pour demandeurs 
d’asile) en Gironde. En donnant un véritable rôle d’acteurs aux 
personnes accueillies et en valorisant leurs compétences, elle facilite 
leur intégration à travers des mécanismes de pair-aidance et de 
partage d’expérience. 

En 2016, l’équipe professionnelle de COS Quancard s’est lancée dans 
le développement d’un « Pôle Solidarité » au sein de l’association. 
Ce Pôle d’entraide a été établi en collaboration avec des bénévoles, 
parmi lesquels un nombre important de personnes réfugiés et en 
demande d’asile qui avaient exprimé leur souhait d’apporter leur 
aide. Aujourd’hui, les personnes réfugiées ou en demande d’asile 
constituent près de 40% des bénévoles du Pôle. De nombreuses 
activités sont élaborées et mise en œuvre en co-construction avec 
les bénévoles réfugiés et en demande d’asile, qui participent aux 
réunions et sont consultés lors des prises de décision. Depuis la 
relecture et la traduction d’une newsletter jusqu’à l’animation 
d’ateliers d’information collectifs, les bénévoles réfugiés jouent un 
rôle actif d’interprètes, de médiateurs culturel et d’experts, forts 
de leurs expériences personnelles. Engagés dans l’élaboration du 
« Guide du réfugié » avec le soutien de l’association, ils apportent 
également une assistance logistique lors des installations dans un 
nouveau logement, dispensent des cours de langue aux membres de 
leur société d’accueil et s’investissent dans des formes de mentorat 
professionnel auprès d’autres réfugiés et demandeurs d’asile. 

La valorisation de l’engagement bénévole est 
au cœur du dispositif. Les bénévoles signent 
une « charte du bénévole » comportant un 
certain nombre de règles, à l’instar du devoir 
de confidentialité. Des attestations leur sont 
délivrées, dans l’objectif d’une reconnaissance de 
leurs compétences pouvant constituer un véritable 
atout dans la suite de leur parcours d’intégration. 
Le bénévolat permet aux personnes réfugiées 
et en demande d’asile de retrouver confiance 
en elles, de pratiquer le français, de faire des 
rencontres et de répondre à une envie d’apporter 
leur contribution en retour de l’aide reçue dans le 
pays d’accueil. Anne Rouffi, adjointe de direction 
et cheffe de service du Pôle Intégration, explique 
l’importance de mettre en place des mécanismes 

d’échange entre les bénévoles réfugiés et l’équipe professionnelle, 
sans catégorisation en fonction du statut de la personne. « Si 
beaucoup ont envie de participer, ça n’arrive pas par hasard. On les 
considère comme des partenaires, des gens d’expériences, on laisse 
le temps pour que puisse s’installer une relation de confiance et on 
leur laisse la possibilité d’être créatifs et de prendre des initiatives 
» précise-t-elle. « Ils nous disent tous que c’est important cette 
relation. Ils disent que c’est important qu’on leur ait fait confiance, 
que ça leur a permis de se lancer. La considération est importante 
pour que ça se produise. Le fait de se sentir associé, intégré dans 
le service en tant que partenaires, ça compte beaucoup. ». En 
retour, l’association bénéficie des compétences et du regard des 
bénévoles réfugiés, qui apportent de nouvelles perspectives et 
des savoirs permettant de parfaire les dispositifs en place. 

L’association propose également des missions de bénévolat dans 
d’autres associations. Elle souhaite sensibiliser le tissu associatif 
à l’accueil, en témoignant de son expérience et en montrant 
ainsi qu’il est possible d’impliquer les réfugiés à tous les niveaux, 
notamment en les intégrant dans des comités de pilotage. Anne 
Rouffi met l’accent sur la nécessité d’accompagner les structures 
dans leur accueil des bénévoles réfugiés : « Il ne faut pas que ce 
soit un faux accueil de la part des associations, que les réfugiés 
se retrouvent relégués à des tâches subalternes. » Il s’agit alors 
de rassurer les structures et de les aider à valoriser le travail 
accompli par les réfugiés, pour faire du bénévolat une plateforme 
d’enrichissement mutuel.  

to regain their confidence, practice the 
French language, meet people and offer 
their contribution. Anne Rouffi, deputy 
director and head of the Integration 
Hub, explains why it is important to have 
exchange mechanisms in place between 
volunteer refugees and the professional 
team, without paying attention to the 
status of the individual. "If indeed many 
want to contribute, that doesn’t happen by 
chance. We see them as partners, people 
of experience; we take the necessary 
time to build trust and we give them the 
space needed to be creative and to take 
initiatives", she adds. " They say that the 
relationship is important to them. That it is 
important that they are trusted; that helps 

them take off. For that to happen, they need to be shown 
respect. It’s important for them to be involved, to fit in the 
hub as partners. " In exchange, the association benefits from 
the skills and outlook of volunteer refugees. They bring in a 
different way of looking at things and knowledge that serve 
to further improve the systems already in place.

