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letter from the 
RRLI coalition

A t the Resourcing Refugee Lead-
ership Initiative (RRLI), our work 
revolves around one central ques-

tion: how do we get resources to initiatives and 
organizations around the world that are refu-
gee-led and operating at the frontline of their 
communities?

As a coalition of refugee-led organiza-
tions (RLOs) ourselves, we know firsthand 
what it is like for our visions to be overlooked, 
to see significant funding in our own locales 
be awarded to large-scale, non-local organi-
zations, and to feel like we have to do twice 
the work as any other organization in order to 
prove ourselves to major donors and stake-
holders in this sector. RRLI was created to 
address those systemic issues, and after 
going through our first year of supporting 
RLOs, we could not be happier to say: fund-
ing RLOs is not as complicated as it’s made 
out to be. 

At the start of the initiative, we realized 
that the effectiveness and impact of RLOs 
in their communities is under-researched 

and underacknowledged. We struggled 
with the lack of evidence around this, so 
we decided to actively create it. Through 
learnings from other movements, exter-
nal evaluations, tracking our grantmaking 
cycles, and engagement with stakeholders, 
we now have ample new evidence to sup-
port what we already know to be true: RLOs 
are extraordinarily effective at supporting 
their communities – meeting basic needs 
and enabling long-term solutions alike. 

We could not be happier to say: 
funding RLOs is not as complicated 
as it’s made out to be.

More importantly, the evidence shows 
that the trust that is built and maintained by 
RLOs in their communities is unparalleled, 
showing firsthand that if you need to pro-
vide services for an affected community, it is 
integral that those providing the services and 
programming to also be of that community. 
Our coalition, and our funding mechanism 

for RLOs, is a practical and direct example 
of shifting power to local actors, and we 
hope through this evidence we will be able 
to counter the misconceptions that exist in 
our sector around resourcing refugees and 
refugee-led organizations directly.

We understand that our work is at its 
inception and that we are actively and con-
tinuously learning as our process unfolds. 
What we do know is that our own work 
should set a precedent in our sector and 
be implemented in different contexts — our 
own coalition, being as global as it is, is liv-
ing proof of that. We invite you to reach out to 
us to amplify the refugee leadership move-
ment, and we look forward to more open, 
honest and proactive conversations around 
directly resourcing RLOs in their communi-
ties.

In solidarity,

The RRLI Coalition
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executive 
summary

In May 2021, the Resourcing Refugee Lead-
ership Initiative (RRLI) received a significant 
investment through the Larsen Lam ICONIQ 
Impact Award – an initial 10 million USD – to 
undertake a bold solution for refugees glob-
ally. RRLI’s approach was simple: invest in 
high-impact organizations led by people 
of forced displacement, regardless of their 

programmatic focus, in 
a long-term, rela-

t i o n s h i p - b a s e d 
and collaborative 
way. The 2021-2022 
RRLI Impact Report 

covers the results of that approach during 
the period of May 2021 - August 2022.

RRLI’s first task was to get money out to 
refugee-led organizations (RLOs) equitably, 
efficiently and safely. To do so, it established 
the first of its kind RLO-to-RLO Fund, a grant-
making mechanism designed to combat 
the systemic exclusion of RLOs from inter-
national funding streams. In its first year, 
the RLO-to-RLO Fund committed five-year 
grants totaling 8.84 million USD to its coa-
lition RLOs (Basmeh & Zeitooneh, StARS, 
RAIC, Refugiados Unidos and YARID) in 
order to resource both their incredible 
ground-level work and their participation in 
RRLI activities. In July and August of 2022, 
the RLO-to-RLO Fund issued a total of 1.18 
million USD to 12 new RLOs, chosen for their 
demonstrated impact on their communities’ 

wellbeing and futures. This coming 
year, these RLOs will also bene-
fit from RRLI’s new Strengthening 

RLOs Partnership Program, a peer-
to-peer support model designed to 

identify and address organizational, opera-
tional and programmatic concerns, together.

This report will show that these invest-
ments – and investments like them – are 
already making a significant difference in 
people’s lives and in building the move-
ment of refugee leadership. Five of the 
coalition RLOs reached approximately 
189,486 people in a recent one-year period1 
with comprehensive support, including 
humanitarian aid, education, health ser-
vices, economic empowerment, legal aid, 
and resettlement. Among other impressive 
achievements, YARID prepared and enrolled 
over 1,400 children into Ugandan schools, 
RAIC submitted 19 applications for private 
sponsorship to Canada, StARS reached over 
10,000 children with holistic wraparound 

1 In order to not add undue labor to the organizations to 
align their reach calculation practices, we have allowed 
organizations to provide reach numbers during different 
timeframes within reason. Basmeh & Zeitooneh and YARID 
reported numbers between January and December 2021; 
RAIC, Refugiados Unidos and StARS reported reach num-
bers between July 2021 and June 2022.
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services, Refugiados Unidos supported 317 
families to submit their applications for legal 
status, and Basmeh & Zeitooneh provided 
9,810 community members with compre-
hensive protection services including legal 
community-based services, case manage-
ment, and psychosocial support.

The numbers only tell half the story. 
In early 2022, RRLI contracted five exter-
nal researchers to evaluate the impact of 
each of the coalition RLOs. In addition to 
sharing information about the breadth and 
depth of programming, evaluators found 
that community members of all races, eth-
nicities, religions, gender identities and 
abilities typically felt safe, understood, 
and respected while receiving services 
from their respective RLO. In short, these 
RLOs offered more than services or solutions 
– they offered community and belonging.

These kinds of transformative wins are 
predictable when high-impact organizations2 

2 RRLI’s grantmaking model identifies “high-impact” orga-
nizations as those that can demonstrate their impact on 

are adequately funded. With this in mind, 
RRLI has a goal of unlocking at least 40 
million USD for local RLOs during its first 
five years. In addition to growing the RLO-
to-RLO Fund, RRLI is collaborating with 
more influential and powerful funders to 
increase the amount of high-quality and flex-
ible funding they grant to RLOs in order to 
reach the 40 million USD goal. In 2021-2022, 
RRLI met with 41 key stakeholders (govern-
ment, multilateral agencies, foundations and 
international NGOs) to offer both the ratio-
nale and the practical pathways for engaging 
and resourcing RLOs. Last year, RRLI made 
80 connections between RLOs and donors; 
this has already translated to 1.7 million 
USD in new funding to 3 high-impact RLOs. 

More change is coming. Building on 
the efforts of many partners and move-
ment leaders, RRLI has supported two 

community members’ daily lives clearly and convincingly, 
addressing specific needs in a distinct and compelling man-
ner. For more information about RRLI’s selection criteria 
please visit https://www.refugeeslead.org/apply

major foundations to establish new refu-
gee leadership funding priorities, led calls 
alongside other advocates for UNHCR to 
increase the size of grants for RLOs from 
12,000 USD to 50,000 USD, and joined 
three prominent funding initiatives: the 
EU-UNOPS Grant Facility advisory board, the 
Collective for Refugee Leadership in MENA 
(CRLM), and the Women in Forced Displace-
ment Action Network at GIZ. These actions 
and invitations demonstrate there is a grow-
ing will to fund RLOs, the fruits of which will 
be seen in the coming years.

Underpinning these successes is RRLI’s 
commitment to inclusion. Thanks to a highly 
accessible grant application process created 
by and for RLO leaders, 30% of grantees 
report this is their first grant ever and 70% 
report it is their largest grant ever. Because 
the requirements are flexible, the RLO lead-
ers have the freedom to spend on core costs 
(like salaries and rent), fostering organiza-
tional sustainability and longevity. These 
approaches mean that key community 

The world that refugees have in mind is a cruel world without justice. 

RAIC is changing that bad picture bit by bit so refugees feel seen, 

understood and heard.
—Saba from Afghanistan, RAIC program participant
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Photo by Young African 
Refugees for Integral 
Development (YARID)

leaders and their organizations will be able 
to grow their impact and participate in strat-
egizing and decision making spaces, some 
for the very first time. 

Thanks to a highly accessible grant 
application process created by and 
for RLO leaders, 30% of grantees 
report this is their first grant ever 
and 70% report it is their largest grant 
ever. 

Because of RRLI’s inclusive hiring prac-
tices, each of its five new staff hires brings 
a lived experience of forced displacement 
to their roles and the project, in addition to 
expertise gained through education and 
previous jobs. Their familiarity with expe-
riences of forced displacement leads to 
practical approaches that respond to the 
RLO experience and barriers. It also leads 
to more empathetic and equitable collab-
oration. These successes highlight why the 

internal journey toward inclusion supports 
the external journey toward impact.

Despite progress, the year also held 
challenges. RRLI continued to field concerns 
from donors that financing RLOs was risky 
and/or complex. These experiences have 
taught RRLI that it must not just focus on 
funding modalities, but also on dismantling 
the biases that feed problematic miscon-
ceptions, one piece of evidence, educational 
initiative and partnership at a time. Changing 
this narrative is therefore also one of RRLI’s 
main priorities and areas of work. 

The impact articulated in this report 
is just the beginning. Looking forward into 
2022-2023, RRLI will focus on fundraising for 
grant renewals and the next cohort of RLO-
to-RLO Fund recipients, supporting and 

connecting its new grantees, and collaborat-
ing with other donors who wish to join RRLI 
in uplifting refugee leaders to support their 
own communities. 

