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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT
1.1. ENCAMPMENT VS. EMPOWERMENT
How much empowerment can take place during encampment? In a refugee camp the
answer to this question is inherently political; shaped by the struggle between an aid
sector that seems to be steering towards a demand oriented, more participatory aid
system, and nation states seeking to separate ‘outsiders’ from the host society.
Over the last few years, participation has been a prominent trend in the development and
humanitarian aid sector. Participation in the humanitarian context was initially defined in
terms of community engagement and people-centred approaches. Since then the concept
of participation has evolved and the idea of people in need of assistance playing an active
role in delivering aid and being involved in decision-making processes has gained
increasingly more weight, also in the field of refugee assistance and camp management
(Barry & Barham, 2012; Omata, 2017). Commitments within the humanitarian sector
mirror the increasing importance of participation: The Humanitarian Summit in 2016, the
participation targets of the SDGs (target 5.5, 10.6, 16.7) and the Grand Bargain map out a
route towards a more locally representative and inclusive humanitarian system.
However, what at first glance looks like a united move towards participation in
humanitarian aid becomes significantly more complex once applied to the current refugee
regime. Participation and agency are concepts that are also widely acknowledged and
supported by refugee policy makers and researchers (Omata, 2017). For example, the use
of participatory approaches can be found in many refugee assistance and camp
management documents such as from the UNHCR (2007; 2005). Nevertheless, most
refugee-governing bodies also attempt to de-politicize refugees and prevent political
engagement (Turner, 2010 and Jaji 2011). An important reason for this is the fact that
most refugees are within the sovereignty and territory of their host country but are noncitizens (Peteet, 2016). As Turner (2015) explains, camps are spaces of exception that are
created to host populations that are seen as distressing to the respective national order. A
camp as such is, therefore, meant to exclude its residents from the national and to
separate citizens from non-citizens.
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Thinking back to the idea behind participation, it becomes clear that camps with their
exclusionary and de-politicising function stand in stark contrast to participation processes.
Handing over power to actors within a camp and thereby potentially empowering
residents and letting them shape the assistance they receive, clashes with the idea of the
camp as exclusionary tool for nation states and is, thus, necessarily political. Research by
Kazwini (2016) and Olivius (2017) gives examples that show that in the few refugee
camps where participation is deemed desirable by camp management, participation takes
place on the terms of the refugee-governing body. Hence, much work is still to be done
to identify and overcome the limits of participation in a refugee camp context, and to
achieve effective and authentic participation.
The contradiction between encampment and participation processes also shows that any
meaningful way of talking about participation needs to take into account power and
empowerment structures on the camp level. Simply transferring power to camp residents
could lead to inefficient participation strategies or unintended outcomes. The transferred
power might not be able to be utilized due to restrictions faced by the camp residents that
were not taken into account. Moreover, whilst being spaces of exception, camps are not
producing bare life as introduced by Agamben. Life in camps might be limited and
affected by the spatial and temporal boundaries that come with a camp; nevertheless, it is
still taking place and can be highly political (Turner, 2015, 2016). The very politics the
residents fled from could potentially be reproduced inside the camp if power is
transferred to residents who do not prioritize the safety of all camp residents. Therefore,
the internal politics of the camp need to be considered when thinking about participation
processes within refugee camps.
Since 2015 numerous refugee camps have arisen along the fringes of the so-called
European refugee crisis. In these camps, the vast majority of aid is provided by large
humanitarian organizations such as the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) or the International Organization for Migration (IOM). However, numerous
smaller, grassroots organizations have become active in European refugee camps to
enable life that is not considered bare in the Agambian sense (1998). They do so by
providing opportunities for education, sports and arts but also by covering basic needs
where the traditional refugee regime falls short. Moreover, their work frequently includes
2

participation opportunities for refugees and, thereby, showcases what aid groupbeneficiary relations can look like during participatory activities in camps. These are
organizations that do not fit into the classical categories of the refugee regime. Therefore,
they might allow for different participation pathways than those shaped by the traditional
humanitarian perspective and also deliver different insights about how participation can
be realized in camp environments without endangering the safe space a camp should be.
In addition, these oftentimes less formal and independent organizations are frequently
rendered unseen in an academic debate that prioritizes the ideological machinery of largescale humanitarian institutions even though they considerably shape the humanitarianism
in situ (McGee and Pelham, 2018). Shining the spotlight on grassroots NGOs, thus,
carries the potential for an enriched and more inclusive academic debate surrounding
participation in camp settings.
In this thesis I will explore the micro-politics of empowerment in Malakasa Open Camp
and the role of participation within it. I will do so from a grassroots perspective by using
the grassroots NGO REFUGYM as case study. The report is based on four months of
ethnographic research in Malakasa camp in Greece, which also included volunteering with
REFUGYM. The research took place from August 2019 until December 2019. According
to the founder, Brittany Pummell, REFUGYM seeks to co-construct aid in Malakasa
Refugee Camp in Greece, by setting up and running a sports program together with the
camp residents (personal communication, 1 April, 2019). REFUGYM’s goal is to be an
NGO run by refugees for refugees and to strongly encourage the ownership of the NGO
by the residents (REFUGYM, 2019). Pursuing these ambitions necessarily requires
participation processes and can show the limitations, hurdles and opportunities residents
and aid organizations with a participatory agenda face in their everyday life.
Understanding REFUGYM can help answer the question to what extent participation
strategies can be fruitful in a camp setting. Moreover, this case study might shed light on
the role grassroots NGOs in camps (as opposed to traditional humanitarian players) can
play on the road towards participation strategies in humanitarian assistance that are
effective and allow for a higher degree of participation.

3

1.2. SETTING THE SCENE: WELCOME TO MALAKASA CAMP
The train from Athens to Malakasa is packed. After a 40 minute train-ride through an
increasingly rural area we stop. When I get off the train a swarm of camp residents exits
with me. Packed with groceries and all sorts of miscellaneous items they determinately
rush towards a little dirt path that I assume must be a shortcut to Malakasa Camp. A
police patrol car is watching their every move and eventually the policemen come up to
me asking if I confused my stations; if they could help me. I assure them that I’m exactly
where I’m supposed to be and walk away feeling bothered by their double standard.
After a short wait I get picked up by car by REFUGYM’s manager. Passing by the little
groups heading back to camp, we take a turn from the main road to the right. The first
thing you see when approaching the camp is fences, a watchtower, guards with machine
guns and a pack of rather large dogs next to them. Is this the camp? I thought it was an
open camp without guards? Malakasa camp is situated right next to a post of the Hellenic
army that is heavily guarded. Only a large barbwire fence separates the two. From a
watchtower the Hellenic army can oversee the whole camp with its roughly 2000
residents. The camp itself is managed by the IOM and has no entrance checkpoint or
guards. We simply drive in.
Once you pass the entrance gate you immediately notice the queues of residents waiting
to talk to one of the IOM staff in their office containers or to collect a warm meal from
the British NGO foodKIND. A few meters further begins what looks like a village of
makeshift shelters mostly from tarps, plastic pieces and small tents. Between the tent city
and the IOM containers lies a large dirt square with a volleyball net and a few of the many
stray dogs sleeping around it. Following the dirt path past the first tents I pass numerous
portable toilets and showers, which again are surrounded by makeshift tents.
After passing the entrance area I notice that the camp is naturally separated into a lower
and an upper part that is located on a slight hill. The lower part, closer to the entrance is
where all the tents are located but also the majority of containers, an apartment building, a
big tent that functions as mosque and all NGO and GO spaces including offices. The
upper part is a recent extension with newer containers. However, whether old or new, all
containers are approximately 15 m² big and host up to eight residents who share a small
kitchen unit and bathroom. In between the rows of containers countless clothes lines are
4

taut and many containers are framed by a makeshift porch, a fence or even a little front
yard with vegetable patches. It becomes obvious that the people living here are not just
briefly passing through.

FIGURE 1: VIEW FROM THE UPPER PART OF MALAKASA CAMP ONTO THE LOWER PART (OWN
PHOTO)

The apartment complex on the lower part houses those who can prove extreme hardship
and their need for proper housing. In the middle of the U-shaped apartment complex is a
patio with a little playground and also the biggest shop, run by an entrepreneurial family
in the camp. There are a few other enterprises in the camp like this little shop, including
hairdressers, barbers, bakers and little kiosks that advertise their services on the container
doors or even constructed a separate little shelter to use as business space. Moreover,
there is a big tent that is being used as Mosque by Shia and Sunni residents. Every few
hours a call for prayers sounds through the camp. Close to the Mosque are a few ISOcontainers with washing machines, run by REMAR, a Spanish NGO.
Separating the lower and the upper part of camp there are four old army buildings that are
being used by NGOs. The first building, closest to the army fence, is referred to as the tea
house by residents and humanitarians since this is where REMAR hands out tea and soup
5

during the colder months. It is also used it for children’s activities. Occasionally IOM
comes here for internal gatherings or meetings with the residents.
The neighbouring building is the building REFUGYM uses. On the door you can see the
schedule for the day written on a chalkboard and more frequently than not loud workout
music sounds through the broken top-windows. Inside are metal cages of about 4squre
meters that were previously used to house male residents without families .Now they are
employed as storage room by the gNGOs. One of them functions as changing room for
the women joining the sports classes. One wall is emblazoned with a big REFUGYMthemed mandala painting in the attempt to make the old military building a slightly more
welcoming space.
The next two buildings are warehouses where donations are stored and also what the
residents refer to as the boutique, where they can browse through second hand clothes.
From these buildings residents can receive some items that help cover their basic needs
such as menstrual products and baby formula. All the four buildings have one thing in
common: they are badly insulated, have rat problems and leak when it rains. However, for
many here they seem to be what makes the difference between a bearable and unbearable
life in Malakasa Camp.
Two other NGOs are not stationed in the camp but come by on a weekly basis for a few
hours. The first one is Mambrella, a Swiss NGO which provides support to pregnant
women and new mothers by driving from camp to camp in a little van with midwives.
Since they do not have official permission to come inside the camp they park in front of
the gate. The second NGO, ECHO, has a similar concept, where they move from camp
to camp. A mobile library van comes into camp once a week lending books to the
residents in numerous languages, including Farsi, Arabic and Pashtu. Free workbooks for
target languages such as English or German are also available.
The edges of the camp, facing away from the entrance and the main army base boarder,
what the residents refer to, as the jungle. Two gates and a few holes in the fencing allow
access to the area where vegetation increases the further you walk away from the camp
and eventually meets the forest covering the surrounding hills. From all the rumours and
stories I gathered, the jungle has a reputation as a place where women would never go
6

voluntarily and single men get up to shady business such as buying and consuming drugs
and violent behaviour.
The residents often refer to Malaksa camp as little Kabul. This is due to the number of
Afghan residents. In October 2019, 90 percent of the residents in the camp were Afghan
followed by 6% Iranians as biggest nationality (Danish Refugee Council, 2019). Hence,
Dari and Farsi are the dominant languages in the camp and Afghan culture has a strong
influence on the micro culture that developed in the camp. A culture that I would be
moving within for the foreseeable future, trying to grasp its power dynamics and which
place participation can take on within it.

1.3. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES AND QUESTIONS
Participation has become an increasingly important concept in the humanitarian sector.
However, in refugee camps the idea of participation, as a transfer of power to residents, is
highly political since it clashes with a camps function as space designed to exclude the
residents politically, socially and spatially from the host society. Therefore, to talk about
participation in a meaningful way we need to understand to what extent participation is
even possible within the power structures of a camp, what a transfer of power to camp
residents could mean and what effects it could have on the camp-internal power
structures.
The so-called European refugee crisis is characterized by high involvement of grassroots
organizations which will be referred to as gNGOs from here on out. In the Greek
context, the term ‘grassroots’ describes a range of different initiatives with a variety of
motives and strategies, including ‘solidarians’ and ‘volunteers’ as defined by Papataxiarchis
(2016). However, all of them have one thing in common: they do not fit into the classic
categories of the traditional humanitarian regime. Nevertheless, they considerably shape
the humanitarianism in situ (McGee and Pelham, 2018) Hence, they might allow for
different avenues of participation than the traditional humanitarian perspective, which
could support the progress of the participation agenda. However, according to McGee
and Pelham (2018), grassroots initiatives are often rendered unseen in an academic debate
that follows a politics of scale and prioritizes the ideological machinery of large-scale
humanitarian institutions.

7

Based on this, my exploratory research through social media, personal communication
and one month of volunteering with REFUGYM, the main question of this research
project is:
What are the dynamics of participation and empowerment in Malakasa
Open Camp, Greece and what limitations and opportunities do these create
for refugees and aid actors?
To answer this broader question, four sub-questions have been employed:
1) To what extent has the participation agenda in the humanitarian sector reached
the Malakasa Camp in Greece?
In 2016 the first ever humanitarian summit was held in Istanbul. The summit aimed to
fundamentally reform the humanitarian aid sector to be able to react adequately to today’s
crises. Over 900 participants including 55 Heads of State, thousands of CSO’s and
NGO’s and hundreds of stake holders from the private sector agreed on an agenda.
Among others, this agenda acknowledges the need to “ensure people affected by crisis are
not only informed and consulted, but put at the centre of the decision-making processes.”
(World Humanitarian Summit 2016, p.5 ) The aim to treat people affected by crisis as
partners and not beneficiaries has also been anchored in the Core Humanitarian Standard
on Quality and Accountability (CHS) (Core Humanitarian Standard, 2019). Three years
after the summit one would expect to see participation strategies at least partially realized
and, thus, also visible in camps in some shape or form. If that is not the case the question
‘why?’ is worth asking. This research explores it at a local level.
2) What are the dynamics around empowerment in Malakasa Open Camp and
how do the confines of a camp structure affect empowerment opportunities
and strategies?
As the word empowerment already indicates it is to large extents about power: a transfer
of power towards those, who are disempowered by the power structures currently in
place. Therefore, to understand empowerment processes within the camp I need to first
understand how power is distributed and negotiated between the different actors. The
emergent genre of refugee camp ethnographies has increasingly delivered evidence that
8

refugee camps are not just top-down structures where a homogenous group of refugees is
‘stored’ with little to no agency but that social organization processes and consequently
hybrid governance and parallel institutions can be found within camps (Turner, 1999,
2010; Jansen, 2011, 2013; Bochmann, 2018; Krause, 2014). Hence, the power structures
are not simply imposed by the managing aid actors such as the IOM and UNHCR and
straight forward relationships between refugee regime and refugee. They are considerably
shaped by the camp population, their use of agency and the grassroot NGO’s active in
the camp, which makes for complex power dynamics that are constantly contested and renegotiated.

3) What role does REFUYM play in facilitating empowerment in the camps as
opposed to traditional humanitarian actors?
After gaining an understanding of the power dynamics in the camp it is important to
remember that these power dynamics are influenced by the spatial and temporal
boundaries of the camp as described by Turner (2015) as well as the political boundaries.
Therefore, the third objective of this research is to scrutinize the dynamics of and
challenges to empowerment within the confines of the camp. Camps are always confined
by boundaries. The meaning of these boundaries for the camp residents differs from
context to context. In some camps these spatial boundaries are guarded and moving
outside of them is extremely restricted. Other camps are fenced but people are free to
come and go as they like for employment, trade, education. Some might not be fenced at
all. However, even in these situations the freedom of movement can be restricted by the
financial or infrastructural situation.
Moreover, camps are originally meant as temporary emergency solutions. Nevertheless,
up to two thirds of refugees find themselves in protracted displacement because there is
no durable resettlement solution to be found in the near future (Milner & Loescher,
2011). Subsequently, many refugees spend extended periods of time in camps and camps
become more permanent than they were initially intended to be. Prime examples for this
are Kakuma camp that surpassed its 20-year existence and the Dadaab camps in Kenya
where some refugee families live in the third generation already (Jansen, 2013). Whilst the
situation in Greece is too fresh to have camps this old, Sacks (2019) who did research in
9

Malakasa Open Camp shows that the refugees there are also faced with protracted
displacement, and frequently stayed in other camps before.
On the other hand, the temporality of the camp is also shaped by the constant
fluctuations in the camp population. In Malakasa residents who are leaving either finally
obtain a permanent resettlement solution, or decide to get smuggled to another country
where they hope to find a brighter future. Simultaneously, 10-15 new residents arrive in
Malakasa Camp each day. Thus, the camp is a site of simultaneous mobility and
stagnation. Overall, that makes for an interesting dynamic which could be reflected in the
power dynamics within the camp. As touched upon before, politically seen, camps are
meant to be a place of exclusion and separation. Considering this, it would only be only
logical that empowerment processes might reach a point of ‘too much’ empowerment at
which it is perceived as threatening the political intentions behind the camp. I saw an
indication of this during my time volunteering in Malakasa camp when the residents
protested peacefully against higher train fees. Police was called on them straight away,
which made the situation tenser and shows that political activities by residents are
perceived as threatening and associated with a potential loss of control that needs to be
prevented by asking for reinfocement
4) How do refugees make use of possible empowerment opportunities linked to
REFUGYM’s work and how does that influence their position within the camp
structure?
One objective of this research project is to shed more light on the role of gNGOs in
facilitating empowerment in camps as opposed to larger humanitarian players. The
migration crisis in Europe is characterized by a large amount of grassroot humanitarian
organizations that oftentimes considerably shape the humanitarian aid in situ (McGee &
Pelham, 2018). Cabot (2018), shows that this is also the case in Greece where the
migration crisis has “opened up a booming humanitarian marketplace” (p14) including
the emergence of numerous solidarity initiatives from Greek society. Consequently,
gNGOs (in Greece often referred to as Solidarians) are often added into the traditional
interaction between refugee and refugee regime. What influence the presence of grassroot
humanitarian organizations has on the power dynamics in camps and the empowerment
opportunities for refugees is yet to be determined.
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REFUGYM is an interesting case in two ways. Firstly they facilitate sports classes, which
in itself does not qualify as a traditional humanitarian action and, hence, could offer
different opportunities to the camp inhabitants. Secondly, the sports classes are run by
camp inhabitants themselves. The idea is to provide aid from refugees for refugees and to
ultimately empower residents to take ownership of REFUGYM to the refugees
(REFUGYM, 2019). To achieve this kind of empowerment participative processes needs
to take place. Participation and empowerment are linked and dependent on each other,
since participation represents action and empowerment is a degree of being able to
participate and, thereby, control ones environment (Holcombe, 1995). Whilst these
empowerment processes are connected to sports they are not necessarily restricted to
only sports. They may help people feel more empowered in a broader sense and (re-)
negotiate how they relate to the camp dynamics and politics.

1.4 STRUCTURE
Firstly, the research questions and objectives will be laid out followed by the conceptual
framework and the methods employed. Thereafter, the different actors in the camp will
be introduced and I will determine where participation takes place within Malakasa Camp.
Moreover, the relationships between the different actors will be explored and I will line
out the fundamental power dynamics within the camp. In Chapter 5, I will show what
empowerment looks like in Malakasa Camp as defined by the residents themselves. In
addition, mapping out empowerment opportunities and restrictions will show in more
detail what life shaped by the power dynamics explored in the previous chapter looks like.
Chapter 4 and 5 provide the tools to take a closer look at the case study of the gNGO
REFUGYM. In chapter 6 I will analyse where REFUGYM is positioned within the power
structure of Malakasa Camp, how far they have been able to take participation and to
what extend the participation the facilitate brings about empowerment pathways. Chapter
7 is used to reflect on the research, summarize them and relate them to the broader
discussions surrounding empowerment and participation in humanitarian assistance.
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CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
2.1 INTRODUCTION
This research engages in the ongoing debate about participation in humanitarian
assistance. Participation is specifically investigated in a camp setting and in relation to the
work of grassroots NGOs. Therefore, the theoretical concepts are chosen to help shed
light on the power relations in which participation is situated in the camp and which role
grassroots NGOs can play in realizing participation. The concepts of participation,
empowerment and humanitarian arena can capture the different levels of participation
and the power dynamics surrounding it. Since the case study NGO is focused on
participation through sports, the concept of embodiment allows for an inquiry into the
physical component of participation. Overall, the following will introduce the concepts,
present and discuss relevant existent literature and thereby embed them in the wider
humanitarian theory.

