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Foreword

This book was shaped through a collaborative project of diverse voices
from exile, each offering personal stories, reflections, and lived experi-
ences. The views and narratives expressed in individual chapters belong
solely to the contributing authors and do not necessarily reflect the views
or positions of International Partnership for Human Rights (IPHR), nor of
the editors, publishers, or other contributors.

Each chapter is shaped by the contributor’s unique perspective and
intent-whether to inform, provoke thought, explain, or solicit an emotional
response. As such, the chapters in this book do not follow a single
narrative format, but rather reflect a range of styles, tones, and insights.
This diversity is intentional, offering readers a multifaceted and human-
centred exploration of complex themes related to experiences of exile.
We invite you to approach each chapter as a standalone contribution,
recognising it as part of a broad mosaic.
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Wisthon Armando Noguera

Wisthon Armando Noguera is a human rights defender and LGBTQI+
activist. Born in Nicaragua and currently exiled in the Basque Country,
Spain, his career has been characterised by a firm denunciation of viola-
tions of fundamental rights, particularly against historically vulnerable
populations. His work aims at making the struggles of the LGTBQI+
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Ahmed Attalla F. Ali

Ahmed Attalla F. Ali is a political and human rights activist and researcher.
He serves as the Executive Director of the Egyptian Front for Human
Rights (EFHR), focusing on civil society, political rights, individual liberties,
and the documentation of human rights violations. He is currently pursuing
an MA in EU Studies at UCLouvain in Belgium. Ahmed holds a Bachelor’s
degree in law and has obtained a diploma in political science in Egypt.
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Shahindha Ismail

Shahindha Ismail has over twenty years of experience in human rights,
focusing on protection of HRDs. She is originally from the Maldives,
where she founded the Maldivian Democracy Network (MDN) in 2006.
She advocated for hundreds of democracy protesters arbitrarily detained
and tortured during the democratic transition in the Maldives. She has
served on national institutions in her capacity as a human rights defender
and has also been a board member of international human rights organ-
isations. After a violent smear campaign in 2019, targeting Ismail and
her colleagues, she was forced into exile and granted political asylum
in Germany. She continues to support civil society development in the
Maldives and to defend human rights through research, advocacy, as
well as assisting HRDs living in exile in Europe.
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Czarina Golda S. Musni

Czarina Golda S. Musni is a human rights lawyer from Mindanao, the
Philippines, and a member of the Union of Peoples’ Lawyers in Mindanao
(UPLM) and the National Union of Peoples’ Lawyers. As a peoples’
lawyer, Czarina provides pro bono legal services to the marginalised
and oppressed sectors of Filipino society. She focuses her work on the
land rights of the peasants and indigenous communities in Mindanao,
defending them against mining companies and government policies
which result in displacement of communities, destruction of livelihoods,
environmental plunder and killings and enforced disappearances of
community members.

Czarina also actively campaigns for peace talks between the Government
of Philippines and the Communist Party of the Philippines — National
Democratic Front to resolve the ongoing and decade-long armed conflict
which is rooted in poverty and lack of respect for basic human rights.

As a result of her work, Czarina has been a victim of the red-tagging
phenomenon that criminalises, stigmatises and threatens those who
defend human rights, criticise the government and call for just and lasting
peace in the Philippines. Due to this persecution, Czarina had to flee
her home country, but still hopes to return home to continue her human
rights work.
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Kyrgyz journalist Bektour Iskender

Kyrgyz journalist Bektour Iskender is best known as a co-founder of
Kloop, an award-winning media outlet renowned for groundbreaking
investigative journalism and in-depth political reporting, covering
not only his native Kyrgyzstan but also Central Asia and beyond.

A dedicated advocate for cross-border journalism cooperation and
freedom of speech, since 2024 Iskender has served as Development
Manager at ‘From the Republics’ - the first indigenous-led media outlet
dedicated to ethnic republics and indigenous peoples of Russia.
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Nijat Mammadbayli

Nijat Mammadbayli is a human rights lawyer specializing in international
and European law, focusing on civil liberties, judicial independence, and
freedom of expression. He holds an LL.M. in International and European
Law from the University of Saarland. Since 2019, Nijat has collaborated
with several EU-based human rights organisations, managing regional
projects in Ukraine, Central Asia, and the South Caucasus. His work has
contributed significantly to capacity building for lawyers, journalists,
and human rights defenders in these regions. His scholarly contribu-
tions include articles on the implementation problems of the European
Convention on Human Rights in Azerbaijan and the limits of freedom of
expression in the context of the internet according to the ECHR.
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Ismahan Ait Messaoud

Ismahan Ait Messaoud is a feminist activist, founder and president of
the Trans-Mediterranean Alliance of Algerian Women. She is also a
doctoral researcher in comparative literature and gender studies. Her
work examines the dynamics of women’s resistance in Sub-Saharan
Africa through a transnational and decolonial lens.
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Mursal Sayas

Mursal Sayas is a journalist, human rights defender, and founder of
Femmes au-dela des Frontiéres, a Paris-based association advocating
for Afghan women’s rights. Originally from Afghanis tan,she worked as
a human rights trainer and advocate with the Afghanistan Independent
Human Rights Commission until the Taliban took power in Afghanistan in
2021. Now in exile, she produces human rights content for Afghanistan
International Radio and uses storytelling—through journalism, literature,
and podcasting-to amplify the voices of women under Taliban rule and
gender-based violence. Her debut book, Qui Entendra Nos Cris?, was
published in 2024 by Maison Observatoire.
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Andrej Stryzhak

Andrej Stryzhak is a committed human rights and civic activist from
Belarus, he has long been at the forefront of grassroots movements,
standing up for justice, dignity, and solidarity. Beginning with trade union
work, he soon became involved in humanitarian efforts; organising aid
to conflict-affected regions of Ukraine and supporting peaceful protest
movements across Eastern Europe. His work also involved documenting
war crimes for international courts, helping to ensure that victims’ voices
are heard and accountability is pursued.

In the wake of widespread political repression in Belarus, he co-founded
the BYSOL Solidarity Fund, providing vital support to repressed indi-
viduals, striking workers, and civil society. Alongside this, he contributed
to efforts assisting medical workers during the COVID-19 crisis. Now living
in exile, he continues to mobilise international solidarity and advocate for
democratic values, proving that courage and compassion can transcend
borders.
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In an age marked by rising authoritarianism, shrinking civic space, and
systematic repression of dissent, the voices of journalists, human rights
defenders (HRDs), lawyers, and activists in exile are more vital than ever
before. Journalists, lawyers, artists, and civil society leaders have become
targets in the very countries they once sought to improve. But exile, while
deeply painful, does not necessarily signal the end of activism-it often
marks the beginning of a new chapter that requires courage, strategy, and
community.

This manual is aimed at the activists who continue to resist, advocate, and
rebuild from afar. It is for those navigating unfamiliar legal systems, trying
to stay visible in crowded asylum processes, or working late into the night
translating campaigns across languages and time zones. It is also for those
who support them: organisations, networks, and individuals striving to build
safer, more resilient spaces for exiled voices to thrive.

Drawing on lived experiences and case studies from across continents -
Algeria, Belarus, Nicaragua, Iran, Kyrgyzstan, Venezuela, and beyond - it
offers a blend of narrative, analysis, and practice, exploring how exiled
professionals adapt, organise, fundraise, build trust, and stay safe while
continuing to challenge the regimes that forced them to flee. It also highlights
the mental toll of displacement, the bureaucratic labyrinth of visas and
registration, the ethical minefield of partnerships, and the enduring question:
how do you continue to fight for justice when your very presence is a threat?

More than a manual, this book offers a vision: that exiled activists are not
alone, and their work remains vital to global justice. Solidarity does not
end at national borders, and resistance does not require territory to take
root. Through storytelling, shared wisdom, and real-life case studies, this
guide reaffirms that power grows when we pool knowledge, when we stay
connected, and when we commit to lifting each other up - even in the
hardest of times.

Why now? Because the challenges are urgent and so are the opportunities.
Exiled activists are no longer operating in isolation. Digital platforms, dias-
poric networks, and international mechanisms offer new ways to organise,
pressure, and protect. But these tools must be accessible. And today’s times
— when repression is on the rise, but global awareness is growing - call for
coordination, visibility, and renewed hope. This manual is part of that effort.
It was written not based on theories but on lived experience, from those
who have rebuilt movements in unfamiliar cities, confronted burnout, and
learned to sustain resistance with limited resources. Its pages are filled with
the voices of people who, even in displacement, continue to shape the future.
To those reading this manual: remember that your struggle matters and
your knowledge is powerful. And you are part of a growing collective that
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refuses to give up. Welcome to a guide for those who resist in exile — not in
retreat, but through radical, resilient solidarity.
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Chapter 1

Resilient organisations across borders:
experience from Central Asia
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Bektour Iskender, journalist and co-founder of ‘Kloop'’. the award-winning
media organisation in Kyrgyzstan, explores exile with IPHR.

Bektour vividly recalls the first time he received a death threat. The
co-founder of Kloop, an award-winning media outlet from Kyrgyzstan, and
his colleague, fellow co-founder Rinat Tuhvatshin, found themselves facing a
chilling reality during a meeting with a person linked to the State Committee
on National Security (GKNB), the country’s security law enforcement agency.

It was February 2010. Kloop had recently begun publishing a series of
stories exposing how Maxim Bakiyev, the son of the President of Kyrgyzstan,
Kurmanbek Bakiyev, had illegally seized control of the nation’s largest
telecom provider.

The meeting took place in a modest café in the capital city, Bishkek. The
person sitting across from them wasted no time in delivering the message:
Kloop needed to stop investigating the president’s family. The tone was
calm, almost casual, but the underlying menace was unmistakable. Then,
without warning, the conversation took an unsettling turn.

The GKNB official began speaking about Gennady Pavlyuk, a prominent
Kyrgyz journalist who had been brutally murdered just two months earlier.
Pavlyuk’s death, shrouded in mystery and political intrigue, had sent shock-
waves through the media community. The mention of his name hung heavily
in the air.

“It wasn't a direct threat,” Iskender later reflected. “But the sudden shift to
Pavlyuk’s story was no coincidence. It was a warning - veiled but unmis-
takable. They didn’t have to say the words for us to understand the message.”

Iskender and Tuhvatshin left the café acutely aware that their pursuit of truth
had put them in the crosshairs of powerful enemies. That moment became
a turning point in Kloop’s history, eventually transforming it from a small
local media outlet into an international organisation that the Kyrgyzstani
authorities can no longer silence — despite repeated attempts to do so.

1.1 Shifting from local to cross-border advocacy - A Kyrgyz roller-coaster

In fact, it would take another seven years after that 2010 threat for Kloop
to take the next critical step in strengthening its organisational resilience.
There is a clear reason why progress on building self-defence mechanisms
slowed: Kurmanbek Bakiyev, the primary source of threats against Kloop,
was ousted during the April 2010 revolution, just two months after Iskender
and Tuhvatshin’s ominous meeting.
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“Suddenly, the immediate threat was gone, and we had to turn to other pressing
issues,” Iskender explained. “Kloop had gained significant traction because
of our coverage of the revolution. With that came greater responsibility, and
our focus shifted to delivering even more in-depth reporting on the seismic
changes taking place in Kyrgyzstan.”

The year 2010 was a whirlwind for journalists in Kyrgyzstan. In the months that
followed the revolution, the country grappled with deadly ethnic clashes in
the south, a constitutional referendum, and fiercely competitive parliamentary
elections.

By the end of the year Kloop had not only gained widespread recognition
but also secured increased funding. However, most of these new resources
were channelled into expanding the organisation rather than bolstering its
security infrastructure.

“Despite how chaotic that year was, we didn’t feel an immediate existential
threat to Kloop,” Iskender recalled. “In post-revolutionary Kyrgyzstan, cracking
down on independent media would have been political suicide for anyone in
power.”

But in 2017, Kyrgyzstan’s political roller-coaster took another sharp descent
as independent media once again became the target of political repression.

“Looking back, | think the constant unpredictability of Kyrgyz politics actually
worked in our favour, in a strange way,” Iskender reflected. “We've lived
through so many shifts - swinging from near-authoritarianism to parliamentary
democracy and back again - that we learned to expect the unexpected. We
always had to be prepared for press freedom to take a sudden turn for the
worse.”

While Kyrgyzstani authorities ramped up lawsuits against independent media
(but not yet against Kloop ), Iskender travelled to Czechia in the spring of
2017. At the Prague Civil Society Centre, he delved into the experiences of
exiled media from other countries that, like Kyrgyzstan, share a history as
former Russian colonies.

“When Kyrgyzstan'’s authorities lean toward authoritarianism, they often adopt
repressive methods inspired by Russia. It's a pattern we see repeated across
countries that were once part of the same colonial space,” Iskender explained.

“That’s why learning from the experiences of exiled media from Azerbaijan,
Belarus, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan was so vital. These countries share
much of our history, but authoritarianism arrived there earlier than it did in
Kyrgyzstan. Their struggles and strategies offered crucial lessons for us.”
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As part of his research, Iskender also travelled to Ukraine to study media
outlets that had emerged from territories occupied by Russia since 2014 -
specifically parts of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions, as well as Crimea.
One recurring theme stood out amongst the stories he encountered from
across Central Asia, the Caucasus, and Eastern Europe: many media owners
admitted they had been completely unprepared for the challenges of oper-
ating from exile. Some had to halt their work entirely while figuring out how
to relocate abroad, others faced imprisonment, leaving them unable to
continue their journalism at all.

“I was determined that Kloop would never stop functioning, no matter how
intense the pressure from the Kyrgyz authorities became. So, after returning
to Kyrgyzstan from Czechia, | worked with our management team to design a
strategy that would ultimately make Kloop as resilient and unsinkable as | had
always envisioned.”

Turkmenistani newsletter tactics

While in Czechia, Iskender studied the experiences of independent media in
some of the world’s most restrictive environments. One of the most striking
cases was Turkmenistan — a country consistently ranked among the worst
in the world for press freedom.

Within Central Asia, Turkmenistan and Kyrgyzstan were often seen as polar
opposites. While Kyrgyzstan had frequent protests, power transitions, and
a diverse media landscape, Turkmenistan was known globally for its rigid
authoritarian rule, personality cults, and the near-total impossibility of prac-
ticing independent journalism within its borders.

Yet, despite these extreme restrictions, several prominent Turkmen media
outlets managed to emerge in exile. One of the pioneers was Ruslan Myatiev,
a journalist from the Turkmen town of Dashoguz. Living abroad since the
early 2000s, Myatiev launched an email newsletter in 2009 - one of the
first independent media initiatives focused on Turkmenistan.

“At the time, as an alumnus of an American exchange programme, | had access
to about 300 email contacts of fellow alumni. | created a Gmail account and
included all these contacts in a blind carbon copy (BCC) email,” recalled
Myatiev.

In that first email, he assured recipients they could immediately unsubscribe
by sending a blank email — an early workaround in the pre-Mailchimp era.
Some took the offer.

“In Turkmenistan, you don'’t joke about these things,” Myatiev explained. “My
advantage was that | knew who was receiving my emails, but their disadvantage
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was that they didn’t know who was behind the project. It was a risk. Some may
have thought this was a test from the KGB - if they didn’t unsubscribe, it could
be seen as a sign that they were interested in forbidden information, which
could land them in serious trouble.”

Despite this fear, the newsletter gained traction at an astonishing pace.
Within the first year alone, the number of subscribers grew tenfold, reaching
3,000 by the end of 2010.

By 2014, Myatiev realised he could do more than just distribute news-he
could also collect it. With a growing network of subscribers, he began
crowdsourcing information directly from people inside Turkmenistan.

“That interaction made me realise we had something bigger than just a
newsletter,” Myatiev recalled. “By 2014, we had enough information to publish
something daily and enough sources to verify facts. | started reaching out to
multiple people in Ashgabat and other cities to confirm reports.”

What had started as a one-man operation manually sending emails through
Gmail eventually evolved into a full-fledged media outlet: Turkmen News. The
project expanded to include a dedicated website, social media channels,
and a more structured approach to gathering and disseminating information.

“Our original vision wasn'’t just to expose problems but to propose solutions,”
Myatiev explained. “Turkmenistan, with its vast oil and gas reserves, small
population, and strategic location, could have been something between
Dubai and Singapore-if managed properly. But instead of prioritising basic
infrastructure, the government was building luxury resorts like Avaza, while
a nearby city struggled with a lack of drinking water. We reported on these
contradictions, hoping to push for change.”

Czech lifeline

By the end of 2017, the urgency of Kloop’s preparations to shield itself from
government pressure became undeniable. For the first time, the Kyrgyzstani
authorities directly threatened the organisation with a lawsuit, retaliating
against its investigation into widespread violations during that year’s pres-
idential election.

Faced with this escalation, Kloop had to determine its top priorities: most
essentially what to protect and whom to safeguard. The decision was clear
- the organisation would focus on two critical areas: protecting its staff from
attacks or arrests and securing financial resources. These two priorities
were closely interconnected; without access to funds, ensuring the safety
of the team would become nearly impossible.
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While exile was still considered to be a last resort, Kloop’s leadership
recognised the need for a stable base outside Kyrgyzstan to ensure the
organisation’s long-term survival.

“We knew that if the case against us went to trial, we would almost certainly
lose,” Iskender recalled. “Earlier that year, Kyrgyz courts had already set a
dangerous precedent by imposing massive fines on other independent media
outlets and threatening to seize their assets. We couldn’t afford to let Kloop
suffer the same fate. Fortunately, | had a multi-entry Schengen visa, so | flew
back to Czechia - this time to register a legal entity there.”

For several years, Kloop’s Czech legal entity served as a lifeline, acting
as a critical financial intermediary for the organisation. It facilitated the
processing of funds from Kloop’s largest donors in the United States and
Europe. However, most of this money was not spent in Czechia, as Kloop had
no full-time staff or significant operations there — something that European
Union (EU) financial regulatory frameworks often view unfavourably.

“By 2022, our Czech bank warned us they would close our accounts because
we didn’t conduct any activity within Czechia itself,” Iskender explained. “/
understand their focus on combating money laundering, but it’s frustrating
that they don’t make exceptions for legitimate human rights organisations
or independent media. It's an additional challenge that creates unnecessary
pressure on our work.”

Despite these challenges, the Czech legal entity and bank account proved
invaluable on several occasions. Most notably, at the end of 2019, when a
court in Kyrgyzstan froze Kloop’s local bank accounts for a week.

The freeze followed a controversial lawsuit filed by a former Kyrgyzstani
customs official Raimbek Matraimov, whom Kloop had exposed for accepting
bribes from a Chinese smuggling network. Thanks to the Czech bank
account, Kloop was able to maintain operations and avoid disruption during
the crisis. However, the greatest challenges still lay ahead.

1.2 Building adaptable, sustainable structures - Turkmen news investi-
gates

By the late 2010s, both Kloop and Turkmen News had firmly established
themselves as two of the most prominent investigative media outlets in
Central Asia.

Alongside Vlast, a respected online publication from Kazakhstan, they remain
the only Central Asian members of the Organised Crime and Corruption
Reporting Project (OCCRP), a global network of media dedicated to exposing
corruption and organised crime.
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“That’s when we started making real enemies,” recalled Ruslan Myatiev,
referring to Turkmen News’ deep dive into high-level corruption in Turkmen-
istan. “It’s no secret that Turkmenistan is one of the most corrupt countries
in the world, where even major economic and financial decisions are made
personally by the president. After Gurbanguly Berdimuhamedow took power
in 2007, we started receiving reports that his relatives were seizing control
of entire industries, particularly the export of petroleum products. We began
publishing articles on these schemes, and soon, the OCCRP took notice.
They provided us with access to international databases, which allowed us to
conduct deeper investigations. Our first major report had a snowball effect.”

For Myatiev, the impact of some of Turkmen News’ most groundbreaking
investigations became his strongest motivation to keep going - though he
admits there were times he contemplated walking away.

“I could have gone into a different industry, made more money, had a simpler
life,” he reflected. “But every time, | found a reason to continue.”

Despite the near-total suppression of independent journalism in Turkmen-
istan, Turkmen News not only managed to expose corruption but, in rare
cases, even forced action from authorities and their powerful relatives — an
extraordinary feat in one of the world’s most tightly controlled regimes.

“One of our biggest stories exposed how a nephew of the president built two
illegal luxury restaurants inside Ashgabat’s botanical garden - a place where
construction was strictly prohibited,” Myatiev recalled. “After we published
the investigation, both restaurants were demolished overnight. It was proof
that our work had an impact.”

Yet, even the rise of investigative media outlets such as Kloop and Turkmen
News was not enough to halt the region’s broader decline in press freedom.
Central Asia, long plagued by authoritarian rule, continued to backslide —
including in Kyrgyzstan, a country once seen as an exception in the region.

Response to Japarov’s autocracy

Between 2021 and 2024, Sadyr Japarov, the new president of Kyrgyzstan,
and his close ally Kamchybek Tashiev — appointed head of the GKNB -
systematically dismantled the country’s democratic institutions. Under their
rule, Kyrgyzstan slid into autocracy with government critics imprisoned,
independent media outlets silenced, and protests banned.

As if this were not enough, Japarov solidified Kyrgyzstan’s alignment with
Russia, even after the latter’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022. Under
Japarov’s leadership, Kyrgyzstan became a key transit hub for sanctioned
goods flowing into Russia, including items used to sustain its war efforts.
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Kloop’s partial exile began in 2021 after Iskender received warnings from
several unrelated sources that the Kyrgyzstani police were planning to arrest
him. Without a Schengen visa this time, he made the decision to relocate to
Ukraine — a country he considered his second home.

While in Ukraine, Iskender conceived the idea of creating a safety hub for
journalists from Central Asia, including his colleagues at Kloop. The hub
would serve as a transitional space for those facing immediate threats but
not yet ready for complete exile.

“Quasi-democracies like Kyrgyzstan are incredibly unpredictable,” Iskender
explained. “You never know what might happen next week, let alone plan
for the long term. But at the same time, you might not be prepared for full-
scale exile. It’s psychologically daunting, logistically complex, and, in the
end, insanely expensive. So, the question | kept asking myself after leaving
Kyrgyzstan for Ukraine in the summer of 2021 was: what’s the next step we
can take to preserve ourselves and continue our work?”.

The concept of the safety hub was straightforward yet innovative: to establish
a network of independent Central Asian media outlets and ensure that at
least one or two employees from each organisation were stationed in Ukraine
at any given time. These journalists and editors would rotate every two to
three months, meaning that over the course of a year, each organisation
would have four to six different team members working from Ukraine in
rotation.

People sent to Ukraine would continue their regular work for their respective
media outlets. However, they would also serve a critical secondary role: if
their organisation faced a sudden wave of pressure - such as raids, arrests,
or asset freezes - they would be responsible for organising the next steps.
These could include evacuating colleagues, registering a legal entity abroad,
or setting up a foreign bank account.

“We wanted to combine preventive measures with practical support,” Iskender
explained. “The idea was to create a strong cross-border network while giving
journalists and editors a chance to work from a safer environment, even if
only for a few months a year.”

Following Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Iskender had to relocate the
hub, and Poland emerged as the most logical choice of country. Its proximity
to Ukraine made it ideal for maintaining ties with Ukrainian media projects,
while its status as a member of both the EU and NATO offered the safety
and stability necessary for the hub’s success.

“I needed a country that was safe from the immediate threat of Russian
aggression - ideally a NATO member - and had convenient transportation
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links to Ukraine,” Iskender explained. “Poland checked all the boxes. It
allowed me to live and work between the two countries while continuing to
support Ukraine-related media initiatives.”

1.3 Legal compliance in host countries - visas make life harder

Poland’s EU membership came with a significant drawback: it made access
to the safety hub more difficult for Central Asian journalists, all of whom
now needed visas to enter the country. Iskender himself faced challenges
in Poland, as he had to legalise his status in the country. Little did he know
in 2022 that it would take him more than two years to secure a residence
permit.

“Schengen visas are the most complex obstacle in the safety hub’s infra-
structure,” Iskender explained. “That’s why I initially loved the idea of having
it in Ukraine - there were no such barriers. We also considered Georgia as
an alternative location, but it's not as safe as it once was. For journalists
from Central Asia, there aren’t many visa-free, safe escape routes in times of
danger. So, we've had to accept this barrier and factor visas into our planning.”

The only viable solution was to work directly with Polish consulates. Iskender
approached this challenge through two channels: partnering with the Helsinki
Foundation for Human Rights and engaging directly with the Polish Ministry
of Foreign Affairs.

“With some Polish consulates, the process was smooth and efficient,”
Iskender explained. “For example, we rarely had serious issues with the
consulate in Almaty, Kazakhstan, which handled visa applications for both
Kyrgyz and Kazakh journalists.”

However, not all consulates operated as efficiently. At that time, the Polish
Consulate in Tashkent in particular was notorious for its convoluted and
frustrating online appointment system, although things have reportedly
improved since.

“It was nearly impossible to book a visa appointment through their official
website - it always said there were no available slots,” Iskender recalled.

Due to these challenges, he had to intervene personally, maintaining regular
communication with the consul and arranging visa submissions through
direct email exchanges.

“It was extremely inconvenient,” he admitted. Despite the bureaucratic

hurdles, the Tashkent consulate ultimately granted visas to Uzbek journalists
participating in the hub - though the process remained complex.
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Registration in the EU

The hub started de facto functioning during the summer of 2022 when Kloop
registered a legal entity in Poland. Poland is one of the easiest countries
in Europe in which to register a foundation — a popular legal structure not
only for media outlets but also for human rights organisations. The process
is relatively straightforward, as Polish law does not require founders to be
citizens of Poland, and board members are not even required to be residents
of the country.

Once the necessary documents are submitted — which in Poland is a rela-
tively simple process - it typically takes about two to three weeks for the
court to issue a decision. After approval, the foundation can begin working,
including opening bank accounts.

While hiring a lawyer is not mandatory, it is highly recommended to ensure a
smooth registration process. Polish non-governmental organisations (NGO),
such as the Helsinki Foundation for Human Rights, can provide guidance
and recommend legal specialists to assist with establishing an organisation.

The total cost of registering a foundation in Poland - including legal fees
and the required founding capital - typically falls between €1,500 and
€2,000, making it a relatively affordable option compared to other European
countries.

Empowering remote and local activist teams - Is it worth it?

Both Kloop and Turkmen News are strong examples of how grassroots
initiatives can grow into resilient investigative media outlets, capable of
withstanding intense pressure from authoritarian regimes.

Turkmen News has thrived thanks to a vast and anonymous network of
volunteers who regularly provide leaked information, tips, and multimedia
materials. This level of engagement is a direct result of the trust the outlet
has built over time.

“We are extremely careful about what we publish. We verify everything.
Maybe 80-90% of the tips and information we receive never see the light of
day - because we can’t verify them. We refuse to publish just for the sake of
publishing. And that’s why our credibility is so high,” explained Ruslan Myatiev.

For an organisation like Turkmen News, having a physical office inside
Turkmenistan is neither necessary nor possible. Every part of its operation
- from receiving leaked information to verifying it — is done online, using a
combination of secure digital tools and cross-referencing databases.
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“After each investigation, my social media - Telegram, Signal, WhatsApp -
would explode with messages. People would not only give me a thumbs-up
but also share more information. Eventually, we gained access to many more
databases. Today, we have access to Turkmenistan’s commercial registry
- we can see company ownership details. We also have access to various
government databases. | probably have the largest database of Turkmen pass-
ports, including those of high-ranking officials. People leak this information
to us because they believe it's important,” explained Myatiev.

Despite being based outside of Turkmenistan, Myatiev remains the only
publicly known member of Turkmen News, a deliberate security measure.
Even this level of visibility only became public in 2015. The rest of the team
operates anonymously, ensuring the work continues without jeopardising
their safety.

Meanwhile, Kloop'’s resilience faced its greatest test in the summer of 2023.
Kloop had just published an investigation revealing how President Japarov’s
relatives were involved in suspicious deals surrounding the launch of an
extravagant FC Barcelona Academy in Kyrgyzstan. Three days later, the
authorities retaliated by filing a lawsuit to liquidate Kloop’s parent organi-
sation in Kyrgyzstan - a demand that was eventually granted.

As the risks of working in Kyrgyzstan increased, Kloop’s management
made the decision to evacuate key employees abroad. This process was
streamlined significantly thanks to the organisation’s existing infrastructure,
including the Polish legal entity and the safety hub.

Despite the dissolution of its Kyrgyzstan-based entity and the blocking of
its website, Kloop continued to serve as a vital source of information for
the people of Kyrgyzstan.

Moreover, Kloop’s popularity has grown since then. For example, one of its
Instagram accounts now boasts over 130,000 followers.

Even more notable is the level of engagement: ground-breaking investiga-
tions regularly spark thousands of likes and hundreds of comments, with
some posts announcing new stories receiving overwhelming public attention.

Money and agility

What does it take for an organisation to become a resilient structure? The
first and most crucial factor is, of course, funding.

“Expanding an organisation across borders is, of course, very expensive,”

explained Iskender, though experience has taught him how to manage
such projects more efficiently. “In the beginning, we sometimes overpaid for
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services or utilities simply because we didn’t know how things worked in a
new country. This was particularly true in Poland.”

Over time, Iskender convinced some of Kloop’s major donors to invest in
projects like the safety hub, and he remains cautiously optimistic about
continued funding. However, the early 2025 crisis, when the new U.S. admin-
istration temporarily froze all foreign aid operations, exposed the fragility
of the infrastructure.

“It's an entirely humanitarian effort,” Iskender stressed. “You can’t turn a
project like this into a commercial venture - at least not during the critical
stage when it’s literally about saving lives. | hope the escalating wave of violent
authoritarianism across Central Asia, the Caucasus, and Eastern Europe
becomes a wake-up call for donor organisations that support democracy.
Initiatives focused on enabling remote activism and journalism now need
more funding than ever before.”

Even when funding is available, authoritarian regimes create daunting barriers
to the growth of independent media. In Turkmenistan, for example, the risks
associated with working for an outlet like Turkmen News are so high that
very few people are willing to be publicly associated with it. Instead, most
contributors choose to remain anonymous volunteers, offering information
and support from the shadows rather than committing to full-time work.

While Kloop expanded into a network of organisations with dozens of
employees, Turkmen News remained a lean, tightly run operation — a
structure that, as Ruslan Myatiev explained, comes with both advantages
and limitations.

“On one hand, we don’t need millions of dollars like larger newsrooms,” noted
Myatiev. “Let me boast a little - we never actively went looking for money.
From 2010 to 2012, | was running Turkmen News entirely as a personal
project. Then, in 2012, a small organisation offered me a tiny grant - just
$15,000. It allowed me to buy a proper computer - before that, | was doing
everything on an ancient laptop. Later, another organisation reached out,
then another.”

Being small keeps Turkmen News agile and adaptable, but it also comes
with major limitations.

“I would love to have a bigger newsroom, more staff, a Turkmen-language
version of our site. But we don’t have the human resources for that. Unlike
Kyrgyzstan, we don’t have hundreds of journalism graduates every year,” said
Myatiev, who lived in Kyrgyzstan for several years while studying at university.
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Beyond funding, adaptability is a key factor in survival. Iskender, for instance,
had to completely shift his role at Kloop in 2021 - moving away from editorial
work and live coverage to focus entirely on building the infrastructure
necessary to sustain the organisation.

“Thankfully, we've developed an incredible team capable of producing
outstanding journalism without relying on Kloop’s founders,” Iskender said.
“This wasn't just important for the organisation’s sustainability - it was vital
for Kloop’s very survival during some of the most severe attacks against us.”
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Chapter 2

Horizontal models of solidarity: crowdfunding and fundraising
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In this chapter, Andrej Stryzhak shares his personal insight and experience
of funding an organisation. Drawing from an inspiring and successful journey,
Andrej sheds light on the challenges and triumphs he encountered when
securing funding for his organisation.

“Dear reader, before we dive into the main discussion, | will share an anecdote
with you:

High up in the mountains, a lone shepherd is tending his flock of sheep. It is
quiet, idyllic, the sheep are grazing peacefully, and the sun is shining brightly.
Suddenly, a small black dot appears on the horizon. Moments later, the
sound of a helicopter breaks the silence. Soon, the helicopter hovers over
the meadow, scaring the sheep and creating a powerful gust of wind. After
landing, a man dressed in a sharp suit, sunglasses, and expensive shoes steps
out. He walks toward the shepherd, offers a handshake, and proposes a deal:

‘Shepherd, I'll count your sheep, identify any health problems they have, and
suggest solutions. All | ask in return is one sheep’. Surprised but curious,
the shepherd agrees and watches intently. The stranger sets up advanced
equipment, scans the area, counts the sheep, and evaluates their health.
After some time, he announces: the shepherd has exactly 46 sheep; the one
with black wool has an injured back-right leg and needs to be airlifted to the
city for surgery; and three sheep that consistently stand near the ravine are
suffering from prolonged depression and should be sent to a special sheep
sanatorium. The shepherd shrugs and gestures for the stranger to take his
payment. As the visitor heads off, sheep tucked under his arm, the shepherd
calls out after him: “Hey, stranger! Want me to tell you who you are? You're an
international expert! First, you showed up here when nobody asked or invited
you. Second, you told me things | already knew and suggested irrelevant
solutions. And third, please put down my dog.”

A common temptation with any form of expertise is the urge to directly
transfer experience and successes from one country or system — complete
with its unique and complex values, beliefs, and social structures - to another.
Such copy-paste solutions are usually doomed to failure because successful
cases are rarely exactly replicable. In this chapter, the last thing | want to
do is come across as the aforementioned international expert. Instead, I'll
aim to share universally applicable aspects of my practical experience and
address questions relevant to both hemispheres of our planet.

2.1 Moving from centralised to diverse funding: money

When you ask novice civic activists what they consider the most essential
resource for successful work, a common answer is often money - in the
sense that money is the most crucial and indispensable resource for carrying
out their activities. My response to colleagues remains unchanged: money
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is in fact the most common, least valuable, and least scarce resource; it is
both widely available and abundant. This answer often leaves my listeners
stunned. How can this be? Where do you find this money - does it grow on
trees or in a field? Does it fall from the sky, so we just have to pick it up and
start building a wonderful new world? But, as usual, there’s an important
clarification: “However, there are nuances.” Of course, money doesn’t grow
on trees, doesn'’t fall from the sky, and isn’t obtained effortlessly. But there
are other resources without which even money would be of little use. We'll
discuss these resources as the fundamental basis of any horizontal solidarity
activity.