RRLI invites potential grantees to watch 
our website for information about the next 
funding cycle and to email RRLI at grants@
refugeeslead.org with questions. RRLI also 
invites allied organizations, philanthropic 
donors, government and multilateral agen-
cies to reach out at info@refugeeslead.org to 
explore potential partnerships. Together, we 
can feed the success of the refugee leader-
ship movement. 



*Coalition RLOs in receipt of funding 2021-2026, all other
grantees in receipt of renewable funding 2022-2023.
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impact overview RRLI grantees

Colombia
Refugiados Unidos*, El DANO, 
Radaber

Uganda
YARID*, Tomorrow Vijana,
Kandaakiat

Lebanon
Basmeh & Zeitooneh*, Makani, 
Ettijahat-Independent Culture 

Egypt
StARS*, Faysel Community 
School, New Vision, Tafawol

Current RRLI grantee countries

Indonesia
RAIC*, CDC, HELP for 
Refugees, RLC

Latin America

Southeast
Asia

East Africa

West Asia & 
North Africa

RRLI regions of focus



Photo by Young African Refugees for 
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RLOs supported 
with mentorship, 

collaboration, network 
development and 

more

reached through 
grantees last year

key mindset shifts amongst 
influential actors, including 

more inclusive grantmaking 
practices, larger grants and 
changed funding priorities

USD in direct funding 
unlocked for RLO 

grantmaking: $10 million in 
RLO-to-RLO fund commitments 

and $1.7 million instigated 
grantmaking through other 

donors

RLO-to-RLO 
Fund grantees

RRLI’s Overall 2021-2022 Impact by the Numbers

1717

5858
189,486189,4861111

$11.7m$11.7m
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introduction

T he Resourcing Refugee Leadership 
Initiative (RRLI) is a coalition of six 
refugee-led organizations (RLOs)3—

Basmeh & Zeitooneh in Iraq and Lebanon, 
Refugees and Asylum Seekers Information 
Centre in Indonesia, Refugiados Unidos in 
Colombia, St. Andrew’s Refugee Services 
in Egypt, Young African Refugees for Inte-
gral Development in Uganda, and Asylum 
Access, a global advocacy organization, 
family of local refugee rights organizations 
in Malaysia, Thailand and Mexico, and host 
organization for RRLI’s staff and program-
matic budget. RRLI came together in 2020 
to instigate a systemic transfer of power 
and resources to refugee leaders and ref-
ugee-led organizations within the current 
international humanitarian and develop-
ment system. In May of 2021, RRLI was the 

3 We define an RLO as any formal or informal initiative/
organization that is founded and run by people of forced 
displacement background and/or any formal or informal ini-
tiative/organization where people of forced displacement 
are in major leadership positions and able to influence the 
work of the organization.

recipient of the 2021 Larsen Lam ICONIQ 
Impact Award for presenting “a bold new 
solution for refugees.” 

RRLI’s idea was simple. By articulating 
the value and importance of RLOs to key part-
ners, and by providing pathways for safe and 
reliable grantmaking, RRLI hoped to dramat-
ically increase the amount of high-quality 
funding that reaches high-impact RLOs. 
Through these investments, RRLI expected 
that RLOs would cost-effectively and rapidly 
support their communities in a way external 
actors are simply not positioned to do. As 
funding streams and practices change over 
time, and RLOs have the resources they need 
to thrive, RRLI hypothesized that millions of 
forcibly displaced persons worldwide would 
enjoy community-based programming, par-
ticipate in the discussions that impact their 
lives, and access long-term solutions.

This report contributes to a growing 
body of evidence that shows this hypothesis 
is correct. RLOs are holistically and cost-ef-
fectively addressing their communities’ 

needs4. People’s lives are being improved, 
enhanced, and sometimes saved. Impor-
tantly, this report also shows that when RLOs 
are well resourced, their impact grows. 

Combatting the Exclusion 
of Refugees
The evidence and impact articulated in this 
report inspire RRLI to do more to tackle the 
troubling reality: of the $31.3 billion flowing 
through the humanitarian system annually, 
only 1.2% of total international humanitarian 
assistance was given to local and national 
actors in 2021. RRLI estimates that RLOs 
receive just a fraction of that funding.5 Com-

4 In addition to the evidence provided here, please find 
other available evidence at the RRLI website: www.refu-
geeslead.org/evidence.
5 See Development Initiatives (2022). Global Humanitarian 
Assistance Report 2022. Retrieved from https://devinit.org/
documents/1193/GHA2022_Digital_v6_dcYRQ4X.pdf. This 
figure is estimated using the Global Humanitarian Assis-
tance Report 2022 and gutchecked by consulting with RLO 
partners around the world, who confirm that this is a rea-
sonable estimation. RRLI recognizes that this data point 



 Introd
uction

11

munity-driven, refugee-led solutions are 
being excluded from the current system. 

Key actors see this disconnect. UNHCR’s 
commitment to the “meaningful participa-
tion” of refugees in the 2018 Global Compact 
on Refugees, the strong emphasis on local-
ization in the Grand Bargain, and USAID’s 
commitment to financing local organiza-
tions6 are just a small sample of the growing 
commitments from institutions of power to 
address the exclusion of refugees. Despite 
these commitments, progress toward local-
ized funding has actually decreased over the 
last year.7 RLOs, as a subset of local organiza-

insufficiently captures funding flows. It does not take into 
account development funding, funding from development 
banks, the way funding flows through agencies down to 
RLOs, or hyper-localized funding from churches, for exam-
ple. Nevertheless, RRLI believes the statistic captures the 
spirit of the problem well, which is to say, that RLOs are not 
included meaningfully within funding streams.
6 See USAID’s Localization Vision. (2022). Retrieved 
f rom ht tps ://www.workwi thusa id .org/blog/
usaid-s-commitment-to-advancing-localization.
7 See ODI. (2022). The Grand Bargain in 2021: an inde-
pendent review. Retrieved from https://odi.org/en/

tions, continue to be arguably the least likely 
to receive financial support or be mean-
ingfully included in key strategizing and 
decision-making processes. Institutional bar-
riers such as lack of access to legal status 
and bank accounts, lack of relationships with 
key donors, and bias against the idea of ref-
ugees as leaders disproportionately exclude 
RLOs. Often, RLOs are only seen as imple-
menters instead of drivers of community-led 
solutions and strategic agents of change. 

RRLI’s four strategies are designed to 
tackle this systemic issue both by helping to 
set an agenda for change (through advocacy 
and evidence generation) and building the 
roadmaps that enable change (through the 
RLO-to-RLO Fund and Strengthening RLOs 
Partnership Program).

publications/the-grand-bargain-in-2021-an-indepen-
dent-review/. ODI’s 2021 independent review The Grand 
Bargain in 2021 shows that proportion of direct funding to 
local actors halved from 4% in 2020 to 2% in 2021.

About RRLI’s Strategies
RRLI uses four interconnected strategies to 
tackle the systemic exclusion of RLOs:

1) RLO-to-RLO Fund

The first-of-its-kind global RLO-to-RLO 
Fund is a fund for refugees by refugees, gov-
erned by the RRLI Coalition and housed at 
Asylum Access in the United States. The 
fund aggregates and safely distributes fund-
ing to RLOs globally. The fund has two types 
of grants: seed funding up to 25,000 USD for 
high-potential but smaller RLOs, and scaling 
funding of 100,000 to 200,000 USD annu-
ally for organizations with demonstrated 
ability to grow their impact. Currently, the 
RLO-to-RLO Fund makes grants in Colom-
bia, Egypt, Indonesia, Lebanon and Uganda. 
RRLI intends to extend its efforts into Ecua-
dor, Iraq, Kenya, Malaysia and South Sudan 
within the next two years.

R R L I  S T R A T E G I E S

The RLO-to-RLO Fund: 
Grantmaking for RLOs

The Strengthening RLOs Partnership 
Program: Supporting the systems 

and the leaders of RLOs through peer 
collaboration and partnership

Advocacy: Encouraging influential 
institutions to directly fund RLOs and to 

include people of forced displacement in 
decision-making and strategizing processes

Evidence generation: Deepening 
understanding of the roles RLOs play in 

their communities
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2) Strengthening RLOs Partnership 
Program

Through the Strengthening RLOs Partner-
ship Program (or “Strengthening Program”), 
RRLI coalition members support new RLO-
to-RLO Fund grantees to build systems, 
develop leadership, and, most importantly, 
overcome location- and context-specific 
barriers to funding and growing their impact. 
For example, Refugiados Unidos in Colom-
bia is the Strengthening Program partner 
for 2022-2023 grantees El Derecho A No 
Obedecer and Fundación RadaBer, both of 
whom are also based in Colombia. Coalition 
members and grantees come together to 
co-design and implement plans to work on 
specific organizational needs.

Among other activities, the Strengthen-
ing Program focuses on including each RLO 
grantee in useful networks: the relevant coa-
lition partner connects the new grantee with 
relevant local civil society networks, donor 

networks and advocacy initiatives so they 
can better sustain their work and promote 
their agendas. Crucially, the Strengthening 
Program is built on the principles of co-de-
sign, mutual learning, accountability and 
flexibility to ensure equity, mutual knowl-
edge-sharing, and fruitful collaboration 
between RRLI coalition members and new 
grantees.