2.2. PARTICIPATION
The participation and involvement of crisis-affected communities in humanitarian
assistance has always been seen as an important mindset for humanitarian actors to
increase quality and accountability in their programming (Byrne, 2003). One of the earlier
definitions of participation in the humanitarian context can be found in a handbook for
practitioners:
“Participation in humanitarian action is understood as the engagement of affected populations in one or
more phases of the project cycle: assessment; design; implementation; monitoring; and evaluation. This
engagement can take a variety of forms. Far more than a set of tools, participation is first and foremost a
state of mind, according to which members of affected populations are at the heart of humanitarian action,
as social actors, with insights on their situation, and with competencies, energy and ideas of their own.”
(Byrne, 2003, p. 20)
In this definition terms like ´community engagement` and ´people-centred approach` are
used. Since then, the concept of participation has evolved and the idea of people playing
an active role and being involved in decision-making processes has gained more weight
(Barry and Barham, 2012).
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This development is also reflected in the outcomes of the first World Humanitarian
Summit (WHS) in May 2016. The WHS brought together major aid actors to discuss the
current state and future path of the humanitarian sector. The WHS led to the ‘Grand
Bargain’, a voluntary commitment which, amongst others, includes the commitment to a
participation revolution. Signatories to the participation revolution commit to including
crisis-affected people and communities in decision-making by providing accessible
information and effective processes for participation and feedback. Moreover, signatories
commit to ensuing that voices of the most vulnerable groups are heard and acted upon
(Inter-Agency Standing Committee).
Participation and agency are concepts that are also widely acknowledged and supported
by refugee policy makers and researchers (Omata, 2017). The use of participatory
approaches can be found more and more frequently in refugee assistance and camp
management documents such as from the UNHCR (2007, 2005). However, despite the
general trend towards increased participation most refugee-governing bodies attempt to
de-politicize refugees and prevent political engagement (Turner, 2010; Jaji, 2011). An
important reason for this is the fact that most refugees are within the sovereignty and
territory of their host country but are non-citizens (Peteet, 2016).
In the few refugee camps where participation is deemed desirable participation still takes
place on the terms of the refugee-governing body. Olivius (2017) compared two refugee
camps in Thailand and Bangladesh where the participation of camp residents was
officially supported. From her research it appeared that whilst the refugees in Bangladesh
did not participate “enough” the refugees in Thailand were perceived as participating “too
much”. Self-organized groups of residents who demanded the right to be involved in
agenda setting were framed as “politicized” and not well-received by camp management.
Hence, it seems participation can only take place to an extent that the governing bodies
feel comfortable with. This is also supported by Kazwini’s (2016) finding that the
understanding of participation for decision makers is often limited to giving opinion
during assessments and choosing implementation locations.
Taking into account the inherent contradictions between the de-politicisation of refugees
and the trend towards participatory approaches as highlighted by Omata (2017) it
becomes clear that the humanitarian sector is far from fulfilling its goal of providing
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effective participation opportunities for refugee populations. One way of gaining a better
understanding of participation opportunities and strategies could be to look at actors that
do not fall into the clear-cut categories of camp management, policy maker of refugee.
Along the fringes of the so-called European refugee crisis numerous smaller aid-providers
have become active to foster life that does not revolve purely around survival by
providing opportunities for education, sports, arts et cetera. These organizations often
include camp residents in their programmes as volunteers and staff and are providing new
participation pathways by doing so.
To determine the different levels of participation encountered in this research, in
traditional NGOs as well as gNGOs, I am using Arnstein’s ladder of Citizen Participation
(1969). As the name suggests, the ladder was originally developed to determine the degree
of participation of citizens in a society. Residents of a refugee camp are per definition not
citizens or part of society. Nevertheless, Arnstein’s typology can be a useful tool in this
context since it was designed to help differentiate “between going through the empty
ritual of participation and having real power needed to affect the outcome of the process
(Arnstein, 1969, p.216)”. Each of the ladder’s eight rungs corresponds with the level of
power the participant has to determine the outcome of the process they are partaking in
(see figure 2). The bottom rungs describe what Arnstein calls non-participation and the
level of participation increases towards the eights rung, which stands for full managerial
power.
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FIGURE 2: ARNSTEIN (1969). ARNSTEIN’S LADDER SHOWING EIGHT DEGREES OF CITIZEN
PARTICIPATION

In a camp setting these different rungs and the power attached to them translate into
serious implications for the organizations in charge. Camp management is tasked to make
a camp a safe space outside of the politics of the spaces the residents fled from. However,
by allowing higher levels of participation and, thereby, transferring power to residents,
camp management runs the risk that these exact politics and dynamics can be reproduced
under their watch. For instance, if one of two rivalling groups in a camp gains power
through participation initiatives they might use this power against the other group. Thus,
whilst participation holds the promise of more self-determined, appropriate aid it can also
becomes a pathway towards insecurity. Therefore, a decision for increased participation is
always one of high stakes and which rung can or should be achieved in which context
needs to be carefully considered.
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2.3. EMPOWERMENT
Empowerment and participation are interdependent and even seen as continuum by some
scholars, since participation is often considered a key ingredient to achieve empowerment
(Holcombe, 1995; Choguill, 1996). Therefore, to understand participation one also needs
to understand empowerment in the given context. The concept empowerment has been
used in various ways by humanitarian and development organizations. In the context of
refugee camps empowerment is especially intricate since the power dynamics within a
camp can determine the level of politicization and militarization in and around the camp
and on a more individual level the access to resources and decision-making processes
(McLean, 1999). In the past, the framing of refugees and camps in academia as well as the
general public discourse did not leave much space for empowerment ideas. Refugees were
seen as a homogenous mass of victims who had similar experiences which led to the
negligence of individuality and agency (Turner, 2010; Turton, 2003). Coherent with that,
the ideas about camps were heavily influenced by Agamben’s and Foucault’s work. Camps
were seen as spaces of exclusion in which biopolitical power is exercised. The subjects to
that biopower lead a bare life in which they merely struggle for their biological survival.
Howbeit, more recent research moved away from this discourse and shows that whilst
camps are spaces of exception that are created to host populations which are seen as
distressing to the respective national order, they do not per se produce bare life in the
Agambian sense (Turner, 2015). Camp ethnographies by Turner (2010), Jansen (2011),
Boschmann (2017) and Krause (2017) show that the social orders of refugee camps are
highly complex. Social organization processes take place and, consequently, hybrid
governance and parallel institutions can be found within camps. The understanding that
refugees do have agency and also use it within refugee camps opens up the space to ask
questions about their ways to use power, possible empowerment strategies and the
relationship between empowerment and camp structures. One attempt to work with this
new understanding was made by the UNHCR. They adopted a community development
approach in Nepalese camps that is intended to strengthen self-reliance and ownership of
the refugees. However, as Muggah (2005) shows the outcomes of this approach are
ambiguous and might even worsen the future prospects of some participants. This case
highlights how difficult it is to navigate power structures in camps and that not all
empowerment attempts categorically have a positive impact
16

The understanding of empowerment utilized in this research project is based on the early
theories of empowerment that were developed in the 1960s and 70s. Inspired by amongst
others Fraire’s (1970) idea of conscientization, these theories focus on giving priority to
the points of view held by oppressed or marginalized people, enabling them to express
these views and also making sure that they gain power to overcome the domination to
which they are subjected (Wise 2005). Development and humanitarian organizations have
been using the term empowerment extensively over the last decades. However, as Calvès
(2009) shows, the definitions of empowerment are often “individualist, de-politicized,
vertical and instrumental” (p.14), making it difficult, if not impossible, to arrive at an
understanding what empowerment in this sector means exactly. Hence, returning to the
original conception to understand empowerment in an already complex context seemed
beneficial. Nevertheless, a concrete, initial definition, which reflects the early theories, is
worthwhile to navigate the research process. For this thesis I used the following definition
by the UNHCR as a starting point:
“A process through which women and men [and anyone who does not fit the binary] in
disadvantaged positions increase their access to knowledge, resources, and decision-making power, and raise
their awareness of participation in their communities, in order to reach a level of control over their own
environment (UNHCR, 2001, p.3)”.
However, a single formula-like definition of empowerment seems to contradict the very
idea of empowerment as a shifting of power towards the disempowered (Zimmerman,
1984). Telling people what empowerment is rather than letting them decide what they
perceive as empowering is, again, a top-down process. Therefore, throughout my field
work, I asked the residents what they think empowers them and what they are lacking to
empower themselves. By doing this and also gaining an understanding of the power
dynamics in the camp, I developed a more contextually embedded definition. This
definition is built up and determined in Chapter 5 and, thereafter, is used to analyse the
case study in Chapter 6.
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2.4. THE CAMP AS HUMANITARIAN ARENA
Understanding empowerment dynamics on the local level in Malakasa Camp requires a
thorough understanding of the realities of those primarily involved in those processes,
namely camp residents and the humanitarian workers. This means I need to take into
account what is happening in informal every day interactions, outside of the formalized
structures of bigger aid actors. Moreover, I need to understand how the in-/semi-formal
relates to formal aid. By using the concept of a humanitarian arena I hope to minimize the
risk of residents’ realities drowning in the political play that takes place in a humanitarian
space and grasp the complex workings of the camp as they are happening on site.
To understand the concept of a humanitarian arena as coined by Hilhorst and Jansen
(2010) it is beneficial to understand the idea of humanitarian space first. A humanitarian
space is supposed to be a safe space for humanitarian workers as well as inhabitants
where basic services are provided in accord with the humanitarian principles of
impartiality, neutrality and independence (Hilhorst & Jansen, 2010). Hence, from the
perspective of the humanitarian sector a camp like Malakasa Open Camp is seen as a
`humanitarian space’.
Hilhorst and Jansen (2010) argue that the idea and language of a ‘humanitarian space’ is
used more as a legitimization process for humanitarian actions than it actually represents
the realities and socio-political dynamics of the respective crisis situation. Therefore, its
effectiveness is limited, as has been shown by numerous cases. Nevertheless, the
humanitarian sector holds on to this core concept of humanitarian assistance due to the
standards embedded in it, which humanitarian actors are not willing to publicly question.
Consequently, the question arises how humanitarian spaces are constructed and
maintained outside of the formalized language humanitarian actors use to politically
legitimize their work and ensure future access. To answer this question Hilhorst and
Jansen’s (2010) developed the concept of a humanitarian arena. This concept
acknowledges that any humanitarian space is a socially negotiated arena in which the
language and principles of humanitarian space are used by stakeholders to navigate the
space and negotiate their position within it. Employing the idea of a humanitarian arena
means opening up an understanding of how the power negotiations between aid actors
and beneficiaries in a humanitarian arena shape the aid in situ.
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2.5. SPORT AS EMBODIED EXPERIENCE
Since the late 20th century a new sociology of the body has emerged. This sociology of the
body is characterized by attempts to deconstruct dichotomies and gaining a better
understanding of human subjectivity as it is forged and embodied through social relations
that have corporal dimensions to them (Adelmann & Ruggi, 2015). One of the areas
influenced by this sociology is that of sporting practices. Numerous studies focused on
the deconstruction of binaries and changes of subject position through sports.
An example of this is Bakker and Nuiten’s (2018) work on a breakdance crew in Ecuador.
The Naturalz dancers come from poor socio-economic circumstances with little hope to
move up the social ladder. However, through the use of their bodies for breakdancing
they enact utopian values and create change for themselves. Especially younger
participants are able to change their subject position and become determined agents that
are characterized by physical strengths as well as emotional resilience. These are
characteristics that are opposed to the pervious self-understanding of being marginalized
and disempowered. An illustrative example of this change is that of the younger, female
dancers that joined the crew. These women use their ability to break-dance as opportunity
to challenge and shift the boundaries of limiting gender norms. They practice embodied
resistance by participating in a dance that is characterized by stereotypical male qualities
and as a result of that feel empowered. Beal (1995) gives another example of how sport
can be used to reclaim power. In this case skateboarders used the feelings of control over
their body and fulfilment, that skateboarding gives them to create alternative relations that
met their needs, and were empowered to act in the best interest of themselves.
Both examples show that the embodied subjectivity of a sport can influence the
subjectivity of the person doing sports outside of the activity itself. Reischer and Koo
(2004) summarize the relationship between body and subjectivity well: “the capacity of
the body to signify the social also entails the power of the body to transform social reality
“(315) and, hence, talk about the body as agentic. From this we can see that doing sports
is not only about sports but is an embodied experience that is connected to the social the
respective subject is situated in. Understanding how the sporting person (or a whole
group of them) uses sport and why they partake in it, in relation to their social can help
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understand the ways in which sports can or cannot influence power dynamics and
empowerment pathways in the specific context.
Together the concepts of participation, humanitarian arena, empowerment and sports as
embodied experience built the theoretical frame to answer my research question. By
choosing these concepts I tried to cover the different levels that make for the reality in
the Malakasa Refugee Camp. Participation covers the broader discussions and
developments in humanitarian aid which the camp is influenced by. The concept of a
humanitarian arena allows for an understanding of power negotiations on the camp level
between the different local actors. Empowerment can show how the residents navigate
the power dynamics of the camp and where they might be restricted by them. Lastly,
through the lens of sports as lived experience I hope to see how sports and the specific
work of REFUGYM can influence empowerment on the individual level, which then can
be related back to the three other concepts/ levels named beforehand. Therefore, using
these concepts will provide me with a wholesome picture of the connections and power
dynamics from the particular to the broad and vice versa.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS
3.1. BEFORE READING
When reading this thesis it is important to keep in mind that this is not the story of all
Greek refugee camps. Whilst having similar restriction on the national and international
level all camps are faced with their own local challenges. Moreover, the mix of people
living and working in them significantly shapes the camp politics, micro-culture and lived
realities. This is also by no means an attempt to capture the whole story of Malakasa camp
but merely a snippet of time in its existence as experienced from my perspective as a
young, European woman with a university level education. The implications of this will be
elaborated on at a later point. Moreover, refugees (here also referred to as residents) are
seen not as powerless victims of their situation but as capable conscious humans that
navigate their circumstances.

3.2. ETHNOGRAPHIC APPROACH
In order to understand the dynamics in Malakasa Refugee camp and its relation to
participation I employed an ethnographic approach. My understanding of ethnography is
based on the idea that one becomes part of a process for a certain time in a certain point
in time. During that time frame unstructured interviews/ informal conversations and
participant observation are the most common measures to obtain data. This ethnographic
research primarily focused on the camp as a site and the processes related to
empowerment within it. However, the field has been extended to other sites when
activities of REFUGYM took place outside of the boundaries of the camp.
During my ethnographic research in Malakasa I spent a large amount of time inside of the
camp doing participant observation. Participant observation has various merits that made
it a suitable approach for my research project. Firstly, it allowed me to gain insight into
the everyday life and mundane activities such as engage in small talk and hang out with
the residents, as well as establish social relationships and build rapport. Secondly, being
present myself helped me understand the spatial arrangements and the physical
environment in the camp. Thirdly, participant observation enabled me to record actual
behaviour whilst also being able to ask people about their actions. Being able to gather
data on actual behaviour and speech/ stated behaviour gave me two different kinds of
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data. Together with a third component such as literature I was able to use these two to
triangulate the gathered data.
Participant observation has been conducted in public spaces, semi-public spaces as well as
in private spaces. By being in and observing public spaces for extended periods of time I
hope to have minimized reactivity. The same goes for the semi-public space that is the
sports building in which REFUGYMs classes take place. I have been in the building for
several hours every weekday doing and organizing sports activities (mostly with women).
During my time volunteering that has proven to be a way to gain their trust, get insight
into their everyday concerns and build rapport easily with the participants as well as the
refugee teachers and continued to be a good strategy throughout my fieldwork. Since
overall I spent a considerable amount of time in the camp I was also able to build rapport
and cover more private spaces such as the homes of the residents. Accessing private
spaces gave a more detailed insight into the reality of the resident’s lives on an individual
level. Next to participant observation I have also conducted a number of semi-structured
interviews on which I will elaborate below.

3.3. ACCESS
Before my actual fieldwork period I already volunteered full time with REFUGYM for a
period of four weeks. For me this was a way of gaining more time to get to know the
community in the camp build rapport with possible research participants and understand
my future field. An extra month in the camp enabled me to better contextualize my
research findings and I also believe the act of returning increase the resident’s acceptance
of and trust in me.
Being involved in with REFUGYM and their activities has proven to be an effective way
to keep up with community developments and getting to know REFUGYM’s
teachers/participants. Hence, I kept helping out in the organization during my research.
Moreover, making my sports skills available to the research community was one way to
give back to my research participants without providing monetary incentives which might
hinder fellow researchers from accessing this field after me. During my research period I
did so by still helping during the exercise classes but also by setting up a REFUGYM
watersports program at a local surf school to foster escapism and address waterborne
trauma that many of the residents carry from the crossing of the Mediterranean.
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I’m aware that being strongly affiliated with REFUGYM influenced my positionality and
that some research participants might have been hesitant to be critical about REFUGYM
because of it. However, in my opinion the benefits outweighed the limitations in this case
and I tried to alleviate the effects by clearly communicating my different roles (volunteer
and researcher) and my relationship to REFUGYM at all times. Working with
REFUGYM made it possible to access the camp legally in the first place. When trying to
figure out how I can get permission to do research in the camp it became clear that being
part of an NGO makes it considerably easier to gain and maintain access.
Access through REFUGYM was especially important to be able to talk to the women in
the camp who are mostly Afghan and culturally not prone to speak to outsiders without
their husband’s permission and/or presence. By sharing space with them on an every-day
basis and over a longer period of time I was able to gain their trust and do interviews that
could have been difficult if not impossible without actively being involved in
REFUGYM.
Furthermore, I found that being affiliated with an NGO can increase your personal
safety. It has been made clear to me that the IOM who manages the camp can ensure
more safety if I wear an NGO shirt that clearly shows that I have a distinct role in the
camp. Next to that, I avoided moving around on my own in the camp since the general
consensus was that it is safer to go in pairs and preferably with a male. I would not
necessarily have been concerned about safety issues within the working hours of the IOM
but will elaborate in the reflexivity section why I, especially in the beginning, felt more
comfortable, not being unnecessarily on my own in the camp in my reflexivity section.
Finally, I made explicit that during interviews I am a researcher over a volunteer,
thoroughly explain my motivation for interviewing them and also made clear how I assure
the confidentiality of the data. Hopefully, these steps limited the problem that research
participants might not feel free to criticise REFUGYM due to my positionality. Some
interviewees even identified that conflict themselves and told me they are being honest
and not just saying nice things about REFUGYM because I work with them.
Nevertheless, using REFUGYM as a starting point also means that I had more access to
people who are affiliated with them then people who are not. Therefore, there might be
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an overall bias towards REFUGYM in the data I collected that I tried to alleviate through
triangulation.

3.4. ETHICS
The role of a researcher comes with numerous ethical implications and responsibilities
towards the different stakeholders involved. These are the research participants, the host
organization, fellow researchers, Wageningen University, the supervisor and last but not
least responsibilities towards oneself. In the following I will outline the most important
responsibilities and how I tried to fulfil them.
Most of my ethical considerations were directed primarily towards the research
participants but may also concern my interactions with other stakeholders. The first
principles I needed to uphold whilst working with the research participants is that of
informed consent. Informed consent means that the research participants are fully aware
of their participation and the consequences it could have for them all throughout the
research process. In order to get informed consent it is important to clarify your research
and the participant’s role in it. In my specific case it was also necessary to ensure the line
between my roles as volunteer and researcher was made clear since it can easily become a
blurry one. To do so, I was very clear about my motivation for conducting interviews and
stating that I am interviewing them in the role of a researcher, not a REFUGYM
volunteer.
However, full informed consent can sometimes be difficult if not impossible to obtain.
This was also the case in Malakasa Camp where safety is a major concern of the residents
and the complex power dynamics make consequences of participating in research not
always fully foreseeable. However, I did my best to ensure my participants understand
what they are saying yes to if they decided to be involved in my research. Informed
consent as precondition for research participation also means that participants are able to
withdraw from the research at any point in time for whatever reason they see or ask for
you to make alterations.
Other concerns regarding the research participants are confidentiality/ anonymity and
representation. Confidentiality of the data and of research participant’s identity can be of
utmost importance for the security of the participants. If the participants felt that was the
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case for them, I did not use their real name in my notes or any other details that could
reveal their identity to a third party. Moreover, my notes were secured to a cloud every
day and not physically with me in the camp after the day of collection. However, some
research participants also wanted to be identifiable in the final research product as I found
out through asking for their preference during my conversations and interviews.
Depending on their preference names have been changed or not in this report.
Representation is especially important because working with vulnerable and marginalized
communities also means working within unequal power relations. Therefore, participating
in research can sometimes be not completely voluntary if there is a gatekeeper or
situational pressure. This makes the level of voluntariness ambiguous. All the more
important it is to make sure the representation of your participants in your research is
adequate. Often times there was also an unequal power relation between me and the
research participants. Hence, a few people expected things from me in return for
participating in my research because I have access to other resources than they do.
Therefore, I had to clarify before the interviews that I am not able or willing to pay them
in any way, sort or form but try to give back to the overall community in other ways. Not
paying participants is also important and also relevant to keep the field accessible to
fellow researchers.
The next principle I used throughout my research is non-malfeasance (also known as do
no harm). This could refer to physical, psychological, financial or social harm as well as a
violation of privacy/ anonymity. These might not be inflicted intentionally but the risk of
harming a research participant is always existent. Therefore, it is important to minimize
that risk. By behaving in the manner I described above including confidentiality,
anonymity and informed consent I hope to have protect my research participants
successfully from unnecessary harm and have not heard or seen any contrary evidence.
On the opposite end of non-malfeasance is the idea of beneficence, meaning that the
research should benefit the research participants. Whilst I did not provide benefits to
particular research participants my research tries to enhance the understanding of
participatory aid. These insights might have the potential to improve their situation.
Moreover, I tried to give back to the community they live in by assisting swimming
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classes, setting up water sports excursions and facilitating sports classes in the
REFUGYM building.
The concept of non-malfeasance is also applicable to the host organization REFUGYM.
Since I was volunteering with them and am strongly associated with REFUGYM my
behaviour in the field reflects back on them. Therefore, it was important to make sure
that my actions do not impact their position and work in the camp negatively. This is
especially relevant since the volunteers and manager need to continue their presence in
the camp even after I left.
Similarly, my behaviour in the field will have an effect on possible future researchers. My
actions and behaviour as a researcher will influence the perception of researchers in
general and make access either harder or easier for fellow researchers. Therefore, I
maintain good relationships with all stakeholders in the field throughout my fieldwork.
Last but not least I had the responsibility to prevent harm from happening to me. To
protect myself from physical or emotional harm I tracked my emotional state in a diary,
made sure I did not take unnecessary risks and followed the advice of people in the field I
learned to trust. They were able to provide me with different angles of understanding the
security in the camp and more in-depth contextual knowledge on which I could base my
safety evaluations. Actively balancing all these different responsibilities simultaneously
was not possible at all times. However, having a clear overview enabled me to decide
which ones are to be prioritized in the more complex situations I experienced.

3.5. LIMITATIONS
There are several limitations that influenced my research. A first limitation is that the
duration was limited to twelve weeks. A longer period of fieldwork would have probably
increased the depth of my understanding. I extended the time in my future field by
volunteering for one month prior to my research period which helped me to
contextualize the data I gathered.
Another limitation was that, due to security reasons, I was not allowed or eager to stay in
the camp myself and also mainly entered during the IOM working hours which are from
10 am until 4pm on weekdays. Therefore, I missed out on a large part of everyday life of
the camp community and had limited hours to conduct my research every week. To still
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get some idea about this large part of camp life I asked interviewees to describe a usual
24h period they have in camp, asked people about their evening activities and also stayed
in camp after working hours a few times. My initial idea to ask people to take videos of
the camp outside of working hours did not work well since by then it got dark early and it
was hard to identify what was happening in the videos and pictures.
Next to that, I only speak very limited Farsi or Dari which are the main languages in
Malakasa Open Camp. The English level of most adults in the camp was limited to a few
words and expressions. Therefore, I missed out on a lot of situational small-talk and
spontaneous conversations. Moreover, I needed to work with a translator. Since the
majority of my interviews were with women and I wanted to create a non-threatening
environment I asked an English-speaking, hazara woman from the camp as translator.
Her positionality within the camp could potentially have bias the data I collected during
the interviews and ethnographic conversations. However, I suppose that her gender,
ethnicity and the fact that she was relatively new to the camp and not yet weaved into the
social structures prevented extreme biases.
Another limitation I was able to identify during my time volunteering is that there is
extremely high fluctuation of people in the camp. This goes for REFUGYM participants,
refugee teachers but also for IOM staff-members. Hence, I expected it to be hard to build
rapport and have stable relationships with some of the people that are relevant for my
research. However, with the residents this only happened once, with a woman who
wanted to participate in my research but smuggled herself to France. The other
participants always talked about and planned to leave camp but either did not try during
my fieldwork or were unsuccessful. My research, thus, does not capture the reality of
those that have left or only passed through very briefly.
My concerns regarding IOM-staff, on the other hand, became very real. The high
turnover made it hard to understand who is in charge of what. Most of the staff-members
were inside of the IOM-containers talking to residents all day and if they walked through
camp there did not seem to be an interest in making conversations. I tried attending
community meetings to get to know IOM staff but cannot say that I have build rapport
with any of them or got to be part of many conversations between them. In addition to
that I did not obtain an official research permit for the camp and could not ask for
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interviews with IOM staff without negatively influencing REFUGYM’s position in the
camp. In combination, that means that my information in IOM’s perspective is extremely
limited as opposed to the perspectives of the residents and smaller NGOs.

