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BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
 
While the contribution of diasporas to development has been widely researched, their input into the 
humanitarian sphere remains underexplored. The Diaspora Emergency Action & Coordination (DEMAC) 
project aims to document the strength and complementarity of diaspora humanitarianism and highlight 
opportunities for greater collaboration at local and international level.  
 
At the occasion of the World Humanitarian Day the DEMAC consortium in partnership with the Global 
Child Protection Area of Responsibility teams held a seminar called “Diasporas in Humanitarian Settings 
– Creating Opportunities for Complementary Action” on Monday 20th August 2018 at the UNICEF 
offices in Geneva.  
 
This seminar created the space to bring Diaspora humanitarians and those within the humanitarian 
sector together to learn about and discuss the findings from the latest DEMAC research report “Creating 
Opportunities to Work with Diasporas in Humanitarian Settings”. 
 
The seminar also provided the opportunity for humanitarian practitioners and diaspora humanitarians 
to hear directly from each other and explore areas of interest. Over the course of the DEMAC project we 
have seen the value in creating spaces for one to one conversations to explore areas of synergy and 
share experiences, this proved to be equally valuable on this occasion. 

 
The seminar attracted a diverse range of 
participants, including those representing: 
 
▪ Diaspora humanitarians 

▪ Academics undertaking research on diaspora  

▪ Donors 

▪ UN agencies  

▪ International non-government organisations 

(INGOs) seeking to engage and work 

collaboratively with diaspora communities in 

advancing shared goals. 

 
 
This unique range of actors was involved in dynamic discussions. They also helped progress an agenda 
for partnership and collaboration between the different groups represented. 
 
This report has been prepared by DEMAC to draw out key learnings from the Seminar and document 
calls to action for the different actors represented at the seminar. 
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SETTING THE SCENE 
 
Pauline Vidal from the Samuel Hall research team that conducted the evaluation study presented the 
report “Creating Opportunities to Work with Diasporas in Humanitarian Settings” covering three 
countries currently experiencing conflict - Nigeria, Somalia and Syria where diaspora humanitarians play 
an important role in emergencies and provide vital support to communities.  
 
The presentation (see the full presentation in annexes) covered: 
 
- The work the organisations are currently doing and their impact 
- Areas of strength and weakness based on beneficiary and stakeholder feedback 
- Recommendations going forward for: 

o Diaspora organisations 
o DEMAC 
o NGOS 
o Donors  

 
The complexities of operating in emergency humanitarian settings in countries such as Nigeria, Somalia 
and Syria apply to all organisations – whether international or diaspora. DOs have to negotiate their 
access to funding and their implementation capacity just like traditional actors. They operate in a 
common humanitarian aid ecosystem, are confronted with similar challenges, and use alternative 
modes of intervention that can also act as sources for best practices. Yet this study reveals that 
traditional humanitarian actors and diasporic actors rarely interact to improve the results of 
humanitarian aid across emergency settings. The lack of knowledge of each other’s work, capacity and 
potential contributions weaken the aid ecosystem and the response. 
 
The presentation garnered a great deal of interest from the audience as there were a number of 
questions from all actors in the room to explore the themes further, request clarification and to probe 
deeper into the findings. One of the questions was focused on the motivation and impact of the 
diaspora organisations featured in the study. This was a good question as it led to the next section. 

This presentation reviewed the work of six Diaspora 
organisations (DOs) in Syria and Somalia, when 
emergency and early recovery responses are needed as 
a result of droughts, terror attacks or active conflict. 
 
This research started by asking how small- and medium-
scale DOs add value in remote and restricted settings 
where mainstream humanitarian actors face challenges 
of access, local ownership and sustainability. It 
concludes on areas of complementarity between DOs 
and the traditional humanitarian sector, outlining their 
strengths and weaknesses, achievements and areas 
where they should be supported. 
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DIASPORA PRESENTATIONS 
 
The organisations in attendance included: 
 

Organisation Representative Country of operation 
Somali Faces Mohammed Ibrahim Shire Somalia 
Rajo Organisation Hafsa Jama Somalia 
Homs League Abroad Dr. Mazen Charbak Syria 
DOZ e.V Julia Quaas Syria 
SCAN-UK  Anass Tooma Syria 
ARISE! Abimbola Junaid Nigeria 
F.R.E.E Marwanatu Nadama Nigeria 

 
 
Each organisation provided insight into why 
their organisation came into creation, the work 
they have been doing and the challenges they 
have faced in responding to crises in their home 
countries. 
 
