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From the Editors
The war on Ukraine has caused forced displacement on a scale and at 

a speed not witnessed in Europe since World War II. This issue of FMR 
seeks to address questions that have arisen out of the crisis, reflecting on 
the lessons learned from the immediate response and the implications for 
the international refugee and asylum system.

A key concept in this issue is the ‘temporary protection’– permission to 
stay that falls short of asylum – afforded to Ukrainian refugees. Where 
temporary protection can be revoked at the discretion of a government, 
asylum grants permission to stay for as long as the conditions that gave 
rise to a need for it persist.

Exploring this and other provisions for Ukrainian refugees, several 
articles examine the situation of Ukrainian refugees in various European 
countries, the USA and Russia. Some discuss positive examples, such 
as innovative hosting initiatives and access to rights, while others reflect 
on Ukrainian refugees’ needs for greater integration, including access to 
decent work, education, and social and financial services. 

Another set of articles addresses the displacement experiences and 
gaps in support for different marginalised groups, including stateless 
people, minority language speakers, youth, children, older people, 
internally displaced people, people with disabilities and nationals of 
other countries. These articles collectively highlight the importance of 
inclusion and equity in forced displacement response.

Finally, several articles consider issues that intersect with forced 
migration, such as gender-based violence, trafficking, localisation, and 
the role of media, communications and digital technologies – the latter a 
theme we will revisit in our forthcoming feature on Digital disruption and 
displacement. 

The ultimate implications of the war on Ukraine, both locally and globally, 
are unclear. Amid this uncertainty, we hope the articles in this issue will 
generate discussion and fresh insights and, most importantly, improve 
policy and practice for people affected by forced migration.

With best wishes,

Emily Arnold-Fernández and Catherine Meredith 
Editors, Forced Migration Review

We are grateful to the following donors: UNHCR, Refugees International, 
Jesuit Refugee Service, Department of Justice Studies at James Madison 
University, and The Institute for Global Innovation - Gender Equality group 
- University of Birmingham (for this issue); and UNHCR, Swiss Federal 
Department of Foreign Affairs, ADRA International, Danish Refugee Council 
and the Women’s Refugee Commission, who all fund FMR’s ongoing work 
to support better policies and practices globally by providing inclusive, 
insightful information and analysis around forced migration.
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4 Ukraine: Insights and implications

Foreword
Pascale Moreau – UNHCR Regional  
Refugee Coordinator and Director for Europe

The war on Ukraine has uprooted people and 
wrought hardship, separation and suffering 
on millions of households on an epic, historic 
scale. Social theorists have long noted that 
disasters have a paradoxical tendency to bring 
out the best in humanity, providing ‘a glimpse 
of who else we ourselves may be and what else 
our society could become.’1 The range of topics 
covered in this special edition on Ukraine 
attest to how much has been accomplished – 
but also to the challenges that lie ahead. 

The European Union’s decision to trigger 
the Temporary Protection Directive (TPD) for 
the first time created a common legal basis 
for refugees to access protection, enjoy rights 
immediately upon arrival and be included 
in host communities. The Directive has dem-
onstrated that swift and effective access to 
international protection and other rights is 
possible in large-scale influxes, particularly if 
the will to make crucial investments exists. 

States in Europe and beyond have demon-
strated that they have the tools, capacities and 
‘space’ to protect and include refugees, and 
to manage large-scale population movements 
effectively. To varying degrees, refugees have 
accessed services and national social safety 
nets, entered the workforce, become self-
reliant, and contributed to the social fabric of 
host communities quickly and productively, 
albeit with variations across host countries. 
The political will and commitment shown by 
European states and regional institutions has 
been matched in the response of municipal 
authorities and civil society. 

Within Ukraine, the inter-agency, multi-part-
ner response under the leadership of the UN 
Humanitarian Coordinator provides lifesav-
ing assistance to millions of families impacted 
by fighting, often in high-risk, dangerous loca-
tions, particularly among the networks of local 
organisations serving communities on the 
frontlines of the conflict. In neighbouring host 
states, the Refugee Coordination Model has 
facilitated a collaborative response, with local 
authorities and civil societies often at the fore. 

In terms of challenges, the risks of trafficking 
and potential sexual exploitation and abuse 
continue; prevention of these must remain 
a key shared priority. For the vast majority 
of refugees and internally displaced people, 
daily life remains challenging and the trauma 
of being uprooted from homes and communi-
ties and separated from loved ones is real. As 
return may not be imminent, humanitarian 
actors, host States and communities have to 
plan for the medium and long-term, including 
what protection arrangements will follow the 
expiry of the TPD in 2024. 

The response to the forced displacement 
of millions of Ukrainians is often described 
as exceptional. But the pattern of displace-
ment, and what Europe has done in response, 
is the norm in many parts of the world. 
Neighbouring states generously host some 
70% of the world’s refugees, with 75% hosted in 
low and middle income countries. The factors 
that stand out in the response to the Ukraine 
war are the mobilisation of sustained political 
will and substantial resources, innovative pro-
tection tools and technology, rapid response 
mechanisms such as cash-based interventions, 
the engagement of the private sector, the role 
of local leadership and the robust inclusion of 
refugees in national systems. 

As the number of the world’s forcibly dis-
placed people continues to climb, we should 
consider how the lessons of the Ukraine 
response might influence future reforms and 
possibilities for all asylum seekers and refu-
gees in Europe and beyond. 

1. Solnit, Rebecca (2009) A Paradise Built in Hell: The Extraordinary 
Communities That Arise in Disaster

In Poland, a UNHCR protection monitor assesses the needs of 
refugees from Ukraine. Credit: UNHCR/Anna Liminowicz 
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Ukrainian youth and war: how to turn fears into 
strengths?
Mariia Didenko

Youth in Ukraine are supporting each other and their communities. Their experiences offer 
insights and coping strategies for all those dealing with the challenges of war.1

I work with Ukrainian youth, support-
ing their projects and creating safe spaces 
for them during the war. I too am a young 
Ukrainian, and was internally displaced 
by Russian attacks in the Kyiv region. 
During the first months after the invasion in 
February 2022, shock and uncertainty froze 
people’s minds but there was one thing that 
gradually provided some relief – communica-
tion. I am involved in the Ukrainian-Danish 
Youth House, a platform for exchanging 
culture, knowledge and ideas between young 
Ukrainians and Danes in order to support 
participation and democratic engagement. 

One of the reasons why Ukrainian culture 
is so rich is that historically Ukrainian territo-
ries were under the control of several different 
States. This introduced many influences that 
mixed with traditional customs. Having 
survived years of Soviet repression of intel-
ligence, propaganda and exploitation of our 
traditional culture, and having finally gained 
independence in 1991, Ukrainians are in a 
state of inner reflection about their national 
identity. The war which started in 2014 sharp-
ened our perception of our national values, 
and the full-scale invasion in 2022 challenged 
them. Now, although some people are living 
in safety where they have always lived,  mil-
lions have fled to other countries, some are 
living in frontline cities, over one million are 
in temporarily occupied territories, many are 
internally displaced and many have lost their 
homes and belongings.

Learning from our experiences of war
In September 2022 the Ukrainian-Danish 
Youth House2 organised a panel discussion 
at the annual Opinion festival.3 This annual 
event provides a platform for discussing 
important social issues; this year, because 
the usual host city of Severodonetsk is 

temporarily occupied, the festival was held 
in Dnipro, in person and online. 

We chose the topic ‘Youth and war: how to 
turn fears into strengths?’. We wanted young 
people to share their different experiences, 
so we invited a human rights activist (whose 
apartment in Kyiv had been destroyed by 
Russian missiles); a director of the All-
Ukrainian Youth Center, who coordinates 
volunteering through local youth centres 
in different regions of Ukraine; a student, 
who co-founded Kyiv Humanitarian Shtab 
(a centre which provides food, hygiene 
materials and other necessities) and opened 
a youth-friendly co-working space; an artist 
and art researcher, who continues to organ-
ise cultural events and art exhibitions; and 
a student from Kherson region, who fled to 
Denmark and now works with the Danish 
Youth Council to spread information about 
Ukrainian culture and war. We were inter-
ested in hearing young Ukrainians’ personal 
stories and were looking in particular for 
coping mechanisms, changes in life strate-
gies and thoughts that give strength. Here 
are some of the themes that emerged from 
the discussion.

Youth are a force for change: Fresh ideas are 
introduced and implemented by young crea-
tive minds. The volunteering movement which 
plays a significant role in war and resistance 
is also youth-driven. Youth centres became 
a meeting point for those who are willing to 
help and soon developed into humanitarian 
hubs. There is a strong belief in society now 
that everyone can contribute to victory even 
by doing small things. This benefits young 
people, who are sometimes portrayed by 
older generations as naive or inexperienced. 
Now with their skills, knowledge of digital 
technologies, languages and creativity they 
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are creating fast, efficient solutions to societal 
problems and challenging stereotypes. 

Focusing on things they can control: Youth 
attracts youth, so displaced youngsters tend 
to join volunteering communities in their new 
host cities or villages, receiving support from 
their peers and learning new skills. Being 
involved helps them deal with loneliness and 
gives a feeling of ownership that restores a 
sense of control. This is especially important 
because the inability to influence daily events 
and plan ahead makes it hard to envisage a 
bright, better future. As a coping mechanism 
many displaced youth have started focusing 
on small routine tasks like brushing their 
teeth, choosing which t-shirt to wear (even if 
choosing between only two options) or decid-
ing where to shelter during missile attacks. 
Being part of a community of young people 
and seeing the results of their work gives them 
hope, whether they are internally displaced or 
refugees abroad. 

Changing priorities: Young people affected 
by war have started to review their priorities. 
Facing events such as air strikes, bombing, 
flight, violence and loss, they gained a clearer 

understanding of what they want from life, 
their dreams and aspirations, which people 
care about them and who they can rely on. In 
these extreme conditions grey areas disappear 
and bolder decisions happen. The number of 
weddings and divorces increases, many people 
start new professions, some people decide to 
stay in Ukraine and rebuild, and some decide 
not to return. 

This process of reassessment also applies 
to personal values. During our discussions, 
participants mentioned that they no longer 
fear starting new projects which they had 
previously postponed due to fear of making 
mistakes. There are many young people who 
are still struggling and in need of professional 
psychological support; on the other hand, 
those who have overcome severe difficul-
ties may be feeling more resilient and able to 
achieve higher goals.

Material belongings are not considered to 
be so precious. After spending weeks in the 
same pair of jeans, living in metro stations and 
packing only essentials into a small backpack, 
we reconsider minimalism. And reflecting on 
what things we have put into our backpacks 
while being evacuated gives new insights into 
what is really important to us.  

Young Ukrainians take part in a workshop in an air raid shelter in Chernivtsi during a power cut, October 2022.  
Credit: Ukrainian-Danish Youth House
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Building trust in Ukrainian society: Ukraine’s 
history of repression and mistrust resulted 
in the widening of the gap between people, 
State, businesses and other stakeholders. But 
since establishing a visa-free regime with the 
EU in 2017, the number of Ukrainians visiting 
European countries has increased. Cultural 
exchange has reinforced the idea of strength-
ening democracy and developing clearer 
relations with the government. We can see 
how best practices and solutions can emerge 
from – and be implemented by – both the State 
and its citizens. Many Ukrainians now have 
more trust in the government from seeing it act 
effectively and from seeing how it has gained 
diplomatic support from countries around the 
world. 

I am convinced that trust in all these forms 
can contribute towards fostering a safe space 
for dialogue, towards accepting different war 
experiences among Ukrainians, and towards 
building a strong democratic society. 

The coping mechanisms and life strate-
gies that help Ukrainian youth to keep going 
may be recognised by those who have fled 
other countries and continents, and thus the 
dialogue may help all these people to heal. 
The Russian invasion has brought death, 
destruction and violence but the bravery and 
dedication of Ukrainian youth offers hope for 
a bright future. After victory there will be so 
many questions to be answered and so many 
topics to be discussed. The key to it all is to 
respect others’ experiences, life choices and 
coping strategies for they are what have helped 
them to survive.
Mariia Didenko md@theyouthhouse.org 
Program Officer at The Ukrainian-Danish Youth 
House (Kyiv, Ukraine)

1. This article was written in January 2023 and reflects on the 
context at this time.
2. theyouthhouse.org/
3. vostok-sos.org/en/opinion-festival/

Implementing the Temporary Protection Directive
Gemma Woods and Meron Yared

The lessons that have emerged from the implementation of the Temporary Protection 
Directive have implications far beyond the Ukraine refugee crisis.

The war in Ukraine has triggered unprece-
dented displacement, with millions of refugees 
recorded across Europe. The unanimous deci-
sion of EU Member States to implement – for the 
first time – the Temporary Protection Directive 
(TPD) in response to the mass influx of refu-
gees from Ukraine has helped ensure swift 
access to protection and rights in a coordinated 
and efficient manner, avoiding an overload of 
national asylum systems. Amidst extraordi-
nary levels of displacement not seen in Europe 
since the Second World War, more than three 
million beneficiaries of temporary protection 
were recorded in EU Member States in just the 
first half of 2022.1  

Temporary protection arrangements are 
pragmatic ‘tools’ of international protection, 
complementary to the international refugee 
protection regime. The TPD is a tool which 
allows the EU, in exceptional situations, to 

provide immediate and temporary protec-
tion in the event of a mass influx of displaced 
persons from non-EU countries who are 
unable to return to their country of origin. 
UNHCR has been monitoring the implemen-
tation of the Directive through consultations 
with national and local authorities, civil 
society organisations and partners engaged 
in the refugee response, and refugee com-
munities in EU Member States.2 Findings have 
been made publicly available to help inform 
evidence-based decision-making and policies 
which incorporate the direct experiences and 
priorities of refugee communities.

The lessons to be drawn from the implemen-
tation of the TPD have three key applications. 
Firstly, they can be used to inform the kinds of 
tools and approaches the EU will need to have 
at its disposal to effectively respond to similar 
crises in the future. Secondly, several of the 

mailto:md%40theyouthhouse.org?subject=
https://theyouthhouse.org/
https://vostok-sos.org/en/opinion-festival/
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innovative approaches employed by States to 
manage the huge demand for registration and 
services during the Ukraine refugee crisis have 
the potential to bring much-needed efficiencies 
to national asylum systems. Finally, the experi-
ence emphasises the importance of securing 
possible ‘exit strategies’ from temporary pro-
tection and transitions to other forms of legal 
status which respect the rights of refugees 
under international law, whilst preserving 
some of the most notable achievements of the 
whole endeavour – the extraordinary level of 
solidarity, cooperation and burden sharing 
demonstrated by EU Member States.

Gaps and challenges
UNHCR’s findings indicate that the TPD is 
an efficient and practical tool for facilitat-
ing the efficient management of mass flows 
of displaced persons, providing immediate 
protection from refoulement, recognition 
of international protection needs, and swift 
access to safety, documentation and rights. The 
scale and complexity of the Ukraine refugee 
response has additionally demonstrated the 
value of temporary protection regimes more 
generally as effective tools of international 
protection, complementary to the international 
refugee protection regime. 

The positive lessons learned from the appli-
cation of the TPD, however, should not mask 
its challenges. UNHCR has identified the need 
for greater coherence in its application, citing a 
lack of harmonisation between Member States 
in their approach to some rights protected 
under the Directive.3 Increasing coherence 
in the way that the Directive is implemented 
is important both to preserve solidarity and 
burden sharing between States and to avoid 
unnecessary secondary movements (which 
would occur if refugees are unable to fully 
exercise their rights in all locations). 

UNHCR has also identified a series of prac-
tical, administrative and legal barriers which 
impact the ability of refugees from Ukraine 
to access their rights under the Directive, 
with common challenges around a lack of 
information, language barriers, difficulties 
in securing a permanent address, limited 
child-care options and the inability to produce 
certain forms of identification.4 Addressing 

these barriers will help support refugees from 
Ukraine to be included in national systems 
and could positively impact refugees from 
other countries who face similar challenges in 
accessing their rights in the EU. 

Gaps and challenges in the implementation 
of the TPD were inevitable, as this is its first 
application. In UNHCR’s view, these chal-
lenges are surmountable with innovation and 
resources, continued collaboration among 
States to share promising practices, and the 
political will to move forward. 

Innovations and efficiencies
UNHCR has documented several innovative 
approaches deployed by States to address the 
demand for temporary protection – including 
scaling up registration capacities, frontload-
ing data collection and data management, 
and allocating sufficient human and technical 
resources in the initial stages of procedures.5 

Setting up integrated systems with mul-
tiple service providers (the ‘one-stop shop’ 
or ‘under one roof’ approach) at the moment 
of reception or registration is one method to 
maximise efficiency in information exchange 
and collaboration between different entities. 
This approach can include services such as 
registration, identification of specific needs 
and referral to appropriate services, issuance 
of documentation, provision of legal aid or 
assistance and legal representation, and infor-
mation on services and assistance. For instance, 
a support centre was established in Latvia 
where all necessary services were provided 
in a single location. In the Czech Republic, a 
mass scale-up of registration capacities led to a 
network of assistance centres (KACPU) which 
facilitated the registration and documentation 
of over 350,000 people in approximately two 
months. 

Several countries (including Greece, Croatia 
and Slovakia) also invested in online systems 
to facilitate registration, which helped prevent 
backlogs and enhanced communication with 
temporary protection claimants on the status 
of their application. The Ministry of Interior 
in Romania, in coordination with civil society 
and UN agencies, launched a dedicated mul-
tilingual web platform to support refugees 
from Ukraine with information about services, 
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legal status (including how to apply for tem-
porary protection and asylum), and the rights 
associated with residence in the country. The 
web platform also provides information about 
helplines and websites run by NGOs, UN 
agencies and other government entities.6

The global asylum system is currently facing 
charges that it is ‘broken’. Protracted process-
ing times for asylum claims can irreparably 
damage already fragile asylum systems. Delays 
can also erode public confidence in these 
systems and make it more difficult to repatri-
ate or find other solutions for those found not 
to be in need of international protection. At the 
end of 2022, nearly 899,000 asylum applications 
were awaiting a decision in EU countries, an 
increase of almost one-fifth compared to a year 
earlier.7 

UNHCR has previously recommended that 
effective processing of asylum applications 
can be achieved through better system design, 
innovative tools and measures, and practical 
responses to systemic challenges.8 Several of 
the approaches deployed in the context of tem-
porary protection have the potential to bring 
efficiencies to national asylum systems, help 
alleviate backlogs and speed up processing 
times. UNHCR recommends that European 

institutions and States build upon these expe-
riences and, where applicable, extend them to 
asylum procedures. Faster and more efficient 
systems will help identify those in need of 
international protection more swiftly, and will 
improve opportunities to enhance self-reliance 
and inclusion, and reduce dependency on 
reception, relief and social protection systems. 
Such systems will also be more effective in 
better identifying those not in need of inter-
national protection and in supporting their 
return or other solutions.

Into the future
As part of the reflection process, impor-
tant questions are being raised on possible 
‘exit strategies’ from temporary protection. 
According to the Directive, the application of 
temporary protection will automatically cease 
after a maximum of three years. Refugees from 
Ukraine frequently report challenges with 
accessing accommodation and employment 
due to the ‘temporary’ nature of their stay. A 
transition, therefore, from temporary protec-
tion to an alternative and more durable form of 
legal status, could help facilitate the enhanced 
socio-economic inclusion of refugees in host 
countries. 

Drawings by children from Ukraine that they made in a shelter in Krakow, December 2022. Credit: UNHCR/Anna Liminowicz
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In the post-temporary protection period, 
it is crucial that discussions on possible exit 
strategies recognise the refugee nature of the 
situation and the rights which refugees from 
Ukraine have under international law. 

Those who continue to be in need of interna-
tional protection must have effective access to 
it, without needing to transition to less secure 
forms of legal status or downgrading the rights 
to which they currently have access. Available 
options – once temporary protection comes to 
an end – also need to be inclusive of vulnerable 
groups within the refugee community (such as 
older persons, people with disabilities, minor-
ity groups and people at risk of statelessness) 
and of non-Ukrainians who have been granted 
temporary protection. The absence of a clear 
legal framework built into the TPD for the post-
temporary protection period is a challenge. It 
creates a possible scenario where each Member 
State applies a different ‘formula’, with varying 
levels of legal status and rights available for 
former temporary protection beneficiaries. 

The benefits of solidarity, cooperation 
and burden-sharing have been perhaps the 
most valuable lessons to be drawn from the 
approach taken by States towards the Ukraine 
crisis and the implementation of the TPD. It is 
crucial that a similar approach is applied to 
the post-TPD period. Without a coordinated 
and harmonised approach to the question of 
what happens when temporary protection 

comes to an end, there is a risk of significant 
secondary movements, increased asylum 
applications which may overwhelm the 
capacities of national systems and premature 
decisions to return. Such outcomes risk under-
mining the gains currently enjoyed by both 
States and temporary protection beneficiaries 
alike.
Gemma Woods woodsg@unhcr.org 
Senior Legal Officer 

Meron Yared yared@unhcr.org 
Associate Reporting Officer - Protection, 

Regional Bureau for Europe, UNHCR 

1. European Commission (2023) Communication from the 
Commission to the European Parliament and the Council: Temporary 
protection for those fleeing Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine: 
one year on bit.ly/temporary-protection-one-year-on 
2. This responsibility is in line with UNHCR’s global mandate and 
its specific role under Article 3(3) of the TPD.
3. See UNHCR (2022) The Implementation of the Temporary Protection 
Directive – Six Months On  
data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/96266 and UNHCR (2023) 
Displacement Patterns, Protection Risks and Needs of Refugees from 
Ukraine – Regional Protection Analysis #2  
data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/100191 
4. Ibid
5. UNHCR (2022) The EU Temporary Protection Directive in Practice 
data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/93633
6. Help for Ukrainians in Romania - Dopomoha
7. European Union Agency for Asylum (2023) Asylum Report 2023 
euaa.europa.eu/publications/asylum-report-2023
8. UNHCR (2022) Effective processing of asylum applications: Practical 
considerations and practices bit.ly/processing-asylum-applications 

A Dutch community’s creative collaboration to host 
Ukrainian refugees 
Adrian Pais, Doreen Pais, Monique den Otter, Frans Schoot and Inna Borovyk

A local municipality, a faith-based organisation and a secular grassroots organisation 
have combined their strengths and capabilities to provide for Ukrainian refugees in the 
Netherlands.

When the war broke out in Ukraine in February 
2022, the Dutch government instructed its 25 
regional safety authorities1 to arrange 50,000 
emergency shelter places for Ukrainian refu-
gees. Due to the large influx of refugees that 
followed, this figure was increased to 75,000 
places in March 2022. By July 2023, there were 

approximately 95,0002 Ukrainian refugees in 
the Netherlands. This includes around 77,000 
staying in shelters managed by municipalities 
within each region.

The municipalities faced a huge undertaking. 
The Netherlands was already experiencing a 
housing crisis with a shortage of nearly 400,000 

mailto:woodsg@unhcr.org
mailto:yared%40unhcr.org?subject=
https://bit.ly/temporary-protection-one-year-on
https://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/96266
https://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/100191
https://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/93633
https://dopomoha.ro/en
https://euaa.europa.eu/publications/asylum-report-2023
https://bit.ly/processing-asylum-applications
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homes. As well as providing housing, the 
municipalities were asked to support refugee 
integration by providing services including 
registration, medical care, financial support, 
job searching, and education. A concerted 
and coordinated effort involving many stake-
holders – government, private business, civil 
society, charities and grassroots volunteers 
– was needed to respond effectively to the 
emergency.

The municipality of Vught, with around 
25,000 residents, was initially tasked with 
housing nearly 100 refugees; this was subse-
quently increased to 340 refugees by the end 
of 2023. The quest to find suitable housing led 
the municipality to reach out to Emmaus, a 
Catholic retreat centre whose primary mission 
is to provide hospitality to Christian groups, 
churches and communities in its 100-year-old 
buildings. With the support of Welzijn Vught 
(Well-being Vught), a secular grassroots 
organisation, a three-way partnership was set 
up in a matter of days to organise and operate 
a refugee programme at Emmaus.3

To date, more than 130 displaced Ukrainians, 
mostly women and children, have been housed 
and cared for at Emmaus. The success of the 
initiative so far, and the decision to continue 
hosting refugees for the coming years, has 
been characterised by ‘five Cs’: collaboration, 
creativity, care, community and commitment. 

Collaboration
The need for collaboration stemmed from 
a recognition that the task at hand was too 
large for any one organisation. The sudden 
influx of refugees required quick and decisive 
action with the people and resources available; 
there was no opportunity for first developing 
a relationship, nor was there any clarity about 
possible role sharing or organisational struc-
ture. In fact, the first formal meeting involving 
all three organisations only took place after the 
first group of 20 refugees arrived at Emmaus. 

Developing a common understanding of 
each other’s organisation and capabilities 
proved essential for fruitful collaboration. This 
began with a dialogue concerning mission and 
purpose. The question “Why am I here?” led 
to conversations that promoted mutual under-
standing and trust and also a shared purpose. 

Emmaus is inspired by Catholic social teach-
ings which advocate the care and protection 
of refugees, based on the fundamental belief 
in the dignity of every human person as a 
creation of God and in promoting the common 
good.4 The municipality of Vught, meanwhile, 
has not only an obligation but also a genuine 
desire to arrange high-quality shelter and care 
for the refugees. Last but not least, the more 
than 50 volunteers provided by Welzijn Vught 
are motivated by the desire to give their talents 
and time to this worthwhile cause.

By recognising the capabilities, strengths 
and resources available, an appropriate 
organisational structure was set up. The 
municipality of Vught would have overall 
responsibility for the initiative, providing 
financial, social and security support, and 
arranging job training, and access to health 
and education services. Emmaus would 
provide accommodation, meals and pastoral 
or spiritual care, and would build a sense of 
community. Welzijn Vught would engage and 
coordinate volunteers to provide day-to-day 
care and support for the refugees, including 
transport, assistance with registration, and 
social activities.

Creativity
‘Out-of-the-box’ thinking is a hallmark of 
the initiative. Prior to the refugees’ arrival, 
Emmaus was fully booked by regular groups 
for most of the year, but with these groups’ 
support, one of the three wings of the retreat 
centre was made available for the refugees. 
This provided fully contained, private accom-
modation for the refugees while ensuring the 
privacy of groups staying in the other wings. 

Emmaus initially committed to providing 
emergency shelter for a six-month period, after 
which the refugees would be moved to longer-
term accommodation elsewhere. However, the 
prolonged war in Ukraine and the difficulty 
faced by the municipality in finding longer-
term accommodation led to two extensions to 
the refugees’ stay at Emmaus. 

Concern for the refugees’ well-being and 
the need to allow Emmaus to make facilities 
available for other groups led to an ‘out-of-the-
box’ idea to build a separate, semi-permanent 
facility on-site specifically for the refugees. 
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This required expedited approval procedures 
taking three to four months instead of years.

The new facility will consist of four build-
ings built around a courtyard, providing a 
sense of both community and privacy. The 
construction of the new facility was made 
possible through an investment by Emmaus 
backed by a rental agreement with the munici-
pality of Vught. The initiative demonstrates 
that a creative and innovative approach can 
help overcome the challenges that arise when 
responding to an emergency situation.

Care
Providing care for refugees goes beyond 
simply providing material support in the 
form of shelter and food. It requires a holistic 
approach that considers the refugees’ physi-
cal, emotional and spiritual well-being. 

Emmaus provides pastoral care and spir-
itual support, which has been well received 
by the refugees. The municipality organises 
access to health-care services and special-
ised social care where needed. In addition, 
almost all the adult refugees are employed 
by local businesses and are supported by 
job coaches. Meanwhile, the volunteers from 
Welzijn Vught play a crucial role in providing 
day-to-day care and support for the refugees, 
organising activities such as language classes, 
cooking workshops and excursions to local 
attractions. These activities not only help refu-
gees to integrate into the local community but 
also provide a sense of normality and purpose 
in their daily lives. Volunteers have also 
provided practical support, such as accompa-
nying refugees to appointments, helping with 
paperwork, and providing transport.

Community
Building a sense of community among the 
refugees and between the refugees and the 
local community has been an important 
aspect of the initiative. The refugees come 
from different parts of Ukraine and from a 
variety of social backgrounds, which can 
make it challenging for them to connect with 
one another and integrate with the local com-
munity. Community is central to the identity 
of Emmaus, and this has given the refugees 
a sense of belonging, especially those who 

have been involved in some of the activities at 
Emmaus.

Efforts have been made to connect the 
refugees with the broader local community. 
Emmaus organised an Open Day in which the 
refugees were actively involved. This helped 
break down barriers and build understand-
ing. The initiative has also received support 
from local businesses and individuals who 
have donated funds, resources and time.

Commitment
The success of the initiative has been due 
to the commitment of all the stakeholders 
involved. The municipality of Vught, Emmaus 
and Welzijn Vught have all shown strong 
commitment, going above and beyond what 
was required of them. The volunteers have 
given their time and energy generously, often 
outside regular working hours; Emmaus has 
made significant changes to its regular opera-
tions to accommodate the refugees; and the 
municipality of Vught has provided the neces-
sary financial and administrative support.

Lessons learned
There are a number of lessons – with wider 
implications – that can be learned from this 
initiative. 

	 Faith-based organisations, government and 
secular grassroots organisations can and 
should collaborate more to provide care 
for refugees, using their complementary 
strengths and capabilities.

	 Providing a sense of community and 
integration is essential for the emotional 
well-being of refugees. The importance 
of involving volunteers in building 
community cannot be overstated.

	 Given the shortage of suitable housing, 
there is a pressing need for structural 
mechanisms and models to support 
the construction of semi-permanent 
facilities for refugees. This could include 
public-private partnerships to finance 
construction, the establishment of 
standardised semi-permanent housing 
models, and expediting the process for 
issuing building permits. These initiatives 



FM
R

 7
2

13Ukraine: Insights and implications

could be collaboratively implemented 
by national and local governments, the 
private sector, and charitable organisations 
working in the field of refugee assistance.

The success of the refugees-hosting initiative 
in Vught is due to the recognition of each 
organisation’s strengths and resources, the 
willingness to be flexible and creative in 
finding solutions, the holistic approach to 
caring for refugees, the building of a sense of 
community, and the strong commitment of all 
involved. The initiative provides an example of 
how different organisations can come together 
to respond to a crisis, and how a community 
can show compassion and hospitality to those 
in need.
Adrian Pais 
apais@emmausbezinningscentrum.nl 
Manager, Emmaus
Doreen Pais 
dpais@emmausbezinningscentrum.nl 
Manager, Emmaus

Monique den Otter m.den.otter@vught.nl 
Project leader - Refugee Housing, Municipality of 
Vught

Frans Schoot frans@schoot.com 
Volunteer, Welzijn Vught

Inna Borovyk nusyamarchenko@gmail.com 
Resident refugee, Emmaus and Administrator, 
Municipality of Vught

1. In the Netherlands, a regional safety authority (veiligheidsregio) 
is a public body responsible for ensuring safety and dealing with 
crises and disasters in its region. Each safety authority is governed 
by the mayors of the municipalities in that area, chaired by the 
mayor of the biggest municipality. 
2. Rijksoverheid (2023) Cijfers opvang vluchtelingen uit Oekraïne in 
Nederland  bit.ly/cijfers-opvang-oekraine-nederland  
3. The ‘three-way partnership’ involved three types of partners: 
government (municipality of Vught), faith-based organisation 
(Emmaus) and civil society/grassroots organisation (Welzijn 
Vught).
4. Catholic Social Teaching on Refugees & Asylum Seekers  
social-spirituality.net/catholic-social-teaching-on-refugees

The UK’s Homes for Ukraine scheme: a model for the 
future? 
Krish Kandiah

Tens of thousands of people in the UK have opened their homes to Ukrainians. An 
examination of this historic welcome offers important insights for future schemes aimed at 
helping refugee groups and vulnerable people.

After the invasion of Ukraine, the UK was at 
the forefront of countries providing military, 
diplomatic and humanitarian assistance to 
the Ukrainian people. There was a simulta-
neous groundswell of solidarity from tens of 
thousands of UK citizens offering to provide 
sanctuary in their homes and communities. In 
response to this, a new government support 
scheme, Homes for Ukraine (HFU), was devel-
oped and launched 18 days after the start of 
the war. Apart from this scheme, there was a 
family scheme, which allowed Ukrainian fam-
ilies who had settled in the UK before the war 
to sponsor their families to come to the UK.1 

The scheme enabled British people to commit 
to hosting Ukrainians for a minimum of six 
months, for which they would receive up to 

£500 a month for hosting a family.2 At the time 
of writing, it has enabled 127,600 Ukrainians, 
predominantly women and children, to 
come to the UK.3 While this scheme reflects 
a longstanding British tradition of providing 
sanctuary and asylum to those in need, it also 
represents an innovative and highly effective 
shift in approach. Ministers and civil servants 
across various British government depart-
ments joined forces with each other and with 
civil society to collaboratively deliver a scheme 
that has not only served Ukrainians well but 
has also enabled major savings and better 
outcomes compared with alternative refugee 
accommodation options. 