3.6. REFLEXIVITY
All throughout my research process, I aspired to be as clear on and reflexive about my
positionality as possible. My positionality and changes of it influence the kind of data I
can gather and, thus, need to be made explicit. This also includes ethical considerations
and possible changes in mindset due to shaping experiences. As Diphoorn (2012) shows,
participation in the field, be it active, reluctant or passive leads to emotions which
influence how we gather data also how we view and analyze it. Therefore, it is crucial to
consider our own emotions as empirical data that is interrelated with other data that is
regarded as knowledge. The positionality of people involved in my research process will
be made explicit as well. Understanding both, the positionality of the researcher as well as
the research participant will help outsiders to understand the relationship between the two
and the influence of it on the data.
An influencing factor was my position as a young, German woman. I repeatedly had
extremely positive reactions to my nationality from residents. When I told them I am
German they started smiling and telling me about their relatives who live in Germany.
Some of them even plan on going to Germany themselves and describe it as a ‘good
country’ as opposed to Greece or their country of origin. This positive connotation of
Germany made access and building rapport easier for me. Initially I had concerns that
that might also create hope of me being able to help them get closer to Germany.
However, instead of trying to utilize my connections in Germany I was just told that once
they made it to Germany I should come by for food and tea.
Since Malakasa camp is mostly inhabited by Afghans, being a woman also played a
significant role in my positionality. In Afghan culture and also in the camp the roles of
men and women are strictly separated and interaction between males and females outside
of the family realm can hardly be observed. However, since I am female and outside of
Afghan culture it was relatively easy for me to gain access to both women and men. For
example, whereas any man is not allowed to watch women’s sports or teach women in the
culture that developed in the camp, I was welcome to teach and participate in sports for
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both women and men. The dual access to women and men is common for western
female scholars working in non-western contexts. It is often referred to as the third sex of
third gender; an in-between category of the common binary (Schwedler, 2006)
Being a volunteer for REFUGYM before and during my research also meant I was
dependant on the reputation of the organization. REFUGYM is appreciated in the camp
and seems to enjoy a good reputation with most people, which meant that being
associated with REFUGYM did not expose me to major risks and opened many doors in
the camp community for me. However, there is some stigma on women doing sports,
rumours that women do improper activities in the REFUGYM building and jealousy
when there is a class for women that does not exist for men. Next to that, stories from
the refugee teachers and the manager also show that REFUGYM’s reputation can be
vulnerable to camp politics and can change relatively quickly. However, most incidents
that happened and influenced REFUGYMS reputation are being forgotten after a few
weeks as new incidents capture the attention of the camp residents. This meant that I
needed to monitor the reputation of REFUGYM in the camp and try to position myself
in ways favourable to my research progress. Moreover, my connection to REFUGYM
might have also led to less contact with people who do not appreciate REFUGYGM’s
work and could have led to a bias in the collected data.
One shaping experience that influenced my data collection and, thus, needs to be
mentioned is that another woman and I got sexually assaulted in the REFUGYM building
on my first day in camp. This was a harsh welcome to the camp and heightened my
general concerns for safety; especially, because the harasser showed up at the sports
building several times after, even though it was clearly communicated by camp
management that he is not welcome in the camp anymore. The whole process following
this incident taught me several lessons that I kept in mind during the research process and
that allow you an insight in my perception on safety. Firstly, that being connected to
REFUGYM means that I can benefit from the informal protection mechanisms that
people who care about REFUGYM and its staff enforce. However, that also means that I
am inevitably connected to REFUGYM’s reputation in the camp and the camp politics
that shape it. Secondly, the official structures to ensure safety are limited and do not
function well. Hence, my safety strategy should not rely on them. Considering the lack of
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official security enforcement I made sure that if at any point I did not feel secure in the
camp I stopped entering until I felt more comfortable again.
After my unfortunate welcome to the camp my next few weeks were characterized by a
state of high alert before I slowly started understanding the local dynamics and the
residents better. Whenever I moved around in camp by myself I was very cautious. This
also meant I was experiencing my surroundings through a restrictive security lens. Whilst
I knew exactly who was in close proximity to me and what level of threat I expect to
come from them I did not pick up on many of the mundane and day to day activities
happening in camp and also did not explore places in camp I did not need to necessarily
go to. However, the more I got to know the residents and the more I understood the
dynamics of the camp, the more I was able to relax. Realizing that, I consciously made an
effort to make myself more comfortable in camp in the beginning of my research period.
For one week I did a daily walk through camp, engaged in a lot of small-talk (in English
or my limited Farsi) and agreed to various tea invitations that I attended together with
another volunteer from REFUGYM. After that I felt like I had friendly faces I could turn
to in most corners of the camp. For the rest of my research period my safety perception
only fluctuated slightly and in accordance with general happenings in the camp. I felt
relaxed and welcome in the camp but did not take any unnecessary risks knowing that
there is no reliable safety mechanisms in place.

3.7. INTERVIEWS
To answer my research questions I conducted interviews with selected interviewees that
were able to give me more insight into the workings of the camp, REFUGYM and the
participation of residents in it. Prior to my stay in the field I identified preliminary groups
for interviews. These were REFUGYM participants, resident teachers, camp inhabitants
that are not (anymore) taking part in REFUGYM’s activities and humanitarian aid
workers, including IOM-staff. After getting a first impression of the situation in situ and
considering my access opportunities I eventually settled on three groups. Firstly, aerobics
participants, secondly, teaching residents and thirdly, what I call context carriers.
The aerobics participants were chosen as an interview group for several reasons. The
aerobics class is the backbone of the REFUGYM schedule since the beginning and runs
on a daily basis, whilst other classes and activities have rotated, changed throughout the
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year or only took place once a week. Furthermore, I already built rapport with the
participants during my time volunteering and was confident that I would be able to have
in-depth talks with them. Moreover, all participants of the aerobics class are female, which
allowed me to make use of my positionality as a woman to understand the gender layer of
Malakasa’s camp politics better. In addition, the idea was that because the participants are
all women, are following the same exercise class and live in the same camp collecting
these interviews would make it possible to do an IPA analysis, which requires purposive
homogenous sampling.
I determined teaching residents as an interesting group to interview since they are
involved in both sides of the aid structure, the aid giving and the aid receiving side. Whilst
providing relive for their fellow residents that are also highly dependent on other aid
organizations. In that sense they function as human bridges and can give insides into both
sides as well as the intricacies of navigating their own unique position within the structure.
The third group, context carriers, refers to people that are uniquely positioned within the
camp to have a broader overview of the ongoing developments and relationships. This is
for example the case for the founder of REFUGYM and the elected community leader
who frequently communicate with IOM, other NGOs and residents.
The methods for the semi-structured interviews can be separated into three categories.
Semi-structure interviews, participatory mapping and interpretation review approach. The
term semi-structured interview refers to interviews in which the topics are mapped out
beforehand but where there is also room to wander off these topics if other interesting
paths arise during the interview. Secondly, I tried to initiate participatory mapping of the
camp. Participatory mapping describes a rapid assessment method in which maps are
created by members of the local community (Chambers, 2006). Through these maps it
becomes clearer how they perceive their surroundings. By understanding how my
research participants experience the spatial arrangements and different organizations in
the camp I hoped to gain a better understanding of REFUGYM’s position. After the
maps were drawn I asked for an explanation of them again to make sure I understand
how the drawing is meant. Moreover, I asked the participants to point out three places
they experience as positive and three places they do not like. With the help of the map we
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also traced a 24h time span in their life in camp so that I could gain a deeper insight into
the everyday.
However, of the 13 interviewees only three felt comfortable with the idea of mapping. I
tried to find a balance between nudging the participants towards drawing a map and
keeping the interview space safe and pleasant. In the end I prioritized having a safe and
comfortable interview environment over pushing my methodology; since I was scared
insisting on mapping would hurt the trust relationship between the interviewee and me.
The most common argument against drawing was insecurity about their drawing skills.
These worries also remained even after I explained again that the map does not need to
look nice or resemble the camp structure but should reflect their subjective perspective,
which it itself can’t be wrong or not good enough. For the people rejecting the mapping I
gained an insight into their spatial perception through additional questions on that topic.
Like the interviewees that did draw maps they also were asked for places the like and do
not like as well as an explanation of their average twenty four hours in camp.
Thirdly, I used an interpretational review approach. To apply this approach in interviews I
gave small summaries of what interviewees said and I observed throughout the interview
to make sure what arrived at my end was not distorted or changed by the translation
process or sender- receiver misunderstandings. The research participant was then able to
respond to my summary and give feedback whether or not they feel reflected by this
interpretation, which parts they would want to alter and why they believe our
interpretations differ. In addition, at the end of the writing process, I gave this report to
my translator who is also a camp resident to read and hear whether or not she felt her
reality and was reflected by it and if there are parts she would not support.
For the interviews I conducted with the aerobics participants I made use of
interpretational phenomenological analysis (IPA) to analyse the qualitative data of these
interviews. Smith and Sparks (2016) show that IPA is a useful and more and more
common way of analysing qualitative data in sports and exercise studies to understand the
lived experience of people engaging in sports. To do IPA it is recommended to do
purposive homogeneous sampling. Optimally six to eight participants of the same activity
that are uniform as far as possible (in this case gender and place of residence) are asked in
depth questions about their experience in semi-structured interviews. Afterwards the
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individual cases are examined in-depth but also compared for common themes in a
structured way as guides such as the one by Smith and Osborn (2015) lay out. Since I
have a group of women doing the same exercise class and who were willing to be
interviewed, this approach seemed fit to understand their experience with REFUGYM.
This understanding in turn enabled an analysis of how the experience of participating in
REFUGYMs activities relates to empowerment processes.
Empowerment is a central term to this research, yet it can be an ambiguous word that
each person attaches different meanings to. Even within the international development
and humanitarian context empowerment remains ill-defined (Calvès, 2009). Therefore, I
made sure to discuss the term with my translator prior to the interviews. She ensured me
that she understood what empowerment refers to and that she is able to convey the
concept to the interviewees. However, since I am dependent on translation it was not
possible for me to know the exact wording used to explained empowerment to the
interviewees who often were not familiar with the concept. Hence, it could be the case
that some nuances got lost in translation.
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CHAPTER 4: ACTORS, RELATIONSHIPS AND
PARTICIPATION IN THE HUMANITARIAN ARENA OF
MALAKASA
4.1. INTRODUCTION
According to Hilhorst and Jansen (2010), a refugee camp can be seen as an arena in which
actors socially negotiate their position within the camp structure. Hence, to understand
Malakasa camp and the dynamics of empowerment and participation in it, it is necessary
to get acquainted with the actors who shape the arena: Which actors are present, which
role do they play, how do they relate to each other and why? By answering these
questions, I seek to establish which basic power flows shape the interactions in and
around Malakasa Camp and determine where within this arena participatory initiatives are
present. The findings of this chapter can then be built upon in the following chapters to
identify empowerment processes and further investigate participation in the places it was
found to be present.
I will investigate the humanitarian arena of Malakasa by, firstly, briefly outlining the
actors present in the camp and identifying the most relevant ones. Thereafter, I will
explore how the different actors relate to each other and which factors mold their
relationships. After gaining an overview of the actors and the power dynamics in
Malakasa Camp, I will move on to explore where within this humanitarian arena
participation can be found and which types of participation are present. Chapter 5 and 6
will build on the findings and illustrate what every day practices and participation
initiatives that are embedded in these basic power dynamics look like.

4.2. ACTORS IN THE HUMANITARIAN ARENA OF MALAKASA
In 2019 a variety of actors was present in Malakasa Open Camp. These actors can be
roughly divided into government actors, government-affiliated actors, traditional
humanitarian actors and grassroots humanitarian actors. A detailed list of the actors
present in Malakasa and their role can be found in Appendix A. IOM takes on the most
influential role as camp management. IOM has been has been selected as delegated
authority by the European Commission to assist the Greek Government on mainland
Greece by improving the Greek Reception System through Site Management Support
(SMS) and Targeted interventions in long term accommodation sites. Whilst doing so,
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IOM is dependent on the legislation and decision-making of the Greek Government who
is part of the political arena in which migration strategies are negotiated.
According to IOM (2019), managing the accommodation sites includes the following
components: SMS, protection, translation/ interpretation, non-formal education,
unaccompanied migrant children and capacity building. The official goal is to ensure
“dignified and harmonized reception and protection standards for migrants – including
asylum seekers and beneficiaries of international protection [...]” (International
Organization for Migration, 2019). IOM is supported by the Greek state through
representatives from the Greek Ministry of Defence, Ministry of Migration Policy,
Ministry of Education and Ministry of Health; municipal workers form the local
authorities. Moreover, traditional humanitarian actors are present in Malakasa at times:
NORCAP for consultancy, UNHCR for protection, UNICEF for child protection and
education, Catholic Relief Service (CRS) for CASH.
Next to government, government-associated and traditional humanitarian actors many
newer, gNGOs work in Malakasa. REMAR focuses mainly on distributions, running a
clothes washing salon and providing tea and soup in the tea house during the cold
months. Solidarity Now provides a variety of services including the facilitation of a female
friendly space and language classes for adults. Happy Caravan provides informal
education for children. Connect By Music offers guitar classes to residents of all ages.
FoodKIND distributes food to mostly unregistered residents on site. REFUGYM runs
sports activities with the residents for the residents. ECHO, the library bus and
Mambrella, the midwifery bus are not officially in the list of registered organizations of
IOM but still reach and support the residents once per week. The gNGOs will be
introduced in more detail throughout the text, as needed.
In addition to the aid organizations, it is important to draw attention to the residents
themselves as actors in the humanitarian arena. Residents strategize about their position
within the humanitarian arena and take on constructive and destructive roles on an
individual and group level to gain control over their circumstances and environment.
What this looks like in Malakasa Camp will be described in more detail in Chapter 5.
However, an illustrative example of this is the protest against the newly introduced train
fees in the beginning of September 2019. For several days the residents organized protests
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in front of the camp gate and at the train station, making it impossible for humanitarian
organizations to enter the camp.
4.2.1. TRAIN PROTESTS –A CLAIM TO CONTROL
Over breakfast I overlook the ocean and the first overly tanned tourists, setting up their
station for the day; a daily ritual that so starkly contrasts the camp environment I move in
during the day. “I’ don’t think we can go into the camp today but I guess we should at
least have a look.” the manager of REFUGYM lets me know first thing in the morning.
Surprised I ask why and find out that the residents closed the camp gate and are
protesting in front of it, making it impossible for anyone to enter. We hop into the car
and whilst we pace down the windy, hilly road towards Malaksaa I think about the strong
symbolic of the gate to the otherwise open camp being closed by the residents
themselves. An option I never even considered before. As we get closer to the camp, I
start feeling restless and weirdly excited. The first signs of the protest I can catch sight of
are police officers standing in front of their vehicle, the second a large banner saying
MALAKASA = JAIL.

FIGURE 3: PROTESTERS HOLDING UP A BANNER DURING THE TRAIN PROTESTS IN 2019 (OWN PHOTO)

Several hundred people block the driveway towards the camp gate, peacefully expressing
that without the free train connection their quality of life will be even more undignified
than before. The local train provider recently decided that refugees have to pay the full
price from now on instead of being able to use the train for free. Whilst the group is
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peaceful and well organized the fierce and unwavering demand to be heard is virtually
tangible. After taking in the energy of the large crowd I start spotting more and more
familiar faces. As I walk towards them to find out more, I can feel the confused and
slightly concerned stares of the police officers permeating my back. Why would someone
who looks like me voluntarily walk into a crowd of outraged, “dangerous” refugees? I
dive into the crowd.
Next thing I know a girl I play sports with sometimes runs up to me yelling teacher, takes
hold of my hand and in a friendly but determinedly, drags me towards her family
members. When I arrive the angry, hard expressions on their faces temporarily give way
to a friendly smile paired with a “Salam, azizam” – Peace, my friend. They apologize that
I cannot do my work today but explain that I need to understand that this is an important
protest for them. I assure the family that I am aware just how important this is. During
our conversation I get asked to take photos and spread awareness on social media.
Moreover, it becomes clear that there are also people protesting at the train station, sitting
on the tracks and, thereby, preventing the local trains from running.
The protests at the camp gate only lasted a day, also because many people inside the camp
are dependent on food deliveries from NGOs. However, the protests at the train station
lasted several days with police interfering and dragging people off the tracks. The protests
led to months-long discussions with the train provider and other stakeholders such as the
Major of Malakasa and a representative of the camp community. Nevertheless, the fees
were eventually upheld, the residents’ world got smaller and the living conditions in that
world worse.
Despite the eventual lack of material change the protests brought about, they did lead to
the voice of the residents being heard in the discussions on the train fees. Moreover, the
protest heightened the awareness of the residents themselves but also the organizations
active in the camp, that they have the ability to organize, come together and disrupt the
status quo of the actors in Malakasa Camp. The protest demonstrates that without the
resident’s acceptance and collaboration all other actors cannot do their work and, thereby,
show the power they hold within the power web of Malakasa camp. Protesting in front of
the gate and on the tracks can be seen as a cry for participation; a demand to become part
of the decision-making processes that influence their every-day practices. In this case, the
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demand was made through assembly. By occupying the spaces they lay claim to, the
residents embody the claim (Butler, 2015).
The claims of the residents to exercise control over the environment they move within
can also be found on a smaller scale. Through strategic action individual residents and
small groups influence the conditions and shape the interactions inside of the camp. This
can happen in ways that are constructive or destructive for the overall camp community.
Informal shops, hairdressers, bakeries and free resident-to-resident language classes all
showcase entrepreneurial and creative energy that can benefits other residents. I also learn
about hybrid governance structure that seeks to alleviate conflicts between the residents.
There is a leader for the families in the camp and a leader for the single men in the camp
who were appointed by the residents. Their role is to give advice, mediate conflict and
represent the needs of their respective group towards IOM and external actors.
Similarly, residents’ actions can lead to worse overall conditions in the camp. Residents in
Malakasa live in a climate of fear and pinpoint gang-like groups of single men in the camp
as the source of it. This will be discussed at length in the following chapter. However, at
this point it is important to note, that the feeling of being unsafe influences the behaviour
of the residents and creates unwritten rules which govern the camp. To exercise control
over or influence ones environment is the objective of empowerment (UNHCR 2011).
Thus, whether positive or negative for the overall situation in the camp, the above
strategies can be read as attempts to empower oneself.

