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change. Between the start of its community
empowerment programme in early 2010
and May 2011, the initiative reached 500,000
individuals in 245 villages in Sri Lanka,
many of which had large numbers of IDPs.2
Sarvodaya’s ‘political awakening’ unit
helps IDPs to register their group legally as
a civil society organisation; these entities
then become the mechanism through which
displaced individuals at the village, district
or regional level can come together to discuss
and plan ‘protective’ action, while looking
for opportunities for advocacy in national
and international discussions. An example
of forum-inspired IDP participation and
advocacy concerning protection and durable
solutions occurred in the eastern, waraffected district of Trincomalee, in which a
Deshodaya unit successfully lobbied public
transport authorities for additional services;
adequate public transportation allowed
returning IDPs to access the employment
market and gain job security. The initiative
also allowed children to enter schools in
Trincomalee town and permitted families
to reach better urban health-care facilities.
Meanwhile, in Jaffna after the official end
of the conflict, Deshodaya members joined
together to promote protection for child IDP
returnees by improving pre-school facilities
and raising money for teachers’ salaries.
Similarly, in the western district of Puttalam,
where there are many IDPs, a village-level
Deshodaya group spoke in public forums to
raise awareness of child protection issues
faced by recently returned displaced families.

Deshodaya forums led by village leaders,
including IDPs, have resulted in otherwise
marginalised populations becoming
recognised as participants and leaders in
conversations concerning their protection.
By creating forums in which IDPs assume
responsibility for developing their own
path forward, the Deshodaya groups are not
pushing a faith-based protection agenda,
nor are they arguing that government and
international organisations should not be
involved in protection for IDP communities.
Rather, they are contending that displaced
Sri Lankans of all faiths should have the
right and the possibility to participate
in protection programmes and to define
and lead those initiatives in tandem with
government, international and other civil
society organisations. So, in addition
to calling into question who is defining
what protection means, IDPs are now
also questioning how current protection
initiatives are designed and implemented.
Emily Barry-Murphy emily.c.barry@gmail.com is
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1. See Nancy Fraser’s 2010 Scales of Justice: Reimagining Political
Space in a Globalizing World in which she provides a framework that
endogenous faith-based NGOs can adopt to facilitate and catalyse
a process of IDP agency.
2. Sarvodaya Shramadana Partner Coordination Unit’s 2011
Final Report: Community Empowerment for Peace, Reconciliation and
Development (CEPRD).

An ecumenical organisation for asylum seekers in
Switzerland
Susy Mugnes, Felicina Proserpio and Luisa Deponti
An ecumenical organisation provides socio-pastoral assistance for asylum seekers while they
go through the first crucial steps of the asylum proceedings.
Through an ecumenical organisation called
OeSA,1 the Reformed, Catholic and Methodist
Churches in Basel offer humanitarian
assistance to refugees who have just reached

Switzerland after difficult and dangerous
experiences. OeSA provides socio-pastoral
assistance for asylum seekers in the period
they spend in the Registration and Procedure
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Centre (RPC), while they go through the first
crucial steps of the asylum proceedings. The
RPC is not a detention centre, so the asylum
seekers are permitted to go outside during
the day and at limited times on the weekend.
With its various services within and next
to the RPC, OeSA becomes a resting place
in the journey of many asylum seekers.
Pastoral counselling is possible in all Swiss
RPCs, thanks to an agreement signed in
1995 by the three main Christian churches
in Switzerland, by the Federal Office for
Refugees and, in 2002, by the National
Jewish Community. Together these form a
National Committee, which has elaborated a
common ‘Overall Concept’ for the pastoral
work among asylum seekers in the RPCs.
According to the Concept, this work should
take into consideration the variety of the
asylum seekers’ religious backgrounds; it
defines the pastoral work in the RPCs as
“commitment to the human being”, and
rejects any religious discrimination and
any form of proselytism. The principles
that lead the pastoral work and which are
shared with a larger group of people focus
on hospitality, special attention to the most
vulnerable, openness to all asylum seekers
irrespective of their origins and religion
affiliations, and attentiveness to a wide
range of psychological and material needs.
The pastoral workers provide information
to the asylum seekers about the asylum
system and OeSA’s services, and about legal
counsellors who are situated just next to the
Centre. First contacts in the country of asylum
are particularly important for the asylum
seekers who are very vulnerable and so any
small gesture of welcome has a much greater
symbolic value than its actual concrete effect.
The OeSA team is not only ecumenical
but also multicultural and multireligious.
Around 50 volunteers of ten different
nationalities cooperate in the different sociopastoral services. Although the guidelines
were developed in a Christian context
and OeSA is supported by the Christian
churches, people of different religious

and cultural backgrounds easily share the
motivating vision and the working style of the
organisation.
The place for first contacts and conversations
with asylum seekers outside the RPC is
a coffee bar run in shifts by a team of 15
volunteers five days a week. During its
opening times, trained volunteers (speaking
different languages) work in shifts to offer
emotional support, counselling and general
information on asylum law; they also help to
connect asylum seekers when necessary with
the Legal Advice Office, or – if the rejected
asylum seeker is considering voluntary return
– with the IOM office in the RPC. OeSA’s
volunteers also offer other practical services
such as German lessons, child care, etc.
The pastoral workers’ respect for each
person and their faith has inspired certain
initiatives. For example, RPC directors were
asked to allow Muslim asylum seekers to
stay out of the Centres for longer during the
Ramadan period so that they could finish
the day in the mosques. Another important
aspect of pastoral counselling is networking
– establishing contacts within the RPC so
that asylum seekers’ questions or difficulties
can be discussed with staff, security guards
and/or officials (including the director).
Raising awareness in favour of asylum
seekers is yet another important part of
OeSA’s mission. It hopes to contribute to
the development of a more welcoming
society by reducing prejudices and building
bridges between asylum seekers and
the local population, and by awakening
solidarity, dialogue and mutual acceptance
across cultural and religious divides.
Susy Mugnes mugnes.assunta@rkk-bs.ch is a
pastoral worker at OeSA. www.oesa.ch (active
from January 2015). Felicina Proserpio
fproserpio@cserpe.org and Luisa Deponti
ldeponti@cserpe.org are collaborators in the
Centre for Migration Research in Basel.
www.cserpe.org
1. Ökumenischer Seelsorgedienst für Asylsuchende (Ecumenical
Socio-Pastoral Service for Asylum Seekers)
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