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Above: Refugee-led organizations 
celebrating World Refugee Day in Uganda. 

Photo by YARID.

Opposite: An agroecology and business 
student receives her course completion 

certificate. Photo by Tomorrow Vijana.uganda

T hough Uganda is known as a welcoming country for 
refugees, refugees in Uganda face various barriers 
to accessing essential services. The arrival of refu-

gees from neighboring conflict zones has strained existing 
resources, while inflation and increasing poverty rates have 
exacerbated economic vulnerabilities. RRLI’s refugee-led 
partners—Kandaakiat Organization for Women Empower-
ment and Development (KOWED) and Tomorrow Vijana—as 
well as RRLI Coalition member, young african Refugees for 
Integral Development (yaRID), provide a wide range of sup-

port to refugees in Uganda, including education, employment 
skills training, livelihoods programming, support for entre-
preneurs, and more.

Getting refugees into the labour market

RRLI partners are making a concrete impact in the lives of 
community members through job training programs. Tomor-
row Vijana conducted a job readiness boot camp where 20% 
of graduates found employment soon after. yaRID provided 
job training in English language acquisition, resume building, 
cover letter development and interview skills. One graduate 
was finally able to get a job at an international organization 
after many unsuccessful applications. He is now able to sup-
port himself and his mother, and pay for his sister’s education. 

Economic safety nets that challenge poverty

RRLI partners are ensuring the economic stability of com-
munities. Both KOWED and yaRID have invested in various 
village and saving loans associations (VSLas). These associ-
ations provide financial services that refugees often cannot 
access, and also act as safety nets during emergencies, creat-
ing financial resiliency among the community. KOWED, YARID, 
and Tomorrow Vijana all provide skill building programming 
that have ensured that thousands of community members 
have additional skills to diversify their livelihoods and with-
stand changing circumstances.  

Building community support networks

RRLI partners’ impact goes beyond their direct programming. 
Tomorrow Vijana trained ten peer refugee-led organizations 
in topics ranging from financial literacy to resource mobili-
zation, and has even helped five of them to legally register 
their organizations. yaRID has been a leader in support for 
other RLOs, and expanded on this commitment by offering 
unrestricted seed funding to other organizations in their com-
munity. Both organizations are helping to create a vibrant 
refugee-led civil society that can attend to the needs of 
their communities. Support networks are also being built to 
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deliver specific, impactful programs. KOWED uses the trainers 
method to create more community capacity for skills sharing. 
For example, they supported two refugee women with train-
ing in clean, renewable energy and these women then trained 
over 50 other community members, who have reduced the 
usage of charcoal in their settlement. 

Key Highlights

Kandaakiat Organization for Women Empow-
erment and Development

• Supported over 100 refugees with entrepreneurial, 
financial, and vocational trainings

• Established two village savings and loan associations

• Provided start-up capital for 12 women-led businesses

Tomorrow Vijana

• Established one of the first refugee-built and -owned 
community learning centers in Uganda

• Conducted a job readiness bootcamp for over 150 par-
ticipants; 20% of graduates are now employed

Young African Refugees for Integral Develop-
ment

• Supported over 9,300 refugees through vocational 
programs, technology training, job readiness support, 
and protection services

• Invested in five village saving and loan associations

“The Job Readiness Bootcamp was instrumental in opening job opportunities for 

young people like myself. Despite completing my bachelor’s degree in the DRC, I 

struggled to find employment in Uganda. However, after acquiring the skills from 

the bootcamp, I applied for a job as an Inclusion Officer with Opportunity Bank 

through an online job posting shared by a Tomorrow Vijana officer in the bootcamp 

WhatsApp group. Four months after the training, I was successful in the interview 

process and secured the job. I am immensely grateful to Tomorrow Vijana for 

providing me with this valuable training and for the opportunity to enhance my 

employability skills.”