3) Advocacy 

RRLI engages with numerous govern-
mental and intergovernmental institutions, 
UNHCR and philanthropic donors to build 
pathways for partnering with and financ-
ing RLOs directly. Pathways often include 
improving internal ways of working that pro-
mote inclusion and combat bias, advancing 
accessible and inclusive approaches to 
grantmaking, building equitable partnerships 
with RLOs, and including people of forced 
displacement as leaders in decision-mak-
ing and strategizing processes.

4) Evidence Generation

The sector cannot act on what is not well 
understood or misunderstood. RRLI identi-
fies gaps in sector understanding and fills 
them with findings learned from high-quality, 
unbiased research. To do so, RRLI partners 
with researchers and academic institutions. 
In its first year, RRLI produced five external 
evaluations of high-impact RLOs and a meta-
synthesis of those studies. In the next 2 years, 
RRLI will be focused on the development 
of a baseline study which better tracks how 
and when funding reaches RLOs in key coun-
tries. This information will be used to support 
the evolution and success of the first three 
strategies.

Photo by Refugiados Unidos.
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2021-2022 
impact reflection

B etween May 2021 and June 2022, 
RRLI launched its grantmaking pro-
gram, advocated for significant 

systems changes, built a diverse team, and 
enshrined inclusive ways of working that 
reinforce impact. Those successes are high-
lighted here in three sections: 

•	 Community Impact: How have lives 
been improved in the places grant-
ees work?

•	 Systems Impact: How has RRLI suc-
cessfully encouraged other actors to 
start their journey of transferring power 
and resources to RLOs?

•	 Ways of Working Impact: How have 
RRLI’s inclusive practices reinforced 
impact?

Community Impact

How have lives been improved in the places 
grantees work?

Within RRLI’s first year, its RLO-to-RLO Fund 
committed 8.84 million USD over five years 
to five coalition members as the pilot phase 
grantees. RRLI also selected 12 new RLOs to 
receive a collective 1.18 million USD in one-
year grants (grants that RRLI intends to renew, 
pending successful fundraising). Given that 
the second round of grants were distributed 
in the summer of 2022 and their impact has 
not yet been analyzed, this section will dis-
cuss the community-level impacts of the first 
round of grants only. More information about 
all RLO-to-RLO Fund grantees is available in 
the Partners Profile section.

The community-level impacts pre-
sented here are culled from several sources. 
First, between January and June 2022, RRLI 
funded five external impact evaluations of a 
program(s) designed and implemented by its 

first round of grantees: Basmeh & Zeitooneh, 
StARS, RAIC, Refugiados Unidos and YARID. 
RRLI also funded the production of a meta-
synthesis of these impact evaluations.8 This 
evidence is supplemented with information 
provided by the coalition grantees through 
their year one grant reports.

The impact reported here is not tied 
exclusively to the investments made through 
the RLO-to-RLO Fund, but rather is an anal-
ysis of what impacts are possible when 
RLOs have at least the minimal funding they 
need. This section will cover four of the 
most prominent community-level impact 
trends that emerged across the work of 
Basmeh & Zeitooneh (B&Z), StARS, RAIC, 

8 See Essex-Lettieri, D., (2022). Understanding RLO 
Impact: A metasynthesis of five impact evaluations cover-
ing programs run by Refugee-Led Organizations (RLOs). The 
metasynthesis and the external impact evaluations of Bas-
meh & Zeitooneh, RAIC, Refugiados Unidos and YARID are 
available on the RRLI website at www.refugeelead.org/
evidence. To request access to StARS impact evaluation, 
please contact RRLI at info@refugeeslead.org.
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Refugiados Unidos (RU) and YARID. The top 
trends emerged as:

1.	 RLOs are offering holistic programs 
that respond to the realities of refu-
gees;

2.	 RLOs are unlocking long-term solu-
tions for their communities;

3.	 RLOs are cost-effective in reaching 
large numbers of community mem-
bers; and

4.	 RLOs create accessible programming 
and reach those with intersectional 
experiences of marginalization.

COMMUNITY IMPACT BY THE NUMBERS 

a one-year sampling of grantee impact

•	 RAIC prepared, submitted and/or financed 19 private sponsorship 
applications to resettle refugees residing in Indonesia to Canada.

•	 YARID helped prepare and enroll 1,419 children into public school 
through its Bridge to Formal Schooling program.

•	 StARS supported over 10,500 children and youth with 
psychosocial assistance, education services, and/or 
direct humanitarian assistance.

•	 RU supported 317 families to apply for legal 
status, which results in the right to stay, work, 
attend school and access health care.

•	 B&Z provided 40 refugee-led or refugee co-led 
organizations with training, support, and coach-
ing on topics from finance and governance to human 
rights and democracy.

Photo by St Andrew’s 
Refugee Services (StARS)
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RLOs are offering holistic programs 
that respond to the realities of refu-
gees

The RLO grantees are providing holistic 
services for their communities, spanning 
efforts like access to services, community 
organizing, humanitarian aid, livelihoods pro-
gramming, protection services, resettlement, 
advocacy and support to other RLOs. This 
contrasts with a common practice of siloed 
and highly specialized responses prominent 
in international service delivery.

In many cases, the RLO grantees have 
added new approaches and services year-
over-year in order to support emerging needs 
of community members and fill longstand-
ing protection gaps. Wraparound and holistic 
services are a hallmark of RLO approaches 
because RLO leaders know solutions are 
born of comprehensive case management.

For example, YARID added income gen-
eration opportunities for parents whose kids 
are enrolled in their Bridge to Formal Schools 

THE POWER OF HOLISTIC SUPPORT: A RAIC CASE STUDY 

Shahin was an 18-year-old refugee living in Indonesia for nearly seven years with his 
family of six. Because Indonesia does not recognize refugees, Shahin lived without 
any basic rights or access to proper medical care. This was particularly challenging 
for Shahin, who has cerebral palsy. Over time, without care, his condition worsened 
and he began to lose his ability to walk. 

Shahin’s father faced practical and logistical barriers when trying to engage with 
UNHCR and other organizations regarding Shahin’s situation; as an older man from a 
minority group, Shahin’s father struggled to be heard and seen.

When RAIC Indonesia became aware of Shahin’s situation, they supported him 
with legal aid, urgent medical care, and basic needs assistance. They prepared a nar-
rative document demonstrating his eligibility for resettlement and ensured UNHCR 
understood his specific situation. They also completed medical assessment forms 
for him and had them validated and signed by specialists and hospitals. These forms 
proved his condition was urgent, a prerequisite for expedited resettlement. Every step 
of the way, RAIC was there, providing interpretation, advocating for his current needs, 
and paving the way for a fruitful future. In 2019, Shahin and his family were resettled 
in Canada.

RAIC has stayed in touch with the family and continued providing advice in their 
new country of residence, providing connections to key services and guidance for 
navigating ongoing processes. Today, Shahin has the medical care he needs, and he 
and his siblings are all enrolled in school. For the first time in nearly 10 years, Shahin 
and his family have safety, stability, and hope for the future.

This story illustrates the nature of RAIC’s services: solutions and support require full 
case management and deep personal connection. Whenever a new issue emerged, 
RAIC worked with Shahin and his family to figure out the right next steps.
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program in order to support the payment of 
school fees once placed in the Ugandan 
School system. RAIC added its private spon-
sorship program after its legal aid program 
was able to reveal access to resettlement 
for the vast majority of its clients. Refugia-
dos Unidos added entrepreneurship training 
and job placement services after seeing that 
work rights on paper were not resulting in 
enhanced economic wellbeing in practice.9

9 Ibid.

RLOs are unlocking long-term solu-
tions for their communities

Among holistic services provided, all five 
RLO grantees are enabling long-term, 
durable solutions for refugee communities 
either by helping them access legal status 
or resettlement opportunities, or by creat-
ing sustained access to public services and 
economic opportunities within their coun-
try of operation. 
The following is just a sample of how the 
five grantee organizations are changing lives: 

YARID has multiple programs designed to 
promote sustainable income generation for 
communities, including three skills train-
ing programs (tailoring, arts and crafts, and 
briquette making), provision of grants for 
entrepreneurs to launch their businesses, 
and investments in five village saving and 
loan associations (VSLAs) that use the YARID 
office as a meeting space. YARID is also pilot-
ing a job training program in which they help 
refugees from all backgrounds grow skills 
relevant to the private sector, such as English 
language acquisition, resume building, cover 
letter development, interviewing skills and 
more. Finally, YARID offers a comprehensive 
information communications technology 
program which helps start-up businesses 
and promising entrepreneurs thrive through 
training on topics such as computer literacy, 
internet security, smartphone use, website 
development, and use of services like Goo-
gle Suite.

STRATEGIES
Basmeh & 
Zeitooneh

RAIC
Refugiados 

Unidos
StARS YARID

Sustained or enhanced access to services 
(education, health care, mental health) ✅ ✅ ✅ ✅ ✅

Community organizing and community 
action ✅ ✅ ✅ ✅ ✅

Humanitarian aid (food, hygiene and cash 
assistance) ✅ ✅ ✅ ✅ ✅

Livelihoods and economic wellbeing ✅ ✅ ✅ ✅

Delivering legal services and other 
"protection" programs ✅ ✅ ✅ ✅ ✅

Facilitating resettlement/ private 
sponsorship ✅ ✅

Advocating/ litigating for enhanced 
national governance frameworks ✅ ✅ ✅ ✅ ✅

Supporting other RLOs through 
programming and network management ✅ ✅ ✅ ✅ ✅

Table 1: Holistic Services Chart. 
(Essex-Lettieri, 2022)
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Within Colombia, refugees have access to 
temporary legal status, but because the pro-
cess is complex and burdensome, many 
refugees are unable to engage in this pro-
cess. Refugiados Unidos helps refugees 
overcome access barriers through direct 
legal assistance, mobile clinics, strategic lit-
igation, legal empowerment and supportive 
advocacy. Through these services, Refugia-
dos Unidos is helping hundreds of people 
per year access the legal status necessary to 
legally stay, work, attend school and access 
health care.