Her CSO also offers the possibility to help in other 
volunteering assignments managed by other associations. 
The association would like to raise awareness on reception 
issues by sharing their experience and demonstrating that 
it is perfectly possible to associate refugees at all levels, 
especially by including them in steering committees.  Anne 
Rouffi reiterates the need to support CSOs in their efforts 
to receive volunteer refugees: "It should not be superficial, 
that refugees remain assigned to menial tasks." The point 
is about sensitizing CSOs and helping them to value and 
promote the contribution of refugees so that volunteering 
become mutually enriching. 

In 2016, the professional team at COS Quancard started 
developing a solidarity hub ("Pôle Solidarité") in the 
association. The hub was created with the help of volunteers, 
most of them being refugees and asylum seekers who offered 
their assistance. Today, 40% of the volunteers in the hub are 
refugees and asylum seekers. Many activities were designed 
and implemented, in a co-construction spirit, with refugee 
volunteers. They attend meetings and take part in decision-
making. Whether it is editing and translating a newsletter or 
facilitating information workshops, refugee volunteers play 
an active role as interpreters, cultural mediators and experts, 
thus contributing their personal experience. They assisted in 
the drawing up of a "Refugee guide"", with the help of the 
association, they also lend logistical support when relocating 
to a new apartment, give language courses to members of 
their host community and provide professional mentoring 
for other refugees and asylum seekers.
 
The capitalization of refugee engagement is placed at 
the heart of the system. Volunteers are made to sign a 
"volunteer charter" which contains a set of rules on a wide 
range of issues, including the duty to respect confidentiality. 
Certificates are issued for them in recognition of their skills; 
which may prove useful for their future journey towards 
integration. Volunteering helps refugees and asylum seekers 

Fondation COS QUANCARD manages a CPH (temporary 
accommodation centre) and a CADA (reception centre for asylum 
seekers) in Gironde region. By empowering the persons hosted 
as fully-fledged actors and by valuing their skills, the foundation 
promotes their integration through peer support and experience 
sharing.

Fondation COS Quancard: Working in
co-construction with refugee volunteers
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Université Clermont Auvergne : Intégrer 
les réfugiés dans le milieu universitaire

Depuis deux ans, l’Université Clermont Auvergne (UCA) s’est 
engagée à promouvoir l’intégration des réfugiés et le dialogue 
interculturel dans le cadre du projet « coLAB - Un laboratoire pour 
de nouvelles formes de collaboration ». Ce projet à dimension 
européenne vise à faciliter la rencontre entre réfugiés et société 
d’accueil au sein des institutions académiques, en vue de renforcer 
la compréhension des situations des personnes réfugiés et en 
demande d’asile et de développer des pratiques inclusives en 
milieu universitaire.   

En 2018, l’Université Clermont Auvergne a pris le parti de 
se mobiliser aux côtés d’autres université européennes 
telles que la Haute Ecole Galilée et l’IHECS Academy en 
Belgique, la LUMSA en Italie et l’University of Arts London 
au Royaume-Uni, en participant au projet coLAB. Ce projet, 
mis en œuvre dans le cadre du  programme «Faisons vivre 
une culture démocratique et inclusive à l’école (DISCO) » 
développé par l’Union européenne et le Conseil de l’Europe, 
vise à permettre aux réfugiés d’intégrer l’espace universitaire 
en tant que membres du personnel enseignant. 

L’identification des enseignants réfugiés est un enjeu crucial, 
ainsi que le rappelle Cécilia Brassier-Rodrigues, Directrice du 
département Information et Communication à l’UCA : «Ils se 
posent beaucoup de question de légitimité : « Pourquoi moi 
? Je ne suis pas mieux, je n’ai pas fait mieux que les autres ». 
Ils ont besoin qu’on leur propose, il faut créer une relation de 
confiance ». L’équipe de la direction de l’UCA a été épaulée 
par des structures locales dans sa recherche de candidats 
« Il faut une démarche pour les mobiliser, pour leur faire 
comprendre qu’ils ont une place ». Accompagnés par des 
professeurs référents, les enseignants réfugiés participant au 
projet ont ainsi pu transmettre leur savoir et faire bénéficier 
leurs étudiants de leur expertise. 
Inclure les personnes réfugiées dans le corps enseignant 
constitue non seulement une opportunité de valoriser 
leurs compétences, mais également de promouvoir une 
approche différente et une meilleure compréhension de la 
situation des réfugiés. Les enseignants réfugiés apportent 
des idées nouvelles qui bénéficient à l’ensemble du personnel 
enseignant, venant renforcer la diversité au sein des 
programmes éducatifs. Ce partage est l’occasion de créer 
des ponts entre leur culture d’origine et celle de leur société 
d’accueil, facilitant ainsi l’intégration et le développement 
d’une compréhension mutuelle. « Ils ont envie de montrer 
à la société française qu’ils savent faire des choses et qu’ils 
ont envie de s’intégrer, et de montrer aux autres réfugiés 
qu’on peut s’intégrer en France. Ils ont envie de témoigner 
auprès des deux publics et de rendre service aux autres » 
explique Cécilia Brassier-Rodrigues. Un projet qui illustre le 
rôle essentiel joué par les réfugiés dans la communication 
interculturelle, et souligne l’importance d’une approche 
englobant l’ensemble de la société pour soutenir l’intégration 
des personnes réfugiés et en demande d’asile.   

