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“This is a first time ever I participate in such a forum. This gives me hope and 
this is how we heal by listening stories of each other!” 

“We need to stay united. Challenges cannot be solved unless there is unity.”

“We should always support each other. Coordination is the key.”

“This is a light of hope for us being part of this Conference and raising our 
voices”.



THE REFUGEE RE-CONNECT

This report outlines the main outcomes of the REFUGEE RE-CONNECT, a conference by and 
for refugees in Europe, which took place on 10 September 2021. The report features key rec-
ommendations for improving European refugee policies and practices within three thematic 
areas; civic engagement, access to the labour market, and refugee leadership and participa-
tion. It also provides an overview of the main challenges facing refugee-led organisations, 
refugee volunteers and community representatives in Europe, and offers key recommenda-
tions to address those challenges. 
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Why a Refugee Re-Connect?
Refugees and stateless people know 
best what barriers and challenges they 
face and what is needed to advance their 
rights. With the lived experience of dis-
placement, refugees and refugee-led or-
ganizations can easily identify concerns 
and opportunities, and come up with 
suitable, practical and sustainable solu-
tions to protection challenges. They are 
the ones mobilizing 
the capacities and 
resilience of their 
communities. When 
refugees and state-
less persons play 
an active role in the 
design and delivery 
of assistance and 
services, as well as 
in advocacy, solu-
tions become more 
efficient and more 
sustainable. Their 
countries of asylum 
and civil society 
also become better 
equipped to ensure 
effective integration and social cohesion. 

In Europe, refugees and refugee-led or-
ganizations have long acted as the first 
point of contact for asylum-seekers ar-
riving in the region. They have been pro-
viding critical and lifesaving information 
about available services and rights and 
acting as informal guides and translators. 
They provide frontline and grassroot level 
support to their communities and help the 
most vulnerable access assistance, coun-
selling, education and livelihoods. Many 

also offer support to the host community 
and engage in activities to promote social 
cohesion, combat hate speech and xeno-
phobia, and act as the “voice of refugees” 
within the public space.

In spite of a multitude of positive prac-
tices empowering refugee communities 
at the national and local level, however, 
most refugee-led organizations, volun-
teers and outreach workers have limited 

opportunities for 
exchange and ca-
pacity building, or to 
share experiences, 
network and ensure 
learning across dif-
ferent contexts. 

The impact and ef-
fectiveness of such 
initiatives can there-
fore be strength-
ened through 
enhanced collabo-
ration. There is also 
a clear lack of rep-
resentative refugee 
voices at regional 

level which can speak on behalf of a wider 
range of communities and take the lead 
in protection advocacy at regional level, 
including towards UNHCR and regional 
organizations. 
This conference was therefore organized 
to: 

1) Showcase, promote and provide vis-
ibility for the important work of refugee 
volunteers, refugee-led organizations, out-
reach workers and personnel as agents of 
change in Europe. 

	y A conference FOR and BY refu-
gees and stateless persons

	y Planned, prepared and facilitated 
by refugees (and stateless per-
sons)

	y Meaningful engagement not seen 
as a one-off exercise

	y Continued need for support and 
capacity building

	y A strong interest in regional ex-
change and building community 
– and a need for regional refugee 
representation
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2) Facilitate exchange, learning and net-
working between refugees and refugee-led 
organizations in different countries and 
contexts; and 
3) Develop recommendations to govern-
ments, NGOs, UNHCR and other stakehold-
ers to support the work of refugees-led ini-
tiatives and organizations. 

The conference was called the REFU-
GEE RE-CONNECT in light of the need to 
reconnect as a community after a chal-
lenging period of the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, which has disproportionately affected 
refugees and stateless people across 
the region. 

How the Refugee Re-Connect 
was organized
The Conference was co-planned, co-or-
ganized and co-hosted by UNHCR and 
the European Coalition of Migrants and 
Refugees, one of the few region-wide 
networks of refugee-led groups and ini-
tiatives, and one of the chapters of the 
Global Refugee-led Network (GRN). 

In order to ensure meaningful partici-
pation and leadership of refugees and 
stateless people throughout the event, a 
core group of refugees from Bulgaria, Cy-
prus, Georgia, Greece, Norway and Spain 
agreed to act as a Reference Group to fur-
ther advice on the topics and format and 
support the facilitation of the event. 