Examples of horizontal solidarity

Whenever | introduce horizontal models of solidarity, | suggest that my
conversation partners recall instances of such solidarity from their own
lives. The most vivid examples usually come from situations involving natural
disasters: fires, floods, storms, or severe thunderstorms. In such scenarios,
people mobilise to help themselves and each other. | have a theory that such
behaviour is inherent to humans as a biological species and is genetically
transmitted-because those inclined toward collaborative behaviour were
able to survive, while those who remained isolated in times of trouble simply
perished. But let’s leave the genetic questions to the scientists and instead
explore the key success factors that a team needs in order to effectively
achieve its goals.

Top three factors for success

Of course, every team might come up with their own top three list, but 'm
quite certain that many points will significantly overlap with mine. Here is
my Top three:

The most important prerequisite for successful work is common interests
within your team. It's understandable that people’s motivation to do or not
do something might vary, but there must be shared interests and common
goals underlying collective activity.

Having common interests is the most crucial factor for success in a hori-
zontal solidarity model - but it's not the only one. At a minimum, there are
two additional factors without which | would not recommend undertaking
any initiative, no matter how appealing it seems.

The team itself:

+ Team size — a small team is easier to manage as it's more flexible and
mobile. A larger team can tackle bigger tasks but is usually less agile.
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« Competencies - skills and competencies are decisive factors. Weak
or mismatched skills relative to your goals will inevitably lead to failure.

« Resilience - this is particularly crucial for teams operating in rapidly
changing environments, in conditions of uncertainty, external hostility,
internal or external threats, and intense physical and psycho-
logical stress.

« Morale and spirit — though borrowed from military terminology,
this concept applies well to civic initiatives, especially those facing
intense opposition from external forces, such as authoritarian or
dictatorial states.

« Adaptability — while this could fall under resilience, I've deliberately high-
lighted it separately. Adaptability involves not just maintaining stability
but being able to effectively transition through instability towards new,
stable conditions — an extremely valuable quality in a team.

+ Interchangeability - this quality is critical for teams with long-term
goals. Being interchangeable creates a robust defence against
burnout and prevents team members from leaving due to overload
or stagnation.

« The third factor - the last but not of lesser importance - is having a
realistic, timely and relevant core idea for your activities, aligned with
your team’s resources and the needs of your target audience. The
most valuable resources in this context are people — those united by
common interests and inspired by a meaningful core idea.

Beyond this list, there is one additional, irreplaceable resource: time. It is
unique, precious, and impossible to purchase, restore, or stockpile. Time
demands thoughtful management. You must carefully choose the optimal
moment to start and complete your activities, recognising that time moves
differently for each team member. Remember that people value what they
do with you and are investing their own irreplaceable time into your common
goals.

15t steps

So, you have your small team formed around a strong central idea, eager
to put their shared interests into action, to do good and make a positive
impact. What's the first step? Start by counting your available “boots on
the ground,” skills, and other resources needed to begin. At this stage, |
recommend simple yet effective tools such as creating a resource map. A
resource map describes all the tangible, intangible, informational, and other
resources people have and are willing to contribute to your common cause.
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Resource mapping occurs in two stages: first, each person creates their
individual resource map, and afterward, these are combined into a unified
team resource map. For example, imagine Vasya has a driver’s license but no
vehicle, while Masha’s family has a car, but she cannot drive. Knowing these
facts, you can combine resources effectively to achieve the desired result.

Also, use a ‘strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats’ (SWOT)
analysis to quickly identify where your team stands. This tool helps you stra-
tegically position your actions in the field, maximising strengths, mitigating
threats, and shoring up any weak points. Regular analysis and monitoring
of the continually evolving situation around you are crucial. This ongoing
assessment enables you to promptly recognise emerging threats and oppor-
tunities, and to make informed decisions accordingly. Analysis is key to
responding to challenges effectively.

Team, resources - what’s next?

Once your resources have been accounted for, you'll realise that success
requires reaching out to people for support - financial, informational, or
personal participation. At this stage, you should study public sentiment to
understand the environment in which you’ll be working and how your actions
might be received. A powerful approach is to involve an influencer - either
as a team member or on a temporary basis — whose audience aligns with
your target demographic. Together with this influencer, develop a set of
questions, survey the audience, and evaluate their readiness to actively
participate and support your project.

How accurately and realistically you assess your new environment can
fundamentally determine the fate of your initiative. I've witnessed many
excellent ideas fail simply because they were introduced into an unprepared
environment, at the wrong societal moment, or packaged incorrectly -
a topic we'll delve into in the following sections.

2.2 Crowdfunding, grants, and more - back to money again

Now we've reached the stage where you've assessed all your resources,
estimated what your team can contribute pro bono, identified where partners
can help, and clearly understood exactly how much money you still need
and what specifically you need it for. Usually, these amounts are not astro-
nomical, as your team has already made significant contributions through
labour, time, contacts, and so on. External financial help still often remains
necessary to balance the equation.

In this section, | will not discuss traditional funding sources such as institu-
tional donor funds, government programmes, or various grant opportunities.
These sources are well-known but typically complicated and less accessible,
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especially for grassroots, horizontal initiatives that may not even be formally
registered. If you still wish to pursue institutional funding, look for sources
offering small grants with simplified application and reporting procedures.
This can help you gain valuable experience working with institutional money
and become more familiar with their tools and processes. But that topic
deserves its own extensive discussion beyond the scope of this chapter.

Instead, I'll focus on a horizontal resource-attraction model with which I'm
personally well-acquainted. To start, let’s clarify some terminology, provided
here in simple, non-academic definitions:

Fundraising — collecting funds or resources for an organisation or project,
conducted directly by representatives of that organisation or project.
Crowdfunding - collective collaboration among donors who voluntarily pool
their money to address important social issues.

In other words, all crowdfunding is fundraising, but not all fundraising is
crowdfunding. Altogether, various crowdfunding campaigns, initiatives, and
funds in which I've been involved have raised more than 10 million euros.
Perhaps my experience in this area can be useful and help you find the
resources you need. I'll try to clarify why | describe money as an easy-to-
obtain, non-unique, and widely available resource.

Crowdfunding - an old concept with a new name

Collecting donations is as old as humanity itself, a tried-and-true method of
sourcing resources for socially significant projects. Donations have funded
artworks, architectural masterpieces, expeditions, saved countless lives, and
even equipped military campaigns. Over the centuries, only the technology
used to collect and accumulate donations has significantly changed; the
underlying approaches and methods for working with donors have remained
almost unchanged since the Roman Empire.

So, what should you consider when running horizontal crowdfunding
campaigns? As the name suggests, such campaigns gather resources
from person to person, primarily driven by emotion and people’s personal
engagement with the cause, process, and outcomes. Consequently, crowd-
funding is not a universal tool suitable for every cause. It is particularly
challenging to attract support for narrowly focused, less evident, or poorly
visualised goals. For example, raising funds to help homeless animals, sick
individuals, or victims of terrorism is highly visual and easily understood.
However, fundraising to publish a book by a little-known author is significantly
more difficult.

Much of your success in crowdfunding depends on how you “package”
your cause. How clearly and attractively you present your goal can dramat-
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ically influence your fundraising outcomes. In this field, there are no minor
details - every element matters: who speaks about your campaign, how
they communicate, when, and on which platforms are all critical factors.

Choosing the right platform for collecting donations is also extremely
important. For example, if your target audience is American, the organi-
sation receiving donations ideally should have the special 501(c)(3) status,
enabling donors to receive tax deductions. This is a powerful incentive for
donating, especially if your messaging clearly resonates with your target
donor audience. Each country has its own specific nuances around charity
campaigns. Be sure to research these details during your resource-mapping
and when studying the social environment in which you'll be operating.

Payment systems and platforms

It is crucial to explore the preferred payment systems in the country or
community where you plan to work. Popular global and regional payment
systems often offer specialised tools for charitable donations. You should
carefully examine how popular and user-friendly these systems are specif-
ically for your target audience, as well as how open they are to supporting
new fundraising initiatives such as yours.

The easiest way to approach this is by analysing what the leading players
in your field are already doing. What tools do they use, where and how do
they attract resources? Do not hesitate to learn from their experience - it
helps you avoid unnecessary pitfalls and ensures you are not trying to break
through open doors.

Here are a few universally accessible payment tools:

PayPal — popular among American audiences; it is now somewhat outdated
and not very intuitive for you as the fundraiser, but it remains reliable and
has a good reputation.

Stripe — the most widely used payment system for charitable purposes. It
is user-friendly, reliable, easily integrated into your website, and can be set
up as a standalone donation page.

Facebook - unfortunately, a declining player in the global charity space. In
many regions, you can no longer create fundraisers on this platform, though
it remains effective in the U.S. Facebook is slow and inflexible, but its built-in
viral mechanisms are powerful for spreading information within its user base.

These are only a few examples of platforms and mechanisms you might
use. Make sure you investigate local platforms, as nearly every country has
trusted and reputable systems that locals prefer.
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2.3 Building trust and accountability with donors - reporting and trans-
parency

This guide is intended for activists from countries which, like my native
country of Belarus, are far removed — sometimes very far removed - from
democracy and respect for human rights. Organisations operating in such
contexts, especially those publicly gathering resources to help others, face
a challenging dilemma: how to balance transparency and accountability in
all internal activities and donor-recipient relationships, while simultaneously
ensuring the safety of everyone involved.

This dilemma can be described using three key elements: transparency,
reputation, and safety. The more you emphasise safety at the expense of
transparency, the higher the reputational costs and the risk of donor support
diminishing. Conversely, the more transparent your activities are, the lower
the safety for recipients and the greater the potential reputational damage
if donors or beneficiaries encounter problems.

Clearly, any chosen approach regarding safety and transparency involves
some reputational risks. There is no perfect solution. You must seek a
balance, making decisions that preserve trust enough to keep donor contri-
butions flowing without unnecessarily endangering either beneficiaries or
donors.

Engaging with your donor community

Continuing from the previous discussion, | would stress the importance of
ongoing engagement with donors once they have provided support. For
some donors, it may not matter much what happens next with their 10-20
EUR; they have already received enough information at the decision-making
stage. However, based on my experience, many donors genuinely want to
know exactly how their money was spent and what tangible impact it had
on beneficiaries’ lives.

Here again, we return to our “transparency-safety-reputation” triangle. Your
communication strategy should reflect this balance, clearly sharing outcomes
of your work with donors while ensuring feedback remains voluntary and
protecting their personal data. Suitable options include private messaging
channels, social media groups, email newsletters — ultimately, choose the
most convenient, secure, and technologically appropriate solution for your
circumstances.

Regarding frequency and tone, this will depend on your audience’s expec-
tations and cultural norms. Adjust the register of the language you use
(informal vs formal, for example) and the regularity of your updates accord-
ingly. Most importantly, maintain consistent communication. This establishes
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a strong connection, helping form a dedicated donor community with high
engagement and positive experiences supporting your initiative.

2.4 Real-life examples of horizontal fundraising - charitable giving

As mentioned earlier, effectively presenting the issue for which you need
resources is essential. Fundraising requests must be personalised; speak
directly to donors, explaining the problem clearly in language they can
easily understand. Your message should be simple, easily reproducible, and
accessible. Crucially, the emotions you evoke should not paralyze potential
donors - instead, they should inspire people to take action and participate
by contributing their own resources.

An effective approach involves openly acknowledging the scale of the issue
and communicating that your small campaign or NGO might not solve the
entire problem, but it can create a model solution you plan to scale up later.
Perhaps you aim to promote this model at a higher level — government or
business — or at least demonstrate a practical way of addressing some
consequences of the issue, setting an example for others to follow.

Overall, the term “horizontal” allows for numerous metaphors in social
engagement. Horizontal messages and appeals spread broadly and quickly,
as they do not need to overcome the hierarchical barriers common in
government or corporate sectors. “Horizontal” implies conditions favourable
for your message to spread virally. Maximise this potential by involving
influencers, creating waves of interest, and utilising visual and artistic expres-
sions. Create vivid, relatable imagery and avoid overly formal, bureaucratic
language. People naturally trust sincere, open narratives where they can
see themselves and their loved ones reflected.

Communications and influencer partnerships

We've discussed messaging and its impact on target audiences extensively,
but we have not yet addressed how to reach this target audience - especially
if you only have a few hundred followers, who may be mostly your relatives
enthusiastically liking your latest vacation photos.

Many civic activists build their own platforms by creating diverse, engaging
content, gradually attracting an audience. But what if you’re not naturally
inclined toward blogging? First, of course, it is crucial to learn these skills.
Intensive public communication is essential in today’s environment, but
building a strong presence takes time - time you might not have when
immediate outreach is needed.

Remember the resource map we discussed earlier? Here it becomes
invaluable. Include in your resource map all the informational assets to which
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your team has access - blogs, social media pages, websites where you can
post fundraising appeals. Do not underestimate any potential influencer
partnerships, even those with smaller audiences. The trust factor can be
higher in smaller communities than with influencers boasting thousands of
followers.

Always consider the influencer’s reputational history. Perform a basic check
on their past statements or actions before collaborating. Occasionally,
even a single quote from five years ago by your chosen influencer could
dramatically change - or irreparably damage - your initiative’s image in the
eyes of potential donors.

Media partnerships

| intentionally address media partnerships separately because, although
the rules that apply are similar to those for influencer partnerships, certain
specifics differ. First and foremost, journalists’ emotional reactions and
personal attitudes toward you or the issue you're tackling do not guarantee
coverage. What matters significantly is whether your topic aligns with the
editorial policy and strategic interests of the media outlet. Some editorial
boards deliberately exclude certain topics for internal reasons. Therefore,
when creating your resource map, clarify how your topic matches the
particular media outlet’s interests.

For example, it's challenging to introduce topics like political prisoners into
lifestyle or automotive media outlets. Still, even here, creative overlaps
are possible - like exploring the fashion choices of political prisoners or
investigating the manufacturers of vehicles used in arrests. Success hinges
largely on your creativity and whether the editorial team is willing to embrace
such creativity. Most importantly, when interacting with the media, genuinely
understand their interests and needs. An honest, direct conversation with
editorial representatives about what aspects of your topic could appeal to
them is often the best approach.

Partnerships with other NGOs and politicians

When it comes to financial flows and resource mobilisation, other NGOs
initially seem like direct competitors. However, a broader and integrated
perspective reveals that much more can be achieved through strategic
coalitions that strengthen all participating organisations. Typically, donors
trust coalitions more than single, even well-established organisations. Civic
activity inherently involves conflicts due to diverse approaches, beliefs, and
ideologies. Thus, coalitions formed by organisations working toward similar
goals send a consistently positive signal to society.
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It’s crucial to clearly define boundaries, conditions, and rules of cooperation
beforehand. This ensures that collaboration strengthens all participants
rather than compounding their weaknesses. Clearly defined roles, respon-
sibilities, and expectations help build strong, effective partnerships.

A unique challenge - and risk - involves collaboration with democratic
politicians. Often, democratic political and civic activities run parallel but
distinct paths. Politicians in many countries also raise funds, but typically
for campaign purposes rather than directly addressing societal problems.
Nevertheless, cooperation with democratic politicians can occasionally
benefit fundraising efforts, especially if politicians are treated as influencers
and their public image aligns closely with your charitable values.

In countries facing threats to democracy or ruled by authoritarian regimes,
democratic politicians often operate more closely with advocacy NGOs and
activists rather than engaging in traditional politics. Consequently, they tend
to approach fundraising initiatives with less hesitation and more openness.
Still, remember that collaborating with politicians involves significant repu-
tational risks, as their public image and political positions can profoundly
impact your campaign.

Instead of a conclusion

Returning to the anecdote from the beginning and rereading my words,
| reflect on whether I've avoided resembling that proverbial international
expert. I've aimed to share the most universally applicable insights needed to
implement horizontal solidarity models, without pulling you into the specifics
of a Belarusian context or society. This chapter’s format naturally limits the
depth of exploration, yet | hope it sparks your interest in resource mobil-
isation models that foster closer contact with your audience and reduce
dependence on external funding.

| wish you great success in all your good endeavours!
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Chapter 3

Transparency in exile - building trust and credibility
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Written by Nijat Mammadbayli, this chapter explores the critical role of
transparency in the work of exiled journalists, activists, and human rights
defenders, offering essential insights into how clear, accountable practices
can protect credibility, strengthen resilience, and foster trust across sectors.

Transparency is a cornerstone of effective activism and journalism, especially
for those operating in exile. Organisations, activists, and journalists who
have been displaced from their home countries due to political persecution
or threats face numerous unique challenges. Operating in unfamiliar host
countries, often under watchful eyes from multiple actors - including the
governments they've fled, local authorities, international donors, and the
public, they must continuously demonstrate credibility and accountability
in order to preserve support and maintain legitimacy.

Transparency is the bedrock upon which trust is built, ensuring that all
actions and decisions are clearly documented and openly communicated.
This is essential not only for securing resources but also to safeguard against
misinformation, disinformation campaigns, and accusations designed to
undermine credibility. Transparent operations allow stakeholders - donors,
partners, beneficiaries, and host communities - to feel confident in supporting
your initiatives, knowing exactly how their resources are utilised and the
tangible impacts of their contributions.

Exiled journalists, activists, and HRDs frequently face unique challenges,
including legal restrictions in host countries, surveillance from authoritarian
regimes, and constant scrutiny of their financial practices. Transparent
practices, therefore, play a crucial role in mitigating these risks, ensuring
continuity in funding, and reinforcing organisational resilience.

3.1 Best practices for transparency - why does transparency matter?

Transparency is essential for several critical reasons. Firstly, it creates
accountability. By openly documenting and communicating your opera-
tions, stakeholders can clearly understand your organisational objectives,
methodologies, successes, and even setbacks. Accountability generates
trust, reinforcing your organisation’s credibility and fostering long-term
relationships with supporters, donors, and host communities.

Secondly, transparency serves as a protective shield against misinformation
and reputational attacks, methods frequently employed by authoritarian
governments frequently against exiled activists and journalists. Such regimes
often disseminate false claims regarding financial misuse or unethical
conduct in order to discredit and silence dissenting voices. Transparency
pre-emptively neutralises these attempts by providing verifiable information
and clear evidence of ethical behaviour.
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Furthermore, transparency enhances efficiency and internal governance
within your organisation. Clear documentation and openness encourage
more responsible decision-making and resource management. Team
members clearly understand their roles, expectations, and the ethical
standards expected of them, leading to a healthier and more cooperative
internal environment.

Finally, transparency significantly contributes to building lasting relation-
ships with stakeholders, including international donors, host communities,
partner organisations, and supporters. Regular, clear communication and
open dialogue foster trust and mutual understanding, vital for sustainable
long-term collaboration. This collaborative environment, reinforced by trans-
parency, ultimately empowers your organisation, allowing it to amplify its
impact and influence across different communities and contexts.

Case Study: Belarusian independent media in Lithuania

Following the crackdown on independent media in Belarus, many journalists
relocated to Lithuania. They quickly faced false accusations by the Belar-
usian government, which alleged their misuse of donor funds. To counter
these attacks, the journalists implemented rigorous transparency measures,
including detailed online financial reports, regular updates, and transparent
communication strategies. These steps reinforced donor confidence and
neutralised the regime’s accusations.

Organisational transparency in practice

Effective transparency requires robust systems, clearly defined practices,
and consistent application across all organisational processes.

Comprehensive documentation

Maintaining comprehensive documentation is essential for effective trans-
parency. This involves systematically recording all organisational activities,
financial transactions, operational decisions, meetings, and correspon-
dences. Such thorough documentation provides essential legal protection,
ensures accountability, and clearly evidences your organisation’s adherence
to ethical standards and donor requirements. Comprehensive documen-
tation is critical for resolving potential disputes, addressing inquiries or
audits by authorities or donors, and responding effectively to accusations
of misconduct or financial mismanagement.

To maintain effective documentation, your organisation should establish
clear protocols specifying what records need to be kept, how they should
be stored, who is responsible for maintaining them, and for how long they
should be preserved. This systematic approach to documentation signifi-
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cantly improves internal governance, accountability, and organisational
resilience.

Regular and clear reporting

Regular, clear, and accessible reporting is necessary for upholding trans-
parency. Your organisation should consistently prepare and disseminate
reports detailing operational activities, budgetary allocations, expenditures,
project outcomes, and impact assessments. Reports should be straight-
forward, understandable for a diverse audience, and tailored to meet the
varying needs of stakeholders, including donors, partners, beneficiaries,
and host communities.

Reporting frequency can vary based on stakeholder expectations and organ-
isational needs — monthly, quarterly, or annually. Regardless of frequency,
the key to effective reporting lies in clarity, accuracy, and transparency of
the information presented. Effective reporting practices not only foster trust
among stakeholders but also demonstrate accountability, strengthen donor
confidence, and solidify your organisation’s legitimacy in your host country.

Leveraging digital tools

Modern digital tools significantly enhance organisational transparency by
streamlining data management, facilitating secure communication, and
safeguarding sensitive information. Secure, encrypted cloud-based solutions
such as ProtonDrive, Tresorit, or Dropbox Business should be employed
to store, manage, and share critical documentation and data safely. These
platforms allow restricted, role-based access, providing additional layers
of security and ensuring that only authorised individuals handle sensitive
information.

Secure communication channels such as Signal, Telegram, or ProtonMail
are also critical in environments where privacy is paramount. (For digital
security and secure communication tools, see Chapter 6)

Regular software and protocol updates, along with ongoing cybersecurity
training, ensure your team remains vigilant against potential digital threats.
Integrating digital tools into your transparency framework improves oper-
ational efficiency, enhances security, and significantly mitigates the risks
associated with data breaches or unauthorised disclosures.

Integrating transparency into organisational culture
Transparency should be integrated centrally into your organisation’s culture
rather than treated as an isolated compliance requirement. The leadership

must set clear examples by consistently adhering to transparency standards,
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openly addressing mistakes, and promoting an environment where honesty
is encouraged and rewarded. Regular training sessions emphasising the
importance of transparency and ethical decision-making further embed
these values within the organisational culture.

Creating internal mechanisms such as whistleblower policies, confidential
reporting channels, and independent oversight committees can reinforce
transparency practices and ensure any potential issues or ethical concerns
are promptly addressed. An organisational culture that embraces trans-
parency promotes trust internally among team members and externally
with stakeholders, reinforcing your organisation’s credibility and long-term
sustainability.

Balancing transparency and security

Exiled activists and journalists must carefully balance transparency with
security. Overexposure can endanger participants, particularly when oper-
ating against authoritarian regimes.

a) Controlled visibility

Clearly communicate the nature of your activities and outcomes without
disclosing sensitive personal details of team members or informants.
This approach minimises security risks while still upholding transparency

b) Tailored information sharing

Provide stakeholders with essential information relevant to their
involvement or contribution, without exposing detailed operational
methods or identities. For example, financial donors may receive detailed
financial reports, whereas public supporters might access summary
reports highlighting key achievements.

Case Study: Myanmar Journalists in Thailand

Following the military coup in Myanmar in 2021, numerous journalists sought
refuge in Thailand. Facing serious threats, they successfully navigated trans-
parency and safety by anonymising sensitive reports, utilising pseudonyms,
and maintaining strict digital security practices. Regular but cautiously
anonymised updates helped to maintain stakeholder trust without compro-
mising individual safety.

3.2 Communicating with supporters and communities
Establishing clear and continuous communication channels with supporters,

donors, and host communities is critical for building long-term relationships
and securing ongoing support.
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a) Regular updates

Regular newsletters, reports, and meetings (virtual or in-person) ensure
stakeholders remain informed and engaged. Transparency in communi-
cation reduces misinformation and builds loyalty.

b) Proactive crisis communication

When challenges arise, address them transparently. Admit mistakes
promptly, share corrective measures, and outline how similar issues will
be prevented from happening in the future. Stakeholders value honesty,
which strengthens organisational credibility.

Case Study: Syrian media initiative in Germany

Syrian journalists in Germany established regular communication channels
with international donors and stakeholders. Monthly newsletters and clear
financial transparency practices allowed them to build sustainable donor
relationships, even during challenging times.

Risk management through transparency

Effective risk management involves proactively identifying potential threats,
transparently preparing for them, and communicating clearly with stake-
holders. Transparency acts as both a protective measure and a strategic
tool, enabling your organisation to address vulnerabilities efficiently and
build stronger, more resilient operations.

Anticipating legal and reputational risks

Exiled organisations must stay informed about the legal environment and
regulatory frameworks in their host countries. Non-compliance with local
laws, even unintentionally, can result in severe penalties, loss of credibility,
or operational disruptions. Transparent and proactive engagement with
local legal experts can mitigate such risks significantly. Clearly document
and communicate adherence to legal requirements and ethical standards
to demonstrate integrity and responsible governance practices, reinforcing
your organisation’s reputation and credibility.

Reputational risks can be equally damaging. Authoritarian regimes frequently
deploy misinformation campaigns to undermine exiled organisations’
legitimacy. As mentioned above, maintaining transparency in reporting,
openly addressing challenges, and proactively communicating corrective
measures are critical steps for managing and reducing reputational risks.
Transparent disclosures, timely clarifications, and verifiable information
effectively counter misinformation campaigns, strengthening stakeholder
trust and organisational resilience.
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Secure data and documentation management

Effective data and documentation management is essential for organi-
sational transparency, security, and risk mitigation. Proper management
of sensitive information prevents unauthorised access, data breaches,
and misuse, safeguarding the organisation’s operations and credibility.
It is strongly recommended to establish comprehensive and strict data
protection protocols covering every stage of data handling — collection,
storage, processing, sharing, and disposal. Employ robust encryption tech-
nologies such as end-to-end encrypted email services (ProtonMail, Tutanota)
and secure cloud storage providers (ProtonDrive, Tresorit). Using virtual
private networks (VPNs) ensures secure and encrypted internet connections,
further enhancing data protection.

For instance, organisations such as investigative journalism groups or human
rights networks often rely on ProtonDrive and Tresorit due to their end-to-end
encryption, preventing unauthorised access even if data storage servers are
compromised. Similarly, ProtonMail offers secure email communication and is
frequently used by journalists and activists working in high-risk environments.

Controlled access and monitoring

Implement clearly defined access controls, granting team members only
the necessary levels of information access required for their roles. Tools
like LastPass or Bitwarden can securely manage sensitive passwords and
access credentials, limiting the risks associated with shared credentials.
Regular monitoring and audits of access logs can help to quickly identify
unauthorised access attempts, anomalies, or breaches, enabling rapid
corrective action. For example, conducting monthly access audits has helped
many advocacy groups detect and resolve unauthorised access attempts
early, thereby preventing potential data breaches.

Continuous training

Regular digital security training sessions are crucial for maintaining robust
data protection standards. All team members should understand the
organisation’s security protocols, including recognising phishing attempts,
safely handling sensitive documents, and securely communicating sensitive
information. Regularly updated training ensures the team remains aware of
evolving threats and adapts to new security practices and technologies.

Transparency in partnerships and collaborations
Establishing transparent partnerships is essential for credibility, legitimacy,
and effective operations. Clearly defined relationships and open commu-

nication prevent misunderstandings and build trust amongst stakeholders.
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Thorough vetting

Before establishing partnerships, conduct thorough background checks
on potential partners. Review their previous activities, reputational history,
alignment with your organisational values, and any potential risks asso-
ciated with the collaboration. Transparent documentation of vetting
procedures and results enhances accountability and builds stakeholder
confidence.

Clear communication of roles

Clearly define and communicate each partner’s roles, responsibilities,
contributions, and expectations. Formal partnership agreements detailing
these aspects ensure clarity and accountability. Share relevant part-
nership information openly with stakeholders, maintaining transparency
throughout the collaboration.

Case study: Turkish journalists in exile across Europe

Turkish journalists, exiled across various European countries following
political persecution and threats to press freedom, provide an effective
example of transparency in partnerships. Recognising the need for
collective advocacy, they established partnerships with reputable inter-
national NGOs and press freedom advocacy groups such as Reporters
Without Borders (Reporters sans frontiéres, RSF) and the Committee
to Protect Journalists (CPJ).

To ensure transparency, these journalists meticulously documented all
collaborative agreements, clearly defining each party’s roles, objectives,
and contributions. Regular joint statements and coordinated advocacy
campaigns were published openly, demonstrating unity and transparency
in their collective goals and actions. Additionally, regular public events
and webinars clearly communicated the impact of the partnership, such
as successful campaigns influencing European policy towards press
freedom in Turkey.

Their proactive and transparent approach significantly bolstered legit-
imacy and trust with stakeholders, including international donors, host-
country communities, and media partners. The transparent practices of
Turkish journalists in exile effectively countered misinformation campaigns
from Turkish state-controlled media, reinforcing their reputational strength
and enabling sustained advocacy efforts for press freedom.
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3.3 Safe data and financial reporting

Transparency in financial matters is particularly vital, as financial allegations
are commonly weaponised by adversaries. We must thus pay attention to:

a) Accessible financial reporting - ensuring that your financial reports
are comprehensive, clear, and publicly accessible is important. Reports
should detail income sources clearly, categorise and justify expenses,
and demonstrate precisely how financial resources align with organisa-
tional goals. Transparency in financial reporting enables stakeholders
to independently verify financial management practices, bolstering their
confidence and trust.

b) Impact communication — beyond financial transparency, organisations
should clearly communicate the impact of their activities and financial
investments. Stakeholders should regularly receive clear narratives illus-
trating the direct results of their contributions. Impact reporting highlights
tangible outcomes, reinforcing donor trust, boosting engagement, and
motivating sustained financial support.

Case study: Hong Kong activists in the UK

Hong Kong democracy activists operating in exile in the UK offer a compelling
example of maintaining robust financial transparency. Following increased
political repression and the imposition of the National Security Law in Hong
Kong in 2020, many activists and journalists fled to the UK, where they
continued advocating for democracy and human rights.

To ensure transparency and build sustainable support networks, these
activists established clear financial governance frameworks from the outset.
They regularly hosted public webinars, openly sharing detailed updates on
financial management, including comprehensive breakdowns of income
streams such as individual donations, institutional grants, and crowdfunding
campaigns. Expenses were itemised transparently, covering operational
costs, advocacy campaigns, community support programmes, and legal
assistance for fellow exiled activists.

Additionally, Hong Kong activists consistently provided clear narratives
demonstrating how donor contributions directly advanced their advocacy
objectives. Examples included detailed reports on successful awareness
campaigns, outcomes from policy advocacy efforts, and measurable impacts
on public discourse and international solidarity.

This systematic, open approach to financial transparency significantly
enhanced their credibility with both donors and host communities. By
proactively addressing potential questions about their financial integrity,
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they effectively countered disinformation campaigns from the Chinese
government aimed at undermining their legitimacy. As a result, Hong Kong
activists have maintained robust donor support, secured ongoing financial
sustainability, and strengthened their position as influential voices advocating
for democracy, human rights, and freedom in Hong Kong and internationally.

And finally...

Transparency is fundamental for organisations, journalists, and activists
in exile. It builds trust, ensures accountability, protects against misinfor-
mation, as well as securing ongoing stakeholder support. Achieving the right
balance between transparency and security is challenging yet achievable
through meticulous planning, clear communication strategies, and stringent
information management practices. Transparency, therefore, should not
be considered merely a compliance measure but rather a cornerstone for
successful and credible operation in exile.
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Chapter 4

Supporting new generations in exile
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Written by Mursal Sayas, this chapter offers a deeply personal yet relatable
account.

4.1 The state of human rights and the role of exiled defenders

The state of human rights in 2024 is grim. Escalating conflicts, such as the
wars in the Middle East and Africa, and the ongoing crisis in Ukraine, have
led to widespread violence, displacement, and instability. Global power
struggles, fuelled by arms sales, further exacerbate these crises, while
the rise of authoritarian regimes and the erosion of democratic principles
continue to undermine fundamental freedoms worldwide.

Since 2021, the decline in human rights has been stark as from Afghanistan
to Ukraine, Sudan to Iran, Russia to Israel, the world has witnessed increasing
violence and repression, shrinking civic space, rights restrictions and growing
hostility toward activists and HRDs.

The global human rights landscape remains complex: positive strides, such
as the legalisation of same-sex marriage and the global influence of move-
ments like #MeToo, reflects advances in recognising marginalised commu-
nities’ rights. However, authoritarianism, censorship, and rising nationalism
have fuelled xenophobia and discrimination, jeopardising the principles of
equality and justice.

Given the ongoing challenges, HRDs in exile play a critical role. They bravely
expose injustices from afar, often risking their safety to advocate for those
who cannot speak out for themselves. Their efforts are essential for keeping
the international community aware of ongoing human rights crises, and
yet, these defenders confront substantial obstacles in their own lives while
navigating exile.

Defending human rights is not always recognised as a job. If we focus on
the living conditions of HRDs in exile, it becomes evident that they face
numerous challenges. First and foremost, they lack access to sufficient
financial resources to sustain both their advocacy work and their living
expenses. This issue has several dimensions.

Human rights advocacy is often not recognised as formal employment, which
poses a significant challenge for exiled defenders seeking financial support.
These individuals frequently encounter employment discrimination, as host
countries tend to prioritise rapid labour market integration over alignment
with professional expertise. Consequently, highly qualified activists often
end up in unskilled jobs, such as working in bakeries or retail, which hinders
their ability to continue their important advocacy work.
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The restrictive and isolating systems in host countries, combined with
language barriers, often present obstacles for HRDs in exile, many of whom
find themselves isolated and consumed by the demands of daily survival. For
any migrant, it takes years to establish a relatively stable life in a host society.
However, like many others who are forced to flee their home countries, HRDs
also carry the weight of past traumas, nostalgia for home, and concern for
family and friends left behind in war-torn regions. Additionally, they face
fierce competition on the job market just to secure basic employment.

Bureaucratic and legal hurdles

HRDs are often viewed simply as immigrants in many European systems and
are subjected to stereotypes, discrimination, and double standards. They
are also perceived as individuals who are a burden to society or take away
opportunities from “genuine” citizens. These biases, along with bureaucratic
hurdles, discourage many HRDs from continuing their advocacy work. For
those who remain committed to their cause, the challenges are relentless.