Sanctuary Foundation conducted a large-
scale survey with Whitestone Insight to 

mailto:apais%40emmausbezinningscentrum.nl?subject=
mailto:dpais@emmausbezinningscentrum.nl
mailto:m.den.otter%40vught.nl?subject=
mailto:frans%40schoot.com?subject=
mailto:nusyamarchenko%40gmail.com?subject=
https://bit.ly/cijfers-opvang-oekraine-nederland
https://social-spirituality.net/catholic-social-teaching-on-refugees
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understand the experiences of 1,920 Ukrainian 
refugees hosted through the Homes for 
Ukraine scheme. There is much to be gleaned 
for future crisis response from examining the 
scheme in depth. 

Successes
A number of strengths in the scheme have 
contributed to its enormous success. 

 
Response from civil society: HFU mobilised 
unprecedented numbers of people to respond 
with compassion and hospitality. Not since the 
Second World War has there been such a large-
scale civilian hosting programme. (For context: 
the Kindertransport of 1938-39 saw approxi-
mately 10,000 children from Europe hosted by 
families in the UK to escape the Holocaust.) 

Most HFU hosts had no involvement with 
refugees before. The surge in hospitality was 
offered despite a national cost-of-living crisis 
and the additional struggles many people face 
due to the economic and social impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. It also took place at a time 
when the government was endeavouring to 
introduce controversial initiatives to refuse the 
right to claim asylum for spontaneous arrivals 
and to initiate their removal to Rwanda. These 

factors make the scale of the HFU hosting pro-
gramme even more remarkable.

Social capital and integration: Unlike many 
other asylum seekers and refugees who have 
struggled to integrate into British society, 
those moving to the UK with HFU have fared 
very well. Living in people’s homes enabled 
strong friendships to be formed and accel-
erated refugees’ language acquisition and 
cultural understanding. It also allowed many 
British citizens to have first-hand experience 
of the challenges and rewards of supporting 
refugees. Many hosts have become both highly 
motivated and highly innovative in their 
refugee support.

In addition to the individual household 
relationships, large numbers of community 
groups were formed, often called Ukrainian 
hubs or welcome hubs. These hubs catalysed 
collective support and action, from organising 
social events to providing transport, furni-
ture and childcare. Most evolved organically, 
spearheaded by volunteers with no support 
– financial or otherwise – from central or 
local government. These hubs were often able 
to rally support from local businesses and 
charities. 

Gifts brought by Ukranian refugees for their hosts in the UK. Credit: John Bowen
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Visa approval: The government’s decision to 
allow and empower civil society to conduct 
matching between sponsors and guests was 
initially met with fear, scepticism and delays. 
However, government staff worked collabora-
tively with civil society to help accelerate the 
process and address any glitches. The result-
ing speed and scale of the visa roll-out are 
unprecedented in UK history.

The visa programme initially took five weeks 
from application to approval but it is now not 
unusual for a decision to be made within days. 
This efficiency is due in large part to a surge of 
capacity in the Home Office and a willingness 
to rethink existing practices. It is a significant 
improvement on the process for Syrian refugee 
sponsorship which took some 12-18 months. 

Allowing informal matching, mostly by 
social media, ensured HFU took off very 
quickly and gathered momentum. The vast 
majority of hosts were deemed suitable, were 
welcoming and have continued to offer a safe 
haven to their matched refugee families. 

Value for money and better outcomes: 
Compared with the Afghan resettlement 
scheme, HFU was far better value for money. 
Housing 10,000 Afghan refugees in hotels cost 
around £438 million per year (£120 per night 
per refugee). Housing 117,100 Ukrainians in 
this way would have cost £5.12 billion a year. 
A conservative estimate puts HFU hosting 
cost (£500 a month per family) at £702 million 
a year, therefore saving around £4.4 billion a 
year. 

HFU also produced better outcomes, such 
as stronger integration. The Afghan families 
were left in hotels for over 18 months, unable to 
settle in work, school and communities. Many 
became socially isolated, targets of far-right 
aggression and at risk of becoming institution-
alised. This has had some serious financial, 
political, social, educational and emotional 
knock-on effects. The sharp contrast should 
inform future policy- and decision-making. 

Collaboration: From the earliest point pos-
sible there was excellent open communication 
between government and civil society. This led 
to collaboration across different government 
departments, between senior civil servants and 

with a range of NGOs, groups and organisa-
tions including those initially sceptical or even 
openly hostile to the scheme. HFU has been 
run by a truly collaborative cross-government 
entity, with strong ties to local government, 
which has enabled its relative success. 

Challenges
Despite the triumph of HFU, there were chal-
lenges (some of which persist). 

Matching: The matching process is not 
straightforward. Experienced organisations 
were overwhelmed by the sheer scale of the 
response when they had to rapidly scale up 
and develop a digital matching mechanism. 
Digital agencies and localised groups coped 
better. Most matches, however, were done 
through social media.4

Safeguarding: Local authorities rapidly 
created safeguarding and mandatory welfare-
checking mechanisms that ruled out many 
inappropriate hosts before they received 
refugees. However, a few incidents still arose, 
casting a shadow over the scheme. The contin-
uing safeguarding of hosts and guests remains 
vitally important, especially as Ukrainians 
move to longer-term accommodation options 
with less support. 

Finance: Given that the war in Ukraine con-
tinues, and with the UK facing a cost-of-living 
crisis and limited local housing authority 
capacity, there remains a significant risk of the 
hosting scheme not being sustainable. Some 
hosts are terminating their hosting com-
mitments early. An increase in thank-you 
payments for hosts helped to mitigate this risk 
but financial pressures continue to present a 
challenge for some hosts and guests. 

Long-term housing: The lack of available 
social housing and affordable private rental 
properties for Ukrainians to move into after 
they leave their hosting arrangements has 
caused many hosts and guests to ask the gov-
ernment for urgent help for refugees trying to 
secure appropriate long-term accommodation. 
There is still huge goodwill from the majority 
of hosts who are willing to extend their hosting 
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but a growing number of refugees do not have 
secure housing. 

Support services: Despite the generous 
funding provided to local government by 
central government to support refugees, the 
services available varied considerably from 
area to area and the burden often landed on 
hosts and community hubs when it came to 
meeting the day-to-day support for language 
acquisition, childcare, mental health, integra-
tion and transport.

Mental health: Many of those fleeing war 
in Ukraine have suffered bereavement and 
trauma, yet our mental health systems are 
already at capacity. Most hosts have received no 
training in hosting, identifying sexual exploi-
tation or trafficking, providing cross-cultural 
support, dealing with trauma or promoting 
successful integration. The provision of basic 
training before and during hosting arrange-
ments – and making such training mandatory 
– might have helped reduce mental health 
difficulties. 

Employment: Many Ukrainians in the UK left 
behind well-paid jobs yet have been unable 
to secure equivalent employment here. Many 
are taking up entry-level jobs as cleaners 
and carers, or other jobs for which they are 
overqualified. While this may be of some 
help to local communities, and can help the 
Ukrainians financially and with integration, 
there is growing frustration over this lack of 
fulfilment for refugees and the waste of skills 
which would be valuable to the UK economy. 
Because many Ukrainian refugees in the 
UK are women with children, they may face 
additional difficulties in finding employment 
that is flexible. They do not have the support 
networks or financial security to seek help 
outside school hours or during school holi-
days. English language difficulties and mental 
health struggles exacerbate the issue.

What next for Ukrainians in the UK?
Despite these challenges, the vast majority of 
Ukrainians have experienced a warm welcome 
in the UK and have achieved unprecedented 
levels of integration given the timescale and 

numbers involved. As the war continues, 
public sympathy should not be taken for 
granted, however. Hosts were initially asked 
to welcome Ukrainian guests for six months 
but for some this has tripled because of chal-
lenges in sourcing longer-term housing. This 
situation risks losing goodwill, and it is vital 
that the UK’s compassionate, innovative and 
collaborative approach be extended. There are 
four interrelated areas of need to be addressed:

Welcome: Ongoing support for hosts and new 
arrivals is needed. This could include contin-
ued initiatives offering practical support and 
welcome from the public, best-practice sharing 
between different local government and com-
munity groups, and investment by national 
government in integration.  

Welfare: Many Ukrainian refugees face 
employment, housing and communication 
challenges, adding to the anxieties they already 
have about friends and family in Ukraine and 
their own uncertain future. Investing in the 
provision of sufficient, appropriate and timely 
welfare support would benefit the Ukrainians, 
including the large cohort of traumatised chil-
dren, and increase their chances of becoming 
happy and productive members of our society 
and workforce. 

Work: Many Ukrainians in the UK are now 
feeling exhausted, frustrated or humiliated 
with their work situation. Implementing 
measures to support refugees in finding 
employment that is more aligned with their 
skills and qualifications is crucial. Accelerating 
pathways into work through continued ESOL 
(English for Speakers of Other Languages) 
support, faster recognition of qualifications 
and provision of transferable skills workshops 
would promote greater financial independ-
ence and the entry of Ukrainians into the UK 
workforce, especially in areas where there are 
shortages.

Worthwhile housing: Affordability and loca-
tion of housing are key obstacles, with many 
Ukrainians in the UK struggling to find land-
lords prepared to take a tenant on benefits. 
Providing additional incentives may enable 
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and encourage hosts to continue, or landlords 
to come forward. Further measures, such as the 
possibility of demountable (modular, move-
able) homes, need to be explored to ensure 
sufficient housing stock in the long term. 

Potential for future initiatives
HFU has been more successful and cost-
effective than any other method of refugee 
hosting used in the past 70 years in the UK. 
The government’s willingness to take risks, 
act with compassion, collaborate with civil 
society and optimise processes can and should 
be redeployed for other refugee groups and 
vulnerable people.

A best practice guide – documenting the 
approach used to construct the programme; 
delineating the roles of central government, 
local government and community groups; and 
outlining both the successes and potential for 
improvement – could provide a step-by-step 
plan to be rapidly put into action in the event 
of future crises. 

So far, the HFU scheme has not been used 
for other vulnerable groups. Sanctuary 
Foundation has called on the government to 
extend the scheme to include Sudanese refu-
gees, especially those who have family that 
have settled in the UK already. There does 

seem to be a special openness to Ukrainians 
that is different to other groups. Some attribute 
this to racism, others to the strategic signifi-
cance of a war in Europe. 

There is evidence to suggest many HFU 
hosts would be willing to step forward again. 
By preserving their experience and knowledge 
in a database, we can optimise the chances of 
responding in a similarly effective and efficient 
fashion should the need arise. Meanwhile we 
should also celebrate. The UK has rolled out 
a generous and hugely beneficial scheme of 
which we can all be proud. 
Krish Kandiah 
krish@sanctuaryfoundation.org.uk @krishk 
Director, Sanctuary Foundation

1. Around 53,000 have arrived this way:  
bit.ly/ukraine-family-scheme 
2. gov.uk/register-interest-homes-ukraine 
3. Total arrivals of Ukraine Scheme visa-holders in the UK was 
180,600 as of 10 July 2023. This included 53,000 arrivals via the 
Ukraine Family Scheme and 127,600 arrivals via the Ukraine 
Sponsorship Scheme: bit.ly/ukraine-family-scheme 
4. In November 2022 The Office of National Statistics reported: 
“Over one-third (36%) of those who are currently hosting guests 
reported meeting their guests directly through social media. Other 
commonly reported routes included through a formal matching 
service or organisation (19%), and through an informal local 
network or organisation (16%).”  
bit.ly/experiences-homes-for-ukraine 

Pro bono collaboration within the legal community’s 
response to displacement from Ukraine 
Anna Kalinichenko, Jasmine Simperingham and Philip Worthington

Lessons about collaboration and refugee inclusion from the legal community’s response to 
the needs of people displaced from Ukraine could help inform future responses.

The private sector legal community, other 
actors within the legal ecosystem and people 
with lived experience of displacement have 
collaborated, to an unprecedented level, to 
address the diverse legal needs of those fleeing 
Ukraine. The impact of these efforts demon-
strates the value of greater engagement with 
non-traditional refugee response actors. 

The authors of this article represent different 
actors within the legal ecosystem. They have 
all been involved in collaborative initiatives 

responding to the needs of people displaced 
from Ukraine. One of the authors, Anna 
Kalinichenko, is a Ukrainian lawyer who fled 
Ukraine and now works as a pro bono lawyer 
at the international law firm DLA Piper, where 
she leads initiatives to address the legal needs 
of refugees from Ukraine and other countries: 

“I know from personal experience that when 
you are completely lost and frustrated, legal 
and informational support can be as impor-
tant as humanitarian help. Fleeing your home 

mailto:krish%40sanctuaryfoundation.org.uk?subject=
https://twitter.com/krishk
https://bit.ly/ukraine-family-scheme
http://www.gov.uk/register-interest-homes-ukraine
https://bit.ly/ukraine-family-scheme
https://bit.ly/experiences-homes-for-ukraine
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country to start a new life in a new place comes 
with legal challenges. Often, people don’t have 
access to legal advice or a lawyer and that’s 
where different pro bono players can step in.”  

The rise and evolution of refugee rights pro 
bono
In recent years, ‘refugee rights pro bono’1 has 
become a priority for many private sector 
law firms. In a global survey in 2022, 42% of 
law firms ranked immigration, refugees and 
asylum among their top five pro bono focus 
areas, up from 24% in 2014. 

As refugee rights pro bono has grown, it has 
evolved. Many firms have shifted from pro-
viding indirect assistance only (for example, 
helping NGOs with legal compliance) to addi-
tionally offering direct assistance to displaced 
people. As many private sector legal actors 
are not experienced in asylum or immigra-
tion law, however, firms need to invest in new 
partnerships with specialist NGOs to train 
and supervise the law firms’ staff. Pooling 
resources between firms can help to maximise 
their reach and impact. Law firms have also 
started working more closely with public 
interest legal organisations and networks, like 
PILnet, that can connect lawyers to pro bono 
opportunities. 

Most recently, actors involved in refugee 
rights pro bono have explored different ways 
that refugee inclusion and leadership can be 
embedded in their work. For example, DLA 
Piper hires lawyers with lived experience of 
displacement to lead its Know Your Rights 
training programme, which aims to empower 
asylum seekers and refugees to better advocate 
for themselves. 

Collaborative legal projects 
The legal community has developed numerous 
collaborative projects in response to the mass 
displacement of people from Ukraine. Here we 
reflect on three initiatives: 

Country-level legal information factsheets: 
With the activation of the EU’s Temporary 
Protection Directive (TPD), temporary protec-
tion arrangements were put in place throughout 
Europe to enable displaced Ukrainians to 
access legal stay and certain minimum rights. 

However, many people urgently sought infor-
mation about how the TPD would be applied 
and what protection was available in countries 
where it was not activated. To address this, 
PILnet and DLA Piper developed a collabora-
tive project. Private sector lawyers – from the 
national offices of DLA Piper and other firms 
– prepared general legal information about 
rights and entitlements. The multi-stakeholder, 
multi-country initiative was coordinated by 
PILnet, which published and disseminated 
the factsheets. Experts from local refugee-led 
and other community-based organisations 
provided practical input. The project required 
coordinated effort from a variety of legal and 
refugee actors to achieve its goal of address-
ing information gaps within a very short 
timeframe. The first information sheets2 were 
published within weeks of the invasion and 
were downloaded by tens of thousands of 
people within the first year, including via 
UNHCR’s Digital Blue Dot3. 

Know Your Rights training:  After Anna 
was displaced from Ukraine DLA Piper 
hired her to co-design and deliver legal edu-
cation workshops for Ukrainian refugees 
in Romania, Poland and Hungary. Anna 
worked with local non-profit organisations 
and UNHCR, which supported the project by 
conducting pre-event research, disseminating 
information and identifying participants. In 
each country, locally qualified legal experts 
delivered the training alongside Anna. She 
applied her knowledge and lived experience 
of displacement to shape the workshops and 
connect with the participants culturally and 
linguistically. Approximately 100 participants 
learned about their rights and opportunities. 
They were also able to build their confidence 
and personal networks through meeting other 
displaced individuals and members of their 
host communities.

Direct legal information and assistance: 
Following a request from UNHCR to explore 
how the private sector legal community could 
help respond to the pressing legal needs, 
PILnet worked with the legal assistance 
NGO European Lawyers in Lesvos (ELIL) 
to develop a collaborative pro bono model 



FM
R

 7
2

19Ukraine: Insights and implications

based on their experience assisting asylum 
seekers in Greece.4 The resulting Ukraine Pro 
Bono Collaborative (UPBC) sees Polish and 
Ukrainian lawyers providing one-on-one legal 
information and assistance to people from 
Ukraine arriving in Warsaw. The purpose is to 
provide high-quality, individualised support 
to help people resolve their legal queries, 
access their rights and navigate the legal 
procedures in Poland. The assistance covers 
a wide range of legal issues, with a particular 
focus on those with complex legal situations, 
such as third-country nationals, undocu-
mented individuals and unaccompanied and 
separated children. Six international law firms 
participate in the project,5 providing volun-
teer lawyers who are trained and supervised 
by local ELIL staff. In the first eight months, 
over 30 lawyers participated and assisted over 
2,250 people. The lawyers work closely with 
Polish Bar Associations and local legal actors 
to ensure that specialised cases are referred as 
appropriate.

Lessons learned
While the three projects varied in the type 
of actors involved and the legal services pro-
vided, some common themes emerged:

Build partnerships, collaboration and 
coordination: One legal actor alone would 
not have been capable of rapidly developing 
such detailed country-level legal information 
factsheets. The ability to mobilise lawyers and 
firms from multiple countries was key and 
could be replicated in future situations of mass 
displacement. The UPBC was only possible 
due to multi-firm collaboration – by pooling 
resources and lawyers the firms were able to 
assist far more people. 

Develop replicable and flexible models: All 
three projects drew on the participating organ-
isations’ previous experience of responding to 
the needs of displaced people and building 
collaborative legal projects. What worked in 
one crisis however, will not always work in 
another. For example, ELIL found that the 
model they used in Greece of lawyers from 
across Europe volunteering, was not feasible in 
Poland, where due to the context, participating 

lawyers had to be either Ukrainian or Polish. 
Nevertheless, their model provided a basic 
blueprint on which to build, and which could 
be used in other mass displacement situations. 

Respond to the local context: Non-traditional 
refugee response actors, such as private sector 
lawyers, may be eager to start providing 
assistance immediately without undertak-
ing the necessary preparatory work, such as 
needs assessments and context analysis. These 
projects were most impactful when they were 
needs-driven and developed in collaboration 
with local actors. The UPBC was developed to 
provide additional capacity and triage cases. 
It worked closely with local actors to develop 
referral pathways for specialised cases and 
ensured their initiative was complementary to, 
and supportive of, those actors. 

Understand needs: After the first Know Your 
Rights workshop, Anna realised she had not 
devoted enough time to evaluating needs and 
reviewing the existing information available. 
This led to gaps in coordination and some 
misunderstanding about the scope of the 
project. Running a survey about what infor-
mation displaced people most wanted, and in 
what format, would have avoided some issues. 
These steps were built into the planning of the 
later workshops, leading to better outcomes. 

Involve lawyers with lived experience: All 
three projects involved lawyers with lived 
experience of displacement and sought the 
perspectives of other displaced people in 
their design and delivery; this improved the 
efficiency and impact of the projects. Anna’s 
knowledge, experience and language skills 
were valuable assets when deciding on the 
questions to be included in the factsheets and 
the content of the workshops. Her ability to 
define the problems and find effective solutions 
at the projects’ initial stages saved considerable 
time and resources. She also built a rapport 
with the workshop participants and got frank 
feedback, which will inform the design of more 
effective programmes and improve future col-
laboration. ELIL also worked with Ukrainian 
lawyers. This helped build trust and ensured 
the assistance provided was appropriate and 
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relevant, including when responding to more 
complex legal questions. 

Ways forward
The diversity of actors, the breadth of collabo-
ration, and the involvement of lawyers with 
lived experience of displacement increased 
the effectiveness of the legal community’s 
response to displacement from Ukraine. 

	 The legal community could take steps 
to learn from this response in order to 
be better able to address the legal needs 
arising in other such crises:

	 Develop robust modalities of collaboration 
and create replicable and flexible models 
that can be deployed quickly to start 
responding immediately in future 
situations of displacement.

	 Centre the expertise of displaced lawyers 
and other displaced people in the 
development and implementation of future 
collaborative pro bono projects. 

	 Build relationships with NGOs, refugee-led 
organisations and other actors from the 
refugee response sector to expand the pool 
of potential pro bono partners. 

	 Create platforms for knowledge sharing to 
improve the efficiency of future responses.

	 Develop coordination mechanisms to 
enhance collaboration.

	 Work with local legal actors to understand 
barriers and provide support to strengthen 
refugee rights pro bono. 

Jasmine Simperingham 
jsimperingham@pilnet.org @Jjsimperingham 
Global Coordinator - Forced Displacement, PILnet

Anna Kalinichenko 
anna.kalinichenko@dlapiper.com 
Senior Pro Bono Associate, DLA Piper

Philip Worthington 
pworthington@elil.eu @ELIL_LegalAid  
Managing Director, European Lawyers in Lesvos 
(ELIL)

1. The free legal services provided to advance access to rights, 
justice or solutions for refugees and other forcibly displaced, 
or to address legal needs of refugee-led organisations or other 
organisations supporting refugees (PILnet definition).
2.Available, together with other resources created by PILnet and 
law firm partners, at:  
www.pilnet.org/resource/cso-resilience-resources/ 
3. bluedothub.org/
4. Since 2019, ELIL has been running the Greece Pro Bono 
Collaborative (GPBC), a joint initiative with six international law 
firms (Dentons, White & Case, Allen & Overy, Orrick, Ashurst 
and Charles Russell Speechlys) to provide free legal assistance to 
refugees in Greece.
5. Dentons, White & Case, Allen & Overy, Norton Rose Fulbright, 
Hogan Lovells and Bird & Bird

Equality versus equity: a case study from Poland
Aleksandra Minkiewicz, Pietro Mirabelli, Agnieszka Nosowska and Larissa Pelham

Poland responded generously to the influx of refugees from Ukraine, providing significant 
access to its social protection system. Despite this, however, hardship among refugees 
persists. There are lessons to be drawn from Poland’s approach.

Few countries have opened their social 
support and employment benefits systems 
to refugees as generously as Poland has 
done since the war in Ukraine escalated. The 
country currently hosts approximately one 
million registered Ukrainian refugees.1 Poland 
implemented the EU’s Temporary Protection 
Directive under the Special Act of 12th March 
2022. This Act entitled Ukrainian refugees 

and their spouses who crossed from Ukraine 
to Poland after 24th February to one-off cash 
support to meet immediate needs;2 temporary 
payments to Polish households to subsidise the 
cost of hosting Ukrainians; and eligibility for 
Ukrainians to access the State welfare system. 

In principle, the State welfare and employ-
ment systems for Polish citizens were made 
equally available to Ukrainian refugees. 

mailto:jsimperingham%40pilnet.org?subject=
https://twitter.com/Jjsimperingham
mailto:anna.kalinichenko%40dlapiper.com?subject=
mailto:pworthington%40elil.eu?subject=
https://twitter.com/ELIL_LegalAid
https://www.pilnet.org/resource/cso-resilience-resources/
https://bluedothub.org/
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However, refugees still face barriers to access-
ing the range of benefits they need, and we 
argue that ‘equal’ access to state social assis-
tance is not enough.3 

Limitations on social protection
Policy: There are a number of difficulties relat-
ing to the programme’s policies. For example, 
Third Country Nationals (TCNs) who were 
legally working, studying or seeking asylum in 
Ukraine were excluded from the benefits pro-
vided by the Special Act and were not legally 
allowed to remain in Poland or claim support. 
Around 4% of all those fleeing Ukraine are 
TCNs; although the majority subsequently 
left Poland (for other EU countries or to return 
home), those who remain lack adequate 
assistance.  

Another policy challenge is that the struc-
ture of Poland’s social assistance heavily 
favours support for families with children. The 
four main social welfare benefits are for house-
holds with children and are not means-tested. 
However, benefits for the elderly and people 
with disabilities or severe medical condi-
tions are means-tested (meaning an applicant 

must prove their income falls below a certain 
threshold), and it can be difficult for Ukrainian 
refugees to prove their income. They may also 
need to have documentation translated into 
Polish or, in some cases, certification from 
Polish doctors or social workers to confirm 
eligibility. Furthermore, the cut-off thresholds 
for means-tested benefits are very low, placing 
those who receive humanitarian aid at risk of 
being ineligible for social protection (despite 
this aid being woefully below the cost of basic 
needs).

Resource challenges: The value of govern-
ment social assistance is already low, and is 
inadequate to meet the rising costs of living 
that Polish families face. For Ukrainians, who 
have arrived with few belongings, these costs 
are even higher as they try to rebuild their 
lives from scratch. 

There is growing evidence of refugees 
resorting to negative coping mechanisms. 
In a survey of Ukrainian refugees in Poland 
conducted by the Norwegian Refugee Council, 
45% of refugees said they were skipping 
meals or eating less nutritious food, and some 

The enrolment centre in Lublin, where NRC's partner PCPM is leading the 'Cash assistance for vulnerable refugees from Ukraine in Poland' 
project. Credit: Grzegorz Zukowski/NRC
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reported borrowing money.  Poland’s pre-exist-
ing scarcity of affordable housing has been 
exacerbated by the large influx of refugees 
and many refugees are living for prolonged 
periods of time in substandard accommoda-
tion or collective shelters.4 

Access: It is difficult for Ukrainian refugees 
to access some of the support available. 
Ukrainians are required to apply for a regis-
tration number to receive support. However, 
application forms for a registration number 
and for some employment and social assis-
tance benefits are not necessarily available in 
Ukrainian or Russian, and applicants have dif-
ficulty submitting their information. 

Employment: Poland has the second lowest 
unemployment rate in the EU, so it was 
assumed that if Ukrainians had full access to 
the labour market, they would become self-
sufficient relatively quickly, thereby alleviating 
the need for State support or humanitarian 
aid. However, availability does not necessar-
ily mean that individuals have access to these 
jobs. 

Ukrainians seeking jobs are predominantly 
women who have caring responsibilities for 
children or elderly parents.5 Many jobs are in 
sectors such as transport and construction, 
which are not suited to the schedules of those 
with caring responsibilities. Moreover, the 
jobs available are predominantly in lower or 
manual skills. Many Ukrainian refugees are 
highly qualified; 66% are educated to a tertiary 
level and only 15% are low-skilled.6 Taking jobs 
that do not match their skills and capacities 
could detract from economic self-reliance in 
the long run. Furthermore, many Ukrainians 
are unwilling to take – and employers unwill-
ing to offer – better paid long-term jobs, as they 
intend to return to their home country once it 
is safe and secure.

Equality versus equity
Equality means each individual or group of 
people is given the same resources or oppor-
tunities. Equity recognises that each person 
has different circumstances and therefore allo-
cates the resources and opportunities needed 
to reach an equal outcome. The design of 

support based on equality rather than equity 
resulted in cases of Ukrainian refugees’ basic 
needs not being met, leaving many households 
vulnerable. The difference between the avail-
ability of social protection versus access to and 
adequacy of it needs to be closely analysed. 

The humanitarian system is there to plug the 
gaps and deliver assistance to people where a 
government’s social protection fails – but there 
is an assumption that if social assistance is 
available to Ukrainians, then it must be both 
adequate and accessible and therefore little 
additional support is needed. Humanitarians 
and government need to exchange information 
in a more effective and coordinated way and 
accurately identify people with the greatest 
needs. 

In terms of the policy elements discussed 
above, TCNs need equal status and access to 
benefits as Ukrainians have; access to basic 
social assistance must not be based on income; 
and there should be more consistent support to 
help Ukrainians enter employment. 

Improving equity in State support for refu-
gees to ensure they can meet their basic needs 
will require improved data collection, sharing 
and coordination so that agencies can identify 
whose needs fall short. 

At the international level, donors need 
to be clear about what level of support 
they can provide and for how long. There 
needs to be far better communication and 
coordination between government and non-
government agencies, better coordination 
within the international humanitarian system 
at multiple levels, and far stronger referral 
processes between humanitarian agencies and 
government. Local NGOs should play a central 
role in all this, not just for the Ukrainian crisis 
but also to provide long-term improvement 
to Poland’s social protection system. As such, 
ensuring consistent and predictable funding 
for local NGOs and civil society in the coming 
years will be critical.

Conclusion
Poland’s response to Ukrainian refugees was 
swift, equal and generous. But this crisis has 
shown that we must understand and monitor 
access to that assistance and its appropriate-
ness and adequacy for refugees, whose needs 
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The needs of Ukrainian refugees in urban areas of 
neighbouring countries
Nataliia Makaruk and Louise Thaller

Ukrainian refugees settling in major cities in neighbouring countries require a more 
consistent, sustainable local response and integration opportunities.

The full-scale invasion of Ukraine by the 
Russian Federation has created the greatest 
refugee surge to European countries since 
World War II. Seven in 10 of the more than six 
million refugees who have fled Ukraine now 
reside in neighbouring countries, including 
Poland, Slovakia, Romania and Moldova.1 In 
each of these countries, major cities are hosting 
the biggest numbers of refugees, becoming 
hubs for international humanitarian assis-
tance. This phenomenon is not surprising, as 
six in 10 refugees worldwide live in cities.2 

The sudden influx of vulnerable popula-
tions into urban centres has generated an 
unprecedented wave of international and 
local solidarity. Public service providers and 
communities have adapted, but assistance 

and protection are not evenly available to 
those in need. Most refugees have self-settled 
in Krakow (Poland), Bratislava (Slovakia), 
Bucharest (Romania) and Chisinau (Moldova) 
with the help of their relatives and friends, 
finding private accommodation themselves or 
being hosted by members of supportive local 
communities. They tend therefore not to be 
on the radar of international humanitarian 
actors and local authorities in charge of social 
protection.

IMPACT initiatives conducted mixed-
method research on urban refugees in these 
four refugee-hosting cities.3 The research was 
designed to provide a comparison of the differ-
ent ways in which, on the one hand, Ukrainians 
experience daily life as urban refugees and, on 

are different from those of vulnerable Polish 
citizens for whom this assistance has been 
designed.

The right to social protection for all has 
been overlooked for too long in migration 
contexts. Poland’s example demonstrates that 
where governments are willing, it is possible 
to deliver social protection. The key lesson is 
that there is a limit to the use of social protec-
tion in a humanitarian refugee context, even 
in countries with advanced social assistance 
systems. The effective use of social assistance 
for refugees depends upon its inclusiveness, 
accessibility, adequacy and appropriateness, 
and these four elements need to be constantly 
monitored to determine how international 
responders can best support government 
efforts. 
Aleksandra Minkiewicz 
aleksandra.minkiewicz@nrc.no 
Advocacy and Media Manager, Norwegian 
Refugee Council (NRC) Poland 

Pietro Mirabelli pietro.mirabelli@nrc.no 
Cash and Markets Programme Development 
Manager, Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) 
Poland 

Agnieszka Nosowska anosowska@pcpm.org.pl 
Cash Assistance Coordinator, Polish Center for 
International Aid (PCPM)  

Larissa Pelham larissapelham@gmail.com 
NRC Social Protection Adviser, CashCap, Ukraine 
Regional Response

1. UNHCR Operational Data Portal: Ukraine Refugee Situation  
bit.ly/unhcr-situations-ukraine 
2. The one-off benefit of 300 PLN was paid out to 1.06 million 
Ukrainians (with the total value amounting up to €80 million). 
Over 400,000 Ukrainian children received child support.
3. This article is based on: NRC and Polish Center for International 
Aid (2022) Equality versus equity. How complementary approaches are 
required to support vulnerable Ukrainian refugees.  
bit.ly/nrc-equality-v-equity 
4. NRC (2023) Hidden Hardship: 1 Year Living in Forced Displacement 
for Refugees from Ukraine bit.ly/nrc-hidden-hardship 
5. NRC (2022) Economic Inclusion of Ukrainian Refugees in Poland  
bit.ly/nrc-economic-inclusion 
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mailto:pietro.mirabelli%40nrc.no?subject=
mailto:anosowska%40pcpm.org.pl?subject=
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the other hand, the refugee influx may have 
impacted the urban ecosystems and daily 
realities of local actors and communities. 
Testimonies from urban refugees, local com-
munity members, and authorities in charge 
of running public services and social assis-
tance were gathered between September and 
November 2022. This research sheds light on 
the gaps that remain between what the official 
refugee protection policy provides and what 
is experienced by vast numbers of refugees 
who do not stay in directly serviced collective 
accommodation centres, it also highlights the 
solutions that have been introduced by hosted 
countries.

Policy versus reality
In response to the Russian invasion of Ukraine, 
the EU triggered the Temporary Protection 
Directive for the first time since its adoption 
in 2001. It is meant to guarantee quick and 
effective assistance to people fleeing the war, 
providing temporary protection, including 
access to residence permits, employment, 
accommodation, social welfare or means of 
subsistence, medical care, education for those 
under 18 within the State education system, 
and banking services. 