The group started working since July 
2021 and met virtually once a week to 
discuss and plan the event. One week 
prior to the event, they started meeting 
digitally every day. Separate groups were 
created under each of the three themes 

selected for the conference, and the facil-
itators were coached on facilitation skills 
and the themes to be discussed. There 
were three rounds of discussion sessions 
which allowed all participants to engage 
in the conversations by unpacking the 
gaps and sharing their solutions. 

Refugee leaders planned, delivered, and 
facilitated every step of the REFUGEE 
RE-CONNECT Conference, including by 
designing, conducting, and moderating 
the sessions. 

The thematic areas discussed
The main goal of the conference was to 
understand the situation of, and support 
needed for, refugee-led organizations and 
refugee-led initiatives in Europe. More-
over, the conference provided a space for 
refugees and refugee-led organizations 
to re-connect with each other in exchang-
ing positive practices that have been initi-
ated during COVID-19. 

The interactive discussion was main-
ly focused on key issues faced by Eu-
rope-based refugee and stateless com-
munities and how COVID-19 impacted 
everyone in different ways. Three topics 
were identified as key areas for meaning-
ful inclusion of refugees and stateless 
persons: 

�	access to the labour market

�	civic engagement 

�	refugee leadership and meaning-
ful participation 

The first topic, employment, is seen by 
many refugees as one the main tool for 
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What does civic engagement 
mean for refugees and stateless 
persons? 

If refugees and stateless persons get in-
volved in any of the following kinds of activ-
ities - that’s civic engagement!

	y Organizing or participating in neigh-
borhood meetings, clean ups, or 
cultural festivals

	y Volunteering with a communi-
ty-based organization, church, tem-
ple, or mosque

	y Attending city council meetings 

	y Giving testimony at public hearings

	y Participating in meetings or forums 
to discuss community issues

	y Taking part in rallies, marches, or 
vigils

	y Voting, taking part in election cam-
paigns or other political participation

It is a simple concept aimed at working to-
gether to make things better. It can be at 
national level, such as organizations that fo-
cus on political participation, including voter 
registration, voter education activities, and 
get-out-the-vote campaigns, or at local lev-
el, such as neighborhood watch groups and 
community clean ups. Others may focus on 
organizing community members to identify 
the most critical issues affecting their com-
munity, develop solutions, and work togeth-
er to carry them out. 

Civic engagement means that refugees and 
stateless persons work together with their 
host communities to improve their society 
at large. 

What does refugee leadership 
and meaningful participation en-
tail in practice?

The World Humanitarian, the Global Com-
pact on Refugees and UNHCR’s Age, Gender 
and Diversity Policy all reiterate commit-
ments to localization, the empowerment of 
local actors, and accountability to affected 
populations. 
UNHCR defines participation as 

“the full and equal involvement of all mem-
bers of the community in decision-making 
processes and activities that affect their 
lives, in both public and private spheres.” 

Similarly, the Global Refugee-led Network 
defines such participation as 

“when refugees - regardless of location, legal 
recognition, gender, identity and demograph-
ics - are prepared for and participate in fora 
and processes where strategies are being de-
veloped and/or decisions are being made (in-
cluding at local, national, regional, and global 
levels, and especially when they facilitate in-
teractions with host states, donors, or other 
influential bodies), in a manner that is ethical, 
sustained, safe, and supported financially”.

In Europe, this translates into ensuring that 
refugees and stateless persons are involved 
and engaged in all decision-making forums 
- at local, national and regional level - and 
that refugee leadership is promoted in the 
response to protection challenges.

This includes working to support and part-
ner with refugee-led organisations and ref-
ugee-led initiatives, as well as organisations 
led by stateless persons and other persons 
of concern.  
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integration into their host societies. Ac-
cess to the labour market facilitates 
self-reliance and reduces dependency. 
It also supports the development of lan-
guage skills and social cohesion with the 
host community. Employment is not only 
valuable for refugees and stateless per-
sons themselves, but also for their host-
ing States, employers and other stake-
holders, ensuring a positive impact on the 
European economy. 

