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WHAT DOES IT MEAN 
TO VOLUNTEER?

1.1. CAN SMALL ACTIONS CHANGE SOCIETY?

Volunteers play a crucial role in supporting vulnerable individuals. Civil society has a responsibility and the right 
to promote justice, equity, social inclusion, and to guarantee the effectiveness of social rights. This often happens 
through the voluntary action of people moved by solidarity, political, or religious motivations. Volunteer work 
is not considered professional work, although volunteers may sometimes gain equal or even greater experience 
than some professionals. In many cases, volunteer work overlaps with professional responsibilities. Voluntary 
activities, however, are not subject to the same set of checks and balances of professional work: thus, it is 
especially important that volunteers are supported by adequate training, critical awareness, and 
active collaboration with other stakeholders.

This toolkit aims at supporting NGO leaders, volunteers, sponsors, mentors, concerned citizens and diaspora 
organizers who wish to engage in community sponsorship activities, with a specific focus on inclusive 
housing for forced migrants. 

This toolkit discusses the challenges that volunteers may find in organizing, supporting, and mentoring community 
sponsorship activities. It is primarily intended for sponsors, i.e., people who take care of forced migrants for a 
limited period of time, often in their own homes. The toolkit also contains information relevant for volunteers 
involved in training, mentoring, or supporting sponsors within larger organizations. 

The target audience of this toolkit is intentionally broad, reflecting the diverse local settings of community 
sponsorship groups and the various roles within these initiatives. To enhance readability, the terms volunteer, 
sponsors, and mentors are used interchangeably throughout the document, with specific definitions provided 
in the glossary. 

Across the European Union, hundreds of individuals are actively working to establish support networks for 
forced migrants who face significant challenges in accessing decent and affordable housing. Their efforts have 

1.

I believe we play a crucial role on multiple levels. Firstly, we provide essential material 
support, addressing their immediate needs. Secondly, we assist with the often-com-
plex administrative paperwork, which can be quite challenging. Our support extends 
in various ways, guiding them through their journey as new citizens in our country.

Bart, Member of a sponsor group in Belgium
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been recognized as a fundamental resource by the EU1, a crucial contribution to envisioning innovative ways 
to supporting people on the move and preparing local communities to respond effectively to potential future 
arrivals of forced migrants.

While volunteer work can play a key role in driving meaningful social transformations, it is essential that 
volunteers remain aware of the limitations of their individual actions. Small acts of solidarity, when 
carried out systematically by groups of individuals, have the potential to change the people that enage in them, 
but not the whole society. Without changes to broader social structures, such actions alone are unlikely to bring 
about systemic societal change. Thus, volunteers should be aware of the political, social, and economic context 
in which they operate; they should be mindful of power dynamics and potential inequalities in intercultural 
relationships, striving for mutual respect and collaboration; they should collaborate with professional operators, 
respecting their roles and learning from their competences. Volunteering complements public intervention, 
reinforcing and enhancing the public system of social inclusion.

We wanted to welcome people in exile and make a difference in our own unique way. 
Of course, it is just one family, and it may seem like a drop in the ocean. But even so, 
it is better than doing nothing at all!

Irène, Member of a sponsor group in Belgium

1.2. PRACTICAL SUPPORT: GOOD EXAMPLES THAT ALREADY EXIST

There are several forms in which volunteers may contribute to inclusive housing and the social inclusion of 
forced migrants. What concrete actions can directly support access to inclusive housing, or raise awareness, 
and how can collaboration take other forms? Below is a list:

           Direct support:

•	 Reception of forced migrants in groups or in families: Offer temporary or long-term hospitality, 
guaranteeing a safe and welcoming environment. This type of reception is what is is commonly referred to 
as community sponsorship; it allows forced migrants to access local social networks and feel integrated into 
a new community.

•	 Search for housing solutions: Actively support forced migrants in their search for a proper home, 
helping them to navigate the housing market, to read announces, to apply for public housing, to prepare the 
necessary documents, and to contact the homeowners.

a. 
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b. 

c. 

•	 Mediation with landlords: Act as mediators between forced migrants and homeowners, by helping 
them to overcome prejudices , misunderstandings, conflicts, and to create relationships based on trust; it 
may also involve offering economic or moral guarantees to landlords, as an incentive to offer their houses 
for rent to forced migrants.

•	 Economic support: Collect funds or offer economic contributions to help forced migrants to pay the 
initial expenses as the deposit, the first rental fees, or other expenses.

•	 Accompanying: Accompany forced migrants during apartments visits, the signing of the rental contract, 
and other bureaucratic processes related with housing.

           Inclusion:

•	 Creation of social networks: Promote the inclusion of forced migrants in the social fabric, by creating 
opportunities for meeting and socialization with members of local society; organize cultural, sports, 
recreational activities.

•	 Language support: Offer language courses or lessons, or support forced migrants in the learning the local 
language, thereby helping them develop communication skills that promote social inclusion and autonomy.

•	 Orientation to services: Offer to forced migrants useful information on the services that are available 
locally, such as health facilities, social services, training courses, and opportunities for job seeking, recreational 
activities, and cultural initiatives.

•	 Support in finding a job: Help forced migrants in the search for dignified employment, offering support 
in writing a CV, in preparing job interviews, and in professional orientation.

•	 Mentorship: Offer a mentorship service by matching a forced migrants with local residents, with the aim 
of providing support, guidance, and friendship.

           Awareness and advocacy:

•	 Raising awareness among local communities: Organize campaigns to raise awareness and combat 
prejudices and negative stereotypes on forced migrants, thereby promoting a culture of welcome and 
solidarity.

•	 Denunciation of discriminations: Actively denounce discriminatory practices that prevent access to 
housing for forced migrants, such as the housing ads that explicitly exclude foreigners, or that impose 
discriminatory conditions.

•	 Promotion of inclusive policies: Sensitizing institutions to promote more inclusive housing policies 
or to allocate public housing, in order to guarantee the right to housing for all, regardless of the migratory 
status.

           Collaboration and coordination:

•	 Networking: Collaborate with non-profit organizations, parishes, voluntary groups, diaspora organizations, 
and local public institutions, to create a support system that is integrated and coordinated.

•	 Sharing experiences: Share your own experiences and good practices with other volunteers and 
organizations that work with forced migrants, thus contributing to improve the efficacy of interventions.

In Lithuania, for instance, one of the positive examples of housing provision for forced migrants is the Strong 
Together initiative, which successfully mobilized the society and pooled the efforts and the enthusiasm of 

d. 
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Lithuanian residents to help the Ukrainian nationals fleeing the war more actively, by providing accommodation 
and social support. More than 10,000 places of accommodation were offered to Ukrainian temporary protection 
holders, and even though the initial agreement provisioned a 3-month hosting period, the hosting period was 
extended based on a personal agreement between the hosts and the hostees. A part of hosting agreements 
was formalized with an official rental agreement and some hosts have provided support to the forced migrants 
in finding a long-term rental accommodation.