This session was extremely useful in providing 
insight to those who had little knowledge of the 
work and workings of diaspora organisations. 
The responses from the panel helped the 
audience to recognise the impact and amount of 
work that is being done in parallel to formal 
response activities. 
 

GROUP DISCUSSIONS SUMMARIES 
 
To enable the attendees to have in-depth conversations and explore themes further with each other the 
final session was divided into country specific discussion groups. 
 

Though the groups were separated the conversations generally followed a similar form. Discussion 
began with the current country context in relation to the crisis being experienced progressed into 
exploring all participants’ humanitarian interventions and finished by looking at how participants could 
enhance their response through partnerships or greater interaction. 
 

NIGERIA 
 
Main challenges/barriers identified for enhanced Diaspora Organisation (DO) collaboration and 
coordination with traditional humanitarian actors: 
 

http://www.somalifaces.org/
https://www.facebook.com/RajoOrganisation/
http://en.homsleague.org/
https://www.doz.international/
http://www.scanuk.org/
http://arisenigerianwoman.org/
https://free-ng.org/
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Time and resources: 
 

▪ Finding the time and human resource to do ‘non-essential’ activities is a challenge as diaspora 
often are working on a voluntary basis 

▪ There are challenges in having skilled people to do reporting, admin and other areas so 
important in project and relationship management 

▪ When funds/donations are collected there are activities specific and not for administrative work 
▪ No time to look for projects and to work on proposal development 

 
Potential solutions discussed:  
 
▪ Stronger coordination within DOs networks 
▪ Put resources together in order to have staff secured for drafting proposals and fundraising available 

for all DOs, work as a collective 
 

 
 
 
Need for a more holistic approach 
 
The group recognised that DOs should be aware of the humanitarian principles and factor them in to 
their work. However, there is no need to replicate exactly how traditional humanitarian actors work as 
there is value in the flexibility and adaptability, among other characteristics, of how DOs work. In line 
with this it was suggested that the specificities of DOs and of their engagement possibilities and 
mechanisms should be more acknowledged in the broader humanitarian sector. 
 
A strong feeling from those in the group was that the importance of localisation needs to be taken into 
consideration more by the traditional humanitarian sector. Ways of working should be adapted or 
created to accommodate this area of focus. One of the ways that would help diaspora strengthen their 
ways of working and position in the sector was for space to be created for diaspora to speak to each 
other and look at areas such as: 
 
▪ Working solely in the humanitarian space or expand projects into development work/ support 
▪ Reflecting on how diaspora generally work and looking at what structures would enable them to 

partner in the formal sector thinking about funding, reporting and so on. 

Need for stronger coordination between DOs: 
 
▪ Avoid duplication 
▪ Assess better the needs and the interests from the 

local partners 
 
Potential solutions discussed:  
▪ Asses the strengths of each DO (need for internal 

audits) 
▪ Create real areas for mutual opportunities and 

synergies 
▪ Create more formal and institutional partnerships 
▪ Discuss the possibility to create some kind of 

federation at regional/national level 
▪ Use the DEMAC platform for supporting this 

enhanced collaboration 
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SOMALIA 
 
The Somalia group were very clear and concise on what the needs were for improving humanitarian 
response to Somalia.  
 

 
Coordination 
 
Discussion regarding effective coordination suggested that for this to happen real transparency and 

brutal honesty were needed to foster meaningful discussion between all stakeholders. 

In line with the earlier point it was recommended that rather than have diaspora organisations be 

assimilated into the current structure there could be an alternative way forward. It was said that what 

would be more beneficial and useful is to create a space for learning where both sides can benefit from 

the pros and cons of their operations and how they can complement each other. 

A final point was that it would be useful for coordination if a platform for people to be able to find 

organisations was in place. The DEMAC database of organisations was pointed to as an example. 

SYRIA 
 
The Syria discussion group structured their discussion on action focused questions while also reflecting 
on the realities of the current situation and what steps could be taken to respond meaningfully. 
 
The group reflected on the complexity of the Syria conflict as it is happening in 4 regions and each is 

experiencing a very different situation. In some regions it is easier as they are very connected in others 

there are limited coordination opportunities which make it challenging to respond. 