Participant in one of Tomorrow Vijana’s job readiness bootcamps
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Opposite: An English class at Refugee 
Learning Center, a participant in the 

Strengthening RLOs Partnership Program. 
Photo by Refugee Learning Center.

beyond funding

W hile RRLI knows that funding is often the most 
critical catalyst for impact, we know more is 
needed if we want those investments to be 

protected over time. With this in mind, in 2022-2023, RRLI 
launched the Strengthening RLOs Partnership Program, a 
program designed to enable grantee sustainability, influ-

ence, and efficacy through localized support from one of 
our in-country Coalition members (yaRID, RaIC, Refugiados 
Unidos, StaRS or Basmeh & Zeitooneh), as well as RRLI team 
members with different local and subject matter expertise. 

RRLI worked closely with grantees to offer support in 
specific and requested ways. By following the lead of grant-
ees, the Strengthening RLOs Partnership Program supported 
grantees to (1) expand services for displaced communi-
ties, (2) secure new funding relationships, and (3) engage in 
broader systems-level change. Coalition members, in turn, 
learned from grantees whose knowledge of certain skills and 
needs surpassed their own. This mutuality contrasts standard 
“capacity building” programs, which often deploy one-direc-
tional, boilerplate training. These relationships will continue 
into 2023-2024, supporting the development of effective and 
coordinated local RLO networks. 

Improving and Expanding Services and Pro-
grams

The support of RRLI has been instrumental in improving and 
expanding services offered by RLOs. For example, training 
provided by StaRS on teaching and classroom management 
to partners improved the engagement between students 

and teachers, as well as the capacity of teachers to transfer 
knowledge to students effectively. Similarly, RAIC connected 
a partner to experts in refugee education for training and 
mentorship. This support improved the quality of education 
for displaced students, increasing the number of new learn-
ers enrolled in their educational programs. Four grantees 
were supported in developing m&E tools, allowing them to 
monitor, improve, and better communicate the impact of their 
programming.

Strengthening Organizational Sustainability

mentorship provided by Coalition members has been 
integral in strengthening the internal organizational systems 
of our RLO partners. 12 organizations were supported to 
develop the financial systems needed to effectively report on 
grants, as for some, RRLI funding was their first official grant. 
This support ensures they can comply with future grants. 
RLOs were also introduced to donors to obtain funding and 
ensure sustainability, and some introductions have already 
led to concrete funding partnerships. many organizations 
noted that flexible funding ensured there was dedicated staff 
to execute projects successfully. This highlights the impor-
tance of funding alongside any capacity-building program.

Engaging in Systems-Level Change

To build and advance the refugee leadership move-
ment, RLOs were supported in identifying, working with, and 

The Strengthening RLOs Partnership 
Program
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maintaining mutually beneficial relationships with other stake-
holders. For example, Refugiados Unidos trained a partner 
to better understand the legal issues facing refugees, and 
the two worked together to raise awareness about refugee 
issues in advocacy spaces. Through the Program, various 
partners were connected and integrated into other RLO and 
civil society networks in their respective contexts, allowing 
them to exchange knowledge, amplify advocacy agendas, 
and expand community-led programming. RRLI partners also 
support other RLOs with the skills they have learned, mul-
tiplying the program’s impact. For example, one partner is 
using the fundraising skills acquired through the program 
to train 10 other RLO partners and expand refugee-led pro-
grams and services throughout communities. 

RRLI Coalition members also supported 96 RLOs 
outside the Strengthening RLOs Partnership Program by 
providing capacity-strengthening support in areas such as 
financial management, reporting, monitoring and evaluation, 
human resources, legal training, and proposal development. 
Coalition members also supported RLOs by facilitating fund 
transfers and acting as a reference for grant applications. 
Through and beyond the Strengthening RLOs Partnership 
Program, RRLI is playing a leading role in facilitating mutual 
knowledge sharing and capacity-strengthening to ensure the 
long-term sustainability of RLOs in Colombia, Egypt, Indone-
sia, Lebanon, and Uganda. 