I am convinced that with this family, we have forged friendships that will endure a 
lifetime. As the family grows more independent, our role becomes less crucial, which 
is precisely the ultimate goal.

Tine, Member of a sponsor group in Belgium
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ESSENTIALS
OF HOUSING

2.1. WHY IS IT IMPORTANT THAT EVERYONE HAS ACCESS TO HOUSING?

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the landmark charter that was approved by the General Assembly 
of the United Nations in 1948 includes housing as a basic right to which all human beings are entitled. Thus, 
all states that are members of the UN share the obligation of addressing homelessness and housing shortage, 
and many of them legislated in accordance with this general principle – some even included the right to housing 
in their Constitutions (example: Spain, Portugal). The EU mentions housing among its 20 Pillars of Social 
Rights, together with education, gender equality, healthcare, and social protection. 

Thus, guaranteeing that everybody has access to housing is not only an issue for those who are excluded, but 
a challenge that concerns democracy, legitimacy, and reliability of all our local and transnational institutions. 
Regarding migration specifically, housing is also considered in the EU Action Plan on integration and inclusion 2021-
2027. As volunteers, sponsors, mentors, diaspora organizers and NGO leaders, contributing to ensuring 
equitable access to affordable and dignified housing for all represents a crucial contribution 
to the hold of the institutions and of the social fabric. Every individual without access to decent and 
affordable housing represents not only an injustice but also a gap in the fulfilment of both international and 
domestic human rights obligations. By supporting forced migrants’ housing inclusion, volunteers, NGO leaders, 
diaspora organizations and all the actors involved in the third sector are contributing to ensuring social cohesion 
within European societies.

2.2. STATUS AND RIGHTS OF FORCED MIGRANTS IN THE EU

In 2024, almost one million people requested asylum in an EU country; that is the 20% of all world’s asylum 
applications. Though apparently a significant number, this figure is only a small fraction of the total 
population of the EU, which amounts to over 448 million people. The countries of destination are mainly 
Germany (229,695 applications in 2024), Spain (164,010), Italy (151,120), France (130,860), and Greece 
(69,000), and the country that receives most asylum seekers per capita is Cyprus (7,2 first-time applicants per 
thousand people; the EU average is 2 per thousand people). Countries of origin are mostly Syria, Venezuela, 
and Afghanistan2.

Not all forced migrants reach the EU through the regular channel of requesting asylum to the concerned 
embassy; in fact, thousands request asylum after having entered irregularly in Europe by physically crossing its 
land or sea borders without a proper visa or document. These so-called “irregular” crossings very often result 
in tragic outcomes: thousands of undocumented migrants die at the borders of the EU, especially at sea. 
Other asylum seekers cross the Balkan region and try to enter through EU’s Eastern border, where independent 
organizations systematically document irregular practices and abuses by local police forces3, which 
cause severe harm to asylum seekers, putting vulnerable people at risk. Therefore, many forced migrants arriving 
on European soil may suffer from the consequences of trauma.

Community sponsorship is a programme offering a complementary legal pathway to resettlement for 
forced migrants in need of international protection in which responsibilities are shared between the 
government, civil society organizations and local communities who provide financial, social and/or emotional 
support in order to facilitate their integration in the host country.

2.
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Lithuania follows the Common European Asylum System (CEAS), granting 
protection to those fleeing persecution, conflict, or human rights violations. 
Recognized refugees in Lithuania receive residence permits, access to the labour 
market, healthcare, and integration programs, including Lithuanian language courses 
and cultural adaptation support.
In recent years, Lithuania has faced challenges related to migration, particularly 
during the 2021–2022, when thousands of migrants entered the country irregularly 
through Belarus. In response, Lithuania tightened its asylum policies, increasing 
border controls, leading to human rights concerns from international organizations. 
At the same time, Lithuania has shown solidarity with displaced people through 
initiatives such as Stiprūs Kartu (“Strong Together”), which mobilized civil society 
to support Ukrainian temporary protection holders following Russia’s war against 
Ukraine in 2022. This initiative helped provide housing, employment opportunities, 
and essential services to those fleeing the war.

The community sponsorship programme in Belgium, introduced in 2020, is a 
reception model within the traditional resettlement programme. The programme 
is coordinated by Fedasil and Caritas International. The program’s objectives 
include: 1/Diversifying legal and safe pathways for people in need of international 
protection; 2/Strengthening civil society actors’ expertise; 3/Fostering a positive 
image of refugees in Belgium and 4/Promoting refugee integration through 
neighbourhood involvement.
The target group consists of vulnerable resettled refugees who have consented 
to participate in the Community Sponsorship program. Candidates are identified 
by the UNHCR, selected by the Belgian Commissioner General for Refugees and 
Stateless Persons (CGRS), and screened by Fedasil in their country of origin. After 
selection, Fedasil and Caritas match the refugees with host groups in Belgium, of 
at least five citizens, also known as sponsor groups. If no suitable match is found, 
refugees enter the standard resettlement process.
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2.3. ARE THERE ENOUGH HOUSING FOR ALL?

A 2011 report, updated in 2016, claims that over thirty-eight million houses in the EU are unoccupied (vacant, 
or used as seasonal or secondary residences)4. In eight European countries, more than one in four 
housing units is not used as a home: in Greece more than one in three houses is vacant, in Portugal 
31,9%, in Italy 22,7%. These figures may have grown after the Covid pandemic, as stated in a 2023 Housing 
Europe Observatory report5. There are more the 4,500 vacant houses in Brussels alone in Belgium, despite a 
recent provision imposing fines on owners who keep their houses empty for more than 12 months6. Vacancy 
may be involuntary – a house may be in a remote area suffering population decline; or owners may have 
left the house for personal reasons; or because there is a problem of inheritance litigation, seizure of assets; 
or voluntary, for example when houses are kept vacant for the purpose of speculating, artificially constrain 
the housing supply, or because the owners do not want to spend in renovations. An EU report states that “in 
a tight housing market simply leaving potential homes vacant is a privilege that society as a whole cannot, and 
should not, sustain”7. 

In fact, while many potential houses are kept empty, thousands of migrants live in makeshift 
encampments, for example near sites of temporary agricultural labour, some of which may be managed by 
by criminal organizations or exploitative individuals8. Other inadequate facilities are built by public authorities 
for migrants and asylum seekers who are waiting the recognition of the refugee status. In big cities, these forms 
of semi-legal accommodation are mostly overcrowded flats in peripheral metropolitan areas; some of them 
are managed by diaspora organizations, or by individuals (both migrants and locals) that profit from the lack of 
housing alternatives. 