RAIC’s private sponsorship program began in 
2021 and has allocated $158,000 USD to pri-
vately sponsor 19 applicants for resettlement 
from Indonesia (where refugees have no 
rights) to Canada (where they can enjoy the 
vast majority of rights on par with citizens). 
RAIC’s role has been to coordinate the pro-
cess with partners in Indonesia and Canada, 
to prepare applications, and/or financially 
sponsor the applicants. Where resettlement 

BUILDING STRONGER BUSINESSES: A YARID CASE STUDY

Awol Tracy is a person of forced displacement from the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo who is now living in Uganda. She was one of the winners of a YARID business 
grant for her excellent performance in the Information Communications Technology 
(ICT) training program. Awol chose to spend her grant on an industrial oven, which 
increased her output significantly. The smart phone training through the ICT program 
helped Awol establish a presence on social media, build a website and take profes-
sional product photos. As a result of these inputs, Awol increased her monthly profit 
5X from 200,000 Ugandan shilling to 1,000,000 Ugandan shilling monthly (52 USD to 
261 USD). You can follow Awol on instagram at @tabletoss_donuts.
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is elusive in Indonesia, RAIC is fundamentally 
changing lives with this program. One com-
munity member explains: 

“It has been a totally new life, and 
it’s a new hope for us [their family]. 
Being a refugee is so mentally tiring in 
Indonesia. Having that [resettlement], 

hope is reborn for me.” (Male program 
user, 26-year-old, interview on April 
19, 2022)10 11

10 Lightly edited for clarity.
11 See Masardi, Realisa., M. (2022). External Evaluation 
Final Report Refugees & Asylum Seekers Information Cen-
ter (RAIC) Programs.

RAIC targets individuals for this program who 
otherwise would not have access to resettle-
ment, such as single men with heightened 
vulnerabilities or people of forced displace-
ment from certain countries. RAIC’s criteria 
for this program are clear and significant. 
They understand the tremendous opportu-
nity of private sponsorship to Canada; with so 
few spots, they seek to act with the utmost 
integrity. 

With recognition of the interest around 
the Private Sponsorship program, RAIC has 
published a YouTube video that explains the 
process in both English and Farsi. To date that 
video has received over 25,000 views.

StARS’ close connection with communities 
means it is able to identify people who might 
be eligible for expedited resettlement. For 
example, their Refugee Legal Aid Depart-
ment is referring those with chronic health 
conditions for resettlement. Because StARS 
witnessed a disruption in UNHCR’s reset-
tlement programs during COVID-19, StARS 

COMPREHENSIVE LEGAL SUPPORT AND SERVICES: 
A REFUGIADOS UNIDOS CASE STUDY

When Refugiados Unidos met Ana, age 27, she was 32 weeks pregnant and living in 
a single room with her 5-year-old, her 2-year-old, her mother, and her stepfather. The 
kids were not in school, and the family did not have access to health care; this was 
especially important for Ana, who needed prenatal care. Although Ana had a degree 
in early childhood education and was a branch manager for a shipping company in 
Venezuela, she was unable to work because she didn’t have legal status. Her former 
partner had been psychologically and physically violent with her, and Ana did not 
have the support she needed to access mental health services.

Refugiados Unidos has supported Ana and her family in many ways. RU has 
helped the family initiate their temporary legal status applications and has supported 
the oldest child with accessing education. Ana has participated in Refugiados Unidos’ 
entrepreneurship workshops and is working on starting a business in the food indus-
try. With her legal status imminent, Ana can now legally launch her business. 
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connected with UNHCR in Geneva to advo-
cate for a continued and steady review of 
resettlement applications. 

Even in the midst of economic collapse 
(where currency has lost 90% of its value12), 
Basmeh & Zeitooneh is finding ways to pro-
mote sustainable livelihoods for women 
that go far above and beyond standard 

12 See World Bank. (2022). Lebanon Economic Monitor: 
The Great Denial. The World Bank. Retrieved from: https://
www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2022/01/24/
lebanon-s-crisis-great-denial-in-the-deliberate-depression

income-generating activities. B&Z is cur-
rently supporting 60 Syrian and Lebanese 
women and their families to launch 6 dairy 
products businesses – a market chosen for 
cultural relevance and far-reaching commu-
nity needs. B&Z has developed and issued 
theoretical business training and hands-on 
practical training on how to make dairy prod-
ucts (like cheese and yogurt) and on various 
topics such as food safety, storage and pres-
ervation. B&Z also purchased and delivered 
the required equipment, covered construc-
tion costs of the rented facilities, supported 

identifying suppliers with the necessary legal 
documentation, provided funds for transpor-
tation, and helped the women open their 
bank accounts (Essex-Lettieri, 2022). At the 
time of writing this report, the women are 
developing their brand strategy and enter-
ing the market. 

Throughout this project, the economic 
environment in Lebanon has challenged the 
project. The cost of equipment increased 
from $8,000 to $13,000 per dairy business, 
government-imposed restrictions on gener-
ator use required B&Z to purchase additional 
tools for manual production, and safety 
concerns resulted in the need for ongoing 
protection services in order to create safe 
spaces for those participating in the project. 
Now, B&Z is in the process of installing solar 
panels for some participants with especially 
limited access to power in order to gener-
ate sustainable energy for the project. These 
contextual factors are outside of B&Z’s con-
trol, but every step of the way, the team has 

Photo by Refugees and 
Asylum Seekers Information 
Centre (RAIC)
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called upon their local connections and deep 
environmental knowledge to find solutions.

RLOs are cost-effective in reaching 
large numbers of community mem-
bers.

During a recent one-year period,13 the five 
grantee organizations directly reached 

13 In order to not add undue labor to the organizations 
to align their reach calculation practices, we have allowed 
organizations to provide reach numbers during different 
timeframes within reason. Basmeh & Zeitooneh and YARID 

approximately 77,001 people with holistic 
and life-changing services; they reached 
189,486, in total, when including depen-
dents. In many cases, community members 
received multiple services from their RLO. 

StARS and Basmeh & Zeitooneh provide their 
services to large numbers of people, given 
the size of their budgets and longevity as 
community-based organizations. Their role 

reported numbers between January and December 2021; 
RAIC, Refugiados Unidos and StARS reported reach num-
bers between July 2021 and June 2022.

as large-scale service providers challenges 
the dominant narrative that RLOs are too 
small to be major implementing partners. On 
the contrary, RLOs are often well positioned 
to reach communities at scale, even during 
emergencies, given their understanding of, 
and proximity to, community experiences 
and needs. 

In a sector that often has multiple layers 
of overhead costs caused by regional and 
international staffing and offices, it is essen-
tial to highlight the reach of these services 
in relation to the allocated budget. Table 2 

Organization Total Reach Direct Adult
Direct Child 
(Under 18)

Dependents 
Reached

Time Period Tracked

Basmeh & Zeitooneh 105,184 23,926 15,025 66,2331 Jan - Dec 2021

RAIC 1,659 1,170 489 July 2021 - June 2022

RU 6,699 1,292 107 5,300 July 2021 - June 2022

StARS 67,521 21,980 10,563 34,978 July 2021 - June 2022

YARID 8,423 1,097 1,841 5,485 Jan - Dec 2021

Total 189,486 49,465 27,536 112,485

1 This is an estimate based on household size. Basmeh & Zeitooneh have a large food and hygiene box delivery program, and a smaller program for home renovations, that reached 
14,650 households between January and December of 2021

Table 2: Total Reach by Organization
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shows that the cost per person reached was 
between 51 USD and 311 USD, with an aver-
age of 86 USD per person. The average is 
pulled higher due to RAIC’s cost per person 
– a cost explainable by their investment in 
private sponsorship: a profound and long-
term solution requiring substantial financing 
per family. Importantly, this cost per per-
son is typically not for a single service, but 
instead, the kind of comprehensive case 
management articulated above that leads 
to life-changing outcomes.

Ideally, RRLI would be able to provide a 
clear picture of value-for-money, taking into 
account quality of services and providing 
comparative data from relevant interna-
tional organizations. This kind of an analysis 
was outside the scope of this impact report. 
RRLI has identified the importance and utility 
of working with partners, especially interna-
tional partners, to conduct this kind of robust 
research in the future, but also notes the dif-
ficulty in securing international organizations’ 
participation in such a comparative study. 

Nevertheless, cursory investigations14 into 
the size of budgets for larger international 
organizations, including INGOs and UN 
bodies, provides a sense of the profound 
discrepancy between the costs presented 
here and the costs of running multi-layered 
international organizations.