“The Strengthening RLOs Partnership Program has been extremely valuable for 

our organization. By collaborating with RLOs and local community members, we 

have gained valuable insights into the challenges and opportunities within the 

community, which have helped us improve our services. Through the program, we 

have also connected with experienced individuals and organizations in the field. This 

has allowed us to gain valuable expertise and address social and legal issues more 

effectively. The program has expanded our network of collaboration, enabling us 

to work with other organizations and activists in the community. This collaboration 

has strengthened our joint efforts to bring about positive change. Overall, our 

experience in the program has been positive and beneficial. It has provided us with 

valuable learning opportunities, enhanced our expertise, and facilitated impactful 

collaborations within the community.”

Refugee Learning Center
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systemic change

I n the past year, RRLI Coalition members have played a key 
role in advocating for systemic change toward fostering 
refugee leadership and resourcing RLOs. This has been 

accomplished by unlocking funding for RLOs beyond the 
RLO-to-RLO Fund, engaging with and connecting RLOs with 
key stakeholders in the refugee response sector, influencing 
funding and policy priorities of key stakeholders, and ensur-
ing refugee leadership is at the center of activities undertaken 
by governments, multilateral organizations, and foundations.

Last year, RRLI Coalition members unlocked $3.4 mil-

lion outside the RLO-to-RLO Fund for 80 refugee-led 

organizations in Colombia, Egypt, Indonesia, Lebanon, and 

Uganda. Basmeh and Zeitooneh, StaRS, and yaRID them-
selves provided funding to some of these RLOs as part of 
these unlocking efforts. RRLI representatives also engaged 
with 46 key stakeholders to highlight the importance of 
resourcing refugee-led organizations and fostering refugee 
leadership. They facilitated connections between 71 RLOs 
and governments, foundations, INGOs, UN agencies, and 
academic actors in the refugee response system.

The impact of these engagements has been critical in 
shifting power and resources to RLOs and changing mind-
sets about RLOs. Some notable examples include:

• Building on our open letter from 2022, RRLI engaged 
closely with UNHCR to influence their definition of a 

refugee-led organization to make it more inclusive, 
ensuring comprehensive access to policies and fund-
ing associated with this definition.

• RRLI successfully influenced a government donor to 
prioritize refugee leadership, resulting in a call for pro-
posals focused on meaningful refugee participation.

• Refugiados Unidos highlighted the importance of 
funding RLOs and unlocked financial resources for a 
network of 15 RLOs in Colombia by one UN agency 
for the first time.

• Advocacy by StARS resulted in funding from a signifi-
cant intermediary and a major INGO for RLOs in Egypt 
who are supporting refugees fleeing the escalation of 
the conflict in Sudan.

• Engagement led to a donor government selecting 
RLOs to work with in Colombia, as well as developing 
compulsory indicators on RLO participation in future 
funding applications.

• Efforts by StARS pushed a government donor to 
undertake accessible grantmaking by not requir-
ing bank accounts or formal registration, as well as 

mailto:https://www.refugeeslead.org/unhcr-open-letter?subject=
mailto:https://reliefweb.int/report/world/definition-refugee-led-organization-rlo?subject=
mailto:https://reliefweb.int/report/world/definition-refugee-led-organization-rlo?subject=
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Above: Lublanc Prieto (Refugiados Unidos, 
centre), Hane Alrustm (RRLI, left) and 
Mozhgan Moarefizadeh (RAIC, right). Photo 
by RRLI. 

prioritizing the participation of RLOs in their last fund-
ing call.

• Conversations between RRLI and a private foundation 
resulted in selecting RLOs as a majority for their first 
cohort of grantees on a project.

Other examples of our advocacy efforts include working 
collaboratively with the World Bank, the European Union, and 
various governments and civil society actors to advocate for 
increased funding to RLOs and meaningful participation of 
refugee leaders in funding and policy decisions. For example, 
RaIC collaborated with Canada’s International Development 
Research Centre, asylum access Thailand, and Chula Uni-
versity to create paid roles for refugee community members 
participating in a research project. RRLI also successfully 
advocated for compensation for refugee leaders participat-
ing in a study on global funding levels to RLOs. advocacy 
efforts of RRLI representatives have also led to policy changes 
and mindset shifts at the local level. For instance, Refugia-
dos Unidos successfully enabled the participation of refugee 
leaders in conversations and working groups with govern-
ment officials to influence policies affecting refugees and 
migrants themselves in Colombia.