Over the last two years, Clermont-Auvergne University (UCA) 
spared no effort in promoting the integration of refugees and Ruffy 
intercultural dialogue through its projet "coLAB - Un laboratoire pour 
de nouvelles formes de collaboration". This Europe-wide project aims 
at promoting encounters and exchanges between refugees and host 
communities within academic institutions in order to foster a better 
understanding of the plight of refugees and asylum seekers and to 
develop inclusive practices on campus.

In 2018, Clermont-Auvergne University joined other European 
universities such as Haute Ecole Galilée and IHECS Academy 
(Belgium), LUMSA (Italy) and the London University of Arts (UK) 
on the coLAB project. Implemented as part of the programme 
" Faisons vivre une culture démocratique et inclusive à l’école 
(DISCO) " , which was designed by the European Union and the 
Council of Europe, this project aims at opening the doors of 
universities to refugees as lecturing staff.
 

Clermont Auvergne University: Integration 
of refugees in the university community

Identifying lecturers among refugees is a key issue, in the words 
of Cécilia Brassier-Rodrigues, UCA director of communication 
and information: "They ask themselves many questions about 
legitimacy: ‘Why me? I’m not better; I didn’t do anything better 
than others’. They need that someone approaches them; it’s 
about creating a relationship of trust". The management team at 
UCA was assisted by local CSOs when searching for candidates.
"There’s got to be an approach to mobilize them and to convince 
them there is room for them." Accompanied by referent lecturers, 
refugee teachers who participated in the project shared their 
knowledge and expertise with their students.
By roping in lecturers from the refugee community, we give 
them the opportunity to demonstrate their skills and to promote 
a different approach leading to a better understanding of the 
situation of refugees. These lecturers offer novel ideas that 
benefit the entire teaching staff and, thus, bring diversity to 
educational programmes. This is also an opportunity to build 
bridges between their culture and the culture of their host 
community, to facilitate their integration and to foster mutual 
understanding. "They want to prove their worth to the French 
society, that they can do things, that they are eager to integrate 
and to show other refugees that it is possible to integrate in 
France. They want to share their testimonial with both audiences 
and to be of service to others", adds Cécilia Brassier-Rodrigues. 
This project showcases the critical role that refugees play in 
intercultural communication and highlights the importance of 
an overarching approach that involves the entire community in 
support of the integration of refugees and asylum seekers.

https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/charter-edc-hre-pilot-projects/colab-a-laboratory-for-new-forms-of-collaboration
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/charter-edc-hre-pilot-projects/colab-a-laboratory-for-new-forms-of-collaboration
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/charter-edc-hre-pilot-projects
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/charter-edc-hre-pilot-projects
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/charter-edc-hre-pilot-projects
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ANNEX 1

Definitions and Key Resources

COMMUNICATION WITH UPROOTED COMMUNITIES :
A KEY ELEMENT IN PROTECTION

For UNHCR it is of paramount importance to work in partnership with the people under their care in all stages of their 
programmes, from design to implementation. It is about recognizing the resilience, abilities, skills and resources of refugees 
and asylum seekers and to leverage them to provide protection and solutions, and also to support the specific objectives 
of the community. This approach is not limited to a single function or a specific area of work; it must inform and guide all 
the staff at UNHCR and their partners in their work with refugees and asylum seekers. For this approach to succeed, it is 
important to understand and take into account the political context, the host community, gender-based roles, community 
dynamics as well as protection-related risks, concerns and priorities. Furthermore, UNHCR need to recognize their facilitating 
role, their limited capacities and resources, the temporary nature of their presence as well as the long-term impact of their 
interventions. Working with communities will help these to prevent social problems and to directly handle such problems 
when they occur, rather than waiting for and expecting external actors to come in and shoulder responsibilities. This is 
an approach that supports refugees and asylum seekers in reinstating cultural models that are familiar to them as well as 
supportive structures. Indeed, the aim is to strengthen the dignity and self-esteem of uprooted people, and to empower all 
actors, so as to work together to help members of the community to exercise and enjoy their human rights. 17
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17 Chapitre " 2.2 What is a community-based approach?", A Community-based Approach in UNHCR Operation, UNHCR, 2008
https://www.unhcr.org/publications/legal/47f0a0232/community-based-approach-unhcr-operations-preliminaries-table-contents.html