The responsibility to translate nationally 
established protection policies into concrete 
social protection at the local level lies with 
local governments, while the international 
aid community has stepped in to ensure the 
provision of essential assistance, most often 
organised through collective accommodation 
centres. However, with refugee population 
groups self-settled and dispersed across large 
urban centres, the reality is more challenging. 
Refugees may not be aware of – and enjoy – 
the full breadth of the rights to which they are 
entitled, while local actors (authorities, service 
providers and civil society) struggle to meet 
the specific needs of large numbers of refugees 
on top of their usual responsibilities.

The attraction of cities 
The proximity of Krakow, Bratislava, Bucharest 
and Chisinau to Ukraine was among the 
main pull factors for Ukrainian refugees as 
it permits easy movement back to their home 
country. The presence of friends and relatives, 

and the availability of services and humani-
tarian assistance, were also frequently cited, 
particularly in Chisinau. 

In cities like Bratislava, Krakow and 
Bucharest, where nearly all refugees obtained 
temporary protection status, most respondents 
declared an intention to remain in the hosting 
city for at least six months from when we inter-
viewed them. Their primary reasons included 
the availability of permanent accommodation, 
employment, and the presence of friends 
and relatives (Bratislava), or the availability 
of humanitarian help and access to services 
(Bucharest). In contrast, a large proportion 
of refugee families in Chisinau (Moldova) 
reported their intention to return to Ukraine 
within six months – or they did not have con-
crete plans. As Moldova is not an EU member 
state, TPD does not apply there, and obtain-
ing formal refugee status to access essential 
services requires applying for asylum, which 
takes on average six months.

Refugees’ plans to move or stay in the host 
city are reflected in their efforts to integrate. 
Refugees in Chisinau were more likely to 
report having limited interest in integrating 
and wanting to return to Ukraine than refugees 
in Bratislava, for example, where Ukrainians 
stated their intention to stay for the long 
term, having already enrolled their children 
in local schools and with plans to participate 
more in local social cohesion activities. The 
research shows a positive correlation between 
legislation processes facilitating access to basic 
services and refugees’ intentions and efforts to 
integrate locally.

Finding a new home
Access to long-term housing is among the most 
important concern for refugees arriving from 
Ukraine. In Bratislava, a third of surveyed 
refugees acknowledged that the presence of 
people they already knew, who could help 
them find housing, impacted their decision 
to settle in the city. In Bucharest and Krakow, 
where most refugees reported not having 
social connections, online local solidarity ini-
tiatives, volunteers and word of mouth played 
important roles in helping refugees find 
housing. Government housing programmes in 
Slovakia, Romania and Moldova also played 
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a significant role. In Bucharest, eight in ten 
refugees surveyed benefitted from the national 
housing programme, which provides an allow-
ance to host families to cover refugees’ rent 
and food expenses. In Bratislava, these public 
subsidies were also granted to landlords 
hosting refugees. In Chisinau, similar finan-
cial incentives for host families were provided 
by UN agencies. In Krakow, in the absence of 
any housing programme, some refugees were 
allowed to stay in hotels for free. 

However, refugees who benefitted from 
housing support initiatives in all four cities 
reported concerns around their sustainability. 
In Bratislava, the housing initiative programme 
has been extended by the government as many 
refugees cannot secure housing using their 
own resources. If the housing programme 
ceases there is a risk that collective accommo-
dation centres will be overloaded, it could also 
lead to tensions in relationships with the host 
community around rent prices and housing 
availability.

Barriers to accessing basic services
As the survey results show, having a right to 
something does not necessarily mean it will 
be enjoyed. Although all refugees in Poland, 

Slovakia and Romania are entitled to free 
health care, the vast majority stated that they 
suffered from not having health insurance 
coverage. This demonstrates that the lack of 
information and awareness of refugees’ rights 
acts as a barrier to accessing basic services.

In Moldova, only refugee children and 
pregnant women are entitled to free health 
care. Refugees in Chisinau reported concerns 
around the cost of medical consultations or 
treatment; they were also more likely to report 
financial assistance and access to health care as 
their priority needs.

Long waiting times for appointments and 
language barriers were the main obstacles 
refugees reported in Bratislava, Krakow and 
Bucharest. Meanwhile, Ukrainian medical 
diplomas are not recognised in Slovakia and 
Poland, preventing health facilities from hiring 
Ukrainian refugee doctors. Local residents fre-
quently reported that waiting times for health 
care have increased since the refugees’ arrival. 

In all the cities surveyed, the number of 
Ukrainian children enrolled in local schools 
fluctuates between 30% and 70%, with many 
children continuing their Ukrainian education 
online, often in addition to local schooling. The 
main reported barriers to accessing education 

A scene from the Palanca-Maiaki-Udobnoe border crossing point, between the Republic of Moldova and Ukraine on 4 March 2022.  
Credit: UN Women/Aurel Obreja
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were language (specifically, the lack of staff 
who speak Ukrainian or Russian) and lack of 
capacity in schools. In Chisinau, school enrol-
ment was reportedly lower than in other cities, 
as children are required to have a formal resi-
dence permit to attend local schools.  

Local authorities and humanitarian actors 
have made a significant effort to provide inte-
gration programmes and intensive language 
courses for children. In Bratislava and Krakow 
almost half of respondents reported that their 
children attending school benefitted from 
such programmes. In Bucharest, NGOs and 
local government education services hired 
Ukrainian refugees as teachers in municipal 
schools and educational hubs, allowing chil-
dren to follow the Ukrainian curriculum in 
their native language. Such initiatives also con-
tributed to providing livelihood opportunities, 
with almost a third of refugee respondents 
reporting being employed in the childcare or 
education sector. However, the newly created 
educational facilities, such as hubs, are not rec-
ognised by either the Romanian government 
or the Ukrainian government, and therefore 
children also need to be attending the local 
school or doing distance learning through the 
Ukrainian education system.

Host communities share concerns about the 
decreasing quality of the education system due 
to the arrival of large numbers of Ukrainian 
refugee children in local schools, causing the 
average class size to increase sharply and 
a drop in the average budget per student. 
However, in the higher education sector, the 
municipality of Bratislava has opened new 
study programmes at local universities in 
response to increased demand.

Making a living
Access to employment was reportedly more 
challenging for refugees in Bratislava than in 
other cities. Apart from the lack of available 
jobs and the language barrier, refugees also 
complained that employers often offer lower 
salaries for refugees. In Bucharest, the host 
community was more likely than in other 
cities to report high levels of competition in 
the job market with refugees, causing potential 
tensions. The lack of childcare options and the 
shortage of part-time jobs were the two other 

barriers most reported by women, especially 
in Bucharest and Chisinau.

Despite access to full or part-time employ-
ment, 80% of refugees in Bucharest and Krakow 
reported still relying on humanitarian assis-
tance as their main source of income; the same 
proportion stated that financial assistance 
was their priority need. In Chisinau, far fewer 
respondents rely on government cash support, 
while many use their savings or NGOs’ and 
other agencies’ cash support to meet needs. 
Meanwhile, host populations in Krakow and 
Chisinau mentioned that the shift in funding 
by local NGOs towards assisting refugees has 
considerably decreased resources available 
for low-income families, marginalised groups 
and homeless people; refugees were therefore 
perceived as competing with local vulnerable 
groups for aid provision.

The role of local governments in urban 
refugee response 
Although in all cities local authorities are 
directly responsible for ensuring refugees 
have access to whatever basic services 
they are entitled to, refugees surveyed in 
Bratislava, Bucharest and Chisinau reported 
that most aid came from the UN, local NGOs 
and international NGOs. However, this may 
be because such actors have provided more 
‘visible’ recreational activities and courses, 
accommodation services, psychosocial ser-
vices and core humanitarian assistance, with 
local governments coordinating support in the 
background. In Krakow, in contrast, refugees 
mentioned the local government as the main 
provider of social assistance. 

The survey from the four European cities 
highlights that the impact of the refugee influx 
on cities and the socio-economic situation of 
urban refugees are highly dependent on the 
availability and adaptability of existing local 
services. Although local governments play 
a critical role in organising social protection, 
many support initiatives remain dependent 
on support from international humanitarian 
aid agencies. In most cases, existing coordina-
tion initiatives between local governments 
and international humanitarian organisa-
tions were reported to be scarce or completely 
absent at the city level, which raises concerns 
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Life in limbo: temporary protection for Ukrainians in 
the US
Daniel J Beers

Temporary protection mechanisms have offered Ukrainians safe harbour in the US but leave 
them in a precarious state of legal limbo.

Following the Russian invasion of Ukraine, 
policymakers in the US proclaimed solidar-
ity with the Ukrainian people and pledged to 
support refugees fleeing the war. More than 
a year later, the US government has granted 
protection to more than 250,000 Ukrainians. 
However, conventional refugee resettlement 
has accounted for only a minuscule share of 
recent arrivals.1 The vast majority of Ukrainians 
have been admitted through a patchwork of 
temporary protection mechanisms that confer 
lawful entry and some assistance but leave 
the participants in a precarious state of legal 
limbo.

This article discusses the evolution of these 
temporary protection programmes, highlight-
ing the complex and unpredictable nature 
of the policy environment and its impact on 
refugees and refugee-serving agencies. The 
analysis draws on several months of first-hand 
interactions with Ukrainian refugees and refu-
gee-serving organisations in the Shenandoah 
Valley region of Virginia, as well as semi-
structured interviews with refugee families, 
community advocates and legal experts.

Parole at the US border
Within days of the invasion on 24th February 
2022, a small but steady stream of Ukrainians 
began making their way to the US border. In 
response, US Customs and Border Protection 
(CBP) agents began admitting Ukrainians at 
ports of entry with a 12-month ‘humanitarian 
parole’2 designation, ultimately ‘paroling’ an 
estimated 25,000 Ukrainians in the first two 
months of the war.3

Similar parole mechanisms have been used 
by the US government in past crises to allow 
expedited processing for specially desig-
nated groups – most notably following US 
military withdrawals from Vietnam, Iraq and 
Afghanistan. However, humanitarian parole 
has never before been used to admit asylum 
seekers en masse at the US border. In part, that 
is because humanitarian parole is not actually 
a legally recognised immigration status. When 
parole is issued, the individual in question is 
not officially inspected and admitted for entry, 
as required by US law; rather, parole simply 
means that a decision about their legal status 
has been delayed until a future date. In other 

about the sustainability of the humanitarian 
aid programmes that many urban refugees 
still rely on. 

With the war in Ukraine showing no signs of 
coming to an end, compounded by a probable, 
imminent shrinking in international humani-
tarian funding for the refugee response across 
Europe, it is particularly important to ensure 
that support services for Ukrainian refugees 
can be sustained in the cities where they reside. 
These should be complemented by policies 
and programming to encourage refugee self-
reliance, especially for women with children. 
Ukrainian refugees will then be better placed 
to contribute to the economic and social life of 
cities.

Nataliia Makaruk 
nataliia.makaruk@impact-initiatives.org   
Assessment Officer, IMPACT Initiatives 

Louise Thaller  
louise.thaller@impact-initiatives.org  
@LouiseThaller 
Research Manager, IMPACT Initiatives 

1. UNHCR Ukraine refugee situation:  
data.unhcr.org/en/situations/ukraine 
2. Park H (2016) ‘The power of cities’, UNHCR:  
unhcr.org/innovation/the-power-of-cities/
3. We would like to acknowledge the input of the following 
IMPACT colleagues: Andrea Szenasi, Raluca Stoican, Marta 
Piekarczyk and Killian Foubert.
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words, parole is best understood as a ‘non-
status’.4 Consequently, its widespread use at 
the US border brought with it a great deal of 
confusion and uncertainty for both parolees 
and refugee-serving agencies.

As parolees, Ukrainians admitted in the 
early days of the war were granted legal entry 
without any guarantee of further assistance. 
Lacking official immigration status, they were 
unable to access public benefits such as cash 
assistance or food stamps. Moreover, because 
they were admitted by CBP agents at the border 
rather than as refugees resettled through the 
Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR), parolees 
were initially ineligible to receive ORR-funded 
assistance from refugee-serving agencies. 
While parolees were eligible to apply for tem-
porary work authorisation, long waiting times 
and confusion about their legal status meant 
that many waited for months without the 
means to support themselves financially.

Most importantly, the uncertainty surround-
ing the process left parolees in a precarious 
state of legal limbo. Lacking formal legal status, 
parolees have no pathway to permanent resi-
dency in the US – unless and until Congress 
passes an act to alter their status, which it has 
so far failed to do. Furthermore, parole comes 
with no clear process for extending one’s stay. 
As the end of their initial 12-month parole 
period approached, this confusion caused 
many parolees tremendous stress and anxiety. 
Some attempted to return to the border cross-
ing where they first entered the country in 
order to ask for an extension; others waited 
and hoped for an executive order extending 
their stay; still others made plans to leave the 
US and seek protection elsewhere. No one 
knew for certain what would happen when 
their parole expired.

Temporary Protected Status (TPS)
Two weeks after the start of the war, the Biden 
administration announced the first formal 
protection mechanism for Ukrainians in 
the US, extending eligibility for Temporary 
Protected Status (TPS) to Ukrainian nation-
als. The TPS programme, which dates back to 
1990, was designed to protect foreign nationals 
residing in the US from forced expulsion when 
conditions in their country of origin were 

deemed unsafe for return, typically because 
of war, natural disaster or political instabil-
ity. Currently, TPS covers approximately 
610,000 participants from 16 countries. As 
its name suggests, TPS provides temporary 
protection – for up to 18 months at a time – to 
citizens from TPS-designated countries. Like 
humanitarian parole, it is not a legally recog-
nised immigration status, and it comes with 
no pathway to permanent residency. However, 
TPS eligibility may be renewed indefinitely 
when dangerous conditions persist.5

The TPS designation for Ukraine was origi-
nally set to include only Ukrainian nationals 
residing in the US on or before 1st March 2022, 
effectively limiting eligibility to those who 
were already in-country when the war broke 
out. However, the policy was later amended to 
include Ukrainians who established residency 
in the US on or before 11th April 2022 – that 
is, those who arrived in the first six weeks 
following the Russian invasion. According to 
government officials, there are approximately 
26,000 approved TPS holders from Ukraine 
currently residing in the United States.

Like humanitarian parole, TPS offers tem-
porary legal residence and the ability to apply 
for a work visa. However, participants are 
not eligible for public assistance, and there is 
no direct pathway to permanent residency. 
Moreover, there is no guarantee how long TPS 
holders will be eligible to remain in the US. 
Though the Department of Homeland Security 
recently renewed TPS eligibility for Ukrainians 
for an additional 18 months, extending the pro-
gramme through April 19, 2025, it is unclear 
what will happen to TPS holders thereafter. 6 In 
short, TPS holders have found themselves in a 
similarly precarious position to those paroled 
at the US border.

Uniting for Ukraine (U4U)
Two months after the Russian invasion began, 
the Biden administration announced a more 
expansive temporary protection programme 
for Ukrainians: Uniting for Ukraine (U4U). 
This programme would grant 24 months 
of humanitarian parole to at least 100,000 
Ukrainians seeking protection in the US, with 
the support of private US sponsors. Billed as 
an efficient way to minimise costs, increase 
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capacity and leverage community involvement, 
the U4U programme has proven a fast and 
efficient mechanism for allowing Ukrainians 
to legally enter the US. By early January 2023, 
nearly 200,000 Americans had applied to serve 
as private sponsors, and approximately 140,000 
Ukrainians had either entered or been author-
ised to enter the US through the programme.7

U4U has also proven an effective tool for 
controlling the flow of Ukrainians seeking 
to enter the US. The programme, designed 
to discourage spontaneous arrivals, requires 
that applicants remain outside the US until 
they are approved for entry as parolees. As of 
25th April 2022, Ukrainians who crossed the 
US border without prior authorisation would 
be forcibly expelled and would forfeit their 
eligibility for future humanitarian parole. 
Judging by the 98% decline in spontaneous 
Ukrainian border-crossings between April 
and May of 2022, the programme appears to 
have succeeded by offering a more predictable 
and organised channel of entry.8

However, because the U4U programme 
utilizes the humanitarian parole mechanism, 
participants have no formal immigration 
status in the US and no clear path to per-
manent residency, and they were initially 
restricted from receiving public benefits and 
ORR-funded refugee assistance services. More 
broadly, critics have argued that U4U’s reliance 
on humanitarian parole violates the spirit of 
the parole mechanism, which is meant to be 
used only in exceptional circumstances as a 
“tool of last resort”, 9 while others take issue 
with U4U’s sponsorship model, cautioning 
against the neoliberal ‘privatisation’ of refugee 
assistance.10

Moving targets and dashed hopes
One of the greatest challenges for both pro-
gramme participants and refugee-serving 
agencies has been the opaque and profoundly 
uncertain nature of the policy environment. 
This is most clearly visible in the unresolved 
question facing nearly every holder of tem-
porary protection: “How long will I be able 
to stay?” But it is also exemplified by the 
last-minute nature of critical policy announce-
ments, the shifting rules and parameters of 
programme eligibility, and the fundamental 

mismatch between refugees’ expectations and 
the reality of their experiences.

All the programmes discussed here are pred-
icated on the basic assumption that Ukrainians 
driven from their homes by war will require 
only temporary protection. This approach has 
merits, both political and practical, but it also 
has costs – costs which are mostly borne by 
the very people these programmes are meant 
to protect. Time and again in my conversa-
tions with Ukrainian parolees and refugee 
advocates, I heard about the stress and anxiety 
caused by not knowing when, or if, their legal 
right to remain would expire. Lives were put 
on hold. Decisions about work, schooling and 
housing were delayed. And capable and moti-
vated individuals chose not to invest in their 
lives in the US, fearing that whatever they built 
could be lost at a moment’s notice.

For some groups, the uncertainty has been 
particularly acute. An unlucky cohort of 
parolees who arrived after 11th April (the 
cutoff for TPS) and before 25th April (the 
start date of U4U) endured a period of acute 
anxiety as the one-year anniversary of the war 
came and went, and there was still no word 
about whether their 12-month parole would 
be extended. When, on 13th March 2023, the 
Biden administration finally announced an 
additional 12-month extension, it was welcome 
news but far too late to alleviate the fear and 
uncertainty of not knowing what would come 
next.

Confusion and uncertainty have also resulted 
from major policy shifts regarding eligibil-
ity for benefits and assistance programmes. 
Most notably, after denying Ukrainian parol-
ees access to federal government benefits 
and ORR-funded support services for three 
months, policymakers reversed course with 
the Ukraine Supplemental Appropriations 
Act of May 2022, which earmarked funding 
for federal benefits and ORR services. This 
policy change was an undeniably positive 
development for parolees in need of support. 
However, after months of telling Ukrainian 
newcomers they were ineligible for benefits, 
refugee-serving agencies were sent scram-
bling to communicate the changes to potential 
recipients, hire new case workers, and set up 
new support systems.
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Most fundamentally, nearly all of the 
Ukrainian refugees and community advocates 
I have encountered in my work have noted 
the deep disconnect between the rights and 
opportunities that Ukrainians expected to 
find in the United States, and the reality of 
their circumstances upon arrival. While more 
recent arrivals have benefitted from increas-
ingly robust support systems and the wisdom 
of those who preceded them, they are still 
faced with a broken immigration system and 
the painful uncertainty of short-term solutions 
to long-term problems.

Policy implications
One of the most obvious conclusions from 
this analysis is that lawmakers should make 
it a priority to provide more advanced notice 
of anticipated parole extensions and changes 
in programme eligibility, in order to reduce 
the uncertainty and confusion experienced 
by programme participants. Clearer official 
messaging in relation to the limited legal 
protections available to Ukrainians in the US 
may also help to better inform and prepare 
asylum seekers. However, the clearest way to 
improve policy outcomes for refugees and host 
communities alike is for Congress to create 
a legal pathway to permanent residency for 
Ukrainians currently subject to temporary pro-
tection. It is not only the best way to preserve 
the dignity and well-being of those displaced 

by the war, but it would also encourage count-
less talented and hardworking Ukrainians to 
invest in their communities in the US, paying 
dividends to all involved.
Daniel J Beers beersdj@jmu.edu  
Associate Professor, Department of Justice 
Studies, James Madison University

1. In Fiscal Year 2022, the United States resettled only 1,610 
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3. Sullivan E (2023) ‘Biden Extends Stay for Thousands of 
Ukrainians’, The New York Times, 13 March 2023  
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4. Refugees International (2022) Supplementary Protection Pathways 
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Parole Policies  
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and Deferred Enforced Departure.  
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8. Veuger S, Nowrasteh A and Watson T (2023) ‘Biden Can Use 
a First Fix for a Broken Immigration System’, Foreign Policy, 30 
January 2023  
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9. See endnote 1. 
10. Volk S (2023) ‘Welcoming refugees is great, but privatizing 
resettlement is not the best answer’, Cleveland.com, 29 January 2023 
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War-displaced Ukrainian citizens in Russia
Lidia Kuzemska

Without support from international actors, displaced Ukrainians in Russia are in a precarious 
situation reliant on volunteer help and on State aid that is conditional upon the acquisition of 
Russian citizenship.

While international attention is – rightly – 
focused on the deportation of Ukrainian 
children to Russia, less is known about the 
overall situation and needs of other war-
displaced Ukrainian nationals in Russia. They 
remain largely beyond the reach of the interna-
tional protection regime and without support 
from the Ukrainian State since diplomatic 

ties between the two countries were cut in 
February 2022. Russia has subsequently closed 
all humanitarian corridors between the occu-
pied territories and government-controlled 
territory of Ukraine. Most civilians fleeing war 
had little choice about their route of escape 
from the active war zone and many were 
deported by the Russian authorities.1 All had 

mailto:beersdj%40jmu.edu?subject=
https://bit.ly/explainer-humanitarian-parole
https://bit.ly/ukraine-war-refugees
https://bit.ly/supplementary-protection-pathways-united-states
https://sgp.fas.org/crs/homesec/RS20844.pdf
https://bit.ly/extend-temp-protection-us
https://bit.ly/ukrainians-thousands-arrive-states
https://bit.ly/biden-immigration-system-humanitarian-parole
https://bit.ly/welcoming-refugees


FM
R

 7
2

31Ukraine: Insights and implications

to undergo ‘filtration’: a mandatory screening 
process that involves checking documents, 
taking fingerprints and photos, checking 
phones, body searches, questioning, (often 
arbitrary) detention, and occasionally torture.2 

Official information about the number of 
war-displaced Ukrainians in Russia and their 
needs is scarce. Russian data on population 
movement and socio-demographic changes is 
considered unreliable; it is also increasingly 
hidden from public scrutiny. The activity of 
major humanitarian organisations, including 
UNHCR, is limited by the Russian govern-
ment to sporadic monitoring visits to State-run 
Temporary Accommodation Points (TAPs), 
always accompanied by Russian officials. 

The last number provided by UNHCR 
(through its Ukraine Data Portal) for total 
border crossings from Ukraine to Russia 
was 2.85 million; this was on 3rd October 
2022 – two days before Russia declared that 
the occupied regions were part of the Russian 
Federation and all residents were declared 
Russian citizens. Since then, there have been 
no UNHCR updates on the number of border 
crossings, perhaps because Russia now con-
siders displaced Ukrainians to be Russian 
citizens moving within Russian territory. 
In June 2023, UNHCR finally updated its 
portal stating that 1.27 million ‘refugees from 
Ukraine’ were recorded in Russia. However, 
this number does not correspond with the 
total number of Ukrainians who received any 
kind of documented status in 2022. 

Legal status options
Ukrainian nationals can enter and remain in 
Russia without registering for a legal status 
for up to three months. However, they will not 
be able to access any State support or services 
if they do not regularise their stay through 
one of the following statuses. 

Firstly, but almost non-existent in reality, is 
refugee status. Only five Ukrainian nation-
als received it in 2022. In total, 26 Ukrainians 
have received refugee status since 2014. The 
application process for it is lengthy, and 
strongly discouraged by Russian officials.

Secondly, displaced Ukrainians can apply 
for temporary asylum status. After receiving 
it, a person can stay in Russia for one year 

(with the possibility of extension), can apply 
for a one-off cash allowance of RUB10,000 
(approximately US$123), and can work or 
study, but cannot leave Russian territory 
without losing this status. In total 97,591 
Ukrainian nationals received temporary 
asylum in Russia during 2022, but only 65,374 
held it by the end of the year. Some had left 
the country; others had applied for other sta-
tuses or were naturalised.3 

The third option for displaced Ukrainians 
is to apply for temporary or permanent 
residency. This is not very popular due to 
lengthy procedures with few immediate cash 
and service benefits and many restrictions on 
travel and work. 

Finally, the fourth option – most favoured 
by Russian officials – is naturalisation. Since 
2019, Russia eased its naturalisation require-
ments for Ukrainian nationals, especially 
for those coming from the occupied Donbas 
region. In May to July 2022, after the occupa-
tion of the south-eastern Ukrainian territories, 
the naturalisation procedure for Ukrainian 
nationals was further simplified and became 
de facto mandatory in the occupied territories. 
For the war-displaced Ukrainians already 
on Russian territory, naturalisation is often 
the only way to access services – such as full 
State medical insurance, free medications, 
social benefits and pensions. Similarly, access 
to legal employment, education, mortgages 
and bank loans is facilitated for citizens with 
permanent residency but difficult to access by 
foreigners with temporary residency. 

Overall, 300,000 Ukrainian nationals 
received Russian citizenship in 2022. Many 
refuse to apply for naturalisation as they 
are afraid of repercussions back in Ukraine, 
where they left family members and property, 
and where they expect to return. Others are 
afraid of being drafted into the Russian army 
or not being allowed to leave Russian territory. 

Constraints and assistance
Ukrainians applying for any status in Russia 
need to undergo mandatory fingerprint-
ing and medical examinations and provide 
officially certified translations of relevant 
documents from Ukrainian into Russian. 
However, displaced Ukrainians’ documents 
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might have been destroyed (while living in a 
war zone), lost during the journey, or taken 
away by Russian authorities during the ‘filtra-
tion’ procedure. Furthermore, Ukrainian bank 
cards and SIM cards do not work in Russia, 
and displaced Ukrainians are not allowed to 
exchange Ukrainian cash. People with HIV-
AIDS, tuberculosis or hepatitis are unlikely 
to pass the medical examination and access 
the health-care services they need. Vulnerable 
groups of people – such as those with disabili-
ties, elderly persons, orphaned children and 
all those under State care – who were ‘evacu-
ated’ by the Russian authorities have little say 
in where they will be evacuated to and which 
status they will receive.  

Once in Russia, displaced Ukrainians’ 
options depend on their social ties, available 
resources, and socio-demographic character-
istics. Those who have relatives or friends in 
Russia, or have sufficient financial means, can 
try to evade the standard pathway of being 
mandatorily distributed across the Russian 
regions and settled into one of the State-run 
accommodation options (TAPs) – hostels, 
summer camps, sanatoria or sports facilities. 
TAPs provide free accommodation and meals 
but are usually located in remote areas far 
from employment opportunities, education 
and health-care facilities. Reportedly, by the 
end of 2022, there were 42,000 persons, includ-
ing 12,000 children, residing in 807 TAPs 
across 58 regions in Russia.4 

War-displaced Ukrainian citizens in Russia 
cannot rely on the international organisa-
tions that usually operate in situations of 
mass refugee influx, such as UNHCR or the 
International Committee of the Red Cross 
(ICRC). Even though UNHCR does have an 
office in Russia, it does not (or rather is not 
allowed to) work directly with Ukrainians. 
Instead, UNHCR in Russia relies on coopera-
tion with local Russian organisations such as 
Grazhdanskoje sodejstvije (Civic Assistance), 
the Russian Red Cross, Zdorozje I zhyzn 
(Health and Life Charitable Foundation) and 
SILSILA Foundation for the distribution of 
humanitarian aid.5 According to monitoring 
visits undertaken by UNHCR’s Russian office, 
Ukrainians residing in TAPs have difficulty 
accessing the necessary documentation, 

pensions, social benefits, and compensation 
for lost or destroyed property back in the 
occupied territories. Obviously, few feel able 
to voice objections while living under close 
State surveillance and being fully dependent 
on State aid.

Ukrainian citizens outside the government-
run TAPs struggle to access any public 
services without first legalising their stay in 
Russia, which can take up to six months in 
the case of citizenship applications. Official 
employment and long-term renting require 
legal status too. Kindergarten and school 
places for war-displaced children are only 
available if they officially register as residing 
in the same district – which is not always 
possible due to landlords’ unwillingness to 
register temporary residents who often have 
no income. While waiting for their documen-
tation, many take precarious informal jobs; 
displaced Ukrainians often earn just enough 
to cover necessities but cannot afford medical 
care or clothes. NGOs report that it takes 
months to receive the one-off cash support of 
RUB10,000 promised by the Russian govern-
ment. Meanwhile people rely on donations 
from volunteers. 

The Russian Red Cross and the Russian 
Orthodox Church – operating in close coop-
eration and with financial support from the 
state authorities across Russia, including on 
forced relocations6 – are major actors in pro-
viding basic aid to the war-displaced both 
inside and outside the TAPs. Local volunteer 
groups and newly emerged NGOs also play 
a role in providing basic humanitarian aid, 
psychological support, and help with employ-
ment, accommodation and transit options for 
those who want to leave Russia. For instance, 
in Moscow, the Mayak Foundation uses the 
donations it receives to support 7,000 war-
displaced Ukrainians through a system of 
local volunteers who guide families through 
the various services available to them at the 
foundation, aiming to help them become inde-
pendent within six months. 

Transnational networks of volunteers, such 
as Rubikus7 and Helping to Leave8, organise 
travel for Ukrainians, including those with 
reduced mobility or travelling with pets, from 
the occupied territories or from Russia to the 
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EU or other countries (such as Georgia or 
Turkey). Technically Ukrainian nationals are 
allowed to leave Russia with any document 
confirming their identity and citizenship, but 
there are often artificial obstacles and delays, 
and those without identity documents, or 
with Russian citizenship, may not be allowed 
to leave. Some Ukrainians remain in Russia 
because of family networks, their knowledge 
of the language, their health situation, a desire 
to stay close to their home region and even-
tually return, the lack of finances for further 
travel, and general exhaustion from being on 
the move.  

Numerous challenges remain for 
Ukrainians living in a country that caused 
their displacement. They must navigate State 
bureaucracies that primarily aim to natural-
ise them rather than provide comprehensive 
support for local integration or enable their 
eventual return home. It is not yet clear how 
the Ukrainian State will regulate the possible 
return and reintegration of its (de facto dual) 
citizens. 

Considering the harsh authoritarian 
regime inside Russia, its withdrawal from the 
European Convention on Human Rights and 
the International Criminal Court investigation 
of the war crimes against Ukrainian civilians, 
including deportations, the international 

community cannot rely on existing interna-
tional instruments and practices to promote 
a rights-based approach to the displaced 
Ukrainians in Russia during the war. It can 
only keep the borders with Russia open for 
those who can leave its territory, providing 
access to protection, or facilitating a return to 
Ukraine. 
Lidia Kuzemska 
Lidia.kuzemska@gmail.com @kuzemska2 
Fellow, Forum Transregionale Studien, Berlin
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The protection needs identified by displaced 
Ukrainian children and adolescents 
Lauren Murray, Jasper Linke and Raluca Stoican1

Research with displaced Ukrainian children and adolescents demonstrates that 
humanitarian actors need to provide opportunities for them to express their concerns, 
feelings and opinions.

The eagerness of displaced children and ado-
lescents to express their concerns and discuss 
solutions with researchers illustrates the value 
of direct consultations as a method of assess-
ing their needs. The humanitarian community 
has an obligation to listen to these voices and 
to integrate children’s consultations more 
actively in their programme planning and 
design, in line with the UN Convention on the 

Rights of the Child, and as outlined in the Core 
Humanitarian Standard. 

In partnership with Save the Children 
(SC), IMPACT conducted consultations with 
Ukrainian refugee children, adolescents and 
their caregivers in Poland and Romania, and 
conducted a phone survey with caregivers, 
between December 2022 and January 2023.2 

Age-appropriate and sex-and-age-separated 
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consultations were conducted in schools and 
counselling hubs in each country.3 

Safety and well-being concerns
“I miss my dad and my friends very much. 

That worries me the most.” (Boy, 12-14, 
Romania)

Our research demonstrated that respondents 
generally feel safe in their new environment. 
However, all children, adolescents and car-
egivers voiced a range of concerns about their 
safety and well-being related to the uncer-
tainty of their situation and the ever-evolving 
context in Ukraine. They were especially 
worried about the future and missed their 
family, friends and pets. Even younger chil-
dren were well informed about the situation 
in Ukraine, and reported hearing family 
members talk about the conflict and described 
videos they had watched. Children appear to 
be exposed to the situation in Ukraine on an 
ongoing basis. For some this is compounded 
by recalling traumatic events such as their 
houses being attacked and destroyed; others 
mentioned that loud noises scare them. 