RRLI continues to influence multiple philanthropic 
grantmaking initiatives. For example, RRLI representatives 

continue to advocate for the resourcing of RLOs and mean-
ingful refugee participation in funding flows as a steering 
committee member for the Collective for Refugee Leader-
ship in mENa and as members of Porticus’s Global advisory 
Council for People on the move, the mayors migration Coun-
cil Global Cities Fund, GIZ’s Women in Forced Displacement 
action Network, and more. 

In the past year, RRLI representatives continued to advo-
cate for the resourcing of RLOs and the inclusion of forcibly 
displaced people in decision-making spaces by publish-
ing pieces in The New Humanitarian, Humanitarian Practice 
Network, Forced migration Review, and the Chronicle of 
Philanthropy; participating in events hosted by organizations 
such as the asian Venture Philanthropy Network, the may-
ors migration Council and the Carnegie Council for Ethics in 
International Affairs; and contributing to media coverage on 
forced displacement in outlets such as VPItv and ZTN.

mailto:https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/opinion/first-person/2023/03/14/flipping-narrative-roots-refugee-protection-system-are-colonial-and-racist?subject=
mailto:https://odihpn.org/publication/the-transformative-impact-of-refugee-led-organisations-on-communities/?subject=
mailto:https://odihpn.org/publication/the-transformative-impact-of-refugee-led-organisations-on-communities/?subject=
mailto:https://www.fmreview.org/issue70/mustafa-nambiar-balasundaram?subject=
mailto:https://www.philanthropy.com/article/refugees-like-me-know-what-our-communities-need-but-donors-and-large-nonprofits-arent-listening?subject=
mailto:https://www.philanthropy.com/article/refugees-like-me-know-what-our-communities-need-but-donors-and-large-nonprofits-arent-listening?subject=
mailto:https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3DBEMlVAik0nY%26t%3D4622s%26ab_channel%3DAVPN?subject=
mailto:https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3DbMapGlkfC3g%26ab_channel%3DPHAPassociation?subject=
mailto:https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3DbMapGlkfC3g%26ab_channel%3DPHAPassociation?subject=
mailto:https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3DW3HNjSCrsjE%26ab_channel%3DCarnegieCouncilforEthicsinInternationalAffairs?subject=
mailto:https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3DW3HNjSCrsjE%26ab_channel%3DCarnegieCouncilforEthicsinInternationalAffairs?subject=
mailto:https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3Du5JaNpB2838%26ab_channel%3DVPItv?subject=
mailto:https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3DrQ-K6SrvSHs%26ab_channel%3DResourcingRefugeeLeadershipInitiative?subject=
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W hile the past year has been successful for RRLI, 
it has also been accompanied by key chal-
lenges and reflections for us as a coalition of 

refugee-led organizations. 

Donor emphasis on thematic areas and coun-
tries limits impact: How can we work together to 
lift restrictions for RLOs?

Like any other institution, the work of RLOs is most likely 
to lead to the intended impacts and outcomes when it is flex-
ible, long-term, and significantly sized. Because many RLOs 
have been operating with virtually no funding, RLOs may also 
need financing that supports the development of operational 
building blocks to responsibly and safely grow. 

Funds should also be issued without the emphasis 

on thematic areas (e.g., education, protection, livelihoods). 
This can be a challenge given that donors often have the-
matic areas of focus that are set by decision-making bodies 
with bureaucratic decision-making processes. Encourag-
ing RLOs to apply for funding in specific thematic areas may 
unintentionally hinder the innovation and impact of commu-
nity-driven interventions; when RLOs receive funding to grow 
only one aspect of an intervention, the holistic nature of RLO 
work is harmed, potentially lessening its efficacy.

Unfortunately, RRLI has found that funding rarely oper-

ates this way. In 2023 and 2024, RRLI intends to work with 

5    A full list of initiatives and “groups of friends” related to the objectives of the Global Compact on Refugees can be found on its website (https://globalcompac-
trefugees.org/compact-action/initiatives) 

6   A useful resource on white dominant professional culture is published on the Cuyahoga Arts & Culture website (https://www.cacgrants.org/assets/ce/Doc-
uments/2019/WhiteDominantCulture.pdf).

donors to lift these restrictions so that RLO’s sustainability 
and influence can grow.