 FOR MORE 

UNHCR, The UNHCR Tool for Participatory Assessment in Operations, 2006; See:
https://www.unhcr.org/450e91c14.pdf 
https://www.unhcr.org/ro/wp-content/uploads/sites/23/2016/12/Participatory_assessment_in_operations_
ENG-evaluarea-participativ%C4%83-%C3%AEn-cadrul-opera%C5%A3iunilor.pdf

UNHCR, A Community-based Approach in UNHCR Operations, 2008; See : 
https://www.unhcr.org/publications/legal/47f0a0232/community-based-approach-unhcr-operations-
preliminaries-table-contents.html

Understanding community-based protection, 2013; See : 
https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/5209f0b64.pdf

UNHCR, Risk Communication and Community Engagement: Positive Practices from Europe during COVID, 2020; 
See: https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/76787.pdf

https://www.unhcr.org/publications/legal/47f0a0232/community-based-approach-unhcr-operations-preliminaries-table-contents.html
https://www.unhcr.org/450e91c14.pdhttps://www.unhcr.org/ro/wp-content/uploads/sites/23/2016/12/Participatory_assessment_in_operations_ENG-evaluarea-participativ%C4%83-%C3%AEn-cadrul-opera%C5%A3iunilor.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/450e91c14.pdhttps://www.unhcr.org/ro/wp-content/uploads/sites/23/2016/12/Participatory_assessment_in_operations_ENG-evaluarea-participativ%C4%83-%C3%AEn-cadrul-opera%C5%A3iunilor.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/450e91c14.pdhttps://www.unhcr.org/ro/wp-content/uploads/sites/23/2016/12/Participatory_assessment_in_operations_ENG-evaluarea-participativ%C4%83-%C3%AEn-cadrul-opera%C5%A3iunilor.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/publications/legal/47f0a0232/community-based-approach-unhcr-operations-preliminaries-table-contents.html
https://www.unhcr.org/publications/legal/47f0a0232/community-based-approach-unhcr-operations-preliminaries-table-contents.html
https://www.refworld.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/rwmain/opendocpdf.pdf?reldoc=y&docid=4c51413f2 
https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/5209f0b64.pdf
https://www.refworld.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/rwmain/opendocpdf.pdf?reldoc=y&docid=570b5def4 
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/76787.pdf
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TAKING INTO ACCOUNT AGE, GENDER AND DIVERSITY CRITERIA
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18 Chapitre " 2.3.6 Transparency and accountability", A Community-based Approach in UNHCR Operation, UNHCR, 2008
https://www.unhcr.org/publications/legal/47f0a0232/community-based-approach-unhcr-operations-preliminaries-table-contents.html

 FOR MORE 

 FOR MORE 

UNHCR, Policy on Age, Gender and Diversity, 2018; See :
https://www.unhcr.org/protection/women/4e7757449/unhcr-age-gender-and-diversity-policy.html

UNHCR, Accountability to Affected people (AAP), Emergency Handbook, version3.2; See :
https://emergency.unhcr.org/entry/42554/redevabilit-envers-les-populations-touches-aap

TRANSPARENCY AND ACCOUNTABILITY

Transparency refers to the "provision of accessible and relevant information to stakeholders and enabling them to assess 
procedures, structures and organizational processes." That requires that refugees and their representatives are informed 
about the mandate, policies and capacities of UNHCR and be open about what the Organization can contribute bearing in 
mind their potentially-limited human and material resources. That would enable refugees to make informed decisions on 
their priorities and the outcomes they could reasonably expect. Their participation must not be limited to some aspects only; 
it must be guaranteed throughout the entire process.

Accountability is a process by means of which an organization commits to meet the needs of different stakeholders and 
to balance them out, in all its decision-making processes and activities. It also refers to the process that leads to the 
fulfilment of that commitment. Example: when providing protection, UNHCR personnel and their partners need to ensure 
that refugees and asylum seekers can participate actively, that they are informed about protection-related risks, and can 
follow the progress achieved in addressing such risks. Accountability infers an awareness as to the rights and duties of 
everyone, and building the capacities of representatives to discharge their functions (e.g.: community representatives, local 
and national authorities, UNHCR personnel and their partners). 18

https://www.unhcr.org/publications/legal/47f0a0232/community-based-approach-unhcr-operations-preliminaries-table-contents.html
https://www.unhcr.org/protection/women/4e7757449/unhcr-age-gender-and-diversity-policy.html
https://emergency.unhcr.org/entry/42554/redevabilit-envers-les-populations-touches-aap
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