4.3. RELATIONSHIPS
4.3.1. RESIDENTS TOWARDS HUMANITARIAN ORGANIZATIONS
Exploring how residents relate to other camp actors helps us get a picture of the power
dynamics in Malakasa Open Camp and how participation fits into them. The resident’s
perception of reality is the one that matters most to determine which participation
pathways and empowerment opportunities are accessible for them. One cannot access
opportunities one is not aware of. Therefore, the following will outline the resident’s
perception of the numerous organizations in the camp, which ones they consider
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important and how they relate to them. The relationships of residents towards the
different organizations in the camp are also shown in the top half of figure 4.
Residents make a stark division between two groups of organizations: One group consists
of government actors, government-affiliated actors and traditional NGOs; the other
group of the gNGOs (see figure 4). They do not always clearly know the difference
between individual organizations that belong to the same group. For instance many
people I talked to assumed that Happy Caravan and REFUGYM are the same
organization because both provide non-traditional support. It seems more important to
know whether the respective actor belongs to the gNGO group or the traditional NGO
group than knowing how the group is structured internally.
The division between the aid actors seems to have been made on the base of emotions
that they feel towards the organization. There is a large amount of frustration, resentment
and even hate for the first group. Most of these feelings go out towards IOM, which
residents see as responsible for the conditions in the camp. For group two, representing
the gNGOs, residents generally feel a lot of appreciation and respect. These emotions
were also very visible in the nonverbal communication displayed during the interviews.
Topics concerning REFUGYM were accompanied by smiles, relaxed shoulders, nodding
and open hands whereas talking about IOM lead to clenched jaws frowning, shaking
heads and sometimes tearing up.
“IOM, CRS, UNHCR, we need them but we only have bad memories from them.” – resident.
During the interviews several themes regarding residents’ view on IOM emerged. Firstly,
residents do not want to go to IOM but are aware of their dependence on IOM. When
they go to IOM they tend to experience the staff as lazy and incompetent. They tell about
staff coming late, having many breaks and leaving early and not working hard for
refugees. Moreover, residents feel that the people at IOM do not solve their problems
and if they do so, it takes a very long time, and you have to go there many times to push
for it. IOM is the face of policy and external factors such as the general state of the
asylum system IOM is working in are not being considered. People also report feeling
disrespected, especially by the translators of IOM. According to the residents, translators
do not just translate but often tend to just answer themselves even though they are not
the ones qualified to answer. Furthermore, it is worth mentioning that the residents I
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talked to were visibly angry and upset when talking about IOM. At times I could not even
finish asking how they feel about IOM when they already started naming all the things
they think IOM is doing wrong.
A small number of residents do not agree with certain activities provided by gNGOs.
Especially music and sports classes for women are sometimes seen as inappropriate or
westernizing. Whilst some men decide to simply prohibit the women in their family to go
to these classes others voice their opinion more publicly. The Connect by Music container
has been vandalized several times during my time in Malakasa Camp and some of the
women attending the aerobics classes say they wish the class could take place outside of
camp, which they believe would minimize the gossiping about women doing sports.
Nevertheless, the NGOs are generally appreciated by the camp residents.
The same emotionality as shown when talking about IOM also appeared when residents
talked about gNGOs; however, this time conveying positive feelings. gNGOs are
perceived as positive for the community and as an opportunity to pass time in a good way
and learn new things. Classes and services are well-visited and made use of. This overall
positivity also reflects in the every-day interactions between gNGO staff and residents. A
usual walk through camp with NGO staff entails a group of children yelling teacher and
wanting to play as well as several adults asking how you are doing and if you would like
anything to eat or drink. Especially international NGO staff that has been in Malakasa for
a longer period of time is well known and highly valued. A resident teacher from Connect
by Music describes the way people look at small NGO volunteers: “They are giving their time,
coming from different countries, leaving their families, spending their money for volunteering. They feel us
and know that we are also human beings” (Abdullah, 24)
Having been an international g NGO volunteer myself I cannot count the number of
times I was invited by different residents, male, female, young and old. I had tea in
someone’s container, got invited for dinner or was brought food to the sports building. I
was gifted jewellery, pictures drawn by children, introduced to family (even in other
countries via the phone) and was referred to as friend and family member. I cannot speak
for all international NGO staff and every interpersonal relationship is different, however,
friend, in this context is usually not just an empty word. Residents will talk to gNGO staff
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about very personal problems such as worries about their future, domestic violence or
boyfriend trouble.
There is a big difference in trust between the residents, gNGO staff and the residentsIOM staff relationships. I remember visiting a family in their container who was getting
ready to fly out to Germany to wish them luck and say goodbye. After sitting down with
some tea, the mother told me all about the family’s plans and that they arranged for
another family to take care of their container so that they can come back in case their plan
does not work out. She then paused for a second, looked at me and told me:”But you
cannot tell any of this to anyone from IOM, ok?”
4.3.2. RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN HUMANITARIAN ORGANIZATIONS
The relationships between the organizations in camp are indicated in the bottom half of
figure 4. IOM has a mixed relationship towards the gNGOs. On the one hand, IOM staff
seems to recognize the added value of having gNGOs present in camp. Personal
communication with staff members showed, that they are aware that gNGOs do, relevant
work which IOM is unable to do. Moreover, IOM refers residents to gNGOs as support
option in community meetings. Therefore, they mostly act friendly towards gNGO staff
and gNGOs get to skip the long line of residents waiting in front of IOM whenever they
need to talk to IOM. Some staff members are particularly fond of the gNGOs and invest
time and energy to support their work. Examples of this include, organizing a bus for
men to be able to train soccer on a proper field once a week, supporting REFUGYM in
filling out Greek paperwork and joining for support at basketball practice in Athens
which some residents can attend through collaboration between REFUGYM and the
Antetokoun Bros Academy.
On the other hand, on an organizational level IOM acts mostly with, what I would define
as, benevolent tolerance, towards gNGOs rather than partnership. IOM is aware that they
are in power position compared to the gNGOs and allow activities as long as they
consider them useful and as not interfering with their own work. Therefore, the gNGOs
are relatively free in how the shape their activities, they hardly ever get checked on and
the IOM working hours are not actively being reinforced. However, IOMs laissez-faire
approach also means that during important meetings such as protection meetings and
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community meetings the fact that most gNGO staff does not speak fluent Farsi or Greek,
the languages used by residents and IOM staff, is not taken into account. Whether or not
a participant of the meeting can and will translate for the g NGO staff is up to luck. IOM
also makes use of the tea house and the REFUGYM building without clearly
communicating it beforehand. They can simply claim the building since the NGOs are
dependent on IOM’s permission to use them in the first place. This has lead to activities
of gNGOs needing to be stopped half way through several times.
The presence of gNGOs can also make IOMs work with the residents harder. As
explained above, the majority of residents harbour negative feelings towards traditional
aid organizations and positive feelings towards the gNGOs in camp. Being in contact
with both groups of organizations residents also leads to direct comparisons between
them. For example, Yamna (18) is frustrated about IOM working so slow: “As opposed
to IOM, when I go to RG and ask for something like a ball I will get it straight away and
can bring it back the next day.” The direct comparison between how efficiently IOM and
gNGOs work can only be lost by IOM if the different nature of services and structural
components that come with them are not being taken into account.
gNGOs’ relationship to IOM is equally mixed. The gNGOs need IOMs support to get
permission from the Greek government to work in Malakasa. Their application for a
permit goes to IOM who then forward it to the Ministry (personal communication, 12
October 2019). Once they obtain a permit, IOM determines the conditions for gNGOs
to be active in the camp, including their working hours and facilities they can make use of.
Moreover, IOM is their contact if they face any challenges in the camp, have repair or
change wishes. Hence, having a good working relationship with IOM is crucial for them.
Nevertheless, the gNGO managers and field coordinators are frustrated with IOM. The
general sentiment is summarized as precisely as it is direct by one of the gNGO managers:
“They have all the authority but they don’t have their sh*ts together!” Most of the complaints I
witnessed are about poor communication, promises that are not being fulfilled after all
and the feeling that the IOM staff generally does not care enough about the well-being of
the resident. Moreover, the grassroots NGOs find it difficult that the staff turnover at
IOM is high and positions are changed often. That makes it strenuous to address the right
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person and build steady relationships and trust which would allow for a better working
relationship.
Generally, there is an understanding for IOM’s dependency on the Greek Government
and that IOMs mills grind slower due to the mere size of the organization and the
bureaucracy that comes with it. However, because the trust towards IOM is low, gNGO
managers also find it hard to know when IOMs frequently used argument, that their
hands are tied by the Greek government, is true. Some managers harbour feelings that
IOM might be hiding behind the ties between IOM and the Government, which stay
opaque for the grassroots staff.
Between each other, gNGOs have a very friendly and supportive relationship. Connect by
Music lets REFUGYM use their car for excursions, Happy Caravan lends REFUGYM
their music speaker, REFUGYM lets Happy Caravan use their building for movie
afternoons and the list keeps going. Whenever a gNGO needs support, the others will try
to help out. As opposed to highly professionalized organizations, the international staff
wants to see each other not only as colleagues but also as friends; a sentiment that aligns
with the guiding principles of solidarity and humanity, which are present in most of the
gNGOs. Nonetheless, the staff hardly ever manages to meet outside of the camp since
everyone is focused on doing their best for the residents and lacks time and energy for
other activities. There is a clear intent to establish a supportive community of gNGO
staff, including temporary volunteers and long-term field coordinators. However, this
intent is overridden by the high demands of the jobs. Therefore, it is difficult to build
strong interpersonal relationships.
4.3.3. OVERVIEW RELATIONS
The relationships between the actors have been established (see graph below). To
recapitulate, IOM is dependent on the Greek Government as they are tasked to support
them. Nonetheless, within the camp, IOM has a position of authority. Both gNGOs and
residents are dependent on IOMs work and goodwill and are aware of their dependence.
Residents are generally fond of gNGOs but highly frustrated with IOM. Reasons for this
are that their basic needs are not covered sufficiently through the work of IOM and
because they do not feel seen and respected as humans. Thereby, they do not consider the
restrictions IOM works with. However, these collective negative feelings raise questions
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about the role of humanism in humanitarianism and why the humanitarian principle of
humanity, which also includes respect for human beings, does not seem to translate
effectively into practice in traditional aid actors. The staff of gNGOs does acknowledge
the restrictions of IOM but is also frustrated due to ineffective communication, a lack of
trust and the feeling that IOM is not managing the camp to the best of their ability. The
relationships within the camp are continuously negotiated whenever change occurs.
However, these fundamental feelings and hierarchies were resilient to external factors
throughout the research period.

FIGURE 4: RELATIONSHIPS AND PARTICIPATION TYPES IN MALAKASA CAMP IN 2019 (OWN FIGURE)

4.3.4. RELATIONSHIPS: A MATTER OF SCALE, RESPONSIBILITY AND POSITIONALITY
After establishing the connections and relationships of the actors in camp, the question
arises which underlying factors shape them. Some relevant considerations are, the
mandate and responsibility they carry, the scale of operations, and their positionality and
room for manoeuvre in Malakasa. IOM, just like most traditional humanitarian actors
operate on a much larger scale than gNGOs. In November 2019 IOM managed 30
accommodation sites in Greece alone, with a reported total population of 22.996 (IOM,
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2019b). Malakasa and its resident constitute only a fraction of IOM’s activities in Greece.
Working on this scale means having to professionalize processes and aligning them with
the overall organizational policies and goals. In the case of IOM the internal policies also
include avoiding conflicts of interest and staying impartial.
In their standard of conduct it is asked of staff to not “offer or promise any gift,
remuneration or any other personal benefit to [...] any third party with a view to causing
him or her to perform, fail to perform or delay the performance of any official act”
(International Organization for Migration, 2014, p. 5) Furthermore, impartiality is to be
kept by “exhibiting objectivity, lack of bias, tolerance and restraint particularly when
conflicts arise” (International Organization for Migration, 2014, p. 3). Whilst these
regulations have an important purpose, the professionalization of aid also makes it harder
to freely interact with camp residents. Is having food at someone’s container accepting a
gift? Would it be illegal to pay a qualified resident for work that needs to be done within
the camp? Do personal relations with residents lead to a bias towards them and, thus,
should be avoided? In the few conversations I managed to have with IOM staff, two staff
members hinted at wishing they could have a more personal relationship with the
residents, which supports the argument that this is a structural issue rather than an
interpersonal one.
Another factor contributing to the distanced relationship between residents and IOM
staff is that IOM is the harbinger and face of unwelcome policy in Malakasa. During the
SMS activities in Greece, IOM does not only have to follow its own internal processes
but is also dependent on donor requirements from the EU and the policies of the Greek
Government. In 2019 a centre-right government was elected and has since transferred the
control of the camps from the Ministry of Migration to the Ministry of Citizen
Protection. Since then, policy shifted onto a more conservative and controlling path that
was not welcomed warmly in the accommodation sites across Greece. Since IOM is
embedded into a larger humanitarian structure its actions and room for manoeuvre are
shaped by the developments within this structure.
In addition, IOM is responsible for covering basic needs of the camp population. IOM’s
responsibilities include but are not limited to WASH facilities, housing and protection.
Covering basic needs is necessarily an emotive business since peoples sustenance depends
45

on it. It becomes even more so when there are not enough resources to cover everyone’s
needs, as is the case in Malakasa Camp. The strong dependency of the residents on IOM
prevents a meeting at eye-level but instead creates an aid giver-beneficiary dynamic. The
combination of IOMs limited ability to interact with residents on a non-professional level,
the responsibility they carry as camp management and the structural restrictions to their
work is ill-received by the residents. They show no understanding for IOMs position and
feel that IOM staff does not do their work well enough, does not care about them, is
disrespectful and does not see them as fellow human.
In many ways, gNGOs portray the opposite of IOM. Most of them are young
organizations that arose in response to the so-called refugee crisis since 2016. In addition,
they usually have small organizational structures and are active on a much more limited
scale, covering the needs of parts of camp populations in fewer camps. As young, small
organizations their structures tend to be less formalized and professionalized than those
of traditional humanitarian organizations. Additional reasons for this could also be that
the scale of operations does not require professionalization yet and/ or that
professionalization does not support their underlying ethos of humans helping humans
instead of the usual aid-giver - beneficiary dynamics.
Furthermore, gNGOs do not formally carry the responsibility for the overall well-being
of the residents. They see their work as filling the gaps the traditional humanitarian regime
fails to fill. This already puts them in a different position than IOM. Dependent on their
services this responsibility is even lesser. Some gNGOs do provide essential services such
as food distributions. However, many gNGOs also provide non-traditional humanitarian
assistance such as sports or library access. These are not usually considered to be basic
needs and the participation in them takes place on a voluntary basis. Therefore, people
who join these activities are not dependent on the gNGO staff for survival and interact
with them because they want to.
Relationships built in this context are not shaped by existential dependency and, thus,
allow more opportunity for residents and aid workers to meet at eye-level. Therefore,
gNGO staff, unlike IOM staff, has the ability to get to know people better and on a more
personal level. The gNGOs I interacted with actively make use of that opportunity. Many
gNGO staff members I talked to emphasize that mutual respect and acknowledgement of
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each other’s humanity is the base of their work and something they emphasize. They also
feel that their efforts to forge human connections are highly appreciated by the residents
who often feel like no one cares about them and they are seen as numbers or animals.
As you can see non-traditional gNGOs, take on a distinct role from IOM within the
camp. This role enables them to cover different needs and have in-depth knowledge of
the camp population. A positive effect of the close personal connections to residents is
the gNGOs can create better informed decisions that are closer to what the participating
residents want and need. Thereby, they fill a gap traditional humanitarian players are not
able to fill due to their positionality. Another benefit is that gNGOs can pass on the
information they receive via the residents to IOM when deemed appropriate. The
purposes of this can either be to try to improve IOMs management in general or to help a
specific resident who might not have been on IOMs radar otherwise. An example for this
I came across was a gNGO worker who found out that a resident has suicidal tendencies
informed IOM to arrange psychological support.
Thus, gNGOs can function as a bridge between residents and IOM that transfers
information about the camp and its residents that otherwise would not have been
exchanged due to the lack of trust and personal connection on behalf of the residents.
However, a strong relationship between them needs to be in place for IOM to make use
of this potential and easily access the knowledge and expertise of gNGOs. That is
currently not the case, as has been described above. The relationship between IOM and
gNGOs lacks mutual respect and is characterized by ineffective communication and
frustration.

4.4. PARTICIPATION
While looking at the work of the different organizations in Malakasa, it became clear that
the participation agenda of the humanitarian sector reached the camp in unexpected ways.
The traditional humanitarian organizations, such as IOM and UNHCR who have
officially committed to participation in agreements such as the Grand Bargain have
extremely limited opportunities for residents to partake in decision-making (Grand
Bargain Signatories | IASC, 2020). To understand the community’s concerns IOM
organizes irregular community meeting every few months to listen to the resident’s
problems and ask them for their take on solutions. The participation level during the
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community meetings I attended would compare to level 3 and 4 on Arnstein’s
participation ladder (1969). These levels are classed as “tokenism”, meaning that residents
can be heard and hear from the power holders. However, they lack the power to ensure
that their concerns will be acted upon and that the status quo will change. Other than that
the only option for residents to influence IOMs work is to wait in front of the IOM office
containers and hope that they will be listened to eventually. Thus, as shown in figure 4,
the participation connected to IOM might be accessible to more people but remains
shallow and infrequent compared to the gNGOs.
In contrast, gNGOs give residents more options to become part of their work. Nearly all
gNGOs, permanently present in Malakasa, work with staff member who are also a
residents of the camp. Connect by Music, Happy Caravan, Remar and Refugym all have at
least one resident working with them (some paid, some on voluntary basis). The extent to
which they are involved in managerial decision-making varies from gNGO to gNGO. A
resident teacher of Connect by Music explains to me that he is the co-founder of the
CbM branche in Malakasa, is in direct contact with the founder of the NGO and has the
last say in which Greek or international staff members work with CbM as teachers in
Malakasa. At Happy Caravan the resident teacher I interviewed felt like a colleague and
partner of the field coordinator, who is responsible for the running of the education
program. According to Arnstine’s definition (1969), the kinds of participation I have
witnessed within gNGOs do not fall in the range of tokenism but rather in the range of
citizen power. The category of citizen power contains higher degrees in decision-making
clout for the people currently not holding the power. However, as also indicated in figure
4, this higher-level participation is accessible to less residents than the community
meetings of IOM.
Interestingly, when asked about a participation agenda and the Grand Bargain gNGO
staff turned the question around to me, curious to find out about it. This indicates that
the pursuit of participation does not come from a place of obligation or duty but seems to
be an obvious, helpful and at times necessary modus operandus for the gNGOs. The
reasons for this will be discussed in more detail in chapter six. However, two important
ones are the following: By working with resident staff the gNGOs in Malakasa have an
additional connection to the residents through which they stay informed about events and
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developments in the camp as well as the current needs and wants of residents. Moreover,
if they find people with the right qualifications available in the camp population they
gNGOs can assume that they will be able to assist them longer than the average
international volunteer.
Therefore, gNGO field coordinators and managers in Malakasa seem to see it as a given
that the people in need of assistance should be involved wherever possible and do not
hesitate to create opportunities for residents they know and trust. gNGO staff who have
been active in other camps throughout Greece, also point out that working with residents
as staff is not unheard of in other contexts but is usually not as widely spread as it is in
Malakasa. However, since the work of the resident staff is restricted to the gNGOs sphere
of activity and they are also dependent on IOM and the larger humanitarian context, the
question is whether their opportunity to shape gNGO’s work can translate into
empowerment.
Overall, IOM seems to provide limited opportunity for low-level participation. However,
in theory, these opportunities are open to all residents who know about them, are able to
come to the venue and can linguistically voice their opinions. gNGOs provide higher level
participation opportunities. However, to be able to make use of these opportunities one
needs to have a certain skill set and/ or have gained the trust of the respective manager.
By acting within gNGOs, residents have the opportunity to shape the camp activities
within the sphere of the gNGOs work. Whilst increased control over ones environment is
often considered as integral for empowerment, in a humanitarian context it needs to be
accompanied by questions about impartiality.

4.5. CONCLUSION
This chapter has introduced the main actors in Malakasa Open Camp and how they relate
to each other. This information constitutes the scaffolding of Malakasa’s humanitarian
arena and will be built upon in the following chapters. It became clear that the actors in
Malakasa have complex, inter-dependent, emotionally charged relations to each other,
which do not match the traditional, clear-cut dichotomy of aid-provider and beneficiary.
The residents of Malakasa, who are crucial actors themselves, make a rigid distinction
between gNGOs, which are seen as mainly positive and traditional humanitarian actors,
which are perceived as negative but necessary to cover essential needs.
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These two groups of organizations take on distinct roles within the humanitarian arena
based on their mandate, scale of operations and the room for manoeuvre, which is
determined by a multitude of factors. These include the overall state of the Greek asylum
system, the politics surrounding it and the attitude of and dependence on the other actors
in the humanitarian arena of Malakasa Open Camp. The different role of gNGOs as
opposed to traditional humanitarian actors carries the potential to improve the
information flow between the residents and camp management because they are trusted
and carry knowledge that IOM cannot easily access. However, this potential is not being
exhausted due to the ambiguous relationship between camp management and gNGOs.
Participation is paradoxically hardly found at the traditional humanitarian organizations
who have officially committed to the participation agenda. Instead gNGOs work with
residents as staff or volunteers. Moreover the level of participation is higher, meaning
more influence of the residents, in gNGOs than it is in the participation activities of
traditional humanitarian organizations. Residents who have fitting skills can, thus,
influence the work of gNGOs. What that influence can look like and whether or not it is
something to strive for will be explored throughout the rest of this paper. In the
following chapter I will enquire into empowerment in Malakasa and establish a
contextualized definition, to be able to assess the impact participation within gNGOs can
have in terms of empowerment
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CHAPTER 5: MAPPING HURDLES TO EMPOWERMENT
5.1. INTRODUCTION
In order to determine the dynamics around empowerment in Malakasa and the role that
participatory initiatives like REFUGYM can play in it, a baseline of what empowers
residents needs to be established. As laid out in the theoretical framework, it is most
pertinent to ask residents about their ideas surrounding empowerment to establish such a
baseline. Therefore, I will use this chapter to map out barriers that limit Malakasa’s
residents in their empowerment efforts and thereby also paint a more vivid picture of
how the different actors and the relationships between them shape the realities in camp.
To find out about (dis-)empowering factors I asked all resident interviewees which things
about Malakasa camp they feel empowered by and which ones they feel restricted by. In
this process it was remarkable to see that in the answer to that question everyone focused
solely on factors that prevent them from empowering themselves in, even after being
prompted to mention positive things. Moreover, there was great overlap in the answers
given. The issues directly mentioned by all twelve resident interviewees were the lack of
security, accessible health services, and education. Next to these, I identified factors that
were indirectly mentioned by the resident interviewees and also apparent through
observations and casual conversations. These are location and transport as well as feeling
stuck in transition. While all the factors mentioned above seem to be relatively universal
for the residents, it is important to keep in mind that a unique mixture of restrictions
influences each person’s life in camp, depending on their individual situation. For
instance, a healthy person might feel less restricted by lacking access to health services
than a chronically ill one. It also became clear to me that registration status and gender
severely influence how much room for manoeuvre one has within the constraints of these
general factors. Therefore, these two aspects will be explored towards the end of the
chapter.