In exile, HRDs grapple with the heavy emotional toll of being far from home,
family, and their communities. Housing insecurity and the absence of dedi-
cated financial support for their advocacy efforts can lead to mental and
emotional exhaustion. Balancing full-time work to meet basic needs while
engaging in unpaid, emotionally draining human rights work takes a severe
toll, often leading to burnout, depression, and recurring nightmares.

When it comes to human rights advocacy and immigration policies, in many
cases, simply the fact of being an HRD is not enough to obtain asylum.
Immigration systems vary widely, and human rights work is not always
considered a sufficient basis for granting protection, and much depends on
the circumstances of each individual case and the presence of real threats
of persecution.

4.2 Mentorship and capacity-building for young activists

To empower young HRDs, the following strategies can be implemented,
drawing from the experiences of defenders in exile:

Exiled defenders often possess invaluable experiences that they can impart
to young defenders through mentorship. This enriching exchange not only
instils a renewed sense of purpose for those in exile but also opens the
eyes of young defenders to perspectives that transcend their immediate
surroundings.

Pairing young defenders in exile with activists in host countries is a powerful
way to foster global solidarity. Amnesty International France exemplifies
this approach by involving defenders from diverse backgrounds in their
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educational and advocacy initiatives. This not only supports exiled individuals
but also enriches the experiences of young defenders in France.

Amnesty France organises workshops that bring together defenders from
around the world with young French activists. These workshops are dynamic
platforms for exchanging ideas, sharing experiences, and developing strat-
egies to address human rights challenges. Participants gain valuable insights
from the personal stories of defenders, enhancing their understanding of
international human rights struggles.

In addition to workshops, Amnesty France collaborates with universities
like Sciences Po to include defenders in human rights courses. This part-
nership offers students a unique chance to engage with experienced advo-
cates, providing perspectives that cannot be conveyed by textbooks alone.
Exchanges with defenders in academia deepens students’ comprehension
of global human rights issues and can inspire them to take action.

Pairing defenders in exile with young defenders offers practical benefits,
such as skill development in advocacy and public speaking. It also creates
networking opportunities, fostering connections among dedicated human
rights advocates that can lead to future collaborations. Moreover, the cultural
exchange involved enhances the understanding of human rights issues,
making the quest for justice more inclusive and comprehensive.

By integrating exiled defenders into their programmes, Amnesty France
supports these individuals and strengthens the human rights movement
by educating and inspiring future advocates. This promising model can
be replicated by other organisations to build a more interconnected and
informed global community of human rights champions.

Mentoring fosters robust ties between defenders in exile and young advo-
cates within the host country’s embrace, enhancing collaboration and mutual
understanding. As a shining example of mentoring, SINGA' showcases
how a structured mentoring framework can empower displaced HRDs,
enabling them to adapt, flourish, and persist in their vital advocacy for
justice and equality in their new realms. SINGA’'s mentoring programmes
provide essential support for HRDs in exile, aiding them in rebuilding their
careers, adapting their expertise, and continuing their advocacy work in
fresh landscapes. By connecting them with experienced professionals and
nurturing collaboration, these programmes create opportunities for growth
and empowerment.

1 SINGA is an international organisation dedicated to accelerating the inclusion of newcomers
(refugees, asylum seekers) to create societies that are more united, creative, and prosperous
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SINGA Paris: SINGA Paris offers initiatives aimed at facilitating professional
integration and community building for newcomers, including HRDs. The
initiatives focus on transforming ideas into tangible projects by refining
concepts, assessing feasibility, and crafting action plans. Such programmes
can be instrumental for exiled HRDs yearning to develop new advocacy
projects or weave themselves into the local community.

SINGA Berlin mentoring programme: This programme supports individuals
from diverse backgrounds, including HRDs, by connecting them with mentors
who offer tailored guidance. The focus is on helping participants navigate
local systems, sharpen professional skills, and expand their networks,
enabling them to continue their advocacy work in impactful ways.

SINGA Switzerland mentoring programme: For HRDs seeking to launch
initiatives or advocacy projects, this programme provides one-on-one
mentorship over six months. Mentors offer advice on project development,
strategic planning, and contextual adaptation, empowering exiled activists
to amplify their voices and contribute meaningfully to human rights in their
host communities.

SINGA Luxembourg’s OneStepForward programme: This programme
bridges the chasm between education and employment, particularly for
individuals like HRDs who may need guidance on transferring their skills to
new settings. Through mentorship, participants receive career guidance,
access to networks, and tools to re-establish themselves professionally
while continuing their work on vital human rights issues.

4.3 Accessible advocacy tools - organising training workshops

Training can provide both practical and theoretical training in essential
areas such as:

» Advocacy techniques

+ Digital security

» Promoting human rights campaigns

« Crafting effective strategies for human rights endeavours

» Numerous organisations provide education and support for HRDs in
exile, both on international and local levels. Below are just some of
the organisations which offer support to defenders in exile.

Supporting HRDs: International organisations and programmes
Numerous international organisations provide essential support for HRDs in
exile through funding, training, legal assistance, and mentorship programmes.

To enhance accessibility and clarity, the following table categorises these
organisations based on their type of support, target group, geographical
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coverage, and country of origin. Some examples follow in the table below
although this is not an exhaustive list.

— Geographical Country of
Organisation Type of Support | Target Group Coverage Origin
Amnesty International Ad\{op acy, HRDs, Activists | Global Ur\lted

Training Kingdom
Front Line Defenders Security, Grants, HRDs at Risk Global Ireland
Advocacy
Raoul Wallenberg Institute Training, HRDs, Legal Global Sweden
Research Experts
Human Rights Education Asso- | Training, Online United
ciates (HREA) Courses HRDs, NGOs Global States
International Service for UN Advocacy, .
Human Rights (ISHR) Legal Support | HDS Global Switzerland
Civil Societ HRDs, Americas, East-
People in Need support Y journalists, Europe, Central Czechia
PP activists Asia, South Asia
Security, HRDs in
Protection International Protection Hostile Global Belgium
Training Regions
United Nations Office of the UN Mechanism
High Commissioner for Human Support HRDs Global Switzerland
Rights (OHCHR) PP
Danish Refugee Council (DRC) | A0Y002<Y: Exiled HRDs | Global Denmark
Training
Advocacy, South
CIVICUS Communication | HRDs, NGOs Global .
L Africa
Training
Justice and Peace Netherlands Szﬁ:ﬁgcapamy HRDs in Exile | Global Netherlands
Leadership and Advocacy . . . .
for Women in Africa (LAWA Leadersh.lp., Women HRDs Africa, United United
Legal Training States States
Program)
Asia Pacific Forum (APF) Training, HRDs,NGOs | Asia-Pacific Regional
Education
DefendDefenders Security, HRDs Ea§t & Horn of Regional
Advocacy Africa
African Centre for Democracy | Training, . .
and Human Rights Studies Advocacy HRDs, NGOs Africa Regional
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Inter-American Commission on | Legal Support, HRDs, Legal Americas Regional
Human Rights (IACHR) Protection Experts 9
Access Now - Digital Security | Digital Security, | HRDs, Global United
School Cyber Protection | Journalists States
Tactical Technology Collective Digital Sggurlty, HRDs Global Germany

Tech Training
Max Planck Institute for HRDs. Legal
Comparative Public Law and Legal Training 1 €9 Europe Germany

. Scholars

International Law

Training, United
University of York - HRD Hub Protection HRDs Global )

Kingdom

Support
European Inter-University .
Centre for Human Rights and #:Zﬁ;acy Skills, g?ri Slérs Europe Italy
Democratisation (EIUC) 9

Civil Society .
International Partnership for Support, HRDs, Civil Central Asia, .

. . Eastern Europe and | Belgium
Human Rights Advocacy, Society
. i South Caucasus
Capacity Building

Improve communication and networking training

Since HRDs often go through a difficult immigration process, they often face
self-confidence issues. Mentoring sessions and specialised training classes
can help improve communication and networking skills.

Training in writing proposals and project plans

HRDs in exile may have unique ideas for defending human rights. However,
they often face difficulties in writing proposals due to a lack of skills in
the host country’s language or in English. Without the ability to articulate
and plan their ideas, these remain unimplemented. Therefore, they require
technical training in proposal writing and project planning. Furthermore,
networks should be established to review these proposals, offer feedback,
and advocate for funding their projects.

4.4 Case studies from multi-generational groups

Empowering HRDs in exile - training organised by International Partnership
for Human Rights (IPHR)

In October 2024, IPHR ran a specialised training in Brussels for HRDs in
exile. The programme brought together experts and activists from several
countries to strengthen their resilience, advocacy skills, and long-term
sustainability. It also fostered vital peer networks to combat isolation and
support continued activism beyond borders.
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Key focus areas were:

a) Navigating exile and sustaining activism

+ Adapting to new environments and overcoming exile-related challenges
- Staying engaged with home-country networks

» Preventing burnout and maintaining motivation

b) Community building and security

« Creating mutual support networks among exiled defenders

« Enhancing safety through risk mitigation and digital protection
» Addressing trauma and prioritising mental well-being

c) Sustainable activism and advocacy

» Accessing funding and exploring income generation

+ Leveraging digital tools for activism

+ Engaging EU institutions and policymakers effectively

d) Leadership and strategic planning
- Strengthening leadership skills and collective mobilisation
« Developing long-term advocacy strategies

To ensure the continued safety and well-being of HRDs in exile, the training
emphasised the importance of:

a) Safe collaboration spaces

« Providing secure environments for dialogue and cooperation (e.g.,
universities, libraries)

+ Bridging understanding gaps between young and exiled defenders

b) Confidentiality and trust

» Respecting privacy and securing consent for sharing voices or images
+ Protecting participants from legal or immigration-related risks

« Promoting ethical and inclusive networking practices

This training equipped exiled HRDs with the tools, support networks, and
safe spaces needed to continue their work despite the challenges of
displacement. It also emphasised the crucial role played by institutions in
protecting and empowering defenders.

Intergenerational collaboration emerged as a key theme - bridging the
wisdom of experienced activists with the energy and creativity of younger
defenders. Such cooperation strengthens advocacy efforts and ensures
the sustainability of the human rights movement.
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Narratives remain powerful instruments for change. Sharing stories of resis-
tance and resilience not only challenges oppression but also inspires and
guides future generations in the fight for justice and equality.

Case study: Strass’lran - promoting cultural rights and intergenerational
dialogue

Strass’lran is a Franco-Iranian cultural association founded in 2009 to
promote Iranian culture among the residents of the Euro-Metropole of Stras-
bourg and beyond. Beyond cultural celebration, the organisation is deeply
committed to fostering intercultural solidarity and dialogue, emphasising the
right to cultural identity and expression, particularly for exiled communities.

At the heart of Strass’lran’s work is the biannual cultural festival, the “Iranian
Cultural Fortnight” (Quinzaine Culturelle Iranienne), which focuses on
censorship and human rights violations in Iran by engaging with critical
art, writing, cinema, and conferences. This festival serves as a platform for
human rights advocacy through cultural exchange. It reflects the belief that
cultural rights are an essential component of human rights, particularly for
displaced communities striving to preserve their identity while integrating
into host societies.

Their activities highlight:

a) Contemporary issues affecting Iranian culture and society: the festival
sheds light on the current challenges faced by Iranian culture and society.

b) Diversity of cultural fields: from music and visual arts to literature
and cinema, the festival amplifies Iranian voices across various forms
of artistic expression.

c) Dialogue between cultures and civilisations: it aims to bridge gaps
between Iranians in exile and the host community in Strasbourg.

d) Conferences and debates: these events feature writers, academics,
and activists discussing the intersection of cultural rights, freedom of
speech, and the global Iranian diaspora.

e) Literary events: these activities amplify the voices of Iranian authors
and poets who use storytelling as a tool for human rights advocacy.

Strass’lran is a powerful example of intergenerational and intercultural
collaboration. By bringing together cultural leaders, young activists, and
local communities, the festival creates a space for exiled Iranians to share
their stories and connect with their host society. It highlights the role cultural
initiatives play in preserving identity and promoting the right to expression.
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This initiative shows how cultural rights can be a powerful tool in human
rights advocacy - bridging generations, fostering solidarity, and challenging
exclusion.

Engaging younger activists with exile communities offers a vital opportunity
to nurture empathy and deeper understanding of global injustices. These
communities are not only sources of lived experience but also symbols
of resilience. Connecting young advocates with them helps build a new
generation committed to justice and human rights.

Case study: La Capsule - a multi-generational Human Rights initiative

La Capsule, established by students at IESEG School of Management in Lille,
France, is an exemplary model of how younger activists can engage with
human rights issues through meaningful interactions with diverse commu-
nities. This initiative connects students with human rights activists from
various backgrounds, including exiled individuals, survivors, and marginalised
groups, promoting intergenerational collaboration and learning.

Key focus areas:

a) Multi-generational approach: La Capsule involves students from all
academic levels, encouraging diverse perspectives both within the team
and among the speakers. This approach fosters a rich dialogue between
different age groups and experiences.

b) Annual conferences: La Capsule organises three annual conferences,
providing students with opportunities to engage deeply with human
rights issues. These events feature the personal stories of activists and
survivors, making the topics more relatable and compelling for young
participants.

c) Diverse speakers: the initiative invites a wide range of speakers,
including exiles, survivors, and other marginalised voices, to share their
experiences. This diversity enriches the conferences, offering attendees
a broad spectrum of perspectives on human rights challenges.

La Capsule serves as an empowering platform for students to learn from
seasoned activists. By bridging generational divides, the initiative raises
awareness of human rights issues and prepares future human rights advo-
cates. It also engages students with HRDs living in exile, providing them
with firsthand insights into the complexities of global human rights work.

La Capsule exemplifies the value of intergenerational collaboration in human
rights advocacy. By offering students direct exposure to global issues, it
fosters empathy and a commitment to advocacy. This model demonstrates
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how younger activists can be effectively engaged within exile communities,
ultimately contributing to a more informed and compassionate global society.
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Chapter 5

Staying connected across borders
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Written by Mursal Sayas, Czarina Golda S. Musni and Bektour Iskender, this
chapter examines the essential role of connection in sustaining the advocacy,
resilience, and visibility of human rights defenders in exile.

For HRDs forced into exile, maintaining strong connections is essential
for their advocacy, safety, and well-being. Exile often disrupts their ability
to fight for justice and uphold human rights, but preserving ties with their
homeland, fellow defenders, and global networks enables them to overcome
these challenges and continue their critical mission.

Moreover, connections are vital for sustaining advocacy work. Through
building networks and partnerships, defenders can raise global awareness
about human rights abuses, exert pressure on governments, and engage
effectively with international organisations. Visibility is key — when defenders
remain visible and actively participate in global conversations, they not only
ensure that their struggles and causes are not forgotten but also amplify
their ability to drive meaningful legal and societal change.

By staying connected, HRDs in exile transform isolation into
a platform for action, ensuring their voices continue to champion the prin-
ciples of justice, equality, and freedom. This chapter explores how staying
connected strengthens resilience, fosters advocacy, and sustains solidarity.

5.1 Secure tools for digital collaboration
The power of connection

Staying connected allows HRDs to amplify their voices. By networking with
journalists, NGOs, and advocacy groups, exiled defenders ensure their
struggles are heard worldwide and that their testimonies serve as powerful
tools for documenting human rights violations and demanding accountability.

Strategic collaboration is equally vital. Partnering with fellow exiled defenders
and international organisations makes possible more effective strategies
and coordinated responses to human rights crises. Unified efforts often
yield a greater impact than individual actions, attracting broader attention
and mobilising stronger support for addressing human rights violations.

Beyond advocacy, these connections play a crucial role in helping defenders
rebuild their lives in exile by facilitating access to essential services such as
healthcare, housing, and employment which are critical for their survival and
well-being. Strong networks can also provide the resources and support
needed to sustain families and contribute to communities back home.
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Security and collective strength

Connections are also a protective shield. Authoritarian regimes often target
exiled defenders through surveillance and intimidation. However, public
awareness and international support - made possible through robust
communication — can serve as protective measures, reducing persecution
risks. Shared knowledge about repressive tactics strengthens collective
security and equips defenders with tools to confront threats.

Case study: Northern Afghanistan women’s movement

The importance of global connectivity in human rights advocacy is evident in
the movements that emerged in Afghanistan after the fall of the government
on 15 August 2021, and the Taliban’s return to power. One such movement
is the Northern Afghanistan Women’'s Movement, which transformed local
resistance into an international force.

Founded by Parisa Mubariz, the movement began in Afghanistan as a
response to the Taliban’s oppressive policies. Forced displacement scattered
its members, but they continued their activism in exile, strengthening their
efforts through global connections. Today, the movement, along with similar
women-led initiatives, challenges the Taliban’s grip on power and has drawn
international attention to the plight of Afghan women.

The movement has played a key role in documenting Taliban abuses,
including the over one hundred official decrees which are aimed at erasing
women from public life. This advocacy has led to international campaigns
against gender apartheid in Afghanistan and legal actions, including a case
against Afghanistan being taken to the International Criminal Court.

Parisa Mubariz: leading resistance in Northern Afghanistan

Parisa Mubariz founded the Northern Afghanistan Women’'s Movement,
encompassing the Takhar, Kunduz, and Badakhshan regions, as well as
the Northern Women’s Movement in Iran. Before the Taliban’s return, she
worked in women’s sports and education, focusing on social programmes
that provided equal opportunities for women.

After losing her job under Taliban rule, Mubariz witnessed and experienced
severe oppression, including restrictions on women’s mobility and dress.
This galvanised her to mobilise students, teachers, and other women to
resist. Initially, protests were concentrated in Kabul, but Mubariz organised
demonstrations in Takhar despite the region’s heightened Taliban control.
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The Takhar women’s movement: defying oppression

On 1 December 2022, the Takhar Women’'s Movement held its first protest
in Talogan. The Taliban responded with aerial gunfire, water cannons, and
arrests. Undeterred, the women organised another protest two days later,
only to face more violence. Five protesters forcibly disappeared, and at the
time of writing their fate remains unknown.

As the Taliban threats escalated, public demonstrations shifted to under-
ground activism. Unlike other movements, the Northern Women’s Movement
remained entirely female-led, with minimal male involvement or support.

Education as resistance

Beyond protests, Mubariz prioritised education. She founded the “Navin
Hoshmand” home school in Takhar, funding it by selling personal belongings.
The school, now expanded to Badakhshan, provides education to over 100
girls, supported by volunteer female teachers. These schools symbolise
resilience and the fight for women’s rights under Taliban rule.

Arrest and persecution

On 12 February 2022, Mubariz and her brother were arrested and tortured by
the Taliban. She was released after her family paid a fine, but she remained
under threat. In July 2023, she narrowly escaped another arrest, fleeing to
Kabul. Taliban forces later raided her brother’s home in search of her.

Threats intensified in October 2023, with Taliban affiliates warning her, “If
we arrest you this time, we will kill you.” Despite severe physical and mental
trauma from her imprisonment, she continued her activism, joining protests
in Mazar-e-Sharif and later returning to Takhar, where she witnessed Taliban
brutality firsthand.

The Badakhshan women’s movement

Fleeing increased threats, Mubariz relocated to Badakhshan in November
2022 and founded the Badakhshan Women’s Movement. Despite ongoing
risks, she continued organising resistance efforts, proving that Afghan
women’s fight for justice and equality remains unyielding, even in exile.

Parisa Mubariz’s journey is a testament to the resilience of Afghan women

who refuse to be silenced. Their courage continues to inspire global efforts
to support their struggle against the Taliban’s oppression.
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Digital tools and platforms for remote collaboration

The fight for human rights does not end in exile - it transforms. By main-
taining strong digital networks, exiled defenders can amplify their impact,
access resources, and support one another. Solidarity across borders
ensures that their struggles remain visible, and their resistance continues,
regardless of their physical distance.

Social media

From movements like #MeToo and the Iranian “Woman, Life, Liberty”
movement, to the Afghanistan Women’s movement in 2021, “Bread, Work,
Freedom”, the Gender Apartheid movement started by Afghanistan activists
and then united with Iranian activists, the exposure of Israeli violence in Gaza,
the repression of protesters in Georgia, the abuse of women in Ukraine
by Russian forces, and the kidnapping of Ukrainian children, and so many
other movements, digital tools have played a critical role in shedding light on
these events. Social media platforms have been indispensable for exposing
human rights violations, mobilising international solidarity, and fostering
action around the globe.

The ability of HRDs worldwide to connect and collaborate through these
tools has proven to be exceptional, forming a powerful and resilient global
network that is impossible to ignore.

Online spaces for human rights work

Online spaces are essential for advancing human rights work, particularly
for defenders in restrictive and dangerous environments. These platforms
provide access to critical resources, such as legal frameworks, advocacy
strategies, and real-time updates on rights violations, which are especially
valuable for defenders in remote or isolated areas where information is
scarce.

The internet further enables HRDs to bring local issues to the global stage,
raising awareness and mobilising international support. For instance, during
the Taliban’s return to power in Afghanistan in 2021, social media became
a lifeline for defenders documenting human rights abuses in real time,
capturing global attention. Similarly, during the Iranian protests of 2022,
platforms like Twitter and Instagram were instrumental in documenting
repression and garnering international solidarity.

Another notable example is the #SayHerName movement, which utilises

social media to highlight incidents of police violence against Black women
in the United States. This digital campaign has successfully integrated Black
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women’s experiences into broader racial justice narratives, fostering a more
inclusive discourse on police brutality and state-sanctioned violence.

In Iran, the “My Stealthy Freedom” movement encourages women to share
photos of themselves without headscarves, protesting compulsory hijab
laws. Launched in 2014, this Facebook-based initiative has gained significant
international attention, exemplifying the power of social media in advocating
for women’s rights and challenging restrictive laws.

These examples illustrate the unparalleled role digital tools play in sustaining
human rights advocacy and connecting defenders worldwide, enabling
them to overcome geographical and political barriers to promote justice
and accountability.

Accessing reliable information in repressive environments

In repressive environments, staying informed and protecting digital security
is crucial. HRDs often face significant challenges in accessing accurate
and trustworthy information. The dissemination of misleading or false data
can jeopardise their work and tarnish their reputations. Therefore, staying
informed while safeguarding digital security is imperative. HRDs can use
various strategies to access reliable information while minimising risks. Below
is a list of strategies and considerations for HRDs when documenting and
utilising digital tools for advocacy and visibility:

Secure and encrypted communication

Governments often monitor digital activity, making the use of encryption
essential. The following tools can help to avoid governmental surveillance
by maintaining anonymity:

« VPNs & Tor: tools like ProtonVPN, Mullvad VPN, and the “Tor” browser
help bypass censorship and mask online activity.

« Encrypted Messaging apps: use Signal, Element (Matrix), Briar (offline
messaging), or Session (no phone number required) for secure
communication.

+ Offline encryption: tools like VeraCrypt secure sensitive documents
from unauthorised access.

+ Secure operating systems:

- Tails OS (anonymous live OS with Tor routing)
- Qubes OS (compartmentalised security-focused OS)

» Metadata stripping:

- ExifTool (removes metadata from images)

- MAT2 (clears metadata from documents)
+ Avoiding phishing & surveillance:

- Use two-factor authentication (2FA)
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- Avoid suspicious links
- Store passwords securely with Bitwarden or KeePass

Alternative & independent media

When mainstream media is censored, activists can access independent
sources through:

« Mirror Websites: some outlets, like BBC and Deutsche Welle, provide
mirror sites on alternative domains.

» RSS Feeds: apps like Feedly or Tiny Tiny RSS allow access to updates
without visiting blocked sites.

« Satellite TV & Radio: stations like BBC World Service, Radio Free
Europe, and Voice of America broadcast uncensored news.

Citizen journalism & crowdsourced information

When independent journalism is suppressed, the flow of Freedom of infor-
mation is banned, and activists can rely on crowd-based reporting and
OSINT (Open-source intelligence).

« Secure platforms - like Bellingcat, Ushahidi, Global Voices, and
SecureDrop make secure information sharing possible.

« Dark web resources — some whistleblower platforms operate on Tor,
such as WikiLeaks and ProPublica’s SecureDrop.

Offline information sharing

If the internet is restricted, activists can use:
+ USB dead drops: preloaded USB drives hidden in public places for
information exchange.
+ Sneakernet: physically transferring data via USBs, SD cards, or printed
materials. Raspberry Pi PirateBox: a portable, offline file-sharing and
chat server.

Verification & fact-checking

Disinformation is widely used by oppressive regimes. The Foundation for
Individual Rights and Expression defines disinformation as the “false or
misleading information peddled deliberately to deceive, often in pursuit of
an objective” as opposed to misinformation as the inadvertent spreading of
false information without any intent to lie or deceive2.The United Nations has

2 https://www.thefire.org/research-learn/misinformation-versus-disinformation-explained
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acknowledged that a “weaponised narrative” through massive disinformation
must be something that States and civil societies should combat togethers.

Activists should verify content using:

» Reverse image search:

- Google reverse image search, TinEye, InVID (video verification)
+ Fact-checking platforms*:

- Bellingcat, Snopes, Africa Check, FactCheck.org, AFP Fact

Checks, Reuters Fact Check®

+ Social media analysis:

- Botometer (detects bot activity)

- Twitter or X Advanced Search (finds original posts)

- Hoaxy (tracks misinformation spread)

5.2 Virtual advocacy: harnessing the power of digital platforms

In the digital era, virtual spaces have become indispensable for HRDs,
especially those in exile. These platforms make possible powerful advocacy,
global networking, and the amplification of marginalised voices.

Maximising social media for advocacy

To fully leverage social media, HRDs can apply strategic methods that
increase visibility and engagement:
+ Content planning and storytelling: crafting compelling, authentic narra-
tives helps reach broader audiences and fosters emotional connection.
+ Hashtag campaigns: using trending or purpose-built hashtags allows
defenders to amplify their message and mobilise global support.
+ Engagement and interaction: actively responding to comments and
resharing community content builds trust and participation.
+ Multimedia integration: incorporating images, infographics, and videos
boosts engagement and accessibility.
« Platform diversification: using various platforms such as X (formerly
Twitter), Bluesky, Instagram, Facebook, TikTok — ensures outreach
to diverse audiences.

Beyond social media - expanding communication channels

While social media remains a core tool, HRDs also benefit from a variety of
other digital avenues:

https.//docs.un.org/en/A/77/287, https.//www.un.org/en/countering-disinformation

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of fact-checking_websites

https://factcheck.afp.com

[o)JN¢) B V)

https://www.reuters.com/fact-check,
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- Email newsletters provide structured, periodic updates to supporters.

+ Petition platforms, such as Change.org, mobilise collective action.

+ Webinars and virtual events offer interactive education and
capacity building.

Podcasts and blogs provide depth to storytelling and create consistent
touchpoints with audiences.

Building strategic relationships

Sustaining relationships is key to achieving advocacy impact in the longer
term. HRDs can foster these ties through some of the following ways:
« Networking events (virtual or physical) that open doors to collaboration.
« Media outreach by pitching stories directly to journalists covering
human rights.
« Joint campaigns in partnership with NGOs and grassroots
organisations.
+ Participation in online forums to remain connected to real-time global
discussions.
+ Consistent and reliable communication to maintain long-term alliances
and strengthen solidarity.

Creating and participating in human rights spaces

The emergence of online discussion spaces has widened the reach of
human rights advocacy. Platforms such as Clubhouse, Twitter Spaces, and
Reddit AMAs host interactive conversations on topics including freedom
of expression, refugee rights, and global justice movements. These forums
enable real-time dialogue across geographical zones.

In parallel, Facebook groups, Telegram channels, and WhatsApp communities
function as hubs for urgent updates and strategic coordination - particularly
effective during political crises or humanitarian emergencies. Encrypted
apps further ensure secure communication under repressive conditions.

Meanwhile, platforms like YouTube and TikTok have transformed how HRDs
engage with the public, offering educational content, testimony-based docu-
mentaries, and first-hand footage that reaches millions globally.

Maintaining a strong digital network

A crucial aspect of staying connected, particularly for HRDs, is maintaining
a strong digital network. As discussed in the section on capacity building,
HRDs need to be trained on digital skills and integrate these into their daily
lives. Expanding their online presence ensures a broader audience in both
cyberspace and the real world.
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The strength of these networks lies in their ability to disseminate messages
and appeals quickly, reaching many people in a short time. However, given
the evolving digital landscape, HRDs and journalists must also be mindful of
security risks while maintaining visibility. Below are some concrete strategies,
and real examples of activists and organisations navigating digital advocacy
effectively.

Using social media for advocacy effectively

HRDs and journalists have successfully used social media to mobilise
support, spread awareness, and pressure governments.

Example: #MeToo Movement (Global) - this viral campaign started as a
hashtag and became a global movement against sexual harassment and
assault, demonstrating the power of online advocacy. Activists used Twit-
ter/X and Instagram to share survivor stories, hold perpetrators accountable,
and push for policy changes.

Example: The Belarus protests (2020) - during protests against President
Lukashenko, activists relied on Telegram to share real-time updates, as the
government heavily censored traditional media. Channels like NEXTA Live
provided uncensored news and protest coordination.

Best practices:

« Diversify platforms — use Twitter, Bluesky, Instagram, Facebook,
TikTok, and LinkedIn to reach different audiences.

» Leverage hashtags & trends - use hashtags like #LetHerLearn, #Stop-
Censorship, or #HumanRightsNow to maximise reach.

+ Engage with influencers & organisations — partnering with journalists,
activists, and NGOs like Human Rights Watch and Amnesty Interna-
tional helps amplify messages.

« Automate posts for safety — use scheduling tools like Buffer or Hoot-
suite to maintain an active presence while minimising real-time risks.

5.3 Strategies for continuous engagement with home - staying safe but
remaining visible

Human rights defenders in exile feel the need to stay connected with their
home countries and keep up-to-date with what is happening on the ground.
For most, keeping informed of developments at home is a matter of duty
and necessity that keeps the fire of activism burning in their bellies. The
privilege of being in a safe place entails the obligation to speak up about the
struggles of their people for justice, freedom, liberation and a dignified life.
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Thanks to technology and the internet, staying abreast of current events,
be they political, economic, environmental, or cultural, is just a click away.

Online and Printed Newspapers

Digital platforms such as news websites, YouTube channels, and mobile
apps offer immediate updates on local and global affairs. Exploring various
news outlets helps gain a broader, more balanced perspective. Printed
newspapers, though more traditional, remain valuable - delivering daily
updates while also helping with language integration in a new country.

Social Media

Social media platforms like Facebook, Instagram, and X (formerly Twitter)
are dynamic sources of on-the-ground information. Influencers, bloggers,
and podcasters-regardless of political leaning — can provide insights into
public sentiment. However, users must remain vigilant about the risk of disin-
formation. Fact-checking platforms such as APN and Reuters Fact Check
can help verify information and avoid someone falling prey to deceptive
narratives.

Newsletters

Subscribing to thematic or regional newsletters offers indepth analysis not
always found in mainstream media. Organisations like Civicus and Frontline
Defenders regularly share valuable updates through their mailing lists.

Personal Networks

Direct communication with colleagues through secure messaging and email
apps ensures real-time, confidential exchanges. End-to-end encryption,
along with added precautions like passkeys and message expiration, are
essential for protecting sensitive information. Beyond activism, staying in
touch with friends and loved ones also brings balance and emotional support
in the face of ongoing challenges.

Digital security

Human Rights Defenders working in authoritarian regimes or conflict-af-
fected regions often face severe digital threats - including surveillance,
doxxing, and targeted cyberattacks. For those on the frontlines, robust
digital security is not optional - it is essential.

Real-world examples underscore the urgent need for strong digital
safeguards:
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« Jamal Khashoggi (Saudi Arabia): prior to his assassination, the Saudi
journalist was reportedly targeted with spyware. His case illustrates
the critical importance of using encrypted communications and secure
devices to protect sensitive conversations from state surveillance.

« Hong Kong protests (2019): protesters turned to encrypted messaging
apps like Signal and Telegram to avoid government interception.
They also took precautions such as wearing masks to prevent facial
recognition and using cash for transportation to maintain anonymity.

Best practices for digital security:

« Use encrypted communication tools: choose secure platforms
like Signal and ProtonMail over less secure alternatives such as
WhatsApp or Gmail.

« Maintain anonymity online: create pseudonymous or anonymous
accounts, avoid disclosing personal information, use burner phones,
and enable two-factor authentication (2FA).

« Secure your devices and accounts:

- Regularly update and manage passwords using tools like
Bitwarden or 1Password.

- Encrypt sensitive files and data.

- Avoid sharing confidential information over public Wi-Fi networks
unless connected through a trusted VPN.

Understand surveillance tactics: use VPN services (e.g., NordVPN, Mullvad)
to circumvent government censorship in restrictive environments such as
China, Russia, or Iran.

Building a secure and supportive digital community

Given the onslaught of disinformation, cyber-hacking, and identity theft,
it is essential to take steps to safeguard information. Equally important
is building a trusted digital community of support networks that foster
resilience, enable safe information sharing, and empower collective action
and sustained advocacy. For example:

« Security-in-a-box” is a guide on digital security jointly developed by
Front Line Defenders and Tactical Technology Collective, in collabo-
ration with a global network of activists, trainers and digital security
experts. It provides practical information on how to protect one’s
identity, information, including the software and hardware being used.

7 Security-in-a-box:https://securityinabox.org/en/
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« Digital Defenders® has compiled resources on how to build digital
resilience?®, establish secure communications and platforms™ and
develop digital protection practices with an intersectional, holistic
and community-centered approach that human rights defenders in
exile can utilise when communicating with home.

- Bellingcat (Global Investigative Network): this collective uses open-
source intelligence (OSINT) to uncover war crimes and corruption.
They empower journalists and activists by providing training in
digital forensics, helping them document human rights abuses safely
and credibly.

« #BringBackOurGirls (Nigeria): following the abduction of 276 school-
girls by Boko Haram in 2014, activists leveraged Twitter and Facebook
to launch a global campaign. The movement pressured the Nigerian
government into action and demonstrated the tangible impact of
digital solidarity.