The second and third topics selected 
were civic engagement, and refugee lead-
ership and meaningful participation, so 
as to unpack the challenges of refugees 
and stateless persons living in European 
countries. Civic engagement was used 
to include political participation, two-way 
integration in host communities and the 
contribution of refugees and stateless 
persons to the society at large. Refugee 
leadership and meaningful participation 
was used in the conference to describe 
representation - ensuring “a seat at the 
table”, co-designing equal partnerships, 
leading the debate on refugee issues, and 
being involved in policy making and dis-
cussions. 

Participants 
There were 149 registrations prior to the 
event and 175 participants attended the 
webinar live (162 on the event platform 
and 13 on the YouTube video livestream). 
The participants represented a broad 
range of stakeholders such as refugee 
leaders, refugee advocates, refugee-led 
organizations, stateless representatives, 
outreach workers, and community volun-
teers. 

A gender, diversity and age (AGD) ap-
proach was applied, ensuring equal and 
inclusive participation, with participants 
attending from 27 countries in Europe 
and representing more than 30 different 
nationalities/ countries of origin. Simul-
taneous translation was made available 
in Arabic, French, Spanish and Farsi to 
ensure broad and diverse participation 
among different refugee communities. 

There was a strong representation of ref-
ugee and stateless women (67% of par-
ticipants were women, 33% were men). 
UNHCR staff from the Regional Bureau 
for Europe and from UNHCR country of-
fices were present in support capacity 
only.

Methodology
In order to discuss more substantially the 
thematic areas selected by the partici-
pants, three World Café tables were set 
up. World Café is a method where small 
group discussions take place in rounds, 
where each round is 25 minutes and par-
ticipants move from one table to anoth-
er. During the REFUGEE RE-CONNECT 
conference, participants were divided 
into three online breakout rooms and the 
facilitators rotated between each of the 
rooms. In that way, participants were giv-
en the possibility to attend all three tables 
on a rotational basis. 

During the World Café, there were three 
rounds of discussion, the first round de-
fined the theme and the gaps pertaining 
to civic engagement, labour market and 
refugee leadership and participation, 
while the second and third rounds sought 
to define policy recommendations to 
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address these gaps. In every session, 
the facilitators unpacked the theme and 
opened up for a discussion of what this 
means according to the refugees and 
stateless persons that participated. 

Key challenges identified 
during the Refugee Re-Con-
nect:

Civic Engagement

Lack of information about and access to 
rights - Refugees and stateless persons 
are often not well informed about their 
(labour or other) rights, exposing them to 
risks such as exploitation, in particular in 
rural areas where there are less civil soci-
ety actors.

Barriers in processing available informa-
tion on rights and duties - Even when in-
formation is available, refugees face sev-
eral barriers in accessing and processing 
this information. Information is often 
provided in the local language only or 
with limited translations. Information is 
at times only available online, while refu-
gees do not always have access to devic-
es or the digital skills to find and make ef-
fective use of these channels. Moreover, 
administrative and legal terminology is 
often hard to understand, even for those 
who speak the local language. This leads 
to refugees often not being aware of cru-
cial rights and duties, which puts them in 
a disadvantaged position.

Barriers in accessing legal informa-
tion and legal counsel - Leading to a lack 
of knowledge related to procedural rights. 

This was noted as especially problematic 
for vulnerable groups, including women 
and LGBTIQ+ persons, and problematic 
for asylum-seekers who are not aware 
of application and documentation proce-
dures.

Lack of understanding of administrative 
structures and entry points - Commu-
nication with authoriti varies greatly be-
tween countries, including the different 
(levels of) authorities. Refugees are not 
always aware of how to communicate 
with authorities (e-mail, in person, etc.) or 
how to ask for relevant information. Also, 
this lack of awareness can limit their un-
derstanding of possible opportunities to 
engage with host communities, for exam-
ple through volunteering. 

Lack of cultural understanding and 
awareness  of refugee issues - Across 
different administrative institutions, a 
lack of awareness and sensitivity to refu-
gee and statelessness issues can hinder 
efforts towards inclusion of refugees and 
stateless persons, including in the educa-
tion system.

Refugee Leadership and Participation

Lack of political representation - Refu-
gees are not always visible as political 
actors, for example as politicians on a 
local or national level, or in different or-
ganizations, which can further contribute 
to the ‘fear of the unknown’ or lead to dis-
crimination.