5.2. IN THE DESERT: LOCATION AND TRANSPORT
“They just put us in a desert and now they don’t care about us” - resident
The first and most obvious factor, which prevents residents from shaping their lives as
they need, is the location of the camp and the transport possibilities. When I first came to
Malakasa one characteristic feature was the seemingly never ending pilgrimage to and
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from Athens. Whenever a train was due to arrive a snail of people was winding from the
camp entrance to the train station, returning a few hours later packed with essentials such
as food, clothes, education materials or medicine. This snail has become increasingly
smaller and male after the private train company running the connection decided in
September 2019 that the residents no longer are allowed to use the trains for free but
need to pay the full fare of 8 euro for a return ticket. Keeping in mind that most people in
Malakasa camp live off a maximum of 150 euro a month and many get much less support
or none at all, it becomes clear that 8 euro is an impossible price to pay. “Only one of our
family members has a cash card. So for every person there is only 50 Euro per month. Now with the train
fees, if we need anything or feel bored we cannot go to Athens or anywhere.” – Refugym participant
However, simply staying in Malakasa is also not an option. Since Malakasa village is small,
the only shopping opportunities are a little kiosk without fresh produce and with prices
that are not payable for the residents and a cafe with the same characteristics. That means
the only option in walking distance are the little shops that entrepreneurial residents set
up in camp. However, they only provide a very limited variety of foods. After the train
fees were introduced external, informal food vendors often with eastern European roots,
also made use of the need for food and started driving through camp selling fresh
produce. Even if the residents would manage to live entirely off these options, they would
need to leave Malakasa to access essential services. One interviewee estimated that on
average they need to go to Athens at least one time per week. The residents that do get
financial support need to go to an ATM to get out the cash twice a month. There is no
ATM in Malakasa village. Moreover, residents need to take the train to attend their asylum
meetings, to access medical appointments, and the NGO networks in Athens that can
provide them with education, translators and guidance as to how they can navigate the
complex asylum system. “Tomorrow my family has an appointment to get fingerprints taken for our
IDs. But we cannot go. I have four children. If I pay 6x 8 euro for the train I cannot feed them for the
rest of the month.” – Refugym participant. Taking all this into account, it does not come as a
surprise that the residents did not simply abide by the decision made about the train fees
but protested instead, as described in the previous chapter.
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5.3. AN OPEN CAMP: SAFETY AND SECURITY
Another major factor that influences the way people can make choices and create their
lives is safety. Malakasa is an open camp. In theory that means that residents are allowed
to enter and return whenever they want. Visitors are only allowed in after registering at
the entrance. However, in reality the gates of Malakasa camp are open 24/7 and people
come and go as they please, including outsiders. There is no telling who exactly is in the
camp at any given time. A resident of the camp describes it as follows: “I have this protection
card (shows me his International Protection Applicant Card) but there is no protection here.
Anyone can come, anyone can go and no one asks them what they are doing here. It means good people
like you can come in but also very bad people get inside.”
IOM seems to provide some sort of protection through their authority in camp. From
10:00 to 16:00 on week days IOM is present. They do not have their own security
personnel; however, since the residents are dependent on IOM for their livelihoods and
know that the staff can call police into the camp this is the time when few security
incidents happen. However, residents also complain that IOM evacuates their staff very
quickly from camp. “When IOM hears about fighting they leave the camp because they are scared.” –
Aerobics participant. “If you only knock on IOM’s door too hard they will say it is not safe and just
drink coffee” – Camp resident. I witnessed several of the times IOM evacuated the camp,
which officially means NGO staff also needs to stay out of camp until further notice.
However, after retrieving from the camp to the closest café, where IOM goes to socialize
and drink coffee after an evacuation, I usually went back into camp since there was no
apparent reason not to go back in. Most NGOs handled the evacuations similarly since
they happen every few weeks and they feel they have work that needs to be done and are
confident in their own safety evaluation.
As soon as IOM move out of camp, be it for safety reasons or because their work day is
done, the authority vacuum seems to be filled by other actors. ”Before four pm everything is
pretty ok; after four pm the king changes. Other people are king. […] They will drink alcohol to feel
more powerful, and then they will go vandalizing containers, beating up or raping people and threatening
them.” – Camp resident. I have only been in camp after IOM hours on a few occasions
since IOM officially does not allow NGOs in camp outside of their working hours.
Hence, I have little to no first-hand observations of these hours. However, the shift of
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power and steep decrease of safety was corroborated in various interviews by residents as
well as NGO workers.
When asked about security in the camp every person I talked to but two younger men
said they feel unsafe and that the single men are to blame. Whether woman, man, old or
young, everyone agreed that the main threat comes mainly from single men in the camp.
People describe that during the days the single men are not as disturbing but in the
evenings there are always fights between them and that they get drunk, shout and harass
people in other containers. A place everyone seems to be particularly scared of is just
outside the back-gate of the camp where the forest begins, which residents refer to as
jungle. “There is a gate where you can go to the jungle. Most of the single boys go there and have fights
there. The jungle is very dangerous” – Aerobics participant
Some interviewees talk about gang-like structures in camp. One woman refers to a shop
owner who has younger boys under his control and these boys are again controlling
others. She explains that there are more groups like this in camp and that the groups fight
each other. Another interviewee describes how structures like these can arise: “When a
person is unregistered it means they don’t have a cash card. Someone else needs to support them and the
person supporting them can give commands which they will listen to because they are dependent.” During
a conversation with a 25 year-old single man I hear that some groups in camp are
connected to rich criminals with migration background in Athens who have been living
there for years, earning money with illegal activities. Other comments paint a less
structural picture of about 10-20 men that are just troubled and drink too much. From my
standpoint it was hard to investigate this further without potentially risking my own safety
in camp. However, it is not unusual for young males to carve out pockets of authority in a
camp setting in order to gain spatial control and defend the rules and norms they consider
important (see Turner 1999, 2006).
Security incidents spoken of, range from sexual harassment and threats, beatings, rapes of
women and children to stabbings and murder. The majority of residents I interviewed
have been affected by verbal and/ or non-verbal violence directly as well. For example,
Yamna (18) tells me that she was sitting on the porch of their container together with her
sister playing a game. A man came by and told them to go inside their container. When
they refused he started throwing stones at them and threatened to burn their food if they
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did not listen, leaving them with no choice but to retrieve inside their container. Zahab
(21) shares how her little sister (13) got into an argument with a woman in camp. The
night after, the woman’s husband and five other men came to her family’s container
threatening to kill her little sister and saying that they will find her anywhere, wherever she
is hiding. After going to IOM and not receiving any support Zahab decided to beat her
little sister really hard in front of the men so that the men would not chase her. However,
as precaution her little sister stayed very close to the container for the following months
until the other family left to Germany.
Sanam (34) is constantly scared for her daughter (14). “They[the men in the camp] disturbed
her many times in different ways. They tell her “Why are you not coming to us? You should be our
girlfriend!” She just ignores them because there is no other solution. But one month ago a friend of the
family we know still from Greece came to Malakasa. Him and my daughter were very good friends in
Turkey so she was so happy to see him and they talked. The men in camp came to him and said if you
ever talk to a Hazara girl again we will do something to you (…).When the boy left to the train we found
him 2 hours later being beaten up by the men from camp. They beat him for two hours! (…) The gang
came to us later that day and said to us that if my daughter talks to boys again they will raper her, drag
her around camp and then they will come to our tent and burn it. And if we go to IOM and say anything
about it they will kill us all.”
Next to these individual stories that most residents carry with them, there seem to be a
number of extremely well-known incidents that echo through the camp. During my time
in Malakasa these were, for example, the stabbing of a Pakistani male that happened at a
weekend-day close to the REFUGYM sports building and the rape of a four-year old boy
in the forest outside of the camp. For some of the stories circulating through camp I can
determine that they are true. One that is well documented online is the show off between
Syrian and Afghan men in Malakasa in 2018 (Kathimerini, 2018; Reidy, 2019; Dumont
2020). A 31-year-old Syrian was killed in the fight and several others wounded. After this
incident the non-Afghan residents were given the opportunity to resettle in another camp.
For many other stories I cannot fully determine which parts happened in the way that I
am being told and which parts might have been altered through Chinese whispers. Some
residents seem to have the same issue. A few of the interviewees say they have never seen
a stabbing or a rape themselves but they all heard numerous times from others that it is
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happening and they would rather be safe than sorry. However, the accuracy or level of
truth is on some level not relevant as it is the existence of the stories that creates a climate
of fear that governs the behavior of the residents. For instance, Tasneem (24) describes:
“We hear a lot about fighting and bad things. We did not see it but we heard about it so we are trying to
avoid it. (…) We are always in our apartment and try not to go outside”.
These stories (whether true or not), the constant threat of violence and the associated
fears are part of how this accidental village functions. They have become a domain of
ordering in Malakasa Camp, determining who can go where at what time and how. They
are a reference point for residents to determine and understand their place within the
camps social fabric. The ordering effect or violence is not unique to Malakasa Camp.
Utilizing Nordstrom’s (1997) concept of ‘warscapes’, Jansen (2018) shows that refugee
camps are linked to the warzones the residents left behind, “either through people’s
(imagined) pasts, in the present or in anticipated futures […]” (p. 87). War-related imagery
and the presence of violence, whether symbolic or manifested, shape the processes of
place-making and influence the now.
In Malakasa, the most impactful ordering force besides of IOM is the presence of
presumably violent young men which are referred to as single men. Considering the
concept of a warscape, it stands to reason that, since most single men in Malakasa have
experienced warzones they are using violence as a form of ordering they are acquainted
with in order to empower themselves. The threat of such violence is received in an
amplified form since the other residents react to the threat of violence based on their warrelated imagery and experiences; a perspective through which rape, torture and assault are
not abstract ideas but a real possibility. However, more detailed research on the safety
situation in Malakasa would be needed to determine for certain whether or not that is
how the dynamic works.
The climate of fear inside the camp is amplified by the late arrival or complete absence of
emergency services. It is another problem that the interviews determined as a safety
threat. When security incidents happen police does not come and if they come the do not
go inside of the camp. “Maybe if you call them (Police) many, many times like ten times from ten
different phones they come to the gate but not inside” – Resident. Moreover, residents talk about
being scared to call the police in the first place since they are scared that the men
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threatening them will hurt their family because of it. Ambulances only arrive hours later
to “pick up the dead body” as several residents and NGO workers referred to it. NGO
workers report about several incidences where they brought raped or beaten up people to
the hospital after IOM hours when no ambulance would show up for hours and the
residents call the NGOs as their last hope. During a community meeting IOM was asked
for a number, residents can call at night in case of emergency. The answer was that this is
the Greek reality. Ambulances are always late. So now that the camp residents are in
Greece they need to become more independent and learn more about all the services that
are available (Community liaison officer - Community meeting 10.10.2020).
During the same community meeting (ibid) IOM acknowledged that safety is an
important issue and that they have informed the local authorities many times. They
mapped out that what they are trying to do about the current safety situation. Firstly,
IOM started the process of hiring security but are stuck in bureaucratic issues for which
they are waiting to be resolved and they cannot tell when that will be. Secondly, IOM
requested a check-in/ check-out point and, thirdly, they also requested police presence
outside of camp 24/7. However, they acknowledge that the police presence seems to be
unstable. According to my observations, the word unstable needs to be understood as
euphemism, considering that police is usually not present.

5.4. HEALTH
Another factor residents complained about as a negative influence on how they can lead
their lives is the lack of access to adequate healthcare. In theory, asylum seekers and
refugees in Greece have access to primary and secondary medical care. In 2019 every
asylum seeker and refugee could get a Social Security Registration Number, also known as
AMKA to get access to security and healthcare. However, in practice the access for
asylum seekers and refugees is extremely difficult in a Greek healthcare system that is
struggling in general to provide universal access to health services (Ziomas,
Konstantinidou & Capella 2018). Moreover, the process of being officially registered as
asylum seeker and, subsequently, getting an AMKA can take many months if not years as
residents shared with me.
In Malakasa a container from the ministry of health is provided where residents can go to
get medical advice. However, residents complain that the doctors there are not allowed to
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give out any medication. In their eyes those doctors are not real doctors. During my time
in Malakasa the camp doctors were on strike for a several weeks on end, making this
medical service inaccessible. The only other health service at the camp is a mobile
midwifery service which is provided by the Swiss NGO Mambrella. Once a week a yellow
van with two female midwives parks in front of the gate of Malakasa camp because they
do not have an official permit to enter the camp. The women can then walk outside of
the gate and get help and advice during and after pregnancy.
For any other medical care or appointment the residents need the money to go visit the
doctor, which, as explained previously, is often not possible. If they can pay the travel to
go to a doctor they can either try to access the official Greek health care system or the
services provided by medical NGOs. Medical NGOs are especially important for those
who are not yet officially registered as asylum seekers or refugees and cannot access the
Greek health care system. Those who can access the Greek health care system still face
many hurdles. It can take months to get an appointment, when they get an appointment
most of them need to find a translator. This is mostly another camp resident, friend or
family members who can speak Greek and/ or English. A resident explains to me that if
you have no close friend or family member you also have to pay them to come with you
to the appointment. This is an additional expense on top of the travel fees. For women an
additional hurdle is that culturally many of them are uncomfortable with being treated by
a male doctor or nurse which, according to the women I talked to, is not always being
accommodated for.

5.5. EDUCATION
Education possibilities for children and adults in Malakasa Camp exist but are
experienced as far from sufficient by the residents. They recognize how important
education is to be able to build a live and give high priority to it. Many residents name an
education for their children or access to higher education for themselves as a big
influence on their decision to flee.
Registered children in Malakasa officially have the right to join the local schools.
However, in reality only few children can go there. “Last year I registered four of my
children for school but only two of them were given permission to go by the Minstry of
Education.” Those who are registered accepted and supposed to be at school still face
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many issues, one of which is getting to school. During the four months I spent
researching in Malakasa I only saw school buses for about four weeks. After the Greek
summer holidays the school bus did not come for weeks. Surprised that there was
suddenly school buses and children going to school I asked some of the nearby parents
about it. They told me that it is always like this. After every holiday it takes weeks for the
school bus to come or the school has no space or needs to get renovated. Furthermore,
the students I talked to talk about the difficulties they face once they get to school. They
complained that they cannot understand what is going on at school because the classes
are in Greek and others told me they are being taught in a separate building but they do
not learn anything there and just wait until the time is over.
For those children who are not able to attend a local Greek school the only alternative is
an NGO called Happy Caravan. Happy Caravan operates in Malakasa since the beginning
of 2019 and provides classes in languages, maths, technology and creative education (arts
and crafts) to approximately 150 children in one ISO box container on the weekdays
(Happy Caravan, 2020). Whilst their classes are highly appreciated by the camp residents
there is not enough capacity to teach all the children who would need it. In
October/November 2019, 633 minors were in Malakasa camp 444 of which were
between 6 and 17, an age where they should be receiving some sort of education.
For adults, language classes in English and Greek are being offered by Solidarity Now and
The Greek Ministry of Education. However, there are long waiting lists for these as well.
Longer ones for the English classes than for the Greek classes, because no-one really
wants to stay in Greece, as was explained to me. Some residents started their own
educational initiatives due to the lack of classes offered. For instance, a female resident
who learned German at University before fleeing, offers daily German classes to women
in her container. Many teenagers and adults were also attending classes given by
educational NGOs in Athens but had to stop going there once the train fees were
adopted.
Educational materials, advice and books that can be accessed by residents of all ages come
in form of a mobile library once per week. Every Monday from 2:30pm-4pm the mobile
library van ECHO parks inside the camp and lends books in Arabic, Farsi, Pashto,
Kurmanji, Turkish, French, English, German, Bangla, Urdu and Greek to those
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interested. Moreover, they provide access to online learning and information on
educational opportunities, language learning resources, informal small group tutoring,
Children’s activities, Advice on university and jobs and a space for community-led
creative workshops (ECHO, n.d. ).

5.6. STUCK IN TRANSITION
A less visible yet not less important factor that influences the residents ability to shape life
are the struggles that come with living in Malakasa Open Camp, a supposedly temporary
stop on their journey, for extended periods of time. Due to the backlog in asylum
applications in Greece, many of the residents spend not months but years in Malakasa
Camp and a decongestion of the Greek Asylum system is not in sight. Therefore, the
residents are forced to make life in a place not meant for permanent living and create
movement in the midst of stagnation. They are exposed to what Grabska and Horst
(2015) refer to as protracted uncertainty. Unlike the concept liminality, which is often
used in migration studies to describe the phase of transition between old lives and new
beginnings, the idea of protracted uncertainty gives space for life to take place within that
transitional period (Sacks, 2019). People stuck in protracted uncertainty are faced with
extended periods of waiting whilst simultaneously dealing with great levels of uncertainty.
The combination of both can lead to a perceived meaninglessness, passivity and
stagnation of the everyday. Many people report being bored and thinking too much
because they have nothing to do. The many activities I see them do every day do not
seem to carry any value. After an interviewee described her usual day to me I ask her how
she feels about her routine. She gets visibly upset and wants to know why I would ask
such a question since there is nothing she can do differently; there is nothing to do.
Another woman tells me “Days in camp are so long because all the days are boring”. The feeling
of passivity and being stuck has intensified further since the train fees were introduced.
“Before the thing that made us happy was the train. When we got bored and mentally tired of the
situation here we would go to Athens or Chalkida, or anywhere else”. People reminisce about days
at the sea and walking through the shopping streets of Athens where they say that for a
little moment they could forget that they are refugees and stuck in a Camp.
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“Having nothing to do is destroying me from the inside. I’ve been here for 1.5 years and still nothing is
clear“ - Abulfaz (25). A recent study by Bjertrup et al. (2018) conducted in five different
reception centers, including Malakasa, shows that depending on the site between 73% and
100% of the respondent screened positive for an anxiety disorder. Forced passivity for
long periods of time the disruption of social networks and the dependency on aid relief
which was perceived as shameful are some of the factors leading to severe levels of
psychosocial stress for refugees stranded in Greece. However, the main cause identified
was the perceived powerlessness and uncertainty concerning the asylum decision. What
the reality of this can look like was illustrated for me by Achmad, a father of two: “My
neighbor was cutting his hands deeply with big pieces of glass. After he was brought to the doctor I asked
him why he did that and he just said: What else can we do? They postponed my [asylum] interview to
2022 and I have to live here until then. It is easy for others to make that decision but in reality it is not
possible to live so long under these conditions. So I suddenly lost control and became very emotional”.
To stay mentally and physically intact in protracted uncertainty the residents need to find
ways of waiting that suit their individual situation. Successful long-term waiting in
protracted uncertainty can be understood as “managing everyday life whilst coming to
terms with the underlying structural uncertainty” according Horst and Grabska(2015, p.8).
This includes long-term uncertainties such as the asylum status but also short-term
uncertainties such as food provision for the next weeks. It seems that the more familiar
residents become with the situation they are in the more they build the uncertainties into
their every day routines. This includes, for instance the daily ritual of waiting in line at
IOM in the hopes of getting more support or different information. Feelings of
overwhelming uncertainty and non-acceptance of the situation meet and become
intertwined with the predictability of everyday routines which are experience as
monotonous, boring and meaningless.
However, waiting in this case should not be seen as static but as often dynamic and
adapting to the development of the underlying uncertainties. Despite the great uncertainty
and the immense psychosocial pressure associated with it, many residents in Malakasa
showed agency in how they shaped their waiting. Tasneem (24), for example, describes
how she tries to keep herself busy to control her mind: “I go to Greek class [at Solidarity
Now]. I’d prefer English class but it’s ok this way. Because we cannot do anything here it can help to go
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to classes, the mosque, the doctor, the shop, anything really.” Abulfaz (25) describes that he finds
the stability and peace he needs to stay sane in praying five times a day and keeping the
friends he made in the camp as close as possible.
Other, more general ways of coping with protracted uncertainty are holding on to an
imagined future and risk taking. Every person I talked to very quickly shifted the
conversation to their plans of going to somewhere else, a better place. These plans are
usually very strategic and detailed. A lot of time goes into thinking them through and
researching the best options. Abufaz for instance tells me “I will go to France because I already
have my fingerprints registered in Hungary and France doesn’t cross-check with Hungary. In other
countries like Germany they do.“ Holding on to the permanent presence of a way out and a
future different from the current and past situation helps with the current standstill (see
also Turner 2015b).
After joining an aerobics class one of the women, Zahar, comes up to me and tells me
that she will be going to Sweden tomorrow so we need to say goodbye. Concurrently, I
feel sad because I will not see her again, scared because by now I understand the risk
involved with being trafficked to another country too well and happy that she has the
opportunity to try and find a new life in Sweden. After saying our goodbyes I go over to
the manager of REFUGYM to share my thoughts. She just looks at me and tells me not
to take it too seriously. Apparently Zahar announces her departure every week and shows
up to class the next day anyways.
Whilst for Zahar her departure might be wishful thinking to cope with her reality, others
are able and willing to take the risk of getting trafficked or emigrating illegally. Risk taking
is a popular strategy for residents to disrupt the standstill and replace it with new possible
outcomes. So popular that it nearly becomes normalized. One afternoon I step outside
the sports building for a little break. A woman walks by with her daughter and wishes me
a good day before telling me to pray for her daughter who is currently in the back of a
truck to England. I tell her I wish her daughter all the best and go back inside. Only a few
minutes later I realize that I should have been more shocked by her remark. Yet another
uncertainty entangled in the every-day of Malakasa. The risks attached to all of the flight
attempts are high and the fact that people are taking them is indicative of how grueling
waiting in Malakasa feels to the residents.
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In sum, life for residents of Malakasa is shaped by finding ways of managing coinciding
feelings of extreme monotony and boredom as well as extreme uncertainty, which slowly
lets their mental well-being crumble. Sacks (2019: 58f) fittingly describes this as a
“dynamic equilibrium that demonstrates how life keeps going under precarious circumstances” [...] whilst “underneath the surface an erosion takes place which leaves its
marks on the residents, as more and more time is filled with uncertainty.”