“There were situations when Poles called 
Ukrainians names, even me.” (Girl, 15-17, 
Poland)

Children, especially adolescents, explained 
that they not only miss their friends from 
Ukraine but also experience loneliness and 

discrimination. In Poland, children of all ages 
reported not having many friends, while in 
Romania this was especially prevalent among 
adolescents. Some participants also described 
rude behaviour by local children and adults. 

In Romania, most discrimination seems to 
take place outside school – in playgrounds, in 
the street and on public transport – perpetrated 
primarily by local children; boys also reported 
experiencing physical violence. In Poland, 
participants reported verbal harassment and 
abuse both inside and outside schools, perpe-
trated by both adults (including teachers) and 
children. Children in Poland were concerned 
about unwelcoming host communities and 
verbal discrimination, such as xenophobic or 
upsetting comments about the war. In addi-
tion, participants in both countries said one of 
their biggest challenges was not knowing the 
local language, making it difficult to get help, 
travel around, and run errands by themselves. 

While respondents mostly indicated 
that they feel physically safe, they still face 
significant barriers to feeling accepted and 
comfortable in their new environment. With 
no immediate end to the war in sight, it is 
critical that humanitarian actors promote 
social cohesion through the design and target-
ing of their programming. This could include 
joint activities, cross-cultural learning, and 
language courses for children. 

Yana, 9 (name changed). The Ukrainian school, Warsaw. Credit: Paul Wu / DEC
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Protective factors
“My opinion has more value now. My 

parents ask my advice. It wasn’t like that in 
Ukraine.” (Boy, 15-17, Romania)

Respondents overwhelmingly indicated 
that their family served as their primary 
source of protection, reporting that they 
discussed concerns with their parents. Most 
adolescents indicated that they are familiar 
with the challenges facing the family and they 
feel listened to and involved in decision-mak-
ing. However, there were signs of gendered 
differences in the perception of autonomy. 
In Poland, adolescent boys tended to say that 
they were not sufficiently involved in house-
hold decisions, while adolescent girls often 
felt that their gender had a negative impact 
on their participation in family decisions and 
autonomy. 

Friends were reported as the second major 
trusted source of help and comfort. The 
respondents were able to build and maintain 
new friendships with other Ukrainian chil-
dren and rely on them for emotional support. 
While some respondents described experienc-
ing discrimination, some mentioned the host 
community as an important protective factor, 
reporting that they feel welcomed and sup-
ported by locals. 

Finally, children in both countries stressed 
the importance of spending time outdoors. 
This shows the potential of joint outdoor 
extra-curricular activities for Ukrainian and 
host community children both to promote 
increased well-being and to facilitate more 
sustained social connections that do not 
require a shared language. 

Services need to target not only the child but 
the surrounding layers of support – namely 
the primary caregivers and individuals and 
organisations which are in daily contact 
with children.4 Additionally, while provi-
sion of basic needs remains a priority in any 
response, it is critical to ensure that children 
can build social connections and engage in 
psychosocial and recreational activities. 

Pressing needs and access to services 
Respondents in both countries highlighted 
the need for more extra-curricular and peer 
activities. The main barriers to engaging in 

such activities are a lack of financial means 
and a lack of availability. In Poland, children 
wanted more opportunities for sports other 
than football. Children and adolescents also 
wanted longer and better-scheduled leisure 
time. In Romania, children who attend both 
Ukrainian online and in-person schooling 
generally complained about not having suffi-
cient free time. Children in Poland who attend 
the second school shift mentioned they cannot 
benefit from their free time in the morning as 
most extra-curricular activities are scheduled 
for the afternoon or evening.

“I want to see a psychologist but I’m afraid 
to tell my mum.” (Girl, 12-14, Romania)

Some children in both countries expressed 
that they required increased access to mental 
health and psychosocial support (MHPSS) 
services. Some of the adolescents explained 
that they did not know how to reach out to 
a mental health professional, and some said 
their parents disapproved of them accessing 
this service. In contrast, caregivers had much 
less of a focus on children’s MHPSS needs 
when asked about key concerns. This poten-
tially points to a difference in perception 
between refugee children and their caregivers 
regarding the urgency of psychosocial needs 
and their access to MHPSS services. 

“We are short of money. Prices went up 
drastically.” (Boy, 15-17, Romania)

Respondents in both countries stressed the 
need for additional financial resources for 
their families; this would help in accessing 
services – especially health care (including 
dental care) and extra-curricular activities. 
Children in Poland explained that high costs, 
poor quality of services and long waiting 
times hinder their access to health-care ser-
vices, and households sometimes even return 
to Ukraine for treatment. It is critical that chil-
dren and adolescents’ perspectives are sought 
independently from their caregivers to ensure 
services can be tailored to their needs. In not 
addressing these, we run the risk of children 
facing ongoing and compounding stress as 
well as families being forced to resort to nega-
tive coping mechanisms such as travelling 
back to an area of conflict to access services. 
It is essential that financial assistance takes 
these various barriers into account. 
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Children’s and adolescents’ 
recommendations 
Financial aid was the most common solution 
that children proposed for better access to 
services. In Poland, respondents reported 
needing funds to access health care. In 
Romania respondents priorities varied, they 
reported needing more money to access extra-
curricular activities, to enable their household 
to purchase better quality or more food, or 
for specific needs such as internet and phone 
expenses. Some adolescents in Romania men-
tioned they were searching for part-time work 
to contribute to their household’s income. 
Children also stressed the need for financial 
aid for more vulnerable groups, such as the 
elderly, households with many children, 
people with disabilities or recently arrived 
refugees.

In regard to extra-curricular activities, 
participants suggested that new premises or 
courses could be established for activities that 
are not available where they are currently 
living. A few children specified that they 
would like Ukrainian-speaking facilitators. 
Children and adolescents in both countries 
mentioned their desire for language classes 
to learn their host community’s language and 
English. They often explained that such classes 
would be important for their caregivers as 
well, to help gain access to employment. 

The issues flagged by children and adoles-
cents could be the result of a lack of available 
activities, or a lack of information about what 
is available. Across the response, inter-agency 
service mappings are underway to ensure 
activities, locations and requirements are 
accessible for refugees, but wider dissemina-
tion of this information may be needed. The 
findings, however, suggest that services are 
strained. Additional services may be required, 
specifically with language capacities to accom-
modate the growing population. 

Conclusion
The Ukraine response has suffered from a lack 
of visibility of the voices of children through-
out their journey. The study found that while 
most children and adolescents generally feel 
safe in their host country, they are often deeply 
affected by the uncertainty of their situation 

and struggling with separation, loneliness, 
and discrimination. Those consulted reported 
a lack of psychosocial support and limited 
access to leisure activities, especially sports. 
They struggle to exercise their right to “rest 
and leisure, to engage in play and recreational 
activities appropriate to the age of the child”5 
during their displacement. 

Key recommendations for humanitarian, 
government and civil society actors supporting 
Ukrainian children and adolescents include:

	 Provide age-appropriate opportunities 
for children and adolescents to share their 
experiences with those seeking to support 
them. 

	 Provide opportunities for extra-curricular 
activities.

	 Strengthen and expand MHPSS services 
with a focus on dealing with worries 
about the situation in Ukraine and general 
uncertainty in children’s lives.

	 Reduce financial and time barriers to 
children’s and adolescents’ access to health 
care and extra-curricular activities.

	 Provide better access to language courses 
and opportunities to socialise with their 
peers in the host community.

	 Provide age- and gender-appropriate 
information on existing activities and 
services and ensure it is disseminated in a 
child-friendly manner.

Lauren Murray 
lauren.murray@savethechildren.org 
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the Children  
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3. IMPACT conducted 20 age-appropriate consultations in 
Romania (50 girls, 64 boys) and 26 in Poland (95 girls, 97 boys), 
separated by sex and age (8-11, 12-14 and 15-17). The research 
was approved by an independent ethics review committee. A 
referral pathway was in place to help provide support should 
serious concerns or unmet urgent needs be disclosed. The research 
has some important limitations, mainly that a) participants were 

among those receiving support from SC and partner organisations 
and b) no children with disabilities and only almost exclusively 
children of Ukrainian origin were consulted. 
4. Minimum Standards for Child Protection in Humanitarian 
Action, Alliance CHPA, 2019
5. United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 
31

The forgotten victims of war: Ukraine’s stateless
Aleksejs Ivashuk, Sofiia Kordonets and Jyothi Kanics

War has exacerbated the severe difficulties faced by stateless people in Ukraine. Barriers to 
accessing humanitarian aid, safe passage and protection need to be addressed.

Due to the challenges that stateless people face 
with their lack of or limited documentation, 
many of those living in war-torn Ukraine have 
been unable to flee; they also face obstacles in 
seeking international protection and are often 
unable to receive humanitarian aid.¹ Despite 
the gravity of the situation, however, the issue 
is not receiving sufficient attention.

Statelessness has a grave impact on millions 
of people worldwide, depriving them of funda-
mental rights such as identity, education, child 
protection, development, health care, employ-
ment, property, freedom of movement and 
freedom from arbitrary detention.² As is often 
the case around the world, it is difficult to accu-
rately assess the numbers of stateless people in 
Ukraine; this is due to the nature of stateless-
ness, the difficulty of locating stateless people, 
and muddled documentation mechanisms. 
The last census in Ukraine, in 2001, recorded 
82,550 stateless people while UNHCR in 2021 
estimated there to be “at least 35,000 stateless 
and people with ‘undetermined nationality’”.³ 
These estimates fail to account for some 
groups, such as children born after 2014 in the 
territories of Crimea, Donetsk and Luhansk, 
and a significant proportion of the Roma popu-
lation.⁴ The issue is compounded by the fact 
that many stateless people may not want to be 
identified because they fear the consequences 
of residing in Ukraine without papers or with 
non-standard forms of identification.⁵

The historical demographics of stateless 
people in Ukraine are diverse, and include 
those who were not able to prove their registra-
tion in Ukraine after the demise of the Soviet 
Union, those who were caught in complex 

bureaucratic processes, formerly deported 
people such as the Crimean Tartars, and the 
Roma. Although systemic issues of discrimina-
tion are present, statelessness in Ukraine has 
more to do with regulatory and administrative 
gaps, which emerged due to the geopolitical 
and territorial upheaval following the dissolu-
tion of the former Soviet Union. 

The different successor States of the former 
Soviet Union passed migration and nationality 
laws at different times, and also began to issue 
passports at different times, exacerbating the 
risk of statelessness. Some Ukrainians effec-
tively became stateless when they returned to 
their homeland after the collapse of the Soviet 
Union to discover that they were considered as 
foreigners in the newly independent Ukraine.6 

It was also not uncommon for people to hold 
passports of the defunct Soviet Union without 
being able to acquire a passport of any newly 
formed State.7 

The current situation in Ukraine
Efforts to enable the voices of stateless people 
in Ukraine to be heard are not new8 and may 
indeed have had a positive impact on domestic 
policy, which now recognises that stateless 
people exist and may have rights. At the same 
time, there are still barriers to exercising these 
rights, notwithstanding the legal and policy 
changes. Whether or not a stateless person may 
access their rights depends heavily on such 
factors as documentation, proof of residence, 
ethnicity, and the competence of authorities 
dealing with their application. In addition 
to inconsistent practices, discrimination is 
also a problem. There are reports of stateless 
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people, Roma and third-country nationals 
being turned down at the EU border, facing 
detention-like conditions, and/or being subject 
to secondary screening.9 

In a welcome sign of progress, in May 
2021 the Ukrainian government introduced 
a Statelessness Determination Procedure 
(SDP). An applicant must first successfully go 
through the SDP and then apply for temporary 
residence. These are two separate procedures. 
It is important to note that the whole process 
does not guarantee a permanent residence 
and thereby the possibility of acquiring 
Ukrainian nationality. The process is time and 
resource-intensive, offering no guarantees for 
regularisation of residence status; at the same 
time, those applying may face risks such as 
detention. This explains in part why few state-
less people in Ukraine have gone through the 
process. Up to the time of the Russian inva-
sion on 24th February 2022, only 55 people 
had acquired temporary residence in Ukraine 
through the SDP, while 1000 applications were 
pending.10 There has been little progress since 
then. Due to the invasion, population registers 
in Ukraine were closed for some time and the 
SDP was halted, although it was later restarted 
in select areas. Government services are over-
whelmed due to the war. 

The vast majority of stateless people in 
Ukraine do not have a regular residence status 
or standard forms of identification. This leaves 
them vulnerable in the current war. In addi-
tion to an already dire restriction of rights, 
in practice it means that they do not have 
access to international protection. Worse yet, 
it can also mean that they have no freedom of 
movement and cannot even become internally 
displaced because in order to travel outside of 
their locality, people currently have to pass 
military checkpoints where standard forms of 
identification are required. 

Due to the difficulties of functioning in a 
war zone, Right to Protection (R2P), one of 
UNHCR’s implementing partners in Ukraine, 
lost contact with a third of the stateless people 
with whom it had been in contact. Of those with 
whom R2P managed to re-establish contact, 
about 75% had not moved anywhere and had 
not been able to seek safety. In interviews, 
these people cited fear of being detained and 

interrogated while crossing military check-
points due to lack of valid identity documents; 
lack of knowledge about safe routes; fear of 
separation from their children when they have 
no proof of parentage; and, lastly, lack of any 
assistance at destination. Since most stateless 
people do not possess standard documents, 
they do not have access to housing for dis-
placed persons, cannot register as internally 
displaced and cannot access humanitarian 
assistance. The interviews revealed that state-
less people feel safer in the neighbourhoods 
that they know.

Lack of access to humanitarian aid alone 
is a serious challenge for stateless people in 
Ukraine. Ukrainian legislation requires NGOs 
to report on all aid distributed to people, 
identifying recipients by their tax number. 
Aid recipients are required to provide their 
tax number in order to receive any kind of 
assistance, no matter how small or essential 
that assistance may be, such as foodstuffs 
or medicine. Stateless people can therefore 
only survive by finding unofficial jobs, which 
is practically impossible in wartime, or by 
relying on private volunteers who do not have 
strict reporting rules (although this can lead to 
abuses and fraud). 

Outside Ukraine
According to R2P, less than 10% of undocu-
mented stateless people left Ukraine in March 
2022, when the border crossings were rela-
tively easier. Even if a stateless person is able to 
leave his or her locality and is not turned back 
at the border, they are likely to encounter new 
challenges once outside Ukraine. The imple-
mentation of laws such as the EU Temporary 
Protection Directive (TPD) can vary substan-
tially depending on country, border crossing, 
immigration office, municipal authority, or 
even the attitudes of these authorities.

As mentioned above, only 55 stateless 
persons were recognised and granted tem-
porary residence status in Ukraine prior to 
24th February, 2022 (the date of Russian full-
scale invasion of Ukraine).Therefore, the vast 
majority of stateless people in Ukraine are not 
eligible for protection under the TPD as they 
lack the necessary documentation and proof of 
residence. The issue is compounded because 
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not all European countries have a Statelessness 
Determination Procedure. Those that do may 
not have a formal statutory mechanism, often 
lack knowledge and sufficiently qualified staff, 
and do not provide any information or free 
legal aid to stateless people. 

To make matters worse, Ukrainian con-
sulates are only dealing with requests from 
Ukrainian nationals and the State Migration 
Service has no regulations on the issuance of 
documents to stateless people abroad, even 
for those who were recognised as stateless in 
Ukraine. All this creates a vicious circle for 
stateless people who have fled Ukraine. 

There is also fear among those without suf-
ficient documentation that even if they are 
able to leave Ukraine to seek safety, they will 
not be able to return. Given the lack of proper 
regulatory frameworks to safeguard stateless 
people’s rights, that fear is well grounded. It 
could create a limbo for such people, where 
they cannot return to Ukraine but would not 
be able to stay in the country that is temporar-
ily hosting them. 

Recommendations
We propose three main recommendations for 
action. 

Firstly, address the barriers that endanger 
stateless people in Ukraine in order to 
ensure access to humanitarian aid and safe 
passage. Every person in Ukraine, whether 
displaced or residing in conflict-affected areas, 
should have access to humanitarian assistance 
regardless of their documentation. To ensure 
this, the Ukrainian government should lift 
the requirement for recipients of humanitar-
ian aid to provide a tax number. International 
NGOs and UN agencies should include state-
less people in their lists of people to receive 
assistance, taking into account their lack of 
standard documentation, and should work 
with State actors to raise greater awareness 
about statelessness.

Secondly, ensure an inclusive, human rights-
based response in Europe. Everyone fleeing 
the war in Ukraine should be guaranteed access 
to the territory of Europe regardless of docu-
mentation or residence status, as mandated 

by the EU and UNHCR, and in line with the 
principles of international law including the 
right to claim asylum. EU Member States 
should extend eligibility for temporary protec-
tion to all stateless people and those at risk 
of statelessness from Ukraine, regardless of 
documentation or residence status. 

Thirdly, make progress on a comprehen-
sive, integrated approach to preventing and 
ending statelessness. In March 2023, R2P 
gathered representatives from the Ukrainian 
government, UNHCR and civil society. This 
consultation paved the way for further steps 
towards ending statelessness in Ukraine, 
including commitments to: identify and 
recognise all stateless people in Ukraine; 
document the different profiles of stateless 
people; address possible gaps that could create 
new statelessness cases; and elaborate a joint 
roadmap to resolve existing cases and prevent 
new cases. 

Moreover, progress is needed in all European 
countries to prevent and reduce statelessness. 
Governments need to take effective measures 
to determine who is stateless on their territory 
and grant them the protection enshrined in 
the 1954 Convention Relating to the Status of 
Stateless Persons. SDPs should be established 
and strengthened. Safeguards should be estab-
lished to guarantee that children of refugees 
do not grow up stateless, and statelessness 
among unaccompanied and separated chil-
dren should be identified and their rights to 
a birth certificate and nationality guaranteed. 
States should also facilitate the naturalisation 
of recognised stateless people and make every 
effort to expedite proceedings and to reduce 
the charges and costs.
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Founder of Apatride Network 

Sofiia Kordonets s.kordonets@r2p.org.ua   
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How language affects access to services and 
information
Christine Fricke, Nataliia Gusak and Andrii Kryshtal 

Effective support for people fleeing the war in Ukraine requires an understanding of their 
language and communication needs and preferences. 

Ukraine is multilingual. Ukrainian, the official 
language, is spoken alongside Russian and 
minority languages like Romani, Crimean 
Tatar, Hungarian and Gagauz. Effective 
support for people fleeing the war in Ukraine 
requires an understanding of their language, 
and communication needs and preferences. Yet 
Ukrainians affected by the war face multiple 
language challenges, and barriers to commu-
nicating their needs and accessing information 
and services.

Firstly, the war between Ukraine and Russia 
has heightened language sensitivities. Since 
February 2022, growing numbers of Russian 
speakers have begun speaking Ukrainian. But, 
others are unwilling or unable to make that 
change.

Secondly, although Ukraine is a multilin-
gual country, not everyone is multilingual. 
Language and literacy barriers typically 
exclude marginalised groups. Older people, 
people with disabilities, people from rural 
areas and certain marginalised language 
speakers are less likely to be comfortable using 
more than one language. Providing informa-
tion and communication in marginalised 
languages and in accessible formats is crucial 

to reaching the most vulnerable and prevent-
ing further exclusion. 

Thirdly, the lack of easily accessible infor-
mation means that people fleeing Ukraine 
rely heavily on social media networks and 
personal contacts. Even when host nations 
and international organisations provide 
translation and interpretation support, the 
over-reliance on untrained informal transla-
tors and interpreters creates unnecessary risks 
of confusion and miscommunication. While 
information access is a challenge everywhere, 
communication barriers vary by host country. 
To improve access to information and services 
it is essential to understand the specific chal-
lenges Ukrainians face in each host country. In 
this article we discuss findings from CLEAR 
Global’s research on language use and com-
munication practices in the humanitarian 
response in Ukraine, Poland, Moldova and 
Romania.¹

Sensitivities
There are sensitivities around whether an 
individual speaks Russian or Ukrainian. 
The 1996 Constitution of Ukraine recognises 
Ukrainian as the country’s official language 

1. Batha E (2022) ‘Ukraine’s stateless trapped in warzone with no 
proof they exist’, Reuters bit.ly/ukraine-crisis-statelessness
2. Statelessness is difficult to measure, presenting a unique set 
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Inclusion (2020) ‘Statelessness in Numbers: 2020’  
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4. European Network on Statelessness (2022) ‘ENS Briefing – 
Stateless people displaced from Ukraine’  
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5. ADC Memorial and Right to Protection (2019) Statelessness in 
Russia and Ukraine: possible ways to overcome the problem  
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and guarantees the free development, use and 
protection of Russian and other languages of 
national minorities. After the escalation of the 
war in 2022, the sense of a national identity 
is even more tied to the Ukrainian language. 
Many Russian-speaking Ukrainians have 
decided to switch to Ukrainian for patriotic 
reasons or because of traumatic experiences. 
As one Ukrainian told us, “The Russian 
language is now associated with intense suf-
fering”. Understanding the impact of these 
shifts can help service providers adapt their 
language strategies for service delivery.

A history of multilingualism, especially 
in the big cities, makes it possible for many 
in Ukraine to switch to Ukrainian, but this 
is not necessarily the case for Ukrainians in 
more rural areas, speakers of marginalised or 
minority languages, or ethnic Russians living 
in Ukraine. Some Ukrainians we talked to 
described having difficulties finding the right 
words or understanding legal, medical or 
other technical information, especially when 
under stress. This means people using services 
may need the option of switching to Russian, 
or another language, if their Ukrainian fails 
them. 

Speakers of minority languages, such as 
Crimean Tatar, might face no issues at all to 
communicate in Ukrainian, whereas speak-
ers of Azeri or Romani may use Russian as 
their second language and find it harder to 
switch to Ukrainian, though this also varies 
by region. Many ethnic Russians, educated 
during the Soviet era and living in predomi-
nantly Russian-speaking parts of the country, 
have used Russian their whole lives. While for 
younger Russian speakers, who were educated 
mainly in Ukrainian, the transition is easier. 

With such sensitivities at stake, humanitar-
ian organisations and host communities and 
authorities may struggle to know how best 
to communicate with people fleeing the war 
in Ukraine. They may find it helpful to learn 
from Ukrainian language policy, which states 
that the first exchange in any public setting 
such as a shop should be in Ukrainian, after 
which the speaker can use the language they 
are most comfortable with. In the current 
context, saying “Hello” or “Can I help you?” 
in Ukrainian sends a powerful signal that this 

is a safe space, even if the conversation that 
follows is in Russian or a mix of Russian and 
Ukrainian. 

Language and literacy barriers
Language and literacy barriers typically 
exclude marginalised groups. Ethnic minori-
ties, people with lower levels of literacy and 
people with physical impairments more often 
face difficulties accessing information or com-
municating in a second language. In contexts 
of disaster and humanitarian crisis, where 
access to information is vital, these language 
and communication barriers further increase 
vulnerability and the risk of exclusion. 

The Ukrainians we talked to had encoun-
tered numerous situations where language 
barriers made it hard or impossible to get 
information or access services. These ranged 
from getting health care to applying for cash 
assistance or registering a child at school – in 
finding out what is available, understanding 
the procedure, completing the paperwork and 
engaging with staff. 

Romani speakers face particular difficulties. 
An estimated 400,000 Roma lived in Ukraine 
before the escalation of the war in February, 
and the vast majority speak Romani (or, more 
precisely, a variety of Romani dialects) as their 
main language. While many use a second 
language to some extent, not all do, and not 
all do so comfortably. To make safe, informed 
decisions about what to do, Roma people need 
support in Romani, which responders rarely 
provide. 

Even for Roma who speak a second language 
like Russian or Romanian, access to informa-
tion can be challenging. Due to educational 
exclusion, some Roma have low levels of 
literacy and struggle to engage with written 
information. This is especially the case for 
women, older people and people with dis-
abilities. Difficulties engaging with written 
information leave them reliant on verbal com-
munication and again reduce their options to 
verify information against available written 
sources. This makes them more vulnerable to 
misinformation and disinformation. 

Moreover, Roma and people with lower 
levels of literacy in general are less likely to 
be familiar with different scripts. One Romani 
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speaker who had fled to Moldova, understood 
Romanian and was literate in Cyrillic, told us 
that he was still unable to access information 
made available in Latin script: “We understand 
the language but not the alphabet. I can’t read 
a single letter.”

Though responders are aware of communi-
cation needs and report a range of languages 
being spoken by service users, services rarely 
cater for marginalised languages such as 
Romani or Ukrainian Sign Language. Only 
one of 73 surveyed responders in Poland, 
Romania and Moldova said their organisation 
could communicate in Romani; none had any 
capacity in Ukrainian Sign Language. 

Communication barriers in different host 
countries
People fleeing Ukraine need up-to-date 
information on a wide range of legal and 
administrative topics and on education and 
employment opportunities in their host coun-
tries. Yet the information resources provided 
by host countries and international organisa-
tions are often insufficient to their needs, hard 
to understand without an interpreter or further 
explanation, or are inconsistent, quickly out-
dated and not clearly signposted. Information 
is often not provided in the relevant languages, 
and includes terms relating to national systems 
and procedures that Ukrainians are not famil-
iar with.

As a result, people rely heavily on social 
media networks and personal contacts. But 
finding relevant and reliable information for 
different host countries is a challenge. Older 
people who sometimes feel less confident 
with smartphones and internet browsing face 
even greater difficulties. While personal tips, 
online or in-person, from other people leaving 
Ukraine can be helpful, they may also be inac-
curate or lack insight into the legal or cultural 
context of the host country. Ukrainians we 
spoke to voiced anxiety that a lack of under-
standing resulted in legal difficulties and 
missed opportunities relating to work, educa-
tion and assistance.

Responders we surveyed in Poland, 
Romania, and Moldova were largely une-
quipped to address language barriers. In 
all three countries, providing information 

even in Ukrainian was a great challenge, and 
many organisations reverted to communicat-
ing in Russian and English plus the national 
language of the host country.2 Organisations 
also relied on staff, volunteers and affected 
people themselves to bridge the language 
divide – most with no training or guidance 
on humanitarian interpreting. This approach 
can create unnecessary risks and confusion 
for service users. Its effectiveness also varied 
depending on the linguistic context in each 
country.

In Poland, Russian language proficiency 
among an older generation of Poles and simi-
larities between Slavic languages helped to 
bridge communication barriers, as did the 
sizable Ukrainian community that existed 
even before the war. Many service users have 
been able to hold simple conversations with 
Polish volunteers and aid workers without an 
interpreter. Research participants suggested 
this relative ease of communication had been 
a factor in the decision to come to Poland. But 
language and communication challenges still 
exist for marginalised language communi-
ties like Romani and Sign Language users, 
while government offices present some of the 
biggest communication challenges for many 
Ukrainians. 

In Moldova, most people fleeing Ukraine 
are first or second-language Russian speak-
ers, which makes it easier for them to access 
information materials in Russian. However, 
while Russian is spoken by older Moldovans, 
this is not necessarily the case for the younger 
generation, which created communication 
challenges with younger Moldovan humani-
tarian response volunteers. 

In Romania, Ukrainians faced much 
greater communication difficulties than in 
Poland or Moldova. Romanian belongs to a 
different language family from Ukrainian, 
Russian and Polish. Few Romanians speak 
Russian, and even fewer speak Ukrainian. 
The Ukrainian community in Romania before 
February 2022 was also much smaller than in 
other countries neighbouring Ukraine. So for 
most of the roughly 1.5 million Ukrainians 
who have crossed into Romania, relying on 
speaking similar languages for partial under-
standing was not possible. For Ukrainians 



FM
R

 7
2

43Ukraine: Insights and implications

with knowledge of English, using English 
was a viable option – but not everyone speaks 
English. 

The importance of using the right language 
Research participants highlighted how 
language was important not only for under-
standing and access to support in a new 
country but also for their sense of safety and 
well-being. Several Ukrainians described 
being heartened by signs of welcome and soli-
darity in Ukrainian at the border and even on 
the sides of buses. Some described their relief 
at hearing their own language spoken when 
they first crossed the border after a long and 
difficult journey. 

To provide Ukrainians with the necessary 
information in the right languages, responders 
need data on language and format preferences, 
the specifics of communication in Ukraine and 
the sensitivities of using languages in wartime 
circumstances. They also need insights into the 
specific language challenges that Ukrainians 
face in each country, and the existing gaps in 
available language support. Providing basic 
training for staff and establishing links with 
professional language service providers can 
significantly improve communication and 
access to information. 

The cooperation and involvement of 
Governments, NGOs and language service 
providers can all play a vital role in helping 
Ukrainian refugees to overcome language and 
communication obstacles, access the informa-
tion and services they need, and start building 
their lives in new countries.
Christine Fricke christine.fricke@clearglobal.org 
Global Research Lead, CLEAR Global/Translators 
without Borders

Nataliia Gusak nataliagusak@gmail.com  
Lead Researcher,  CLEAR Global’s Research on 
Data Validation in the Humanitarian Response in 
Ukraine

Andrii Kryshtal acryshtal@gmail.com  
Research Coordinator, CLEAR Global’s Research 
on Language Use and Communication Practices 
in the Humanitarian Response in Ukraine, 
Poland, Moldova and Romania

1. We collected data between April and December 2022 from 
a total of 306 Ukrainians affected by the war, humanitarian 
responders, and language service providers . This research was 
funded by Oxfam. For more details and practical resources for 
addressing language and communication challenges for displaced 
Ukrainians, see clearglobal.org/ukraine-response/ 
2. Ukrainians who took part in our research in Moldova largely 
used Russian as their language of communication and didn’t want 
to use Ukrainian to the same extent as in Poland and Romania.

Unseen challenges: risks faced by IDPs with 
disabilities in Ukraine
Chiara Valenti 

IDPs with disabilities in Ukraine face heightened risks. More initiatives are needed that 
prioritise disability-inclusive approaches, employ data-driven decision-making, and actively 
involve people with disabilities in response efforts.

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has resulted in 
a severe and rapidly evolving displacement 
crisis, endangering the lives, dignity and 
well-being of millions of displaced individu-
als. People with disabilities are particularly 
exposed to these heightened risks. 

By the end of 2022, the number of internally 
displaced people (IDPs) in Ukraine reached 
5,900,000. Significantly, a quarter of IDPs say 
they have at least one family member with 
a disability accompanying them, while 41% 

indicate the presence of one or more elderly 
household members.1 National and inter-
national organisations have made efforts to 
improve the assistance provided to people 
with disabilities. However, individuals with 
disabilities continue to encounter significant 
barriers when attempting to access bomb 
shelters and have become stranded in con-
flict zones because of financial limitations, 
lack of accessible transportation or absence 
of assistive devices. Even those who have 

mailto:christine.fricke%40clearglobal.org?subject=
mailto:nataliagusak%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:acryshtal%40gmail.com?subject=
https://clearglobal.org/ukraine-response/
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successfully fled the conflict continue to expe-
rience difficulties regarding hygiene, mobility 
equipment, and accessible housing.

The COVID-19 pandemic had already exac-
erbated existing patterns of discrimination, 
exclusion and inequality faced by people with 
disabilities, especially those living in institu-
tions. In the first quarter of 2021, 67% of IDPs 
aged 60 and above, as well as 69% of people 
with disabilities reported dire economic 
situations and exhibited coping mechanisms 
for food insecurity.2 Moreover, the digital 
verification system for pensioners in non-
government-controlled areas was difficult to 
access for people with disabilities and older 
people residing in these areas, many of whom 
were internally displaced. 

Challenges in evacuation and accessing 
support 
In August 2022, the Committee on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) held a 
meeting to address the increased risk of death 
or injury faced by individuals with disabilities 
during attacks on civilians. The discussion 
shed light on several obstacles, including a 
lack of access to evacuation support, separa-
tion from family, inadequate information 
on available aid, inaccessible bomb shelters, 
and the absence of alternatives to sirens for 
those with hearing impairments.3 A survey in 
mid-2022 by the National Assembly of People 
with Disabilities in Ukraine corroborated 
the CRPD’s findings and showed that evacu-
ees with disabilities also faced challenges 
in obtaining assistive devices in their new 
communities.

The limited involvement of individuals 
with disabilities and organisations of people 
with disabilities (OPDs) in emergency pre-
paredness and response planning further 
exacerbates the situation. The impact of this 
exclusion is reflected in the low proportion 
of IDPs with disabilities successfully assisted 
by protection responses. As of April 2023, of 
the 1,581,398 people reached by the protec-
tion cluster, 3% (42,000) were people with 
disabilities and 11% (176,000) were elderly.4 
Given that the International Organisation for 
Migration (IOM) found that 25% of displaced 
households contain at least one member with 

a disability, it is probable that the protection 
requirements of IDPs with disabilities are 
not being fully met. Recent research by the 
Protection Cluster underscores the persis-
tence of three key protection issues faced by 
people with disabilities: inadequate access to 
specialised services, limited independence in 
accessing livelihoods and financial resources, 
and insufficient provision of safe spaces and 
privacy. 