RLOs create accessible programming 
and reach those with intersectional 
experiences with marginalization 

The external evaluations found that the holis-
tic services provided by the five coalition 
grantees are highly accessible and cultur-
ally aware – including with regards to those 
who face multiple access barriers (e.g. unac-
companied minors, people with disabilities 

14 To learn more about UNHCR budget breakdowns, con-
sider reviewing their Global Focus website, which includes 
budget breakdowns by country at https://reporting.unhcr.
org/budget-expenditure. Another helpful tool for the inves-
tigation of who is donating how much to which locations 
within the field of humanitarianism is OCHA’s Financial 
Tracking System, found at https://fts.unocha.org/.

Organization
Annual Budget 

(USD)
Total Reach

Cost Per Person 
Reached

Basmeh & Zeitooneh $10,431,012 105,184 $99

RAIC $515,643 1,659 $311

RU $437,000 6,699 $65

StARS $4,538,441 67,521 $67

YARID $427,935 8,423 $51

Total $16,350,031 189,486

Average Cost Per Person Reached Across 
Organizations

$86

Table 3: Cost Per Person Reached (USD)
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COST-EFFICIENT SERVICES: A StARS CASE STUDY

The evaluator for StARS explored the cost efficiency of its 
COVID-19 Quick Impact Project.

The COVID-19 Quick Impact Project aimed to help the displaced communities of 
the Greater Cairo Area to weather the impacts of COVID-19. Between June 2020 and 
June 2021, StARS collaborated with five other refugee-led organizations who have a 
significant presence in particular areas of Cairo. With the support of StARS, the RLOs 
delivered multi-purpose cash grants, food and hygiene boxes, and referred people 
to comprehensive services, including protection and resettlement services, psycho-
social support and economic empowerment programming. 

Together with these RLO partners, StARS reached 2,985 families supporting 
10,808 individuals, issued 2,004 multi-purpose cash grants (most of which report-
edly was spent on rent to keep people housed), and distributed 1,785 food and 
hygiene boxes. 94% of program users reported satisfaction with the program.1 

The evaluator for this project considered the cost efficiency of StARS by looking 
at its unit costs (the operational cost per person). The evaluator found the unit cost 
analysis to be extraordinarily low: 1.80 Euros per person reached in the first phase of 
the project and 2.85 Euros per person reached in the second phase of the project. The 
evaluator compared this to the World Food Programme, whose unit costs ranged from 
14 - 24 Euros2 per person reached for their cash grants in Niger, Ecuador and Ethiopia.

Importantly, this comparison doesn’t take into account the holistic nature of the 
referral services provided by StARS and its RLO partners, which added significant 
value to the project beyond the cash, food and hygiene packages.

1 See Goldie, E., (2022). Coping with COVID-19: Evaluating the impact of StARS Partnership with Community-Based 
Organizations.
2 Converted from USD for comparability.

and chronic illnesses, those who identify as 
LGBTIQ+ and beyond).
RLOs’ accessibility and cultural awareness 
is born of personal awareness, shared lived 
experiences, and community embedded-
ness. The staff of the RLOs have had many 
of the same experiences as the people 
they are working with, including persecu-
tion and exclusion. They also have been on 
the receiving end of services and support 
that were not contextualized to meet their 
needs. RLO staff often live and work in the 
same locations, fostering an understand-
ing of lived realities that cannot be taught. 
The resulting programming leads to feelings 
of being understood, and creates trust and 
community. The following were mentioned 
within the RLO impact metasynthesis pro-
duced in 2022:

•	 Community members described 
Basmeh and Zeitooneh as “credible 
and honest” and expressed they feel 
“respected” by project staff. They also 
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EXAMPLES OF ACCESSIBILITY AND 
CULTURAL AWARENESS

A grassroots organization established 
by Syrian activists, Basmeh & Zeitooneh, 
operates five community centers in 
Lebanon that are grounded within the 
neighborhoods where displaced people 
and their hosts reside. Altogether, the cen-
ters reach approximately 30,000 people 
per year and strive to support the needs 
of the whole family unit where applicable. 
Each center provides some combination of 
the provision of temporary food, cash and 
non-food items, vocational and life skills 
training, individual and group psychosocial 
counseling for women, girls and children 
at risk, legal assistance, and educational 
programs for Syrian children. Each pro-
gram housed at a B&Z community center 
was born of a self-pronounced commu-
nity need. As the community centers have 
expanded, Basmeh & Zeitooneh has been 
able to offer many community members 
employment and job creation opportuni-
ties, transferring skills and knowledge. This 
model – neighborhood-based centers that 
focus on local hiring – ensures community 

members can access and eventually own 
the work of the community centers, gen-
erating increasing trust over time.

RAIC’s food distribution packages are 
mindful of various cultural practices and 
responsive to feedback. When one recip-
ient shared that the sanitary napkins had 
irritated their skin, the next package car-
ried a new brand. One recipient of RAIC’s 
packages praised RAIC for customizing for 
cultural preferences:

“The package from RAIC is always really 
nice and in good quality. But other 
organizations didn’t care. For example, 
they gave a pair of sandals for you. They 
didn’t care whether you could wear it or 
not, whether it fits for you or not. Some 
food materials, they gave ingredients like 
Chinese food. Afghan people do not use 
it and they don’t know how to use it. It is 
like that they don’t throw it, so they give 
it to refugees. RAIC is not like that. They 
gave what we use and important for us” 
(Essex-Lettieri, 2022). 

Of those reached through StARS’ 
COVID-19 Quick Impact Program, 41% had a 

chronic disease, 38% were single mothers, 
14% had a disability, 30% were surviviors 
of torture, 23% were survivors of gen-
der-based violence and 2% were victims of 
trafficking. Where other organizations may 
require UNHCR-recognized refugee status, 
StARS’ more flexible approach promotes 
broad access and ensures those who need 
assistance receive it regardless of status. 
As one program user explains:

“Last year, I had a huge problem with 
my housing and paying my rent. I tried 
to approach many organizations, but 
no one responded to me or helped me. 
When I approached the CBO [RLO], 
someone helped me immediately, and 
they gave me a cash grant for my rent. 
Also, they went with me to the place I 
rented and supported me in talking to 
the landlord. They were very effective and 
efficient and helped me stay in my house; 
otherwise, I could have been homeless” 
(Essex-Lettieri, 2022).
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expressed that this treatment has been 
foundational to the success of B&Z’s 
recent economic empowerment proj-
ect, which is helping women launch 
dairy production businesses, even in 
the midst of an economic crisis. 

•	 Community members described 
being on-site with one of StARS’ ref-
ugee community-based partners as 
feeling “like home,” and that receiving 
their services made people feel “less 
like a victim.” One of StARS partner 

organizations summarized why it feels 
that way for community members: 

“We are refugees. We feel what they 
feel. We are from the community. We 
are the community.” 

•	 Within the survey conducted by RAIC’s 
evaluator, respondents described 
RAIC’s staff as “friendly and help-
ful.” Another said that RAIC makes 

refugees “feel seen, understood and 
heard” even in terrible situations. The 
evaluator explains this sentiment by 
articulating RAIC’s embeddedness 
within the community (Essex-Lettieri, 
2022).

RRLI looks forward to sharing the commu-
nity-level impacts that will be born of its 
second year of grantmaking to 12 new RLOs.

Photo by St Andrew’s Refugee Services (StARS)
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Systems Impact
How has RRLI successfully encouraged other 
actors to start their journey of transferring 
power and resources to RLOs?

In order to scale community-level impact, 
RRLI has set a goal to unlock at least 40 mil-
lion USD within its first 5 years for high-impact 
RLOs operating around the world. Approxi-
mately half of this goal RRLI plans to raise 
and distribute through its RLO-to-RLO Fund. 
RRLI hopes to “unlock” the other half of the 
goal through engagement and collaboration 
with other donors; instigating direct grant-
making between other donors and RLOs 

helps promote more sustainable sector-wide 
changes.

In 2021-2022, RRLI made progress 
toward this ambitious goal by engaging 
with 41 influential stakeholders (UNHCR, 
7 governmental and intergovernmental 
stakeholders, 22 philanthropic donors, 9 
civil society organizations, and 2 academic 
institutions). As a result, there has already 
been an increase in funding for refugee-led 
organizations. This advocacy also led to key 
mindset shifts amongst influential actors, 
increased influence for refugee leaders 
over funding flows, and more equitable 
partnerships with refugee leaders and 

refugee-led organizations. See the box 
below for more details about this progress.

RRLI is part of a greater ecosystem that 
includes other global refugee-led initiatives 
such as the Global Refugee-Led Network 
(GRN), R-SEAT and their allies, who have 
significantly contributed to the progress 
articulated here. RRLI believes in the power 
of collective action and movement-building 
to make change happen. 

U N L O C K I N G  4 0  M I L L I O N  U S D

RLO-to-RLO Fund Progress to 
Goal

Direct grantmaking by other donors 
Progress to Goal

$0m $5m $10m $15m $20m

Progress toward 5-Year Goals

$0m $5m $10m $15m $20m

$10m USD

$1.7m USD
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CONCRETE PROGRESS TOWARD SYSTEMIC CHANGE

1.	 Philanthropists increased their funding for RLOs: In 
2021-2022, RRLI coalition members facilitated over 80 con-
nections between RLOs and philanthropists (foundations 
and individuals), calling on key partners and convenings to 
amplify efforts. For example, in May of 2022, RRLI co-orga-
nized, with the Collective of Refugee Leadership in MENA 
(CRLM), the first ever Funders and Refugee-Led Organi-
zations Convening in Amman, connecting 5 RLOs in the 
MENA region with 8 major donors in the refugee response 
sector. RRLI has also influenced, supported and capital-
ized on the aligning strategies of two major foundations, 

1 See Refugee-Led Innovation Fund website at: https://www.unhcr.org/innovation/refugee-led-innovation-fund/

Porticus and Luminate, who aim to prioritize lived experi-
ence and refugee leadership within their grantmaking and 
programming, including by connecting them to the CRLM. 
The impact of these new agendas and initiatives on foun-
dations and individuals giving will be visible in future impact 
reporting. To RRLI’s knowledge, through RRLI’s extensive 
work connecting RLOs to donors, at least 1.7 million USD 
in new commitments to RLOs have been made (not pass-
ing through the RLO-to-RLO fund).