States, in fact, have tools to grant housing to people in need; the most important is obviously public housing. 
This is the part of residential buildings that directly belong to the state or that are regulated by public conventions 
and can be allocated at a very low price only to people who fulfil certain criteria (low income, disability, 
residence...). In few EU cities their share is high - in Vienna, for instance, half a million people over the city’s 
two million, live in public housing. In most countries, however, it is very low: for example, public housing is less 
than 2% of the total housing stock in Spain, Italy, and Greece. Access to public housing is generally hard for 
forced migrants. Though legally they hold the same rights as locals, the waiting lists for public housing are very 
long, and the criteria for access may be discriminatory, including requirements that are impossible to meet for 
forced migrants (such as proving the absence of residential properties in the country of origin – something often 
impossible without returning to the country). Volunteers should not only help in filing applications but could 
also contribute to denouncing direct or indirect discrimination in accessing public housing.



8
3. SETTING UP A SPONSOR GROUP FOR A COMMUNITY SPONSORSHIP PLAN

WHAT CAN I DO IF I AM A VOLUNTEER?

SETTING UP A SPONSOR GROUP FOR 
A COMMUNITY SPONSORSHIP PLAN

3.1. PREPARING TO BECOME A SPONSOR: ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES

The model of community sponsorship aims at actively engaging local communities in order to strengthen their 
internal relationships around a project of solidarity. These actions are generally framed around the action of a 
non-profit organization, which aims at accompanying forced migrants to inclusive housing, while supporting 
them in developing respectful and mutually enriching forms of cohabitation – at times also mediating among forced 
migrants and houseowners or landlords, providing guarantees or even financial coverage for the rental payment.

•	 For a volunteer, becoming a sponsor means primarily offering time and devotion to the cause of inclusive 
housing of forced migrants, generally by actively collaborating with a non-profit organization, and obtaining 
the training that is needed to develop these skills in the best possible way. Helping people to find a house 
normally means that one has to explore first its closest network of friends and acquaintances who may 
have an extra room and are available to share housing for a defined period of time. For any concerned 
citizen, to become a sponsor can mean both becoming a volunteer in a project coordinated by a non-profit 
organization or simply offering their house or a room within a project of community sponsorship.

•	 For a forced migrant that has already achieved inclusive housing, to become a volunteer may mean to 
offer their experience and understanding to other forced migrants who do not find a proper and dignified 
housing solution. It can also represent helping non-profit organization to mediate with people in need, 
either forcibly displaced persons who are still in their country or in a third country and forced migrants who 
are already in Europe but have not been able to find a dignified housing solution.

•	 Other sponsor groups may include, for example, groups of friends, or fans of the same sports team, or 
discipline. Diaspora associations may also become sponsor groups, as happened in the Canadian experience. 
Community sponsorship may be a form of “corporate social responsibility” for any type of private sector 
actors: employees, for example, could be invited to set a sponsor group up together. 

3.

EXAMPLES 

RIFUGIO DIFFUSO IN TURIN9

The Ufficio Pastorale Migranti in Turin10, Italy, has created a successful mixed 
experience between community sponsorship and public reception facility called 
“Rifugio diffuso” (widespread reception). Through the help of 25 local families 
that are able to host refugees, it set up an official reception centre, funded by 
the state, which uses the public funds for refugees, subsidiary protection and 
temporary protection beneficiaries as well as vulnerable asylum seekers to 
support them and the hosting families called in Italian “Sistema di Accoglienza 
e Integrations (SAI)”. The experience has received attention from the City 
Council of Turin which has escalated it to the reception of third-country national 
students. The families are trained and mentored throughout the project.
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3.2. HOW TO RECRUIT, TRAIN AND MENTOR SPONSORS

Recruiting a sponsor which may include a houseowner who is available to rent a space for a forced migrant, is an 
activity normally developed within a community that shares a religious belief, a civil vocation, or a sense of mutual 
solidarity. It necessarily implies the free choice by the person, who is willing to engage in the project, as well as 
their availability to work to extend the supporting network to a bigger group. Housing a family of forced 
migrants and working for their inclusion requires a network of approximately twenty people11. 

A successfull community sponsorship relies on well-trained sponsors, which in turn requires well-trained mentors, 
and a clear mentorship system. Sponsors should be aware of the importance not only of material support, but 
also of the social and emotional support that forced migrants might require, in relation to the traumatic experience 
of their journeys. To develop such abilities, they may benefit from the presence of mentors, more experienced 
volunteers, who monitor cohabitation, mediate conflicts, and support forced migrants and families that host 
them. Mentors should be able to listen and counsel them to understand signs of unease or difficulties and quickly 
intervene to find solutions. Sponsors should have clear in their mind the aim of making possible autonomy and 
emancipation, not only by providing practical support, but also by helping forced migrants to develop their abilities 
to carve a role for themselves in the new society. 

•	 Best practices for the mobilization and recruitment of sponsors: organizations that devoted 
many years to the recruitment of sponsors often acknowledge that the best way to select families that wish to 
accommodate forced migrants is by word of mouth. Families that are already active in community sponsorship 
may help to find new families, through their direct example and in their own social channels. It is difficult to 
convince families to become involved in such a complex and intense process through social media, advertising, 
or public presentations. This peculiarity, however, may also vary with the different local contexts. 

•	 Retention of sponsors: an organization that manages to mobilize sponsors must invest a lot of energy 
in retaining them, so they are available to host new people when the time for the first experience expires. 
Sponsors have to be followed and supported, often trained, and mostly have to feel part of a network. Each 
organization finds its own ways of doing this, by courses, visits, collective events. 

•	 Ideal volunteer profile: volunteers shall be accurately chosen in order to avoid failures or sudden retreats. 
Though problems may always occur, several organizations have developed an eye to understand if a group of 
sponsors is able to sustain the difficulties of community sponsorship. There is no fixed definition of how this 
selection happens. Certainly, one of the key requirements is the availability of an extra room – not a couch 
or a shared space – in order to guarantee privacy to the hosted forced migrants. Besides that, families that 
successfully host forced migrants may be couples with grown-up children who left the house, and whose room 
may be devoted to this cause, but also couples without children, single people that are widows or divorced, 
families with children, who may enjoy the company of an extra person

•	 Key motivators: Many organizations that set up community sponsorship programs devote much attention 
to the motivation that leads people to engage in a program. Given that there is no “one size fits all” motivator 
element, it is though important to recognize that good intentions are not always a guarantee, and that 
organizers must be cautious with extremely high motivations. Sometimes people who are moved exclusively 
by idealistic motives fail to grasp the difficulties of the sponsorship programme and may retire their support 
when they are confronted with real-life experience. It is important that sponsors understand the small-scale 
difficulties of sharing a space, of living with diversity, of renouncing to part of their privacy. Often training 
courses help sponsors realize if the process they are involving in is actually what they are willing and able to do.