Mindshift towards a participatory ap-
proach - Lack of awareness amongst 
policy makers often leads to very real 
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gaps in the development of responses 
and in their implementation. Thinking of 
refugees and stateless persons only as 
a burden or as a problem to be resolved 
appears to remain part of the political 
and administrative mindset, rather than 
to see the opportunities and capacities 
these communities bring to their host so-
cieties. Applying a participatory and com-
munity-based approach could support a 
much-needed change in mindset at policy 
level. 

Lack of representation and consultation 
in decision making processes – Too of-
ten government authorities and service 
providers speak and act on behalf of ref-
ugees without involving refugees. If refu-
gees are not directly involved or consult-

ed in decision making, realistic narratives 
are not built, and solutions may not be as 
effective. 

Lack of sustainable financial support 
– Refugee-led organizations and refu-
gee-led initiatives are seldom funded in 
a sustainable manner, which would allow 
them to expand and maintain activities 
over time. This leads to an invisibility of 
the efforts put forward by refugee com-
munities, and a gap in capacity building 
and the development of refugee voices 
and leadership. 

Need for refugee leadership to address 
the narrowing protection space in Europe 
and the negative connotations attached 
to the word “refugee” – In spite of the 

Greece. Women asylum-seekers help victims of 
sexual and domestic violence.
© UNHCR/Achilleas Zavallis
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1951 Refugee Convention, many States 
seek to create fences and barriers rather 
than to allow access to territory and asy-
lum. Refugees increasingly feel “criminal-
ized” and used for political aims. There 
is therefore an emerging need for more 
refugee leadership and refugee voices to 
counter this trend, and to show refugees 
as part of the wider fabric of European 
societies. The communication tone and 
association with the word “refugee” or 
with refugee issues will change when ref-
ugees themselves become more visible. 

Access to Labour Market

Being able to access the formal job mar-
ket including self-employment of a host 
country is crucial for the participation 
and inclusion of refugees. Nevertheless, 
many people face hurdles and obstacles 
hindering them from accessing formal 
employment in receiving societies, a few 
of which are laid down below:

Language requirements - Limited lan-
guage skills present a major obstacle to 
employment. Language courses are not 
always readily available to refugees due 
to waiting lists or high costs, or are not of 
sufficient quality, length or not targeted 
to the skills and needs of refugees.

Administrative barriers, such as lack of 
recognition of education, skills and pro-
fessional degrees  - Refugees face diffi-
culties in getting their previous tertiary 
education and work experience followed 
in their home country recognized in the 
receiving country. University and high 
school diplomas, technical and vocation-
al training or work experience are not rec-

ognized which hinders access to jobs for 
which those qualifications are required.

Difficulties in accessing education and 
professional training - Refugees face 
numerous difficulties in accessing for-
mal education, especially primary and 
secondary education for those who are 
above eighteen years of age. Access to 
technical and vocational training and up-
skilling is also limited due to documen-
tation requirements, a lack of targeted 
courses/support and financial issues.  

Lack of positive public attitudes – Ref-
ugees often feel that a positive attitude 
towards their potential, skills and capac-
ities is lacking. Diversity programs exist 
in some countries, but especially outside 
of the public sector, diversifying the work-
force remains a challenge. This lack of 
positive attitudes is also due to the lack 
of role models, who have succeeded in 
accessing the job market, representing 
and giving voice to other aspiring refu-
gees. Furthermore, due to the challenges 
faced to accessing formal employment 
and thus entering the informal labor mar-
ket without protection and social bene-
fits.

Administrative struggles - Having a so-
cial security and a tax number is a pre-
requisite for accessing the formal labour 
market. For refugees without a physical 
address, it is not always easy or possible 
to obtain such documents. Delays in ob-
taining or renewing ID documents also 
prevent access, as well as challenges in 
opening bank accounts.  
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Lack of information for potential employ-
ers - Potential employers do not always 
see the immediate business case for hir-
ing refugees. This is not necessarily due 
to unwillingness or resistance to hiring 
them, but mostly due to a lack of available 
information on refugees’ right to work, 
their skills, potential and longer-term ben-
efits for the company (motivated staff 
with a lower fluctuation, diverse and more 
creative teams, access to new markets, 
image of the company, etc.).