Best practices for building digital communities:

+ Engage in encrypted networks: platforms like Globaleaks, Secure-
Drop, and PGP-encrypted mailing lists offer safe channels for whis-
tleblowers and HRDs to share critical information.

+ Participate in online security training: programmes run by organisa-
tions including Access Now, Front Line Defenders, and the Digital
Security Lab provide activists with essential knowledge to defend
against cyber threats.

Use encrypted group communication: secure platforms such as Signal
support private group discussions, enabling safer collaboration and advocacy
planning.

Risks of online spaces

However, online spaces are not without their risks. According to Freedom
House’s 2023 report, global internet freedom has declined for the 13th
consecutive year, with governments in at least 57 countries using online
surveillance against activists. Cyberattacks, harassment, and disinformation
campaigns also pose threats to human rights organisations. Despite these
challenges, the importance of online spaces for the protection of human
rights is undeniable. They have made it possible to continue advocacy
efforts, during crises like the COVID-19 pandemic, when physical protests
and meetings were limited. Maintaining safe, inclusive, and accessible online
spaces is essential for advancing human rights globally.

8 https://www.digitaldefenders.org/
9 https://manual.digitaldefenders.org/
10 https://manual.digitaldefenders.org/secure-communications-and-sharing-platforms/
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Mursal Sayas’ shares her personal reflections on digital platforms and human
rights advocacy

Digital tools have a profound impact not only on global human rights work
but also on personal connections. Giving an example of my experience as
a mother living in exile, separated from my children, | appreciate the digital
platforms a lot. | was recently reminded of this during a conversation with
my eight-year-old son, who lives in Afghanistan with his father. Despite being
separated from me due to a custody arrangement, my son told me he had
left acomment on YouTube. When | checked, | saw that he had commented
on one of my interviews about my book “Qui Entendra Nos Cris?” (Who
will hear our cries?), saying that he loved me. | also discovered that he had
left a comment on a magazine article republishing his story, where he had
subscribed and believed | would always be there.

This heartfelt moment was bittersweet. While it made me sad to think of the
distance and pain between us, it also made me realise how the digital world
allows my son to feel connected to my human rights work, even though we
are continents apart. It is because of social media and digital tools that an
eight-year-old child, despite being in a difficult environment, can still support
me and stand by me in his own way.

Reading his comment melted my heart. | wished there was an end to the
suffering, distance, and pain caused by war and violence. | wished children
didn’t know sorrow and that they were shielded from the harsh realities of
life. But at the same time, | felt a sense of pride. My activism, though it led
to my exile, could not erase my presence from the lives and minds of my
children. In a world full of challenges, digital tools continue to bridge the
gaps, allowing us to maintain connections and support each other in the
fight for human rights.

What to do with the information

Data from connections and sources can easily become overwhelming and
a good system of compartmentalisation of information and a wide network
of allies is needed to prevent this.

For an exiled HRD, information is a powerful tool with which to engage
the host communities and strengthen existing alliances. Feeding new and
relevant material into public discussions puts the issues from one’s home
country on the agenda, and encourages activists to devise substantial,
sustained and relevant actions.

For organised distribution of information, it can help to create a network of
allies based on themes such as international law and accountability, environ-
mental justice, community empowerment and food sovereignty, women and
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gender issues, armed conflict and peace negotiations. It is important to tailor
information to the right thematic discussions and not present all available
information at every discussion, which can be confusing to the audience.

Likewise, imparting news from home to your own diaspora in the host
country is strategically a plus. Wherever you might be in the world, there
will always be at least one person, one family, one community, from your
country. Updating them about matters of public interest in the home country
and engaging in healthy debate raises the political consciousness of the
collective and unites the diaspora around collective concerns.

Case Study: Shahindha Ismail and the Maldivian Democracy Network

Shahindha Ismail, or Hindha as she is known to her friends, is the founder
and director of the Maldivian Democracy Network, one of the oldest human
rights organisations in the Maldives. She has been living in exile in Germany
since 2019 following intensifying persecution against her by the Maldivian
government, religious extremist groups and even the mainstream media.

Hindha is known for her commitment to human rights, particularly the rights
of detained persons, for her opposition to the death penalty and her criticism
of Islamic fanaticism in her country. For standing up for these principles,
Hindha is no stranger to political criticism. But when she and her colleagues
co-authored a report on violent extremism in Maldives, the attacks esca-
lated to such an extent that an online smear campaign against her and her
organisation was launched, which spilled offline and eventually gathered
enough followers issuing death threats against Hinda and her t safety, but
not without hope.eam, leaving them no choice but to flee their country. In
spite of such violent experiences, Hindha continued to promote human rights
and the principles of democracy in the Maldives, albeit through different
platforms and with varying strategies.

Working from a secure environment, Hindha used her skills to help a group of
like-minded people to set up the Association for Democracy in the Maldives
(ADM), a duly registered organisation in the Maldives that continues to
draw attnention to about the human rights situation in the Maldives. One of
Hindha’s successful concepts at ADM is the establishment of a coalition of
local human rights groups which collectively raises issues of human rights
violations and work with rights holders across the country. Through ADM
and this coalition, Hindha stays connected with her home country and is
updated on developments from trusted sources. And from her safe home
in Germany, she shares news with the international community and helps
her people however she can.

But this strong-willed woman does not stop with the Maldives. Hindha
believes in protecting the right to freedom of expression and so she and her
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colleagues developed a website called “The Redline Platform” which allows
the Maldivian people to report incidents of violations of this fundamental
right on an online form. The platform then uses the data received - with
consent from the owners of course - to identify trends and gather empirical
evidence to back up policy advocacy and legal action. Hindha and her team
intend to expand this project into a global platform to document reports of
rights violations from around the world, to raise consciousness on the fact
that the suppression of the freedom to express one’s opinions, beliefs, ideas
and creativity is a redline that one should always think twice before crossing.

5.4 Creating support networks in exile

In the chapter on supporting HRDs in exile, the importance of various
training programmes is highlighted. These programmes focus on self-care,
learning digital skills, communication, building a network, and creating a
visible presence in the media.

When HRDs in exile have access to these resources, host governments
can identify them early in their asylum process and connect them with
support institutions. These could include financial assistance, reintegration
programmes, training opportunities, welfare support, and a network of
fellow HRDs.

By going through these steps, HRDs can escape precarious situations and
access a network of support that helps them stabilise their circumstances.
In turn, they can contribute to supporting a new generation of defenders.

This network requires collaboration across various sectors, including the
media, educational institutions, human rights organisations, and the host
countries supporting these defenders. When these entities work together,
HRDs in exile can thrive, contributing to the global human rights movement.

Promoting psychological and emotional support for HRDs

Exiled HRDs often face immense psychological pressure due to the nature
of their work. Constantly dealing with violence, documenting atrocities, and
advocating for justice takes a significant toll on their mental health. Addi-
tionally, the very experience of migration is often isolating and overwhelming.

Defenders may face:

« Fear and anxiety during interactions with law enforcement or admin-
istrative systems in host countries.

+ The emotional burden of leaving behind family, friends, homes, and
their former lives.

« Trauma from war, loss of identity, and diminished social status in exile.
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It is essential to provide accessible psychological and emotional support
to help HRDs address these challenges. Partnerships with institutions
offering legal and psychological services should ensure free support
for defenders, reducing their financial burden. Efforts should also focus
on encouraging defenders to seek mental health services, breaking the
taboos about psychological help in their communities.

Case study: The TRACES Network

TRACES (Trauma Counselling and Research Network) is an international
network of psychologists and psychoanalysts dedicated to addressing
the psychological and emotional suffering caused by war, torture, and
political violence. Since its establishment in 2006, TRACES has been at
the forefront of providing support for HRDs, both in France and abroad.
Its mission is rooted in addressing the visible and invisible scars left
by violence while advocating for human rights and the recognition of
psychological trauma.
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Chapter 6

Integration with host country human rights networks
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In this chapter, Czarina Golda S. Musni shares her perspective with honesty,
inviting the reader into a space that is both intimate and universally familiar.

When in exile, integration into local society is a matter of survival. Embodying
the saying, “No man - or woman - is an island”, everyone who finds them-
selves in a different country deems it necessary to make connections with
the local community and recalculate their bearings. To manoeuvre life in
the host country, local communities are the guides for getting to know
the ins and outs of everyday life. This is all the more true for HRDs whose
integration into local society is essential if they intend to pursue their human
rights work even in exile.

6.1 Understanding local human rights ecosystems

Integration with the host society has many facets, including political,
economic and social. In order to integrate holistically, an HRD in exile is
called upon to engage in all of these, which are, after all, intertwined.

Political integration

Perhaps the first step that a HRD in exile needs to take in a host country is
to establish links with local political actors, starting from the city or region
where they are situated. They need to get to know the organisations and
social movements whose values and objectives are aligned with their own
and create a network with them. This provides a sense of having a political
family that provides the support for carrying out political actions on the local
scene and strengthens international solidarity.

Needless to say, establishing partnerships with local organisations and insti-
tutions can catapult the work of the HRD in exile onto the regional, national
or even international scene. These local actors have access to contacts in
parliaments, social movements and networks that could further the HRDs’
causes and reach wider audiences. Moreover, they provide insights from
an outsider’s point of view that are helpful for improving navigation into the
local, regional and international human rights arena.

Political integration also includes being familiar with ‘talk-of-the-town’ issues
circulating in cafes, bars and parks, such as concerns about housing, taxes,
sewage, or healthcare. It involves being aware of how the local government
and administration works, which department deals with which issues and
how to engage with them. Feeling and knowing the pulse of the locals on
sensitive issues brings a migrant or a refugee into the smaller, fundamental
units of the host society.
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Economic integration

Economic power begets political power. On this note, all migrants,
refugees and people in exile know by experience that landing a job,
whether with a valid work permit or on the black market, is often the
answer to survival in the new land. Good pay solves problems of rent, food,
transportation, communications and other basic necessities, including
sending funds to families back home. When these concerns are met,
a HRD in exile is ready to take on action on the political scene.

Work permit

The 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol
are explicit in guaranteeing refugees the right to decent work in the host
country However, it is actually exercising this right that remains a challenge
in almost all countries. Basic knowledge and understanding of which office
to go to in order to get a work permit, the documents required and the
process for obtaining this permit is helpful. This can be obtained through
online research, exchanges with fellow migrants and refugees, and advice
from allied organisations. In most jurisdictions, the process is laid out in a
clear and organised way. But in some countries, migrants and refugees
must find their way around a bureaucratic maze just to get an appointment
with the Ministry of Labour or similar departments, while also needing to
overcome language barriers. Having local allies who can provide guidance
is a plus, further highlighting the importance of making connections with
local organisations and institutions.

Finding a job

Finding a job is easier said than done. Academic qualifications, language
proficiency and previous work experience are some of the obstacles that
refugees must overcome when applying for a job. Even when in possession
of such qualifications, competition with the locals and other non-refugees
is still a hard battle to win, particularly considering host countries’ frequent
bias towards favouring citizens in the work sector. Discrimination and stig-
matisation against outsiders are a growing challenge that migrants and
refugees have to face when job-hunting. All these factors often result in
migrants, refugees, and also HRDs in exile, being employed in sectors that
are outside their expertise, such as working as call centre agents, domestic
or care workers, or service crew, just to make ends meet.

Sometimes, political connections can save the day. Local partner organi-
sations can integrate HRDs in exile into their own workforce, in recognition
of their expertise on matters related to their countries of origin. Doing so

1 Article 17: Wage-earning employment
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benefits both parties: the HRDs on the one hand, promoting their political
action and improving their economic status, and the local organisation on
the other, developing their work focus on the countries of origin of the HRDs.

International NGOs also provide opportunities for work that are related to the
field of expertise of the HRDs in exile. Amnesty International™, Care Interna-
tional™®, Human Rights Watch', Greenpeace™ and Oxfam' are some of the
better known INGOs that have headquarters all over the world and accept
candidates from different backgrounds. Platforms such as ReliefWeb' and
DevEx™® also post job vacancies from different organisations in the human
rights, humanitarian and development sectors. Vacancies are posted every
so often, so it is advisable to check their websites regularly.

Passive income, investments and digital skills

Sometimes, if resources permit, HRDs have delved into the world of invest-
ments in search of a more sustainable income. Investments through bank
loans, property leases and even stock exchange and cryptocurrency can
sometimes be a source of passive income for HRDs although it requires
solid understanding of their mechanisms - ‘the tricks of the trade’ - in order
not to be tricked by scammers and false advertisements.

Jobs requiring digital analysis, web design and content management are
also on the rise; learning such skills can boost the chances of employment
for HRDs in exile without taking up so much of their time away from their
political activities.

Social integration

‘When in Rome, do as the Romans do.’

Social connections outside work are a welcome space for HRDs in exile,
furthering integration into the host country without the mental fatigue and
burn out that usually accompanies development work. Friends and acquain-

tances who introduce the local culture, new music and art are

equally important to achieve holistic integration into the host community.

12 Amnesty International, available at: https.//www.amnesty.org/en/careers,

13 Care International, available at: https://phg.tbe.taleo.net/phg02/ats/careers/v2
14 Human Rights Watch, available at: https://www.hrw.org/

15 Greenpeace, available at: https://www.greenpeace.org/international/join/jobs,
16 Oxfam, available at: https.//www.oxfam.org/en/take-action/jobs/affiliates

17 Relief Web, available at: https://reliefweb.int/jobs

18 DEVEX, available at: https://www.devex.com/jobs/search
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Learning the local language is a necessary and powerful tool that every
migrant, refugee, or HRD in exile, should possess if they want to fully
integrate into the host community. Enrolling in language classes, engaging
in spontaneous conversations in the streets, reading, listening and watching
materials in the local language are all simple activities that can hone one’s
language skills one phrase at a time.

Participating in the everyday life of the locals is an underrated means of
gradually acquiring social acceptance. Going to town fiestas, visiting local
museums, eating local cuisine, taking a cup of coffee in a local cafeteria,
enrolling in the community gym, sitting with the locals at the park while
watching the sun set - all help to ease one’s way into the local community
while combatting the early symptoms of depression.

6.2 Building partnerships and gaining local visibility
Case study: Clarisa Ramos and Quinoa in Belgium

Clarisa came to Belgium in February 2020 for an international campaign to
seek an audience with the United Nations Human Rights Council and other
international platforms, sharing with them the continuing impunity in the
Philippines for human rights violations, including the assassination of her
husband, human rights lawyer Benjamin Ramos. Just as she was about to
return to the Philippines, the Covid-19 pandemic hit, enforcing lockdowns
around the world. At the same time, the Philippine Congress, under former
President Rodrigo Duterte, enacted the Anti-Terror Law, which targeted
critics and the human rights movement more than real terrorists. Against
this background, Clarisa decided to stay in Belgium for her safety and
security — even if it meant being away from her children and her people.

Clarisa’s trip to Europe was organised by Quinoa', a Belgian-based interna-
tional organisation that seeks to understand North-South interdependences,
deconstructs the power structures and dynamics of domination inherited
from colonisation, and fosters interculturalism. For years, Quinoa has been
a strong partner of Paghidaet sa Kauswagan Development Group (PDG), a
local organisation where Clarisa worked that advocates for peasant rights
and genuine land reform. Quinoa welcomed Clarisa’s decision to seek refuge
in Belgium and provided her with political space to support her in pursuing
her advocacy work for human rights, justice and peace in the Philippines.

Clarisa’'s experience as an HRD at risk, coupled with her extensive back-
ground in development work and unwavering determination to drive social
change, has greatly facilitated her engagement and collaboration with local
organisations in Belgium. Attending workshops, webinars and forums helped

19 https://quinoa.be/en,
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Clarisa to convey the sociopolitical situation in the Philippines and to gather
support for the Filipino human rights movement. She engaged with groups
from different nationalities to learn about their own struggles and to stand
with them as they strove to achieve their goals. Clarisa believes that inter-
national solidarity is built on trust, which is anchored on fostering open and
respectful dialogues to understand different perspectives.

Connecting with the Ugnayang Pilipino in Belgium (Filipino Connections in
Belgium, UPB), an association of Filipino migrants in Belgium, taught Clarisa
how life in Belgium looks, feels, sounds and tastes for a Filipino. Through
UPB, Clarisa met other organisations that are dedicated to the same causes
that feed her strength and will to continue the good fight.

Sustaining herself economically remains a challenge for Clarisa as an HRD
in exile. Language barriers, non-recognition of her Philippine academic
degrees, limited experience, and stigmatisation and discrimination against
migrants have posed obstacles to Clarisa finding a job that fits her profile
and expertise. Thanks to public associations such as Caritas and goverment
programmes like the Public Social Action Centre (CPAS) and the Local
Agency for Employment (ALE), Clarisa was able to receive modest financial
support and material assistance to support her to enter the Belgian
workforce.

Despite all this, Clarisa still cannot say that she is fully integrated into Belgian
society, recognising that the “process of integration is arduous and demands
significant effort from refugees.” There remains a lot to learn, accept and
change; nonetheless, Clarisa takes these obstacles as challenges for
improvement and as an opportunity to join a larger movement that pushes
for radical changes in a system that curtails the peoples’ freedoms. Clarisa
is a reminder for migrants, refugees and HRDs in exile alike to be patient,
to persevere, to be bold and to take part in an international crusade that
“resists the influence of imperialism and challenges the global structure that
perpetuates inequality and injustice” wherever you are in the world.

6.3 Learning from and supporting host country activists
The Integration process
The integration process is often long, arduous, and more than a little rigid.
There are no hard-and-fast rules on what integration should be, but the
following tips may help anyone starting a new life in another country.

a) If you were initially invited to the host country by a local organisation,

communicate with them actively, be open and clear with them as to your
political and economic goals, your capacities and your resources, see
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if these goals, capacities and resources align with theirs, and discuss
how you can work together.

b) If you arrived by your own means, consult your organisation or commu-
nities back home, for possible organisations and individuals in the host
country with whom you can connect. Personal introductions go a long
way. Desk research on local actors can also be very useful; take down
notes on what they do, their contact details and assess if collaborating
with them is possible, and if so, how and on which themes.

c) Reach out to like-minded organisations, and introduce yourself,
the work that you do and be open to opportunities for joint ventures.
Send them an email or visit their offices (by appointment or try
awalk-in). When you get a response, offer them a quick meeting, or suggest
going for coffee to get to know each other.

d) Embody the spirit of international solidarity. Attend and participate in
events organised by the local organisations where you can make excellent
connections and make yourself known to others. Listen to the discussions
and when you can, engage with them respectfully, introducing yourself
and your organisation, and offering collaboration.

Tip: prepare those business cards! Even in these days of easy connections
via social media platforms, good, old-fashioned business cards always come
in handy to help people remember your name. Collect business cards too
and after a day or two send them a friendly reminder of how pleasant your
encounter with them was, follow up what you discussed briefly, and end
with the hope of working with them in the future.

a) Study the people and organisations you have met so far and reflect
on how to improve your connections with them, whether for work-related
matters or social purposes. Colleagues at work can be great friends
outside the office who can introduce you to life as locals live it.

b) Get to know the town or village where you live. Visit your town hall, ask
about language classes (they usually offer these for free!) and for job fairs
(which are often held in public squares) and inquire about local events.
These activities can show you how life is lived - the locals’ way — and
can help you feel more at home with your new community.

The benefits of integration

Integration, in all its facets, is a life-long exercise that you must master
if you intend to survive life abroad. Immersing yourself into the political,
economic and social life of the host country is a slow process, but when
taken seriously, improves the quality of life for every migrant or refugee as
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it teaches the value of connections, perseverance and trust. For an HRD
in exile, integration embodies the principle of international solidarity that is
aspired to by all peoples around the world who are fighting for peace.

6.4 Developing leadership skills

Effective leadership is essential for sustaining the work and impact of exiled
activists, journalists, and HRDs. Developing strong leadership skills helps
teams not only to navigate challenges effectively, but also to inspire continued
commitment among members, partners, and supporters. Leadership training
for individuals operating in exile should focus on resilience, strategic thinking,
adaptive decision-making, and cross-cultural communication.

When possible, organisations should invest in leadership development
programmes that emphasise collaborative leadership, empathy, and ethical
decision-making. By equipping leaders with the skills to manage crises
proactively and maintain team cohesion under pressure, they can ensure
organisational longevity and effectiveness. It is critical to nurture leadership
qualities that allow activists and journalists to collaborate strategically across
borders and mobilise international solidarity effectively.

Case study: Venezuelan HRDs in Spain

After fleeing political persecution, Venezuelan activists in Spain estab-
lished comprehensive leadership training programmes emphasising resil-
ience, effective communication, and advocacy strategies. Their structured
mentorship programme significantly improved their ability to conduct
impactful international advocacy campaigns, resulting in heightened global
awareness of human rights abuses in Venezuela.

Strengthening internal capacity for long-term resilience

The long-term sustainability of exiled organisations relies on robust
internal capacity, including organisational governance, effective resource
management, and strategic planning. Exiled organisations should foster
a culture of continuous learning and adaptability, ensuring that they are
resilient in the face of evolving challenges.

Regular internal assessments, strategic planning sessions, and capaci-
ty-building workshops can significantly enhance organisational resilience.
Strengthening internal governance includes clearly defined roles, trans-
parent decision-making processes, and effective delegation practices.
Capacity-building initiatives should also include comprehensive financial
management training, enhancing organisations’ ability to maintain account-
ability, transparency, and operational efficiency.
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Accessing international trainings and workshops: opportunities for continuous
growth

Exiled activists and journalists should actively pursue international training
opportunities and workshops to continuously develop their skills, expand
networks, and stay updated on global best practices. Engaging with inter-
national training programmes helps build vital connections, encourages
solidarity across movements, and exposes organisations to innovative
approaches and methodologies.

Organisations should regularly monitor training opportunities provided by
international NGOs, educational institutions, foundations, and intergov-
ernmental bodies such as the United Nations, the OSCE, or the European
Union. Active participation in these international training programmes
fosters a culture of continuous professional development, allowing exiled
individuals and organisations to enhance their effectiveness and maintain
global relevance.

Case study: Iranian journalists in Germany

Iranian journalists exiled in Germany implemented extensive internal capac-
ity-building measures, including regular workshops on financial governance,
strategic planning, and organisational management. These initiatives resulted
in increased efficiency, enhanced donor trust and greater organisational
stability, making possible sustained advocacy against censorship and
repression in Iran.

Case study: Burmese activists in Thailand

After the military coup in Myanmar in 2021, Burmese activists in Thailand
proactively engaged in international training programmes offered by organ-
isations such as Amnesty International and Front-Line Defenders. These
programmes significantly improved their advocacy skills, digital security
practices and international networking capabilities, greatly enhancing their
global visibility and the effectiveness of their advocacy for democracy in
Myanmar.
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Chapter 7

Advocacy, campaigns and policy impact
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Ismahan Ait Messaoud shares in this chapter effective methods and practical
strategies for conducting advocacy and organising demonstrations.

Throughout history, iconic movements — from campaigns against apartheid
to struggles for civil rights, as well as feminist and environmental advocacy
- have repeatedly demonstrated that the convergence of individual and
collective actions can shake the foundations of oppression and bring about
profound transformations.

This convergence of actions highlights the importance of a well-thought-out,
structured, strategic, and targeted collective initiative or campaign. It is within
this framework that advocacy emerges as a central tool capable of breaking
down the walls of isolation and transcending borders, as it represents both
an act of resistance against oppression and a collective expression of hope
and transformation. By drawing on the strength of civil society and civic
mobilisation, advocacy has the unique ability to challenge those in power
while also raising awareness and reminding individuals of their responsibility
in the fight for freedom, equality, social justice, and human dignity.

Today, these fundamental rights are gravely threatened on a global scale,
with systematic violations affecting entire populations, particularly in contexts
of political repression and armed conflict. Activists often find themselves
in increasingly precarious situations, especially when forced into exile.
They then face new challenges: legally, due to escalating restrictions and
persecution; personally, because of the trauma linked to repression and
displacement; and organisationally, as they struggle to sustain their actions
and networks in an increasingly complex environment.

This chapter provides some effective methods and practical strategies for
conducting advocacy and organising demonstrations. Through analysis of
concrete cases — with a particular focus on the story of a female activist in
exile, whose journey shaped her understanding of resistance and advocacy
— we will examine the goals of protests, legal and logistical challenges, and
creative strategies to maximise the impact of each action. Finally, we will
discuss ways to maintain engagement, sustain momentum, and engage the
media, detailing key strategies and steps.

The effectiveness of advocacy and demonstrations depends on thoughtful
planning, clearly defined goals, and ongoing mobilisation. This process
requires rigour, vigilance, meticulous management of risks and resources,
and collective commitment.
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71 Defining goals and strategies for advocacy

Before engaging in any advocacy initiative or protest action, it is essential
that the goals are defined in a specific, measurable, achievable, realistic,
and time-bound manner - as they will guide the actions. Once the goals are
defined, they will help inform the central, coherent message that ensures a
concrete and quantifiable impact.

Setting specific goals

Determine from the outset what you are trying to achieve by defining goals
to guide action and communication. Examples of these goals could include:

a) Political change: applying pressure on a government or institution to
adopt a law within a year by submitting a petition signed by 5,000 people.

b) Raising public awareness: informing and mobilising 1,000 people
monthly around a cause through social media campaigns and public
workshops.

c) International solidarity actions: mobilising the support of the interna-
tional community by organising a conference in favour of a cause within
the next six months.

Case study: International advocacy for women'’s rights and gender equality
in Algeria

As part of the UN Universal Periodic Review (UPR) of Algeria’s human rights
commitments, one of our fellow activists, supported by NGOs, drafted and
submitted a report detailing the situation of women’s rights and gender
equality in Algeria. She then engaged in pre-session advocacy meetings in
Geneva with the permanent missions of member states that had previously
made recommendations to Algeria.

The main goal of this initiative was to inform member states about Algeria’s
unfulfilled commitments, encourage them to renew their recommendations
and pressure the country to abide by its human rights commitments. This
effort helped raise international awareness, leading to recommendations that
Algeria reassess its policies and improve its legislation on women'’s rights.

Steps in this strategy included:
 ldentifying a clear and specific objective focused on strengthening
women’s rights.

+ Measuring the expected outcome, i.e. renewed recommendations
from countries that had already issued them.
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« Ensuring the objective was achievable with the available resources,
collaborating with local and international organisations to
amplify impact.

« Ensuring that the objective was relevant and feasible before travel
by scheduling meetings with at least five permanent missions of
member countries.

+ Setting a clear timeline with deadlines for each step, including drafting
the report, the official submission, planning meetings, and preparing
presentations for official meetings.

Finding a strong and cohesive message

The protest message must be simple, clear, powerful, and cohesive. It should
galvanise participants and maximise the visual and political impact of the
action. The message must resonate with the values and concerns of the
target audience while remaining true to the core principles of the cause. To
reinforce the impact of protests, it is essential to:

a) Choose short, memorable slogans that capture the essence of the
struggle, e.qg., “Equality is not a privilege; it’s a right!”

b) Create visual symbols that convey a compelling message. For example,
Algeria’s popular movement — known as the Hirak or the “Revolution of
Smiles” - creatively used art and visual symbols like paintings, drawings,
songs, and poems to express its demands and raise public awareness.

c) Leverage personal stories to amplify a message’s impact. In numerous
international conferences and meetings, stories of women who fought
against discrimination and survived violence have been shared, shedding
light on these challenges and mobilising additional support.

Exile is not just physical displacement; it is also an exile of the heart and
soul. It represents a quest for freedom, equality, and justice, as well as a
relentless search for answers and meaning. Every act undertaken, every
cry raised, every thought expressed, and every action carried out in exile
becomes an attempt to reclaim one’s place and reaffirm one’s existence in
a world that seems to have forgotten us.

7.2 Legal and safety considerations

Organising demonstrations in exile requires meticulous preparation to ensure
that they have an impact while minimising risks. The first requires detailed
understanding of the legal and regulatory framework of the host country.
Following that, the security of participants — especially exiled activists — must
be a central concern. Special attention should be given to logistical prepa-
ration, which is essential for the effective mobilisation of resources. Finally,
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to ensure both the success and safety of an action, it is often necessary to
seek support from specialised organisations and networks.

Understanding local laws

It is important to understand the laws of the host country regarding public
gatherings and demonstrations. Some legislation imposes restrictions or
requires specific authorisations, and having this prior knowledge helps to
avoid unwarranted repression or legal penalties. Key considerations include:

a) Researching legal obligations, necessary authorisations, and potential
prohibitions that could hinder the action.

b) Identifying regulations specific to peaceful protests, such as restric-
tions on loudspeakers, locations, times, etc.

c) Anticipating possible restrictions related to national security, public
order, or specific events.

A knowledge of local laws and regulations helps avoid legal complications
and ensures the smooth execution of actions.
Safety protocols for participants

The safety of protesters and organisers is paramount. Several measures
must be considered to ensure optimal safety conditions:

a) Crowd management: anticipating the presence of large crowds to
prevent potential incidents. This includes training volunteers in crowd
control, planning routes, and coordinating with local authorities.

b) Emergency points and communication: establishing safety protocols
and ensuring effective communication in emergencies. These may include
creating emergency exits, mobilising medical teams for emergencies, etc.

c) ldentifying protesters: using badges, bracelets, or matching T-shirts
to distinguish protesters from outsiders or disruptive persons.
Logistical preparation

Organising an effective demonstration in exile requires meticulous logistical
preparation, including:

a) The choice of strategic location: Selecting visible, accessible, and
symbolic locations while taking local legal restrictions into account.

b) The coordination of participants: Ensuring clear and secure communi-
cation is essential, and platforms such as Signal for discussion groups and
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ProtonMail can be used to share sensitive data. This facilitates efficient
coordination of schedules, gathering points, and safety instructions.

c) The management of resources and equipment: Training volunteer
teams in advance to handle material resources, including signs, mega-
phones, and ensuring their efficient distribution during the event.

d) Anticipating contingencies: Developing emergency plans, defining
escape routes, and establishing protocols to anticipate and manage
unforeseen situations. Careful logistical preparation is essential to ensure
the smooth running and safety of any activist action in exile.

Support organisations and networks

To assist activists in organising demonstrations in exile and help them
navigate often complex legal frameworks, several organisations and support
networks offer resources, training, and assistance. Below is a list of key
actors:

« Front Line Defenders (International Foundation for the Protection of
HRDs) provides emergency legal and practical support, as well as
security tools for HRDs, particularly those at risk.

+ Amnesty International offers training in human rights, advocacy
manuals, and practical guidance on organising demonstrations in
compliance with applicable laws.

« Protection International is dedicated to the protection of HRDs world-
wide. The organisation helps activists assess risks and implement
personal and organisational security strategies.

+ International Centre for Non-Profit Law (ICNL) provides HRDs with a
global database on laws governing freedoms of association, assembly,
and expression.

« European Centre for Constitutional and Human Rights (ECCHR) is an
independent legal and educational organisation focused on defending
human rights worldwide. It works in areas such as international crimes
and accountability, border justice, climate justice, and corporate human
rights responsibilities.

+ International Federation for Human Rights (FIDH) brings together local
and international NGOs to provide legal and institutional support to
activists, particularly in transnational contexts.

International Partnership for Human Rights (IPHR) offers diverse training,
legal advice to partner organisations, as well as documenting human rights
violations and supporting effective advocacy at national and international
levels in Eastern Europe, the South Caucasus and Central Asia.
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CIVICUS offers resources to strengthen citizen action and support civil
society. These resources include advocacy initiatives, practical tools, publi-
cations, and platforms that foster collaboration among civil society actors.

Reporters Without Borders (RSF), while primarily focused on press freedom
and journalist source protection, also supports journalists and activists facing
unjust legal prosecution.

Human Rights Watch documents human rights violations, provides legal
advice, and highlights repressive legal frameworks to support more effective
advocacy.

DefendDefenders offers support to HRDs in East Africa and the Horn of
Africa, focusing on protection, capacity building, and legal assistance.

By leveraging the expertise of these organisations, activists in exile can not
only better understand their rights and obligations in their host countries but
also strengthen the legitimacy and impact of their actions while minimising
legal and personal risk. These resources can help transform the challenges
of exile into opportunities for mobilisation and resistance.

Organising demonstrations in exile requires heightened vigilance - not
only regarding legal, logistical, and organisational aspects but, above all, to
prevent any instrumentalisation of these struggles for unintended political
or ideological purposes.

7.3 Creative and digital campaign tactics

Creative methods can make a protest significantly more memorable as they
capture attention and stimulate public debate. For example, art installations,
public performances, or visual events can convey powerful messages, evoke
emotions and foster deeper reflection around a cause.

Examples include:

a) Outdoor art, such as photos, drawings, paintings, or sculptures repre-
senting victims of repression.

b) Strong symbols, such as broken chains or lit candles, that convey
messages of liberation and hope.

Creative protests can attract attention and communicate a message effec-
tively. Artistic and public performances thus become powerful forms of
expression around a cause.

Flash mobs and pop-up protests
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Flash mobs and pop-up protests are quick, spontaneous-seeming actions
that take place in busy urban areas. They convey a message without giving
authorities time to react.

a) Unpredictability: The agility, surprise effect, and spontaneous
appearance of flash mobs and pop-up protests immediately attract
public attention.

b) Visual and media impact: These rapid actions, often held in highly
frequented public places, generate significant visibility and can be widely
shared on social media and traditional media.

Flash mobs and pop-up protests are impactful initiatives that rely on the
element of surprise and strategic location choices to convey a strong
message effectively.

Virtual gatherings and digital protests

Online platforms, such as social media, allow the holding of gatherings
without physical presence. Digital protests raise awareness among interna-
tional audiences and coordinate global actions. These can take the form of:

a) Social media campaigns, using hashtags to draw attention to a global
cause.

b) Live videos or solidarity tweets, broadcasting events live to reach an
international audience.

c) Online petitions and calls to action, using petition platforms to organise
mass actions and put pressure on authorities.

Awareness campaigns on online platforms have significantly amplified the
reach of activist actions.

For example - the digital campaign launched on 8 March 2020, for Inter-
national Women’s Rights Day in Algeria. During this event, videos made by
Algerian women were widely shared, raising awareness about women’s
rights issues in the country.