Another key resource for community sponsorship are diaspora organizations which can provide help and 
support to forced migrants and may be a crucial resource to find housing or access to services, including bureaucratic 
support. However, it shall be noted that these organizations tend to have little resources, and their support could 
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be maximised when combined with the work of other organizations, with greater access to resources. Joining 
efforts is always a way of increasing the possibility of success in the mobilization of local resources. 

3.3. MOBILIZING LOCAL RESOURCES

The action of an organization managing community sponsorship is based on the recognition and mobilization of 
local resources, starting from those that volunteers bring to a program in terms of: time dedicated, previous 
experiences, territorial social networks with which they are in contact, direct knowledge of the local 
context, integration of the assistance provided by professional operators, etc. A shared approach 
consists in believing that, with regard to housing and social inclusion paths, “everyone can do something”, 
meaning that, regardless of specifically professional activities, a form of support can come from anyone who 
intends to help others. 

Sponsor groups can be represented as real centres of social valorisation where everyone can contribute, starting 
from their own possibilities and abilities: a welcoming family with the provision of accommodation, a generous 
landowner with the free provision of a property (or at a controlled price), citizens of all backgrounds 
through the handling of administrative and health procedures, support in the search for properties to rent and in 
the reception phases, teaching at training courses, etc. A fundamental condition for a sponsor group to be able 
to mobilize local resources is that it is recognized as “authoritative” at an institutional level and in the context in 
which it operates, in the sense that the social and mutual aid purposes of its work are evident and beyond doubt. 

But how to get authoritative? One of the key factors is rootedness in a specific territory, that is, deep 
knowledge of its social dynamics, of its resources, and of its difficulties. These qualities may be widespread even 
among people with no professional qualification: forced migrants need the help of experts, of professionals, and of 
people that hold political positions or may mobilise resources such as housing; but they also need the support of 
people  who have the ability to navigate and operate within a specific territory/local context. This expertise is 
generally poorly recognized by local authorities, but it may contribute to promoting access to 
local resources for forced migrants!

EXAMPLES

LOANS FOR USE
One of the forms of housing that often community sponsorship may mobilise are 
“loans for use,” i.e., homes that are outside the housing market, but that their owners 
are willing to let for free in exchange of guarantees provided by an association 
they trust in. Many of these experiences are practiced by faith-based groups, that 
obtain “loans for use” by religious organizations that have properties but are unable 
to manage them; the organizations guarantees that they will use them to house 
forced migrants, and that they will manage any possible extra expense or possible 
problems. These houses can be only provided by networks of trust such as those 
that community sponsorship activates.
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3.4. SUPPORT FROM INSTITUTIONS: VOUCHERS, INCENTIVES, 
ACKNOWLEDGMENT, HOUSES

Volunteers may seek the help of public institutions when they are involved in programs of community sponsorship, 
since they are helping institutions to tackle a problem, that is, the lack of proper housing and support for people 
that are legally entitled to both. Working to obtain support can be seen as “lobbying,” but also as a bottom-up 
form of involving public institutions in the network of community sponsorship.

In some cases, community sponsorship develops within the official reception system: professional social workers 
or managers of official reception systems overcome the difficulties linked with the lack of funding, or the lack 
of support from authorities, by motivating a community or a group of people into becoming sponsors, in 
order to help forced migrants improve their life, empower, or leave independently the official reception system.

In these cases, local institutions may mediate with the local residents, with banks, with owners of houses, in 
order to find ways of accommodating more people in order to increase the available housing stock: mayors of small 
villages may have personal relationships with people that own abandoned housesand may guarantee the presence 
of the public institution to sign rental agreements with forced migrants. Mayors may also make agreements with 
other organizations, such as parishes, in order to create support and synergies for the hosting of forced migrants, 
and a climate of collaboration which may contradict stereotypes about the alleged tensions linked with their influx.

In bigger cities, it is more difficult for public authorities to be directly involved in supporting community 
sponsorship schemes, though social workers may occasionally turn to sponsor groups or associations for help in 
solving specific problems.

EXAMPLES 
 
AN ENTIRE VILLAGE MAY SPONSOR FORCED MIGRANTS

In Italy, this “official” community sponsorship often happens in small villages: areas 
that are less likely to receive official help may organize to transform the presence 
of forced migrants into a resource for the entire community, for example by setting 
up working cooperatives that help refurbish parts of the village, or accessing public 
funding for works in the village, or participating to private tenders to create start-
ups, in which both locals and forced migrants are involved. A famous experience 
in Italy was the village of Riace, where the mayor had accommodated over two 
hundred forced migrants, initially from Iraq and Afghanistan, in vacant houses, 
providing occasions for work and permanent resettlement in a depressed area 
subject to steady depopulation. The activity was opposed by the Italian government, 
and finally was abandoned, after two decades of experience. Similar activities are 
now in place in other villages of the same region, the most effective being the village 
of Camini, where almost 180 forced migrants refurbished the houses that were 
abandoned after the village remained almost empty for emigration; now forced 
migrants represent almost 25% of the local population.
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3.5. SIZE MATTERS: BIG CITIES, SMALL VILLAGES, CENTRAL AND REMOTE 
AREAS

Inclusion pathways for forced migrants may vary considerably depending on the territorial dimensions, with very 
distinct dynamics in small villages and big cities. Access to housing, social inclusion, and community dynamics 
depend on the local contexts. There are however some common traits that recur in all contexts, such as the 
importance of non-profit organizations and the presence of some sectors of the population who are willing to 
create solidarity networks despite prejudice or negative stereotypes. 

Small villages:   

•	 “Accoglienza diffusa” (Widespread reception). In the Italian context, some of the most successful 
experiences of community sponsorship have taken place in remote areas of the Italian South, where non-
profit organizations or mayors have refurbished abandoned houses or entire villages to house forced 
migrants. They employ funding of the official reception system, but instead of accommodating forced 
migrants in dedicated facilities, they accomodate them throughout a scarcely populated territory, thus 
helping to counter depopulation, recover local resources and creating new opportunities for development. 

•	 Welcoming communities. Some internal areas in Italy, such as the Locride region in Calabria, are often 
described as “naturally open to diversity,” with a tradition of reception that facilitates inclusion. In these 
contexts, local communities may be more prone to welcoming forced migrants, and to create positive social 
relationships and the participation of migrants to local social life. 

•	 Relation with local administrations. Collaboration with local administrations is crucial to the success 
of these projects. In some cases, mayors support and even promote community sponsorship, which 
facilitates the activation of processes of inclusion and the creation of support networks. 

•	 Opportunities for inclusion. In small villages, even official reception projects may activate training 
courses and pathways to integration in the job market, promoting knowledge of the local contexts and the 
creation of social networks. The small dimension of these areas may facilitate the creation of social ties and 
the participation of migrants to community life. 