As the group shared their experience in the current situation important considerations came out of the 

discussion: 

Capacity 
 
It was recognised that diaspora have skills, abilities and access that are not 
available to traditional responders. At the same time the DOs recognised 
their limitations and capacity building requirements. With this in mind it 
was suggested that all (diaspora and traditional humanitarian actors) be 
clear on the available capacity of diaspora responders and manage 
expectations for all involved. 
 
An important point raised regarding capacity was in terms of who defines 
what capacity needs to be built and for what purpose. One DO mentioned 
that how much of their freedom/ independence of working must be 
curtailed or adapted to be able to participate actively and fully in the 
formal humanitarian sector. He suggested a middle ground was needed 
that recognised DOs means of operation while ensuring that ways of 
working together effectively could be found. 
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DOZ (one of the diaspora organisations) has difficulties to fund activities in Kurdish areas in Europe. It is 

easier to fund for staff and office in Germany. They work mainly with volunteers because they cannot 

pay their staff in the Kurdish area. They also have presence in 3 other areas in Syria. 

DOZ found it impossible to register in Gazientep. They pointed out that all the trainings are always 

offered outside of Syria (Gazientep, Lebanon), which limit the participation of small organisaitons 

operating inside Syria.  

The group looked at the experiences in the North West part of Syria 

The findings within the North West of Syria would make an interesting case study as it would be useful 

to look at the impact of humanitarian response when predominantly administered by local and diaspora 

actors. 

What’s next? What can be the role of DOs in Syria and in Europe? 

▪ Syrian DOs should start merging together to cut operational costs, the operational area is 

shrinking e.g. why are there 18 orgs from UK for orphans in a similar specific area? 

▪ Limited access in Syria for DOs in the 4 regions (restrictions and limited 

funding). All the DOs are now in Idlib area. Few small DOs are also working in 

the Kurdish area (from Irak, not from Turkey), No DOs are working in the 

governmental area. 

 

▪ Humanitarian DOs are questioning their own role and presence in Syria 

 

▪ DOs are not allowed to work from Lebanon and Jordan. Some have Lebanese 

and Jordan humanitarian partners to continue working (Homs League 

Abroad).  

▪ There were a limited number of INGOs, so it gave the 

space for local NGOs to take the lead in coordination 
 

▪ Major actors are from national, local and diaspora in 

the cluster system and NGO consortium 
 

▪ Coordination meetings are held in Gazientep  
 

▪ They all acknowledge the importance of improving the 

capacity of local NGOs because they are implementing 
 

▪ Funding from donors can limit their freedom to 

operate 
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▪ Diaspora and other actors should empower the local organisations as they are there and the 

focus should be on strengthening not replacing or duplicating.  

▪ Important issue remains: how to transfer money? DOs need to advocate for this issue together 

with INGOs 

▪ There are major technical gaps in Syria in response to the number of skilled people that have left 

Syria. How do we take this into consideration when planning for the future with the scale of the 

current enforced brain drain?  

▪ DOs need to transfer knowledge and technical skills to the local NGOs 

▪ DOs role should be to raise funds to support local actors 

▪ Role of DOs = Localization of aid 

 
Challenges identified by the DOs which have a direct impact on their ability to develop and progress 

their work include: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

▪ Lack of funding 

 

▪ DOs have difficulties to fund their own HQ long term.  

 

▪ How to fund advocacy and operational activities? 

 

▪ Funding is for delivering aid but not for capacity-

building. 
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KEY SEMINAR LEARNINGS 

There were many similar points that came out of the groups in terms of how diaspora were experiencing 

challenges as well as having a positive impact. Some areas that came out across all the conversations 

included: 

- Funding structures to enable Diaspora Organisations to be able to access funds to enhance 

projects, carry out advocacy activities and pay for core costs (Staff, office space, M&E activities 

and admin costs) 

 

- Traditional humanitarian organisations and donors creating mechanisms which enable diaspora 

and local organisations to have access and be able to engage with the organisations taking into 

consideration their resource limitations. 

 

- A platform to enable all humanitarian actors/ organisations to find and connect with each other 

The seminar provided a much needed space to facilitate knowledge sharing and connections between 

traditional actors and diaspora actors to have discussions regarding how they could find ways of working 

with each other that could be effective. 