Different rights corresponding to dif-
ferent status - Rights and entitlements 
that come with the different types of 
residence permits reflect on different re-
gime governments create for students, 
migrants, members of high-skilled work-
force, refugees and beneficiaries of sub-
sidiary protection. This can lead to con-
fusion and uncertainty for job applicants 
and employers alike, and impedes access 
to economic opportunities.

Mental health and stress - Refugees of-
ten experience a lot of pressure, for ex-
ample during an asylum procedure in 
which they have to submit evidence to 
substantiate their claim, but also after 
obtaining their legal status in order to be-
come self-reliant. At the same time, ref-
ugees often still have traumas that have 
not been dealt with or suffer from various 
forms psychological stress. Lengthy asy-
lum procedures also add to this and may 
create a level of dependency, especially if 
access to employment is limited.

Lack of intercultural communication - In 
order to create a mutual understanding 
between refugees and members of the 

host society, soft skills are crucial. Civil 
servants or government officials often 
lack intercultural communication skills 
and awareness, while refugees often still 
distrust public authorities due to previous 
negative experiences. The lack of such 
soft skills and awareness on both sides 
can lead to misunderstandings and/or 
discrimination, including in employment.

Lack of participatory approaches to de-
veloping solutions – While a great variety 
of initiatives for refugees’ access to em-
ployment exist, they do not necessarily 
take into consideration refugees’ actual 
needs, interests and capacities. This may 
prevent effective programmes that build 
upon refugees’ skills, take into consider-
ation any challenges identified and put 
forward solutions to tackle them.

Key policy recommendations 
to enhance inclusion and par-
ticipation

The following are the key policy recom-
mendations put forward by refugees 
and stateless persons at the REFUGEE 
RE-CONNECT conference on how to en-
hance inclusion and participation in Eu-
rope. The recommendations are divided 
by theme and relevant stakeholder. 

All of the below recommendations should 
include the involvement of refugees and 
stateless persons throughout their de-
sign, implementation and evaluation. 
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Civic Engagement

Role of local and national actors (recep-
tion authorities, municipalities, service 
providers etc.)

�	 Initiatives in reception centres to pro-
mote language learning and skills de-
velopments as early as possible after 
arrival. Refugees can be engaged as 
trainers and resource persons.

�	 Community matching between refu-
gees and host communities to show 
that refugees can enrich the host 
community and bring positive chang-
es. Better information provision to 
refugee and stateless communities, 
in languages and formats that are 
understood and inclusive of persons 
with specific needs. 

Role of NGOs, civil society and interna-
tional organizations

�	 Spaces to connect refugees with the 
host community, so that local com-
munities can better understand val-
ues and competencies of refugees 
and visa-versa, and to eliminate neg-
ative perceptions of refugees as “bur-
dens to the society”.

�	 Support language classes, cultural 
mediation and awareness raising, and 
information about opportunities to 
get engaged with the local communi-
ty, including through volunteering op-
portunities. 

�	 Encourage the media to play a posi-
tive role in raising awareness about 

refugee-led initiatives and dissemi-
nating success stories of refugee-led 
enterprises.

Role of fellow refugees and refugee-led 
organisations

�	 Refugees to play an active role in their 
host communities and not hesitate to 
speak about and promote their rights. 

�	 Refugee-led organisations to mobilize 
communities and promote civil en-
gagement and political participation. 
Refugee-led organisations, such as 
the European Coalition of Migrants 
and Refugees, can also advocate for 
refugee rights in cooperation with the 
host community and civil society ac-
tors.

�	 Qualified/experienced refugees set 
up informal networks to help other 
refugees.

Role of donors

�	 Ensure adequate funding for lan-
guage classes, cultural mediation 
and information provision at local 
and national level. 

�	 Include community matching as part 
of wider integration and social cohe-
sion programmes.

�	 Acknowledge and provide visibility 
for the work done by refugee-led 
organisations. 
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Refugee Leadership and Participation

Role of local and national actors (recep-
tion authorities, municipalities, service 
providers etc.)

�	 More inclusive governance at nation-
al and local level, including by con-
sulting regularly with refugees and 
applying participatory and communi-
ty-based approaches. 

�	 Local authorities and service pro-
viders can provide more space and 
support for refugees and stateless to 
address their problems and solutions, 
including through engagement with 
women-led organizations and youth 
engagement. 