•	 Limits and weaknesses. Small villages in remote areas generally lack proper public funding, depend on 
specific project-based funds, and strong prejudice may characterize some sectors of the population. Small 
villages’ administrations may have difficulties in offering legal residence to foreigners; and moreover, migrants 
may want to live in areas different from remote and agricultural villages. 

Big cities and metropolitan areas 

•	 Saturated housing markets. In big cities the housing market is tense and competitive, with high rental 
prices and scarce availability of affordable housing. Landlords may benefit of a greater chance to select 
tenants, and may openly discriminate foreigners, or add requirements that are very hard to meet for 
vulnerable people. 

•	 Reduced access to housing. Due to discrimination, to the strict criteria and economic guarantees that 
are requested for tenants, and to the preference of short-term rental for tourism, makes access to housing 
for forced migrants extremely difficult. The lack of an efficient system of public and social housing makes 
the problem even worse. 

•	 Big reception centers. In big cities, forced migrants are often hosted in dedicated reception centers (such 
as Italian CAS system), that may offer very poor living conditions and tend not to facilitate social inclusion. 
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•	 Ghettoization and parallel circuits. Forced migrants in big cities are pushed towards informal housing 
arrangements, such as squatting of vacant buildings or sublet of beds in shared apartments. These solutions 
offer emergency shelter but often reproduce dynamics of segregation and marginality. 

•	 Diaspora communities and support networks. In big cities, diaspora communities may develop 
a key role in supporting forced migrants, helping in finding a job or in regularizing the residence permit. 
However, relying excessively on these networks may feed ghettoization and limit the opportunities for 
inclusion. 

•	 Social housing. In big cities there are multiple forms of public-private collaborations aimed at offering 
affordable housing, but often bureaucratic problems and lack of transparent criteria of access limit the reach 
of these initiatives. 

•	 Institutional inefficiency. Some metropolitan administrations may be too big to work, something that 
may influence reliability in payments and subsidies, or difficulties in supporting community sponsorship 
projects. 

EXAMPLES 
 
UNIVERSITY CORRIDORS IN BELGIUM, ITALY, IRELAND

Another interesting pilot initiative is the higher education pathway project 
that was launched in 2022, by Fedasil and Caritas International as part of the 
EU Password pilot project. The programme, which involves Ireland, Italy and 
Belgium, offers refugee students the opportunity to continue their studies in 
a third country, supported by a group of volunteers. It is run by Fedasil, Caritas 
International and KU Leuven. In 2023, the first 3 students were supported. After 
responding to a call for applications from their initial host country, their files were 
reviewed by the KU Leuven. The Commissioner General for Refugees and Stateless 
Persons (CGRS) conducted an initial analysis of the selected students’ needs for 
international protection. Fedasil, Caritas and the KU Leuven then selected three 
students based on a competitive interview that assessed their competences, 
motivation and social skills. Meanwhile, UNamur and UCLouvain have joined 
the consortium, and there are plans to expand the programme to other Belgian 
universities12.



14
WHAT CAN I DO IF I AM A VOLUNTEER?

3. SETTING UP A SPONSOR GROUP FOR A COMMUNITY SPONSORSHIP PLAN

3.6. SHARING A HOUSE: OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES

Sharing a house does not only mean sharing space13. It also means giving up some of one’s privacy and habits 
in exchange for a human interaction that may be potentially transformative, either of oneself, or of the other, 
or of the context in which both are inserted. To engage in hospitality in a family house implies that both part – 
host and guest – are willing to change their daily habits for a greater good. These are the main points that the 
organization Refugees Welcome identified as crucial when it comes to the expectations of both forced migrants 
and the citizens who decide to participate in community sponsorship14:

Forced migrants who want to engage in community sponsorship should expect:

•	 A deep transformation in your housing dimension, and a gradual approximation to autonomy, without 
losing the sense of protection and favouring the creation of social and human relationships.

•	 A better, quicker, and more spontaneous knowledge of the social and territorial context.

•	 A way to engage in a proactive way, while managing the responsibility of your actions in a family context 
that hosts you, overcoming passivity often linked to care services and the impersonal dimension of [official] 
reception facilities.

•	 The possibility to enhance the path to autonomy that already started in previous phases of reception, in 
order to achieve autonomy in a space of relations and sharing.

Hosts e should expect:

•	 The possibility to experiment oneself in a dimension of active citizenship in relation to a social issue of great 
relevance.

•	 The possibility of living a direct experience of what happens in faraway countries that are different from 
your own, widening cultural horizons and life experiences.

•	 The possibility of creating new forms of solidarity and reactivate community bonds, becoming part of a 
network of people and families, creating new possible experiences of solidarity, proactive towards the needs 
of the local territory.

Cohabiting may be an enriching experience, but it can also bring conflicts or tensions. A volunteer may be 
directly the person who shares their house or offers a room to a host; or may be the person who is orienting 
the forced migrant in the search for an accommodation; or may directly search an accommodation for the 
forced migrant, helping them to understand how to cohabitate in a healthy manner (respect of others’ spaces, 
opinions, values, lifestyles; cleaning schedule; hygiene and housekeeping…). Volunteers may also manage the 
relationship between the forced migrant and the homeowner, even helping with the rent; finally, they may 
provide cultural mediation with other residents of the building or neighbours, when there are problems. 
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4.1. PRELIMINARY EXCHANGES BETWEEN SPONSORS AND BENEFICIARIES

When community sponsorship projects are set up before the departure of forced migrants, such in the case 
of humanitarian corridors, it is particularly important to devote attention and resources to what is called “pre-
departure orientation” or PDO15. Pre-departure orientation is a key component of the resettlement process, 
as acknowledged by a 2016 EC Action plan16, and the 2019-2021 EU project Commit produced a toolkit meant 
to help organizations and volunteers to develop PDO activities through the training of sponsors for refugees 
and evaluate their outcomes17. 

Forced migrants, in fact, may experience anxiety or stress before they leave, and previous contact with a sponsor 
may help to create a relationship of trust towards the migration process, increasing the possibilities to feel 
welcomed in the new country. These contacts may take place as online events, videoconferencing, phone calls, 
according to the specific situations. Sponsors may specify to forced migrants that they will help them in learning 
the local language, in building a social network in the new country, in contributing to their empowerment, and 
to their inclusion in the new community.

When community sponsorship is established for forced migrants that already live in an EU 
country, the exchanges are obviously easier; matching may happen through an online platform, or via informal 
contact between a forced migrants and an association, which then can select the appropriate sponsors for the 
selected individual or families. Sponsors than may have the chance of meeting in person with the people they 
are available to host, even prior to the decision of embarking in such a project. 