There were calls for similar events to be convened more often to enable the work in building 

connections to continue. 

Following the Seminar the Global Child Protection Cluster Area of Responsibility team prepared a 

document to share with their country coordinators in order to identify potential ways to collaborate 

with diaspora organisations (see the document in the annexes). 
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ANNEXES 

 

SEMINAR PROGRAMME 
 

Time Content Speakers 

13.30-13.40 Welcome and introduction Béatrice Mauconduit, DRC/DEMAC Project 
Coordinator 
Anthony Nolan, Local, Engagement Specialist, 
Global Child Protection Area of Responsibility 
(facilitator) 

13.40-14.00 Presentation of the research 
findings “Creating opportunities 
to work with diasporas in 
humanitarian settings” 

 

Nassim Majid, Founder and co-director, Samuel 

Hall, (remote presentation) 

14.00-14.45 Reflections about the research 
findings with Syrian, Somali 
and Nigerian diaspora 
humanitarians  

Mohammed Ibrahim Shire, Somali Faces 
Hafsa Jama, Rajo Organisation 
Dr. Mazen Charbak, Homs League Abroad 
Julia Quaas, DOZ e.V. 
Anass Tooma, SCAN-UK 
Abimbola Junaid, ARISE! 
Marwanatu Nadama, F.R.E.E 

 

14.45-15.15 

 

Q&A and discussion 

15.15-15.35 Coffee/tea break 

15.35-16.05 Group discussions between 
diaspora representatives and 
humanitarian workers 

 

Facilitated by the DEMAC and Global Child 
Protection AoR Teams 

16.05-16.20 Feedbacks from group 
discussions  

Group Rapporteurs 

16.20- 16.30 Conclusion 
Anthony Nolan, Facilitator 
Elvina Quaison, AFFORD/DEMAC Project Manager 
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SAMUEL HALL PRESENTATION 
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GLOBAL CHILD PROTECTION AOR 
WORKING WITH DIASPORA 

Opportunities for Collaboration - Coordination Groups and Diaspora 

Against the background of numerous protracted humanitarian crises, diaspora communities in the 
northern hemisphere are increasingly recognized for their access, cultural and language skills, local 
knowledge, trust and networks with affected communities. This opens up potential spaces for 
engagement, cross-fertilization and better coordination between diaspora and ‘conventional’ relief and 
aid providers in an extended humanitarian system.  
 

Diaspora organisations can play a central role in localization. Many can be considered frontline responders 
themselves, making direct and concrete contributions to emergency responses in their home countries. 
Many others work closely with local authorities, local organisations and community groups, providing 
technical and financial support, playing a role in advocacy and linking local actors with additional sources 
of support. They are heterogeneous – they have different capacities, values and approaches – and as part 
of a broader humanitarian community, can play a valuable role in the humanitarian responses.  
 

Because of this diversity, coordination groups will engage with each diaspora organization differently. This 
note provides a list of options, intended to support coordinators and diaspora groups to identify potential 
ways in which they can collaborate. Additional resources are available at: http://www.demac.org/  
 

Advocacy 

• Including diaspora organisations on the coordination group mailing list 

• Sharing advocacy notes and having bilateral discussions on how this information can be used 
for advocacy to donors and national authorities 

• Drawing diaspora organisation’s local networks and influence in local advocacy (e.g. 
prevention of child recruitment, promoting girls education etc) 

Technical Support 

• Connecting diaspora organisations with local partners who are seeking capacity 
strengthening support (including secondments for technical advice and developing 
institutional systems, coaching and mentoring etc) 

• Encouraging local actors to join the DEMAC coaching and mentoring community 

Financial Support 

• Sharing approved project sheets, particularly for local partners, and encouraging direct 
financial support from the diaspora 

• Encouraging diaspora to report funding to OPS 

Coordination – Strategic Direction 

• Inclusion of diaspora organisations in meetings (e.g. dialing in option) and governance 
structures 

• Including diaspora organisations in efforts to validate needs assessments, HNOs and response 
strategies 

• Supporting diaspora to include service delivery results in cluster IM systems 
 

For more information: 

Global CP Area of Responsibility Helpdesk: cp-aor@unicef.org / DEMAC: info@demac.org 

http://www.demac.org/
mailto:cp-aor@unicef.org
mailto:info@demac.org