In November and December of the same year, another campaign took place
during the 16 Days of Activism Against Gender-Based Violence in Algeria.
This time, photos of women raising their hands to say “stop” to violence,
accompanied by hashtags #RaiseYourHand and #NoToViolenceAgainst-
Women, were widely disseminated to amplify protest messages.
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Both initiatives not only raised awareness among national and international
audiences but also facilitated the coordination of activist actions from a
distance.

Sustaining engagement and maintaining momentum

Protests are not limited to isolated actions: it is crucial to sustain engagement
and maintain momentum over the long term to create a meaningful impact.

To ensure the effectiveness of the actions undertaken, it is important to
diversify tactics, mobilise allies, build coalitions, and leverage key dates and
events while regularly assessing their impact. This evaluation helps measure
the results achieved and adjust strategies based on the lessons learned.

7.4 Sustaining momentum and engaging media

To avoid repetitive and predictable protests, it is essential to alternate and
diversify tactics. A series of varied events will capture public interest while
targeting different segments of society. These tactics can include:

a) Online actions: social media, video broadcasts, digital calls to action,
etc.

b) Public gatherings: conferences, workshops, forums, or community
meetings.

c) Direct political engagements: protests in front of public institutions,
meetings with policymakers, etc.

Varying and diversifying tactics allows public attention to be captured and
different societal spheres to be reached, thereby enhancing the action’s
impact.

Mobilising allies and building coalitions

Creating connections with allies is essential to strengthen the authenticity
of an action and amplify its impact. The more support a protest has, the
higher its chances of success.

a) Strengthening authenticity: partnering with local and international
organisations and social movements adds credibility and legitimacy to
the action.

In order for activist action to be perceived as legitimate and have an impact,
it is crucial to establish lasting alliances with local and international organ-
isations as well as social movements. These alliances not only strengthen
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the credibility of the initiative but also enhance its visibility and expand its
global impact.

A concrete example illustrating the influence such alliances have on activism
is that of Greta Thunberg, the environmental activist and an iconic figure in
the climate movement. From her early solo protests in front of the Swedish
Parliament (Riksdag) to denounce inaction in the face of the climate crisis,
she managed to unite a wide range of allies worldwide. By launching the
#FridaysForFuture movement, she created a global coalition, mobilising
millions of young people and inspiring initiatives such as Youth for Climate,
founded by two Belgian students in response to her call. This mobilisation
led to a vast international alliance involving environmental organisations such
as Greenpeace, 350.org, and the World Wildlife Fund, along with numerous
scientists and activists. These partnerships helped transform the climate
crisis into a major socio-political issue, pushing governments, corporations,
and institutions to adopt more responsible policies. Through widespread
school strikes, awareness campaigns, and advocacy at international bodies
such as the UN, these movements have successfully demanded ambitious
policies to combat climate change and protect biodiversity, ensuring a
sustainable future for future generations.

Another powerful example of the impact of strategic alliances is the Black
Lives Matter (BLM) movement, which fights against police discrimination,
police brutality, racial profiling, and the killings of Black individuals by law
enforcement. Since its inception, BLM has forged strategic partnerships
with numerous human rights organisations worldwide, such as Amnesty
International and Human Rights Watch. BLM has also built connections
with local movements dedicated to fighting police violence and systemic
racism. These alliances have enabled BLM to gain international momentum,
mobilising millions of people around a common cause to demand justice and
racial equality. Through calls to action, awareness campaigns, and protests,
BLM has sparked a global conversation on the need for police reform and
the fight against racial inequalities.

To complement this perspective, a concrete example of an intergovernmental
agency committed to defending human rights is the International Organi-
sation for Migration (IOM), which works toward safe migration by providing
humanitarian aid to migrants and refugees. The IOM collaborates with various
activist groups and civil society organisations, including #WithRefugees,
Médecins Sans Frontiéres (Doctors Without Borders), and the International
Detention Coalition (IDC). It is also a founding member of the Global Alliance
for the Mobility of Refugee Workers, which brings together governments,
organisations, and private sector actors to facilitate refugees’ access to
sustainable solutions. These alliances help provide direct support while
applying pressure on governments to improve the living conditions, reception,
and protection of refugees worldwide.
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These concrete examples demonstrate the significant impact that strategic
alliances with global organisations and social movements can have, granting
activist action legitimacy, influence, and reach.

b) Amplifying impact and reach: building a broader coalition increases
visibility and weight for a cause.

Mobilising allies and forming strong coalitions are vital to maximise the
success of a protest action.

Leveraging key dates and events

Key dates such as 10 December (International Human Rights Day), 18
December (International Migrants Day), 21 March (International Day for
the Elimination of Racial Discrimination), and others serve as milestones for
organising protests and help attract public and media attention.

One of the greatest challenges for exiles is maintaining long-term commitment
and momentum for their protests. In exile, moments of solitude, isolation,
doubt, and even the temptation to give up are common. However, building
alliances with individuals, groups, and movements that share similar goals
can restore hope and keep the flame alive while strengthening the impact
of actions. This is one of the key lessons that exile teaches us.

In this spirit, Aksilya worked in exile to maintain her commitment to the rights
of women, minorities, and vulnerable populations. By forging strong ties with
activists, local and international associations and NGOs, she reinforced the
authenticity and reach of her actions. In doing so, she created a powerful
support network capable of amplifying her initiatives and ensuring their
sustainability.

Methodology for evaluating the impact of advocacy actions
a) Monitoring resources and strategy effectiveness

Before assessing the outcomes of advocacy efforts, it is essential to analyse
the resources deployed and the effectiveness of the strategies implemented:

« Resource evaluation: measure the efficiency of the resources used
- financial, human, and material — to achieve advocacy objectives.

- Strategy analysis: identify the approaches that had the most impact
- media, lobbying, street demonstrations, etc. - and those that need
improvement.
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b) Indicators of success

Using both quantitative and qualitative indicators of success is essential for
evaluating the visibility and impact of advocacy actions.

Quantitative indicators:

Number of participants in advocacy events or actions

Media coverage rate (articles, broadcasts, interviews, etc.)
Engagement on social media (likes, shares, comments)

Number of meetings with decision-makers or other stakeholders

Qualitative indicators:

Changes in perceptions among decision-makers or the public.
Assessment of the relevance of advocacy messages and how they
are received.

Testimonials and narratives about the impact of actions on commu-
nities and affected individuals.

c) Feedback mechanisms

To measure the effectiveness and impact of advocacy efforts, it is essential
to gather direct feedback:

Surveys and polls: conduct surveys among participants, partners, and
affected communities to gather their impressions, perceived impact,
and message effectiveness.

Discussions and focus groups: analyse qualitative feedback through
discussion groups or feedback sessions to better understand the
on-the-ground impact and necessary adjustments.

Tracking actions: use analytical tools to monitor stakeholder
engagement — such as tracking decision-makers’ positions or public
policy changes.

d) Periodic evaluations

Regular assessments, both short-term and long-term, are essential
for measuring progress and refining advocacy strategies:
Short-term evaluations: analyse the results at the end of each phase
or significant action — such as after a key event or meeting with a
decision-maker - to assess progress, strengths, and challenges.
Long-term evaluations: measure the lasting impact of advocacy
actions, such as the adoption of reforms, new policies or laws, shifts
in social behaviour, or changes in decision-makers’ priorities.
Ongoing adaptation: assessments help identify the adjustments
needed to optimise future actions, whether in relation to communi-
cation strategies, the channels used, or the alliances formed.
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e) Experience sharing

Finally, effective evaluation should lead to collective learning and continuous
improvement of advocacy actions:

« Reflection on lessons learned: organise feedback sessions with
advocacy teams to discuss strengths and challenges encountered.

» Experience sharing: share evaluation results with partners, allies,
and other stakeholders to strengthen coordination and maximise
future actions.

These tools help refine existing strategies, identify areas that require adjust-
ments, and enhance the effectiveness of future actions to ensure a more
significant and lasting impact.

Media awareness strategies

The media plays a crucial role in disseminating a protest’s message and
mobilising support for a cause. Having a well-defined media strategy is
essential for ensuring broad coverage and maximising the impact of an
action.

Targeting local and international media

Local and international media must be actively involved to ensure extensive
visibility. To achieve this, it is essential to:

a) Explore digital media and social networks, which offer rapid and effi-
cient coverage while reaching a wide audience.

b) Create engaging and accessible content, highlighting personal stories
and concrete experiences to humanise the causes being defended.

Media platforms are essential tools to help extend the reach of a message,
particularly through social networks and personal narratives.

Building trust with journalists

Maintaining a relationship of trust with journalists specialising in human rights
ensures tailored and committed media coverage. To achieve this, one should:

a) Provide accurate, verifiable, and well-documented information to
maintain journalists’ interest and ensure credibility.
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b) Be available and responsive, answering questions clearly and factually
so journalists feel confident and willing to relay actions accurately, authen-
tically, and consistently.

The success of effective media coverage relies on mutual trust with jour-
nalists. They must be considered partners in the fight for change.

7.5 Case studies and lessons learned

Numerous HRDs in exile have led remarkable actions that can serve as
models. International movements denouncing authoritarian repression, wars
and genocides - as well as digital campaigns and live broadcasts exposing
crimes against humanity — demonstrate how strategic, creative, and often
spontaneous tactics can have a significant impact beyond borders.

Among these inspiring figures, the journey of Aksilya stands out for her
strength and determination. Her personal story is a testament to unyielding
resistance against patriarchal oppression and unwavering commitment to
inalienable values. She fought on multiple fronts: combating harassment
and sexist prejudice in the workplace, where she had to prove her worth
daily as a woman; resisting gender-based social roles; claiming her place in
academia; and advocating for the recognition and respect of her research,
rooted in a quest for justice and truth.

Her journey represents an ongoing struggle, not only to assert herself as
an activist and researcher but also to claim her rights as an Algerian citizen
and a voluntary exile in a world where women are often rendered invisible
or excluded from history.

At every stage of her life, her protests — whether discreet or overt, subtle
or direct — constitute a direct response to the injustices she encountered.
Today, in her host country, her fight continues despite the obstacles. She
remains committed to ensuring every woman is heard, considered, protected,
and respected, while denouncing the violence, discrimination, and injustices
that seem entrenched over time.

This struggle goes beyond mere rights advocacy; it is a reaffirmation of exis-
tence in a world where, as a woman and an exile, one can be dehumanised
and reduced to a mere statistic. Through her activism, both militant and
academic, she has understood that every voice counts, even when it seems
to be lost in the vastness of the world.

Thus, protests are not merely acts of resistance; they are powerful levers
for building a more equitable future. For exiles, every activist action is a
reclamation of their — and our - destiny. Her journey reflects the stories of
all those who, despite exile, injustice, and indifference, continue to fight for
a more just world.
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Advocating for human rights - indivisible and without distinctions based
on sex, gender, race, religion, age, or any other factor - is a universal and
timeless struggle. It has no boundaries or limits, and only through collective,
creative, thoughtful, and sometimes spontaneous actions can we advance
the cause of equality and social justice.

The #MeToo movement

The #MeToo movement was launched in 2006 by American activist Tarana
Burke to give a voice to survivors of sexual violence, particularly those from
marginalised communities. Its primary goal was to break the silence on
sexual violence and promote solidarity among victims.

In 2017, the movement gained worldwide momentum when actress Alyssa
Milano encouraged women to share their experiences using the hashtag
#MeToo, following the revelations about film producer Harvey Weinstein.
Thanks to social media, mass awareness quickly emerged, exposing the
prevalence of sexual harassment and assault, particularly in the film industry.
The hashtag was rapidly adopted in multiple languages and adapted to the
cultural and social contexts of various countries, significantly amplifying its
global impact.

The #MeToo movement has profoundly transformed the fight
against sexual violence by breaking the silence and giving survivors
avoice. Its global reach highlighted the prevalence of harassment and sexual
assault, leading to significant legal and institutional reforms.

While challenges persist, #MeToo marked a turning point in history by rein-
forcing solidarity among victims and triggering a worldwide reflection on rape
culture and power dynamics.

“Fridays For Future”. Greta Thunberg and global climate mobilisation

The international movement “Fridays for Future” (FFF) is one of the most
significant initiatives in the fight against climate change. It was launched in
2018 by Greta Thunberg, a young Swedish activist who, at just 15 years old,
decided to protest alone every Friday in front of the Swedish Parliament.
Holding a simple sign reading “Skolstrejk for klimatet” (“School strike for
climate”), she called for immediate action against global warming, convinced
of the urgency of the situation.

Her act of solitarity quickly gained traction, and within months, youth from
around the world joined her initiative by organising school strikes and
protests to draw attention to government inaction on the climate crisis.
This movement rapidly expanded worldwide, with demonstrations in over
150 countries and millions of young people protesting every Friday.
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Chapter 8

Engaging with the European Union and the United Nations
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Written by Ahmed Attala, this chapter serves as a practical guide to advocacy
at the European Union and United Nations levels.

Being in exile can feel like your voice does not matter and that you have no
power. But one thing is true: you can make a difference by working smartly
with others. This chapter shows how activists and HRDs in exile can turn
feelings of isolation into influence. They can use avenues such as the UN
and EU to fight for justice and demand accountability. It explains that even
when things seem impossible, keeping good records, speaking up strongly,
and working with allies can make people listen and take action to improve
human rights in their home countries. This chapter proves that even when
you're living outside your home country, you can still bring about change if
you do not give up.

8.1 Navigating human rights mechanisms

UN Human Rights Mechanisms - from the Office of the High Commissioner
for Human Rights to UN Special Rapporteurs

Engaging with UN human rights mechanisms is important for holding govern-
ments accountable. Exiled activists and HRDs can use these mechanisms
to highlight violations in their home countries and push for international
action. Below is an overview of key UN human rights mechanisms and how
activists can utilise them effectively.

The Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR): this is
the leading UN entity responsible for protecting human rights globally by
supporting human rights mechanisms and providing technical assistance
to governments.2°

Special Procedures (SPs): SPs are independent human rights experts
appointed by the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC) to examine, monitor,
and report on human rights issues in specific countries or thematic areas.
They conduct country visits, issue reports, and provide recommendations
to improve human rights situations.?' (see Chapter 10 for a comprehensive
guide)

UN treaty bodies: treaty bodies are committees of independent experts
that monitor the implementation of core international human rights treaties
by state parties, reviewing periodic reports submitted by governments and
issuing recommendations. 22

20 OHCHR, What we do: an overview, available at: https://www.ohchr.org/en/about-us/what-we-do

21 Special Procedures of the Human Rights Council, available at: https.//waww.ohchr.org/sites
default/files/documents/hrbodies/special-procedures/resources/sps-hrc.pdf

22 What are the treaty bodies? — available at: https://www.ohchr.org/en/treaty-bodies
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The Universal Periodic Review: a regular review mechanism that assesses
the human rights situation through a peer-review process every 4-5 years,
where states receive recommendations from other countries and report on
their progress. (see Chapter 10 for a comprehensive guide)

An activist or HRD in exile can engage with UN mechanisms concerning
human rights issues in their home country. These include violations of
freedom of expression, association, and peaceful assembly, as well as
violations against HRDs or acts of reprisal against those who cooperate with
UN mechanisms. This engagement can be carried out by communicating
with SPs, including Special Rapporteurs and Working Groups focused on
these rights, as well as through contact with the relevant country office
of the OHCHR. This involves sending official communications containing
well-documented information about violations, with the consent of the
victim(s), their families, or their legal representatives, or by legally framing
the violation in accordance with human rights treaties and conventions.
This applies whether the violation concerns an individual case or a broader
pattern of abuse.

A request can be submitted to the relevant SPs to take a specific position,
such as issuing press statements, addressing the government with verified
information, or providing a legal opinion on the violation. These published
communications or legal opinions can be used in advanced advocacy efforts,
particularly with countries that are partners of the government concerned.
These communications are often taken seriously by UN member states,
who sometimes respond to them.

Regarding treaty bodies, an HRD, through their work in a human rights
organisation, can submit shadow reports either independently or in collab-
oration with other human rights organisations. These reports contrast the
government’s claims of progress in implementing human rights treaties and
conventions — such as the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
(ICCPR) or the UN Convention Against Torture and other cruel, inhuman
or degrading treatment or punishment — with documented evidence of
violations that contradict the government’s narrative. (see Chapter 10 for a
comprehensive guide)

Regarding the UPR, which takes place every four to five years, states present
their achievements in improving human rights while receiving recommen-
dations from other member states. Here, an exiled HRD can engage with
this key mechanism by submitting stakeholder reports through the human
rights organisation with which they work, detailing patterns of human rights
violations over the reporting period. Reports can be submitted individually

23 United Nations Human Rights Council, Universal Periodic Review (UPR), available at: https://
www.ohchr.org/en/hr-bodies/upr/upr-home
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or jointly with other human rights organisations. Additionally, HRDs and
organisations can conduct advocacy campaigns towards various states
to encourage them to prioritise specific recommendations on violations. A
defender can also attend UPR sessions as an observer. (see Chapter 10
for a comprehensive guide)

Advocacy through UN mechanisms is generally straightforward, with inter-
national politics and relations playing a lesser role in addressing human
rights violations by governments-at least in dealings with SPs such as
Special Rapporteurs (SRs) and Working Groups, which operate with a more
technical rather than political approach. This contrasts with the UN Human
Rights Council (HRC), where political and regional alliances can influence
state positions, statements, as well as their comments on human rights
situations in other countries.

In addition to these activities, defenders can maximise their impact by
improving the documentation process for violations submitted to UN human
rights mechanisms, increasing their presence at side events of the HRC
to engage with UN officials and diplomats, and ensuring that these efforts
are always conducted in collaboration with other partner human rights
organisations.

8.2 Strategic EU and UN advocacy

The EU plays a crucial role in promoting human rights, democracy, and the
rule of law both within its borders and in its external relations with third
countries. Various EU institutions and legal mechanisms offer avenues for
advocacy, making strategic engagement essential for HRDs and activists
in exile. This section outlines key EU institutions, relevant legal frameworks,
and effective advocacy strategies for engaging with the EU on human rights
issues.

European Parliament: the European Parliament is a body that is directly
elected by EU citizens?. It represents the political currents in Europe. The
parliament debates and adopts legislation, including human rights policies,
and monitors the situation of human rights, the rule of law, and democracy
both within the EU and in third countries with which the EU has agreements.
European Commission: the European Commission proposes legislation?
and oversees human rights policies, including funding programmes related
to human rights violations.

24 European Parliament,available at: https://european-union.europa.eu/institutions-law-budget,
institutions-and-bodies/search-all-eu-institutions-and-bodies/european-parliament _en

25 European Commission, Human rights and fundamental values, available at: https://internation-
al-partnerships.ec.europa.eu/policies/peace-and-governance/human-rights_en
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EU Council: composed of government ministers from member states, the
EU Council plays a key role in shaping EU foreign policy, including human
rights.?¢ It adopts legislation, makes decisions, and coordinates common
actions on international human rights issues.

European External Action Service (EEAS): the EEAS supports the EU’s
external relations with third countries, including human rights, by imple-
menting the EU’s foreign policy.?” In addition to enhancing the EU’s geopo-
litical and strategic interests, the EEAS promotes democracy and advocates
for human rights in the EU’s external actions globally.

European Court of Human Rights (ECHR): the ECHR oversees compliance
with the European Convention on Human Rights, ruling on cases of human
rights violations by Council of Europe member states.?®

In addition to the institutions above, the political role of the EU in enhancing
and addressing human rights, the rule of law, and democracy in third coun-
tries creates spaces for engagement with EU officials and Members of
the European Parliament (MEPs). Several EU treaties and articles regulate
compliance with human rights in partnerships and trade with third countries.?®

The list above constitutes the main institutional and legal frameworks
governing advocacy opportunities towards EU institutions, with which
activists or HRDs in exile can engage.

For the European Parliament, strategic advocacy involves expanding alli-
ances within Parliament by researching the backgrounds and positions of
MEPs, their political parties, and current debates. Advocates can provide
updates about the human rights and democracy situation in third countries,
urging MEPs to take positions or monitor the performance of the European
Commission in relation to its interactions with those countries. This could
also involve lobbying for changes to propose agreements or resolutions.

For the European Commission and related institutions, which focus on
promoting European geopolitical and strategic interests, strategic planning

26 Council of the European Union, EU Foreign Policy and Human Rights, available at: https://www.
consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/human-rights,

27 European External Action Service (EEAS), Human Rights & Democracy., available at: https://www.
eeas.europa.eu/eeas/human-rights-democracy_en

28 The European Court of Human Rights, available at: https:.//www.coe.int/en/web/tbilisi,
europeancourtofhumanrights

29 For example, Article 21 of the Treaty on European Union (TEU): this article establishes the EU’s

commitment to promoting human rights, democracy, and the rule of law in its external actions,
including trade agreements and partnerships with third countries, and article 207 of the Treaty on
the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU): This article covers EU trade policy and explicitly
mandates that human rights and sustainable development considerations should be integrated
into the EU’s trade agreements with third countries.
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involves examining the nature of agreements, partnerships, and relations
between third countries and the EU. Advocacy efforts can push for improve-
ments in the conditionality of these agreements, ensuring that countries
respect human rights, democracy, and the rule of law in line with EU laws.
Advocates should provide updates on human rights conditions, backed by
clear evidence, statistics, and documentation of violations.

Challenges of EU advocacy

Advocacy efforts within the EU often depend on the relationship between
inputs and outputs. Compared to advocacy within the United Nations system,
EU advocacy may seem more complex and challenging as the EU is ulti-
mately a political entity focused on advancing the economic and political
interests of its member states. This creates a tension between the European
Union’s desire, especially from the European Commission and the EU Council,
to balance or prioritise strategic interests over human rights, democracy, and
the rule of law. This difficulty is further exacerbated by the rise of right-wing
movements in many European countries, especially after the significant gains
of right-wing parties in the 2024 European Parliament elections. As a result,
issues like security, borders, counter-terrorism, and stricter immigration and
asylum policies have garnered more attention, leading to a decline in focus
on human rights and democracy in EU discussions.

In this complex environment, the role of HRDs in exile may appear insignif-
icant and challenging. In addition to the difficulty of understanding how the
EU works and its dynamics, moving beyond the victim narrative - where
personal testimonies of violations are simply heard - to broader conclusions
and specific recommendations that respect the limitations of the institu-
tions being addressed is essential. One way to bridge this gap is through
collective work and strategic planning with partners in international and
regional organisations. This allows them to use their technical expertise
and communication networks. Furthermore, strengthening documentation
and research spaces, along with efforts to adapt the organisational envi-
ronment in which the HRD works to align with advocacy requirements and
the priorities of EU institutions with respect to third countries, will enhance
the impact of the defender’s advocacy efforts.

Despite the political complexities within the EU, HRDs in exile can still find
meaningful ways to advocate for their causes by strategically engaging with
EU institutions and legal mechanisms. By focusing on research, alliances, and
collaboration, they can maximise their influence and ensure that human rights
remain a priority in the EU’s external relations with their home countries.
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8.3 Presenting evidence and testimonies effectively

For human rights activists and defenders in exile, effective documentation
and presentation of evidence play a crucial role in advocacy efforts towards
the UN and the EU. Properly collected and verified testimonies can contribute
to international interventions and put pressure on governments respon-
sible for human rights violations. This section outlines best practices for
documentation, engagement with relevant mechanisms, and strategies to
enhance the impact of human rights advocacy.

Strengthening documentation and verification — activists or defenders
based outside the country could develop advanced documentation tools
to monitor and record human rights violations effectively. Engaging with
networks of lawyers and defenders on the ground in the affected country
makes possible a more comprehensive and accurate understanding of the
violations experienced by victims, particularly those targeted for exercising
their rights to freedom of expression, association, and peaceful assembly.
Before submitting documentation, the defender must verify the information,
obtain consent from victims, their families, or their legal representatives, and
systematically record the findings in a dedicated database. This ensures that
the evidence gathered is credible and ready for submission to the relevant
international bodies or institutions responsible for addressing human rights
issues in the country concerned.

Aligning documentation with priorities in the international human rights
mechanisms - to enhance the effectiveness of advocacy, HRDs should
follow UN and EU mechanisms to understand their intervention priorities
and verification processes. By aligning documentation efforts with the focus
areas of these mechanisms, activists can improve the chances of their
submissions prompting concrete action.

Regular discussions and advocacy engagements with international actors
help activists identify key areas of concern, track intervention requests, and
understand assessment procedures. This alignment ensures that advocacy
efforts are more impactful, especially when international positions or state-
ments are based on well-documented evidence provided by HRDs. Official
positions from UN mechanisms carry more weight than statements from a
single NGO, making them a powerful advocacy tool.

Expanding partnerships and advocacy networks - exiled activists or HRDs
should expand their partnerships with allies in international and regional
human rights mechanisms as well as with independent local organisations.
Collaboration with international NGOs, regional coalitions, and thematic
networks not only strengthens advocacy efforts but also enhances the
visibility and credibility of the defender’s research and documentation.
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Becoming a primary source of information for international organisations
strengthens the impact of documentation efforts. When global organisations
rely on a defender’s findings, it reinforces the significance of their work in
addressing human rights violations. Additionally, participating in regional and
thematic networks broadens outreach opportunities, enhances protection
measures, and ensures sustained advocacy efforts through solidarity mech-
anisms. Expanding such networks also provides defenders with access to
new work techniques and a deeper understanding of evolving human rights
challenges.

Accurate documentation and strategic engagement are essential for exiled
HRDs seeking to influence international mechanisms and hold perpetrators
accountable. By verifying evidence, aligning research with international prior-
ities, and expanding partnerships, defenders can enhance the effectiveness
of their advocacy efforts. Strengthening these approaches not only increases
the impact of human rights campaigns but also ensures there is sustained
international attention on violations occurring in their home countries.

8.4 Success stories from international engagement

This section presents a case study based on an interview with Mensour,30
a prominent Egyptian HRD who has been actively advocating for human rights
for decades. Mensour is an academic, works for an Egyptian NGO focusing
on Egyptian activists in exile, and represents a prominent regional network
in the Euro-Mediterranean region. After leaving Egypt due to the govern-
ment’s crackdown on Egyptian civil society organisations and exiled activists,
Mensour’s work has focused on leveraging international mechanisms such
as European Parliament resolutions, UNHRC statements, and diplomatic
interventions by Western European states. His efforts have spanned from
2014 to the present, with a key focus on influencing individual cases, including
the EU’s role in securing the release of detained activists.

One of the most significant developments during this period was Case
173/2011, known as the “foreign funding” case, which was nearly closed in
2024 following the announcement of the EU-Egypt comprehensive strategic
partnership. The establishment of the Egyptian Solidarity Group in late 2013
played a crucial role in countering the crackdown on NGOs. Mensour high-
lighted the importance of Egyptian activists’ presence within international
and regional institutions such as EuroMed Rights and the FIDH, which was
instrumental in setting agendas for these bodies. Additionally, the creation
of the Egyptian Platform for Human Rights ensured sustained advocacy
efforts, with EU funding providing essential resources for organisations
and individuals. The long-term funding cycles granted by the EU facilitated
coordination and strengthened advocacy.

30 The identity of the HRD has been anonymised for reasons of safety and security.
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A critical moment came in 2017, when a hearing at the the European Parlia-
ment’s Subcommittee on Human Rights (DROI) saw pro-government Egyptian
journalists attempting to discredit activists. This incident, following a similar
hearing in Rome, underscored the challenges faced by Egyptian HRDs.
Mensour stressed the battle over narratives, with Egyptian government
discourse being systematically countered during discussions at UN human
rights mechanisms such as the UPR.

Over time, advocacy efforts evolved from ad hoc interventions to
a more structured approach. The second phase of engagement focused
on institutionalising advocacy efforts and building a network to support
Egyptian activists who lacked the capacity for sustained campaigns. This
shift required a strategic division of advocacy phases, distinguishing between
pre-2017 and post-2022 dynamics.

Mensour played a central role in advocacy within an organisation, rather
than independently. By identifying the appropriate EU or UN mechanisms to
engage with, he followed a strategic approach that ensured proper docu-
mentation, coalition-building, and targeted advocacy strategies. Building
relationships with key EU actors, such as MEPs, parliamentary committees,
and EU delegations, was a critical component of his work. Despite the
challenges in accessing EU mechanisms, Mensour noted that persistence,
networking, and coalition-building were key to overcoming barriers.

His engagement with EU institutions took various forms, including contri-
butions to parliamentary debates, resolutions, and political dialogues.
The effectiveness of EU responses varied, but key indicators such as ten
European Parliament resolutions on Egypt’s human rights situation since
2014 demonstrated sustained pressure on member states. These resolutions
helped shape narratives and influence funding decisions, including support
for the Egyptian Solidarity Group. However, inconsistencies in EU policy
persisted, with European Parliament resolutions sometimes contradicting
positions taken by the European Commission or the Council. The selective
application of certain articles of the EU-Egypt Association Agreement
exemplified this discrepancy, as economic normalisation often outweighed
concerns regarding civil society repression.

For Case 173, Mensour noted that it would likely continue to serve as a
tool for criminalising HRDs. Public figures like Bahey EI-Din Hassan, the
CIHRS director, remain targeted, and the rise of far-right political forces in
Europe has added another layer of complexity to advocacy efforts. Direct
engagement with EU member states has proven effective at times, with
activists meeting diplomats and pressuring Egyptian authorities to release
detainees. Advocacy also extended to national parliaments across Europe,
reinforcing pressure at multiple levels.
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Despite these successes, significant challenges remain. One of the main
obstacles has been the limited nature of advocacy efforts, often confined to
small professional lobbying groups rather than broader movements within
host societies. The lack of engagement with professional unions, grassroots
movements, and local communities has stemmed from concerns about
security, bureaucratic constraints, and other structural barriers. Addressing
these issues requires rethinking advocacy models to ensure greater outreach
and impact.

Sustaining these efforts has also demanded adaptation to changing political
contexts. Financial constraints have been a major obstacle, particularly
as access to funding influences strategic choices. Mensour emphasised
the importance of engaging beyond EU and UN institutions, expanding
advocacy to include transatlantic networks, corporate actors, and labour
unions. Additionally, legal and judicial mechanisms across Europe remain
underutilised, representing an untapped avenue for further pressure.

Reflecting on the outcomes of his advocacy, Mensour cited tangible results,
such as policy shifts, increased funding, and heightened awareness. These
efforts directly impacted the human rights landscape in Egypt by securing
the release of individuals and maintaining international scrutiny.

Mensour’s experience highlights the importance of strategic advocacy, coali-
tion-building, and adaptation to shifting political contexts. While successes
have been achieved, challenges remain, particularly in broadening the scope
of advocacy efforts and ensuring sustained engagement with key stake-
holders. Future advocates are encouraged to adopt a strategic, flexible
approach and build strong, lasting alliances to drive meaningful change.

Final thoughts

This chapter shows that being an exiled activist or HRD is not a lonely fight.
It is about using smart strategies on a world stage. By learning how the UN
and EU work, building strong networks, and providing clear evidence and
documentation, activists/ HRDs can make a real difference, even from far
away. This chapter is meant to give hope and encourage action. It reminds
us that even when things look difficult and complex, working with allies and
like-minded groups can lead to significant changes for human rights. This all
shows that the voices of those in exile, when used wisely, can make a change.
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Chapter 9

Fighting impunity and confronting human rights violations
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Written by Shahindha Ismail, this chapter provides practical insights, offering
readers knowledge they can apply in real-world situations.

When we talk about human rights, we mean the universality of human rights
that is protected by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). It
is the most fundamental criterion inherent to human beings and as argued,
correctly, by legal scholar James Nickel, a moral and legal standard that
ensures a “minimally good life®,” not to be confused with “the good life”. HRDs
therefore defend the conditions necessary for ensuring everyone has an
equal right to this minimal standard of protection. One significant strength
of an HRD in exile is their capacity for leveraging their skills and networks to
document human rights violations and hold perpetrators accountable under
international humanitarian law. In previous chapters we have discussed the
ways in which HRDs forced into exile create, maintain and grow their commu-
nities in their quest for the human rights of their people. As the defence of
human rights has no borders, we discuss here how HRDs continue their
work in forced exile specifically through documentation, reporting and the
use of international human rights mechanisms.

Key methods we discuss in this chapter include an overview of international
human rights mechanisms, documentation of human rights violations, and
creating a global community for accountability and justice. While it is not
necessary for an HRD to be involved in all these methods, a combination
of all these methods will ensure the best results. As we have learned from
the other topics covered in this manual, HRDs who are forced into exile
connect with one another as well as human rights groups dedicated to
providing support in these activities when engaging in accountability efforts.
We hope that a deeper look at the benefits of connecting with local, regional
and international groups will prove helpful for those starting out on their
journey for human rights, especially those outside of their home countries.
Finally, case studies of inspirational work by HRDs forced to live in exile are
presented to show how they have used these methods successfully to hold
perpetrators of human rights violations accountable.

9.1 Holding perpetrators accountable internationally

The international human rights regime begins with the Charter of the
United Nations (1945). Chapter IX of the charter includes the following two
provisions:

Article 55(c) states that the United Nations shall promote “universal respect
for, and observance of, human rights and fundamental freedoms for all without
distinction as to race, sex, language or religion.”

31 James Nickel. Making Sense of Human Rights, 2™ ed. (Oxford: Blackwell, 2007), 138.
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Article 56 provides that “all members pledge themselves to take joint
and separate action in cooperation with the Organisation [the UN] for the
achievement and purposes set forth in Article 55.”

First came the UDHR (1948) which outlines 30 human rights protected under
international humanitarian law. The first treaty that followed the UDHR is the
International Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of Genocide
(1951), loosely referred to as the “Genocide Convention”. The international
human rights mechanisms are surrounded by a framework of nine core
conventions with corresponding treaty monitoring bodies, each consisting of
a panel of independent experts. States may have obligations under several
other international treaties. The nine United NationsCore Treaties are:

Treaty name Acronym and date Treaty monitoring body
International Convention on Committee on the Elimination
the Elimination of All forms of ICERD, 21121965 of Racial Discrimination
Discrimination. (CERD)

International Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights.