2.	 UNHCR increased its funding for RLOs: RRLI and key part-
ners successfully advocated for UNHCR to provide a higher 
amount of funding to RLOs (50,000 USD) through its Refu-
gee-Led Innovation Fund,1 and to make its eligibility criteria 

R R L I ’ S  E N G A G E M E N T

84 connections facilitated 
between RLOs and donors

12 panels or events presented on, 
reaching thousands of people

Covered in 5 media outlets

Engagement with 41 influential 
stakeholders
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more inclusive, including by offering a broad definition of 
person of forced displacement, no requirement for orga-
nizations to be registered to apply, and no limit on what 
thematic or impact areas applications should address. This 
call stands in contrast to previous UNHCR calls, such as the 
first Refugee-led Innovation Fund call, which provided a 
maximum of 15k USD, and the UNHCR Grant Agreement for 
Persons of Concern (PoC)-led organizations,2 which offered 
a maximum of 12,000 USD, defined refugee-led strictly and 
numerically, and required organizations to be legally reg-
istered.

3.	 Setting the stage for improved government funding: In 
2021-2022, RRLI engaged with 7 governmental and intergov-
ernmental bodies regarding their approach to financing and 
partnering with RLOs. Following these engagements, RRLI’s 
team and coalition members were invited to participate and 
provide strategic advice as Advisory Board members for the 
EU-UNOPS Lives in Dignity Grant Facility and the German 
government’s Action Network on Forced Displacement – 
Women as Agents of Change. RRLI recognizes that changes 
to government flows will take time and plans to use these 
platforms and continued bilateral engagement to influence 
government funding priorities and practices.

4.	 Instigated more equitable partnerships: Through var-
ious interactions, including an open letter to the High 

2 See UNHCR. (2022). Grant agreements with organizations led by persons of concern (PoC) – Briefing Note. Retrieved from: 
https://www.unhcr.org/publications/brochures/61b28c784/unhcr-grant-agreements-organizations-led-persons-concern-poc-briefing-note.html#:~:text=The%20new%20
UNHCR%20Grant%20Agreement,projects%20and%20build%20their%20capacity 
3 Please see RRLI’s letter to UNHCR here: https://www.refugeeslead.org/unhcr-open-letter.

Commissioner,3 RRLI joined partners in urging UNHCR to 
commit to moving away from their problematic usage of 
the term ‘Persons of Concern’ when referring to people who 
have experienced forced displacement. RRLI’s open letter, 
which outlined five recommendations to improve UNHCR’s 
treatment of and partnerships with RLOs, was acknowl-
edged openly by UNHCR’s High Commissioner and has 
led to a request by UNHCR to support them in improving 
their partnerships through a trauma-informed lens.

5.	 Educated key actors on how to fund RLOs: RRLI has 
received requests from a variety of government donors, 
multilateral agencies, and philanthropists to better under-
stand how to equitably and sustainably fund RLOs, as well as 
how to hire people of forced displacement. RRLI responded 
to those requests by presenting and participating in 12 major 
events including events on the margins of the 2021 High-
Level Officials Meeting, as well as at the MIT Migration 
Summit, Skoll World Forum, African Union Extraordinary 
Summit, Brussels VI Conference for Supporting the Future 
of Syria and the Region, and UNHCR Global Consultations 
with NGOs. RRLI also engaged in several bilateral meet-
ings to discuss the mechanics of grantmaking and hiring. 
Over the past year, RRLI has also broadly educated readers 
through international media coverage in the Foreign Policy, 
Reuters, Lever for Change and Philanthropy Age.
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The Impact of RRLI’s Ways 
of Working

How have RRLI’s inclusive practices reinforced 
impact?

The community-level and systems-level 
successes were possible because RRLI 
remained values-driven at every level of 
operation. As RRLI hired its implementation 
team, organized its governance structure 
and built and deployed its grantmaking 
mechanism, it ensured inclusion and refu-
gee leadership were woven into the project 
within every process. Refugee leadership 
is not just a “what.” It is also a “who” and 
a “how.” This section covers four prominent 
connections between RRLI’s ways of working 
and the impact they’ve had on RRLI’s work 
and outcomes. → 

RRLI Way of Working 1:  A diverse set 
of people with lived experience of 
displacement lead the implementa-
tion of RRLI. 

During its first year, RRLI hired a five-person 
implementation team of individuals with lived 
experience of forced displacement, con-
sisting of a Coalition Lead, Communications 
Coordinator, Finance Manager, Monitoring 
and Evaluation Manager, and Program Offi-
cer. This team sits on the Asylum Access 
payroll (who is the host for RRLI’s staff and 
programmatic budget) but is accountable to 
the full set of coalition organizations that gov-
ern the project. This new team complements 
the efforts of the coalition representatives, 
which is also composed of a diverse group 
of people of forced displacement. 

Within this growing leadership body 
(implementation team and Coalition), there 
is a diversity of experiences of displacement 

– no two stories are alike – adding nuance 
to what is often depicted as a singular 
experience. Each person brings unique 
contributions in other ways as well, calling 
upon their specific skills, and multi-layered 
identities of geography, race, gender and 
socio-economic status. 

→ Impact of Way of Working 1 on RRLI’s 
work and its outcomes:

Many positive impacts stem from the fact 
that RRLI is run by a diverse group of peo-
ple of forced displacement:

•	 RRLI’s engagement with RLOs starts 
from a place of personal connec-
tion, shared local experiences, and 
therefore respect. For example, within 
the Strengthening Program (which is 
designed to help RLOs overcome 
context-specific barriers to scaling 
impact), RRLI uses highly relational and 

U P L I F T I N G  R E F U G E E  L E A D E R S H I P  I N T E R N A L LY

5 person implementation team hired, 
all with lived experience of forced 

displacement

Decisions about grants made by 
coalition members

Peer-to-Peer support model 
resulting in joint plans of action
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localized peer-to-peer methods that 
do not assume community or organi-
zational needs, but rather build and act 
upon a joint plan of action that every-
one agrees upon. This method stands 
in contrast to one-way information 
sharing or so-called capacity building 
– a method within the humanitarian 
and development system that wrongly 
assumes outsiders possess the talent 
and skills necessary for change. The 
approaches born of personal connec-
tions and shared local experiences 
made RRLI’s launch people-centric 
and impact-focused. 

•	 Moreover, because of team diver-
sity, there is a strong collective 
understanding of the benefits of dif-
ferent ways of working. There is little 
time spent on translating life experi-
ences or fighting against hegemonic 
Euro-American cultural prefer-
ences, also known as white dominant 

professional culture, which priori-
tizes perfection in the written word, 
embraces competition over collab-
oration, and often falls into either/or 
thinking.15 RRLI is able to benefit from 
the wisdom of each of its teammates, 
even when ways of working or commu-
nications preferences operate outside 
of white and/or western standards.

•	 The leadership of those with lived 
experience has also led to stronger 
advocacy. Because advocacy asks 
were informed by a vast number of 
forced displacement experiences, 
and made by an ambassador with lived 
experience, they resonated with others 
as legitimate and noteworthy.

15 Other characteristics of white dominant professional 
culture can be found in this worksheet adapted in 2019 
by ACCE to capture the work of Tema Okun and Kenneth 
Jones. Retrieved from: https://www.cacgrants.org/assets/
ce/Documents/2019/WhiteDominantCulture.pdf.

•	 Finally, because the coalition members 
and many of the implementation team 
members are running/have run RLOs, 
they have been on the receiving end 
of exclusionary funding practices, have 
experienced bias, and have worked 
hard to correct misconceptions that 
refugees are unable or ill-positioned 
to respond to community needs. 
These experiences have taught the 
RRLI team members what it means 
to equitably partner with RLOs and 
the importance of making funding 
accessible, inclusive and high-qual-
ity – lessons which have informed 
the approaches and mechanics of 
the RLO-to-RLO Fund.

RRLI Way of Working 2: RLO-to-RLO 
Fund grantmaking is accessible, 
transparent, and high-quality, cen-
tering impact and action.

“Going to the event changed my life. It came at the right moment, food, 

baby food and clothes, various workshops and then came the support 

to start our shoe making enterprise.
—Zujani from Colombia, Refugiados Unidos program participant
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RRLI developed a set of criteria for its RLO-
to-RLO Fund to ensure RLOs of all shapes 
and sizes could access it. Organizations are 
not required to be registered in their country 
of presence, do not require a bank account, 
and can submit application materials in the 
language of their choice. RRLI also does not 
require any specific thematic focus. 