Lack of trauma-informed engagement with 
RLOs: How can we create brave and effective 
spaces for engagement?

Refugee leaders in RRLI’s community rarely get the 
chance to participate in critical policy development moments, 
and when they do, they often lack support in understanding 
and navigating the industry-ingrained jargon, the complexity 
of dozens5 of intersecting global initiatives, and the preva-
lence of and preference for Euro-centric, White Dominant,6 
or other culturally-dependent ways of working. This lack of 
clarity can pose a significant challenge for refugee leaders 
to effectively capitalize on political moments.

Furthermore, institutions of power (including govern-
ments, iNGOs, UN agencies, and donors) do not engage with 
refugee community leaders in a trauma-informed manner, 
often leaving people feeling depleted or harmed. although 
this harm is predictable and sometimes unintentional, it may 
cause refugee leaders to withdraw from engagement in these 
spaces altogether.

Because RRLI is often in a position to broker relation-
ships, we are carefully considering how we can support 
institutions of power and RLOs alike to prepare for engage-
ment in these shared spaces. This will include documented 
and distributed guidance on trauma-informed engagement, 
which we intend to release at the end of 2023. 

challenges and reflections

https://globalcompactrefugees.org/compact-action/initiatives
https://globalcompactrefugees.org/compact-action/initiatives
https://www.cacgrants.org/assets/ce/Documents/2019/WhiteDominantCulture.pdf
https://www.cacgrants.org/assets/ce/Documents/2019/WhiteDominantCulture.pdf
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Looking Forward

Our conviction in the role and importance of RLO investment 
has only grown since our inception. as our grantees continue 
to demonstrate extraordinary diligence in support of their 
communities, we are committed to advocating tirelessly for 
expanded support of their missions. Below, we highlight a 
few ways we will do this:

1. Seek to unlock substantial, traditional humanitarian 
funding for RLOs. To do so, RRLI is deeply engaged 
with governments overseeing substantial earmarked 
humanitarian resources. We welcome conversations 
with donor governments on how we might partner to 
ensure financing reaches high-impact RLOs safely.

2. Support grantees to engage with decision makers 
directly: For example, RRLI is facilitating access for its 
RLO grantees to the upcoming Global Refugee Forum 
by securing financing for their involvement, providing 
preparatory guidance via webinars, and facilitating a 
debrief and processing session at the GRF, specifi-
cally for RLOs.

3. Launch a Community of Practice. RRLI has collabo-
rated with grantee partners to create a space for peer 
strengthening utilizing the diverse skills of the RRLI 
community.

4. Grow our participatory grantmaking. RRLI will continue 
to expand the participation of refugee leaders beyond 
our Coalition in influencing funding flows. 

Through our interconnected fundraising, advocacy, com-
munity engagement, and evidence-generation efforts, we 
will continue to work toward amplifying and accelerating the 
refugee leadership movement in 2023-24 to ensure refugee 
leaders have the power, agency, and resources to support 
and empower their own communities in Colombia, Egypt, 
Indonesia, Lebanon, Uganda, and beyond.

Partner with us!

The call for applications for the RLO-to-RLO Fund is 
announced on our website. If you are a refugee-led organiza-
tion, we encourage you to learn more about our RLO-to-RLO 
Fund and consider applying if you are within our current geo-
graphic reach (Colombia, Egypt, Indonesia, Lebanon, and 
Uganda). We are eager to learn more about your organiza-
tion 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 sup-
port for our initiative from our fellow RLOs, allied organizations, 
philanthropic donors, governmental and intergovernmental 
actors, and multilateral agencies. These partnerships are the 
backbone of RRLI’s success, and we are continuously seek-
ing new and impactful collaborations. If you would 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 leader-
ship movement.

mailto:grants@refugeeslead.org
mailto:info%40refugeeslead.org?subject=