Optional Protocol. ICCPR, 16121966

(Individual complaint Human Rights Committee

procedure) ICCPR-OP1, 16121966 (HRC)

Second Optional Protocol. ICCPR-OF2, 15121989

(Abolition of the death

zpenalty)

International Covenant on

Economic, Social and Cultural

Rights. ICESCR, 16.12.1966 Committee on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights

Optional Protocol. ICESCR-OP, 1012.2008 (CESCR)

(Individual complaint

procedure)

Convention on the Elimination

of All Forms of Discrimination Committee on the Elimination

Against Women. CEDAW, 18121979 of Discrimination Against
. Women

Optional Protocol. CEDAW-OP, 1012.1999 (CEDAW)

(Individual complaint

procedure)

Convention Against Torture
and Other Cruel, Inhumane
or Degrading Treatment and

Punishment. CAT, 10121984 Committee Against Torture

Optional Protocol OP-CAT, 1212.2002 (CAT)

(Establishment of subcom-
mittee on prevention &
consent to inspections)
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Convention on the Rights of
the Child.

Optional Protocol.

(involvement of children in CRC, 20111989

armed conflict) OP-CRC-AC, 25.05.2000 Committee on the Rights of
_ the Child

Optional Protocol.

(sale of children, prostitution, OP-CRC-SC, 25.05.2000 (CRC)

and pornography) OP-CRG-IC, 14.04.2014

Optional Protocol.
(individual complaints
procedure)

International Convention on Committee on Migrant

the Protection of the Rights
of Migrant Workers and ICMW, 18121990 \(/(V:c,’\;w; s
Members of Their Families.
Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities. CRPD, 1312.2006 Committee on the Rights
. f Persons with Disabilities
Optional Protocol. o
(individual complaints OP-CRPD, 1312.2006 (CRPD)
procedure)

International Convention
for the Protection of All Committee on Enforced
Persons from Enforced CPED, 2012.2006 Disappearances (CED)

Disappearances.

Treaty body reporting

We can see in the table above that a ‘treaty body’ is responsible for assessing
the compliance of member states with each treaty. Each treaty body consists
of independent experts, and each country is reviewed according to a set
schedule. In this process the state is required to submit a report outlining
how they have ensured the rights set out in the relevant treaty. The reports
are assessed together with stakeholder submissions (or alternative/ shadow
reports) by civil society and individuals, who provide additional information
about whether rights under the treaty have been violated. In this stakeholder
submission HRDs must focus on the articles of the treaty and provide
as much evidence of the violation as possible. In cases where sensitive
information is included, the submitting group can request that the treaty
body anonymise identities or submit a confidential report. Dates for state
and stakeholder submissions are announced by the UN OHCHR and repre-
sentatives from the state and civil society are provided with the opportunity
to attend the review. HRDs can sometimes meet with members of the
treaty body to provide additional information and context during the review
sessions. The results of the review are presented in a document called the
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‘Concluding Observations’, which highlights the treaty body’s observations
and recommendations to the state parties.

Some countries which have signed the Optional Protocols to treaties agree
to individual complaints mechanisms within the treaty bodies, as indicated
in the table above. This mechanism can be used to file complaints where a
credible violation of the treaty can be proven. Individual complaints can be
submitted only after all domestic mechanisms have been exhausted. Once
an individual complaint is successfully submitted to the treaty body, the
case will undergo thorough scrutiny where the treaty body will seek replies
to allegations from both parties before reaching a conclusion. Although the
recommendations made by treaty bodies are not technically legally binding,
failure to implement those recommendations can mean other implications
for the member state, such as sanctions from the UN bodies. It does not
require a legal expert or lawyer to compile an individual complaint.

UN Special procedures

The UN SPs consist of independent experts on thematic areas, also known
as United Nations SRs (UNSR) and UN Working Groups. Some examples
are the UNSRs on HRDs and the Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary
Disappearances (WGEID). The work of UNSRs and the Working Groups
are based on specific thematic areas under international humanitarian law,
which forms the bases of their mandates. As of November 2024, the SP
has 46 thematic and 14 country mandates covered by UNSRs. UNSRs may
undertake country visits, make specific communications to the states in
relation to individual cases as well as wider human rights issues, provide
input to the formulation of human rights standards, and engage in advocacy
and public awareness in addition to providing technical advice on relevant
thematic areas. HRDs engage frequently with SPs by contributing to thematic
or country reports and through urgent appeals following cases of violations
of human rights. In this way the UNSRs and Working Groups can include
information about the actions or in-actions of governments that led to human
rights violations and make specific recommendations in their reports. These
reports are submitted to the General Assembly for adoption.

Universal Periodic Review

The human rights record of every UN member state is reviewed period-
ically (once every 4 to 5 years). This process is conducted by the HRC
of the United Nations and is commonly known as the UPR process. Like
treaty body reporting, states are required to submit a report outlining the
implementation of their obligations under international law and civil society
is invited to submit a stakeholder submission, thus providing the HRC with
the full picture. The difference is that the UPR is not limited to a specific
treaty, but all the treaties countries have ratified. Unlike the treaty bodies
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and the SPs which are composed of independent experts, the HRC is
composed of political representatives from member states. Although this
could mean that the review is made through a more political lens, the benefits
of strategic advocacy often outweigh any political impact of the compo-
sition. After submitting stakeholder submissions to the UPR, HRDs often
conduct advocacy activities to bring members of the HRC up to date on
the situation ahead of the actual review. HRDs can thus bring context to the
issue and make clarifications that support the submission. This also makes
it easier to lobby reviewing states to make specific recommendations to the
state being reviewed. UPR submissions are often made jointly with local or
international organisations. The review process also allows for written and
oral interventions from civil society, which are made by organisations with
Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) consultative status at the HRC.
Not all civil society organisations have the ECOSOC status, which is why
joint submissions or submissions supported by an organisation with the
status is helpful. The status is governed by ECOSOC resolution 1996/31
and granted by the recommendation of the 19-member NGO Committee.

The International Criminal Court

The International Criminal Court (ICC) was created following adoption of the
Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court on 17 July 1998. The treaty
is also known as the “Rome Statute”. The ICC only prosecutes individuals
and not states — a case may be filed against an individual from a state party
to the Rome Statute, or under customary international law providing that it
is admissible under the processes of the court. In principle, the main role of
the ICC is to make interventions following applications to the court, where
a state is unable or unwilling to adequately carry out investigations and
prosecute perpetrators of serious human rights violations.

Regional human rights mechanisms

In addition to the international mechanisms outlined in the previous sections,
it is also important to look at the regional mechanisms for human rights. Like
the international mechanisms, the regional systems are also created under
the guardianship of intergovernmental associations and are considered an
option when local and national redress mechanisms fail to afford adequate
measures to protect human rights or provide justice to victims of such
violations. Contrary to the ICC, where individuals can be held accountable
for certain types of crimes, the regional systems are meant to only hold
states accountable. In addition to making decisions concerning individual
complaints, they also conduct human rights monitoring and promotion
activities. In Africa, the Americas, and Europe, the regional mechanisms hold
significant authority and play a vital role in the protection of human rights,
including defining state responsibility for human rights violations alleged in
individual complaints. Other regional mechanisms with fewer authoritative
powers have also emerged in the Middle East and Southeast Asia regions.
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Africa

The African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights hold jurisdiction
over 54 members of the African Union - except for Morocco, who has not
yet ratified the African Charter as of 2024. Individuals, organisations and
member states can submit complaints against member states who have
allegedly violated the African Charter. Additionally, the commission conducts
monitoring and review of member states for compliance with regional treaties
through country visits, rapporteur-ships, and other special mechanisms
and has the authority to request provisional measures to prevent violation
of human rights. The African Court on Human and Peoples’ Rights has the
jurisdiction to give advisory opinions, and issue decisions against states
within its jurisdiction. Complaints to the court can be submitted by the African
Commission, member states, and African intergovernmental organisations.
The court may also receive complaints from individuals or certain non-gov-
ernmental organisations if the member state in question has authorised it
when accepting the court’s jurisdiction.

Europe

The European Court of Human Rights (EtCHR) has jurisdiction over all 46
member states of the Council of Europe. The court receives complaints
from individuals, groups of individuals, non-governmental organisations and
member states alleging violation of the ECHR.

The European Committee of Social Rights is the monitoring body for
compliance with the European Social Charter, which has been ratified by
all 46 members of the Council. Sixteen member states have also ratified
the Optional Protocols to the Charter which create a system of collective
complaints. The Committee has the authority to decide on complaints against
member states who have accepted the Optional Protocols. Complaints may
only be submitted to the Committee by approved employers’ organisations,
trade unions, and specific non-governmental organisations.

Inter-American

The Inter-American Commission on Human Rights holds jurisdiction over all
35 member states of the Organization of American States (OAS) alleging
violation of the American Declaration of the Rights and Duties of Man or of
the American Convention on Human Rights (any of the 23 states who are
party to the convention). Petitions from individuals, groups of individuals,
non-governmental organisations recognised by any OAS member, and
member states may be received by the commission. The commission is
also authorised to issue ‘precautionary protection measures’, make country
visits, publish reports on human rights conditions, hold public hearings on
thematic issues, and monitor through rapporteur-ships.
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The Inter-American Court of Human Rights may only review cases against
member states that have ratified the American Convention and have
recognised the Inter-American Court’s jurisdiction. Cases must first be
decided by the commission before being referred to the court - either by
the commission or by the state involved. The court also has the authority
to issue provisional measures and advisory opinions.

9.2 Methods for documenting violations

International mechanisms are one of the most commonly used methods for
holding perpetrators of human rights violations to account. However, this
is not the only way of doing it, and HRDs forced to live in exile also engage
in documentation and reporting of human rights violations in their home
countries. Academic research contributes to the documentation of human
rights in several ways: as a standalone document outlining one or more
issues in depth which can be used for research or planning; as resources for
HRDs in exile who are not academics themselves, referring to articles and
research to evidence issues when reporting to human rights mechanisms.

In addition to traditional forms of documenting and reporting on human rights,
HRDs often use creativity to bring issues to light and build solidarity around
their causes.One of the oldest forms of documentation is writing which
does not necessarily involve the conventional report writing techniques. The
twentieth century has seen many examples of writing by people in exile®?
— For example, Hannah Arendt theorised totalitarian regimes and Edward
Said wrote about the erosion of culture by imperialism - two writers amongst
many who developed historical political theories while living in exile. Poetry
can also be used to document human rights violations. For example, Pablo
Neruda’s Canto General (1950) portrays the history of Latin America as a
continued struggle against oppression.

HRDs in exile today have modern technology and social media which allow
them to raise awareness about human rights violations. Young activists use
these mediums to transform the written word into animations, graphics and
video messages that make the information they share impactful. Likewise,
the work of journalists and bloggers in exile brings in-depth information and
sheds light on the situation of those facing oppression. In fact, art is often
used to tell stories of human rights violations and struggles for liberation
and justice.

Information about human rights violations can be presented through gath-
erings, demonstrations and protests which are an impactful way of sharing
information with the rest of the world, especially as we counter misinfor-

32 Spalek, John M., and Robert F. Bell, editors. Exile: The Writer’s Experience. The University of North
Carolina Press, 1982.
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mation, disinformation and media blackouts. These activities, while extremely
useful as standalone events, can be even more effective when combined
with other advocacy efforts and used by the larger human rights community
to hold people accountable and seek justice.

9.3 Activist-led efforts toward justice

Creating a community for human rights involves many things. First, it must
reflect our shared values at all stages of the process. For example, when
we use the Human Rights Based Approach (HRBA) in our work it ensures
that those values are protected, and all stakeholders are respected and
involved in the activities. 2 In the context of documentation and reporting
of human rights violations for the purpose of accountability and justice,
we present a simplified flow of information from the rights holders to the
international mechanisms and public solidarity avenues. The rights holders,
for various reasons, may or may not have the capacity and/or resources
required to hold perpetrators accountable, which is where HRDs and civil
society organisations come into play.

HRDs and civil society organisations working at the national level, who have
access to more resources, work together to collect accurate information and
formulate remedies together with the rights holders. These HRDs and groups
usually work with regional and international advocacy groups to pass infor-
mation from the ground quickly and effectively to the right platform or mech-
anism. It could be the UN mechanisms or an informal people’s movement that
has the mandate to address the issue raised. Networks like these are known
as Transnational Advocacy Networks (TAN), a term developed by Margaret
E. Keck and Katheryn A. Sikkink in 1998.34 In addition to global advocacy,
TANSs are also active in the protection of HRDs and providing emergency
support for those under threat. While there is always room for improvement
in human rights movements, it is important to acknowledge the significant
achievements they have accomplished thus far. These partnerships create
a community of human rights workers around the world who are both willing
and capable of bringing violations of human rights in any corner of the world
to the forefront and holding perpetrators accountable.

Recommendations for activists and HRDs in exile

a) Connecting with a community of HRDs or those from your region or
country is the first step that can lead you towards holding perpetrators

33 European Commission. EXACT External Wiki. The human rights-based approach (HRBA). Accessed
via https.//wikis.ec.europa.eu/pages/viewpage.action?pageld=50108948
34 Keck, M.E., Sikkink, K.A., 1998. Activists beyond Borders: Advocacy Networks in International

Politics, 1st ed. Cornell University Press, Ithaca.
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of human rights violations accountable from your exile (see Chapter 11:
resilience and community building).

b) Documentation is key — whether it is with the intention of submitting a
stakeholder submission or complaint to any of the mechanisms outlined
above, make a habit of writing down the information you receive, and
review it against the relevant treaties or international laws. This will be
useful when making urgent responses or interventions.

c) Connect with transnational advocacy networks. These networks are
well informed, active in most parts of the world, and engage in almost all
the above-mentioned types of accountability mechanisms. The networks
may have some eligibility criteria for membership, however. It is never-
theless extremely useful to partner with them or seek their support in
your work to hold perpetrators of human rights violations accountable.

d) Most international mechanisms can be used as a registered organi-
sation or as an individual HRD in exile. For example, highlighting cases of
violations at the UPR or UN treaty bodies as well as the Special Proce-
dures is one of the most important things an HRD in exile can do safely.
In fact, someone in exile is in a safer position to submit information
about sensitive issues that may be too risky for activists on the ground
to raise internationally. This may also be a great area for partnering or
liaising with HRDs on the ground and contributing to human rights in
your home country.

e) There are several ways to engage with regional mechanisms or public
tribunals — you can use your documentation to add to testimonials or
evidence dossiers, or you could provide your own testimonials. Seek out
groups and organisations who work on submitting complaints or cases
and offer to help or participate. Credible evidence is always welcome.

f) Finally, always consider that while you may be working from a safer
place, others continue to navigate risks. Remember to assess the safety
of those who provide you with information — always seek their informed
consent when using information.
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Case studies of exiled activists confronting impunity

Case Study 1: The long arm of accountability from beyond the borders

Czarina Golda S. Musni, human rights lawyer

“When we connected with these organisations as a result of my exile, it
assisted me to expand my network into a global community of actors for
accountability and justice.”

Czarina Golda S. Musni is a human rights lawyer from the island of Mindanao
%% in the Philippines. She is a member of two networks of lawyers®® — the Union
of People’s Lawyers in Mindanao and the National Union of People’s Lawyers.
The unions were born out of the need to address gross human rights viola-
tions over consecutive governmental regimes, such as extrajudicial killings,
enforced disappearances and political persecution. The organisations aim
to hold perpetrators of human rights violations accountable through admin-
istrative and criminal processes at the domestic and international levels.

One of the most remarkable actions of the unions is the International People’s
Tribunal of the Philippines. The tribunals are quasi-judicial forums conducted
to raise international awareness and increase solidarity for the efforts to
hold the former president of the Philippines, Rodrigo Duterte accountable

35 More information about the work of the UPLM can be found on their social media page, available
at: https.//www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=61569502913630&checkpoint_src=any
36 More information about the NUPL can be found on their official website, available at: https://nupl.

net/about-us/
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for crimes against humanity.®” Czarina participated in the 2024 tribunal as a
prosecutor, in which incumbent President Ferdinand “Bongbong” Romualdez
Marcos Jr. and the former President of the United States Joe Biden were
also investigated.®®

One way the unions engage with the international human rights community
is through holding the Philippines’ authorities to account to their international
obligations. For example, by submitting evidence-based reports to support
the UPR of the UNHRC. Private parties may be included if the unions can
establish a clear connection between them and the violation of a human
right under international law. Other mechanisms such as UN SPs are also
used by the unions to seek accountability of Philippines officials.

Following the International Criminal Court pretrial chamber’s decision in
September 2021 to authorise an investigation into the Philippines in relation
to alleged war crimes and crimes against humanity® ,the unions have been
actively supporting the investigation by providing evidence and witness
statements, in addition to assisting the witnesses themselves.

“We respect the judicial department of the Philippines, but we believe there
are gaps in the accountability of certain officials.”

The unions also join Philippine solidarity networks with the European
Parliament to exert pressure for the accountability of Philippines offi-
cials allegedly involved in human rights violations. They requested that
the European Parliament review the membership of the Philippines in the
European Union's Generalised Scheme of Preferences Plus (GSP+) in
relation to the allegations. Evidence of the Philippines’ violation of human
rights obligations under the GSP+ agreement was submitted to the European
Parliament with the request.

As associations of lawyers, the unions document human rights violations,
especially concerning attacks and harassment against human rights lawyers.
For example, lawyers who defend the rights of farmers or the indigenous
people of Mindanao face threats of murder and other violence.*°

37 More information about the International People’s Tribunal can be found on their official website,
available at: https://peoplestribunal.net/

38 More information about the tribunal and their 2024 verdicts can be found at the official website
of the IPT, available at: https://peoplestribunal.net/

39 Human Rights Watch (13.2.2023). International Criminal Court’s Philippines investigation, available at:
https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/02/13/international-criminal-courts-philippines-investigation

40 Human Rights Watch (15.03.2021). Record high killing of Philippine lawyers, available at: https://

www.hrw.org/news/2021/03/15/record-high-killing-philippine-lawyers
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Documenting of human rights violations is usually conducted by the unions
in partnership with local human rights groups such as Karapatan.* If local
groups observe a need for legal assistance during their monitoring exercises
they reach out to the unions of lawyers, who then provide assistance. The
unions have similar partnerships with farmers, women, peasants and youth
associations, and collate data from partner associations for reports. The
unions are members of regional organisations such as the Confederation
of Lawyers of Asia and the Pacific*2and international networks such as the
International Association of Democratic Lawyers*3 advocacy efforts. In exile
in Europe, Czarina has been able to make stronger connections with their
international partners as she is now able to meet with them in person. The
unions connect not only with international groups of lawyers, but also with
human rights organisations. Czarina strongly believes that by connecting
with more partners they can strengthen the movement for accountability
and justice not only for the Philippines or a specific group but become a
larger collective like an international network.

Case study 2: A reunion of journalists across borders
Temir, journalist*4
“Our shared passion for human rights in our home country keeps us going.”

Temir was based on a border region in Central Asia, leading media coverage
in his home country, especially covering the situation for migrants in other
parts of the region. The media group he led was targeted by his government
in early 2015. Their offices were raided by the authorities in the following
year and forced him to shut the office down.

His first concern was the safety of his family, and so he relocated them
to Warsaw, Poland. Temir arrived in Warsaw a year later and applied for
protective asylum there, receiving refugee status in October 2017. As the
integration process in Poland is different from other EU states, Temir found
it challenging to resume his journalistic work immediately after relocation.
Financial support during the integration process was very limited and access

4 Karapatan is a Philippine alliance that conducts nationwide monitoring, documenting and reporting
of human rights violations in the Philippines. More information about the organisation can be found
at their official website, available at: https://www.karapatan.org/

42 The Confederation of Lawyers of Asia and the Pacific (COLAP) is a regional network of lawyers,
judges, students, law professors and prosecutors from the region. More information about the
work of COLAP can be found on their website, available at: https://colapinternational.org/about-us/

43 The International Association of Democratic Lawyers, founded in Paris in 1946, has since brought
lawyers from across the world together in their advocacy for human rights and against racism,
colonialism and economic and political injustice that interfere with legal rights. More information
about their work can be found on their official website. Accessed via https://iadllaw.org/our-aims/

44 The identity of the journalist has been anonymised for reasons of safety and security.
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to language courses was scarce, which proved to be a serious obstacle to
finding work that would enable him to support his family.

Despite the challenges and trauma of exile, Temir has shown admirable resil-
ience in rebuilding his community. He spent his initial years in exile assisting
his colleagues who remained under threat, assisting those who had been
imprisoned on politically motivated grounds and helping others relocate to
safety. Temir continued to support others from his home country through the
asylum processes and provided guidance on how to navigate life as refugees.
By 2019 he was able to assist other media colleagues relocate and, undeterred
by the financial challenges, the group set to work. They did not have any funds
to rent a studio or pay wages. With the help of an organisation that offered
pro-bono services, they registered a media outlet in Warsaw nine months
after their application.

“For the first year we produced brief news clips and published via YouTube.
| was the interim chief of the media group. Together with four colleagues
which included cameramen, video editors and news editors, we decided to
begin reporting.”

Temir and his colleagues received support from a local group who offered
to share their office space with them for a couple of hours every day so that
they could record the news. Although they were not able to publish on time
every day and needed proper equipment, they persevered. Their channel
received financial support from an external donor a year later, which allowed
them to rent studio space and pay some wages to the journalists.

“Finding funding to properly run a media house has been very difficult from
European grants. Being based in Europe, it is the grants we should most
benefit from. But since we operate in exile, it gets complicated to get qualified
for region-based grants. Grants that support Central Asia have become rare.
These restrictions are an obstacle to our work. When donors choose between
good dictators and bad dictators, we suffer the consequences.”

Temir continues to lead the channel from Warsaw, but faces ongoing chal-
lenges. Transnational repression of exiled activists from his home country
is very real. This group of journalists has had to relocate their offices and
apartments multiple times due to surveillance in Poland by agents affiliated
with the government of his home country. The greatest threat they now face
is the targeting of their families and loved ones back home as a means of
silencing them. For this reason, most of the journalists have chosen to work
anonymously, sacrificing any chance of recognition for their courageous
work. Temir and some of his colleagues have been included on various
government ‘wanted’ lists due to their reporting which has exposed state
propaganda. Despite these painful challenges, Temir has expanded his team
to ten journalists and remains determined to continue their critical work.
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Final remarks

Compiling information and gathering evidence, as shown, can take many
forms and HRDs forced to live in exile have been involved in successful
campaigns to hold perpetrators accountable. It is of course imperative that
for this to happen, these HRDs can sustain their work and maintain reliable
connections with their communities in the home country as well as regional
and international advocacy groups. It is one of the most successful ways
in which an HRD who has been forced to leave their home can continue to
contribute to human rights work. We would even argue that being placed
outside of the home country gives HRDs an advantage in advocacy, as
it provides them with relative safety away from states who try to silence
them. They are also able to raise sensitive issues that, if taken up by HRDs
in the countries of origin, may place them at risk. It is therefore important
that external actors providing support to improve the human rights situation
in a country include the full participation of HRDs from those countries
who are forced to live in exile. Extended support to exiled HRDs must go
beyond emergency protection and allow them to access resources in order
to document and report on human rights violations and contribute through
the global community of HRDs for accountability and justice.
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Chapter 10

Resilience, advocacy and community building in exile
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In this chapter, Shahindha Ismail shows through stories of activists how it
is to live in exile.

A human rights defender (HRD) compelled to relocate and begin a new in a
foreign country for reasons of safety undergoes a complex and multifaceted
experience. They are people dedicated enough to make the sacrifice. HRDs
are often amongst those that governments and non-state actors alike want
eliminated because they try to expose the truth and are dedicated to their
cause. This chapter honours the resilience of defenders who have remained
committed to justice in the face of exile and continue to fight the good fight:
the fight for human rights in their homelands, even if they can no longer call
it their home. This chapter explores what it is like for HRDs to live in exile.
It looks at the challenges they face, how they adapt and the methods they
use to keep advocating for their causes from afar. It presents a selection of
case studies that illustrate the journeys of HRDs from their homes into exile
and the resumption of their human rights work in their host countries. It also
highlights key lessons that other HRDs starting this difficult journey may find
helpful in order to be able to continue their work from their adopted homes.

“We lost our home, which means the familiarity of daily life. We lost our occu-
pation, which means the confidence that we are of some use in this world. We
lost our language, which means the naturalness of reactions, the simplicity of
gestures, the unaffected expression of feelings.” — Hannah Arendt

We challenge the notion that exile is the end of a defender’s work. It is, in fact,
the beginning of a new, important chapter. While no one willingly chooses
exile, the reality is that human rights defenders in exile have demonstrated the
ability to rise higher, fight harder, and refuse to be silenced. Across borders,
they find new possibilities, communities, and approaches to advocate for
the rights they were denied in their homelands. The journeys of thousands
of human rights defenders forcefully scattered across the globe are filled
with stories of loss, pain, and hardship. Yet, they are also filled with stories
of resilience, love, and compassion. Despite years or decades of established
work in their homelands, they not only manage to rebuild their lives but also
find ways to continue their human rights advocacy with renewed vigor. The
experiences of HRDs in exile highlight key areas that human rights groups
and donors will find useful in their human rights work. We hope that these
stories that reflect not just one person’s life in exile but of many, will inspire
those who are just starting their journey in a new, unfamiliar land. We want
you to know that you are not alone and that you are a part of a community
of defenders who are here to support you.

“I have learned over the years that when one’s mind is made up, this diminishes
fear - knowing what must be done does away with fear.” — Rosa Parks
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10.1 Forced into exile for upholding international law

The term ‘forced displacement’ is most commonly associated with the mass
migratory movements of people who are forced to leave their homelands as
a consequence of armed conflict or natural disaster. For decades, the term
‘exile’ was not really associated in connection with ‘forced’ - it still isn’t. HRDs
in exile can be heard saying that they “chose to go into exile...” (for example
‘for safety’). However, in reality we are forced to leave our homes. Since the
forced displacement of HRDs is often viewed in the context of emergency
response to threats they face, the documentation of forcefully displaced
HRDs is usually conducted by human rights organisations engaging with
HRD protection programmes. There is no understanding of the extent of
this phenomenon on a global scale - how many human rights defenders are
forced to flee their homes in a given year? No one knows. Documentation is
available, however, under specific themes of human rights, such as relocated
HRDs by nationality, or region, or profession, and sometimes by gender and
the type of work they do. Based on the available information, it is likely that
a global study may prove to find the numbers at crisis level.

The journey from life at home, albeit with threats and intimidation, to a
completely different land, is an extremely difficult event. The very decision
to leave without knowing what lies ahead is in itself traumatic. Most HRDs
leave under “temporary relocation” programmes, which implies that they
should expect to return after a short period. Others may be able to apply
for long term relocation. At first, neither group can fully grasp the extent
of transformation required in the process. The first indication of this trans-
formation is felt during the integration process in a new country. Whether
seeking asylum or not, long term relocation requires integration. It is often
also the first of many instances where HRDs experience discrimination.*®
The process, which includes language acquisition and preparation for work,
has been criticised by some as a process of assimilation in which migrants
and refugees are forced to change their values in a disproportionate system
of social integration.*®* HRDs and other refugees are often plunged into the
integration process with almost no psycho-social support to deal with their
trauma and the added stress of learning a new language and navigating an
alien culture, which can take its toll on a human being. The fact that many
HRDs who are in this position have had their organisations shut down or bank
accounts frozen or emptied must also be taken into consideration. Without

45 The transformation into a ‘migrant’ or ‘refugee’ and connection to human rights has been docu-
mented by Patrick A. Taran: Taran, P.A,, 2001. Human Rights of Migrants: Challenges of the New
Decade. International Migration. 38, 7-51. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2435.00141

46 A study found that in Germany, the word ‘integration’ is commonly understood as a requirement
for refugees to learn how things work in Germany and adapt to the environment around them,
and that without a reciprocal effort by the society to understand their values, it has resulted in
increased feelings of exclusion and a reminder that they are not a part of the society. Source:
Gurer, C., 2019. Refugee Perspectives on Integration in Germany. American Journal of Qualitative
Research. 3, 52B70. https://doi.org/10.29333/ajqr/6433
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adequate support to continue their human rights work, the exhausted and
deprived HRD coming out of a three-years integration program will have little
energy left to start from zero and seek funding for human rights projects.
The integration programmes are designed to guide refugees and migrants
into specific labour markets, depending on the needs in the host country.
The result is that thousands of HRDs are compelled to quit their human
rights work and take up completely different types of work. Again, it is not
a choice for them. No one chooses to leave their journalistic career and
move across the globe to become a child minder - they could have done
that in their home country and avoided the threats associated with human
rights work.

Thousands of HRDs in exile have also shown extraordinary resilience under
these circumstances. This resilience is only possible with support networks in
and outside the host countries, and is sadly not available to all HRDs forced
to live in exile. Having said that, it is important that the resilience of these
HRDs is celebrated, and their experiences shared so that those who come
after them may benefit from it. Those who are able to remain in the human
rights field and accept the additional necessary sacrifices to do this have
taken one of two routes: find work in human rights in their host countries
or found other ways to continue their work in exile. Given that refugees or
migrants are often perceived as a threat#, neither of these routes are easy.

Despite the challenges, we highlight case-studies of HRDs who have perse-
vered to build their communities in exile and continue to advocate for human
rights at home and in the host country.

47 Sociological research has found that the host country’s cultural and economic threats is a
contributing factor to high rates of rejection of immigrants. Source: Czymara, C.S., Schmidt-Ca-
tran, AW, 2016. Wer ist in Deutschland willkommen?: Eine Vignettenanalyse zur Akzeptanz von
Einwanderern. Kdlner Zeitschrift fiir Soziologie und Sozialpsychologie. 68, 193-227. htips.//doi.
0rg/10.1007/s11577-016-0361-x
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Case Study 1: Resistance at Home and Beyond

Majed Abusalama, founding member of Palestine Speaks*®
“Iam not first and my people second; we are together for humanity”

Born and raised in Gaza, Palestine, Majed Abusalama did not see outside
the Gaza Strip until 2010. Throughout most of his life, the city was under
a blockade, during the first and second Intifadas, rendering the entirety of
the Strip a refugee camp. Israeli authorities only began to open the Gaza
borders following the aggression and Gaza massacre in 2008-2009.4°

Majed’s progressive values and love for his people compelled him to organise,
calling for an end to the Israeli blockade and colonialism. He is also well
known for his defiant stance, criticizing, writing, and organizing campaigns,
events, and protests against the corruption of Fateh as well as the repressive
government of Hamas®°, and the division of both parties. As the Gaza Strip
and other parts of Palestine is heavily colonised by Israel and subjected to
apartheid policies, Majed simultaneously countered three different types
of oppressors: Israeli colonialism and blockades; Egyptian persecution and
Rafah Border Control, and the repressive social, civil and political policies

48 The official website of Palastina Spricht can be accessed via https://www.palaestinaspricht.
de/ueber-uns

49 The Electronic Intifada (27.12.2010). The Gaza massacre and the struggle for justice. Accessed
via https://electronicintifada.net/content/gaza-massacre-and-struggle-justice/9155.

50 SK Eyes Center (19.07.2013) (Arabic): In July 2013 Majed was arrested from a sit-in protesting the

Prawer Law Gaza. Accessed via https://www.skeyesmedia.org/ar/News/News/19-07-2013/3467
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of Hamas.®' He was frequently interrogated and denied permission to leave
Gaza multiple times between 2010 and 2014 and was detained in Egypt
in June 2013 when trying to return to Gaza, for alleged “security reasons”
in relation to a meeting he had with Egyptian revolutionaries and political
groups following the revolution in Egypt. He received anonymous death
threats after his social media posts about the situation in Egypt amidst the
fall of Morsi and the rise of Sisi. This case study reflects the life of prominent
award-winning political activist and writer Majed Abusalama. The physical
threats became real when, during his efforts to organise demonstrations
against the blockade, Majed was shot by Israeli soldiers.>? At this point he
received access to healthcare and was assisted by international groups
and politicians to leave Gaza safely. Countering oppression from a coloniser
and a repressive government took its toll on Majed. His parents, friends and
family were afraid for his life, and he realised that if he was to remain true to
his values and stay alive, he would have to find temporary refuge elsewhere.

Outside Gaza, Majed first went on a speaking tour to share his analysis and
experiences of Israeli repression, blockade and the impact of colonialism on
young people and families in Gaza. He met with grassroots organisations,
political collectives, municipal politicians, spoke in parliaments, schools and
universities.

“I was fighting every day, every minute, every second in Gaza, for basic human
rights under colonialism and blockade, then | fought for political and civil
rights, and | did not have a moment to recharge when | left Gaza, because |
felt the responsibility to advocate, and engage with communities and people
about the lives we endured in the tiny 365km enclave of Gaza.”

Majed went on to study for a Master of Philosophy in Peace Studies and
Conflict Transformation in the Arctic University in Norway under the Students
at Risk programme, where he found rest and time to recharge. However, in
2014 Israel launched another aggression on Gaza, where many of his people
were killed. Majed set up the Students for Justice in Palestine Collective at
the University, which connected with other universities where he continued
his advocacy and organised disruptions against the university’s and [some]
student’s complicity in normalizing colonialism and the Gaza blockade.

51 SK Eyes Center (20.03.2013) (Arabic): In March 2017 Majed was singled out and denied permis-
sion to travel out of Gaza to participate in a documentary film festival and training of journal-
ists conducted by the Gethe-Institute. Accessed via https,//www.skeyesmedia.org/ar/News/
News/20-03-2013/2954

52 Aljazeera News (30.01.2020). Shot by Israel for planting trees. Accessed via https://www.aljazeera.
com/opinions/2020/1/30/shot-by-israel-for-planting-trees
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Majed’s complicated Relationship with Germany

When he first left Gaza, he travelled to Paris to speak at the Le Monde Office
and other events as a journalist and a political activist.

“Everyone was excited to meet a Gazan, and | could reclaim some narratives
about Gaza and speak it as a person who lived, grew up and fought there.
This was a beginning of decolonisation, to refuse all misconception about
Palestinians in Gaza. Of course, it is hard to sit and listen to Palestinians from
Gaza, as we are normally talked about - not talked with.”