Small and medium organizations use simpler channels such as webforms to match forced migrants with hosts. 
This is the case of the Refugees Welcome network, which employs a website18 to identify families that are 
willing to offer housing, with forced migrants willing to engage in community sponsorship. People register on the 
platform by creating a profile, either as hosts or hostees. The platform is mostly used by people who are already 
in Europe, and who have exhausted their time in official reception facilities, or who want to leave them. On the 
side of hosts, over two thousand families have offered their houses for migrants. Activists of the organization 
act as facilitators of the matching process. A very delicate moment in this practice is the preliminary interview 
between the host and the forced migrant; during that moment, crucial information about the housing offer is 
collected, but also non-verbal signs of negative or even discriminatory feelings or attitudes are registered. These 
interviews are conducted by members of the organization, who are trained in the complexity of community 
sponsorship.

4.
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TIPS

ENGAGE PREVIOUS BENEFICIARIES (FROM THE COMET 
PROJECT)19

Engage previous beneficiaries and cross-cultural facilitators in information provision 
to new beneficiaries (e.g., through social media channels or video testimonies) can 
result in a more accurate and balanced account of their experiences. This can 
boost beneficiaries’ trust in the information provided, since it comes from people 
with a similar background and/or who have gone through a similar admission and 
settlement process and ultimately increase forced migrants’ capacity to handle the 
challenges ahead of them. Another option to improve the quality of the support 
provided is to engage cross-cultural facilitators who share beneficiaries’ linguistic and 
cultural background. These facilitators may themselves be international protection 
recipients who arrived through the same or another programme, or they may have 
come to the country as asylum seekers, students, or to join family. Cross-cultural 
facilitators can act as interpreters and bridge-builders between participants and 
the trainers responsible for delivering orientation sessions, helping to foster trust 
between the two, elevate beneficiaries’ concerns, and help trainers to provide a 
realistic impression of life in the country. In France, for example, the Fédération 
de l’Entraide Protestante (FEP), one of the organisations running the country’s 
humanitarian corridor, involves facilitators in the predeparture sessions it conducts 
in Lebanon between new and former programme participants. Their involvement 
can help FEP understand key insights from the session and can point to ways to 
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4.2. MANAGING EVERYBODY’S EXPECTATIONS

Expectations concern forced migrants, volunteers, and the hosting community; an adequate management of 
expectation is the key to success of a process of inclusion.

•	 Forced Migrants’ expectations. Pre-departure orientation, as well as contact with diaspor organizations 
in the receiving country may be key to manage forced migrants’ expectations towards their life in Europe. 
People who arrive in the EU through humanitarian corridors or other regular pathways may have very high 
expectations towards their new life in the new continent, as well as towards the opportunity of jobs and 
social inclusion. They may expect to quickly find qualified and dignified employment; these expectations often 
crash against the reality of a complex bureaucracy and a tight job market. Implicit promises and unmatched 
expectations may bring frustration and deception, and people may feel abandoned by the system. It is thus 
very important to communicate in a clear and realistic way the opportunities and challenges that forced 
migrants will have to face in Europe, avoiding creating false expectations and to feed unrealistic hopes. 

•	 Volunteers’ and /or Sponsors’ expectations. People who work or volunteer in the reception of 
forced migrants also have expectations on their role and on the impact of their work. They may hold 
the hope of creating a world where forced migrants are friends of local residents, but cohabitation may 
result in misunderstandings and conflicts. It is important for volunteers and sponsors to analyse their own 
expectations and motivations, and the role they imagine they can develop towards forced migrants, avoiding 
imposing their vision or to create relationships of dependency. Management of expectations also implies 

STRATEGIES FOR MANAGING EXPECTATIONS

•	 Transparent communication
•	 Active listening
•	 Clear definition of roles
•	 Flexibility and adaptability
•	 Monitoring and evaluation
•	 Training in intercultural communication and management of conflicts.

Pre-departure or pre-matching orientation should avoid creating the impression 
that anyone is “saving” anyone else. Instead, it should frame as a possible 
opportunity – one that may open new pathways, if all goes well, but without any 
guarantee of success. It may be useful to quote experiences of previous successful 
matching processes, but also of failures, in order to prepare the person to face an 
eventual problem without the perception of this being their own fault. It is similar 
to preparing for an exam, or for a football game: we are prepared to give as much 
as we can, but we are ready to face that things do not always go well!
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awareness of one’s limits and resources, avoiding promising what cannot be fulfilled. Expectations of an 
immediate positive outcome, or of quick inclusion in the EU society, are unrealistic.

•	 Expectation of the hosting community. Local communities may hold different expectations towards 
the reception of migrants: these can span from openness and solidarity to prejudice and suspicion. It is 
important to promote dialogue among the local community in order to provide occasions of mutual 
knowledge and encounter; but also, to actively contrast prejudices and stereotypes that may feed fear and 
closeness towards forced migrants.

EXAMPLES 

THE PIE OF EXPECTATION (FROM TURIN)

What I desire and will have: happiness, satisfaction, personal and family 
enrichment, friendship, gratification in feeling useful, sharing, support for the family, 
discovery, amazement, a   project)

What I desire and will not have: The other will think as I do; satisfactions; 
order and planning; a person to include in my family; cohabiting without problems; 
gratefulness; easy adhesion to my way of seeing things; awareness of the effort I 
did; competence; solutions

What I don’t desire and will have: confusion; lack of time; agitation; 
disagreement; suffering; misunderstanding; debates on different lifestyles; 
disappointment; questions to which I will not be able to answer; concern, doubts, 
problems, an exercise in patience; reevaluating my time, space and priorities.
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4.3. DEALING WITH TRAUMA: VULNERABILITY AND SUFFERING AMONG 
FORCED MIGRANTS

People who have undergone extremely dangerous journeys, escaping from life-threatening situations, often 
risking their lives either in crossing the Mediterranean Sea, or in prisons and detention centers in transit or 
departure countries, may be extremely in need of sharing their suffering and its consequences with others. 
Nonetheless, they may also opt for maintaining silence and discuss about light topics such as football or sports. 
Volunteers, sponsors, mentors who interact with people who have suffered extreme violence, should refrain 
from projecting their will or interest for knowing or helping on people who do not show any 
will to engage in such conversations. As somebody who underwent a difficult experience, it may be 
uncomfortable for forced migrants to be perceived by default as traumatized and suffering. Each person has 
their ways of managing hardships, and it may be patronizing to suppose that every forced migrant is traumatized. 

It is important to leave professionals with the decision of how to deal with psychological support for those who 
are affected by traumatic events. Many professionals, especially psychologists, have written important books 
and articles on what is trauma and how to deal with it: it may be important that volunteers and people that 
interact with forced migrants devote some of their time to understanding ways to manage conversations and 
communication. Let us not forget, though, that retelling a traumatic story may be not only a way of overcoming 
trauma, but also a form of going back to it, re-actualizing it and reopening the wounds. The management of 
such a delicate aspect of human life such as trauma, or the effect of intentional violence, has to be left to people 
who have the tools to manage them. Active listening and psychological first aid (PFA) are well documented in 
humanitarian handbooks; but it may be harmful to improvise as psychologists. 