RRLI’s basic requirements for applicants 
are that applicant organizations are led by 
people of forced displacement and have 
adequate financial management practices, 
ethical delivery of services, presence in the 
community, and interest in the refugee lead-
ership movement. If an otherwise impactful 
organization does not meet some of these 
criteria, RRLI will not automatically disqualify 
the organization, but instead consider how 
it can support the organization to develop 
missing policies and systems. These criteria 
and relevant application materials are pub-
lished in the RRLI website in English, Spanish 
and Arabic.

RRLI also strives to provide high-quality 
funding, meaning highly flexible and multi-
year grants. In contrast to the common 
practice of providing project funding, RRLI 
provides core and flexible funding for organi-
zations to quickly, efficiently and sustainably 
respond to the needs of their communities 
and build their organizational infrastructure 
to promote sustainability. RRLI seeks to pro-
vide multi-year funding to enable RLOs to 
demonstrate their impact over a longer-term 
period, to allow time for donor network 
development, and to maintain and grow cru-
cial community services. These approaches 
center impact and action.

→ Impact of Way of Working 2 on RRLI’s 
work and its outcomes:

The proof of the impact of RRLI’s 
approach is in the numbers. Some of the 
Fund’s grantees have been in operation for 
10+ years (see Partner Profiles to learn more 

about our grantees), and yet, for 30% this is 
their first grant. For 70% this is their larg-
est grant. In this way, RRLI is uplifting crucial 
actors in the community whose efforts have 
largely lacked basic support or the oppor-
tunity to scale. Grantees also report that the 
ability to spend the money on core funding 
has allowed for crucial staffing and infra-
structure investments that would otherwise 
go unfunded.

RRLI Way of Working 3: A diverse set 
of people with lived experience gov-
ern the RLO-to-RLO fund. 

During its first year, the RRLI Coalition 
and Asylum Access’s Board of Directors 
worked to establish the RRLI Coalition as 
the formal governance body for the RLO-
to-RLO Fund. Though the Fund is hosted by 
Asylum Access, its Board of Directors has 
delegated authority to the RRLI Coalition to 
approve grants and disburse funds. Asylum 

E L E M E N T S  O F  I N C L U S I V E  G R A N T M A K I N G

Accessible application materials: 
No jargon; simplified application 
questions and budget templates

Applicants can submit in 
any language

No thematic restrictions for 
programming

Flexible requirements: RLOs do not 
have to be registered or have 

their own bank account

Funding can be used for 
core costs
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Access’s Board of Directors reviews RRLI 
grantmaking in alignment with its fiduciary 
responsibilities but does not select grantees. 

Impact of Way of Working 3 on RRLI’s 
work and its outcomes:

All stakeholders agreed that the Coa-
lition is best suited to approve grants and 
disburse funds. The RRLI Coalition under-
stands the various barriers RLOs face in 
different contexts (e.g. lack of access to bank 
accounts) and can mitigate often-overlooked 
risks with financing (e.g. around community 
dynamics). By choosing to have the Coalition 
formally govern the grantmaking process 
and approve grants, those who have the 
most knowledge of risks, local context, and 
what impact looks like in their own com-
munities are put in decision-making and 
approval roles.

The Power of Flexible Funding

RRLI makes grants that allow grantees to identify what is in the best interest of the 
communities they work with. Sometimes, they determine it is critical to invest in the 
people and systems that make their organizations run smoothly and efficiently. This 
was true of several coalition grantees who chose to use some of their flexible funding 
to promote organizational sustainability and longevity. Here are some ways coalition 
grantees invested in the health of their organizations:

•	 RAIC was able to move from being a volunteer-run organization to hiring a paid 
staff, developing an organizational chart, and investing in professional devel-
opment.

•	 Refugiados Unidos was able to build up their administrative and financial sys-
tems and teams, leading to formal registration that then allowed them to receive 
a grant from a US-based foundation.

•	 StARS was able to build up its reserves, promoting sustainability for its far-reach-
ing community programming: last year, StARS ran 23 programs that reached 
67,521 people.

•	 YARID was able to hire its first Monitoring and Evaluation specialist, which has 
helped to increase programmatic efficacy across the organization.
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challenges and
reflections

O ver the past year, RRLI faced com-
plex challenges and learned 
important lessons during its day-

to-day operations and engagement with 
stakeholders. Some of the most important 
reflections are outlined below:

•	 Change is a process requiring 
diligence. RRLI received regular skep-
ticism from powerful actors in the 
system that RLOs had the capacity to 
manage large funds or the position-
ing to uncover solutions. RRLI received 
equal pushback to the idea that hir-
ing people of forced displacement 
or embracing inclusive practices and 
equitable partnerships would lead to 
improved responses to refugee situa-
tions. In short, not everyone appears 
ready for change. RRLI learned from 
this pushback that it is not enough 
to focus on funding models; it must 
also support partners to acknowledge 

and dismantle the deeply rooted and 
problematic power dynamics preva-
lent within refugee response, while 
also continuing to generate evidence 
about the impact of centering refu-
gee leadership in refugee response. 
RRLI realizes that change will not 
happen overnight; it will, therefore, 
diligently continue to come together 
with other advocates to apply pressure 
and demand meaningful change from 
powerful actors.

•	 Inclusion requires an upfront invest-
ment but pays off over time. As a 
coalition, RRLI has reflected on the 
importance of its internal journey. 
By taking the time to build consen-
sus-based decision-making models, 
develop Standard Operating Proce-
dures together, establish roles and 
responsibilities across organizations 
and teams, deploy inclusive hiring 
practices and develop rapport and 

relationships with the support of an 
external facilitator, RRLI has “moved 
slow to go fast.” Without this solid foun-
dation, the successes of RRLI would 
not be as pronounced.

•	 Allyship is foundational to sector 
shifts. RRLI has been encouraged by 
the tremendous interest from phil-
anthropic donors, governmental and 
intergovernmental institutions and 
INGOs who are asking how they can 
help; RRLI has benefited from their 
support. With this experience as a 
guide, RRLI has reflected on the impor-
tance of genuine allyship. It is clear that 
this movement will require collective 
action by actors across the ecosys-
tem in order to instigate a more just, 
inclusive, equitable, and ultimately 
impactful refugee response system.
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looking forward

I n 2022-2023, RRLI will build on the 
successes of the previous year in the fol-
lowing key ways:

•	 Initiate the Strengthening Program: 
Each of RRLI’s 12 2021-2022 RLO grant-
ees will benefit from the Strengthening 
Program – a peer-to-peer relation-
ship-based collaboration in which the 
relevant local coalition member teams 
up with the new grantee to build and 
implement an organizational develop-
ment plan rooted in sustainability and 
impact growth.

•	 Build the RLO Network: With the 
number of RLOs in RRLI’s network 
growing daily, RRLI intends to launch 
a loosely-run RLO network that builds 
pathways for a peer-to-peer engage-
ment at regional and global levels, and 
that shares opportunities for funding 
and joint advocacy. The RLO Network 

is key to building the movement for 
refugee leadership worldwide.

•	 Fund the next cohort of RLOs: Build-
ing on the first and second rounds of 
RLO funding, RRLI will fund at least 
10 new RLOs operating in Colom-
bia, Egypt, Indonesia, Lebanon and 
Uganda. This year, RRLI will also pre-
pare itself to expand grantmaking into 
five new countries (provisionally iden-
tified as Ecuador, Iraq, Kenya, Malaysia 
and South Sudan) starting in 2024.

•	 Renew grants from first and second 
cohorts: RRLI knows that success is 
tied to consistent access to fund-
ing. RLO grantees who demonstrate 
impact or the potential for continued 
or scaled impact will receive funding 
renewals, resources permitting.

•	 Design and implement the RLO baseline 
funding study: While RRLI has relied on 

data such as the Global Humanitarian 
Assistance Report and OCHA’s Finan-
cial System Tracker to understand 
funding flows, the story of how much 
money reaches RLOs is incomplete. To 
tackle this knowledge gap, RRLI will 
begin a multi-year project alongside 
key academic and research partners 
to track funding flows within its coun-
tries of operation and analyze changes 
as RLOs receive greater funding.

RRLI will also engage with a wide range of 
stakeholders to advance our interconnected 
goals around advocacy and fundraising. 
Those goals include:

•	 Fundraise to replenish the RLO-to-RLO 
fund. RRLI has a minimum fundrais-
ing need of $2.3 million to achieve the 
goals of 2023-2024. Ideally, RRLI will 
surpass these goals in order to con-
tinue issuing multiyear funding to its 
RLO-to-RLO Fund grantees.
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•	 Support key governments, philanthropic 
donors, international NGOs and UNHCR 
to resource RLOs with high-quality fund-
ing: In 2022-2023, RRLI would like to 
instigate greater direct grantmak-
ing to RLOs by those with the largest 
budgets and greatest influence. 
Beyond an interest in seeing the dol-
lar amount grow, RRLI will support and 
encourage these actors to embrace 
inclusive grantmaking practices (e.g. 
end requirements of legal registration 
and bank accounts, adjust funding 
ceilings and floors, remove thematic 
limitations and language require-
ments, and simplify application and 
reporting requirements).