�	 Forums and platforms to be created 
where refugees and stateless per-
sons are involved in and contributing 
to policy and decision making and for 
bringing refugee and statelessness 
issues to the attention of relevant 
stakeholders.

Role of NGOs, civil society and intern-
tional organizations

�	 Support for further regional exchang-
es and discussion between refugee 
leaders and refugee-led organisa-
tions, inclusive of women and youth, 
as well as capacity building opportu-
nities at national and regional level.

�	 Refugee and stateless leaders to 
be hired not only as volunteers and 
interns, but also as staff, with profes-
sional training and upskilling, where 
needed.

�	 Expand awareness programmes to 
address discrimination and xenopho-
bia faced by refugees and stateless 
persons.

Role of fellow refugees and refugee-led 
organisations

�	 Continue the exchange among refu-
gees and refugee-led organisations 
started by the Conference both within 
and between communities.

	
�	 Establish, participate in and con-

tribute to regional exchanges and 
initiatives for refugees and stateless 
persons.

�	 Build capacity within the ranks to 
help grow the efficiency to campaign 
and influence policy (on for example 
public speaking, effective communi-
cation and public policies).

Role of donors 

�	 Ensure funding for grassroots initia-
tives to promote refugee participa-
tion and leadership, including initia-
tives for and by youth and women.

�	 More sustainable and substantive 
funding for refugee-led organisations 
and other refugee-led initiatives. 

�	 Prioritize programmes and projects 
addressing xenophobia and discrimi-
nation. 
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Access to the Labour Market

Role of local and national actors (recep-
tion authorities, municipalities, service 
providers etc.)

	y Enhance refugee skills recognition, 
including without formal TVET, and 
the recognition of diplomas, upskill-
ing courses for adults of all ages 
and education in online learning 
platforms, with supportive measures, 
such as childcare, technical language 
courses and exam preparation. 

	y Programmes to engage with the pri	
vate sector, implement coaching and 
mentoring schemes, and provide job 
readiness training.

�	 Information and awareness cam-
paigns around employment, the 
business case of hiring refugees, 
scholarship opportunities, initiatives 
for refugees’ socio-economic inclu-
sion, legal rights and duties. 

Role of NGOs, civil society, and inter-
national organization

	y Forums to raise awareness on the 
challenges and potential of refugee 
employment, bringing together the 
public and the private sector, organi-
zations which support refugees, refu-
gees, and international organizations, 
as well as platforms to facilitate job 
matching of skills and talents of ref-
ugees with employers’ needs, and 
providing information about refugees’ 
right to work and the process for hir-

ing, thus providing legal certainty and 
support to the private sector. 

	
�	 Market-based and accredited pro-

grams to enhance the knowledge and 
skillset of refugees and stateless per-
sons, catering to different ages, skills 
sets, qualifications and experiences, 
with mentorships and coaching. 

	
�	 More psychosocial and mental health 

support for refugees who face trauma 
and mental health issues (preventing 
them from accessing the labour mar-
ket). 

Role of fellow refugees and refugee-led 
organisations

�	 Refugees and refugee-led organisa-
tions to share information and knowl-
edge about host countries, including 
cultural background and political con-
text, and to facilitate participatory ap-
proaches for effective socio-econom-
ic inclusion initiatives that build upon 
refugees’ capacities and take into 
consideration their needs.

�	 Refugees can start-up businesses 
and create jobs, benefiting both refu-
gee and local communities. 

�	 Refugees to make active effort to get 
outside of their own community and 
reach out to their hosting communi-
ties to facilitate inclusion and integra-
tion. 

Role of donors

�	 Prioritize programmes for skills 
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France. The High Commissioner delivers volunteer passports to 
recognize refugees commitment during Covid19.
© UNHCR/Benjamin Loyseau
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recognition and upskilling, to validate 
skills and professional experiences 
and enhance the knowledge and skill-
set of refugees.

	
�	 Donors can assist refugee commu-

nities, together with financial and 
business development service provid-
ers, to set up own businesses and be 
entrepreneurs.

	y Consider supplementary funding for 
mental health and psychosocial sup-
port, where needed

Cross-cutting recommenda-
tions (all themes)

1) Maintaining and supporting a region-
al refugee network in Europe, under the 
umbrella of UNHCR and the European 
Coalition of Migrants and Refugees, with 
the aim to further enhance the sense of 
community initiated by the Conference, 
facilitate exchange and learning, and 
strengthen the advocacy role and leader-
ship of refugees and stateless persons 
in the region. 