An important aspect of managing trauma is how the continuous or even incidental exposition to painful narratives 
may induce further suffering in volunteers, even when they did not experience anything similar to the 
events to which they are exposed. Some of the terms employed for this “secondary post-traumatic stress” are 
compassion fatigue or burnout. It is possible to recognize the signs of such a condition when volunteers 
start thinking that they are the only ones who can solve the problems of the persons they are mentoring, 
or when they start considering such problems as if they were their own. These attitudes do not help, 
and very likely lead to increased suffering for both parts. This reflection is valid for all people involved in care 
activity, especially those who are exposed to extreme suffering and death, such as nurses, doctors, social 
workers, emergency workers, people working with terminal illness, teachers or educators working in difficult 
environments. All people who have sustained a continuative contact with human suffering, either professionally 
or not, highlight the importance of setting limits, both in time and space. Organizations should set up programs 
of psychological supervision with volunteers and people exposed to uncomfortable situations.
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QUOTE OVERCOMING STEREOTYPICAL REACTION TO 
TRAUMATIC EVENTS

From a book on Community Matching: “The expectation (attractive and 
frightening at the same time) of finding somebody too different from oneself, concerns 
all encounters with alterity, especially if belonging to a different nationality, religion, and 
beliefs. On the other side, the possibility of developing a relationship with refugees 
also brings another kind of fear, which regards the occasion of approaching subjects 
with a traumatic background, with an experience of direct or indirect contact with 
the horrors of war, violence, torture, systematic violation of rights, hunger, or extreme 
poverty. The ambivalence in the relationship with contemporary forced migrants is 
conditioned also by the evolution of the public discourse that concerns them and is 
connected by the depoliticization of the image of the refugee. As the aura of refugees 
as heroes fades, two opposed representations took its place, which represent people 
that seek asylum alternatively as victims or as enemies. Depending on the perspective, 
both in the political discourse as in the practices of reception and relationship, more 
space is given to a series of approaches that are either welfarist/humanitarian, in the 
case of victims, or securitarian, in the case of enemy […]. Among the participants to 
Community Matching the representation of the refugee as an enemy is absent, even 
prohibited in symbolic terms (even if it may come back in an unexpected way as soon 
as difficulties in the relationship appear). It is much more widespread the image of the 
refugee as a victim, the emphasis on wounds and vulnerability, which would require an 
intervention of taking care, of assistance, easily shifting into piety, infantilization, and 
inferiorization, also from the part of volunteers […]. This image is so widespread, that 
it can cause unease, if not directly among the ‘buddies,’ on the people external to the 
program, who can reach the point of doubting of the credibility of the stories of asylum 
of the refugees they meet […]. In the personal relationship with refugees, however, a 
space to overcome this stereotypical representation can be opened, in order to leave 
space for a relationship among real and whole people, which can subvert the most 
common imaginaries.” 

(Chiara Marchetti, 2024. Uno più uno non fa due: Promuovere comunità 
interculturali: il Community Matching tra rifugiati e italiani. Firenze: EditPress, 
pp.88-89)
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5.1. THE IMPORTANCE OF MENTORSHIP AND OF A SUPPORT SCHEME

The relationship between a volunteer and a forced migrant may be described as mentorship, where volunteers are 
called mentors and forced migrants mentees. A mentorship relationship may appear unbalanced, especially 
when forced migrants have passed through intense experiences that have shaped their understanding of the 
world and of life in ways that make them appear more able to mentor than to receive mentorship; 
or if there is an age unbalance.. However, as discussed in previous sections, volunteers, sponsors, mentors 
hold an experience that forced migrants need, which is the ability to live and understand their country, and to 
navigate its social complexities. It is thus important that volunteers recognize this expertise, even if it may seem 
undeserving consider it as such.

Mentorship is not only a relationship that is established between a volunteer and forced migrants. It involves 
an organization, a support group, a community, of which the volunteer is part, and to which 
the forced migrants are offered to participate into. Volunteers, thus, should not be left alone in defining the 
activities they can develop, and the limits to their action. With the help of the organization, of the community, 
of other volunteers, it is important to establish ground rules on what volunteers and forced migrants can do 
together, how long will the relationship last, and what are its goals. Nonetheless, it is important to highlight that 
mentorship is a human relationship, and as such, it is not possible to define it completely in 
words. Most of its potential and of its risks lie in the unpredictability of the interactions: it is more important 
that volunteers compromise to remain calm and understanding in all situations, than trying to foresee 
all the difficulties and opportunities that such an interaction may bring. 

For volunteers who feel more comfortable in writing down the agreements, there are several toolkits that 
contain forms, Terms of Reference, Gantt charts for the foreseen activities, that both parts should sign, in order 
to make sure that the most important aspects of the relationship are discussed in advance20. However, the 
unbalance of power and of knowledge that shapes such a relationship may undermine the validity of such 
agreements; for people used to bureaucratic documents being employed against them, signing an agreement 
may be less neutral than can be expected. The key point of the relationship, as all toolkits for mentoring 
highlight, is mutual respect: doing no harm, protection of both parts, confidentiality, setting clear 
boundaries (both in time and space), and correct managing of expectations. 

Many people involved in community sponsorship programs foreground trust and mutual help as the main 
“engine” of sponsorship relationships, even more than the community itself. Often, though, a correct behaviour 
is not spontaneous; it may be the outcome of long conversations within the organization, with the rest of the 
community, with other mentors, and, obviously, with forced migrants themselves. 

5.
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TIPS

MENTORSHIP TRAINING

Community mentors act as facilitators or guides for forced migrants, by offering 
support in the process of inclusion and information on habits and culture of the 
new country. Mentors are volunteers that act as peer-to-peer counsels; they 
receive training to understand their role and develop the necessary competences:
Communication Skills: Effective verbal and written communication is essential 
for interacting with forced migrants, other sponsors, and service providers.
Cultural Sensitivity: Understanding and respecting cultural differences helps in 
building trust and fostering a supportive environment.
Organizational Skills: Being organized helps in managing tasks such as arranging 
housing, coordinating appointments, and keeping track of important documents.
Problem-Solving Skills: The ability to address and resolve issues that may arise 
during the resettlement process is crucial.
Empathy and Patience: Showing empathy and patience helps in providing 
emotional support and understanding the challenges forced migrants face.
Networking Skills: Building connections with local resources, service providers, 
and community members can greatly assist in the integration process.
Adaptability: Being flexible and adaptable to changing situations and needs is 
important in providing effective support
Basic Financial Management: Understanding basic financial principles can help 
in assisting forced migrants with budgeting and managing their finances.
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5.2. FEEDBACK MECHANISMS AND INDICATORS OF SUCCESSFUL MATCHING

In some cases, it may be difficult to evaluate if a matching process has been successful or not. Forced migrants 
may accept a specific housing solution because from the distance it appears as a way of attaching to a new 
community, thus, to facilitate the migration process, but then once the matching is completed and the migration 
has happened, problems arise that were impossible to foresee. 