5.7. REGISTRATION STATUS AND GENDER
Registration status in the Greek Asylum System and perceived gender are two factors that
significantly affect residents’ lived-reality and level of agency in Malakasa. After exploring
which role the registration status plays, gender and its implications will be explored. It is
important to keep in mind that both these factors can coincide in the same person and
lead to layered challenges. An unregistered woman, living in a tent will have different
challenges than a woman who is registered and lives in a container.
5.7.1. Registration

Since Malakasa is an open camp, many third country residents, not registered with the
Greek Asylum Service are present. Third country nationals not registered with the Asylum
Service will be referred to as unregistered from here on out. This includes persons with
police notes, persons whose documentation issued by the Greek State expired, or persons
who have not been issued documentation by the Greek State (Boskou & LundkvistHoundoumadi, 2019). In October 2019, 652 of the 1785 residents in Malakasa Camp
were unregistered (Danish Refugee Council, 2019). These numbers might not be entirely
accurate since it is challenging to have an exact overview of a transient and fluent space
such as Malakasa. However, the report does indicate that a high percentage of
unregistered is present. This is also reflected by the amount of makeshift shelters
unregistered people who cannot be housed in one of the container units have built.
One factor fostering the presence of unregistered persons is that accessing the asylum
system and officially being registered on the mainland is a challenge. The UN Committee
Against Torture highlights the Skype-based appointment system in place for registration
as one of the main reasons for that since it has limited capacity and availability for
interpretation (2019). In 2018, the waiting period for asylum registration on mainland
Greece could take half a year dependent on various criteria such as vulnerability and
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language. With 1-2 months of waiting for an initial appointment and an average of 3-4
months until full registration (UNHCR, 2019; Boskou & Lundkvist-Houndoumadi, 2019).
In the meantime persons who are unregistered face immense hardship. A study by
Baskou and Lunkvist-Houndoumadi (2019) in which they questioned 361 unregistered in
and around Thessaloniki maps out what being unregistered entails: Unregistered do not
have access to a dignified shelter and 75% of surveyed individuals were homeless.
Unregistered also do not have the right to work legally in Greece and are dependent on
NGO clinics for access to healthcare other than emergency care. Another consequence of
not being registered is that the children are not able to enrol into a school without a valid
ID such as an Asylum seekers card despite education being compulsory for all children
between 5-15 years old residing in Greece. Moreover, without registration there is no
access to social services or basic assistance that officially registered asylum seekers and
Refugees are legally entitled to. This also includes any cash assistance.
5.7.2. UNREGISTERED IN MALAKASA
Therefore, unregistered are searching for a better living situation. During this search many
end up in Malakasa Camp, hoping that living conditions there will be better. However,
since their registration status does not change when they come to the camp, their hopes
are mostly not fulfilled. When they arrive people need to build their own shelter, made
from old tents, blankets and tarps. After every rainfall hedges, trees and washing lines are
full of belongings put out to dry. Portable showers and toilets are accessible as well as
communal tabs but they are neither clean nor sufficient. Moreover, they still cannot
access the Asylum Services and the benefits that come with it. Unregistered residents in
the tents complain about having no money, always being hungry, being scared of the
colder days coming and that they do not have any way to protect themselves in the tents.
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FIGURE 5: WET, MAKE SHIFT SHELTER AT THE CAMP ENTRANCE (OWN PHOTO)

IOM takes on an ambivalent role in dealing with the unregistered residents since they are
not officially responsible for unregistered residents. They walk the awkward line between
not attracting more unregistered people they cannot care for and making sure the ones
present in camp can survive. An interviewee tells me every time she goes to IOM they tell
her they cannot do anything for her since she is not registered. On another occasion IOM
declined the offer of an NGO employee to bring pallets into camp so that people could
elevate their tents from the ground which would make it easier to deal with rain and mud.
Pallets under makeshift shelters, in IOMs eyes, are a pull-factor. On the other hand, IOM
tries to move unregistered people into containers, where they have access to a kitchen, a
bathroom and a door they can lock for safety. IOMs concern and efforts became
especially noticeable towards the winter months when living in a tent becomes lifethreatening. The community liaison officer of IOM says “Believe us we do everything we
can to find help. We make requests but if they don’t get fulfilled we cannot do anything.
We cannot put you in containers we don’t have” (personal communication, 10 October
2019)
The presence of unregistered residents and informal shelters is also a polarized topic
between the registered residents. There seem to be two main groups. The first one
consists of those who emphasize or have been in the same situation before and want the
situation changed for the unregistered, especially those living in makeshift shelters. People
are concerned for the safety especially of the small children living in the tents and the
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women. Some people also let tent inhabitants use their bathroom or cooking facilities and
share their food. The second group are those who want the situation changed for their
own sake. They make a clear divide between “us” the people in containers and “them”,
othering the people in tents. Comments I hear throughout camp include “we never asked
them to come here and they make life in our camp worse”, “I don’t go where the tents
are because everyone there is dirty.” Next to the extremely challenging living situation and
lack of access to services, unregistered people who live in a makeshift shelter also have to
deal with hostility and stigmatization.
5.7.3. GENDER
Residents who are identified as woman need to navigate the conditions outlined above
whilst having additional, interlinked challenges regarding safety, mobility and their
position as women. The inadequate reception and accommodation conditions in Greece
exacerbate women’s vulnerability to Gender Based Violence (GBV) after an already
extremely dangerous journey to Greece, during which many women are exposed to sexual
violence by not only smugglers but also police and coastguards abusing their power
(Freedman, 2016). The women in Malakasa as well as their families report to constantly be
worried about the women and girls in the family because they fear gender based violence.
Woman residents interviewed specifically shared fears about being raped by the single
men in camp which are perceived as especially threatening.
As a consequence, most women feel too unsafe to move about the camp by themselves at
any time of the day. Many women spend most of their time in private spaces and are
dependent on either a group of other women or their male chaperone to be able to move
about, attend classes, access services in the camp. The chaperone is usually the father,
brother or another male family member and is tasked to protect the woman and ensure
she does not engage in any improper behavior. Atfia (32) tells me: “To German class I walk
with my husband because I never walk alone in the camp. I’m scared.” The limitation of movement
also inhibits the ability to build social contacts outside of the container which in turn
makes it harder to find a group of women you might be able to move about with. “Even
the women I go swimming with I don’t see or talk to on the other days. Here is not the place I can go any
day anywhere I want” (Zahab 21). Thus, On the one hand a male chaperone is crucial for
many women to provide safety and access to services.
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On the other hand this relationship can also become restrictive or even dangerous.
Yamna (18) who identifies as a feminist and is eager to shape her life accordingly shares
with me: “My father is scared of the circumstances. Because of that he took my freedom. […] If I could
change anything about my life it would be my father’s mind”. Next to restrictive rules, domestic
violence was brought to my attention many times whilst being in Malakasa. The stressors
of forced migration can lead to changes in relations of power and gender relations within
families and couples and leads to a rising number of cases of domestic and intra-familial
violence (Freedman, 2016; Horn, 2010). I attempt to understand the male perspective
better and a family father lays out his view on the matter to me: “Many families are separated
because IOM thinks the men are bad and violent and maybe on some days they do argue and something
happens but they weren’t like this before. They are acting not normal because their life is not normal.
Many times I fight with my wife and I love her more than anyone in the world. It happens it doesn’t mean
I am a violent person or not normal.” This indicates that the psychosocial pressure on the men
indirectly becomes an additional burden for the women.
As might have already transpired from the above mentioned concept of a chaperone, the
gender roles in the families I got to know in Malakasa are very clearly demarcated. Men
and women automatically sort themselves into two groups in any group situation, be it
waiting in line or protesting. Being a woman in Malakasa usually means taking on all of
the household and child care duties. This was clearly reflected in the daily routine I asked
each of the interviewees to describe. Therefore, they have less time and energy available
to take part in other activities. At times this also affects the oldest daughters of the family
who need to stay home to help out. It also means needing permission from a male family
member for most things you do. However, in a transient situation, the fixed image of
what it means to be a woman can become contested ground where old and new ideas of
what being a woman in the life they are moving towards could mean. Therefore, the ideas
of what it means to be a woman can become blurred and lead to conflicts between
residents and within families.
Women need to navigate the complexity of all these factors whilst dealing with the
general restrictions and burdens aforementioned. However, as Freedman (2016b) shows
woman also have clear ideas and wishes and find strategies to circumvent obstacles in
their way. For instance women actively re-negotiating their position in the family, stating
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that they are now in Europe and they need to learn how to behave like it. Women also
make strategic use of their perceived vulnerability by getting trafficked first to another
country in the hopes that the obtain asylum and can bring their family afterwards. Yamna
(18), who we heard from before, is not allowed to join guitar classes if you ask her father
but still finds ways of attending them nearly every day – an impressive achievement,
considering they live in the same 24m² container.

FIGURE 6: TYPICAL CONTAINER UNIT WITH GRAPHITY, MALAKASA CAMP (OWN PHOTO)

5.8. TOWARDS A LOCALLY EMBEDDED UNDERSTANDING OF EMPOWERMENT
One aim of this chapter was to develop a more contextually embedded idea of what
empowerment means in Malakasa Camp. Since all the answers given, were focused on
what is hindering empowerment and not on what empowerment is, it seems logical to
attempt a negative definition of empowerment as opposed to a positive one: Instead of
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answering what is or should be happening to enable empowerment, I will determine what
is hindering empowerment. Looking at the points determined in this chapter, it becomes
clear that the factors residents feel restricted by corroborate with the definition of
empowerment used in the theoretical framework. To recap, empowerment according to
UNHCR (2001) was characterized by access to resources, knowledge, decision
making power and a heightened level of control over their own environment through
participation. Residents described their situation with opposite siblings of these words.
The unattainability of empowerment, as experienced in Malakasa Open Camp could,
therefore, be defined as follows: A process through which residents are unable to
access services, knowledge, perceive themselves as passive and lose control over
their environment.
The following will show in more detail which factors feed this process per segment of the
established definition. Residents experience a lack of access to services due to the
remote location of Malakasa camp in combination with the newly introduced train fees.
Moreover, the services provided in camp, specifically in health, are not sufficient. Another
concern is the lacking access to knowledge. This includes the lack of education
opportunities for both children and adults in the form of schooling and classes. It also
includes the lack of detailed knowledge on the asylum procedures. People are confronted
with the uncertainties of a congested asylum system, where it is unclear when they can
expect which decision.
The lack of knowledge ties into a perceived passivity as empowerment obstacle. Being
passive is the opposite of bringing about action which can be achieved through decisionmaking. Finding oneself at the mercy of the asylum system, without clear knowledge on
the procedures and outcomes, leads to protracted uncertainty. Protracted uncertainty
erodes the meaning of every-day life and the mental health of the residents if not
countered by active waiting strategies. All those factors contribute to a feeling of having
no control over their environment. This feeling of having no control is starkly
exacerbated by the precarious safety conditions in the camp, which add an extra layer of
uncertainty to every-day life. Overall, empowerment opportunities are harder to access for
those in Malakasa Camp who are not registered with the Greek Asylum Service and/ or
are perceived as woman.
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TABLE 1: EMPOWERMENT IN THE CONTEXT OF MALAKASA CAMP

Empowerment in Malakasa Camp
Segments of UNHCR
definition of
empowerment (2001)
Access to resources

Structural barriers to
empowerment in
Malakasa Camp
Lack of access to
services

Access to knowledge

Lack of access to
education

 Lack of education
opportunities inside the
camp
 Lack of reliable education
outside of the camp

Decision making power

Self-perceived passivity

Control over own

No control over their
own environment

 lack of access to services
 Lack of knowledge on
asylum procedures and
outcomes
 Lack of safety

environment

Associated elements

 Remote location
 High train fees
 Insufficient services in
camp

5.9. CONCLUSION
All in all, this chapter was used to establish a contextually embedded understanding of
empowerment. My research shows that there are high structural barriers to empowerment
in place. The basic needs of residents in Malakasa such as security, health (mental and
physical), and education are not being covered sufficiently. Furthermore, they have very
limited possibilities to improve their situation by themselves. Poor mobility and
dependency on a congested Greek asylum system, lead to a lack of access to services and
education. gNGOs try to fill the gap between needs and haves but can only do so to a
limited extent. All this is exacerbated by feelings of being unsafe. After 16:00 the camp
gates resemble a semi-permeable membrane which allows ominous male figures in and
keeps emergency services out. Consequently, residents have to make life in precarious
circumstances for extended periods of time, which leaves its mark on their mental health.
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Moreover, by exploring factors hindering empowerment, our knowledge on Malakasa as a
humanitarian arena has been expanded. The basic knowledge from chapter 4 has been
complemented with information on the resident’s every day practices and how they are
shaped by the underlying power dynamics in the camp. Based on this, it is now possible
to understand where the case study organization, REFUGYM, is placed within the power
structures in the camp and which restrictions and opportunities they face in their work.
Furthermore, the established factors hindering empowerment can be used determine
which role REFUGYM, its participatory approach and sports can play in diminishing the
barriers to empowerment.
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CHAPTER 6 – GRASSROOTS NGOS, EMPOWERMENT AND
PARTICIPATION: THE CASE OF REFUGYM
6.1. INTRO
In chapter 4 it has already been established that in Malakasa higher-level participation
takes place with gNGOs than with traditional humanitarian actors. In this chapter I will
zoom in on REFUGYM, a gNGO that provides non-traditional humanitarian assistance
by running a sports program taught by residents for residents. REFUGYM describe
themselves as community-led and as run by refugees for refugees. As such, participation
is at the core of their work. As laid out in the theoretical framework, knowledge on
participation pathways created through non-traditional gNGOs has the potential to
contribute to a better overall understanding of participation in humanitarian settings.
Therefore, in this chapter, I will explore two connected questions. Firstly, how RG carries
out participatory humanitarian action and what opportunities and restrictions they
encounter. Secondly, I will explore whether the participatory, non-traditional
humanitarian assistance REFUGYM enables, translates into empowerment for the
residents participating in the sports and the residents who are part of REFUGYM’s team.
This will be done based on the assumption that the work of REFUGYM would need to
mitigate the factors mapped out in chapter 5 in order for the residents to empower
themselves.
I will answer these two questions in three main steps. Firstly, REFUGYM as an
organization, their journey and their work will be introduced in more detail. Secondly, I
will focus on the effect of REFUGYM’s work on participants of the sports classes. I will
explore which empowerment opportunities arise due to REFUGYMs presence in
Malakasa, how residents make use of these empowerment opportunities and how that
influences their position within the power structures of the camp. Thirdly, I will focus on
the core of the participatory concept of RG, the residents who function as teachers. I will
explore which role the resident teachers take on within REFUGYM, and how their role
within the organization influences their position in the camp. I will do so from several
perspectives: the managerial perspective, the perspective of participants of the sports
classes and the perspective of the resident teachers themselves. Thereby, I will determine
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opportunities and restrictions to participatory humanitarian action in the case of
REFUGYM.

6.2. REFUGYM
6.2.1. A short history

REFUGYM was founded in 2018 by a British aid worker who had previously been
working with the gNGO foodKIND. During her time with foodKIND she started
casually playing sports with the residents of Malakasa and realized how high the demand
for sports was. Therefore, she started teaching formal sports classes in the camp. When
setting up REFUGYM, she was inspired by the other gNGOs in camp who had residents
working with them as staff. However, she quickly developed the vision to go beyond
community involvement towards a community-led structure. The assumptions behind this
idea are that community members know best what the community wants and needs.
Moreover, it is assumed that their language and cultural knowledge are a benefit, that
involvement can give purpose to the residents involved and that a resident-led structure
would be characterized by more sustainability since residents are generally present for
longer periods of time than external volunteers.
In the one year since the founding of REFUGYM, big steps towards a community-led
structure have been made. However, ownership and leadership do not yet fully lie with
the camp community.1 In 2019, organizational tasks such as fundraising, administration,
leading team meetings et cetera lie with the founder who also functions as field manager.
All the classes inside of the camp are taught by resident teachers (on average 5-10
individuals). The founder only steps in when a teacher cannot lead the class due to health
or personal reasons. Classes offered include aerobics and yoga for women, kung-fu for
girls and women, volleyball for boys and men and Wushu, a Chinese martial art, for men.
The timetable gets adapted according to the skills of the teachers who are currently
available for teaching and the demand from the residents.

In 2020, during the Covid-19 pandemic, REFUGYM’s field coordinator and assistant manager are both
camp residents. They organize the activities in camp and ensure that everything runs smoothly. The
founder is not allowed to enter the camp and focuses more on the work behind the scene, including
fundraising and communications. Thus, ownership by the community has forcibly been increased which
worked well.
1
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Next to the in- camp activities, REFUGYM offers activities outside of the camp. The
idea behind this is to offer escapism to the residents from their every-day life in Malakasa
Camp. Residents can join swimming lessons, learn watersports such as stand –uppaddling and windsurfing or go hiking. These activities are usually led by international
volunteers and/ or the founder since they require very specific skills and a European
driver’s license which is a combination that is hard to find amongst the residents.
International volunteers are only welcome to join REFUGYM if they have additional
skills to those present in the camp community and commit to a stay for a longer period of
time. Furthermore, REFUGYM has started collaborating with the AntetokounBros
Academy to enable children from the camp to go join weekly basketball training in
Athens. Transport for the children is provided by the AntetokounBros Academy as well.

6.3. PARTICIPANTS
Being a participant of REFUGYM activities means showing up for the classes provided as
you would as a participant in any other context. However, it is important to keep in mind
that the classes can only take place due to the willingness of fellow residents to take on
teaching roles. Occasionally, participants also help clean the sports building or re-organize
the equipment. Participants of REFUGYM come in all ages and gender. However, classes
have been divided into adult and children classes and the adult classes again into male and
female classes as was wished for by the women in the camp. This section will investigate
which empowerment opportunities are provided for participants through REFUGYM’s
work and how the participants make use of them. RG provides in camp and out-of-camp
activities, which are different in nature and, thereby, presumably, also different in effects.
Hence, the following is divided into those two categories.
6.3.1. IN-CAMP ACTIVITIES – AEROBICS
For the in-camp activities the focus lies on the participants of the aerobics class for
women. Aerobics has been the backbone of REFUGYM. Ever since sports activities
started aerobics has been taking place in the mornings from 10am to 11pm, whilst all the
other activities changed or were discontinued for a period of time. In addition, this is the
class I was present in the most, where I was able to build rapport quickly so that the
participants felt comfortable opening up to me. Furthermore, I had a comparative
advantage regarding my positionality as a young woman and the chance to use it to talk to
women, who are a disadvantaged group in the camp.
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FIGURE 7: KUNG-FU CLASS FOR GIRLS IN REFUGYM'S BUILDING (OWN PHOTO)

A usual aerobics class starts with music. A large speaker plays motivational beats and
women begin to come inside the building and having little chats with each other. Once a
group of 10-20 women gathered, the door gets locked, the headscarves and baggy
overcoats disappear onto hooks and benches and the warm up begins. The class is taught
by female resident teachers who have either gained sports knowledge previous to coming
to Greece or feel comfortable enough to lead after they joined the class for several
months. The exercises are a mix of simple and repetitive ones, which makes the class
accessible for new participants and new components to give long-term participants some
fresh input. The group of women clearly has favourites, which are demanded daily.
Towards the end of the workout the first few voices start demanding Farsi music. From
there, the end of the workout frequently transitions seamlessly into a little dance session.
The moves range from Beyonce- style hip shakes to traditional Afghan dances. Other
times the women disperse into smaller groups and engage in small-talk. Headscarves and
baggy overcoats get put back on and the women slowly disappear back into their
containers or tents.
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Many of the women participating in the aerobics class have very limited or no prior
experience with sports. Nevertheless, most of them join on a daily basis. They do so
because they identified that joining the sports classes can be beneficial for them in several
ways. The first and generally most well-known reason to join sports is for weight loss and
health reasons. All of the women seemed to have a vague understanding of sports being
good for one’s health. Two of the women I interviewed have heard that sport can
improve your health and decided to give it a try after starting to experience back pain.
REFUGYM is seen as an option to increase or maintain ones health in an environment
where medical services are difficult to access.
However, whilst health and weight management are well-known side-effects of sports,
more emphasis was put on the way the aerobics class makes them feel. The women report
feeling a significant difference in their mood between days that they go to the aerobics
class and the ones they do not. On days that they join, they feel more energetic
throughout the day and find it easier to deal with other tasks. Moreover, they mentioned
feeling overall less depressed and better in their body since joining the sports classes.
Many wish for REFUGYM to also operate on weekends because the days on the
weekend are experienced as longer and more boring.
“Before I came to REFUGYM I was always depressed. I was always in my container sleeping. A friend
told me that there is a place where you can do sports and took me to REFUGYM. Now I feel a lot
better. When there is weekend days I get very bored and I wait for the weekdays to go to REFUGYM,
see my friends there, listen to music and do sports. All of those things help me get better.” – Soraya, 27
To understand the change in mood and energy one needs to remember the lived reality of
the women in camp and connect the aerobics class to the social the women move within
(as described in chapter 5). The better mood and increase in energy can be attributed to
several elements present during the class. Firstly, the women clearly identify that the
exercise they do gives them more energy and makes them feel better in their bodies.
However, they found it hard to pinpoint why exactly that is the case. Partially, this will be
due to the usual physical benefits of sports such as its ability to balance serotonin,
noradrenalin and serotonin levels (He et al., 2012). However, seeing as life in Malakasa
Camp is characterized by intense feelings of passivity, stagnation and lack of control
which were identified as restricting empowerment, I believe it is likely that the women
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also feel better through movement because, by doing sports, they enact the polar opposite
of these feelings: activity and control.
As Bakker and Nuiten (2018) show, enacting utopian values carries the potential to
change participants’ subject position. In this case, I observed women who have been
attending the classes for longer periods of time become more connected to and confident
in their bodies, move in a more controlled manner and exhibiting higher levels of energy
and joy. Moreover, similar as with health, residents have limited access to psychosocial
support. Even if they did, it is doubtful, whether they would make use of it since. In
Bjertrup et al.’s (2018) study in Greek accommodation sites, dependant on the respective
site, one fourth to three quarters of residents declined referral to psychosocial services,
reasoning that they prefer practical assistance over mental health support. Therefore,
sports can constitute an accessible, additional option that might appeal more to the
people uncomfortable with the idea of traditional psychosocial support services.
The second reason the participants gain energy from REFUGYM’s classes is that, the
REFUGYM building is a place other than a container or tent where they can go and also
feel safe compared to the rest of the camp. Once the door is locked the women
experience a sense of freedom and appreciate being in a room with only women. They
feel more relaxed and comfortable in the REFUGYM building than outside of it.
Thereby, the REFUGYM classes directly counter a hurdle to empowerment established in
chapter 5: the lack of control over ones environment due to a lack of safety. During the
classes participants can move in a controlled, safe environment in the midst of a camp
situation especially women are fearful about and have no control over. However, whilst
being a positive addition, an extra safe space in the camp does not have the power to
change the overall safety situation for the participants once they leave the class again.
Thirdly, the aerobics class is a time during which social interaction can take place and
relationships can form. Different women make different use of this opportunity. Whilst
some have made close friends in the group which they consider to be like relatives or
family others feel that the relationships they built with the other women are friendly but
not very deep. There seems to be a general appreciation for the presence of international
staff members and international volunteers of REFUGYM, since they are perceived as
kind, friendly and bringing good energy with them from outside the camp. Women do
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not usually leave their container and therefore, have very limited opportunities for social
interaction outside of their family unit. Last but not least, the women enjoy being able to
listen to music loudly and feel that the music helps them change their mood.
Overall, taking parts in aerobics classes carries the potential to change the subjectivity of
the women also outside of the activity itself. As laid out in the theoretical framework
doing sports is not only about the sport itself but is an embodied experience that is
connected to the social, the women are situated in. In this case, the change of subjectivity
happens indirectly. The women do not overtly try to use the sports as resistance to their
social reality, partially due to fear of negative repercussions, partially due to cultural
conditioning. They would not agree to do sports in the camp outside of the building
because they feel uncomfortable and/ or unsafe being watched by men. One woman also
mentioned that doing sports in a building outside of the camp would be easier in her view
since there would be less talk about it in the camp.
Whilst the women might do so covertly, they do use the opportunity to partake in the
aerobics classes in a strategic manner and, thereby, enable a change in subjectivity.
Tasneem, one of the long-term participants explains this very concisely: “Whenever I get
bored and feel upset I go to REFUGM to change my mind”. The women move from selfperceived passivity in an incontrollable environment to becoming active in order to
perceive their environment in a less negative manner. Enacting activity and control, being
in a safe environment, building social connections and listening to music have been
identified as beneficial to the women’s overall state of being. The increase in mental wellbeing and social connectedness allows the women to have more agency in navigating their
every-day life since they can lead to increased levels of energy and social support. All in
all, going to aerobics is, thus, a strategy of empowerment, utilized by the women to
increase their mental health and gain a social network.
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6.3.2. OUT-OF-CAMP ACTIVITIES