IDPs with disabilities in institutions
The challenges faced by IDPs with disabilities 
are further exacerbated when they reside 
in institutions. The poor living conditions 
and standards of care found in Ukraine’s 
residential care system have long been a 
subject of controversy, particularly concern-
ing orphaned and abandoned children. Many 
institutions lack suitable evacuation plans and 
routes, and the conflict has further intensified 
existing protection issues, including neglect, 
physical and sexual violence, and exploita-
tion of vulnerable residents.5 The Ukrainian 
government had brought in some reforms, but 
these have been derailed by the outbreak of 
war, leaving IDPs with disabilities – especially 
children – who live in institutions doubly 
abandoned because of their displacement and 
their disabilities. 

Lack of data
The lack of reliable, detailed data on IDPs 
with disabilities is one of the major barriers 
impeding their integration into policies and 
programmes. Collecting and utilising com-
prehensive national-level data is a complex 
undertaking but essential if governments 
are to mitigate the hazards that displace-
ment may bring to IDPs with disabilities. It is 
equally important to consider how to derive 
meaningful insights from the data and adjust 
programming accordingly. Additionally, 
qualitative research plays a crucial role in 
identifying specific obstacles and shortcom-
ings faced by IDPs with disabilities, providing 
valuable insights that can inform targeted 
interventions.

With the outbreak of war in February 2022, 
the IOM has conducted several rounds of 
representative general population surveys 
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to identify the needs, movements and inten-
tions of affected individuals, including IDPs 
with disabilities. However, the exact number 
of IDPs with disabilities living in territo-
ries affected by war or occupation remains 
unclear due to various factors. One key 
reason is the lack of synchronisation in the 
IDP registration system at the county level, 
leading to inconsistent and incomplete data. 
Moreover, humanitarian organisations do not 
consistently report on indicators related to 
disabilities, further contributing to the lack of 
comprehensive data on this population.

Improved coordination among relevant 
stakeholders, enhanced data collection mecha-
nisms, and standardised reporting practices 
would contribute to a more accurate under-
standing of the situation faced by IDPs with 
disabilities, enabling more effective and inclu-
sive responses.

Promising practices and implications 
The European Disability Forum (EDF) and 
Christian Blind Mission (CBM) have collabo-
rated with OPDs in Ukraine and neighbouring 
countries to provide direct services and refer-
rals to over 11,800 individuals and their 
families. This joint project has focused on 
meeting immediate needs and influencing the 
broader humanitarian response, with future 

efforts aimed at promoting disability-inclusive 
recovery.

The Riga Declaration is another notable 
initiative with positive implications for 
disability-inclusive responses in displacement 
crises. Drafted by EDF and SUSTENTO, it high-
lights the challenges faced by individuals with 
disabilities in Ukraine and those fleeing the 
war.6 The declaration emphasises the impor-
tance of accessibility, deinstitutionalisation, 
and meaningful participation for people with 
disabilities. It calls for comprehensive data 
collection, transparent emergency response 
plans, the active involvement of people with 
disabilities and OPDs in decision-making pro-
cesses, and independent monitoring with the 
close involvement of OPDs.

ACTED, with support from Alliance2015, 
has helped renovate 120 collective centres 
to provide dignified and accessible accom-
modation for those affected by the conflict.7 
Completed in January 2023, 7 rooms of a 
24-hour shelter for young people with disabili-
ties in Chernivtsi now offer improved living 
conditions – including recreations rooms 
and facilities tailored to individuals with 
disabilities, limited mobility, and the elderly 
– allowing displaced Ukrainians, including 
those with disabilities, to regain independence 
and experience greater comfort.

Natalia and her son, displaced by war in Sloviansk, eastern Ukraine, found shelter in Lviv. At Lviv National University of Veterinary Medicine 
and Biotechnologies, they join 120 others in communal dormitories, June 2022. Credit: Christian Jepsen/NRC 
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Supporting older people in Ukraine’s conflict  
Luciana Caffarelli, Hester Clark and Simon Harris

Humanitarian response in the current conflict needs to better recognise the diversity of 
experience among older Ukrainians, target assistance to their specific requirements, and 
provide support to them where they are.

The situation in Ukraine has been called the 
world’s ‘oldest’ humanitarian crisis,  with 
more people over 60 affected by conflict and 
displacement than any other country.1 Since 
the escalation of the war in February 2022, gas, 
electricity and water infrastructure has been 
damaged and large swathes of civilian infra-
structure destroyed. Access to pensions, health 
care and other basic services has been severely 
curtailed. With the demographics of Ukraine 
skewed towards older people, and particularly 
older women,2 the impact on this group has 
been devastating. 

Older people make up a disproportionate 
number of civilians remaining in areas of 
active hostilities and face a greater likelihood 
of being killed or injured.3 Older people who 
have remained in conflict areas face disrup-
tions to supplies of food, water, medicine and 
electricity. For those who are displaced, the 
collective centres and other informal, unvet-
ted sources of shelter that provide emergency 
accommodation are often unsuitable to meet 
their needs. Many older Ukrainians are also in 
a financially precarious position as they rely 
on the small State pension to survive. 

Despite the high proportion of older people 
among the conflict-affected population, 
humanitarian support generally follows a one-
size-fits-all model that fails to uphold older 
people’s rights. Recent research by HelpAge 
International reveals the varied experiences of 
older people, including how specific sections 
of the older population, namely older women, 
people over 70 and older people with disabili-
ties face disproportionate risks.4 

Assumptions that older people are passive 
recipients of care and aid ignores the diversity 
and complexity of their lives and overlooks 
their active participation in responding to the 
needs of their communities. Many older people 
are performing crucial roles in the current 
crisis, whether as social care workers or as care 
givers for other older adults and/or children. 

This article explores some of the key 
needs identified through research and from 
supporting older people in the Ukraine 
humanitarian response. HelpAge’s trained 
social care workers deliver essential services to 
older people in their own homes and in shelters. 
These services include psychosocial support, 
home help and assessment for the provision 

Sustaining and expanding such initiatives 
is crucial to ensure the full recognition and 
fulfilment of the rights and needs of IDPs 
with disabilities. By persistently prioritising 
disability-inclusive approaches, employing 
data-driven decision-making, and actively 
involving people with disabilities and OPDs 
in the response efforts, a more inclusive and 
resilient humanitarian system can be fostered, 
leaving no one behind. 
Chiara Valenti 
chiara.valenti@idmc.ch @_chiaravalenti 
Research Associate, Internal Displacement 
Monitoring Centre 

1. IOM (2023) Ukraine Internal Displacement Report: General 
Population Survey Round 12 (16 - 23 January 2023)  
bit.ly/iom-ukraine-idps-report
2. OCHA (2022) Ukraine Humanitarian Needs Overview 2022  
bit.ly/ocha-ukraine-report-2022 (also available in Ukrainian)
3. OHCHR (2022) Situation of persons with disabilities in Ukraine, 
CRDP 27th Session Report bit.ly/ohchr-disability-ukraine-report
4. Protection Cluster (2023) Ukraine Protection Cluster 
Achievements Dashboard  
https://response.reliefweb.int/ukraine/protection 
5. UNHCR (2022) Ensuring the protection of persons with disabilities 
fleeing from Ukraine  
https://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/97259 
6. EDF (2022) Riga Declaration on a Peaceful and Disability-
Inclusive Ukraine  
www.edf-feph.org/publications/riga-declaration/ 
7. ACTED (2023) How does ACTED help people with disabilities 
internally displaced in Ukraine? bit.ly/acted-ukraine
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of multi-purpose cash, assistive devices, and 
hygiene products to support those living with 
bowel and urinary incontinence.  

Displaced and remaining  
Displacement poses many challenges to older 
people. Packing belongings, carrying cases 
and getting on public transport can be dif-
ficult. The facilities at shelters or the homes 
of friends and relatives may not be designed 
with the needs of older people and people with 
disabilities in mind.5 Access problems can 
include the absence of ramps, shower facilities 
without handrails, and corridors that are not 
wide enough to accommodate wheelchairs. 
Many older people are turned away by shel-
ters because they cannot cater for people with 
incontinence. Other issues include the inabil-
ity to access cash assistance when identity 
documents and pension books have been lost.

Those that remain in their own homes 
face specific challenges. There is the physical 
danger of being close to the conflict. There is 
also the reduction in services: health facilities 
may have been relocated, power supplies and 
other utilities may be cut or reduced, shops 
and businesses may have closed down. In 
addition, many older people lack the financial 
resources to repair or improve their damaged 
homes.6 Finally, friends, relatives and neigh-
bours might have left. However, after a lifetime 
in their own homes, many older people are 
still reluctant to leave and would rather stay 
and face these challenges.  Nina, 84, from a 
village in the east of Kharkivska Oblast that 
saw intense fighting in May 2022, reflected this 
feeling: “I’m never leaving, even the Russian 
shell that blew a hole in my roof couldn’t force 
me out.” 

Psychosocial support 
In a recent survey that explored a number of 
issues including the psychosocial support 
needs of older people because of the war, 
over 50% of respondents reported a negative 
impact on their mental health.7 Many reported 
experiencing nightmares, isolation, fear of the 
future and feeling unable to cope. The support 
of HelpAge trained social care workers, many 
of whom are older people themselves, can help 
reduce the psychological stress experienced 

by older people. Social care workers visit older 
people in their homes once or twice a week and 
are a vital lifeline, they are also instrumen-
tal in collecting data and conducting needs 
assessments to determine whether additional 
services are required.  

Hygiene and incontinence 
Maintaining good personal hygiene is an 
important factor for the physical health, 
mental health and dignity of all people. In 
contexts of conflict and displacement, these 
needs are amplified and increasingly difficult 
to maintain. In Ukraine, a lack of income or 
inability to access funds, the reduced avail-
ability of hygiene products, and limited 
public transport or support networks to help 
purchase these products present huge barri-
ers to good hygiene, especially in shelters and 
areas closest to the front line. For older people 
living with bowel and urinary incontinence, 
regular access to incontinence products is 
crucial to living a dignified life. Lyubov, 62, 
displaced from the East and currently living 
in a shelter in Lviv, explains the importance of 
such products:

“I have low mobility from arthritis and a 
stroke I recently suffered. This is a large shelter 
with many people, and the bathrooms are quite 
far away. The incontinence pads are essential 
for me and my husband with disabilities.” 

Devices that enable functioning and 
independence
The timely provision of assistive devices, 
such as wheelchairs, walking frames, sticks, 
adapted toilet seats and bathroom chairs, 
needs to be a key component of humanitar-
ian assistance for older people in Ukraine. 
Assistive devices can have a positive impact 
on independence, reducing vulnerability and 
building older peoples’ resilience.8 Out of 
400 older people interviewed by HelpAge in 
Ukraine in December 2022, 43% faced barriers 
to accessing assistive devices. Although older 
people are in theory able to obtain government 
support for such items, the registration process 
is slow, bureaucratic and not adapted to cater-
ing for displaced people, people who have lost 
their documentation and those unable to easily 
access local health services for assessment. 
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Multi-purpose cash assistance  
Multi-purpose cash assistance (MPCA) has 
been a critical part of the overall humanitarian 
response in Ukraine and has been identified by 
older people, and the affected population more 
broadly, as their number one need. However, 
our experience shows that older people’s addi-
tional needs are not always factored in. The 
Cash Working Group in Ukraine (comprising 
national and international NGOs and UN 
agencies that provide cash voucher assistance) 
aims to promote the development of inclusive 
quality cash assistance; it has recommended 
the monthly amount of 2,220 UAH per person. 
For older people who frequently need to spend 
more on medicines and personal hygiene 
items, and often spend more time at home, 
which increases heating and lighting costs, 
this is not enough. 

In addition, the most at-risk older people 
might not be able to access MPCA. Most older 
people receive monthly pension payments 
through the Ukrainian postal service – 
Ukrposhta. Due to its reach, HelpAge uses the 
same system to deliver MPCA, though there are 
challenges. HelpAge uses this same system to 
deliver MPCA. The service offers two options 
for payment – collection in person from a post 
office or cash delivery to a residence. However, 
opening and operating a post office account is 
contingent upon being able to provide identity 
documentation. For displaced people who 
have lost their documents this is impossible. 
The service is also address dependent and 
there are often delays updating addresses in 
the post office systems. Additionally, in many 
remote villages near the frontline, the postal 
system no longer operates. This means MPCA 
providers using this method often have to seek 
riskier alternatives such as distributing physi-
cal cash or providing transfers through the 
friends and relatives of the recipients in order 
to ensure no-one is left out. 

Winterisation  
The targeting of Ukraine’s energy infrastruc-
ture has left millions of people without power 
for heating, lighting and cooking for extended 
periods, which creates particular challenges in 
winter. Older people face greater health risks 
associated with the onset of cold weather and 

winter in wartime greatly amplifies those risks. 
Humanitarian winterisation programmes are 
often centred on providing warm clothing, 
but whilst displaced older people often need 
additional winter clothing, those remaining in 
their own homes generally do not.  

What they do need is access to cash to pay 
utility bills and carry out essential repairs for 
improved domestic insulation. They also need 
the ability to stay in contact with friends and 
relatives, lighting and a way of cooking and 
staying warm during power-cuts. The most 
important winterisation interventions are the 
provision of low-energy rechargeable lighting, 
power banks for charging mobile phones and 
servicing traditional coal or wood burning 
stoves. 

Insights and recommendations 
Older people face specific challenges in situa-
tions of humanitarian crises and displacement. 
When there is a failure to consider older people 
and identify their particular requirements, 
they will continue to face barriers to accessing 
protection and assistance. In Ukraine, a far 
greater focus is needed on providing targeted 
support to this disproportionately large and 
increasingly at-risk group.

This can be achieved by all responding 
organisations promoting the engagement and 
participation of older people to incorporate 
their perspectives into the design, implemen-
tation and monitoring of programmes and 
policies. Collecting, analysing, using and 
reporting on sex, age and disability disag-
gregated data is critical to understanding the 
complexity of experience of all affected people 
and designing appropriate interventions. 

Befriending, mentoring and counselling 
services could be added to existing protec-
tion programmes. The development of new 
shelters or rehabilitation of existing shelters 
should consider the needs of older people so 
that their use is ‘universal’, and access to assis-
tive devices should be a part of every agency’s 
programming through partnership with expe-
rienced organisations, such as HelpAge.

Finally, it is critical that humanitarian actors 
expand programmes that focus on deliver-
ing assistance to older people close to where 
they are living through community-based 
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How Black African students experienced forced 
displacement from Ukraine
Lindsey N Kingston and Igho Ekakitie

The forced migration journeys of Black African students in Ukraine highlight the 
vulnerabilities that minority non-nationals experienced during the 2022 Russian invasion.

When Russia began its invasion in late 
February 2022 there were 76,548 interna-
tional students from 155 countries enrolled 
in Ukrainian universities. Displaced inter-
national students are an important and 
interesting group because they are ‘not quite’ 
refugees. Their country of citizenship was not 
under attack, but they had to flee and their 
lives were uprooted. They had invested time 
and finances in educational programmes that 
have been interrupted or destroyed and they 
may lack the resources to simply start again. 

This article draws on interviews with 15 
Black African students, aged 19 to 29, who 
were displaced from Ukraine in February 
2022. Interviews centred on the decision-
making processes that brought them to safety 
and their migration journeys. Respondents 
primarily originated from countries in West 
and East Africa, and interviews were con-
ducted via Zoom between May and October 
2022. 

Information gathering and decision making
The interview data suggests that the respond-
ents – like many others – were unprepared 
for the 2022 invasion. African students were 
influenced by Ukrainian peers, local news 
and international news that underestimated 
the threat. Many respondents commented that 
Putin’s aggressive comments were not taken 
seriously, especially because of the smaller-
scale conflict in 2014. They did not expect 
widespread violence. “Who seriously thinks 
about war in the twenty-first century?” asked 
Moon (22, from Nigeria).1 “Even the people 
who went home for Christmas, they came back 
afterward. We weren’t really that worried.” Kite 
(27, from Nigeria) reflected that it felt like social 
media was warning that “the whole world was 
burning” but people in Ukraine “were chill-
ing, making summer plans, cooking.”

Students used a variety of formal and 
informal sources to gather data. Social media 
and communication apps played central roles 

services and support, such as assisted living 
arrangements and home-based health and care 
services, to empower them to live safely, with 
dignity, and as actively and independently as 
possible.  
Luciana Caffarelli 
luciana.caffarelli@helpage.org 
Humanitarian Age Inclusion Adviser

Hester Clark 
hester.clark@helpage.org @hester_c  
Humanitarian Advocacy Advisor  

Simon Harris sjharris@tcd.ie 
Former Area Manager (East Ukraine)
HelpAge International

1. OCHA, Ukraine - Humanitarian Response Plan, 2022 
bit.ly/ukraine-humanitarian-response-plan
2. Direct Relief, Gender, Health, and the War in Ukraine, 2022 
bit.ly/gender-health-war-ukraine
3. Amnesty International, “I Used To Have A Home”: Older 
People’s Experience of War, Displacement, And Access To Housing 
in Ukraine, 2022 bit.ly/i-used-to-have-a-home
4. HelpAge International, “I’ve lost the life I knew”: Older 
people’s experiences of the Ukraine war and their inclusion in the 
humanitarian response, 2023 bit.ly/older-people-in-ukraine
5. OCHA, Ukraine: Winterization Plan - Winter Priority Procurement 
& Repair Plan, 2022 – 2023, 2022 bit.ly/ukraine-winterization-plan
6. ACAPS, Ukraine: winterisation needs and response, 2022 
bit.ly/ukraine-winterisation-needs-and-response
7. HelpAge International, “I’ve lost the life I knew” Older 
people’s experiences of the Ukraine war and their inclusion in the 
humanitarian response, 2023 bit.ly/older-people-in-ukraine 
8. HelpAge International, Access to age-assistive technology: A 
resilience building measure for older people, 2020:  
bit.ly/age-assistive-technology

mailto:luciana.caffarelli%40helpage.org?subject=
mailto:hester.clark%40helpage.org?subject=
https://twitter.com/hester_c
mailto:sjharris%40tcd.ie?subject=
https://bit.ly/ukraine-humanitarian-response-plan
https://bit.ly/gender-health-war-ukraine
https://bit.ly/i-used-to-have-a-home
https://bit.ly/older-people-in-ukraine
https://bit.ly/ukraine-winterization-plan
https://bit.ly/ukraine-winterisation-needs-and-response
https://bit.ly/older-people-in-ukraine
https://bit.ly/age-assistive-technology


FM
R

 7
2

50 Ukraine: Insights and implications

in information sharing – including channels 
that were quickly created by displaced people. 
Respondents also used global news sources 
such as CNN, Al Jazeera, BBC and France 
24. Sometimes social media translated the 
news from local Ukrainian news sources into 
English, and the Kyiv Post offered English 
language news. Others relied on personal net-
works, including local contacts within Ukraine 
and trusted friends and relatives outside the 
country. 

The students engaged in information resil-
ience2– that is, they reoriented and adjusted 
their knowledge base when their usual sources 
of information were disrupted by displace-
ment. This involved reconstructing their 
information landscape3 (how a person gathers 
and processes information), developing coping 
mechanisms and pooling information from a 
range of sources. Some respondents delayed 
their journeys in the hope of gathering reliable 
information, while others felt driven to move 
even without a clear idea of where they were 
going.

Sunny (19, from Nigeria) reflected: “We 
didn’t really have time to filter what was 
right or wrong. We just tried to weigh options 
and think about what was best for us. Some 
information was false, some was accurate but 
stressful to attain… in the end we had to make 
decisions without proper thinking, just follow-
ing the normal survival instincts.” 

These findings support existing research 
on information sharing during displacement 
journeys, which emphasises the role of other 
people (especially knowledgeable friends, 
family and social contacts) and the use of 
smartphone apps such as WhatsApp and 
Facebook.4 Having many information sources 
to choose from, however, does not necessarily 
translate into having trustworthy data. People 
need reliable sources of practical information 
during emergencies.

Experiences of forced displacement
Students’ initial experiences of displacement 
were stressful and difficult, with fear of vio-
lence exacerbated by social chaos and extreme 
winter weather. Respondents waited in long 
queues to purchase bus or train tickets that 
were frequently not available; taxi drivers 

charged exorbitant fares but were still blocked 
from border crossings by dense traffic. Many 
packed in a hurry and did not have enough food 
or warm clothing for long periods of waiting, 
especially outdoors. Destinations continued to 
shift in response to ever-changing information 
about border crossings and humanitarian aid. 
Panic often led to unsafe conditions in train 
stations and other gathering sites. Junior (22, 
from Rwanda) was taken aback by the sheer 
numbers of people in a train station, fearing a 
stampede as trains approached the platform. 
“People were getting stepped on, people were 
getting injured,” he recalled. Praise (23, from 
Ghana) had similar fears, reflecting: “I can’t 
run from a war and then die because I’m [suf-
focated] from someone pressing me.”

Technological and logistical challenges 
compounded the situation. Initial internet 
blackouts limited access to news and their 
university accounts. When on the move, stu-
dents were sometimes unable to recharge their 
phones, access mobile internet or access cash 
using ATMs.

Racial discrimination
Early media reports suggested that people 
of colour were treated differently from white 
Ukrainians and other white Europeans fleeing 
the Russian invasion. The African Union 
issued a statement on the “reported ill treat-
ment of Africans trying to leave Ukraine”, 
urging “empathy and support to all people 
fleeing war notwithstanding their racial 
identity.”5 Students had mixed reactions when 
asked whether they experienced racial dis-
crimination, both before and after the invasion 
began. Most respondents expressed positive 
feelings toward Ukraine and its people. Some 
noted underlying tensions even if their overall 
experiences were positive, while a few pointed 
to deeper problems with racism in Ukraine. 

Respondents who had positive experiences 
in Ukraine before the invasion were some-
times surprised by their treatment during 
displacement. Peace (18, from Nigeria) was told 
to expect a “racial hierarchy” on trains, which 
privileged white Ukrainian women over Black 
African women. Indeed, her group had to sit 
near the train door while cabins were mostly 
occupied by Ukrainians, with many aisles 
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filled with Black African and Indian students. 
Yet she was also careful to note that Ukrainians 
came to her rescue when others tried to push 
her back onto the train platform; Ukrainians 
shouted “Why are you pushing them down? 
They are running for their lives” and helped 
the students board. 

Some students attributed racial tensions 
to the realities of forced displacement, rather 
than reflecting broader or deeper patterns of 
discrimination. In Kyiv train station, Eli (29, 
from Liberia) observed security personnel 
“harassing foreigners to allow Ukrainian citi-
zens to get on board.” Some noticed that travel 
was easier for Black students if they travelled 
with white companions.

Concerns about racial discrimination were 
sometimes factored into decision-making. 
Praise (who describes herself as “not light, not 
chocolate, I’m dark”) made travel decisions on 
the assumption she would face racial discrimi-
nation at border crossings. One of her friends 
had reported that some Black African and 
Muslim students “had to fight” to gain entry 
to trains, and she believed that a dark-skinned 
Black woman would have fewer options in 
transit. She was prepared to spend a lot of 
money if necessary, she reflected: “If I have to 
spend $2,000 to save my life, that’s what I have 
to do”.  

Onward journeys 
After initially seeking refuge in border coun-
tries such as Poland and Slovakia, students 
continued their journeys and usually ventured 
further from the Ukrainian border. Some were 
in EU countries at the time of their interview, 
while others had returned to their home coun-
tries in Africa. Roughly three to eight months 
after the students were initially displaced, 
most students’ plans were still in flux. Many 
students had been given the option to continue 
their studies online with Ukrainian universi-
ties but such learning environments were not 
always ideal. Some were optimistic that they 
would return to continue their studies, or at 
least to celebrate graduation one day.  Others, 
however, doubted they would return to 
Ukraine, at least as students.

The conflict initially created both opportuni-
ties and challenges for Black African students. 

For some, it opened up possibilities for travel-
ling within the EU and earning degrees at 
institutions with perhaps more resources or 
better reputations. For others, displacement 
meant interrupted studies or even the need to 
start again at great financial and personal cost. 
Several students mused about taking their 
chances and returning to wartime Ukraine to 
finish their studies, despite the risks, because 
they stood to lose so much if they could not 
complete their degrees. Junior reflected on the 
impact that his displacement experience had 
on his mental health and well-being: 

“It was when I got home that I began to feel 
the mental effects of the war… Getting home, 
you realise you could have died... It took me 
about a month and a half, just mental trauma.”

Further research needs 
This project offers rich data for understanding 
the forced migration journey of Black African 
students in Ukraine, and the vulnerabilities 
of minorities in crisis situations. Yet those 
early stages of displacement are only part of 
a larger story that is becoming increasingly 
fragmented. Longitudinal data on displaced 
international students could uncover the 
consequences of their forced displacement in 
the years to follow, possibly in comparison 
with the experiences of displaced Ukrainian 
nationals.
Lindsey N Kingston 
Lkingston54@webster.edu @LindseyKingsto3 
Associate Professor of International Human 
Rights, Webster University

Igho Ekakitie  
Ighoekakitie@gmail.com @ighoekakitie 
Student researcher, Webster University
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5. African Union (2022) ‘Statement of the African Union on the 
reported ill treatment of Africans trying to leave Ukraine’  
bit.ly/africans-trying-leave-ukraine

mailto:Lkingston54%40webster.edu?subject=
https://twitter.com/LindseyKingsto3
mailto:Ighoekakitie%40gmail.com?subject=
https://twitter.com/ighoekakitie
https://bit.ly/africans-trying-leave-ukraine


FM
R

 7
2

52 Ukraine: Insights and implications

Protection from sexual exploitation and abuse: 
reflections from the first year of the emergency 
Caroline Dulin Brass, Manuela Moy and Yoko Iwasa

Protection from sexual exploitation and abuse is an integral part of the Ukraine refugee 
response. A number of policy implications, innovations and lessons for the ongoing response 
and for future crises have emerged.  

Since the full-scale Russian invasion of 
Ukraine nearly one-third of the Ukrainian 
population have been forced from their homes, 
and 6.3 million Ukrainians are now refugees.1 
The risks of sexual exploitation and abuse 
(SEA) are high, given that women and children 
represent 87% of those displaced and many 
are separated from their families.2 Moreover, 
a wide range of actors are involved in the 
response, including volunteers, informal net-
works, and others with limited humanitarian 
experience. As the emergency continues, these 
risk factors are expected to be compounded 
by increasing socio-economic vulnerabilities, 
difficulties in finding safe long-term accommo-
dation, and potential fatigue among hosting 
communities.

UNHCR deployed PSEA (Protection from 
sexual exploitation and abuse) experts in 
neighbouring countries from the onset of the 
crisis, and then recruited dedicated PSEA 
Coordinators at country and regional level. 
These staff members provided essential 
technical support, capacity building and 
coordination throughout the first year of the 
emergency. 

National PSEA Networks are in place in the 
main response countries, spearheading and 
supporting collective PSEA efforts. There is also 
a Regional PSEA and Safeguarding Network 
in place to ensure coherence and exchange of 
practices across the different countries.3 To 
promote localisation and sustainability, each 
of these PSEA Networks is co-chaired with 
national actors or NGOs – VOICE in Hungary, 
Plan International in Moldova, Fundacja 
Dajemy Dzieciom Siłę and Plan International 
in Poland, Terre des Hommes in Romania, 
and the National Centre for Human Rights in 
Slovakia – and bring together more than 170 
members across the five countries, including 

national and local NGOs, refugee-led and 
women-led organisations.

The networks engage with refugees, jointly 
finding ways to communicate risks in linguis-
tically and culturally appropriate ways. In 
Slovakia, for example, the refugee-led organi-
sation Sme Spolu (‘We are together’) found that 
traditional descriptions of SEA alienated and 
created fear among refugees. They therefore 
adapted the messages by avoiding “PSEA” 
terminology and using formulated positive 
messages, such as “you will not be blamed” 
and “you will be listened to”. These were pack-
aged into broader messages about how to stay 
safe in their country of asylum, and integrated 
into broader dialogues with refugees about 
safety.4 Around 11,600 refugees were reached 
through this project.5  

National PSEA Networks have also played 
a key role in enhancing the capacity of other 
actors. At the time of writing, more than 5,000 
frontline workers in the neighbouring coun-
tries have been trained in PSEA by UNHCR 
and its partners. Training has also been pro-
vided to reception centre staff, volunteers, call 
centre agents, border guards and police. 

Barriers to reporting
Despite the early investment in PSEA, very 
few allegations have been made to date. While 
under-reporting of sexual exploitation and 
abuse is a global challenge, in the Ukraine 
response cultural sensitivities around gender 
and gender roles have exacerbated the issue. 
The nature of the war in Ukraine and of refu-
gees experiences’ of flight and arrival in host 
countries may also have impacted their will-
ingness to raise concerns. 

Many refugees express a strong sense of 
gratitude for being welcomed in neighbouring 
countries and hesitate to provide any negative 
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feedback for fear of being considered ungrate-
ful. Widespread messages around Ukrainian 
resilience, unity and strength against the 
Russian invasion, as well as feelings of guilt or 
responsibility for family members left behind, 
may also influence people’s willingness to 
come forward with concerns. This may be 
further aggravated by gaps in information and 
accessibility of complaints mechanisms, and 
by language and diversity barriers. 

From experience in other emergencies, we 
know that it may take time for allegations 
of SEA to come forward. We can therefore 
expect a potential increase in reporting as the 
response continues, and as our mechanisms 
for reporting and our engagement with the 
community are strengthened.  

Engagement with non-traditional actors
The Ukraine response has been character-
ised by a vast array of volunteers and private 
citizens getting involved. Examples include 
students staying at reception centres at night-
time to receive new arrivals, pensioners 
translating for border guards, and Ukrainian 
diaspora and church groups handing out food 
and toys at assistance hubs in neighbouring 

countries. Individuals and companies from 
across Europe drove buses and minivans to the 
border areas to offer transport, and in border 
towns many local residents offered Ukrainians 
free housing or help to find work. 

This exceptional outflow of solidarity has 
been accompanied by challenges. Many 
refugee women have expressed difficulty in 
distinguishing between actors on the ground, 
and in assessing what offers of support are 
legitimate and whom to trust. Will I be safe 
with this family offering me shelter? Is this bus 
taking me where the driver says he is going? 
How can I make sure this offer of work does 
not end up being exploitative? 

With a multiplication of actors on the ground 
and limited oversight by the authorities, there 
is a risk that individuals with predatory inten-
tions will gain access to vulnerable, and often 
traumatised, individuals. In some reception 
centres, refugee women and children have 
been left at the hands of whoever was guarding 
the centre at night, and at several transit points 
they felt sufficiently uneasy that they risked 
jumping on the first bus, hoping it would take 
them where they wanted to go. UNHCR and 
other humanitarian actors therefore advocated 

Refugees from Ukraine wait to register for cash assistance in Warsaw, Poland, March 2022. Credit: UNHCR/Maciej Moskwa
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with local and central authorities for stronger 
oversight, information for both volunteers and 
refugees, and safe complaints and feedback 
mechanisms. 

It has proved challenging to reinforce tra-
ditional notions of PSEA in a context where 
those delivering assistance did not consider 
themselves to be humanitarian workers or to 
be bound by global standards. Many volun-
teers and non-traditional actors had limited 
knowledge of the safeguards needed to protect 
refugees. There was also a widespread percep-
tion that SEA concepts were foreign, difficult to 
understand, not consistent with national laws, 
or not applicable in the context of volunteerism.   

Training materials and resources
Considerable effort was put into building 
basic awareness of standards of conduct from 
the early days of the response in all response 
countries. UNHCR developed a ‘Dos and 
Don’ts’ leaflet for volunteers6 and offered 
PSEA briefings. The Regional Protection 
Working Group issued Guidance on Vetting 
and Registration of Volunteers and Volunteer 
Organizations,7 which outlines concrete and 
practical recommendations for host States, 
such as the requirement for all volunteers to 
carry a visible ID and receive regular briefings 
and training, and the need for background 
checks on volunteers, plus oversight and 
reporting mechanisms. The PSEA Task Force 
in Hungary drafted and translated a suite of 
tools: a Volunteer Undertaking, a basic Code 
of Conduct for volunteers to sign, and a leaflet 
with 11 Key Safeguarding Messages.8 

The integration of minimum safeguards 
in contingency and preparedness planning 
– involving the full range of actors on the 
ground – is paramount to prevent the occur-
rence of SEA in similar emergencies.

Threats in the digital space 
Risks posed by the digital space have also 
been evident. A vast array of digital commu-
nities and channels (including on Facebook, 
Telegram, Viber and WhatsApp) and match-
ing platforms offer to connect refugees with 
information and offers of transportation, 
accommodation and employment. While 
mostly driven by the best intentions, such 

initiatives – and more generally, the online 
space – have provided a fertile ground for 
criminals and offenders to prey on vulner-
able people, especially as these platforms have 
minimal to non-existent content moderation 
and reporting features. 