2) Capacity building for refugee-led 
initiatives, with support from the Euro-
pean Coalition of Migrants and Refugees 
and UNHCR. Trainings can be supported 
by building more tools for refugees and 
stateless persons to engage in education 
and labour market through upskilling, 

and dedicated funding provided for refu-
gee innovation.

3) Promoting visibility for refugee voic-
es in policy forums, including by promot-
ing the Conference recommendations to 
decision makers and building allies for 
stronger refugee leadership and par-
ticipation in Europe. This includes the 
promotion of refugee role models and 
voices to change the narrative around 
refugees and refugee issues.
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Feedback and lessons learned from the REFUGEE RE-
CONNECT

�	 The importance of networking: Many participants appreciated the opportunity 
to exchange with other refugees and stateless persons and expressed the need 
for further networking opportunities across different contexts. They would like 
to have more information about organizations involved with refugee lives in dif-
ferent countries by holding more meetings between refugee-led organisations 
and civil society organizations in all European countries. Also, to grow their net-
working skills to able to meet with people who can assist them. 

�	 Refugee participation in action: The participants expressed appreciation for the 
fact that the Conference was designed and led by refugees themselves, with 
UNHCR there only in a supporting role, and asked for more events that are from 
one end to another led, planned, prepared and facilitated by refugees and state-
less persons. 

�	 Create inclusive spaces: During the events, participants highlighted the impor-
tance of having different language options, the availability of live interpretation, 
the strong gender dimension, and availability of captions and sign language. 

�	 Continued need for exchange, support and capacity building: Participants high-
lighted that meaningful engagement should not be seen as a “one-off” exercise. 
More such events or workshops should take place, enabling participants to take 
ideas into validation stages and maybe get something started for refugees to 
learn from and grow professionally, and mobilize participants to achieve new 
milestones. Moving forward, it could also be beneficial to invite speakers from 
research institutions and civil society organisations working with refugees and 
stateless persons, and to include perspectives of the host communities where 
refugees live. 

�	 Keep promoting gender equality, equity and diversity : Participants stated that 
events should reflect and represent the diversity of - and within - their commu-
nities. This includes considerations of age, gender, gender identity, sexual ori-
entation, languages, ethnicities, religion and other individual qualities, such as 
income, legal status and educational background. 
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Annex 
CIVIC ENGAGEMENT REFUGEE PARTICIPATION AND LEADERSHIP ACCESS TO THE LABOUR MARKET

Role of local 
and national 
actors 
(reception 
authorities, 
municipalities, 
service 
providers etc.)

1. Initiatives in reception centers to promote language 
learning and skills developments as early as possible 
after arrival. Refugees to be engaged as trainers.
2. Community matching between refugees and host 
communities to show that refugees can enrich the host 
community and bring positive changes. 
3. Better information provision to refugee and stateless 
communities, in languages and formats that are 
understood and inclusive of persons with specific needs. 

1. More inclusive governance at national and local level, including 
by consulting regularly with refugees and applying participatory 
and community-based approaches. 
2. Local authorities and service providers can provide more space 
and support for refugees and stateless to address their problems 
and solutions, including through women and youth engagement. 
3. Forums and platforms to be created where refugees and 
stateless persons are involved in decision making and for bringing 
refugee issues to the attention of relevant stakeholders.

1. Enhance refugee skills recognition, including without formal TVET, and 
the recognition of diplomas, upskilling courses for adults of all ages and 
education in online learning platforms, with supportive measures, such as 
childcare, technical language courses and exam preparation. 
2. Programmes to engage with the private sector, implement coaching and 
mentoring schemes, and provide job readiness training . 
3. Information and awareness campaigns around employment, the business 
case of hiring refugees, scholarship opportunities, initiatives for refugees’ 
socio-economic inclusion, legal rights and duties. 