FIGURE 8: SUP CLASS FOR CAMP RESIDENTS TAUGHT BY ME (OWN PHOTO)

During my fieldwork period, REFUGYM also facilitated activities outside of the camp.
These were swimming courses, watersports excursions, hiking trips and basketball training
in Athens. These take place weekly or bi-weekly, dependent on the activity. The function
of in-camp and out-of camp activities is slightly different. Whilst the daily in-camp classes
provide a routine escapism of daily stressors to the participants, out-of-camp- activities
allow participants to spend a few hours entirely outside of the power structures of
Malakasa Camp and the rules and pressures that come with it. I experienced women, men
and children during their time outside of the camp and it is clearly noticeable, that they
experience strong feelings of freedom and relief once they leave the camp.
They see the occasion as reason for celebration and happiness. Behaviour and attitude
change instantly once not determined by the camp dynamics anymore. The participants
also confirm that time outside of the camp is very important for their mental state. To
elucidate what a day outside of the camp with no other purpose but enjoyment can or
cannot do for a resident I would like to take you on one of the watersports trips I
organized to see for yourselves. On this particular day I took a group of women to learn
stand up paddleboarding (SUP) at a surf school close to Athens.
Days before the actual SUP days the women joining started asking me repeatedly whether
we are really still going to the sea. I affirm that we are, just to be asked the same question
again the next day. Another popular question is whether they can bring family members
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and friends with them. I try to explain that the car only has so many seats and I can only
teach so many participants in a safe way. I get a nod and a “fahmidam”, which translates
to “I understand”. On the day itself I pull the car up in front of the sports building, where
some of the women are already waiting with their packed bags. Whilst we wait for
everyone to arrive I again have discussions whether or not certain family members can
join the trip since the car seems big enough. I even get a little demonstration of how easily
four people can fit on the back bench instead of three. After I made sure that the number
of people in the car matches the number of seat belts available we slowly drive out of the
camp gate.
As soon as we leave the village of Malakasa behind and turn onto the highway towards
Athens the energy in the car changes. The music is turned up, some women’s headscarves
come off, selfies are being taken and full faces of makeup are being put on despite the
fact that the water will soon wash it all off. All the unwritten rules and pressure of the
camp fall off their shoulders. After a few minutes my standard mellow Indi-pop does not
do the job anymore. “Teacher, why do you put on this music? It is a day for celebration
so we need celebration music!” Obviously. My mistake. I hand over the DJ powers, which
I slowly start regretting after the sixth dramatic Afghan love song that is amplified by the
voices singing along to them. After about an hour of what I would classify as experience
rather than a drive I drive over the last hill before the surf school and the sea, stretching
out in front of us is being greeted by the women with sounds of astonishment and joy.
Once we arrive at the surfschool, the party mood from the car vanishes and is replaced by
nervous excitement. One of the women asks me whether she will be welcome here since
it is such a fancy, touristy place and she is a refugee. I assure her she will be fine but
internally hope that none of the other guests give her any reason to think otherwise. We
change into wetsuits and get ready to go into the water. Very slowly and hand in hand we
wade into the shallow water, making sure that everyone feels comfortable. Whilst for
some women this seems like a silly exercise others are visibly tense and scared. The
woman next to me claws into my arm and tells me she feels like she is back on the boat
again. She means the boat with which she crossed the Mediterranean.
I ask her if she wants me to accompany her back ashore but she is determined to conquer
her fear. After everyone feels comfortable enough being in the water by themselves we
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start getting onto the SUPs. To my surprise the women quickly start experimenting,
joking around, pranking each other and paddling further and further away from me.
Instead of mothering them I have to make sure they do not paddle too far out. One of
the participants yells at me: “Bye teacher, I will paddle to England now!” I laugh, wish her
good luck and am happy that she experiences a moment where that can be a possibility in
her head. Before we get out of the water the women demand a photo shoot so that they
can keep the memories of this day to look back on and share it with their loved ones.
Back on the beach the women sit down in a circle for lunch. I unpack my sandwiches and
water and earn myself pitiful looks. My food apparently is not considered food by their
standard. The women on the other hand brought a wide variety of delicious foods and
enough to easily also feed me (which they insisted on after seeing my meal choices). Some
of them especially prepared food days in advance to bring on their day away. Also the
picnic is being documented with their phone cameras in every detail. On our way back
some of the women fall asleep whilst others are already busy editing the photos of the day
and sharing them with their friends and family. When we approach the camp gate the
chatter in the back dies out and I can feel my heart sink a little bit. I realize that even for
me this has been a very welcome day away from the routines and tensions of Malakasa
Camp. I can only imagine how the women feel at this moment but Yamna’s “Stupid,
stupid camp!” in that moment gives me a good indication.
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6.3.3. EMPOWERMENT THROUGH SPORTS WITH REFUGYM?
TABLE 2 EMPOWERMENT OPPORTUNITIES FO PARTICIPANTS OF RG'S CLASSES

Empowerment Opportunities for RG Participants
Hurdles to
empowerment in
Malakasa Camp
Lack of access to

Associated elements

services

High train fees

Remote location
Insufficient services in camp

In-camp activities
 Connect to services via
the resources/contacts
of the international RG
staff
 Use sports to maintain
or increase health

Lack of access to
knowledge and

Lack of education
opportunities inside the camp

education

Lack of reliable education
outside of the camp

Self-perceived

Lack of access to mental health

passivity and

services

associated mental

Protracted uncertainty

health struggles

regarding asylum procedures
and outcome

Lack of control over

Lack of safety

own environment

 Learn basic language
skills and gain
information via
international RG staff
 Sports as mental health
tool and something to
do
 Subjectivity change
through the reenactment of activity
 Sports as way to be in a
controlled environment
and feel safe
 Building a supportive
social network with
other participants

Out-of camp activities
Lift the residents out of the environment where these barriers to empowerment apply and give
them the opportunity to experience themselves not in relation to the restrictions of the camp.
This allows them to think outside of these restrictions and imagine alternatives to work towards.
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It became clear that the work of a gNGO such as RG cannot erase larger structural issues
such as the train fess and associated lack of access to services or the lack of education
opportunities. However, by participating in RG’s activities residents can access
opportunities that can support them in their quest for empowerment. The contact to
international staff members of RG carries the potential for participants to tap into
information that they otherwise would not be able to access. This includes contact details
of services in and outside of camp, knowledge on asylum procedures, and language skills.
The international RG staff members become allies in navigating the current context who
often have more resources and contacts than the residents themselves. Moreover, RG
provides an additional service by facilitating sports in the camp which is easily accessible
to all residents whose families permit it and whose level of physical ability enables them to
play sports. This in itself counters the scarcity of accessible services for residents.
Furthermore, the lack of sufficient physical and mental health services creates a gap
which REFUGYM is able to narrow through their activities. Participants report feeling
significant improvements in their mental health since joining REFUGYM and name it as
one of the main reasons for their continued attendance. The sports classes help residents
to break through their self-perceived passivity and overwhelming boredom, which were
identified as hurdles to empowerment. A person who, due to mental health reasons,
cannot navigate their situation and make use of the services that are available will not be
able to alter their position to their advantage. In addition to the mental health benefits,
participants also recognize RG as opportunity to tend to their physical health. This is
especially valuable for women who cannot practice sport in a public space. This is not to
say that RG can or should replace the services of trained health professionals but to show
that participation in RG activities can alleviate the needs that arise do to their absence.
Another hurdle to empowerment that cannot be obliterated but alleviated by participating
in RG activities is safety. Especially women reported feeling safer in the sports building
than outside of it. The sports classes only temporarily provide that security. However,
because women can meet other women in the building they have the opportunity to build
a social network which can take on a supportive function in case of conflict.
Participating in RG activities, thus, means having more options to craft individual
empowerment pathways. However, participating in RG activities in itself is not a
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guarantee for empowerment. Whether or not the elements described above lead to
empowerment is dependent on how the individual participant chooses to make use of
them and whether or not the elements RG can provide are relevant to their current
empowerment context. A person, who is mentally and physically well, has good social
connections and no safety concerns will not be able to improve their position through
RG as much as a person who is struggling to get out of bed in the morning due to mental
health concerns. However, either person’s empowerment will be halted by the
overarching restrictions of the asylum system. Nevertheless, I argue that in an
environment such as Malakasa camp an increase in wellbeing that is not accompanied by
measurable empowerment is also a valuable outcome.
However, others do not see a betterment of refugees well-being as a positive development
per se. Chkam (2016) raised concerns that the involvement of NGOs in refugee camps
and the subsequent improvement of conditions contributes to the perpetuation of
encampment, a paradigm that serves the interests of states over the ones of refugees.
Facilitating exclusionary spaces can be seen as enabling exclusion. This effect is also
known as humanitarian complicity. The debate of which level of involvement is in the
best interest of camp residents also reached the Greek context. Dutch Organizations
working in Greece, such as Movement on the Ground and Because we Carry, have been
criticized for their extensive activities in the camps (Because we Carry, personal
communication, March 24, 2021). To justify their involvement, NGOs argue that they act
out of necessity to do the following three things: save lives, preserve the right to seek
asylum and confront states with their obligations to uphold refugees’ rights (Chkam
2016).
In the case of Greece all three points are relevant considerations. Over the years the
conditions in the camps have cost numerous residents their lives (Al Jazeera 2017;
Infomobile 2017). In addition, the political will for dignified treatment of refugees has
been dwindling despite the knowledge of their suffering and deterrence policy is
prioritized over international protection obligations, even if lip service is paid to the
ladder (Triandafyllidou & Dimitriadi, 2014, p. 148; Apostolou 2019). Therefore, it is
understandable if NGOs assume that a reduction of their activities in camps and a
consequent increase in suffering would not provide the shock needed for a system
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change. From their point of view, more suffering will be just that, more suffering and not
a temporary sacrifice to bring about change (Because we Carry, personal communication,
24 March, 2021. Hence, the argument NGOs bring forward of choosing for the lesser evil
holds in this specific context and an increase in well-being through NGO activities in
camps should not be considered as contributing to prolonged suffering.

6.4. RESIDENTS AS TEACHERS: HOW FAR CAN PARTICIPATION GO?
As explained in the beginning of this chapter, the goal of REFUGYM is to eventually
become a community powered, led and owned organization. The core of such a structure
is to have resident teachers, who care able and willing to take over classes and also
organizational tasks so that REFUGYM can eventually run in the camp without support
from non-residents. Without resident staff no REFUGYM. The founder of REFUGYM
set this goal since she believes that being involved in RG can give purpose to the resident
teachers, that they are better connected to the community and their needs and wants, and
that their presence makes the sports programme more stable since residents stay for
longer periods of time than volunteers from outside. In this section we will see whether
or not these assumptions hold true. After briefly explaining how resident teachers become
part of REFUGYM and which role they currently play in the structure of REFUGYM,
the following will explore the participation within REFUGYM. What does the
participation of residents as teachers looks like in practice? This will be done from the
perspective of the manager, the participants and the resident teachers themselves. Since
the goal of participation is empowerment, I will also investigate to what extent the
participation of resident teachers changes their empowerment prospects.
Resident teachers become connected to REFUGYM in three main ways. REFUGYM
does outreach days in the camp where the teachers residents and externals go from
container to container/ tent and inform about REFUGYMs presence in the camp and the
current schedule. During those days some residents share that they are teachers of a
certain sport and would like to join. Other residents find out about RG by themselves and
approach the founder independently. A third way is that participants hear about a resident
in camp who has sports skills and connect the founder and the teacher. Once a resident
who wants to teach has been found they can determine which target group they would
like to teach, how often and at which time preferably. After a team meeting with all the
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teachers, the timetable then gets adjusted accordingly. From then on the teacher teaches
their respective classes, becomes part of the RG chat where organizational issues are
communicated and joins the team meetings in which decisions about RG are communally
discussed and made.
6.4.1. WORKING WITH RESIDENT TEACHERS – ORGANIZATIONAL/ MANAGERIAL
PERSPECTIVE

From an organizational perspective working with resident teachers has both upsides and
downsides. The first upside from an NGO perspective is simultaneously unfortunate for
the resident teachers themselves. Most of the resident teachers I got to know did stay for
more than half a year. This would not be possible for an external volunteer who usually
cannot stay longer than a few months, considering that they do not get paid and need to
make a living somehow. Therefore, resident teachers can build closer connections with
the camp community and participants and the classes in their specific sport can be taught
for longer periods of time, providing a level of reliability and stability for the residents.
Moreover, the resident teachers provide their skills and time for no or little pay because
they are motivated to do good for the community they live in through the abilities they
have. This is especially important for a gNGO with very limited funding.
In addition, resident teachers are part of the social structure in the camp and, therefore,
know the camp, the culture within it and the language much better than an external
person ever could. On the one hand, this makes operating in the camp much easier for
RG. The teachers can communicate more effectively with other residents and therefore
are a big help in organizing anything related to the residents. Moreover, through the
resident teachers the entire staff of RG gets to know about developments in the camp
nearly in real time and can therefore also react quicker and more appropriately to them.
On the other hand, resident teachers being part of the social structure also means that
actions of the teachers fall back onto RGs reputation and RG is intricately linked to the
camp politics.
I will give an example that highlights both of these mechanisms in one. A former aerobics
teacher of RG filmed herself during a class and sent the video in which also other women
were visible. Women in sports clothing and without headscarf, seen by men outside of
their families was considered scandalous and several men in camp were threatening to
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stab RGs manager/ founder, making her directly responsible for the incident. Through
the resident teachers she found out about these threats and was able to stay out of camp
until the situation had calmed down and the residents had moved on to the next scandal.
Having inside knowledge on the camp dynamics and managing RG accordingly can, thus,
be critical for the safety of the staff members and participants during and outside of IOM
operating hours.
Resident teachers are not only part of camp politics but also subject of it, without the
option of simply staying out of camp as the founder and external volunteers can.
Therefore, it is important to pay additional attention to their safety situation. At RG the
manager makes sure that the resident teachers know they can always decide to stop
teaching whenever they feel unsafe in any way. Moreover, the keys to the building only
remain with resident teachers who have expressed feeling fine about it. But even there the
key is kept in secret since other residents could come, demand the key and break into the
building. Other than that, there are no formal safety mechanisms for resident teacher and
they see it as their own responsibility to ensure their safety. The resident teacher’s
perspective on safety will be elaborated on in more detail later on in this chapter.
Since the teachers emerge from the camp population without the option of a vetting
process or official documentation of their previous activities as teachers and/or athletes
the relationship between established staff members and new teachers is built slowly and is
based on trust. Building a relationship purely built on mutual trust can go right and
wrong. A negative example would be a former gymnastics teacher who taught reliably for
a few months but eventually stabbed another resident of the camp and from there on out
was not allowed to teach at RG anymore and be around the children. However, most
examples are very positive and the longer a resident teacher is part of the RG team the
more responsibility they take on. The Kung Fu teacher, for instance, eventually also took
on many of the aerobics classes and organizational tasks inside of the camp. As you can
see, the overall level of responsibility and ownership of the resident teachers changes
continuously dependent on trust and the current safety situation. Changes are discussed
and can be intimidated by anyone in the team, including the manager.
However, one factor that is especially challenging when working with resident teachers is
reliability. Reliability remains an issue independent whether a resident has been teaching
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for a month or a year. Resident teachers sometimes do not show up to their classes and
also tend to do so unannounced. A common reason for this is that services such as
doctors and lawyers are hard to access. When you do get a chance to access them you
have to take it. Moreover, phone credit is a luxury item that costs money and is used
mostly to communicate with family members who are still or already in other countries.
Oftentimes teachers run out of credit which means they cannot communicate about their
absence nor can they be reached to be asked about it.
Another factor is that resident teachers also sometimes deal with their personal situation
of being stuck in Malakasa through risk taking. Attempts of crossing to another country
can mean days of absence of the resident teacher when they are unsuccessful. When they
are successful it means the loss of the teacher for the team as has happened with a
kickboxing teacher who wrote a message on social media that she is now in France on the
day she was supposed to teach. All these sources of unreliability mean that RG needs to
adapt often and quickly to the current circumstances whilst also maintaining a stable
presence in the lives of the participants.
6.4.2. BEING TAUGHT BY RESIDENT TEACHERS – PARTICIPANTS PERSPECTIVE
Opposed to the founders idea that residents benefit from being taught by their peers, the
participants seem indifferent about whether or not they are taught by people from inside
the camp. The general opinion is that whoever is best at teaching should be teaching.
Unexpectedly, they do not experience the language barrier between participants and
external volunteers as a problem. The only reason they would like to decrease the
language barrier is to build a closer relationship with external volunteers. Some
participants even see the volunteers who do not speak Farsi as a resource and like having
them in the classes to learn some words in their respective language. I was also asked to
instruct in German, Dutch and English sometimes so that they could learn basic
vocabulary such as numbers and greetings. Before and after classes particularly eager
participants would sometimes come to me to learn a few new sentences or for me to look
over language exercises they worked on at home.
Also the fact that external volunteers can never fully comprehend what it is like to live as
a refugee in Malakasa does not seem to bother the participants. Instead they value that
external volunteers might have helpful contacts, resources or insider knowledge on the
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asylum procedures and sentiment towards refugees in their countries of origin. Some
participants mentioned appreciating resident teachers because this way they become more
independent but on the other hand this independence seems to be weighed up against
security. Especially the female participants say that they feel safer when an external
volunteer is in the building with them. The reasons for this are that a residents word will
not be taken as seriously as the word of an external volunteer by emergency services and
IOM as well as that external volunteers are well connected to the other organizations in
camp and can quickly get help should something happen. The founder confirms these
fears saying that the worst incidents that happened in and around the sports building
always occurred when she was not present.
6.4.3. WORKING AS A RESIDENT TEACHER – TEACHERS PERSPECTIVE
In 2019 REFUGYM is not de facto a solely refugee run organization as they aim to be
since it could not exist independently from the founder. Nevertheless, the resident
teachers report feeling as if like they are equal to the founder in status. When describing
the structure of REFUGYM they all refer the words they use to describe their role they
use the terms co-worker and team member. The teachers see the staff of REFUGYM as
team, community or even family. They do acknowledge that the founder sometimes needs
to make executive decisions as a manager but see the relevance of it and do not feel that
that makes her stand above them hierarchically.
The main reasoning for being a teacher for REFUGYM seems to be twofold. Firstly, the
resident teachers experience a positive change in their own lives. Through their role
within REFUGYM They report feeling more energetic and a notable increase in mental
wellbeing. Sanam explains that she used to go to the psychologist because she was
behaving badly towards her family but that she now switched to treating herself with
yoga, aerobics and kung fu. Instead of crying in the corner of the container she now
comes to REFUGYM to help herself and hopefully also some other people. This leads us
towards the second reason for teaching.
Resident teachers feel the need to help their peers since they have the right skill set to do
so. They draw immense purpose from this ability and see it as their most important
function in camp. Therefore, teaching becomes an important part of their routines.
Whereas most activities in camp are experienced as ‘nothing’ (see chapter 5) the purpose
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attached to teaching makes it an activity that the resident teachers see as worthwhile and
important – as ‘something’. Some of the teachers mentioned feeling conflicted about
leaving the camp should they have the opportunity to because they do not want to leave
their job as teachers. This goes to show how much meaning they find in their role.
Being active as a resident teacher also means being a well-known figure within the camp
community. The effects of this can be ambivalent, especially since resident teachers
remain residents who are embedded in the social structures and subject to camp-internal
politics. When asked about how they navigate being a teacher but also a resident, a clear
divide became apparent. Male resident teachers did not see any issues with their dual role.
They enjoy the connections they build through their teaching activities and were
confident that if there ever was to be a problem they could defend themselves.
Contrastingly, women perceived their dual role as much more complex. Whilst they do
enjoy the social connections they make inside the sports building they feel that being a
known-off teacher makes them more vulnerable. So far the negative experiences were
limited to gossiping and cat calling. However, safety remains a constant consideration.
Sanam illustrates for me how she navigates being a teacher and resident “When I’m outside
children shout at me and come to me and call me teacher. I tell them not to call me teacher here because it
makes problem for me. I was afraid that one day single boys might come to me and say: “ohh so you are a
kung fu teacher so let’s fight”. But then I thought to myself I should be proud of what I do so I decided to
go with more confident. Now that I solved this problem with myself it’s ok for me and now I am proud of
myself and walk with more confidence.” Therefore teaching for the women is a weigh-off
between the positive effects teaching has for them and others and the dangers they
expose themselves to. They also do not feel that non-resident actors such as gNGOs or
IOM can protect them in case of danger since they are not present in the camp 24/7.
Whilst safety is a concern the dual teacher-resident role also comes with benefits. Over
time, resident teachers discover that their position can open up pathways less accessible to
other residents. Firstly, they have extended access to external, international humanitarian
workers. Through these connections they can increase their language skills, receive oneon-one support to solve their individual problems and access additional services. Resident
teachers ask for recommendation letters, support with paperwork and translations,
connections to legal and medical NGOs. I encountered a case where a external gNGO
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worker actively supported a resident teacher in his job search after he was granted the
right to work in Greece. He was able to get a job as translator, move out of the camp and
support himself. The role as teacher with REFUGYM was not the reason he was granted
permission to work but once the Greek government did allow him to find work the
connections and support of gNGO staff was instrumental.
Resident teachers also realized that their chances of being listened to are higher when they
are accompanied by a non-refugee. Therefore, requests to accompany them to important
appointments at embassies or to voice complaints at IOM are not uncommon. An
example for this is one teacher who was living in a container that did not have a
functioning bathroom or cooking facility. After standing in line for several days to get
IOM to do the necessary repairs she asked the manager of REFUGYM to accompany her
to IOM. As a result she was moved into a fully functioning, newer container, which
improved the family’s quality of live. However, even without being accompanied, some
resident teachers report being able to skip the line at IOM or feeling taken more seriously
once IOM knows they work with a gNGO. One teacher tells me: “When I went there [IOM]
wearing a NGO t-shirt they immediately fulfilled my wishes and were really kind and respectful all of the
sudden”
These examples go to show how instrumental the network resident teachers can tap into
can be. The connections the teachers gain due to their role can significantly impact their
position within the camp and their quality of life. It should be noted, that these
advantages are not a significant reason why residents become teachers but are an
appreciated side-effect that they discover throughout. However, no connections can
change the speed or outcome of the asylum procedure and the lives of the teachers are
always restricted by them. Therefore, just like for the participants of the classes, their
empowerment opportunities are eventually capped by decisions made on a higher level
that they cannot influence through the additional opportunities they can make use of due
to REFUGYM’s work.
6.4.4. HOW FAR CAN PARTICIPATION GO?
REFUGYM provides the chance for qualified and motivated residents to engage in
participatory humanitarian assistance as sports teachers. Currently this participation takes
place mainly on the partnership level, which is rung six of Arnstein’s participation ladder
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(1969). Planning and decision-making responsibilities are shared between the whole team
and decisions are taken together after being discussed during team meetings. However,
REFUGYM aspires to achieve the highest rung, rung eight, of the participation ladder,
which stands for full managerial power so that residents can run the sports program and
all the necessary tasks around it independently. As we have seen above the participation
of residents on a partnership level brings about both, opportunities and hurdles. Through
their participation classes can be provided which, in turn, make empowering elements
available to the rest of the camp population. Teachers themselves also make use of these
elements but can access even more empowerment opportunities due to their close ties
with international staff and their changed position from the perspective of IOM.
However, working with residents also means that their every day experiences and
restrictions are part and partial of how REFUGYM can function. The constant insecurity
in terms of planning, safety and general well-being rare reflected in the way REFUGYM
operates.
The diverse implications of working with resident teachers also need to be weighed
against the fact that the assumption made by the founder that participants would prefer
classes given by fellow-residents did not hold. Participants were neutral about whether the
teacher is a resident or not as long as they are the best teacher available to them. Different
participants identified different opportunities through different teachers. External
teachers were seen as providing additional safety through their presence and as a source
for language skills and knowledge on their respective home country’s’ migration policies.
Resident teachers were appreciated for their often excellent teaching skills and their
language skills, which makes communication for some participants easier. If it was
feasible to work with external volunteers only instead of camp resident would the
empowerment opportunities for the resident teachers make up for the operational
concerns that arise by employing residents?
Moreover, it is unlikely that the current level of participation really can be advanced to a
point where full managerial power by the residents themselves is reached. Despite the
resident teachers’ feelings of working as equal members of a team, all the administrative,
legal and advocacy work is currently done by international staff and it is unlikely that the
resident teachers could take on these tasks whilst they still live in Malakasa. REFUGYM’s
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manager also sees this problem, considering the following factors: Firstly, international
staff enjoys white, non-refugee privileges and rights when communication with officials,
applying for permits, initiating collaborations et cetera. Moreover, any travel outside of
Greece for instance to campaign for funding, is impossible for refugees. Hence, it would
be a lot more difficult, if not impossible; to manage the administration, advocacy and
fundraising tasks required to run REFUGYM. Secondly, the everyday challenges in
Malakasa makes it extremely hard to reliably work on a daily basis since a lot of time and
energy needs to be spent on covering ones basic needs. Hence, the maximum amount of
participation possible would most likely be to hand over the responsibility for the in-camp
activities to a resident.
Despite the abovementioned limits to participation it is noteworthy, that REFUGYM
enables a higher level of participation compared to traditional humanitarian actors who
move on level 3-4 of the participation ladder. Thereby, new empowerment pathways are
being opened up for resident teachers. On these empowerment pathways the resident
teachers might eventually be road blocked by rules and regulations of the migration
system they move within. Nevertheless, any increase in empowerment is arguable a
positive development. Moreover, REFUGYM’s work shows that working closely together
with residents, is possible within a camp setting. The residents carry relevant human
capital and are experts of their own situation and needs. Giving them the opportunity to
participate on a higher level can provide humanitarian assistance that is appreciated by the
residents and driven by their needs and wants. Hence, the tokenistic participation
opportunities provided by traditional humanitarian actors are not the highest participation
possible.
Should traditional humanitarian actors want to honour their commitments to work
towards a demand oriented, more participatory aid system as reflected in the Grand
Bargain, the Humanitarian Summit and the SDGs it would be advisable to work with
gNGOs on eye-level, listen to their lessons learned and adapt them to their own work in
order to advance their own participation strategy. Their difference, in scale, responsibility
and positionality might make it difficult to folllow the exact same paths as those paved by
gNGOs. However, gNGOs experiences can provide valuable data to determine own
paths.
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6.6. CONCLUSION
Residents of Malakasa Camp consciously use RG as a tool to increase their physical and
mental wellbeing. On days they come to RG they feel overall better and have more energy
to deal with their every-day. Attending RG gives them the opportunity to break their
passivity through embodied movement, feel safe in a controlled environment that is
guarded by white privilege and the ability to build a social network. This is especially
valuable for women who face restrictions in the camp due to their feelings of insecurity.
All these positive factors do not directly change the disempowering circumstances in
Malakasa camp such as the lack of access to services and knowledge. However, I argue
that since the RG activities provide immense psychosocial support they enable
participants to navigate their everyday with more agency. Changing ones circumstances
(to the extent that it is possible within the camp) is harder when being stressed, depressed,
anxious or socially isolated. Different activities provide different kinds of psychosocial
support to the participants. In-camp activities provide a routine escapism of daily
stressors for a larger number of participants. Out-of-camp activities allow participants to
occasionally spend time outside of the rules and stressors of the camp. This provokes
feelings of freedom and happiness and the possibility to experience oneself outside of the
refugee identity.
RG’s classes are facilitated by resident teachers. The resident teachers see themselves as
equal members of the RG team who decides together what RGs activities look like, which
means participation takes place on a partnership-level. An important incentive to start
teaching is that they want to help others. Moreover, they report an increase in mental
wellbeing after starting to teach and a strong feeling of purpose. By working with RG,
resident teachers also gain access to a network of non-residents who can support them.
These relationships carry the potential for empowerment beyond the restriction outlined
above for the participants. Resident teachers are able to influence their situation through
those networks by gaining access to services and resources they otherwise could not
reach.
From an organizational perspective working with resident teachers as team, has diverse
implications. Resident teachers usually stay for longer periods of time than external
volunteers and can, thereby, ensure the continuity of RGs activities. However, since
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resident teachers usually have many other issues to solve in their lives, reliability can be a
challenge. Moreover, the resident teachers know the community well and are a part of it.
This can be as positive as it can be negative, depending on the current camp-internal
politics. Through the resident teachers’ embeddedness, camp developments and RG are
closely interwoven. Hence, RG’s team needs to actively navigate them in order to work
safely and appropriately. Resident teachers’ insider knowledge can be very useful to do so.
On the other hand, the dependency of RG’s work on camp developments can mean that
considerations of safety clash with humanitarian principles such as neutrality, impartiality
and operational independence.