From social media monitoring and con-
sultations with Ukrainian women and 
children, UNHCR has gathered information 
on instances of gender-based violence as 
well as risks related to: online grooming and 
recruitment; exploitation and trafficking; per-
sonal identity theft, and scams. This included 
instances of humanitarian staff and volunteers 
approaching adolescent refugee girls online. 
In response, UNHCR launched a pilot project 
on digital safety in Hungary in mid-2022 
to conduct tailored awareness sessions for 
refugees and to identify solutions for strength-
ening safeguards which could be adopted by 
individuals who administer and monitor social 
media groups.9 Through the regional ‘Stay 
safe’ campaign, UNHCR has also reached 4.2 
million people with information in Ukrainian 
and Russian on how to reduce risks of traf-
ficking, SEA and other types of gender-based 
violence.10

Safeguarding in the context of localisation 
In line with the localisation agenda and the 
Global Compact on Refugees, meaningful 
engagement with local and national actors 
has been emphasised throughout the Ukraine 
response. National NGOs and refugee-led 
organisations constitute 63% of partners in 
the Regional Refugee Response Plan. In addi-
tion, 48 grant agreements for refugee-led and 
community-based organisations were funded 
by UNHCR in Europe in 2022. 

Local organisations have brought a wealth 
of experience, capacity and local knowledge 
which has been crucial to the overall response. 
However, although their closeness to com-
munities has been a great advantage, it has 
also presented specific challenges in terms of 
PSEA, as most actors were new to humanitar-
ian work. Some local organisations hesitated 
to acknowledge the risk of SEA, considering it 
an ‘external threat’ or an isolated occurrence. 
Even some women’s rights organisations 
reportedly showed reluctance to introduce 
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policies on PSEA, as they did not perceive that 
risks could also come from within their own 
organisations. 

Fostering an environment conducive to pre-
venting SEA and strengthening organisational 
capacities are processes which require time 
and resources, and it was at times challenging 
to reconcile the overall aim of increased locali-
sation with the need for all partners to adhere 
to global PSEA standards. For UNHCR and its 
partners, capacity building and training for 
the full range of actors on the ground have 
been a priority. 

Reflections and recommendations   
Faced with the prospect of a protracted war 
in Ukraine, dwindling resources and support 
over time, and a potential increase in SEA 
allegations coming forward, the humanitar-
ian community needs to maintain its attention 
to PSEA as an essential part of the Ukraine 
refugee response. At the same time, the 
response so far has given rise to a number of 
policy implications, innovations and lessons to 
be taken on board for future emergencies. 

Firstly, the Ukraine refugee response has 
underscored the importance of proactively 
providing dedicated PSEA capacity from the 
start of an emergency as an integral part of the 
overall response.

Secondly, the response has validated the 
importance of a comprehensive approach to 
PSEA which reflects and includes the diver-
sity of actors involved in a response. It calls 
for global guidance and tools to engage with 
volunteers and other non-traditional actors 
who do not always operate under contractual 
obligations or commitments to PSEA. This 
requires increased investment in capacity and 
system building for national and local partners 
from donors and UN agencies, notably through 
dedicated funding for their PSEA work. This 
is particularly relevant for women-led and 
refugee-led organisations, which are the most 
trusted by refugee communities.

In addition, the Ukraine response underlines 
the importance of engagement with govern-
ment authorities in ensuring compliance with 
PSEA standards within its own structures 
and in providing oversight of volunteers and 
other non-traditional actors on the ground. 

Engagement with regional organisations and 
institutions could also be considered. 

Thirdly, a call for stronger commitments 
from online platforms, technology companies 
and State authorities is urgently needed to 
ensure preventive and risk-mitigating meas-
ures in the digital space. Concrete action 
should include better curation, more transpar-
ent and accessible reporting features in social 
media communities, and proactive monitor-
ing for exploitative or harmful material by 
administrators or moderators. It also requires 
effective responses to concerns, such as expe-
ditious content removal and enforcement 
mechanisms for failure of platforms to comply 
with existing standards. 
Caroline Dulin Brass dulin@unhcr.org @Refugees 
Senior Inter-Agency Coordinator PSEA, Regional 
Bureau for Europe, UNHCR

Manuela Moy moym@unhcr.org  
Inter-Agency Coordination Officer (PSEA), UNHCR 
Multi-Country Office, Budapest 

Yoko Iwasa iwasa@unhcr.org  
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Ukrainian internally displaced women at risk of 
sexual and gender-based violence
Sandra Pertek, Irina Kuznetsova and Iuliia Tsarevska

Internal displacement in Ukraine brings with it increased risks of sexual and gender-based 
violence. Recent research findings offer recommendations to reduce risks in transit and to 
support internally displaced women with housing, access to work and mental health support. 

Russia’s war on Ukraine has given rise to mass 
population displacement, primarily of women 
and children (as few men between 18 and 60 
are permitted to leave the country). Mass pop-
ulation displacement has continued since 2014 
when over 1.5 million people from Eastern 
Ukraine and Crimea fled to other regions of 
the country. The new phase of aggression, initi-
ated on 24th February 2022, has displaced over 
5.4 million people internally.1 Returnees from 
international displacement add to the IDP pop-
ulation, with over 4.7 million Ukrainians who 
had fled to Poland being recorded crossing 
the border back into Ukraine by August 2022.2 
Many are unable to return to their homes and 
are therefore internally displaced. 

Displacement experience is gendered. 
Between 2014 and 2021 a greater military 
presence in some areas of Ukraine was asso-
ciated with increased reports of sexual and 
gender-based violence (SGBV) incidents at 
checkpoints.3 While SGBV is widely defined 
as “any harmful act that is perpetrated against 
one person’s will and that is based on socially 
ascribed (gender) differences between males 
and females”,4 there are different types of 
SGBV, including sexual, physical and psycho-
logical violence. 

This study, drawing on the SEREDA project5, 
conceptualises that SGBV manifests across a 
continuum from pre-displacement, conflict 
and transit, to places of refuge.6 The paper 
draws on research conducted by the University 
of Birmingham with a Ukrainian NGO 
(Convictus) and community-based research-
ers between May and June 2022. It included 
15 semi-structured interviews with female 
IDPs in Western Ukraine and discussions 
with multiple stakeholders, in addition to 17 
interviews with Ukrainian women in Poland, 
some of whom were previously displaced in 

their homeland.7 Convictus is specialised in 
SGBV response and their daily experience of 
working with survivors in Ukraine is reflected 
in this article. 

Violence in conflict and in transit
Extensive evidence indicates that internal 
displacement increases the risk of violence 
along forced displacement routes. Our study 
corroborates existing evidence and reveals 
how the risk of SGBV increases along inter-
nal transit routes in Ukraine and even upon 
arrival in places of refuge in Western Ukraine. 
This occurs for multiple reasons, from loss of 
resources and economic destitution to trauma 
and shock, which all affect IDPs’ vulnerability 
to exploitation. 

While some respondents revealed single 
incidents of violence or talked about their 
acquaintances’ experiences of violence, others 
experienced different types of violence from 
pre-displacement through conflict, transit and 
refuge. All respondents were subjected to and 
witnessed armed violence and life-threatening 
events in their hometowns and during dis-
placement. In several accounts, women did not 
want to leave their husbands behind as they 
valued them as their protectors. Living in and 
fleeing occupied territories was described as 
a terrifying experience. Many recalled being 
confined to basements and shelters for days 
and weeks during airstrikes. 

Many women were afraid of becoming 
victims of conflict-related sexual violence 
(CRSV). Several respondents shared indirect 
information (which they heard from family, 
colleagues and social media) about the rape of 
Ukrainian women and children by the Russian 
army:

“We had girls from a neighbouring village 
who had been taken to the hospital as the 
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works at the hospital, she was on duty for 42 
days non-stop… she saw them all after the 
operation. One doctor said – I couldn’t see 
where to sew up the wound. It was terrible.”  
(Oksana8)

Gendered violence during transit was 
widespread, including sexual harassment and 
physical and emotional violence. In particular, 
women and transgender women and men on 
buses and trains were subjected to insulting 
comments and sexual harassment by drunk 
militia. Risks of trafficking were described as 
high, with some recounting stories of women 
and men who disappeared during their jour-
neys by train and road.

Some women tried to appear less attractive 
by wearing loose clothes and cutting their hair. 
Some said that men at roadblocks harassed 
young women and did not let them pass, for 
example saying: “We are not going to let you 
leave. Pretty women mustn’t leave Kherson.”  

SGBV in the labour market
Most IDPs in Ukraine faced destitution and 
depended on friends, relatives and civil 
society. Some did not know how to apply 
for state benefits (which were, in any case, 
insufficient to meet IDPs’ basic needs). Some 
continued their jobs online. However, most 
became unemployed, which increased their 
vulnerability to exploitation in the informal 
labour market. For example, a 20-year-old 
female IDP in Western Ukraine worked in 
two chain restaurants for two weeks each on 
probation without payment. Many considered 
labour exploitation as discrimination against 
IDPs. Some IDPs explained that employers 
did not want to hire them due to their lack of 
permanent residency. 

Women were also targeted through apparent 
job offers on social media. Some were offered 
sex work disguised under vacancies within 
the hospitality sector. For example, after adver-
tising her cleaning services, a young female 
participant started receiving messages from 
men requesting the inclusion of sex services. 
Another young participant disclosed how, 
during an ordinary job interview, she and her 
partner were offered work in the pornography 
industry. 

Few received any information about the 
risks of SGBV or how to seek support. The 
Ukrainian police were described as insensitive 
to emotional and economic violence among 
IDPs, with a tendency to blame victims.

SGBV in accommodation
Safe housing is essential for preventing SGBV 
and helping victims to cope with trauma. 
There was a shortage of available accommoda-
tion for IDPs in Ukraine, and landlords were 
easily able to manipulate rent costs, providing 
minimal living conditions for vastly inflated 
rents. Some locations lacked basic amenities 
and safety checks. Many IDPs lived in over-
crowded accommodation with other people 
in distress, which reinforced their trauma. 
For example, one woman who lived in a hostel 
with eight people in one room said:

“This situation affects your mental condi-
tion when you come together with people 
like you… we are enclosed in the same room, 
people who share the same grief, who locked 
up their houses and left... This makes your 
worries three times worse.” (Nyura)

Despite the kindness of many private hosts 
who offered IDPs accommodation without 
charge or with reduced rents, SGBV incidents 
occurred. For example, one woman received 
an accommodation offer from men targeting 
women of specific age groups, while another 
reported being offered accommodation in Lviv 
in exchange for sex.

Having personal space contributes to sur-
vival and healing from SGBV. Though often 
impossible to create separate rooms, some 
measures were put in place in shelters to 
mitigate loud noises and possible conflicts. For 
instance, a shelter in Chernivtsi introduced 
measures such as prohibiting alcohol indoors. 
In shelters, female IDPs used various active 
coping tactics including sharing cleaning, 
cooking and childcare to help manage stress.

Responses to SGBV in internal 
displacement
In Ukraine, multiple international and local 
organisations work on SGBV-related issues 
but domestic violence (DV) and exploitation of 
IDPs in the labour market remain overlooked. 
The number of conflict-affected people in 
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need exceeded the capacities of staff from civil 
society organisations and local institutions 
whose staff were themselves often having to 
cope with personal displacement and loss. The 
shelter in Chernivtsi designed for 30 women 
who had experienced SGBV was hosting 
over 300 people. The state welfare system in 
Ukraine was unprepared for the massive scale 
of internal displacement and the welfare pay-
ments system was initially chaotic and could 
not reach everyone in need. Risk of exploita-
tion and human trafficking of IDPs increased 
as people were desperately looking for work in 
unfamiliar locations and under stress.

Some organisations working on SGBV 
had to relocate to safer areas and some lost 
a significant number of volunteers and staff 
because of displacement. Financially, the first 
half of 2022 was extremely challenging as 
some donors left or suspended funding while 
new donors conducted time-consuming needs 
assessments. However, some donors that 
were funding Ukrainian NGOs before 2022 
allowed the NGOs to redirect funds towards 
humanitarian needs, expanding their eligibil-
ity criteria to include distributing material aid 
to victims of violence and evacuating existing 
SGBV shelters out of conflict zones.

From late 2022 to early 2023, many donors 
started focusing specifically on helping 
victims of SGBV. While this has been a great 
opportunity to help the State address what 
had previously been an underfunded and 
deprioritised sector, a rapidly increased pool 
of SGBV providers can negatively impact the 
effectiveness of services offered. Firstly, new 
initiatives can duplicate services, which can 
lead to competition over clients. Secondly, 
most donors have low or non-existent require-
ments governing SGBV service provision. Poor 
quality services can be particularly harmful 
to DV victims and can undermine their safety. 
For example, unqualified personnel with poor 
skills and processes relating to confidentiality 
and information management can put survi-
vors at risk and generate distrust in service 
providers. Some highly distressed victims 
mentioned that a psychologist recommended 
they drink camomile tea while offering no sus-
tained support. Thirdly, while CRSV receives 
attention, DV is often sidelined; DV must be 

recognised as it often intersects with displace-
ment, post-traumatic stress and broader war 
impacts.

Way forward: SGBV prevention and 
response 
Inter-sectoral capacities and coordination need 
to be strengthened to mainstream the protec-
tion of IDPs from SGBV. Our recommendations 
are based on discussions with IDPs and stake-
holders in Ukraine and on analysis of current 
policies and practices.

Training for service providers: Service 
providers (including social welfare, health 
care and police) need to be trained to embed 
gender- and trauma-sensitive approaches 
in their daily practices. They need to screen 
their clients for specific protection concerns 
and medical needs that result from SGBV, 
and develop referral pathways. A certification 
system for professionals offering mental health 
and SGBV support should be developed and 
the quality of existing SGBV services should 
be assessed.

Mitigating SGBV risks in transit: Verification 
of private drivers and tracking of the journeys 
and safe arrivals of IDPs should be put in place 
to mitigate SGBV risks in transit. 

Raising awareness among IDPs: Raising 
awareness among IDPs about SGBV in general 
and rape in war as a war crime is important to 
help survivors access their rights. Continued 
work on DV prevention should draw on the 
Istanbul Convention (on preventing and com-
bating violence against women and domestic 
violence), and new SGBV service providers 
should ensure that their work supports the 
implementation of the Convention and the 
inclusion of much needed DV services.

Reducing SGBV risks in accommodation: 
Longer-term, sex-segregated accommoda-
tion facilities and centralised coordination of 
private hosts would ensure that women are not 
housed with unfamiliar male private hosts. The 
rental market should be regulated, rental costs 
subsidised for the most vulnerable groups and 
private landlords encouraged to rent to women 
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with children who are on minimal pay. Such 
regulations would enable women to rent pri-
vately and avoid dependency on private hosts 
with the accompanying risks of exploitation.

Creating economic independence: Childcare 
arrangements are key to allowing parents to 
make a living. Female-headed IDP households 
should be supported to register children in 
pre-school childcare to enable them to work 
outside the home.

Mental health support: Mental health impacts 
can increase SGBV vulnerability. Free vol-
untary mental health screening should be 
provided, with referrals to mental health 
professionals trained to work with SGBV sur-
vivors and war trauma.

Coordinated funding: Funders should con-
sider supporting flexible services for mobile, 
newly arrived and returning populations, and 
develop protection programmes and infra-
structure to cater for the specific needs of IDPs 
and returnees. New SGBV funding streams 
should be implemented in a coordinated 
fashion, avoiding duplication of services while 
ensuring equitable geographical distribution 
across Ukraine.
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Human trafficking in times of conflict: the case of 
Ukraine
Heather Komenda 

With many risk factors for trafficking present in the Ukraine conflict, why does there appear 
not to have been – as yet – a surge in cases of trafficking? 

It has become generally accepted that dis-
placed persons and refugees are at increased 
risk of trafficking and that conflict will intro-
duce new risks of trafficking and/or exacerbate 
pre-existing risks. The crisis in Ukraine seem-
ingly provided a high number of risk factors 
for a human trafficking crisis: pre-existing 
trafficking networks, massive population 
displacement, and large numbers of women 
and children travelling on their own. To date, 

however, this expectation has not been real-
ised: there is not yet any evidence of a spike in 
the numbers of trafficked persons identified or 
in the number of investigations and prosecu-
tions of the crime. 

This apparent gap between expectations and 
reality has prompted anti-trafficking practi-
tioners to question the assumptions underlying 
the expectations that conflict and crisis will 
inevitably lead to trafficking in persons, and to 
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analyse what we know about human traffick-
ing following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. 

As co-chair of the anti-trafficking task force 
in the regional refugee response, I have been 
working with task-force members and other 
anti-trafficking experts and practitioners to 
improve our understanding of this situation. 
In particular, we have been considering the 
hypothesised risk factors that increase indi-
viduals’ vulnerability to trafficking generally, 
the risk factors that increase individuals’ 
vulnerability to trafficking specifically in the 
context of crisis or conflict, and the extent to 
which these risk factors are present in the 
Ukraine crisis. We have also been considering 
the impact that responses to the crisis may 
have had on mitigating the potential risks of 
trafficking to date, and the potential for future 
increases in human trafficking within the 
context of the war.1 

Vulnerability and the risk of trafficking in 
crises and conflicts 
Evidence collected over recent decades has 
clearly demonstrated that there is a range of 
intersecting factors that increase the risk of 
people being targeted by traffickers. These 
include poverty, marginalisation, financial 

exclusion, irregular migration status, low 
educational background, disability, and dys-
functional family environments.2 

Crisis and conflict are thought to increase 
vulnerabilities to trafficking for a number of 
reasons, whether directly when parties to the 
conflict traffic people to serve in armed groups, 
either as combatants or in ancillary services, 
or indirectly, such as when traffickers target 
victims who are in a vulnerable social and/or 
economic situation as a result of the conflict. 
Furthermore, crisis and conflict erode the rule 
of law and the capacities of State institutions, 
which can generate an environment in which 
traffickers can act with impunity.3  

In our analysis of why this is the case, we 
have considered four key risk factors hypoth-
esised to drive trafficking in conflict settings: 
1) State collapse, deteriorating rule of law, and 
impunity; 2) forced displacement; 3) humani-
tarian need and socio-economic stress; and 4) 
social fragmentation and family breakdown. 
Importantly, we have found that many, but 
not all, of these conditions are in place in the 
Ukraine conflict. 

With regard to the first – state collapse – the 
fact that the Ukrainian State has remained 
united and its institutions have not collapsed 

School 6 in Uzhhorod, Ukraine, is one of many that have been repurposed as temporary shelters for displaced people.  
Credit: IOM / Gema Cortes 2022
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and are instead supporting activities aimed at 
protecting the population – including specific 
actions against human trafficking – is almost 
certainly having a profoundly preventative 
impact. 

In terms of displacement, not only has forced 
displacement occurred but it has occurred on a 
massive scale. Furthermore, much of this dis-
placement is becoming protracted. Over eight 
million refugees have been recorded across 
Europe since 24 February 2022. As of 25 May 
2023, IOM estimates that 5.1 million people 
remain displaced within Ukraine, and that 
60% of all IDPs in the country report being dis-
placed for one year or longer.4 Conditions for 
a safe and dignified return to Ukraine are not 
yet in place given the continued armed conflict. 
However, the majority of EU and surrounding 
countries have taken measures to facilitate safe 
and regular entry and stay for people fleeing 
Ukraine, and to facilitate their access to labour 
markets, education and social protection. 

Humanitarian need and socio-economic 
stress are certainly present in this conflict. In 
addition to loss of life, injuries, mass movement 
and displacement, and severe destruction and 
damage to civilian infrastructure and housing, 
public services are under severe pressure, and 
access to health care is limited. Several million 
jobs have been lost inside Ukraine, and many 
households both inside and outside Ukraine 
are unemployed and/or are dependent on 
social assistance.5 

Finally, one of the defining characteristics 
of this conflict is its profound impact on the 
social fabric – both public and private. Public 
life has been shattered and family separation 
has been widespread. In some instances, men 
were required to stay in Ukraine to contribute 
to national defence. Families had to make hard 
decisions about who would stay behind and 
who would flee. Many older persons and men 
between the ages of 18 and 65 stayed, while 
other family members fled to other parts of 
Ukraine or outside the country. Families who 
sought refuge abroad might have split again, 
some of them staying in the place of refuge 
and others returning to Ukraine, not always to 
the place of community of origin. Immediately 
after the invasion it was estimated that more 

than 90% of those who fled Ukraine were 
women and children. 

Why does it appear that trafficking has not 
increased?
In sum, the initial expectation that traffick-
ing would increase was well founded, given 
the presence of a number of serious risk 
factors. Why then, has there not been a surge 
in confirmed cases of trafficking in persons? 
There are a range of possible answers to be 
considered. 

Absence of State collapse: There is the pos-
sibility that theoretical models that predict 
vulnerability to trafficking in times of conflict 
are based on situations in which all the key 
risk factors – State collapse, displacement, 
humanitarian need, socio-economic stress, 
social fragmentation and family breakdown – 
are present. Additional work and research are 
needed to better understand the weighting and 
interaction of these factors, and if the absence 
of some – such as the absence of State collapse 
in this case – are sufficient to override other 
risk factors. 

Large, effective and coordinated response: 
Safe and regular access to territory was granted 
to most (though not all) people fleeing Ukraine. 
Efforts were made to ensure people’s safety as 
they were fleeing the conflict – for example, 
the humanitarian corridor through Moldova 
which facilitated movement of refugees to EU 
countries. The Government of Ukraine has 
spearheaded evacuations of civilians to safety 
inside the country, coordinating between 
ministerial and local authorities to prepare 
humanitarian aid for the arrivals. Social secu-
rity payments and cash distributions are being 
made within Ukraine, and Ukrainian refugees 
reaching surrounding and EU countries are 
entitled to social assistance. Law enforce-
ment actors had a relatively high baseline 
capacity and awareness of human trafficking 
issues, and there were anti-trafficking pro-
grammes in place that were re-purposed for 
awareness raising and outreach, for example 
through awareness raising at transport hubs 
and at border crossing points, and protection 
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monitoring and response through mobile out-
reach teams.

Risks may increase over time: As the war 
continues people’s savings are depleted and 
the coping capacities of displaced persons, 
refugees and those hosting them are being 
stretched. As people take stock of their options, 
there are longer-term issues to be considered, 
such as how to educate their children and how 
to earn an adequate income. 

Despite a relatively high skill set, many 
Ukrainians lack the language skills to gain 
access to higher-paid and skill-appropriate 
employment. Many women may need to 
balance childcare against employment, and 
are under pressure to earn and remit cash to 
support those who stayed behind in Ukraine. 
Some may not earn enough to be able to afford 
quality childcare; this creates risks both for 
the women and their children, as women may 
accept poorer or riskier working conditions in 
order to generate more income, and children 
may be in poor quality, unsafe and/or unregu-
lated child-care settings. 

Many Ukrainians have returned or are 
considering return to Ukraine; given the con-
ditions and uncertainty in Ukraine, this is a 
clear indicator that they are facing constrained 
circumstances in their host countries. All this, 
together with research findings that indicate 
that demand for sexual services and exploita-
tive labour from Ukrainian refugees exists, 
means there is clearly a pool of people with 
remaining vulnerability.

Some trafficking cases may be going unde-
tected or unreported: Detection of human 
trafficking and identification of trafficked 
persons is a well-documented obstacle in 
anti-trafficking responses around the world, 
regardless of setting. According to UNODC 
global data, the most common way in which 
victims of trafficking are identified is self-
referral, demonstrating that anti-trafficking 
responses are falling short.6 In the Ukraine 
crisis, it is likely that numerous cases of traf-
ficking in persons are going undetected or 
unreported. Media monitoring has picked up 
on many instances of trafficking in persons, 
sexual violence and labour exploitation.7 

Research efforts focused on gathering infor-
mation on the actual experiences of women 
and girl refugees indicate significant exposure 
to risks of sexual exploitation. Many risk 
factors – including widespread displacement, 
family separation, socio-economic vulner-
ability and social disruption – remain in place. 
The response to the crisis has almost certainly 
reduced vulnerability to trafficking but it is 
unlikely to have completely eliminated the 
risk. Given this, it is reasonable to conclude 
that trafficking is occurring but is not being 
detected, and to recommend improvements to 
proactive identification measures.

Conclusion
There needs to be continued robust research 
into the intersection of vulnerabilities and 
their impact on vulnerability to trafficking in 
displacement contexts. We see promising prac-
tices emerge: responses that address these risk 
factors do seem to be effective in preventing 
trafficking, and what has worked in this con-
flict should be implemented in other conflicts, 
but we need to remain vigilant. Vulnerability 
factors, coping strategies and mobility 
patterns will shift over time and require flex-
ible responses. People’s coping capacities will 
continue to be stretched. When they reach 
breaking point, protections must still be in 
place in order to prevent the predicted traffick-
ing crisis. 
Heather Komenda 
hkomenda@iom.int @hkomenda  
Senior Regional Protection Specialist, IOM Vienna 
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Realising the Action Agenda on Internal 
Displacement in Ukraine 
Siobhan Simojoki 

The UN and its partners are grappling with ways to support the Government of Ukraine in 
promoting solutions to internal displacement, in line with the Action Agenda. 

As of June 2023, slightly over five million 
Ukrainians were internally displaced1 and 
over eight million had sought refuge in neigh-
bouring countries and beyond.2 At the same 
time, 4.7 million people had returned to their 
areas of origin, 20% of whom had returned 
from abroad.3 

Alongside high rates of spontaneous return, 
small but significant numbers of people are 
seeking to integrate in their locations of 
displacement. As of June 2023, 15% of IDPs 
planned to integrate locally, with higher per-
centages in urban centres and among certain 
population groups (for example, men and 
women between the ages of 18 and 34). IOM 
data also suggests that those displaced due to 
Russia’s annexation of Crimea and the subse-
quent onset of conflict in eastern Ukraine in 
2014 are significantly more likely to pursue 
solutions through local integration. 

Some self-supported return and local 
integration is already taking place, but many 
households require assistance to overcome 
displacement-related vulnerabilities. For 
example, the returnee population is thought 
to include some of Ukraine’s most vulnerable 
households, whose decision to return was due, 
at least in part, to no longer being able to meet 
the costs of displacement. Despite their physi-
cal return taking place, on average, more than 
168 days (almost six months) ago, more than 40 
per cent report continued barriers to durable 
solutions – including damage or destruction of 
their primary residence, insufficient financial 
resources, breakdown of public systems and 
services, and lack of employment. 

Fulfilling UN commitments set out in the 
Action Agenda
In 2022, the UN Secretary-General appointed 
a Special Advisor on Solutions to Internal 
Displacement and tasked the UN system with 

developing an Action Agenda to take forward 
the recommendations of the High-Level 
Panel on Internal Displacement. Launched in 
June 2022, the Action Agenda sets out 31 UN 
commitments to better address, resolve and 
prevent internal displacement crises. Some 
of these commitments represent longstand-
ing best practices in the provision of aid and 
highlight work that the UN should already 
be doing, while others demand new ways of 
thinking and working.4

From the onset of the crisis, in line with 
lessons learned during the 2014 crisis in 
Ukraine and priorities that the Government 
of Ukraine has shared at different levels, 
the UN and other partners have recognised 
that durable solutions must be central to the 
response. In June 2022, the UN launched the 
Durable Solutions from the Start initiative, with 
coordination and leadership arrangements 
later formalized through the Durable Solutions 
Steering Committee (DSSC) and, most recently, 
folded into the broader Community Planning 
and Recovery Steering Committee. Under the 
leadership of the Resident and Humanitarian 
Coordinator (RC/HC), the Community 
Planning and Recovery Steering Committee 
(and the DSSC as its forerunner) have sup-
ported evidence-based geographical targeting 
and designed and overseen pilot interagency 
durable solutions projects, with the aim of 
identifying scalable models to support differ-
ent types of solutions. 

The experience has shed light on some of 
the challenges associated with supporting 
durable solutions in practice. This article 
explores durable solutions efforts in Ukraine 
in relation to two of the commitments set out 
in the Action Agenda: Commitment #12 on the 
collection, management and use of internal 
displacement data, and Commitment #31 on 
leveraging the humanitarian response earlier. 

https://www.un.org/en/content/action-agenda-on-internal-displacement/assets/pdf/Action-Agenda-on-Internal-Displacement_EN.pdf
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It also considers the role and implications of 
a stepped-up, earlier and more predictable 
engagement of development actors. 

The collection, management and use of 
internal displacement data
The Action Agenda sets out UN commitments 
to supporting States to “collect, manage and 
use internal displacement data” (Commitment 
#12).

The critical importance of data appears to 
be well recognised in the context of Ukraine. 
The Ukrainian Government’s IDP registra-
tion system, plus the tools and products of 
humanitarian and recovery actors, provide 
significant amounts of data on the numbers, 
locations, needs and preferences of IDPs, their 
movement intentions (including timeframes), 
and the principal barriers to their return, local 
integration and resettlement. The Ukrainian 
Government has historically acted as a leader 
in pursuing more effective, standardised 
data approaches to displacement; however, 
wartime pressures have challenged pre-
existing IDP data systems, and differences 
in the approaches taken by the Government 

and humanitarian and recovery actors have 
not been comprehensively discussed.5 UN 
agencies and partners have a responsibility to 
work with the Ukrainian Government to align 
data efforts and steps are now being taken to 
address these issues. 

On 30-31 March 2022, under the leadership 
of the Government of Ukraine and the RC/HC, 
an IOM-organised symposium in Kyiv looked 
at challenges around the coordination and 
harmonisation of data for solutions. Charting a 
path toward common methodologies and tools 
for planning, delivering and measuring pro-
gress towards solutions, however, means first 
ensuring a common understanding of funda-
mental concepts. Who is an IDP? How do we 
measure progress toward solutions (or along 
‘solutions pathways’ – a term which is increas-
ingly common in the discourse on solutions 
but remains vague)? How can we determine 
when solutions have been attained? These 
questions are important and the answers are 
complex. 

The IASC Framework identifies a durable 
solution as having been achieved “when IDPs 
no longer have specific assistance and 

A displaced woman shows a photo of the damage to her home in Bakhmut from a rocket attack. Donetsk. Photo: IOM/Raber Aziz 2023



FM
R

 7
2

65Ukraine: Insights and implications

protection needs that are linked to their dis-
placement and… can enjoy their human rights 
without discrimination resulting from their 
displacement.” It puts forward eight criteria 
for measuring whether a durable solution has 
been achieved.6 Until recently however, it has 
remained unclear which benchmarks should 
be used to measure progress against these 
criteria, and decide when they have been met 
adequately. 

The International Recommendations on 
IDP Statistics (IRIS) and the more recent pro-
posal of the interagency Data on Solutions to 
International Displacement (DSID) Task Force 
suggest that comparisons be drawn with non-
displaced communities, such that when IDPs 
reach parity with non-displaced communi-
ties, solutions can be considered to have been 
achieved.7 This makes sense in many contexts 
but in certain parts of Ukraine it presents 
issues. For example, where population influxes 
have placed essential services under strain, 
both IDP and host communities often suffer 
diminished access. In such cases, equally 
diminished access to services does not repre-
sent a solution, and our goal should be to scale 
up services to meet the needs of the increased 
population. 

Clearly, there are challenges to applying 
existing durable solutions concepts and frame-
works during an active conflict to the extent 
that it could be argued that “interim solutions” 
is a more relevant and appropriate objective.8 
With continued discussion and agreement on 
these issues needed to inform broader “data for 
solutions” efforts, a dedicated workstream has 
been set up under the interagency Data Task 
Force. 

Humanitarian response and durable 
solutions
The Action Agenda establishes UN commit-
ments to “take steps to lay the foundations for 
solutions earlier in responses” through the 
incorporation of “pathways to solutions” into 
Humanitarian Response Plans, the prioritisa-
tion of “solutions-enabling” programming, 
and the mitigation of future displacement 
risks. 

In Ukraine, the 2022 Humanitarian 
Response Plan (HRP), launched shortly prior 

to the beginning of full-scale war, reflected the 
intent to “phase out” humanitarian assistance 
in Government-Controlled Areas and to “tran-
sition” to durable solutions by the end of 2023. 
The 2023 HRP, launched in February 2023, 
states that Russia’s invasion brings “uncer-
tainty to the timeline of transitioning affected 
populations from humanitarian aid to durable 
solutions”. The unpredictable trajectory and 
deep impact of the war make resolving dis-
placement to any extent difficult and at scale 
impossible. But, the notion of ‘transitioning’ 
from one form of assistance to another runs 
somewhat contrary to the idea that humani-
tarian action can and should be delivered in 
a manner which promotes self-reliance and 
enables IDPs to take their first steps toward 
solutions. Indeed, the HRP itself goes on to 
both identify and prioritise multiple ways in 
which humanitarian action can do so.