After Paris, Majed travelled to the south of Germany and enrolled in an
internship to learn German and cultural studies in a summer school. He then
began working at the Arabic section of the Deutsche Welle, a prominent
media organisation in Germany. It was a way for him to contribute to his
home country from outside and increase awareness of the situation in
Palestine. He worked with several other Arab and German colleagues in
the department. His time at Deutsche Welle was his first experience of the
invisibilisation of the Palestinian struggle for liberation and he witnessed
first-hand anti-Palestinian racism through media censorship. He also saw
the fear of speaking about Palestine from an ethical journalism point of
view. Majed recalls many journalists encouraging a level of opportunism
and emphasizing “finding a way in”, but he felt that “choos[ing] a neoliberal
approach to [his] humanity” was a betrayal of his values and his people. He
realised that he would be required to counter the human rights violations
experienced by his people beyond the blockade of Gaza Strip and the
Southwest Asia and North Africa (SWANA) region. He decided to blend in to
understand German mainstream media and quickly learned that the media
language values from Gaza, and that he was required to endorse liberal
Zionism to legitimise the Palestinian narrative.

“Of course | rejected this [the endorsement of liberal Zionism]. Instead, |
chose to write more cultural articles about migrants and life in Germany, but
I am a political being, | can’t escape where | come from, therefore, | still wrote
an investigative article about human rights violations in Palestine, that won
me the UNESCO National Freedom of Expression Award in Palestine 2011.”

In 2021 several of his Arab journalist colleagues at Deutsche Welle were
unfairly dismissed, on false charges of antisemitism. His colleagues contested
the dismissals, and the court ruled in favour of some of them while verdicts
are pending on others.%®

53 Euro-Med Human Rights Monitor (05.09.2022). Press release. Germany: Euro-Med welcomes court
ruling against Deutsche Welle after firing of Arab journalists. Accessed via https://euromedmonitor.
org/en/article/5329/Germany:-Euro-Med-Monitor-welcomes-court-ruling-against-Deutsche-Welle-
after-firing-of-Arab-journalists
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Majed is also one of the “Humbolt Three”:in 2017 Humbolt University in Berlin
invited Aliza Lavie, a member of the Israeli Knesset to speak. Majed and
two anti-Zionist human rights defenders organised a peaceful disruption of
the event with the aim of raising awareness of her complicity in war crimes
against Palestinians in Gaza.’*

Three years later the court dismissed charges against Majid and one of the
protestors, fining the third, for banging on a door.%®

“In Germany, | was excited to meet the Palestinian community. And when |
met them, | saw how afraid they were. Palestinians here were under multiple
layers of surveillance and faced racism in everyday life.”

Majed is one of the second and third generation Palestinians who are
continuing their fight for freedom. They have the intergenerational trauma
not only from their colonisers but also from their experiences in Germany.
Therefore, he worked hard to map the movements, activists and people and to
plant the first seed for a Palestinian-led movement in Berlin. Palestine Speaks
is a “coalition for Palestinian rights and against all forms of racism.”®® It was
launched in 2019 in response to the anti-BDS%” (Boycott, Divest, Sanction)
resolution by the German Bundestag®® and in need of a movement centering
Palestine and struggles of the global south. Majed and his co-founders
decided that they had to become the protagonists of their stories, and that
Palestinians need to speak for themselves and fight for their rights.

“[Germany] has tried hard to undermine the lives and souls of our parents by
repression and demonisation. That is where Palestine Speaks come into play.”

The coalition is built on an unapologetic offensive, (rather than defensive),
policy of reacting peacefully to anti-Palestinian repression by the German
state and institutions. It addresses the need to counter the rising far-right
racist, fascist movement in Germany. Majed’s experience of mainstream
media’s policy not to defend the human rights of Palestinians or giving
them any kind of platform despite the clear evidence of violations by Israeli
colonialism, fuels the need for this political rights activism. Palestine Speaks

54 The Electronic Intifada (04.03.2019). Three activists go on trial for challenging Israeli
apartheid in Berlin. Accessed via https://electronicintifada.net/blogs/riri-hylton/
three-activists-go-trial-challenging-israeli-apartheid-berlin

55 Mondoweiss (20.08.2020). Victory for the Humboldt3!. Accessed via https://mondoweiss.
net/2020/08/victory-for-the-humboldt-3/

56 Palastina Spricht (Palestine Speaks). Accessed via https.//www.palaestinaspricht.de/

57 Boycott, Divest, Sanction (BDS) is a movement that works “to end international support for Israel’s

oppression of Palestinians and pressure Israel to comply with international standards”. More
information about the movement can be found on their official website. Accessed via https.//
bdsmovement.net/

58 Human Rights Watch (2805.2019). Anti-boycott measure wrong way to combat anti-semitism. Accessed via
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/05/28/anti-boycott-measure-wrong-way-combat-anti-semitism
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is now active in several cities across Germany, and in the last 6-7 years has
become the largest movement for Palestinians and extends to defend the
rights of all migrants and refugees in Germany.

“The weaponisation of Palestine to reproduce anti-Muslim and anti-Arab
racism in Germany has [falsely] put most of us under the accused sphere of
being antisemitic, which we reject and continue to refuse.”

The group organises an annual congress where over a hundred young people
gather to review and strategise for their advocacy activities, and actions
and reactions to all German complicity and participation in colonialism as
they witnessed how Germany’s arms trade with Israel doubled to finance
the ongoing Israeli aggression in Gaza. Solidarity with the movement has
magnified significantly around the world, especially since the October 2023
escalation of Israeli aggressions in Gaza which the International Court of
Justice has declared to be plausible genocide.> The decolonial movement
positions itself among the struggles of oppressed, and indigenous people.
It has become a strong guide and a reference for Palestinians and the
Palestinian solidarity movement in Germany. Palestine Speaks advocates
for the dismantling of imperialism, racial capitalism, and white supremacy,
and aims to counter the normalisation of mass killings and exploitation in
the Global South, from Namibia to Palestine.

Palestine Speaks acts in the role of accuser rather than the accused - a
method human rights activists use to hold perpetrators of human rights
violations accountable. Using this method involves presenting information
about the violations inflicted by the perpetrator when activists are arrested
or on trial in relation to peaceful protest activities, instead of defending
their own actions. In its efforts to promote decolonisation, Palestine Speaks
adopts an intersectional approach that includes Southwest Asians and North
Africans (SWANA), women, black individuals, and queer people. This inclusive
strategy has contributed to the growth and strengthening of the movement.

“We are at the forefront of protecting people who are targeted by structural
institutional and state complicity. Our policy is not to be silenced. We will
not be silenced.”

Majed advises HRDs in exile to uphold their values. He says that under-
standing the effects of colonisation and imperialism on people in the global
south shows that western nations need to pay reparations to restore the
massive damage. He emphasises not compromising values for resources
or/and support, advocating instead for support that protects one’s values

59 International Court of Justice (26.01.2024). Summary of the order of 26 January 2024. Case
192 - Application of the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide
in the Gaza Strip (South Africa v. Israel). Accessible via https://www.icj-cij.org/node/203454
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and culture, and brings a decolonial, anti-racist approach that advocates
for collective liberation.

“We need to build a world free of any state or group that thinks that they are
superior to other groups. We need to build a world free of checkpoints, and
borders, a world where no one is exploited, and everyone can enjoy human
comfort. Decolonizing ourselves begins with dismantling the core systems
behind all oppressions we witness today - everyone, starting from repairing
the UN, and the Security Council which gives some states privileges over
other states, and gives some people many privileges over other people, these
unjust policies must be replaced with absolute equity.”

Case Study 2 : Self-care, Compassion and Resilience across Borders

Monica Tigishvili, social worker, LGBTQI+ and refugees rights

“On the outside, we are no longer just LGBTQ or women or men. We are
citizens united against evil. We have to be united as one citizenship and one
nation.”

Monica, a trans woman born and raised in Thilisi, Georgia, moved to Telavi
to join a LGBTQI+ organisation where a programme for transgender and
MSM supported the community. The queer community and those who work
to support them in Georgia are often violently targeted and transgender
people are at risk of murder. ©°

60 UNDP Georgia (16.05.2023). Take a stand for human rights for all: stop discrimination and violence
against LGBTQI+ persons in Georgia. Accessed via https://www.undp.org/georgia/press-releases/
stop-discrimination-and-violence-against-Igbtqi-persons
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“l always had a knife under my pillow when | went to bed, because as a trans
woman in that city | knew | was in danger.”

She remembers an inspirational moment when she was hugged warmly by
a little girl in Telavi, while conducting a media event in public. The candor
in the little girl’s act inspires Monica to hope for unbigoted kindness in this
world. Despite that beautiful moment she experienced in her homeland, her
mother feared for Monica’s life and eventually in 2019 Monica was forced
to seek refuge in Belgium.

“In our lives there is always a moment when we realise that we have had
enough, and we don’t want any more harassment or to get killed. | decided
that | wanted to have my life, so | left. Let’s just say | prevented my death.”
In her new life as a fully integrated refugee in Belgium, Monica decided to
channel her energy to supporting newly-arrived refugees in Belgium, working
as a social worker with the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC).
She now provides answers to the questions that she herself had six years
ago when she arrived as a refugee. Monica accompanies refugees through
the various stages of bureaucracy and is happy that they will not have to go
through the sometimes terrifying processes on their own.

As is the case for thousands of us who are forced into exile, the years
following her decision to save her own life were full of challenges. Feeling
as if she was having an out of body experience, Monica went through
the asylum process — which was filled with days spent in queues, filling in
forms, and proving herself to be a normal human being. To be acceptedin a
community that she looked to be her saviour, and one that found her alien.
She had friends who offered her a home for some days and supported her
through the process.

“I remember having no work and feeling hungry. It’s not easy to go somewhere
else and start your life from zero again. Trust me, after all these years, it is
worth it.”

Monica found the integration process in Belgium motivating and is thankful
for the support. Her first job in Belgium was at a clothing factory. In the two
years she spent learning Dutch, she made friends from around the world.
She believes that similar language acquisition requirements would benefit
any country, especially the migrants living there. She continues to be vocal
about human rights in Georgia but stresses the importance of rehabilitation
in the first years of exile. She firmly believes in acknowledging the trauma
that you have gone through, and the extent of stress that overwhelms your
body. She realised that she went through the first years without knowing
what to expect, or what was required of her. Looking back, she believes that
she was able to resume human rights work and help others much better
once she was able to find her footing in an unfamiliar setting.
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“Once you are relaxed and have no issues anymore then you have the strength
to fight for your home country. You can then resume your work and build your
community. Working from exile is not impossible.”

She reminds us that as human rights defenders we experience a lot of
vicarious traumas, and that we must realise when it is time to listen to our
bodies and allow them to heal. She believes strongly in taking the time to
gain the strength to sustain oneself through every journey. Once we take
care of our physical and mental stability, everything else will follow in good
time. Sadly, Monica’s beloved mother passed away before she could afford
to make arrangements to reunite with her. She misses her terribly and wishes
that she could have seen her mother in her early years of exile.

“My advice for activists forced into exile is, take time alone. Fight with your
demons alone and make yourself better in those early years of exile. Trust
me, it may feel like the hardest time in your life, but it will also be the best. If
you have your mother in your home country, bring her to you.”

11.2 Lessons from HRDs continuing advocacy in exile

The key takeaway based on the HRDs we have engaged with is that it is
possible to continue human rights advocacy even after being forced into exile.
As we can see, HRDs have used different tactics to do this successfully, and
we highlight a few points.

Building, maintaining and expanding the community

By community here we mean your community back home, or the HRDs and
organisations you have worked with over the course of your career. Main-
taining contact with organisations or people that HRDs can trust and rely on
has helped them to find resources and support to gather information about
human rights issues as well as present that information to audiences that
can influence change. Equally important is growing your network in your host
country, or virtually around the world. Some HRDs have connected with large
groups from their home countries who have been forced into exile. While this
may not be the same for all HRDs, seeking out fellow exiles from home can
be one of the best ways to find a group you belong to. It is, however, not the
only way of building a community. For example, attending and participating
in human rights events organised in your host city or online gives you the
chance to learn about the issues important to others and how it relates to
the cause for which you advocate. It allows you to meet new people who can
potentially become partners and allies as you build your work in exile. Once
HRDs find their communities in home or host countries, the next step is the
expansion of those communities to support their causes. Some HRDs have
created their own movements and registered their groups in host countries,
which not only adds to the legitimacy of the organisation and opens the doors
to resources, but also increases their visibility and assists in spreading the
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movement across cities and regions, amassing solidarity in the forms of
volunteers, participants, and donors.

Shared values as a foundation for collective advocacy

Remember, solidarity is a two-way street. You must give as much as you
would like to take. Human rights are universal, and you are never alone in your
cause. There are always others around you who believe in your cause and
whose causes you believe in. Supporting the causes of others will naturally
help you to find and build your community. Unsurprisingly, the values we
hold close are the same wherever we come from or to wherever we have
to relocate. For example, finding out how policies and practices in the host
country or city impact those values will create possibilities to engage with
likeminded people and organisations. Once you identify issues that impact
your core values, you will be able to identify who else is talking about them
and those are the people to whom you need to reach out. Enquiring how you
can contribute to the work of others in your city or region who share your
values and making the connection to your work can increase the possibilities
of continuing your work with new communities.

Raising awareness for your causes

In addition to advocacy towards dedicated platforms like human rights
redress mechanismes, it is important that the communities around you are
aware of your advocacy. HRDs forced into exile have achieved this by
participating in conferences, workshops and gatherings. Additionally, they
have organised their own events where they have spoken about the issues
for which they advocate. Book readings, poetry recitals, film screenings and
demonstrations are popular methods used by HRDs, whether in exile or in
their home countries. Larger, quasi-judicial events like people’s tribunals also
provide an opportunity to present information and evidence and witness
testimonials which help to convince larger audiences of the need to address
those issues. While most of these methods require resources for successful
implementation, HRDs also utilise online spaces to spread the word about
their causes and increase solidarity. AImost all social media platforms are
available to use for free. Given the challenges of the abuse on these plat-
forms and increased online harassment of HRDs, HRDs are cautioned to
seek advice on digital and holistic security to prevent any potential harm
that may arise.

Finding resources and institutional support

One of the biggest challenges HRDs forced into exile have reported is
finding financial resources to continue their work. Despite the challenges,
several HRDs have found ways to support their work including by securing
support from international networks that are familiar with their work and are
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aware of the challenges of the HRD forced into exile. HRDs have been able
to secure funded projects that last for short periods of time, which is useful
as a starting point towards something that can last longer. Others have
sought funding from supportive donors from their home countries. Those
who have been able to register their organisations in their host counties
have continued to develop project ideas that international donors support.
Moreover, some host countries offer institutional support to HRDs who
receive protection as refugees which can range from. Institutional support
from host countries ranges from education opportunities and vocational
training to state assistance with start-ups for non-profits (and profit-making
entrepreneurships alike). Additionally, local associations can provide support
to newly arrived refugees to help them identify other support mechanisms
available in the country.

Selfcare and rehabilitation

A crucial lesson from HRDs forced into exile is the importance of self-care.
Acknowledging that the threats that led to your exile and the trauma asso-
ciated with making the decision to leave is an important first step. Almost
all HRDs living in exile recall that the first few years after their arrival in
the host country were the hardest. They struggled to balance mandatory
requirements related to their stay in the host country, navigating a new
culture and environment, seeking redress for the violations of their human
rights, and trying to continue their work, which can be overwhelming. We
cannot overstate the importance of taking the time to care for yourself,
allowing yourself to slow down, rest and adjust to your new surroundings
will give you the strength you need to move forward and raise your voice
again on behalf of your community.

Conclusion

This chapter focuses on ways in which HRDs in exile continue their advocacy
beyond the borders of their homelands, in order to guide others who have
just begun their journeys as courageous advocates for human rights who
have been forced to leave their homes. It is evident that it is a challenging
situation, and it is also evident that recognition of the needs of HRDs forced
into exile is stronger and support to sustain their work is emerging in various
ways. The truth is that no one chooses to go into exile and start from nothing
in a place they are not a part of. Nobody chooses to leave their families,
belongings and memories behind. It is imperative that the situations of HRDs
forced into exile are understood in the context of forced displacement.
Human rights defenders have continued to show resilience through the
trauma and hardship of all kinds of violence against them. They demonstrate
the extraordinary strength to start from scratch when the ground beneath
their feet has literally been swept from under them. With support from
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solidarity groups, organisations and governments, as shown above, many
have found ways of successfully building communities and strengthening
their movements. At the same time, it is important to recognise that many
HRDs have not had the privilege of receiving the necessary support and
have been compelled to re-train for new professions in order to sustain their
livelihoods. This represents a significant loss to the community of human
rights defenders.

What is essentially taking place is that, in lands where HRDs speak out on
behalf of the vulnerable, authoritarian governments work tirelessly to silence
them through arrests and detention, intimidation, enforced disappearance
or extrajudicial killing. HRDs who avoid elimination often make the ultimate
sacrifice — to give up their homes and relocate. In this way critics are driven
out of their countries. It is therefore essential that HRDs living in exile are
supported to continue their human rights work. Failure to do this will mean
that their sacrifice was in vain and that the authoritarian governments
succeed in eliminating their voices. We hope that this chapter is useful for
HRDs forced into exile, as well as to donors, in our collective effort to ensure
that the voices of human rights advocates remain loud and resilient.
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Chapter 11

Stories of activists in exile
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In this chapter, Wisthon Armando Noguera brings together the stories
of several activists in exile, whose experiences speak volumes, offering
a deeper understanding through their own words.

11.1 Firsthand accounts of resilience
Ismahan’s story: a life of resistance and self-determination

She is known as Ismahan Ait Messaoud, but many call her Is. This is her
story: From her earliest years, Is felt the immense weight of being a woman
in a society where gender roles are predetermined from birth. Every action,
every dream, every aspiration had to conform to societal norms to avoid
disrupting the established order. Yet, she never gave up. She claimed her
freedom, even when it meant confronting insurmountable barriers.

At the dawn of resistance

As a flight attendant, sexual harassment shattered a cherished illusion that
the professional world valued skills and merit over gender. Instead, she
faced disdain, inappropriate remarks, and intrusive behaviour daily. She
was objectified, harassed due to her gender, origins, and beliefs. This toxic
environment drove her to resign.

However, leaving did not mark the end of her dreams but rather the beginning
of a deep self-reckoning about her identity as a woman and the societal roles
imposed by gender. These reflections led her to rebuild herself, reconsider
her place in the world, fight for her rights, and become the person she is
today.

Redefining gender roles

After her resignation, Is decided to challenge societal norms by choosing an
unconventional, male-dominated career: automotive electronics. This bold
decision defied the social expectations that women should remain silent
and ornamental.From the moment she began her training, she was reminded
that she was “just a woman” and that this profession was not for her. The
training supervisor even suggested she “choose a more appropriate job
for a woman.” But she knew that Algerian labour laws imposed no gender
restrictions, except those rooted in pervasive patriarchal morals.

When she enrolled at the training centre, administrative hurdles gave way
to a new battle: social prejudices. At work, some clients refused to let her
touch their vehicles, viewing her presence as an intrusion. Despite these daily
affronts, she persevered, determined to use her work as a tool for change.

146



VOICES IN EXILE:

Her dedication yielded unexpected results: some women she knew began
occupying traditionally male-dominated roles, such as gas station attendants,
truck drivers, and vehicle maintenance workers. This was her small victory
- proof that mindsets could change, even if only marginally.

Between tradition and progress

After this experience, Is refocused on herself, resumed her university studies,
specialising in gender studies, while maintaining financial independence by
learning tattoo artistry. For her, tattooing is more than aesthetic expression;
it is the living transmission of ancestral stories and values that shape the
history and identity of Amazigh women.

In her final year of graduate studies, patriarchy reared its head again. A
university professor, whom she had never met, conspired with two female
colleagues to block her from entering the doctoral competition. They
withheld her grades, intending to derail her academic progress. Why? The
reasons were clear: she was a free, tattooed, outspoken woman who defied
their expectations of the “ideal Algerian woman.”

Supported by activist friends, she fought back through administrative, legal,
and ministerial channels. Against all odds, on the eve of the doctoral compe-
tition deadline, she succeeded. She not only competed but secured first
place among 168 candidates. Yet, her triumph was bittersweet, marred by
exhaustion from her struggle.

Stifled research

During her doctoral programme, Is sought to broaden her research, focusing
on female rebellion in sub-Saharan Africa, addressing issues such as female
genital mutilation, marital rape, and child marriage. Despite the urgency of
these topics, her peers met them with chilling reluctance, as if exposing
such violence were itself threatening.

Warnings about the “dangers” of overly feminist research followed. Yet,
feminist scholarship has long driven gender studies, a now-thriving field. A
recurring phrase, laden with meaning, was often repeated: “Society doesn’t
tolerate this kind of transgression.” In other words, society does not tolerate
exposing the abuses, which it perpetuates through silence.

Years passed in stagnation: Is found her efforts dismissed, her intellectual
engagements belittled as whims, and her research proposals ignored.
Despite moving cities and universities in order to continue her studies,
persecution intensified, culminating in abusive, defamatory emails.
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Ultimately, it became clear: the institution wanted her gone. Neglected
research plans, unacknowledged meeting requests, and ignored mentorship
proposals pushed her closer to an imposed deadline.

Exile: a painful but necessary choice

Faced with rejection and stigmatisation, she made the difficult decision to
leave. With support from activist networks in France, she found refuge and
also a thesis supervisor who believed in her.

Exile, however, was no panacea. As an Algerian woman in France, she faced
the legacy of colonialism, identity tensions, and the conflicting demands of
integration and loyalty to her roots. This liminal existence amplified familial
and social expectations while exposing structural inequalities like racism
and discrimination. Nevertheless, no challenge abroad could compare to
the battles she had fought at home.

Beyond borders

Her departure drew criticism from some Algerian feminists with whom
she had shared struggles. To them, her exile stripped her of legitimacy
in defending Algerian women'’s rights. This internal division revealed how
patriarchal systems, even within feminist movements, sow discord and
weaken resistance.

To her critics, she replies with a question: “If | can’t represent Algerian women
for conservatives, research sub-Saharan women for academics, or claim my
rights for some feminists, am | at least allowed to breathe?”

Her plea continues: “Do you see how deeply patriarchy runs through our
veins, making us agents of its perpetuation? It divides and opposes us,
distracting from the core truth: our fight is the same, and we are stronger
united than divided.”

11.2 Voices from Nicaragua: exile and identity under siege

This chapter analyses the experiences of Nicaraguan HRDs in exile,
highlighting the challenges they face and the coping strategies they have
developed together with the diasporas to sustain their struggles. Based on
testimonies, analysis of contexts and recent history, the ways in which these
actors have managed to reorganise and articulate new tactics of social and
political advocacy are explored, despite the difficulties posed by the new
sociocultural context. Depending on the characteristics of the host society,
the challenges become more complex due to issues of customs, language,
etc.
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This work pays special attention to the notion of intersectionality, coined
by Kimberlé Crenshaw®' and contextualised in the experiences of exile
with the contributions of Carla Akotirene® who works with this analytical
category in the context of Brazilian prisons. Thus, it considers the axes of
oppression and discrimination to which people are subjected according to
their gender, sexual orientation, gender identity and ethnicity; that is, the
different experiences of women, LGTBIQ+ people, indigenous communities
and people of African descent.

This text seeks to contribute to the understanding of the dynamics of resis-
tance and organisation in exile and offers a reflection on the importance of
strengthening solidarity, unity, strength, communication, sense of belonging,
cooperation and the collective identity of those who continue their work
from a new home. Analysing these subjectivities makes their resistance and
strategies from exile visible.

The borders that cross us: exile, resilience and resistance

The sub-chapters below tell the stories of refugees who have been forced
into exile due to persecution and violence in their countries of origin. The
experiences of three people interviewed have been systematised and
analysed, identifying the main emerging themes using Braun and Clarke’s
thematic analysis approach.®®In this way, we hope to understand how exile
transforms personal and collective trajectories, highlighting the strategies
of resilience and resistance of those who are forced to rebuild their lives
in other territories.

Exile

Wisthon Noguera is a young Nicaraguan HRD and LGTBIQ+ activist who
lives in exile due to the persecution and threats he faced in his home country.
From Spain (the Basque country) he continues his fight for LGTBIQ+ human
rights and for his community in a transnational way, as he cannot return to
Nicaragua.

The mass protests in 2018 against social security reforms marked a turning
point in Nicaragua. The demonstrations were met with a violent response

61 Crenshaw, K. (1989). Demarginalising the intersection of race and sex: A Black feminist critique
of antidiscrimination doctrine, feminist theory and antiracist politics. University of Chicago Legal
Forum, 1989(1), 139-167

62 Akotirene, C. (2019). Interseccionalidade. Polen.

63 Braun, V. & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in

Psychology, 3(2), 77-101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp0630a Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2023).
Thematic analysis: A practical guide. SAGE Publications.
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from the government, resulting in over 350 fatalities in the first six months.5*
This context gave rise to systematic persecution and serious human rights
violations.

The repression was carried out with the complicity of the main state agencies,
including the judiciary and the legislature. The closure of civic space was
one of the regime’s key strategies for control, which sought to eliminate any
counterweight and any instance of complaint or scrutiny that civil society
might represent. As a result, the legislative power, instrumentalised by the
government, outlawed more than 5,600 civil organisations from April 2018
to January 2025.%5

HRDs, including young people, women, LGTBIQ+ people, indigenous people,
people of African descent and journalists, were subjected to harassment,
persecution, kidnapping, imprisonment, murder, deportation and arbitrary
deprivation of citizenship. These human rights violations led to large-scale
forced displacement to countries such as Spain, Costa Rica and the United
States.

Wisthon Noguera tells of his experience of exile, explaining that persecution
and systematic violence made it impossible for him to remain in his country
of origin. For him, leaving his home was not a choice, but a pressing necessity
to safeguard his dignity and physical integrity, as can be seen below:

“The main reasons for leaving my country were, in principle, the repression
resulting from my activism and my work on the defence of human rights...
it was untenable to continue with my life and my personal project in my
country of origin. If | had decided to stay longer, it could have meant death
or forced disappearance and in the best-case scenario, imprisonment. So,
| had to leave the country immediately... | was being stalked by paramilitary
and police groups who were camped outside my house.

It was untenable to continue with my life project in my country... | wanted to
feel free and continue with my activism, but in a safe way, a way that wouldn’t
endanger the integrity of my life, nor that of my family.”

- W. A. Noguera. (personal interview, 15 January 2025)

64 Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR). (2021, November 15). IACHR updates
record of fatalities in the context of the human rights crisis that began in April 2018 in Nicaragua.
Organisation of American States, available at: https://www.oas.org/es/cidh/jsForm/?File=/es/
cidh/prensa/comunicados/2021/302.asp

65 Human Rights Watch. (2025). Informe mundial 2025: Nicaragua, available at: https://www.hrw.
org/es/world-report/2025/country-chapters/nicaragua
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As can be seen in this account, HRDs go into exile for various reasons,
including needing to protect their dignity, physical safety, and to be able to
continue their personal projects. Added to these factors are the intersec-
tionalities that run through their context, such as their gender identity, sexual
orientation, ethnicity or age, which can further aggravate their situation.

Resilience

Europe has become a destination for millions of people from different countries
who migrate for various reasons. Among them are LGTBIQ+ HRDs, who seek
international protection to continue their work from a safer place.

However, at the beginning of their exile, these people often face multiple
challenges that temporarily prevent them from continuing their work. The
main obstacles include: the lack of financial resources to sustain their lives
in the medium term; institutional bureaucracy; the psychological impact of
forced displacement; the absence of a support base or network; multiple
forms of discrimination, resulting from racism, classism, sexism or LGTBI-
phobia, among many others. These obstacles cause people to experience
social exclusion due to the ‘insufficiency of resources, the vulnerability of
their relational networks and the precariousness of their vital dynamisms’.%¢
Furthermore, in many cases, they face homonationalism which, according
to Puar,®” describes the instrumentalisation of LGTBIQ+ rights in nationalist
and exclusionary discourses, which makes their integration into the new
context even more difficult.

“I was completely stressed, very nervous, and there was a lot of uncertainty
about what was going to happen in the future... The racism | experienced in
Spain is not easy at all. On a psycho-emotional level, it is very difficult to sustain
your life, especially in the face of homonationalism, racism and xenophobia. It
is extremely frustrating when, on occasions, we remain silent, we self-censor...
Another challenge is being able to sustain your fight, your resistance and, at
the same time, your life project. Sometimes you must choose whether to go
to work or decide to join a protest.”

- W. A. Noguera. (personal interview, 15 January 2025)

In the United States, Nicaraguan HRDs face barriers such as racism,
sexism, machism and xenophobia which seek to reduce their experiences
to stereotypes and generalisations, assigning them to categories that aim
to subordinate their experiences to American power. This power feeds on

66 Garcia Roca, J. (1995). Contra la exclusion: Responsabilidad publica e iniciativa social (Vol.28).
Editorial Sal Terrae.

67 Puar, J. K. (2007). Terrorist Assemblages: Homonationalism in Queer Times. Duke, University
Press, available at: https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1131fg5
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hate speech spread through ‘official’ microphones, generating psychological
terror for vulnerable groups. In addition, the labour system makes it difficult
to participate in demonstrations, as working hours are often inflexible. In this
context, distance becomes a determining factor for collective action. HRD
in exile Lila Gonzalez Montenegro explains:

“Before, | had much more freedom to mobilise, to attend a congregation, a
protest or a demonstration. Here, on the other hand, | have a much busier
schedule because | work, I'm a mother, I'm a housewife and | have many more
responsibilities.

Demonstrations here are usually held on weekends, when most people don’t
work. To a certain extent, that makes it easier to participate, but it's not as
easy when the rallies are organised in distant places. For example, here in
Florida, many demonstrations are held in Miami. | don’t live in Miami County, so
I must travel a considerable distance to attend.” - L. R. Gonzales Montenegro.
(personal interview, 25 January 2025)

Lila reports having suffered from xenophobia from US citizens who tell
her that she is not ‘American’, questioning her right to stay in the country.
Like many women in the United States, she has had to face not only these
situations of discrimination but also challenges within her immediate envi-
ronment. As a mother, worker and HRD, she has sought a balance between
her personal responsibilities and her work, with the aim of continuing her
work and passing on knowledge about how to stay safe to other HRDs in
Nicaragua.

“Learning to listen to advice from other people has helped me to stay as
safe as possible. Knowing and paying attention to stories or accounts that
warn you about what to do and what to avoid has been key.” - L. R. Gonzales
Montenegro. (personal interview, 25 January 2025)

The dynamics of participation and defence of human rights transcend the
traditional framework of resistance in the public space and extend to private
life. In their daily lives, defenders become belligerent agents, impacting their
closest relationships, such as their work environment, their children’s schools
and other private spaces where they can have an impact. This transmission
of knowledge and resistance represents a non-traditional form of activism,
especially in contexts such as the United States, where distances and work
demands can make their work difficult.

In short, defenders in exile face numerous challenges, especially at the
beginning. Sociocultural adaptation and involuntary exposure to undesirable
scenarios further complicate the experience. However, over time, they
manage to develop resilience, getting involved in local causes, international
movements and actions related to the specific demands of the context.
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Personal implications and resilience become tools for changing the status
quo of their situation. They manage to rethink ideas, explore themselves
and apply what they have learnt in a new context, which not only allows
them to move forward from where they are, but also contributes to their
personal growth.

Resistance

Social transformations are not a race; it is not a question of reaching the
finish line first. The sooner it is understood that the problem is dynamic and
mutates according to the speed of liquid modernity (Bauman, 1999), the
sooner resilient measures will be adopted to sustain resistance. There are
important factors to consider, such as time. Psychosocial processes do not
have a precise duration. However, the context requires some preparation for
possible scenarios, such as elections, changes of government or transitions
of mandates, among others. It is also essential that individual and collective
capacities be recognised. To do this, it is necessary to look inward. The
ability to adapt to different contexts at specific times is not an easy task from
the migrant’s point of view. Now, from exile, they face a new context in the
adaptation process.

HRDs from indigenous and Afro-descendant communities in Nicaragua face
challenges in exile, especially in Costa Rica. Their situation, marked by the
axes of discrimination and oppression they face, is complex and affected
by various barriers. Firstly, linguistic difficulties have hindered access to the
mechanisms of power® and/or international protection mechanisms, since,
until recently, these limitations prevented them from even applying for such
protection. In addition, the high requirements for entry into elementary and
higher education have marginalised these communities, exposing them to
psychosocial risks. They have difficulty in accessing the public health system
which increases their vulnerability and affects their well-being. The economy
has seriously affected their lives, with Miskito and Mayangna people with
precarious jobs particularly vulnerable to racism. Together, these barriers
limit access to essential services and restrict their political participation.

This community has shown its resilience by creating its own spaces for
participation, in which they can express their concerns in their mother
tongue. Likewise, the important role of some universities in the country of
destination, such as in Spain, which have provided spaces for interaction
with local native peoples, stands out. Symbolically, these communities have
changed the traditional physical spaces of interaction for their ancestral
territories.

68 Foucault, M. (1979). Microfisica do poder. Graal.
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“I feel it is necessary for people to know that there is a communication crisis
in Nicaragua, and to understand the seriousness of the situation: there are
people who hide under the roofs of their houses so they can talk without being
heard. And, if it weren’t for these people, we wouldn’t have any information;
there would be no record of what is happening.” - Afro-descendant Creole
community member. (personal interview, 1 February 2025)

Exile and the internet have brought about a greater rapprochement with
Nicaraguan civil society. In these spaces, indigenous and Afro-descendant
communities have directly demonstrated the need to broaden the vision of
Nicaraguan reality, not only with a focus on the western part of the country,
with its colonising vision, but also highlighting alternatives to traditional
forms of resistance. The boundaries that HRDs cross go beyond terri-
torial measures: they are also social, family and personal, limits that they
must overcome to continue their work. In the new physical space, they find
connections that, although with implications at different levels, allow them
to find their way back to resistance.

From exile, they continue to resist and make international solidarity possible,
evoking a virtual tangibility that, in Basque (the official language of the
Basque Country), is captured by the word harreman, which means a rela-
tionship based on the reciprocity of giving and receiving. In this context,
they ‘give’ their country of origin their resistance, despite the distance, and
‘receive’ a sense of purpose from it.