•	 Support and urge UNHCR to better 
embrace the ‘who’ and ‘how’ of ref-
ugee leadership, not just the ‘what:’ 
RRLI commends UNHCR’s decision 
to increase its Refugee-Led Innova-
tion Fund from 12,000 USD to 50,000 

USD. To complement this progress, 
RRLI will support and encourage 
UNHCR to appoint a person of forced 
displacement as the new High Com-
missioner, to review its partnership 
guidelines for accessibility, to 
build more equitable and trau-
ma-informed partnerships 
with RLOs, and to institu-
tionalize formal pathways for 
refugees to contribute to key 
strategizing and decision 
making within refugee 
response. 

Photo by St Andrew’s 
Refugee Services (StARS)
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2022-2023
partner profiles

RRLI is excited to announce the 2022-
2023 grantees, profiled by country of 

operation below. In total, RRLI will provide 12 
RLOs in Colombia, Egypt, Indonesia, Lebanon 
and Uganda with grants ranging from 25,000 
USD to 200,000 USD. In total, RRLI distributed 

$1.18 million USD in 2022-2023.
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C O L O M B I A

Fundación Radaber 

http://fundacionradaber.org/ 
Cundinamarca

La Fundación Radaber (“Radaber”) is a 
Venezuelan women-led organization that 
provides holistic services to refugees and 
migrants living in the state of Cundinamarca 
– an underserved location in Colombia. Rad-
aber ran in Venezuela for 15 years before 
reestablishing in Colombia in 2018 after the 
founder was forced to flee. Radaber focuses 
on providing access to 
legal status, educa-
tion, and healthcare 
for the migrant and 
refugee population, in 
addition to humanitarian 
aid and support for entre-
preneurs.

El Derecho a No Obedecer 
(“The Right to Not Obey”)

http://derechoanoobedecer.com/ 
Bogotá, Medellín, Cúcuta, Cartagena and Cali; 
Ecuador

El Derecho a No Obedecer (“El DANO”) is 
a Venezuelan youth-led initiative that pro-
motes and advocates for social and cultural 
integration among migrants, refugees, 
returnees and their host communities. They 
do so by creating spaces for conversation 
between various stakeholders, including 
the refugee community, host community, 
government, private sector, and academia; 
convening networks that act upon the rec-
ommendations of these stakeholders; and 
supporting the mobilization of network cam-
paigning through strategic advocacy and 
communications, including through social 
media outreach and research. 

Team photo. Photo by El Derecho a 
No Obedecer.
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E G Y P T

New Vision

https://nvisioncentre.wixsite.com/n-vision 
Cairo

New Vision is a refugee-led communi-
ty-based organization founded in 2017 in 
Cairo, Egypt to build the capacity of migrants 
and refugees to improve the quality of their 
lives. New Vision provides key legal, psy-
chosocial and education support services. 
Among other programs, New Vision offers 
adult education that supports labor mar-
ket entry, income-generating activities for 
women, children’s creative expression pro-
grams, and legal services that support 
registration with UNHCR, access to birth 
certificates and referrals to other commu-
nity services.  

Tafawol Association 
for Special Needs and 
Development 

https://tafawol-egypt.com/en/ 
Giza

Founded in 2016, Tafawol is a refugee-led 
community-based organization (CBO) which 
started as a small initiative that supported 
children with special needs inside local 
school settings. They have since expanded 
into a multi-site, full-service refugee sup-
port agency that provides a wide breadth 
of services, including a year-round school 
for migrant children with disabilities, speech 
training for disabled children, legal aid pro-
gramming, employment skills training for 
migrant women and single mothers, a 
kindergarten, online education video pro-
duction, and migrant psychosocial support 
programming.

Faysel Community School

https://www.faisel-school.education/ 
Cairo

Faysel Community School is a refugee-led 
organization based in Cairo, Egypt, whose 
mission is to develop well-rounded, confi-
dent and responsible individuals who aspire 
to achieve their full potential. They do this 
by providing a welcoming, happy, safe, 
equitable and supportive environment to 
access educational opportunities, as well as 
through the provision of legal services and 
counseling. Tawasul runs the largest refu-
gee community school system in Cairo with 
four sites and a variety of programs, reaching 
1,400 students of all ages annually. 
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I N D O N E S I A

Care the Displaced 
Children (CDC) 

Bogor City

CDC is a newly established refugee-led 
preschool and education center offering 
educational programs to refugee children 
coming from countries such as Afghani-
stan, Eritrea, Iran, Iraq, Pakistan and Somalia. 
They are seeking to address an important 
and unmet need for refugees of Indone-
sia: access to kindergarten and preschool. 
The founders, who are educators, lawyers 
and advocates for the rights of forcibly dis-
placed people, are well-connected to the 
community and have long, personal histories 
working with their fellow displaced people 
in Indonesia. 

Help for Refugees

https://www.help4refugees.or.id/ 
South Jakarta

Founded in 2017, HELP (Health, Education, 
and Learning Program) for Refugees is a 
community-based learning center in South 
Jakarta, Indonesia. Each year, they provide 
education and healthcare services to over 
150 refugee children, youth and adults in 
their community. HELP’s center offers math-
ematics, science, and Indonesian and English 
language courses, as well as ad hoc health 
clinics and distribution of food packages and 
sanitation packages. The center, which has 
students and volunteer teachers from over 
12 nationalities, is a bridge between the refu-
gee and Indonesian communities in Jakarta.

Refugee Learning Center

https://www.refugeelearningcenter.com/ 
Cisarua

Established in 2015, Refugee Learning Cen-
ter (RLC) is a refugee-led community center 
providing education to child refugees and 
asylum seekers who are not able to enter the 
education system in Indonesia. In 2017, RLC 
expanded their services to include access 
to a General Educational Development pro-
gram, which was the first formal secondary 
education opportunity to be offered to refu-
gees in Indonesia. Today, RLC reaches 200 
refugee youth and 129 refugee adults with 
daily programs and services, including med-
ical and dental clinics and a youth sports 
program.
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L E B A N O N

Ettijahat – Independent 
Culture

https://www.ettijahat.org/ 
Beirut

Ettijahat – Independent Culture was founded 
in 2011 with the mission to support and 
empower independent Syrian artists and 
cultural practitioners principally in Lebanon 
and other countries where displaced Syrians 
reside. Ettijahat supports the production of 
art and knowledge, refugee-led artistic ini-
tiatives, and the success of artists through 
scholarships and advocacy for work rights 
and protections for refugees and other mar-
ginalized populations. Ettijahat believes that 
an investment in culture is an investment in 
accessible education, a more equitable labor 
market, and means for marginalized people 
to earn decent livelihoods.

Makani 

https://www.makani.org.uk/ 
Beirut

Makani is a social enterprise that supports 
women to find freedom and confidence 
through arts and opportunity. Their arts pro-
gram provides a space for women to process 
trauma, gain confidence, and address com-
mon concerns by producing short films and 
participating in theatre productions. The 
opportunity program consists of social enter-
prise activities and supplemental education 
and training programs to develop literacy, 
English language and digital skills. Through 
skills and confidence gained in these pro-
grams, women engage in advocacy to 
support the health and wellbeing of refu-
gees in Lebanon.

Participant in a 
script-writing 
workshop. 
Photo by Makani,
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U G A N D A

Kandaakiat Organization 
for Women Empowerment 
and Development 
(KOWED)

http://www.kandaakiat4women.org/ 
Kampala and Kiryandongo Settlements

Kandaakiat organization for women empow-
erment and development (KOWED), a 
refugee women-led organization operating 
in Kampala and the Kiryandongo Settle-
ment, envisions a society where women are 
collectively and individually self-reliant and 
free from injustice. Their workshops and pro-
grams focus on empowerment, livelihood 
skills development, women’s rights educa-
tion, women’s health education, food security 
and environmental sustainability, including 
through a robust agriculture program. Their 
programs offer a space for women to discuss 
various issues with each other and to tackle 
feelings of isolation in these settlements.

Tomorrow Vijana

http://www.tomorrowvijana.org/ 
Rwamwanja Refugee Settlement

Founded in 2014, Tomorrow Vijana operates 
In Rwamwanja Refugee Settlement (Nkoma/ 
Katalyeba), where nearly 80,000 mostly 
Congolese refugees live. Tomorrow Vijana 
helps youth rebuild their lives by ensuring 
they have access to education, youth voca-
tional and life skills, psychosocial support/
counseling, empowerment programs 
for women and girls, livelihood and 
environmental protection, and 
capacity-building for small 
groups. Tomorrow Vijana has 
reached over 10,000 peo-
ple with these wraparound 
services since 2014 – all 
on an annual budget of 
only 70,000 USD.

Team photo. Photo by Kandaakiat Organization 
for Women Empowerment and Development.



Photo by St Andrew’s Refugee Services (StARS)
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join us!

The call for applications for the RLO-to-RLO Fund opens on our web-
site each January and closes in March. If you are an RLO, we encourage 
you to learn more about our RLO-to-RLO Fund and consider apply-
ing if you are within our current geographic reach. We are eager to 
learn more about your organizations and the possibility of partnering 
with you! If you have any questions about our grantmaking process, 
please contact us at grants@refugeeslead.org.

Over the past year, we have received tremendous support for our ini-
tiative from our fellow RLOs, allied organizations, philanthropic donors, 
governmental and intergovernmental actors, and multilateral agen-

cies. These partnerships are the backbone of RRLI’s success, and 
we are continuously seeking new and impactful collabora-

tions. If you’d like to join us in this journey, we encourage 
you to reach out by sending us an e-mail to info@

refugeeslead.org to start a conversation. Together 
we can feed the success of the refugee leadership 

movement.
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