The HRP recognises the “strong ecosystem” 
of active local governments and civil society 
organisations in Ukraine and that, in most 
parts of the country (in line with commit-
ments set out in the Action Agenda) the UN 
can “work with and through local systems, 
local authorities and local civil-society actors 
as much as possible”. For example, within 
the WASH sector, water trucking and bottled 
water delivery are seen as short-term meas-
ures, which should be accompanied by exit 
strategies focusing on more sustainable solu-
tions, such as developing more water sources 
or extending existing networks. In fact, 
emergency water supply and distributions 
comprise only 55% of the sector’s estimated 
budget requirement, with the remaining 45% 
targeted towards the restoration, maintenance 
and upgrade of infrastructure. 

Even after the Kakhovka Dam was breached 
on 6 June 2023, leading to massive flooding, 
the focus of the sector response has shifted 
relatively quickly from provision of short-term 
humanitarian assistance to evacuees and other 
flood-affected populations, with WASH actors 
now supporting the recovery of the water 
supply system and the utilisation of alterna-
tive water sources to ensure that communities 
formerly reliant on the Kakhovka Reservoir 
have sustainable, reliable, sufficient and safe 
access to water.
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That said, “sustainable interventions” and 
support to durable solutions are distinct con-
cepts which often, but not always, overlap in 
practice, and many actors are struggling to 
pinpoint what constitutes a durable solutions 
activity. For now, the answer lies in the eight 
IASC Criteria. For example, where the resto-
ration, maintenance and upgrade of WASH 
infrastructure support IDPs who are pursu-
ing local integration to attain an “adequate 
standard of living”, they can be regarded 
as contributing to durable solutions. In the 
vast majority of cases, these activities alone 
will not lead to the achievement of solutions: 
their effectiveness will depend on how, under 
the Government’s leadership, the UN and its 
partners are working collectively to address 
multiple needs progressively and over time. 

This goes beyond the humanitarian sector. 
Development partner support is already 
crucial to keeping government capabilities and 
functions intact and preventing and address-
ing internal displacement; with Ukraine’s 
reconstruction and recovery needs estimated 
at $411 billion, such support will remain criti-
cal, together with private investment, in the 
post-war context.9 There is no prescribed inter-
face between humanitarian and development 
responses, and coordination and coherence 
are a challenge in many contexts. In Ukraine, 
however, clear efforts have been made both to 
ensure that the 2023 HRP and the Transitional 
Framework speak to one another, and to estab-
lish area-based (that is, rather than sector- or 
target-based) coordination mechanisms which 
bridge the humanitarian-development-peace 
nexus. With the 2024 HRP expected to include 
a dedicated nexus section or chapter and the 
Transitional Framework being extended and 
revised to include a stronger nexus component, 

it appears that these efforts will be both contin-
ued and strengthened. 

Conclusion
Despite the volatile and uncertain context, and 
the significant operational and financial con-
straints, the UN and its partners are attempting 
to support the Government of Ukraine to 
promote durable solutions to internal displace-
ment, in line with commitments under the SG’s 
Action Agenda. While the ongoing conflict is 
testing existing concepts of durable solutions – 
and, indeed, ‘interim solutions’ may be a more 
relevant and appropriate concept to apply in 
Ukraine at present – the Government’s will to 
prioritise solutions together with the political 
engagement of displaced populations creates 
opportunities to deliver a stronger, more 
solutions-oriented response. 
Siobhan Simojoki ssimojoki@iom.int 
Resilience and Recovery Advisor, IOM
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Breaking the cycle: localising humanitarian aid in 
Ukraine  
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and Ukrainians demanding reform are key.
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Following the full-scale Russian invasion 
in February 2022, Ukrainian civil society 
launched a successful, countrywide relief 
effort. However, aid agencies subsequently 
ramped up the traditional international aid 
architecture and donors channeled billions 
of dollars through the United Nations and 
international NGOs. These moves bypassed 
a large set of Ukrainian responders while 
turning others into sub-implementing part-
ners for their foreign counterparts. 

According to the UN Office for the 
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
(OCHA), by early 2023 the number of aid 
organisations working in Ukraine had 
increased five-fold since the beginning of the 
invasion. More than 60% of these organiza-
tions are Ukrainian. Yet less than 1% of the 
$3.9 billion tracked by the UN in 2022 went 
directly to local actors.1 

 These trends are particularly unfortu-
nate because Ukraine offers an ideal context 
to move the global localisation movement 
forward while simultaneously improving the 
efficiency of the response itself. The country 
benefits from a high degree of political 
support from donor states and an exception-
ally generous amount of funding. Ukrainian 
civil society, volunteer networks, and local 
officials have demonstrated a high capac-
ity for effectively responding to their fellow 
citizens. In fact, most of the aid delivered over 
the year and a half of the conflict, especially 
to front-line and Temporarily Occupied 
Territories, was accomplished by Ukrainian 
NGOs and networks. 

International promises and pledges 
Soon after the invasion, Ukrainian and inter-
national organisations began warning that 
the failure to give Ukrainians greater control 
over international humanitarian aid was 
undercutting the effectiveness of the relief 
effort. In the months that followed, however, 
little progress was made. 

UN agencies conducted an extensive locali-
sation review in Ukraine in late 2022 with 
Ukrainian partners and international NGOs. 
The result was a commitment to concrete 
improvements across the board, specifically 
in cluster coordination, although no timetable 

or detailed strategy was forthcoming. The 
UN’s country-based pool fund – the Ukraine 
Humanitarian Fund (UHF) – did simultane-
ously launch a $20 million ‘envelope’ (funding 
call) specifically earmarked for “enabling 
actors to partner with national and local part-
ners.” A preliminary round of 13 Ukrainian 
and international organisations received 
direct funding and more than 300 smaller 
Ukrainian organisations received funding as 
sub-grantees. By the end of the year, however, 
it was unclear whether and how this effort to 
drive more funds to Ukrainian organisations 
would be expanded and sustained. 

Then in November, the US Agency for 
International Development (USAID) released 
a draft global report calling for a major effort 
to localise aid in line with the 2016 Grand 
Bargain.2 The report and subsequent state-
ments committed USAID to use its money and 
influence to drive change across the global aid 
ecosystem. At the December 2022 Effective 
Development Cooperation Summit in Geneva, 
several of the largest donors to the Ukrainian 
response, including the US Government, 
promised to “shift and share power to ensure 
local actors have ownership over and can 
meaningfully and equitably engage” in relief 
and recovery efforts. Nevertheless, by early 
2023, USAID had still not directly funded any 
Ukrainian humanitarian NGO.  

Ukrainians demand change
Although overwhelmed by the needs of the 
response itself, Ukrainian NGOs, civil society 
organisations and volunteer networks came 
together to formulate and express their own 
visions of reform. This led to a National 
Workshop on Localisation held in Kyiv in 
February 2023 that included hundreds of 
Ukrainian NGOs, donor representatives, 
UN officials and INGO leaders.3 Ukrainians 
identified five specific areas that required 
immediate action: 1) expanded priority 
funding for Ukrainian NGOs; 2) harmonising 
of verification processes; 3) support for capac-
ity expansion; 4) enforcement of equitable 
partnerships and ethical hiring practices; 
and 5) tailoring of international coordination 
mechanisms to those used by Ukrainian civil 
society organisations. In addition, Ukrainians 

https://reliefweb.int/attachments/8e7db420-b90f-4a62-a4b8-493077cfc0a5/DEC%20Ukraine%20Appeal%20localisation%20scoping%20paper%20ENG%20%281%29.pdf
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also called for new, flexible pool funds spe-
cifically for Ukrainian NGOs and led by 
Ukrainians. 

This growing Ukrainian awareness and 
assertiveness, combined with the interna-
tional localisation pledges, seemingly tipped 
the balance to jumpstart real progress. Shortly 
after the National Workshop, Ukrainian 
NGOs Vostok SOS and the NGO Resource 
Center were elected to an expanded board 
of the Ukraine Humanitarian Fund (the 
largest UN country-based pool fund in the 
world). The move helped to address one major 
demand of greater Ukrainian representation 
at international decision-making tables. 

As a result of the Ukrainian NGOs’ lead-
ership from within, strong donor support, 
and the commitments by the UN leadership, 
the UHF launched a second $70 million call 
for proposals in March based in its entirety 
on localisation principles. The preliminary 
results are impressive: Nearly half of the 
allocations (almost $35 million) will go to 
Ukrainian NGOs, up from a meagre 18% last 
year. No UN agencies will receive funding, 
whereas they were previously awarded 
almost one-third of funding. 

In April, USAID finally approved direct 
funding for two Ukrainian humanitarian 
NGOs (R2P and Vostok SOS) and is now 
fast-tracking several other NGOs (with a 6-8 
week approval cycle), in a coordinated effort 
to more quickly deliver funds to Ukrainian 
responders rather than routing the financing 
through international agencies. Furthermore, 
the UN’s Humanitarian Country Team (HCT) 
is now poised to bring on more Ukrainian 
NGOs to its decision-making board (only 
Caritas Ukraine and R2P currently sit on the 
HCT).

By June, two other recommendations 
repeatedly outlined by Ukrainians also saw 
movement. First, Philanthropy in Ukraine 
(PhilinUA) soft-launched a new, Ukrainian-
run vetting platform that effectively connects 
verified organisations with each other and 
donors, promotes transparency and trust, and 
fosters collaboration and knowledge-sharing 
within the charitable and philanthropic com-
munity. Second, the UK’s Disaster Emergency 
Committee, together with START Network, 

announced a new country-based pool fund 
for Ukrainian organisations only. 

The Ukraine Locally Led Response 
Alliance
Buoyed by these advances, leading Ukrainian 
NGOs, smaller civil society organisations 
and supportive international NGOs coa-
lesced to form the Ukraine Locally Led 
Response Alliance.4 Members of the Alliance 
understand that international agencies face 
substantial internal challenges in changing 
their own processes and that the only way 
deep, sustained reforms will be realised is by 
Ukrainians coming together at a local and a 
national level to coherently and continuously 
insist on a new direction. The mandate of 
the Alliance is therefore to convene a diverse 
array of Ukrainian CSOs, volunteer networks 
and established NGOs to more effectively 
coordinate and advocate for themselves and 
the communities they serve.

Addressing further barriers to localisation 
Although the creation of a national Alliance 
fills an important gap, there are other 
structural barriers that are blocking aid 
localisation. 

Firstly, most Ukrainian relief groups 
cannot meet donor and aid agency reporting 
requirements. However, another way to look 
at the problem would be that donors lack the 
capacity to accommodate local aid groups. 
Donors are not staffed to manage more grants 
of smaller values, which is what is needed by 
Ukrainian civil society.

Secondly, most large bilateral donor agen-
cies and their legislative oversight bodies 
repeatedly emphasise concerns over potential 
aid diversion and corruption. These concerns 
are a common donor excuse for the lack of 
localisation, but this rationale should be 
harder to sustain in Ukraine than in other 
countries, given that most of these same 
donors are accepting high risks in providing 
aid to Ukraine’s war effort. 

Thirdly, in Ukraine there is a high degree 
of mixing of military and civilian aid. The 
most powerful donors, INGOs and UN 
agencies in Ukraine are guided by core 
humanitarian principles of independence, 
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neutrality and impartiality. Many Ukrainian 
groups, however, view their relief efforts as 
part of a whole-of-society resistance to the 
Russian invasion and, for them, the distinc-
tion between aid for soldiers versus civilians 
does not carry the same significance. 

These barriers are real but not insurmount-
able. One way forward would be for donors 
to invest substantially in both the UHF and 
the emerging START hub in support of spe-
cific funding calls or “envelopes” that would 
directly address the barriers. For example, 
these funds could support Ukrainian organi-
sations to hire key positions generally viewed 
as crucial for any humanitarian organisation 
to grow and sustain itself. These include 
a Monitoring, Evaluation, Accountability 
and Learning (MEAL) officer, a partnership 
officer, and a grants officer. This would help 
local groups to better manage international 
partnerships and become prime grantees 
and/or UHF recipients. As a result, Ukrainian 
organisations could become more sustainable.

A second envelope could support anti-
corruption systems embedded inside 
Ukrainian organisations as well as partner-
ships between Ukrainians and internationals 
to engage in joint third-party monitoring of 
aid. Funding anti-corruption systems within 
the Ukrainian NGO civil society landscape 
would strengthen internal capacities. It 
could also have a positive multiplier effect by 
further fortifying Ukrainian society against 
aid diversion and corruption generally.

Corruption in Ukraine is widely regarded 
as emanating from the public sector – and 
especially the judiciary – usually impacting 
and involving private sector enterprises. In 
contrast, the country has incubated a strong 
set of local anti-corruption organisations 
in the NGO sphere that have a deep experi-
ence in, and have been leading the fight 
against, corruption. Reports of aid diversion 
have so far been few in number and small in 
scale, bolstering confidence that enhancing 
humanitarian anti-corruption systems could 
significantly reduce the chance of aid diver-
sion becoming systematic. 

A third envelope could provide support for 
Ukrainian organisations willing to separate 
humanitarian operations from the military 

effort. A significant number of Ukrainian civil 
society groups remain adamant that they 
will never separate or end their support for 
the military. However, other Ukrainian relief 
organisations have expressed a willingness 
to do so if the marginal costs and technical 
challenges associated with creating a firewall 
for their activities could be covered. There is, 
however, no guarantee that donors and inter-
national humanitarian agencies would accept 
firewalling as a solution.

For localisation reforms to continue 
funding calls that address the main barriers 
head on will be vital. Billions of dollars more 
in humanitarian funding are likely to make 
their way to Ukraine in the coming months 
and years. Marshaling them in service of 
the deeper localisation reforms sought by 
Ukrainians could significantly improve 
the sustainability and reach of the overall 
response. If successful, this would also set 
a strong precedent for change that could be 
leveraged globally. 

Hardin Lang 
hardin@refugeesinternational.org @HardinLang 
Vice President for Programs and Policy, Refugees 
International 
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Rethinking forced migrants’ well-being: lessons from 
Ukraine 
Reo Morimitsu and Supriya Akerkar

Five years after their initial displacement, Ukrainian IDPs show relatively high levels of 
posttraumatic growth; their experiences offer insights for practitioners seeking to promote 
psychosocial well-being among displaced populations.

The experience of forced displacement is often 
referred to as traumatic, and numerous case 
studies show that forced migrants are vulner-
able to poor mental health and well-being. 
However, new research suggests that some 
forced migrants experience positive changes 
over the course of time despite their extremely 
difficult life experiences.1

This article draws on our study examining 
levels of positive changes and their predictors 
among conflict-affected Ukrainian internally 
displaced persons (IDPs) in which we focused 
on ‘post-traumatic growth’ (PTG), a phenom-
enon described as “positive psychological 
change experienced as a result of the struggle 
with highly challenging life circumstances”.2 

Study participants had undergone five 
years of internal displacement after fleeing 
from Donetsk (79 persons), Luhansk (53 
persons) and Crimea (three persons) to other 
parts of Ukraine following the start of the 
conflict in Eastern Ukraine in 2014. An online 
quantitative questionnaire was developed by 
the authors of this article and disseminated 
through the Ukrainian Red Cross to various 
locations in Ukraine. The questionnaire was 
completed by 15 men and 120 women. The 
first author of this article, Reo Morimitsu, 
conducted further in-depth qualitative inter-
views in Ukraine with three men and eight 
women, all aged between 18 and 65. All the 
data was collected between July and August 
2019.  

Common forms of growth
The people involved in this study had 
experienced extreme hardship during their 
displacement, such as multiple relocations, 
family separation, exposure to violence and 
loss of financial resources, and had suffered 
significant losses, including loss of loved 

ones, jobs, property and a sense of normal-
ity.  However, the findings from our study 
indicate that, after approximately five years, 
they commonly reported positive changes in 
themselves: 61% reported a small or moderate 
degree and 20% reported a high degree of 
post traumatic growth. 

The most common forms of such changes – 
86% of participant IDPs – were in worldview 
and priorities. For example, a 65-year-old 
female IDP from Luhansk said: “My per-
ception of the world has changed. Now I 
have learned that everything in our life is 
so fragile.” Others mentioned that children 
became their highest priority in life and 
some found themselves paying more atten-
tion to beauty in nature. This perception of 
the fragility of life is unsurprising given the 
intense conflict and sudden violence they 
experienced. 

The experience of forced migration 
requires people to engage in continuous 
problem-solving. IDPs reported experiencing 
positive changes in their self-view through 
their individual coping and problem-solving 
experiences, which led to an increased 
sense of self-reliance and personal strength. 
A woman originally living near Donetsk 
airport had to flee with her young children; 
she described how hard it was to re-establish 
their lives but also highlighted her family’s 
achievements:

“We have changed so much… Previously, I 
spent my life on spontaneous shopping and 
entertainment, but now I am down-to-earth. 
I use money in a planned manner. I have 
become a more practical person... We asked 
for help and we tried to communicate with 
local people and explained that we were 
normal and suffering... I am proud that we 
are maintaining a normal life despite the 
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extremely difficult circumstances, without 
ending up suicidal or alcoholic.”

Positive changes occurred on an interper-
sonal and spiritual level as well:

“My attitude toward children changed a 
lot. When I was living in comfortable cir-
cumstances [prior to the conflict], I did not 
pay much attention to my children. Here we 
have tried to create an atmosphere of love and 
caring for our children… It was a great help 
because it helped to understand each other 
well and such a warm atmosphere has helped 
us cope with the situation.” 45-year-old male 
IDP from Donetsk.

“I learned that praying and reading the Bible 
was helpful… I got to know many IDPs here in 
this community who have trust in God. With 
religious belief, I have been able to manage.” 
33-year-old female IDP from Donetsk.

These narratives suggest that coping strate-
gies, such as religious practice and establishing 
stronger family bonds, may reduce the impacts 
of stressful situations caused by displacement 

and contribute to positive change. Religious 
practices also helped IDPs establish social 
networks in their new communities.

The power of meaning-making and social 
support
Two predictors for growth were found in this 
study: reframing of experience and social 
support during displacement. The study 
results highlighted that IDPs who could rein-
terpret their experiences – reflectively making 
sense of stressful situations – and who had 
access to social support were in the best posi-
tion to develop positive changes following 
displacement. 

Reframing3 (also known as positive rein-
terpretation) refers to the process of shifting 
attention to something good in a given situ-
ation. The following example illustrates this 
process:

“I miss my house in Donetsk. I used to have 
a comfortable house near a lake, where I didn’t 
have to think about issues and difficulties, 

A programme run by an NGO in the host community created a space for IDPs to engage in master class activities, including painting, 2017. 
Credit: Reo Morimitsu 
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and where I could enjoy gardening... But now 
I don’t have anything like that. I have tried to 
switch my attention to nature... Kyiv is a very 
beautiful city with parks, forests, lakes and 
rivers.” 62-year-old female IDP who had lost 
both her parents.

IDPs frequently reported an awareness of 
the ‘bright sides’ of their displacement situa-
tion such as resources, opportunities, values, 
achievements and/or new life roles. When they 
highlighted these positive sides, we noticed 
they engaged in ‘meaning-making’: trying to 
make sense of and make something good come 
out of the challenging situation. For example, 
one woman mentioned that her children now 
had access to more resources and opportuni-
ties for growth:

“I had a lot of fear and concerns about reset-
tlement. But I’ve noticed now there are more 
new opportunities for my children… [here] 
in a big city, children have public transporta-
tion such as a bus. They learn to use it by 
themselves and that makes children develop 
self-responsibility more.” 34-year-old female 
IDP from Donetsk.

A young IDP who has just graduated from 
university explained that she has decided to 
work towards building a better society:

“I started to express my opinion more 
openly… [and] became more active… I joined 
a lot of initiatives as a volunteer. And now I’m 
looking for a job in civil society because I think 
it’s very important for me now to do something 
which is valuable for society.” 21-year-old 
female IDP from Donetsk.

Perceived social support was a significant 
predictor of PTG. We heard many stories 
about receiving kindness from others and how 
the experience of being supported by others 
not only contributes to emotional health but 
can also lead to positive shifts in attitudes. 
Kindness and wishing well for others can be 
contagious.

“I met lots of good people … It impressed me 
very much. The kindness at the pharmacy was 
totally unexpected….  The owner of the phar-
macy shop gave me everything we needed in 
advance without paying anything… I definitely 
think I have changed a lot before and after my 
displacement experience. I wasn’t a bad person 
before, but I didn’t appreciate people’s help… 

Now I do not wish any bad things for anyone.” 
31-year-old female IDP from Donetsk.

Lessons and recommendations
Post traumatic growth (PTG) is associated 
with well-being. This research highlights 
the potential positive aspects of displacement 
in contrast to studies focused on the negative 
psychological consequences of forced migra-
tion. PTG was commonly reported among the 
IDPs five years after their initial displacement, 
that is the time when the data was collected. 
This growth involved change across many 
different areas: their worldview, priorities 
in life, child-caring behaviour, perception of 
themselves, their interpersonal relationships, 
and religious belief and practice. The greater 
the degree of positive changes IDPs experi-
ence after displacement the better their sense 
of well-being. This could be a useful guide for 
humanitarian practitioners, particularly when 
developing aid programmes. By focusing on 
factors associated with PTG, humanitarian 
practice can better support the well-being of a 
displaced population.

Coping through problem-solving provides 
displaced people with an increased sense of 
self-reliance and an increased sense of personal 
capacity. Humanitarian assistance should 
prioritise providing forced migrants with 
practical support to help them to handle their 
situation. It is important to note that agency 
does matter. Practitioners need to keep in mind 
that people are empowered when supported to 
tackle their own issues in ways that contribute 
to their sense of self-efficacy. Another implica-
tion from the findings is that connecting IDPs 
with new resources, opportunities and social 
roles in the host community is likely to lead 
to greater long-term well-being. Being aware 
of new roles and opportunities can foster a 
meaning-making process that helps transform 
their mental picture of a given situation.

Social support and networks – experiencing 
kindness, concern, help and understanding of 
their situation – was a strong predictor of PTG. 
This seems to be extremely important, par-
ticularly from a humanitarian practitioner’s 
point of view as it underpins mid or long-term 
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psychosocial support with a strong focus 
on strengthening social networks for forced 
migrants. Moreover, the role of the non-
governmental humanitarian community or 
faith-based organisations seems to be critical 
in building social networks at community 
level, particularly when local government 
shows limited ability to support people in 
need on the ground. Lastly, the study suggests 
that it would be helpful if practitioners were 
able to create spaces for displaced individuals 
to promote reframing of their experiences, to 
reflect and find meaning, as well as providing 
practical support, to promote their psychoso-
cial well-being. 

We recognise that some of our study par-
ticipants may now have undergone new 
displacements after the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine in 2022 and their PTG experiences 
may have changed. We do not know what 
their current situations are. But, this research 
indicates that helping re-displaced people 

remember how they coped previously, and 
that they already have relevant experience and 
knowledge, could support their psychological 
well-being. 
Reo Morimitsu 
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The role of media and information in supporting 
internally displaced women in Ukraine
Sally Gowland

Providing accessible and practical advice through digital platforms could support female 
IDPs dealing with the economic, psychosocial and health impacts of the war.

BBC Media Action conducted a large-scale 
research study between December 2022 and 
January 2023 to understand female audiences 
in Ukraine. The aim was to generate a com-
prehensive understanding of issues related 
to women’s information and communication 
needs within the current conflict, to support 
the work of media partners and NGOs. 

The data collected consisted of a nation-
ally representative telephone survey of 1,500 
women (and 500 men), 200 online interviews 
with women living in non-government-con-
trolled areas (NGCAs), and eight focus group 
discussions with women and four with men, 
from both host communities and internally 
displaced persons (IDPs). In-depth interviews 
were conducted with women from more 

vulnerable groups (such as those with disabili-
ties, Roma communities and those living on or 
near the front lines). This data was gathered 
by the Ukrainian research agency InfoSapiens. 
Key informant interviews were also conducted 
with female NGO leaders, these were carried 
out by a Ukrainian research consultant, com-
missioned by BBC Media Action. 

As of May 2023, there were over 5 million 
IDPs across Ukraine.1 In BBC Media Action’s 
nationally representative sample of women 
across Ukraine 14% were IDPs. In compari-
son with the other women, they were more 
commonly living in the south and east of the 
country and a large proportion were young 
women (38% of female IDPs were 18-34 com-
pared with 23% of the overall sample). More 

mailto:r-morimitsu%40jrcdmri.redcross.ac.jp?subject=
mailto:sakerkar%40brookes.ac.uk?subject=
http://bit.ly/posttraumatic-growth
https://bit.ly/psychological-inquiry-posttraumatic-growth
https://bit.ly/review-benefit-finding-growth
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of them had children under 18 (43% compared 
with 31%); they were also more likely to 
speak Russian (23% compared with 15%). In 
the sample of 200 women in NGCAs 32% of 
women were IDPs.

Key issues affecting internally displaced 
women’s lives 
The war, safety and security were the top 
concerns for 62% of women in their daily 
lives. The most reported negative impact of 
the war was on women’s mental and physical 
health – 38% said the war had affected their 
mental and physical health. Female IDPs were 
significantly more likely to say they were 
impacted by mental and physical health issues 
compared with women who remained in their 
homes (48% compared with 36%). 

In focus group discussions, internally 
displaced women expressed anxiety about 
the men they knew who were fighting. One 
woman reflected: “I have many acquaintances 
who went to the front, and we always talk 
about them in the family, and with friends.” 
They also expressed concerns around their 
own safety and security, living with uncer-
tainty and the inability to plan for the future, 
having to cope with sole responsibility for 
their children or dependents, and being away 
from family, friends and their own homes. 
They mentioned challenges settling into a new 
community and living in someone else’s home 
(even if it was a member of their own family 
or a friend). 

Women who lead NGOs also stressed the 
importance of supporting IDPs to cope with 
the psychological impacts of war and build 
mental resilience. Some IDPs may have been 
re-traumatised by the full-scale invasion after 
experiencing conflict already in the East since 
2014 or may face specific challenges around 
violence in shelters where they are staying.

Over half the internally displaced women 
reported impacts on their income and employ-
ment compared with 31% of women who were 
not IDPs. In focus groups, female IDPs dis-
cussed challenges finding housing and jobs, 
and concerns about rising prices and the cost of 
rent, household items and new clothing. Older 
women with children voiced more concern 
about access to education services for their 

children. Younger women were concerned 
about education for themselves; including 
challenges with their universities and distance 
learning.  

Internally displaced women were signifi-
cantly more likely to say they had difficulty 
accessing social and health services (20% com-
pared with 14% of women who were not IDPs), 
sanitation (9% and 5%), and safety and security 
(36% and 22%). Women who were living in 
NGCAs were feeling the impacts of war much 
more acutely – especially if they were IDPs. For 
example, Female IDPs in NGCAs were signifi-
cantly more likely to report impacts on their 
food and nutrition (55%) compared to women 
in NGCAs who were not IDPs (38%). 

 Women who had moved to new parts of 
Ukraine also discussed some of the challenges 
of integrating into a new community. They felt 
communities were taken aback by the influx 
of Russian speakers.  They also felt there were 
different perceptions of male and female IDPs 
and their integration with local communities, 
with women and children sometimes more 
welcome. They felt male IDPs were sometimes 
judged negatively as their new communities 
would question why they were not fighting. 

Use of media and communication 
Women who were IDPs more commonly 
reported using the internet compared with 
those who were not IDPs in the nationally 
representative survey (89% compared with 
81%) and also messenger services (86% v 71%) 
and social media (82% v 73%). In contrast, dis-
placed women were much less likely to use TV 
(58% v 74%), print media (31% v 42%) and radio 
(25% v 39%) compared to women who were not 
IDPs. Female IDPs’ use of media reflects how 
they have been a transient population with less 
access to traditional media and also that they 
are more likely to be young women – who are, 
in turn, more likely to use digital than tradi-
tional media platforms. 

Among all women who used social media, 
Facebook and Telegram were used at almost 
equal levels but women were much more 
reliant on Telegram for news than Facebook. 
Younger women were significantly more likely 
to use Telegram for news – 68% of those aged 
18-34 compared with 53% of those aged 35-54 
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and 32% of those 55 and over. IDPs were also 
significantly more likely to use Telegram for 
news (65%) compared with women who were 
not IDPs (49%). Across all news sources listed, 
Telegram was the most trusted by women 
(28% named it as their most trusted source of 
information). Women talked about Telegram 
as their key source of news and information 
online because news was provided in a concise 
way, and they could also get information from 
local Telegram groups. TikTok and Instagram 
were used more for entertainment rather than 
news and information.  

Overall, women talked about engaging 
in much more content on news and current 
affairs since the onset of the full-scale inva-
sion. They were interested in updates on how 
the war was affecting their local areas (and 
where they used to live), and information 
on blackouts, progress at the front and what 
support Ukraine was getting from foreign 
countries. 

Sometimes, consuming lots of news and 
information about the war had a negative 
impact. Young female IDPs talked about how 
endless scrolling through social media affected 
them and how they managed this: 

 “Sensitive visual content in social media 
groups. Sad news from any part of Ukraine – 
not just the South but also the East because I 
have a lot of friends there… Eventually, I unfol-
lowed most Telegram channels and left just the 
ones I go to every day. When the war started, 
you could scroll through all day long.” (Female 
IDP, aged 25-41)

“I now like Kharkiv Life [Telegram channel] 
because the information is reliable and very 
fast. And the summary for a day, too, is short 
but understandable.”  (Female IDP)

Qualitative data also revealed that female 
IDPs wanted practical survival skills informa-
tion such as how to pack and what to pack in 
an emergency, how to avoid missiles and hide 
safely and how to cope with impacts on their 
mental and physical health. Women also talked 
about needing practical information such as 
how to deal with blackouts and handle genera-
tors, and appreciated information presented as 
‘life hacks’ – simple, clever techniques to deal 
with everyday issues – such as how to work 
effectively remotely or how to save energy.

Recommendations 
Based on these insights, there are several 
opportunities for media partners and NGOs 
to more effectively serve female IDPs inside 
Ukraine, communicating with content that 
reflects their experiences and meets their 
needs. 
  
Practical ‘life hacks’ content: Digital media 
is the most effective way to reach female IDPs. 
Therefore, media and communications content 
needs to cut through the noise and clutter of 
social media. Clearly branded content pro-
viding practical information in a helpful and 
engaging way could perform well with female 
audiences. Sharing stories of women’s resil-
ience and action in everyday life can help other 
women deal with challenges.

Support related to economic impacts and 
mental and physical health: Media and com-
munications should aim to support female 
IDPs around economic impacts and mental 
and physical health – for example, providing 
information on health issues, income genera-
tion/saving money, how best to support their 
children’s education and dealing with the 
psychosocial impacts of war. 

Adapt communications to changing needs: 
It is important to monitor changing needs, 
especially for groups experiencing more bar-
riers to information. Female IDPs’ needs and 
concerns will also continue to change as they 
contemplate moving back home. 
Sally Gowland 
sally.gowland@bbc.co.uk @bbcmediaaction 
Senior Research Manager, BBC Media Action

1. UNHCR (2023): bit.ly/unhcr-country-ukraine

mailto:sally.gowland%40bbc.co.uk?subject=
https://twitter.com/bbcmediaaction
https://bit.ly/unhcr-country-ukraine
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The use of digital technologies in the Hungarian 
refugee response
Zita Lengyel-Wang

A well-managed Facebook group can mobilise hundreds of thousands of people to maximise 
peer-to-peer aid, be an effective real-time communication channel between organisations 
and volunteers, and serve as the focal point of an online refugee aid ecosystem. 

Three decades after the Yugoslav wars, 
Hungary is once again neighbour to a country 
in armed conflict. But much has changed in 
the intervening years. NGOs and charities 
now play a key role in providing aid and 
social support, the country has become a major 
regional hub for business services and infor-
mation technology innovation, and digital 
technology has opened up unprecedented 
opportunities to help Ukrainian refugees in 
Hungary. 

In the first months of the war, many social 
media-based and digital initiatives were 
created, but many of these platforms and 
applications are no longer in use due to a lack 
of adoption, maintenance and change manage-
ment. However, some online platforms have 
become well known and widely used by refu-
gees, humanitarian actors and volunteers. 

A Facebook group that meets the needs of 
refugees
On 24th February 2022, Hungary received 
its first refugees as Russia launched its 
invasion of Ukraine, and by 14th March 
2023, over 2,350,000 people had crossed the 
Ukraine-Hungary border. Coordination was 
challenging, despite an outpouring of support 
from civilians, NGOs and local communities. 
One Facebook group, Segítségnyújtás Ukrajna, 
Kárpátalja (Hungary Refugee Help Digital 
Network: Ukraine, Zakarpattia), quickly 
became the primary online platform for refu-
gees, volunteers and aid organisations. Within 
a week, the group had over 100,000 members 
and was receiving thousands of posts daily. 
The news of the large support community 
spread quickly among refugees and QR codes 
to the group were included in food packages 
distributed at train stations and border cross-
ing points. 

The Refugee Help Digital Network (RHDN) 
team running the group established a complex 
moderation protocol to ensure the content 
was safe, relevant, reliable, timely and acces-
sible. Every post submitted is reviewed and 
approved by an administrator (using a 60-page 
moderation guidebook) who ensures that no 
sensitive information is shared and evalu-
ates all proposed applications, content and 
programmes. RHDN volunteers from various 
professions – such as knowledge management, 
legal, medical, IT, risk, communication, user 
experience, logistics and project manage-
ment – created processes and procedures in 
response to refugees’ needs.