Role of 
NGOs, civil 
society and 
international 
organizations

1. Spaces to connect refugees with locals for locals to 
understand values and competencies of refugees and 
visa-versa, and to eliminate negative perceptions of 
refugees as “burdens to the society”.
2. Support language classes, cultural mediation and 
awareness raising, and information about opportunities 
to get engaged with the local community, including 
volunteering opportunities. 
3. Encourage the media to play a positive role in raising 
awareness about refugee initiatives and disseminating 
success stories of refugee-led enterprises.

1. Support for further regional exchanges and discussion between 
refugee leaders and refugee-led organisations, inclusive of 
women and youth, as well as capacity building opportunities at 
national and regional level.
2. Refugee and stateless leaders to be hired not only as 
volunteers and interns, but also as staff, with professional training 
and upskilling.
3. Awareness programmes to address discrimination and 
xenophobia faced by refugees and stateless persons.

1. Forums to raise awareness on the challenges and potential of refugee 
employment, bringing together the public and the private sector, organizations 
which support refugees, refugees and international organizations, as well 
as platforms to facilitate job matching of skills and talents of refugees with 
employers’ needs, and providing information about refugees’ right to work and 
the process for hiring, thus providing legal certainty and support to the private 
sector. 
2. Market-based and accredited programs to enhance the knowledge and 
skillset of refugees and stateless persons, catering to different ages, skills 
sets, qualifications and experiences, with mentorships and coaching. 
3. More psychosocial and mental health support for refugees who face trauma 
and mental health issues (preventing them from accessing the labour market). 

Role of fellow 
refugees and 
refugee-led 
organisations

1. Refugees to play an active role in their host 
communities and not hesitate to speak about and 
promote their rights. 
2. Refugee-led organisations to mobilize communities 
and promote civil engagement and political participation. 
This active engagement of refugee-led organisations, 
such as the European Coalition, to advocate for refugee 
rights in cooperation with the host society.
3. More qualified refugees can set up informal networks 
to help other refugees.

1. Continue the exchange among refugees and refugee-led 
organisations started by the Conference within and between 
communities.
2. Establish, participate in and contribute to regional exchanges 
and initiatives for refugees.
3. Build capacity within the ranks to help grow the efficiency to 
campaign and influence policy (on public speaking,  effective 
communication and on public policies affecting refugees).

1. Refugees and refugee-led organisations to share information and 
knowledge about host countries, including cultural background and political 
context, and to facilitate participatory approaches for effective socio-
economic inclusion initiatives that build upon refugees’ capacities and take 
into consideration their needs.
2. Refugees can start-up businesses and create jobs, benefiting both refugee 
and local communities. 
3. Refugees to make active effort to get outside of their own community and 
reach out to their hosting communities to facilitate inclusion and integration. 

Role of donors 1. Ensure adequate funding for language classes, 
cultural mediation and information provision at local 
level. 
2. Include community matching as part of wider 
integration and social cohesion programmes.
3. Acknowledge and provide visibility for the work done 
by refugee-led organisations. 

1. Ensure funding for grassroots initiatives to promote refugee 
participation and leadership, including initiatives for and by youth 
and women.
2. More sustainable funding for refugee-led organisations and 
other refugee-led initiatives. 
3. Prioritize programmes and projects addressing xenophobia 
and discrimination. 

1. Prioritize programmes for skills recognition and upskilling, to validate skills 
and professional experiences and enhance the knowledge and skillset of 
refugees.
2. Donors can assist refugee communities, together with financial and 
business development service providers, to set up own businesses and be 
entrepreneurs.
3. Consider supplementary funding for mental health and psychosocial 
support, where needed. 

CROSS-CUTTING RECOMMENDATIONS
1.Maintaining and supporting a regional refugee network in Europe, under the umbrella of UNHCR and the European Coalition, to further enhance the sense of community initiate by the Conference, to facilitate exchange and 
learning, and strengthen the advocacy role and leadership of refugees in the region. 
2.Capacity building for refugee-led initiatives, with support from the European Coalition and UNHCR. Trainings can be supported by building more tools for refugees to engage in education and labour market through upskilling, 
advocacy campaigns can be amplified, and dedicated funding can be provided for refugee innovation.
3.Promoting visibility for refugee voices in policy forums, including by promoting the Conference recommendations to decision makers and building allies for stronger refugee leadership and participation in Europe. This 
includes the promotion of role models to change the narrative around refugees and refugee issues.
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