11.3 Examples of effective advocacy and community building

Ismahan’s advocacy in international forums and solidarity with Mediterranean
women - the fight goes on

Thanks to her committed network, strong relationships, and collaborations
with NGOs, Is continued her advocacy beyond borders. She transformed
exile into an opportunity, championing women'’s, minorities’, and vulnerable
populations’ rights through international projects blending research, action,
and advocacy.

In February 2022, she participated in the “Forum of Mediterranean Worlds”
in Marseille, contributing to events on youth and women’s equality. She
also spoke at a public debate, “Women of the Mediterranean: Between
Violence and Strategies for Freedom,” addressing political, legislative, and
socio-economic dimensions.

That same year, she was appointed Gender Focal Point for the Algeria
Solidarity Group, coordinating gender dimensions in its activities. Through

154



VOICES IN EXILE:

her work, she highlighted gender equality issues in spaces where women’s
voices are often marginalised.

Her international engagements extended to conferences in Rabat, Geneva,
Tuscany, and beyond, giving focus to women'’s struggles across the Medi-
terranean and Maghreb. At each forum, she reaffirmed her commitment to
equality and justice.

Daughters of resistance

For her part, Is identifies as a legitimate woman, Amazigh from ancient
Numidia, Algerian, African, and a citizen of the world. Her feminism knows
no borders because true feminism is universal.

Her story is not an endpoint but a call to action: refuse to give up in the
face of injustice.

Fight for your rights, your voices, and your choices. Fight for your existence.
Bridges and hope: diasporas and LGTBIQ+ solidarity

Systematic alliances between groups that are vulnerable and historically
excluded from society due to patriarchal norms and capitalism develop in
the face of turbulent events and are strengthened under the umbrella of the
intersectionality of different forms of resistance, which allows for solidarity
to be found within the LGTBIQ+ community.

The lack of social and personal points of reference is evident when arriving
in a new country. For this reason, it is essential to join a solidarity network.
It is also important to consider the immediate environment, made up of
other migrants who form a community of resistance. People who have lived
through similar experiences act as bridges to facilitate the integration of
new members. Probably, those who most resemble personal references in
the new context are other people in similar circumstances.

“It was very important that | connected almost immediately with LGTBIQ+
organisations when | first arrived here. | could mention the organisation
Lumagorri, which supported me all the time... Through this organisation, other
bridges of communication have been created with other LGTBIQ+ spaces.
These spaces worked to denounce the arbitrary actions against trans women
in the regime’s prisons in Nicaragua, but | also talked about the LGTBIQ+
realities we were facing.”

- W. A. Noguera. (personal interview, 15 January 2025)

155



A GUIDE FOR HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS

Involvement in local causes in the destination country plays an important role
in establishing links. Volunteering, demonstrations, forums and conferences
are full of people from civil society organisations, so practising body politics
is an excellent strategy for building support networks.

According to Timothy Snyder,® the body is a means of resistance and a
territory that must be defended in the public space. Practising body politics
involves the individual action of moving to a physical space, with the purpose
of acting collectively.

Links and networks are not the same thing. Links are often closer, while
networks comprise strategic characteristics of social action, although they
do not exclude personal links. The use of social networks to connect with
communities is important, but it is no substitute for physical action; it is only
a tool that must subsequently be consolidated outside the virtual space.

“In one way or another, this web of contacts with organisations has been
woven to put into context the message that local LGTBIQ+ organisations
in this country should also acquire in relation to the situation in Nicaragua...
It also allowed me to find actors, for example, Emerson Vicente Cruz, who
invited me to join him and take part in a study that included Nicaragua,
entitled ‘Voices of Resistance: Narratives of Young Nicaraguan and Mexican
Gays Against Homophobia in the Educational Context’. He transformed all
that suffering, all that pain, all that hopelessness, into something good, he
transformed it into hope... He transformed it into a tool of resistance... He
made me see something that | couldn’t see, he focused on children and
adolescents as actors of resistance in their short lives and he reminded me
why I am so committed to the defence of LGTBIQ+ human rights.”

- W. A. Noguera. (personal interview, 15 January 2025)

The spaces and networks of solidarity that are consolidated through
sustained involvement over time make it possible to generate externalities
represented through personal considerations. The relationships built are
not one-way; they are strengthened through feedback: we give something,
and we receive something in return. When this occurs, hope is achieved.

“In the first days of June 2023, | was at an international event involving
LGTBIQ+ organisations in Catalonia. | had the opportunity to present ‘Nica-
ragua, Pride in Resistance’, which was a clear denunciation of human rights
violations against the LGTBIQ+ population... | remember feeling a lump in my
throat and looking at the audience... | remember the activist Mar Cambrollé, |
remember her face, | remember her gaze, a firm gaze, but one that | have rarely

69 Snyder, T. (2017). Sobre la tirania: Veinte lecciones que aprender del siglo XX (A. Pradera, Trad.).
Editorial Galaxia Gutenberg.
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seen in other people, one that managed to empathise. | remember seeing her
cry... She stood up and, among the people, she approached the table to hug
me, to show me her affection and her solidarity, and to show me that | was
not alone, that | was resisting, that | was being heard, that | was managing
to empathise with that reality. That was something that significantly marked
me in my resistance and my struggle.”

- W. A. Noguera. (personal interview, 15 January 2025)

Expressing solidarity is a political, ethical and aesthetic act of care, with a
power that is difficult to measure; it transcends the personal and embraces
the collective. It becomes a stance in the face of a specific event and
manages to challenge and mobilise those who express it. For those who
defend human rights, recognition is fundamental, but it does not refer to an
award, but to the recognition of resistance and its impact. In many cases,
this recognition manages to give a moral boost to those who have lost hope
in social transformation. Hopelessness and unwanted loneliness are devas-
tating for those who have a clear vision of the future and of the collective.

Nicaraguan diaspora in the Basque country

The interdependence of bees in the pursuit of a common goal demonstrates
that individuals gain power when they work as part of a collective. The
community of exiled defenders in the Basque Country understood the
need to coordinate efforts and transform symbolic solidarity into effective
actions with impact.

A successful case of coordinating efforts in exile to fulfil common objectives
is the Nicaraguan diaspora in the Basque Country, made up of various
organisations and actors working inside and outside Nicaragua. This required
building personal ties and solidarity networks around common objectives
such as the defence of human rights, the international denunciation of the
regime in Nicaragua and solidarity with the victims.

In 2024, this network launched its most successful campaign: Nikaragua,
ez zaude bakarrik, which in Basque means ‘Nicaragua is not alone’. This
collectively developed initiative encompassed a series of activities, including
advocacy with party systems, the forum ‘Nicaragua: a challenge for the
region’, public events, and a social media campaign to commemorate the
sixth “April 2018 protests”.
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Protest Nicaragua, ez zaude bakarrik. Note. Photograph taken by the Nicaraguan Diaspora

in the Basque Country (2024).

The combination of activism in physical and digital spaces maximised the
impact of the campaign. The work of this network of organisations and
actors in exile has been developed through various strategies, such as
organising protests in public spaces, including the Paseo del Arenal, located
near the Casco Viejo in Bilbao. These demonstrations have coincided with
key dates, such as the anniversary of the outbreak of mass protests in
Nicaragua in April 2018. Furthermore, cyber activism has been a key tool,
connecting initiatives in Costa Rica and the United States, complementing
protest actions in physical space. Likewise, political advocacy has not been
limited to protest but has included advocacy tours with local political parties,
where spaces for dialogue have been promoted to expose the sociopolitical
situation in Nicaragua and transmit specific demands.

Of the key messages put across by the defenders in exile, the most important
are solidarity with the victims of repression, condemnation of human rights
violations and strengthening the community based in the Basque Country.
The messages are aimed at different audiences, including the Nicaraguan
community abroad, governmental and non-governmental institutions, inter-
national society and Basque society.

The results obtained from these advocacy campaigns include collaborations
between Basque and Nicaraguan organisations, public stances taken by political
parties and government institutions, raising awareness in Basque society about
the situation in Nicaragua, visibility of the crisis in the media and universities
and, finally, the strengthening of the Nicaraguan community.
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To maintain collective action in the long term, it is necessary to achieve
small victories. If these advances are not achieved, the desired
future becomes increasingly difficult to visualise, which can lead to
a feeling of hopelessness. For this reason, the campaigns and objectives set
must be measurable over time, so that their impact, even if it is virtual, is real.
Social and structural problems have been built up over a long period of time, so
there is no direct and immediate solution, only medium — and long-term ones. It
is necessary to dismantle the power that resides in them, dividing it into small
parts. This fragmentation allows us to move forward, implement strategies and
achieve small victories.

11.4 Shared insights and lessons

The section below is based on interviews with HRDs forced into exile
because of their work. Based on their testimonies, we analyse the lessons
they have learned throughout their journey, and their perspectives for the
future of advocacy in exile.

Lessons

Before migrating, it is essential to prepare in advance and gather information
about the country of destination. This involves researching its migration
policies and its current context, which will make it possible to assess whether
moving is the best option.

Likewise, it is crucial to plan ways to facilitate adaptation to the host country.
An important aspect is to have certified documentation that is valid abroad,
such as educational certificates and travel documents, to speed up proce-
dures and thus reduce the impact of bureaucracy.

Anticipating these requirements avoids unnecessary obstacles.

Upon arrival in the host country, it is essential to establish contact with the
organisations that make up the diaspora in exile from the country of origin
and to identify local organisations with similar objectives. In this process,
social networks play a key role, as they facilitate connection with diverse
communities.

Self-care in exile is also essential. It is important to identify alternatives for
emotional well-being, including options complementary to therapy.

Finally, managing expectations realistically helps to reduce stress and frus-
tration, especially in the face of bureaucratic uncertainty. Assuming that
unforeseen events will arise and that adaptation requires flexibility allows
one to face the process with greater peace of mind and avoid impulsive
reactions.
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Perspectives

Activism transcends formal spaces and is reflected in everyday life, allowing
HRDs to act as ambassadors for their country of origin. For an effective
impact, it is essential that their message be adapted to the local context.

It is important that the practices and care of people in exile are carried out
ethically and responsibly. This means respecting the previous work of those
who have already contributed in the host country and recognising their
experiences and efforts. Consistency in small actions, such as maintaining
effective communication, is also essential for building strong and sustainable
support networks.

Being an HRD in exile entails new commitments, which includes becoming
a point of reference for others who arrive in the host country. It involves
acting as a channel and facilitator of processes, providing information and
support in essential procedures.

The ethical use of privilege in exile requires recognising the work of other
groups, and preventing the security acquired from becoming a tool for
exploitation. Solidarity is not synonymous with charity, but the political decli-
nation of love, which is why it should encourage mutual support as a basis
for strengthening networks of resistance. Likewise, acting with discretion
protects the integrity of those who are still at risk and reinforces an ethical
and aesthetic commitment to care based on respect and social justice.

160



Chapter 12

Manifesto of human rights
defenders in exile




A GUIDE FOR HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS

During our collaborative work and discussions, the human rights defenders
involved in this project discussed the shared challenges of exile, the urgency
of collective resistance, and the need to articulate a unified manifesto that
reflects both their lived experiences and their ongoing commitment to justice,
dignity, and human rights. The following manifesto highlights the main points
of these discussions and shared perspectives.

Prelude to a manifesto - Ismahan Ait Messaoud'’s personal reflection on
living in exile

Before presenting the manifesto, it is essential to reflect on the conditions
under which many activists today live and struggle. Exile is not merely
a geographical shift - it is a profound rupture. For those forced to flee
repressive regimes, war, or persecution, exile brings with it complex
emotional, psychological, and structural challenges. These challenges do
not just affect personal lives; they have a direct impact on the possibilities
for political mobilisation and resistance.

Family separation and psychological impact

Exile often means a painful rupture with loved ones, whether it be immediate
family members or the broader community. This separation can feel like
an unbearable loss, particularly when uncertainty looms over future family
ties and when those left behind face potential danger. Activists, especially
those who have fled oppressive regimes, experience this acutely, sometimes
finding themselves cut off from their families, with no means of communi-
cation for months or even years. The lack of news creates ongoing stress
and deep anxiety, exacerbated by their inability to find out whether their
loved ones are safe.

Syrian activists who fled their country after the outbreak of conflict in
2011 bear witness to the trauma caused by the uncertainty surrounding
their families’ safety. The absence of communication-often worsened by
restrictions in war zones—only amplifies their distress. This sense of guilt
and constant fear is even more overwhelming for women and LGBTQIA+
individuals, who, in addition to losing their support networks, sometimes face
increased violence and discrimination in their host countries.

Left to navigate these hardships alone, exiled activists encounter diffi-
culties, making the burden of separation even more painful. Isolation and the
absence of familiar cultural and social landmarks intensify their psychological
suffering, potentially leading to conditions such as anxiety, depression,
or post-traumatic stress disorder. These effects are well-documented,
particularly in research on exiled activists living in European countries. In
addition, they often experience a loss of identity and a profound sense of
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cultural disconnection-factors that hinder their integration and complicate
the adaptation process.

Obstacles to organisation and activism from abroad

Activist mobilisation from abroad is often hindered by major obstacles,
often due to a lack of resources. Activists forced into exile frequently find
themselves in situations of extreme precarity, making the organisation
of effective campaigns even more complex, particularly because of the
difficulties in accessing funding in their host countries. These material
limitations significantly reduce the scope of their activism, restricting their
capacity to take action and mobilise support nationally and internationally.
As a result, activists often find themselves in precarious legal situations,
which considerably limits their ability to defend their rights. This is the
case for many Syrian activists who have sought refuge in Greece, where
they frequently face illegal deportations to Turkey and, more recently,
a suspension of decisions regarding asylum applications. This situation
severely restricts their capacity to raise awareness and collaborate with
local organisations.

Furthermore, the geographical distance and socio-cultural gap between the
country of origin and the host country often create a disconnect in the way
activism is conducted. Activists based abroad may be perceived as detached
from local realities, which in turn weakens their influence. For instance, an
Iranian activist from the diaspora living in France may struggle to maintain a
genuine connection with social movements in Iran due to censorship, threats
of reprisals against loved ones who remain in the country, and discrepancies
between the objectives of campaigns led from abroad and the immediate
needs of local populations.

Finally, exiled activists often find themselves working alone, without the
support from local activists, which significantly weakens their engagement.
This lack of local support is particularly striking for activists fighting for
women’s rights and LGBTQIA+ minorities, who not only face repression,
discrimination, and moral constraints in their home countries but also endure
discrimination, stigmatisation, and even racism in their host countries.

12.1 Manifesto: our commitment
We, human rights defenders in exile, join together to affirm with strength,

solidarity, and sorority,”® our commitment to social justice, equality of rights
and opportunities, freedom, and dignity for all. Our struggles, though marked

70 The terms solidarity and sorority are intentionally used together, as inseparable concepts. By
emphasising sorority, the manifesto aims to challenge the masculine dominance traditionally
embedded in the language of solidarity and to centre women'’s collective strength and support.
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by separation and the pain of exile, are strengthened by our shared values:
unity in diversity, the collective power to transform suffering into hope, and
aspirations into action.

Despite exile and the distance that separates us from our homelands, we
remain united by an unwavering will to build a world where human rights
are protected, where discrimination is abolished, and where every person
can live safely, regardless of our diverse affiliations. Because the diversity
of our origins, our paths, and our beliefs is rich, and it is in this plurality that
true humanity resides.

We firmly believe that our experiences, however painful, are sources of
resistance and commitment. They drive us to pursue our struggles, to raise
our voices loud and clear for those who have been silenced or, like us, are
forced to leave their countries — by choice or necessity — but refuse to yield
to oppression and never give up the quest for justice and freedom. Exile is
neither escape nor weakness but rather - continuity. It both bears witness
to our past struggles and represents the promise of our future resistances.

Solidarity, sorority, and global justice

We firmly believe that solidarity, sorority and justice are universal values that
transcend borders. Human rights violations must be denounced wherever
they occur, and perpetrators must be held accountable for their actions.

Through the testimonies of exiles we have met and the transnational
struggles for social justice, equality, freedom, and dignity, we have observed a
striking reality: the injustices experienced in our countries of origin resonate
in different regions of the world.

Repressive policies, whether in the form of censorship, arbitrary detentions,
or systematic violence, create powerful networks among regimes that, at
first glance, seem foreign to each other. This phenomenon reveals a shared
strategy among authoritarian governments, who employ the same tactics
to remain in power.

For us, exile has thus become a space for awareness where injustices
connect and reinforce each other, sometimes even unexpectedly. And
because every injustice follows the same pattern of oppression, international
solidarity, sorority, and justice cannot be limited to mere acts of compassion.
They must translate into concrete acts of support for transnational struggles.

Independence and ethical struggle

In our struggle and commitment to indivisible and universal human rights, we
firmly proclaim our independence from any external pressure or influence. We
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reject any political instrumentalisation that could compromise the integrity
of our movement. We refuse to be used as tools serving foreign interests,
whether geopolitical, economic, or strategic. Our unwavering commitment
is guided solely by the quest for dignity, freedom, and rights for all, without
compromise or concession to forces seeking to manipulate our cause for
their ends. This ethical struggle is based on the complete autonomy of the
movement, its ability to remain true to its values and core principles, and its
commitment to the populations it represents.

Engaging with exiled activists - the core principles guiding our action
Equality and inclusion

We combat all forms of discrimination — whether based on sex, gender, race,
religion, age, or any other factor. We commit to integrating the principles of
equality into our actions and the work of our organisations.

However, in our respective journeys, we have been deeply impacted by the
complexity of the intersectional struggles facing us. In the specific context
of exile, we observe that these forms of discrimination do not manifest in
isolation: they overlap and reinforce each other, making struggles even
more challenging.

Therefore, for our struggles to be genuinely inclusive and effective, we will
apply an intersectional approach to our work and actions, creating spaces
where every voice, regardless of origin, beliefs, or identity, can express itself
freely and be heard.

Empowerment of minorities and marginalised populations

We emphasise the importance of valuing and amplifying the voices of histor-
ically marginalised communities by providing them not only with spaces to
express themselves but also with concrete means to act and contribute to
change.

Activists in exile, often from minority or marginalised communities like many
of us, bring invaluable wealth of perspective and experience. It is crucial
that our voices - be heard and considered. Our struggle too often remains
invisible, and must be placed at the heart of debates in order for justice to
be genuinely equitable.
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Promoting protection across the EU and beyond - our key calls to the
international community

Enhanced protection for HRDs in exile

We call upon States, European institutions, and international organisations to
ensure real and effective protection for all HRDs in exile. While international
legal instruments — such as 1998 The Declaration on Human Rights Defender,
the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, or regional conven-
tions — and protection programmes, including mechanisms for temporary
relocation, emergency support, and assistance initiatives, exist, they often
prove insufficient in addressing the scale of needs. The physical, legal, and
psychological safety of HRDs must not be left to the mercy of migration
policies or political rhetoric.

HRDs frequently face persistent threats, administrative pressures, or viola-
tions of their own rights even in their host countries. This vulnerability is
even more critical for those who have already fought against authoritarian
regimes, as they remain targets of transnational repression networks, intim-
idation, or smear campaigns.

It is therefore imperative to strengthen the instruments and mechanisms
mentioned above by ensuring comprehensive protection — physical, legal,
and psychological — and promoting better international cooperation. This
goes beyond tailored asylum procedures for activists; and also involves
implementing specific measures against cross-border threats and ensuring
simplified access to the resources required for human rights defenders
to continue their struggle in exile. Only by doing so can the international
community truly honour its commitment to those defending human rights,
whether in exile or in their country of origin.

Recognition of transnational struggles

We call for greater recognition of cross-border struggles and logistical,
financial, and political support - in the form of concrete solidarity and diplo-
matic pressure - for the initiatives and collective actions of HRDs in exile.

HRDs in exile, like ourselves, continue to fight for social justice, equality, and
human dignity in their countries of origin, despite geographical distance.
Strengthened support is essential for ensuring the sustainability of these
struggles. This support sustains international pressure on oppressive
regimes and opens up spaces for action by exiles.

It is this interconnected support that allows every local victory to inspire
broader change and ensures every individual struggle fits into a global
picture.
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Fighting impunity

We call for international mechanisms not only to be strengthened but
effectively implemented to prosecute those responsible for human rights
violations, regardless of their status, origin, or location. Perpetrators often
escape international sanctions due to their positions of power, strategic or
geopolitical interests, or the natural resource wealth of their countries. In
exile, we witness the compilicity of States on a daily basis and yet remain
powerless in the face of these blatant violations.

Justice must never be selective: every victim of abuse must have the hope
that those responsible will be held accountable, wherever they may be. By
pursuing this fight against impunity, we offer a genuine opportunity for justice
to those who have suffered.

Equitable access to resources

We call for the fair redistribution of humanitarian resources. Aid should
be allocated based on urgent need, rather than media visibility or political
alliances. Governments, philanthropists, and NGOs must recognise these
disparities and establish fairer, more inclusive funding mechanisms. Activists
in exile — whether from Ukraine, Gaza, Syria, Yemen, the DRC, or Ethiopia -
should be granted equal opportunities and resources to advocate effectively
for human rights and social justice, both in their homelands and abroad.

A fundamental, ethical re-evaluation of aid distribution is necessary to ensure
an equitable response to global conflicts — one that transcends ethnic,
religious, and geopolitical bias.

Equitable access to resources for human rights defenders

We call for equitable access to resources for all activists in exile, whether
financial, educational, or in the form of engagement opportunities, within host
communities and international networks. In exile, access to the resources
necessary for continuing to defend human rights is often severely limited. This
in turn can foster dependency and isolation, hindering activists’ capacity for
action - not just for others, but for themselves as well. Access to resources
is an essential condition for amplifying impact and promoting justice.

Although equitable access to resources is a fundamental human right, intrin-
sically linked to the right to life, it remains largely compromised by systemic
inequalities. Disparities in international aid reveal patterns of favouritism and
marginalisation based on a racialised hierarchy, where certain crises receive
disproportionate attention and funding at the expense of others — despite
being just as urgent.
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Call to allies and institutions

We call upon civil society in every oppressed country, European and inter-
national institutions, as well as citizens of the world:

To those who, like us, fight against patriarchy, discrimination, violations, and
oppression: it all matters. Your voice matters, your struggle matters, and
your story matters. Each narrative adds a building block to the creation of
a fairer world.

To our allies, we say this: support us, support our actions, amplify our
messages and struggles, and stand with us. Activism for human rights -

including the rights of women, minorities, and vulnerable populations —is not
alocal cause but a universal one. Be our allies in this quest for global justice.

For a future forged by our stories

As HRDs and activists in exile, we do not see ourselves as uprooted. We are
nothing less than seeds carried by the wind, ready to germinate elsewhere.
Our personal stories are living proof that oppression cannot extinguish hope.

We rise, we resist, and we proclaim together with courage and determination:
another world, where every human being can live with dignity, equality,
freedom, and justice, is possible. It is up to us to shape it.

12.2 From principles to action
As human rights defenders and activists, we commit to:

a) Build bridges of solidarity, sorority and justice by mutually supporting
each other’s struggles, valuing each individual’s experiences, and
respecting the diversity of our journeys, identities, and priorities.

b) Establish transparent, inclusive, and sustainable organisations where
every voice is not only heard but also valued, and where the diversity of
perspectives becomes a driving force for collective action.

c) Transform our exile, whether voluntary or forced, into an opportunity
for action by amplifying our struggles and bringing our voices to the
international stage.

d) Support new generations of activists by equipping them with the

tools, knowledge, practices, and resources necessary to continue and
strengthen our shared fight.
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Our strategies for action:

a) International advocacy as an essential tool for driving major changes in
human rights. This will involve exerting targeted pressure on governments,
non-governmental organisations (NGOs), and international bodies such as
the United Nations (UN), the European Union (EU), and other multilateral
organisations, with the aim of raising awareness among decision-makers,
mobilising strategic support, and influencing international policies. See
Annex 1 for examples of successful international advocacy initiatives.

b) Building alliances with European civil society through Internal coordi-
nation amongst HRDs in exile, which is essential for ensuring effective
action, unwavering solidarity, and sustainable mutual support. This relies
on regular virtual meetings, information exchange, action planning,
resource sharing, mutual aid, collective protection, structured mentorship,
and dedicated support spaces.”

Take advantage of training and capacity-building programmes to strengthen
activists’ skills and internal organisation. These programmes can be available
via digital platforms, organised by NGOs at the request of activists, or
delivered as intensive seminars covering essential topics such as digital
security, legal protection, project management techniques, and advocacy
strategies™.

Establish mentorship systems

Mentorship, where experienced activists support younger or newly exiled
activists, is a powerful way to strengthen internal organisation. This system
allows HRDs to exchange resources, share essential skills, pass on practical
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Various strategies are implemented to establish these mechanisms, including: Regular virtual
meetings: crucial for maintaining cohesion and coordination within activist networks in exile
in different geographical locations. They allow them to share up-to-date information, and plan
collective actions using platforms such as Zoom, Jitsi, Google Meet, or Microsoft Teams.
For example, since 2019, the Groupe de Solidarité Algérie has organised bi-monthly virtual
meetings, allowing activists based in Europe and North Africa to discuss challenges and
coordinate their efforts. These meetings also facilitate the development of advocacy strategies,
the exchange of useful resources, and the implementation of concrete solidarity actions.
Digital platforms for data sharing and resource distribution: such as Google Drive or the United
Nations (UN) High Commissioner for Human Rights’ resource platform are key strategic tools
for activists as they facilitate document sharing, access to useful contacts, legal alerts, and
funding opportunities.

Several platforms provide high-quality, sometimes certified, training, such as:

. Amnesty International’s online learning platform and its human rights education space.

. The Tamkeen programme by the Cairo Institute, aimed at building the capacity, knowledge
and skills of HRDs

. Human rights education programmes with a gender perspective offered by Equitas —
International Centre for Human Rights Education

. Specialised training programmes from the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human
Rights (OHCHR) and other UN agencies.
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knowledge, and, most importantly, build an intergenerational solidarity and
support network.

This process fosters mutual assistance, ensures the continuity of activist
initiatives, and helps create lasting connections while strengthening resil-
ience in the face of the challenges encountered in the field.

Commit to support and solidarity groups

Internal organisation can also include forming support and solidarity groups,
where members share their experiences and discuss their daily challenges.
These safe spaces allow activists to express difficulties related to their
refugee status, mental health, or fieldwork.

By fostering mutual trust, these groups enhance both individual and collective
well-being, strengthening the resilience of HRDs in exile. The exchanges
within these groups create strong bonds, essential for the effectiveness
and sustainability of activist actions.

Engage proactively in regional cooperation and networking

Facilitating regional cooperation and networking among HRDs in exile is also
essential. By organising regional meetings or networking events, activists
can exchange strategies and resources tailored to the specific geographic
challenges of each region. These gatherings enhance the coordination and
effectiveness of activist actions while taking local realities into account.

Collaborate with other movements

Establishing strategic alliances with similar causes is essential to increasing
the impact of activist actions. Participating in global forums and platforms
provides opportunities to share resources, expertise, and amplify the
collective voice of HRDs in exile. These collaborations will not only strengthen
mutual support between movements but also contribute to greater visibility
on the international stage.

12.3 Contextual analysis

Why a collective manifesto matters - personal stories at the heart of a
universal cause

Our stories, like those of many others, began in countries where being a
woman or a person perceived to be nonconforming to traditional norms often
meant accepting a subordinate role, relegated to the margins of society.
Our stories, for the most part, have been shaped in contexts marked by
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war, famine, and disease, where authoritarian regimes reigned supreme,
trampling individual and collective freedoms with impunity.

Each person in exile carries within them a unique story, but all these stories
converge toward an unshakable quest for inalienable human values. For
us, it was not just about leaving a country but breaking the chains of an
oppressive system, challenging the established order, and carving out our
place in a world that strives to build itself without us.

This process of rupture, while profoundly liberating, also involves significant
changes and realisations. Exile is not only geographical; it is also an internal
process of new beginnings.

Although solitary, this journey has been nourished by unforgettable
encounters, moments of solidarity, and sorority. It is in these values, which
transcend borders, that our strength resides. And it is this strength that
drives us to fight for a more just and inclusive world.

We assert that all HRDs facing persecution, stigmatisation, and injustice in
their countries of origin have the fundamental right to seek and find refuge
in a host country under conditions that ensure their safety and dignity.

In this fight for safe and dignified refuge, we have come to understand that
successful exile must not only guarantee physical protection or material
asylum, but must above all be able to be the agent of their own life, reclaim
their voice, and continue advocating for their causes. People in exile must not
be reduced to mere statistics or seen as individuals awaiting regularisation.
They must be recognised as complex human beings with stories, values,
aspirations, and skills to contribute to the host society.

Thus, the reception process must be designed to value human beings in all
their diversity, offering them the opportunity to rebuild, speak out, and assert
their identity without being rejected or stigmatised. This process requires
both protection against violence and discrimination and an unwavering
recognition of the wealth that emanates from human plurality. It must provide
adequate support mechanisms ensuring integration, access to education,
professional training, and active citizenship that fosters full participation in
the social, political, and cultural life of the host country.

A successful exile is one that transforms adversity into an opportunity
for personal and collective growth. It is one that provides everyone with
the means and space to thrive while remaining true to their values and
commitments.

HRDs in exile undertake to analyse the context of repression in the country
of origin
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a) Description of human rights violations

Human rights violations are widespread worldwide, in various forms
such as arbitrary arrests, torture, enforced disappearances, extrajudicial
executions, and severe restrictions on fundamental freedoms, including
freedom of expression, worship, association, assembly, and press. Among
the most vulnerable populations are women and LGBTQIA+ individuals,
who often suffer systemic violence, institutionalised discrimination, and
deprivation of their fundamental rights. In many contexts, women are
deprived of their voices, denied the freedom to choose and act, bodily
autonomy, access to education and work - in other words, their citizenship
—while many LGBTQIA+ individuals face persecution, criminalisation, or
are forced to live in hiding.

b) Identification of perpetrators

The perpetrators of these violations include authoritarian regimes, armed
groups, religious and social institutions that legitimise discrimination,
in the name of sanctity and traditional morality. The perpetrators often
exploit religious, legal, and cultural systems to strengthen their control
over marginalised populations. Repressive policies are often tolerated,
and sometimes even supported, by international alliances and a lack of
global pressure.

We pledge to face the consequences of exile together and support each
other as we face painful separations with loved ones, isolation, loss of cultural
identity, disconnection, stress anxiety, depression and post-traumatic stress
disorder. All of which can hinder integration into the host country.

We pledge to support each other in facing obstacles such as financial chal-
lenges, legal and administrative barriers which create a hostile environment
for HRDs in exile. Procedures for obtaining refugee status or political
asylum are highly complex, with long waiting periods, adding to the stress.
In particular, we pledge to support activists fighting for women'’s rights and
LGBTQIA+ minorities, who not only face repression, discrimination, and
moral constraints in their home countries but also endure discrimination,
stigmatisation, and even racism in their host countries.
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Conclusion

The power of exile and the promise of connection
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This book began with a simple but powerful truth: exile is not the end of
activism - but it transforms it. In these chapters, we have explored how
forced displacement does not silence HRDs, journalists, artists, lawyers,
and community organisers but instead reshapes their strategies, refocuses
their energy, and expands their global reach.

Across borders and beyond authoritarian regimes, exiled activists continue
to fight for justice, truth, and dignity — not only for themselves but for those
who remain behind. In their stories, we find tales of repression and hardship,
but also of reinvention, courage, and strategic collaboration. Their advocacy
is a reminder that while governments may restrict borders, they cannot
extinguish the will to resist.

Exile as strategic ground, not just refuge

As seen in the diverse chapters — from engagement with UN and EU systems
to the creation of cross-border networks - exile offers a unique vantage
point. It can provide the distance needed to speak freely, organise safely,
and connect globally. It allows activists to act when the civic space in their
countries of origin has been fully closed.

Whether it is through submitting shadow reports to treaty bodies, coordi-
nating regional advocacy campaigns, building independent media in exile,
or documenting violations through creative means - exiled defenders are
showing that accountability is still possible. The tools of change are evolving,
and exiled communities are at the forefront of this transformation.

Lessons learned, lessons shared

A recurring theme throughout this book is the strategic use of collective
strength. No activist thrives in isolation. From tactical documentation to
coordinated EU advocacy, from digital security training to leadership devel-
opment — progress comes from shared resources, trust, and long-term
commitment to one another’s growth.

Exile, then, becomes a site of learning. It demands new skills — resilience in
hostile settings, adaptability in unfamiliar cultures, and the ability to forge
alliances across ideologies and geographies. The most powerful forms of
activism we have explored emerged not from singular heroes, but from
communities that support and sustain each other.

This book has also shown how intersectionality matters. Gender, race,

class, ethnicity, sexuality, and geography all shape how exile is experienced
and resisted. Whether through Ismahan’s feminist rebellion in Algeria or
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Wisthon’s LGBTQIA+ solidarity in Spain, we have seen that liberation is not
one-dimensional. Our resistance must be as inclusive as our oppressions
are layered.

From survivors to builders of the future

Exiled activists are not just survivors—they are the designers of new futures.
They challenge impunity, reimagine civic space, and cultivate political
imagination. They remind us that “normality” under authoritarianism is not
acceptable - and that beyond survival, there is purpose.

And perhaps most importantly, they remind us that we do not need permission
to act, that even with limited resources, under the weight of trauma, far from
home - one can still organise, teach, publish, protect, and demand justice.

We have also seen that sustainability matters. Movements that last are those
that invest in leadership, wellness, security, and internal governance. Exile is
not a temporary condition for many - it is a long-term state. As such, building
durable structures of resistance is not a luxury, but a necessity.

A living tapestry of hope

The final message of this book is one of hope - radical, grounded hope.
Hope that does not deny reality but insists that something better is still
possible. The stories shared are not just documentation of resistance — they
are invitations to join it. Whether you are an activist in exile, a partner in
solidarity, or a concerned citizen reading from afar, there is a role for you in
the global struggle for rights and justice.

Let this book be more than a manual. Let it be a living testament. A reminder
that exile is not exile from meaning. It is exile with a mission.

You are not alone, your story matters, and your fight continues - across

borders, through generations, and with a community that believes a just
world is not only worth imagining, but worth building.
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