FIGURE 9: OVERVIEW OF EMPOWERMENT OPPORTUNITIES FOR RESIDNETS
THROUGH REFUGYM

All in all, REFUGYM shows that higher-level participation is possible in the context of a
refugee camp. It has the potential to empower the residents who make use of the
participation opportunities and to a lesser extent also those making use of the services
made possible through a participatory approach (see figure 9). Both, residents taking part
in classes and those leading them, gain access to empowering elements through
REFUGYMs work. The participation of resident teachers in providing humanitarian
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assistance translates into a larger amount of accessible empowering elements for them.
However, whether the availability of empowering elements translates into measurable
empowerment is dependent on the individual situation. It also becomes clear that the
participation model found within REFUGYM is not a panacea or blueprint that can by
definition bring about empowerment. Instead it shows that participation requires a
continuous, complex conversation among REFUGYM staff members (both residents and
non-residents) and the participants of the activities about what participation needs to look
like at that specific moment. It is dependent on trust, safety, the residents’ capacities and
motivation and the restrictions of the camp at a certain moment in time.
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION
7.1. SUMMARY
Through this research I aimed to understand the dynamics surrounding empowerment
and participation in Malakasa Camp and identify which limitations and opportunities they
create for the refugees and aid actors in it. Based on the qualitative analysis of the data
collected, the following main conclusions arise. The power dynamics in Malakasa camp, in
which participation and empowerment are embedded, are shaped by complex, interdependent, emotionally charged relations of the actors. This does not match the
traditional, clear-cut dichotomy of aid-provider and beneficiary. Despite the constant renegotiation of power it remained true all throughout the research period that residents as
well as the gNGO are highly dependent on the camp management, IOM, to reach their
goals. Moreover, the relationships between gNGOs and residents are trust-based and
considerably more amicable than the relationships between the latter two groups and
traditional humanitarian players. In this power web different kinds of participation can be
found. Higher-level participation is found at several gNGOs whereas traditional
humanitarian players, who formally agreed to foster participation, stay on the tokenism
level. Thus, it appears that the participation agenda has reached Greece in unexpected and
unconventional ways where gNGOs who are often unaware of the participation agenda
enable higher level participation than traditional humanitarian actors who committed to
fostering participation.
The next question to be asked was whether or not the participation found at gNGOs can
translate into empowerment in Malakasa camp. Empowerment was delineated as a
process that gives priority to the points of view held by oppressed or marginalized people,
enables them to express these views and also to gain power to overcome the domination
to which they are subjected. It became clear that the hurdles to empowerment in
Malakasa are high and largely dependent on factors that cannot be sufficiently addressed
on the camp level such as the congested asylum system and the location of the camp.
Consequently, the residents of Malakasa camp are stuck in precarious circumstances in
which their safety and other basic needs are not fulfilled. Conditions are comparably
worse for women and unregistered refugees. Most of the residents are exposed to this
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environment for extended periods of time without knowing whether or when their living
conditions will improve. As a result their mental health erodes over time.
The case of REFUGYM shows that gNGOs using a participatory approach can create
empowerment pathways that otherwise would not exist in Malakasa; more so for the
residents who become part of the organization than those making use of the activities and
services resulting from the participatory structure of REFUGYM. However, the
empowerment pathways of both are eventually halted by the hostile political climate
surrounding migration and refugee debates and the asylum system in Greece.
Nevertheless, the empowerment that can take place should be considered a valuable
contribution since it alleviates, especially mental health-related suffering, and shows that
higher-level participation of communities faced with encampment is in principle possible.
This is possible despite challenging factors such as reliability and the intertwinedness with
the internal politics of the camp population.

7.2 DISCUSSION
The starting point of this research was the realization that there is inherent friction
between the participation agenda of the humanitarian sector and the use of encampment
as a tool to manage migration. Giving residents of camps the opportunity to empower
themselves through participatory approaches is on a conceptual level not reconcilable
with the function of a camp as exclusionary space that gives nation states the possibility to
separate citizens from non-citizens. Previous attempts for participatory approaches in
camps showed that the conceptual friction between participation from empowerment and
encampment also translates into practice (Olivius, 2017). Therefore, to talk about
participation in a meaningful way the friction between participation as an empowerment
tool and encampment needs to be better understood. The current situation in Greece
gave me the opportunity to not only explore participation as empowerment tool in a
camp setting but to do so from a grassroots perspective, a perspective which is currently
underrepresented in the academic debate. gNGOs significantly shape the humanitarian
assistance in Greek refugee camps and their non-traditional, participatory approaches
carry the potential to open up empowerment pathways alternative to those provided
through traditional humanitarian organizations. Nevertheless, the academic debate has
paid little attention to their role.
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The case of Malakasa Camp with the addition focus on REFUGYM as a gNGO, allowed
me to contribute to the knowledge on participation in camp settings as well as the role
that gNGOs can take on within it. In this particular case the findings regarding
participation aligned with Kazwini’s (2016) findings in Syria. In both camps the
understanding of participation for decision makers is often limited to low-level
participation such as opinion giving. Participation provided by camp management in
Malakasa did not surpass the level of tokenism and left participants more frustrated than
empowered. Participation opportunities are present but it is questionable whether they
have a positive effect for the residents.
The fact that the participation in a camp in Syria and Greece, two places not connected to
each other, is shallow could indicate that there is a sector-wide issue present where
participation opportunities are offered in camps simply to tick the participation box
instead of making sure that participation translates into positive developments for the
camp community. If that is the case the question should be asked whether any
participation is good participation or whether low-level participation is used to veil the
current inability of traditional humanitarian actors to provide high-level participation
within the confines of a camp despite their commitments.
Through the case of REFUGYM I was able to shed light on the role grassroots NGOs
can play on the road towards participation strategies in hum assistance that are effective
and allow for higher levels of participation. gNGOs, like REFUGYM are finding ways to
make use of the in-between space that scholars such as Turner (2010), Bochmann (2018),
Krause (2014) and Jansen (2011) etc. have started exploring and pointing out. By not
thinking in the dichotomy of beneficiary and aid provider and seeing residents as humans
with abilities, agency and creative power rather than a homogenous group of people, they
discover and pave new ways of participation. The residents see these new opportunities as
valuable and actively make use of them despite certain risks or downsides they might be
facing because of it.
If the humanitarian sector is serious about facilitating high-level participation in
humanitarian settings, including camps, they would be ill advised to belittle or simply
accept gNGOs attemps of enabling high-level participation. Organizations like
REFUGYM might not be perfect in their execution when looked at from the traditional
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humanitarian perspective, reaching less people, not keeping the adequate professional
distance between aid staff and residents and having very limited leverage to negotiate their
position. However, despite or maybe even because of their struggles, organizations like
REFUGYM should be seen as valuable case studies to understand participation dynamics
in camps. Traditional humanitarian organizations as well as academia can learn from their
successes and failures and draw conclusions that help shape a roadmap towards higher
level participation also by larger, traditional humanitarian actors.
Of course, the difference in positionality, responsibilities, scale and context means that
gNGOS cannot simply provide a blueprint for participation that is applicable in any camp
for any organization. Nevertheless, their successes and failures can inform the decisions
of other actors regarding their own strategies. Furthermore, should the conclusion be that
higher-level participation is not possible for traditional humanitarian actors, gNGOs
could be considered as allies that fill the gap between resident’s wishes to be seen as
human and to exercise control over their own environment and the current restrictions of
traditional humanitarian players. Active support of gNGOs, as opposed to the benevolent
tolerance currently present in Malakasa, would make it easier to engage more people more
reliably. Thus, whether traditional actors are eventually able to promote high-level
participation themselves or resort to gNGOs as allies, both options would ideally translate
into more overall participation opportunities for residents, bringing the sector closer to its
self-proclaimed goal of increased participation

7.3. LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The methodology of this research has, for the most part, answered the research questions
posed in the beginning. I have determined how the participation agenda has reached
Malakasa Camp, developed a locally embedded understanding of empowerment, have
gained insight on the role of gNGOs as opposed to traditional humanitarian actors and
how residents make use of the opportunities arising due to gNGO’s presence. However,
due to the limitations laid out in chapter three some aspects could not be investigated in
full detail and follow up questions are still to be asked.
A difficult combination of limitations was time restriction paired with population
fluctuation. During my research it became clear that the participatory approach of
REFUGYM does provide new empowerment pathways within the camp. I was also able
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to find some examples where people actively made use of those pathways and as a result
empowered themselves in a, for me visible, way. Nonetheless, because I only spent a few
months in the camp and the population is ever shifting, it was difficult to determine the
temporality of the empowerment created through REFUGYM. I would assume that
residents who manage to leave the camp continue to benefit from their time with
REFUGYM. After all, some of the benefits should hypothetically be mobile such as their
network of international volunteers and other REFUGYM participants, new language
skills and improved mental health.
To determine whether that is the case a follow-up or follow-along study of these
individuals would need to take place. A second question that remains unanswered due to
time limitations are the long-term effects of the presence of participatory initiatives in the
camp. It is unclear whether they have the ability to alter the fabric of the camp
community over time. Do other initiatives arise that are inspired by seeing refugees
support refugees through their skills? Does the perception of their own ability as a
community get impacted? Do residents engaged with REFUGYM experience a difference
in empowerment dependent on the duration of their participation? Are social norms
surrounding women affected by women leading classes and participating in sports? A
long-term study in which also the families of participants and residents opposed to the
work of REFUGYM get interviewed would help shed light on these questions.
Throughout my analysis I came to the conclusion that in Malakasa camp higher-level
participation takes place with gNGOs but is lacking at traditional humanitarian actors
who have officially committed to an increase of participation in their work. Any
comparison between the two kinds of aid actors needs to consider the factors of
positionality, responsibility and scale of operations since these greatly differ and have
implications for possible participation programming. However, my observations suggest,
that the prioritization of meaningful participation is comparably low in traditional
humanitarian organizations, making it unlikely that limiting factors will be overcome.
To confirm that this is not only the case in Malakasa Camp and to make my findings
more generalizable two studies would be valuable. Firstly, it should be taken advantage of
the fact that currently there are numerous participatory gNGOs present in Greece,
working on different topics in different camps. A study that compares their experiences
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and effects would have the potential to show which of my findings are generalizable and
which ones are specific to Malakasa camp. Moreover, becoming aware of common
hurdles and opportunities of the participatory gNGOs could be of great value for the
gNGOs themselves to improve their operations.
Secondly, I suggest a study where the policies and implementation strategies of INGOs
regarding participation in camps (in Greece) are looked at. This is especially relevant,
since I had restricted access to IOM and other traditional humanitarian actors. Hence,
their side of the story is only marginally represented in this research. By comparing their
approaches and how they translate to the camps a baseline on participation in traditional
humanitarian NGOs could be established. Should it be the case that traditional
humanitarian actors in general are not living up to their promises of increased
participation, they could learn from the comparative study of gNGOs, suggested before.
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ANNEX A
WHO
ARMY
IOM

IOM

1 Facility Coordinator
(Focal Point/Team
Leader) + 5 Interpreters
1 Facility Coordinator

WHAT
Site management

Camp management

Site management

Support the Camp Manager and RIS in
solving critical issues, identifying gaps and
duplications in services.
Support the Camp Manager and RIS in
solving critical issues, identifying gaps and
duplications in services.

CwC
(Communication
with
Communities)
Site management

IOM

1 Facility Coordinator/
Data Focal Point

IOM

1 Facility Coordinator/
Community Engagment

Site management

IOM

1 Focal point for
protection specialist
team

Protection

IOM

4 Protection specialists

Protection

IOM

1 Shelter Expert, 2
Handymen

WASH

IOM

2 lawyer counselor

Protection

IOM

1 psychologist

Protection

Support the Camp Manager and RIS in
solving critical issues, identifying gaps and
duplications in services.
Encourages community inclusive approaches
with a focus on community participation,
involving communities in needs
identification, decision making, planning,
implementation, and evaluation of
interventions.
Conduct vulnerability assessments to
migrants and refugees residing in the site,
address protection needs and refer to
competent agencies for specialized
protection services;
Coordinate protection activities with other
protection partners, stakeholders and
authorities;
Conduct vulnerability assessments to
migrants and refugees residing in the site,
address protection needs and refer to
competent agencies for specialized
protection services;
Coordinate protection activities with other
protection partners, stakeholders and
authorities;
Ensure the proper implementation of all
Shelter/CCCM/WASH programs and work
with onsite government authorities, local
government institutions, non-governmental
organizations, community-based
organizations and local communities in order
to ensure the smooth execution of project
tasks and activities
Conducts initial assessment of needs and
background information; Sets an individual
assistance plan, provides information and
advice regarding, asylum procedures
including family
reunification, welfare rights
identify pre-existing mental health
conditions in need for follow up treatment
and cases in need of immediate referral to
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RIS

RIS representative

RIS

RIS representative

RIS

Camp
management
Camp
management
Camp
management
Protection

UNHCR

1 focal person – field/
protection staff

UNHCR

1 field team
coordinator, 1 roving
field/protection staff

Protection

UNHCR

1 CBI staff

Protection

UNICEF

Focal Person

Ministry of
Education
KEELPNO

Field coordinator

Protection,
Education
Protection,
Education
Education

UNICEF

clinical services; Conduct regular individual
and group therapies for refugees and other
migrants in need, and provide referrals to
psychiatrists if necessary
Camp management
Camp management
Camp management
Community based protection activities
(FGDs, empowerment sessions, group
discussions); provision of information;
capacity building and technical support to
field actors; cash assistance (in cooperation
with CRS), including a protection desk.
Community based protection activities
(FGDs, empowerment sessions, group
discussions); provision of information;
capacity building and technical support to
field actors; cash assistance (in cooperation
with CRS), including a protection desk.
Community based protection activities
(FGDs, empowerment sessions, group
discussions); provision of information;
capacity building and technical support to
field actors; cash assistance (in cooperation
with CRS), including a protection desk.
Child Rights Monitoring
Child Rights Monitoring
Assistance with registration at schools,
Primary, Secondary and nursery school
SGBV Case Managements

1 pshyciatrist, 1
pediatrist, 1 General
doctor
3 nurse, 3 psycologists

Health

Municipality
OAED Workers

4 guards

Other

Other

Municipality
OAED Workers

5 field staff, 1
handyman

WASH

Other

Municipality
OAED Workers

5 teachers/nursery
teachers/ children
activities
3 field officers, 2
Interpreters
1 focal point, 15 on
average volunteers
4 teachers, 2
interpreters, 1 FFS
facilitator, 1
Psychologist, 1 Case
Worker, 1 Lawyer, 1

Education

Other

Protection

Other

Other

Soup and tea, rest area, laundry room

Education,
Protection

Informal Education, Child Protection, Female
Friendly Space

Municipality
OAED Workers

KETHEA-IOM
REMAR
Solidarity Now

Primary health care in cooperation with
Army and KEELPNO doctors
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Team Leader

Happy Caravan

1-2 volunteers

Education

Connect By
Music

3 volunteers

Education

Food Kind

6 volunteers

Distribution

Refugym

3 volunteers

Activities

Catholic Relief
Services (CRS)
/Caritas
Athens

3 staff

CASH

Informal Education on english, mathematics,
arts and basic computer skills
Support children and adults and aid their
well-being through music; Cncerts, music
workshops and band practise
Distribution of hot meals, salads, eggs, bread
and fruits for unregistered beneficiaries on
site
Sports activities for children and adults
Distribution of prepaid cards, registration of
people for CASH and identification of
eligibility criteria.

This table is based on information from a camp-internal protection meeting on the 2nd of October 2019.
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