From the first days of the war, RHDN was 
aware of the enormous need for accurate 
information. Therefore, the team created 
an information centre to gather daily news 
updates and details of people’s requirements 
through phone and instant message contact 
from more than 50 locations where aid provi-
sion was being coordinated – from mayors of 
rural towns, aid organisations and volunteer 
coordinators at train stations and airports. 
RHDN then published multilingual announce-
ments about the donations needed, distribution 
points, shelters and so on, summarising key 
information using simple terminology.

The RHDN team also publishes posts 
about how to access legal and social rights, 
psychological and medical assistance, accom-
modation, employment and education, plus 
information tailored to the specific needs 
of more vulnerable groups such as women, 
people with disabilities, children, people 
in need of medical and psychological aid, 
LGBTQIA+ refugees, and Roma. These posts 
reach hundreds of thousands of people and 
provide critical information as there is no 
official government website for refugees in 
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Hungary,1 and NGOs often lack the capacity to 
investigate, process and share information.

The Facebook group now has over 130,000 
members. It provides vital information first-
hand to refugees and serves as a reliable 
platform for coordination and communication 
for civilians and humanitarian actors.

Digital risks and safety measures
Online platforms bring valuable benefits, but 
they can also pose risks that refugees and vol-
unteers need to be aware of. The majority of 
refugees arriving in Hungary are women with 
children who have varying levels of digital 
literacy and cybersecurity awareness, and 
who may therefore be vulnerable to exploita-
tion and trafficking. To increase their safety, 
RHDN implements various security measures 
such as removing sensitive information (exact 
addresses, phone numbers, photos of children 
and passport details) from posts before they 
are published and also educating refugees on 
potential risks. RHDN highlights potential 
safety risks for those looking for accommo-
dation or employment, and issues warnings 
about phishing attempts, hackers and unethi-
cal working conditions.

Community rules, reporting mechanisms 
and keyword alerts are essential to prevent hate 
speech and discrimination. Digital platforms 
can also expose volunteers to psychological 
challenges such as vicarious trauma, burnout 
and compassion fatigue. Having a constant 
online presence increases these risks, so the 
RHDN Facebook group is supported with pro-
fessional psychological supervision. 

Best practices and Web3 principles 
While there is no universally accepted defini-
tion of ‘Web3’, it generally refers to a new era 
in internet usage that involves structured 
data and advanced technologies such as 
artificial intelligence (AI) and blockchain to 
create a more secure and personalised web. 
In traditional humanitarian aid, information 
is centralised in the hands of authorities and a 
relatively small number of large agencies (and 
mostly used for one-way communication). 
RHDN has implemented Web3 principles, 
driven by data and insights, to improve aid 
and information provision. 

Recent case studies on refugees’ informa-
tion-seeking behaviour show that they rely 
more on social media than government or 

QR codes for the Facebook group were included in food packages distributed at border crossing and train stations, so refugees could 
immediately reach hundreds of thousands of local helpers. Photo credit: Segítségnyújtás MOST / Refugee Help Digital Network
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NGO websites.2 RHDN publishes information 
packages and creates databases to store infor-
mation on organisations, services and refugee 
rights, trying to tackle the many barriers faced 
by refugees to accessing information – barriers 
such as lack of digital literacy, not knowing 
the local language, the inaccuracy of news on 
social media, and government websites that 
are not mobile-friendly. 

The need for decentralisation also applies 
to digital products. A platform that tries to 
cover all aspects of humanitarian assistance 
is unlikely to succeed because of the very 
wide-ranging needs it has to address. Mutual 
referral is critical for both aid organisations 
and digital platforms. Facebook groups and 
Telegram channels are suitable information 
channels, and useful places to ask for donated 
goods and to address ad hoc needs. However, 
accommodation, transport and cash assistance 
requests, for example, can be managed better 
and more safely using designated platforms.

As the primary online space for Hungarian 
refugee aid activities, RHDN shares all rel-
evant applications and websites through its 
Facebook group to reach as many users as pos-
sible. Before approving any posts promoting 
digital products, subject matter experts review 
the content, while the IT working group evalu-
ates the application from a digital perspective, 
focusing for example on the product’s acces-
sibility, data collection practices, data storage 
protocol, functionality, risks and controls, 
change management and maintenance 
processes.  

Other digital platforms serving refugees in 
Hungary
Since the migration and refugee ‘crisis’ in 
Europe in 2015, we have learned about the prob-
lems of ‘digital litter’3, where hundreds of apps 
and websites were designed for refugees but 
eventually abandoned due to a lack of main-
tenance, resulting in outdated and misleading 
information. During the first months of the 
Ukraine crisis, RHDN facilitated discussions 
between developers of digital tools in order 
to synchronise efforts and avoid the spread 
of abandoned digital products. Successful 
approaches were often created by volunteers 
with digital knowledge backgrounds, despite 

their lack of experience in assisting refugees. 
Their initiatives were driven by seeing specific 
gaps in refugee assistance that their solutions 
could fill. 

ShelterUKR is the largest Hungarian 
platform focusing on accommodation. It 
was developed in less than a week by a tech 
company that wanted to create a peer-to-peer 
(P2P) accommodation app tailored to the 
specific needs of refugees. More than 10,000 
refugees were hosted through the platform in 
the first month of the crisis, largely thanks to 
the developers’ technical expertise, customised 
filters for refugees, optimised mobile experi-
ences, and wide promotion on social media. 
Since then, the team has developed additional 
features to assist local NGOs’ requests. 

HunHelp, a platform where refugees can 
apply for food vouchers, was created by 
a group of Russian-speaking migrants to 
address the needs of refugees in remote areas – 
such as in small towns without aid distribution 
points. Hunhelp is run by a group of volun-
teers who manage crowdfunding, application 
management and distribution without any 
organisational support; to date, nearly 6,000 
displaced people have received aid through 
this platform.

P2P initiatives are an important enabler of 
Web3 and humanitarian aid as well. Through 
RHDN’s Facebook community an estimated 
60,000 people have received help with issues 
such as accommodation, health care, psy-
chological support and education. One of 
the reasons for this remarkable solidarity is 
the P2P aspect of social media: people want 
to help not just by donating to trusted aid 
organisations but also by responding to an 
individual refugee’s request, whom they can 
contact directly. 

Another advantage of shared digital spaces 
is that they can complement formal structures 
by simplifying the engagement between local 
NGOs, authorities and civilians. Even small 
NGOs, who do not have the capacity or foreign 
language skills to participate in the UNHCR-
led Refugee Coordination Forum (RCF), are 
quick to respond to a comment where their 
coordinator is tagged to help a family in their 
region. While formal frameworks such as the 
RCF are an important mechanism for reporting 
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Boosting the socio-economic inclusion of refugees 
from Ukraine
Susanne Klink and Alex Mundt

With many Ukrainian refugees1 facing prolonged stays in host countries, they require 
effective access to decent work, education, and social and financial services. 

The EU’s decision to activate the Temporary 
Protection Directive (TPD) provided the nec-
essary framework for Ukrainians arriving 
in Europe to enjoy access to basic rights, and 
paved the way for inclusion in host communi-
ties and national social protection systems. In 
spite of this, a range of challenges are imped-
ing the socio-economic inclusion of Ukrainian 
refugees. 

Socio-economic inclusion enables refugees 
to live with normalcy and dignity, to contrib-
ute to host communities, and to avoid reliance 
on negative or harmful coping mechanisms. 
However, representative data on the socio-
economic profiles of refugees and the current 
state of inclusion remains limited. The results 
of UNHCR’s Intention surveys,2 feedback from 
regional refugee response plan partners,3 

and high-level coordination, a shared digital 
space can instantly connect hundreds of 
NGOs and thousands of volunteers to assist 
refugees. RHDN has been an active member of 
the Hungarian RCF since its inception and has 
supported UNHCR’s mapping efforts with a 
database of more than 100 local relief organisa-
tions working with RHDN. 

Further potential with AI and data
As RHDN is run by a small group of volun-
teers, it has limited capacity to analyse the 
large amount of data that has been collected 
through the Facebook group. However, reports 
can be provided upon request, as the text of 
every written request is labelled according to a 
three-level taxonomy that classifies the theme 
of posts. An analysis of requests for accom-
modation revealed the changing trends from 
requests for short-term shelter to long-term 
accommodation, the percentage of successful 
housing, and whether the solution was pro-
vided by a P2P initiative, government or aid 
organisation. This analysis played an impor-
tant role in helping NGOs shift their attention 
to long-term housing solutions.

In addition, NLP (Natural Language 
Processing) can be used to process this 
labelled text and provide valuable insights into 
the evolving needs of refugees, adding to the 
more limited picture provided by surveys con-
ducted at border crossing points and shelters.

Conclusion
Digital methods and a Web3 approach can 
enhance humanitarian aid by enabling aid 
organisations to reach affected popula-
tions and local volunteers more effectively, 
while also increasing safety and preventing 
exploitation. 

Our experience in Hungary shows that local 
NGOs often lack the capacity (time, expertise, 
staff) to create digital tools to support humani-
tarian efforts. Grassroots initiatives driven by 
individuals with technical knowledge can be 
a fast and efficient way to build digital tools to 
support humanitarian efforts. Collaboration 
between digital actors, NGOs, governments, 
communities and international agencies is key 
to success, avoiding duplication and creating a 
sustainable digital product.
Zita Lengyel-Wang 
infocenter.segitsegnyujtas@gmail.com 
IT and Platform Strategy Coordinator, Refugee 
Help Digital Network

1. Adrienn Kiss (2022) Mapping and rapid assessment of existing 
national NGO coordination mechanisms focusing on Hungary, Poland, 
Romania, and the Republic of Moldova p9   
bit.ly/reliefweb-mapping-rapid-assessment 
2. Dekker R, Engbersen G, Klaver J and Vonk H (2018) ‘Smart 
Refugees: How Syrian Asylum Migrants Use Social Media 
Information in Migration Decision-Making’, Social Media + Society, 
4(1) bit.ly/smart-refugees 
3. Meghan Benton (2019) ‘Digital Litter: The Downside of Using 
Technology to Help Refugees’ Migration Information Source   
bit.ly/migrationpolicy-digital-litter

mailto:infocenter.segitsegnyujtas%40gmail.com?subject=
https://bit.ly/reliefweb-mapping-rapid-assessment
https://bit.ly/smart-refugees
https://bit.ly/migrationpolicy-digital-litter
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and exchanges with refugees and specialised 
stakeholders have therefore assumed a height-
ened importance. This data provides insight 
into the challenges faced by, and opportunities 
open to, national social protection systems, 
and reveals the current status of refugees’ 
access to services, decent work, financial inclu-
sion, education and housing.

What do we mean by socio-economic 
inclusion?4

In a refugee context, inclusion is the practice 
of ensuring that forcibly displaced people 
have de jure and de facto access to government 
systems and services on a par with nationals. 
This includes freedom of movement, entrepre-
neurship, upskilling and skills recognition, 
and access to land, documentation, decent 
work, education, health, social protection 
and social care services, housing, finance and 
wider economic opportunities.

While de jure access has been facilitated 
largely via rights accorded under the TPD 
or similar national instruments in non-EU 

Member States, a series of administrative and 
practical barriers have emerged. Some are 
related to specific areas, such as difficulties in 
obtaining skills recognition for professional 
qualifications, while others affect socio-eco-
nomic inclusion as a whole. Language barriers 
may be the most common but overstretched 
systems and services, limited technical capac-
ity of service providers, lack of awareness 
among stakeholders regarding refugees’ rights 
and entitlements, coordination gaps, and 
inadequate information channels for refugees 
regarding how to access services also impede 
inclusion. The lack of systematic monitoring 
of refugees’ effective access to socio-economic 
rights and services by the host authorities is 
also a barrier to identifying and addressing 
challenges as they occur.

Participatory approaches are a fundamental 
element of inclusion, giving refugees a voice in 
the co-development and adaptation of systems, 
services and programmes so that they cater for 
refugees’ actual needs, take into consideration 
the potential of refugees as net socio-economic 

Before the war, Ekaterina was a wedding photographer. In Romania she has found work at a a bookshop and shared working space, January 
2023. Credit: UK for UNHCR/Ioana Epure
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contributors, and address existing access barri-
ers. Inclusion often entails a ‘whole-of-society’ 
approach, adapting and improving govern-
ment services for refugees at local and national 
levels, in line with the Global Compact on 
Refugees.

Status of inclusion of refugees from 
Ukraine
The vast majority of refugees from Ukraine 
are women and children, with a large propor-
tion of female caregivers acting as primary 
breadwinners as a result of military service 
requirements in Ukraine and the subsequent 
high levels of family separation. Many have 
completed tertiary studies and were economi-
cally active before they fled. 

Temporary protection arrangements 
throughout Europe grant refugees from 
Ukraine the right to work, but a range of legal 
and de facto impediments hinder access to 
labour markets and decent work. Moreover, 
States within the EU have interpreted or 
applied the TPD differently, impacting the 
options available to refugees – such as the right 
to own a business, which for instance is not yet 
granted for beneficiaries of temporary protec-
tion in Slovakia. The duration of the temporary 
protection or residence status in host countries 
also creates uncertainties for the private sector, 
often adversely impacting their interest in 
investing in hiring, upskilling and offering 
financial services to refugees.5 

While over a third of refugees from Ukraine 
interviewed for UNHCR’s fourth intentions 
survey are currently working, the major-
ity – and more so for women than men – are 
employed at a lower level than they were in 
Ukraine; many are working in low-skilled jobs 
and a small but considerable percentage (8%) 
are working in the informal sector. Around 
one fifth of refugees are unemployed and 
actively looking for work. Although childcare 
and difficulties in enrolling children in schools 
have been identified as barriers for accessing 
employment, limited knowledge of the local 
language, skills mismatches, difficulties in 
skills recognition and lack of decent work 
opportunities are more prevalent obstacles. 
Remote work in Ukraine plays a much more 
important role in Romania and Moldova than 

in the rest of the region with around 25% of 
Ukrainian refugees in these countries engaged 
in remote work. While 11% of all the refugees 
surveyed had a business back in Ukraine, only 
2% are currently self-employed. 

Although the primary income source for 
almost half the refugee households is a salary, 
social assistance by host countries also sup-
ports around half, and over three quarters of 
older people receive a pension from Ukraine. 
Other income sources include humanitarian 
assistance, remittances and savings. However, 
the majority of Ukrainian refugees still strug-
gle to meet basic needs. A range of access 
barriers identified by UNHCR during the 
COVID-19 pandemic remain;6 in addition, the 
sheer scale of the new arrivals has strained 
systems to breaking point and has forced 
host governments to make difficult decisions 
regarding the quality of services and pace of 
including new arrivals in mainstream social 
protection schemes.

Finally, the level of inclusion varies consid-
erably depending on household composition. 
The most vulnerable group consists of house-
holds with one or more older persons. They 
are much less likely to be able to afford rental 
accommodation and to meet their basic needs. 
Likewise, one fifth of surveyed households 
have at least one person with care needs due to 
long-term illness or disability, which hinders 
prospects for socio-economic inclusion and 
achieving self-reliance. 

Emerging good practice 
Generating an evidence base through regular 
monitoring, gathering socio-economic data 
and mapping relevant stakeholders and their 
roles, responsibilities and interests at the local, 
national and regional level would provide a 
sound basis for enhancing inclusion across 
sectors. Far more effort should be invested in 
bringing together key actors, raising aware-
ness, building capacity and establishing 
coordination mechanisms to promote inclu-
sion and harness the potential of refugees to 
contribute to the economies of host countries. 

Financial inclusion is a necessary first step, 
particularly for refugee entrepreneurs and 
potential small business owners. Like every-
one, refugees require bank accounts and access 
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to credit and other services. Authorities, NGOs, 
financial and business development service 
providers, regulatory bodies and refugees all 
have a role to play in developing sequenced, 
joined-up approaches to ensure such access. 

Further work needs to be done to connect 
companies interested in hiring refugees with 
public employment offices, integration ser-
vices and refugees, as the experience of the 
past year suggests significant potential in this 
area. Various job-matching platforms have 
been set up by the private sector and NGOs 
in several host countries and the lessons are 
instructive. Platforms that included robust 
information for refugees, legal orientation and 
guidance for companies, vetting mechanisms 
and coordination with socio-economic inclu-
sion stakeholders achieved promising results. 
Platforms with no such additional services or 
information tended to achieve more limited 
results. In several countries, promising plat-
forms are currently being further developed in 
coordination with UNHCR to establish busi-
ness models that can support employment of 
refugees of all nationalities.7 

Despite the high digital literacy of Ukrainian 
refugees, in-person information provision and 
assistance have remained important gateways 
to inclusion. Multiple national and local gov-
ernments have set up one-stop shops to enable 
refugees from Ukraine to receive legal orienta-
tion, apply for temporary protection, register 
for social assistance and socio-economic inclu-
sion services, open a bank account and obtain 
accommodation. The concept of ‘one-stop 
shops’ providing a range of services could be 
adapted to different contexts to address the 
remaining barriers in accessing services.

Conclusion
The arrival of millions of Ukrainian refugees 
in a matter of weeks was a shock to national 
protection systems and host economies across 
Europe. Over time, the benefits of inclusion 
have become increasingly apparent but more 
work is required. Further strengthening the 
evidence base through systematic data col-
lection and monitoring of socio-economic 
inclusion will enable targeted approaches to 
tackle the inclusion barriers faced by more 
vulnerable groups, and strengthen efforts to 

advocate effectively on behalf of refugees. A 
review of existing data suggests that further 
investments are also needed in offering rel-
evant language courses, addressing skills 
mismatches, supporting refugee entrepre-
neurs, expanding access to childcare, and 
facilitating coordination among stakeholders.  
Susanne Klink klink@unhcr.org  
Senior Livelihoods and Economic Inclusion 
Officer  

Alex Mundt mundt@unhcr.org 
Senior Policy Advisor 

UNHCR Bureau for Europe

1. The term refugee is used inclusively in this article, referring 
to all displaced persons from Ukraine in need of international 
protection independent of their legal status.
2. Involving interviews with 3,850 refugee households across 
Europe and 4,000 IDP households in Ukraine, undertaken between 
April and May 2023, plus findings from focus group discussions. 
UNHCR (2023) Lives on Hold #4: Intentions and Perspectives of 
Refugees and IDPs from Ukraine  
data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/101747
3. UNHCR (2023) Ukraine Situation: Regional Refugee Response Plan 
– January-December 2023 bit.ly/ukraine-response-plan-2023 
4. FMR published an issue on socio-economic integration in 
January 2023 www.fmreview.org/issue71 
5. For more information on the importance of legal certainty, 
please refer to the joint publication of OECD and UNHCR (2018) 
Engaging with employers in the hiring of refugees - A 10-point multi-
stakeholder action plan for employers, refugees, governments and civil 
society. bit.ly/engaging-employers-hiring-refugees 
6. UNHCR (2021) UNHCR Social Protection Policy Brief. Leave no 
one behind: promoting effective access of refugees in social protection 
systems in post-pandemic Europe. bit.ly/unhcr-social-protection
7. UNHCR’s Refugee Employment Platform Manual provides more 
information on the concept, required functionalities for effective 
job matching platforms and existing pilots.  
www.unhcr.org/media/refugee-employment-platform-manual
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mailto:mundt%40unhcr.org?subject=
http://data.unhcr.org/en/documents/details/101747
https://bit.ly/ukraine-response-plan-2023
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Integration support for temporary protection holders
Emiliya Bratanova van Harten

The Temporary Protection Directive does not contribute to an effective integration process. 
Measures to facilitate refugee integration need to be put in place even if return is the 
preferred durable solution.

The EU Temporary Protection Directive (TPD), 
which regulates the status of Ukrainian refu-
gees in Europe, does not require host countries 
to provide – or work towards providing – the 
option of local integration.1 Local integration 
is one of the three durable solutions2 but in the 
TPD the only durable solution envisaged is 
return (whether voluntary or enforced). 

Of the more than six million Ukrainians for-
cibly displaced since the start of the Russian 
invasion on 24 February 2022, almost half have 
benefited from temporary protection status in 
EU Member States. However, given that the 
maximum length of temporary protection 
provided under the TPD is three years, and 
given the protracted nature of the conflict in 
Ukraine, questions arise as to the need for 
long-term integration support for these tem-
porary protection holders. 

Even though the majority of Ukrainian refu-
gees say they intend to return to their home 
country once the situation improves, there is 
absolutely no clarity as to when return will be 
possible. Moreover, a significant number state 
that they do not envisage returning at all.3 
While the situation in the home country is a 
major consideration for the viability of return 
(push factors), the services and livelihoods 
opportunities available in the host country 
also play a role in the decision whether to 
return or not (pull factors). 

The TPD obliges Member States to issue 
residence permits; to authorise access to 
employment, vocational training and social 
security systems; and to ensure access to 
suitable accommodation, social welfare, 
medical care (emergency care and essential 
treatment as a minimum and especially 
for vulnerable individuals), education for 
children, and family reunification. These 
provisions mean that despite the temporary 
character of protection under the TPD, some 
integration provisions are in place. However, 

compared with the rights of refugees and 
subsidiary protection holders as contained in 
the EU’s Qualification Directive (QD),4 tem-
porary protection holders may be subject to 
lower protection standards (especially in the 
areas of employment and health care) and to 
limited access to integration programmes as, 
unlike the QD, the TPD does not contain such 
provisions. 

Article 34 of the QD imposes an obligation 
on EU Member States to “ensure access to 
integration programmes” for refugees and 
subsidiary protection holders, clarifying in 
its preamble that this access may include 
“language training and the provision of 
information concerning individual rights and 
obligations relating to their protection status 
in the Member State concerned”. 

It may be justified to provide temporary pro-
tection holders with a lower level of integration 
support compared with refugees, given the 
anticipated transience of their situation, but 
the question remains as to what minimum 
level of support is acceptable. 

Temporary protection on the ground: 
Poland, the Czech Republic and Bulgaria
The TPD introduces minimum protection 
standards, but Member States can offer more 
favourable conditions for temporary protection 
holders. To gauge the level of actual protection 
provided, it is necessary to observe how the 
reception of Ukrainian refugees is regulated 
in some host countries. Three national cases 
have been selected to illustrate the availability 
of integration support for temporary protec-
tion holders: Poland, the Czech Republic and 
Bulgaria (the countries in Central and Eastern 
Europe which have received the highest 
number of Ukrainian refugees).

In all these countries special legislation 
has been adopted which deals with the 
reception of Ukrainian refugees and their 
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rights.5 Therefore, temporary protection 
holders cannot automatically benefit from the 
rights of refugees and subsidiary protection 
holders and may not be able to access tailored 
integration programmes, where these exist. 
Despite the fact that in general Ukrainian 
refugees get better treatment compared with 
non-Ukrainian refugees,6 a closer look at the 
integration-related provisions in each of these 
three countries reveals the complexity of the 
issues at stake.7 

All three countries offer immediate access 
to the labour market for Ukrainian refugees. 
In fact, as Ukrainians have had a history of 
economic migration to many of the Central 
and Eastern European countries, especially 
Poland, it was expected that they would meet 
many of the domestic labour market needs. 

Given the demographic profile of TPD 
holders, with – according to Eurostat data 
– 42.3% adult female, 34.7% children and 
5.8% over 65 years old, it is worth noting that 
all countries have provided access to their 
national education systems and some access to 
health and social care.8 Access to State medical 
assistance ranges from being equal to that 
enjoyed by nationals in the case of Poland, to 

health insurance for the first 150 days only 
coverage in the Czech Republic and the first 90 
days in Bulgaria (with exceptions for vulner-
able individuals). Targeted social assistance 
benefits (financial support) are available to 
varying degrees, with Poland offering a wide 
range, whereas in the Czech Republic the 
available benefits are reduced over time and in 
Bulgaria they amount to one-off payments. 

As regards accommodation, in Bulgaria, 
until mid-November 2022, the State provided 
accommodation and meals for a small pro-
portion of Ukrainian refugees in hotels and 
State-owned resort buildings; however, this 
was implemented on a diminishing sliding 
scale, and after a certain period only the 
most needy Ukrainian refugees could benefit 
from accommodation provision. The discon-
tinuation of meals was successfully challenged 
before the Supreme Administrative Court but 
accommodation support remained minimal. 
In the Czech Republic, Ukrainian refugees 
may be offered accommodation by a regional 
assistance centre or by private entities or busi-
nesses. Those who are offered accommodation 
by the State are not eligible for humanitarian 
assistance (which has anyway been further 

Ukrainian Refugees waiting at the Ukrainian-Romanian border checkpoint Porubne-Siret, March 2022. Credit: Nikolay Stoykov
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reduced in 2023). In Poland, although tem-
porary support with accommodation can 
be provided by reception centres, refugees 
are increasingly expected to find their own 
housing. Moreover, both Poland and the Czech 
Republic now require payment for longer stays 
in reception facilities (starting from 120 days 
in Poland and 150 days in the Czech Republic). 

A trend towards diminishing State support 
for Ukrainian refugees is noticeable in all three 
countries studied. It is not known if Ukrainian 
temporary protection holders will eventually 
be expected to have sufficiently integrated and 
therefore no longer require any support. 

The future of integration and the TPD
Despite the initial warm welcome for Ukrainian 
refugees, when it comes to integration there 
is an over-reliance on civil society efforts 
and diminishing State support. There also 
seems to be an assumption that Ukrainians 
will be able to secure employment, combined 
with a disregard for the need for regulated, 
coordinated and affordable access to housing. 
In addition, in Poland and in Bulgaria, there 
is limited or no targeted state integration 
support mechanism – offering free language 
classes and social orientation, for example – 
that Ukrainian refugees could benefit from. 
One main reason for such an omission is the 
lack of integration provisions in the TPD and 
the expectation that Ukrainians will return to 
their country. Another reason is the legacy of 
poor integration systems (especially in Poland 
and Bulgaria) for non-Ukrainian refugees.

The above findings suggest that ensuring 
access to the main socio-economic rights of 
refugees is not sufficient for their integration. 
If the EU would like to avoid a future scenario 
where Ukrainian refugees are blamed for 
their failure to integrate, it should introduce 

a provision in the TPD guaranteeing their 
access to integration programmes. This would 
also serve to build a coordinated, long-term 
approach towards ensuring a responsible 
reception of people fleeing future conflicts. 
Emiliya Bratanova van Harten  
emiliya.bratanova@jur.lu.se 
PhD Candidate, Lund University

1. EU Council Directive 2001/55/EC of 20 July 2001  
bit.ly/eur-lex-council-directive 
2. Described by UNHCR as a “dynamic and multifaceted two-way 
process which requires efforts by all parties concerned.”  
bit.ly/unhcr-integration-refugees 
3. EUAA, IOM and OECD (2022) Forced displacement from and 
within Ukraine: Profiles, experiences, and aspirations of affected 
populations bit.ly/forced-displacement-ukraine 
4. EU Council Directive 2011/95/EU of 13 December 2011 (recast 
Qualification Directive) 
5. Poland: The law on assistance to Ukrainian citizens in 
connection with an armed conflict in the territory of that state, 
Adopted in pos. No. 50 on March 12, 2022  
bit.ly/law-assistance-ukrainian-citizens; Czech Republic: 
Regulation No. 65/2022 Coll., source: COLLECTION OF LAWS, 
year 2022, amount 36, dated 21 March 2022  
www.sagit.cz/info/sb22065; Bulgaria: Council of Ministers 
Decision No 144 of 14 March 2022 on Granting Temporary 
Protection to Displaced Persons from Ukraine and on Amending 
the National Action Plan for Temporary Protection in the Republic 
of Bulgaria bit.ly/bulgaria-council-ministers-decision
6. OHCHR, UN expert praises generosity towards Ukrainian 
refugees by Poland and urges Belarus and Poland to end 
pushbacks, 28.07.2022 bit.ly/un-expert-praises-generosity  
7. The following section is based on official information published 
on government websites for Ukrainian refugees. For Poland:  
www.gov.pl/web/ua; Duszczyk M and Kaczmarczyk P (2022) 
‘The War in Ukraine and Migration to Poland: Outlook and 
Challenges’, Intereconomics issue 57 no 3  
bit.ly/war-ukraine-migration-poland-outlook-challenges; Reidy 
E (2022) ‘Is Poland’s Smooth Reception of Ukrainian Refugees 
Heading for Trouble?’, The New Humanitarian  
bit.ly/poland-ukraine-refugee-concern-grows. For the Czech 
Republic: Ministry of the Interior of the Czech Republic  
prod.frs.gov.cz/docasna-ochrana-ua/; EWSI, Czech Republic: 
Amendment to the laws “Lex Ukraine II” enters into force  
bit.ly/czech-amendment-laws-lex-ukraine-ii-enters-force. For 
Bulgaria: Bulgaria for Ukraine, official government platform 
ukraine.gov.bg/ 
8. Eurostat, Temporary Protection for Persons Fleeing Ukraine – 
Monthly Statistics, July 2023  
bit.ly/people_fleeing_ukraine_receiving_temporary_protection 
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FMR News
New team: 
Our team has seen many changes in the past year. In March we said a fond farewell to former 
Deputy Editor Olivia Berthon. Catherine Meredith, our new Deputy Editor, joined in May. 
Managing Editor Alice Philip welcomed a new baby in June and soon after Emily Arnold-
Fernández joined us as Managing Editor (maternity cover). We wish Alice all the best for her 
maternity leave.

Future plans: 
Over the coming year, the FMR team will expand on our core vision of inclusion and impact, 
bringing together diverse voices to inform policy and practice addressing forced migration and 
displacement. We’ll also launch a new logo and website, so please watch this space – it may look 
different in the future!

Forthcoming - Issue 73: Digital disruption and displacement (2024)
The rapid development and pervasive diffusion of digital technologies, including artificial intel-
ligence, biometric identification, machine learning and predictive analytics among others, have 
far-reaching impacts, both positive and negative. This issue will explore the double-sided nature 
of digital technologies and their implications for displaced people across the globe. Proposals for 
articles are solicited by 15 October 2023. 

New Director of the Refugee Studies Centre: 
Professor Tom Scott-Smith became Director of the Refugee Studies Centre, where FMR is housed, 
in September 2023. We are very grateful to Professor Alexander Betts, the outgoing Director, for 
his support of FMR and we look forward to working with Professor Scott-Smith as we take FMR 
forward.

Keep up to date with all FMR’s news 
To receive our new calls for articles and digital versions of the magazine, please 
sign up to our mailing list: www.fmreview.org/request/alerts 
…and follow us on social media: 

  Twitter @FMReview

  LinkedIn /forced-migration-review 

  Facebook www.facebook.com/FMReview/   

FMR News

https://www.fmreview.org/request/alerts
https://twitter.com/fmreview
https://podcasts.ox.ac.uk/series
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Get involved 
Write for  FMR: 
We invite proposals for articles for each forthcoming issue: www.fmreview.org/forthcoming. You 
do not need any specific qualifications to write. We ask you to draw on your experience – whether 
of research, practice or lived experience of displacement. If your topic fits the call then please 
send us a proposal that follows our guidance, detailed here: www.fmreview.org/writing-fmr. We 
are happy to receive both proposals and full articles in Arabic, English, French and Spanish.

Support FMR: 
Forced Migration Review is made possible by the support of generous donors across the globe. 
If you believe in our mission and wish to support inclusive dialogue on good policy and prac-
tice related to forced migration and displacement, we invite you to consider making a gift at  
tinyurl.com/FMRdonate. For institutional contributions please email fmr@qeh.ox.ac.uk.

Join the International Advisory Board: 
We’re actively seeking new members for our International Advisory Board. Our Advisors help 
FMR stay abreast of emerging trends and overlooked issues, and play a key role in developing 
and supporting FMR’s strategic direction. Advisors are also invited to serve as article reviewers 
in their areas of expertise. We are particularly seeking advisors with lived experience of forced 
migration and displacement, from or based in regions most affected by forced displacement, 
and/or fluent in Arabic, Spanish, or French. To express interest or learn more, please email us at 
fmr@qeh.ox.ac.uk.

Forced Migration Review in other languages
Did you know that you can receive FMR in languages other than English? This issue is 
available in print and online in English and Ukrainian and online in Russian. Our next issue, 
Digital disruption and displacement, will be published in English, French, Spanish and Arabic. 
You can sign up on our website to receive printed or email versions of these publications.

Would you like to see FMR in another language? We would love to see FMR available to a wider 
audience. Are you a funder who is interested in increasing FMR’s impact and accessibility? Are 
you a translator who might want to donate some of your time to translate some key articles 
into languages we don’t cover? Please get in touch to discuss options: fmr@qeh.ox.ac.uk 

Get involved 

https://www.fmreview.org/forthcoming
https://www.fmreview.org/writing-fmr
https://tinyurl.com/FMRdonate
mailto:fmr%40qeh.ox.ac.uk?subject=
mailto:fmr%40qeh.ox.ac.uk?subject=
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