Conflicts arising in cohabitation may be an indicator of an unsuccessful matching; but not necessarily a conflict 
means that there was an error. Conflicts often arise also because that people that had suffered hardships finally 
find a place where they can elaborate on their losses and sufferings, thus have the time to let uneasy feelings 
emerge. Conflicts may also be due to some fundamental attitude towards forced migrants including prejudice, 
stereotypes; misunderstandings are always around the corner, and we should not be afraid when they emerge. 
They have to be managed by trainers and mentors of the organizing association, through the appropriate tools. 

In evaluating success or failure of community sponsorship, though, it is important to consider that the potential 
for extension of community sponsorship is not infinite, and that the reach of this form of reception 
cannot be imagined as a way to structurally accommodate all forced migrants in Europe. To the contrary, at 
the local level many operators notice that they cannot expand as they had imagined. In Italy, for example, the 
network Refugees Welcome has noticed that as soon as they reached the considerable number of 2000 families 
offering their houses, they could not expand any more in a country where over 140,000 refugees are living 
hosted in reception centres, and that many more are precariously housed in shanty towns or other forms of 
“informality.” Other organizations limit their scope to a few refugees, maybe not even a hundred. Community 
sponsorship is mainly a way of proving that a different form of reception is possible, and that 
it may be scaled up into a policy. 

5.3. SUPPORT ACCESS TO ESSENTIAL RIGHTS AND SERVICES

Sponsor groups engage in taking care for the basic needs of the forced migrants, which not only imply housing. 
They work to provide essential services such as help in language competences – either by directly teaching 
the local language, or by facilitating access to professional courses; they contribute to help them to access 
education, for example by registering children to schools; they help to set up all bureaucratic procedures to 
access healthcare, and also contribute in the search for a job. It is important to note that the variety of issues 
that have to be dealt with allows  many different people to find a role in a sponsor group; not only professionals 
may help, but also people who have basic knowledge of how to deal with specific aspects of daily life in the 
receiving country.

Take into account these elements to structure support for forced migrants:

•	 Language training

•	 Socio-cultural mediation

•	 Education

•	 Employment

•	 Healthcare

All support must be given with the aim of helping people to achieve independence and autonomy. They must all 
be visualized as empowering mechanism in order to increase people’s agencyand make them able to participate 
and contribute to the social life of the receiving country.
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EXAMPLES 

BELREFUGEES, SUPPORTING FROM THE GRASSROOTS 
IN BELGIUM

A prominent example of a grassroots movement that plays a vital role in supporting 
and sheltering refugees is the Citizens’ Platform BELRefugees. In August 
2015, the Belgian government imposed a quota on daily asylum registrations; 
consequently, many people were forced to seek refuge in the streets. In response, 
numerous citizen-led initiatives emerged to support displaced individuals 
with material aid (e.g., food, clothing and tents), information, and eventually 
accommodation. Many citizens opened their homes to provide temporary shelter. 
The Platform was established to coordinate these efforts, creating a dynamic 
system to connect refugees with available resources and shelter. In the first eight 
months, the Platforms brought together a network of 5,000 foster families, with 
over 40,000 members and a dedicated team of approximately 40 volunteers for 
the overall coordination. Today, BELRefugees provides a comprehensive range of 
services, including collective emergency accommodation, day care, legal information, 

5.4. SUPPORT ACCESS TO INDEPENDENT HOUSING 

During the time forced migrants are part of a community sponsorship project, volunteers, sponsors, mentors 
should help them find a permanent housing solution. According to the different situations, housing options may 
be found in four ways:

•	 Access to property. Supporting forced migrants in buying a house implies accompanying them to real 
estate agencies, to a bank to check the possibilities of a mortgage, and to visit houses for sale. Local 
residents may have a clearer picture of the value and implications of the different areas where houses are 
available: closeness to schools, hospitals and other services, safeness, or vitality of specific areas in town, 
possible speculation mechanisms that artificially inflate prices. Buying a house is a complex process, and 
sponsors should be sure that forced migrants have all the information to make the correct choice.

•	 Access to public housing requires being inserted in a list of applicants managed by the regional authority. 
This is generally done by presenting to the relevant office the data regarding income, family members, 
disabilities, and previous events that may raise the punctuation on the ranking for the allocation of housing. 
There are housing unions and professionals that may help to collect all the information. Sponsors may help 
to mediate with these professionals or directly complete the procedures to request housing. In many cases, 
applying for social housing requires a number of years spent in the receiving country; or it may require 
presenting documents regarding property in the home country which forced migrants may have a hard time 
obtaining. These requirements may be discriminatory, since forced migrants should have the same right to 
access public housing than locals. Sponsors should refer to anti-discrimination offices or bodies to check if 
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some of the requirements are cutting out these individuals of welfare resources they are entitled to.

•	 Accessing the private rental market, it is important to know that forced migrants may find subtle or 
clear forms of discrimination from homeowners: in many parts of the EU, many landlords are not willing to 
rent their houses to foreigners, to racialized people, or to people with a migratory background or forced 
migrants; this even applies to second generation migrants. This is not only due to the lack of economic 
availability: often forced migrants who have jobs and savings in order to rent a house, are denied a rental 
contract, or proposed black market rent, as landlords do not trust them as potential regular tenants. These 
strategies are discriminatory and should be denounced if it is possible to prove they are applied.

•	 Informal or mediated forms of housing. There is a part of housing that is out of the market, kept 
empty for different reasons. Sponsor groups may try to access this sector of houses through their personal 
contacts, since many landlords or homeowners would consider renting a vacant house if they are provided 
with references that convince them to do so, and this does not only mean economic guarantees. Landlords 
may decide to rent a home to people linked with a non-profit organization if they trust it and if they 
are exposed to the positive outcome of previous projects. Family houses inherited by people whose 
housing needs are already covered are often invested of sentimental or affective values that keep them off 
the market, since families may have difficulties in renting them to tenants they don’t know; but they may 
choose to rent them to people belonging to a trusted organization, or that are perceived as people in need 
of support. 

Needless to say that these networks of trust shall never substitute the regular and legal agreements such as 
rental contracts (facilitating or promoting black market rent is illegal): in many parts of Europe (especially in 
Southern countries) it is easy to find black market rents (or “grey rents”, with rental agreements part of which 
are covered informally) which are not only illegal, but may represent an increase in marginality for people that 
are already vulnerable (for instance, tenants may be cut off of rental subsidies they are entitled to).

Several associations had success in accessing houses off the market in remote areas. For example, in abandoned 
villages of the Italian South houses may be easy to access, especially if there is the mediation of authorities such 
as the mayor; but they may be in poor conditionsor require expensive refurbishing. When successful, these 
are very interesting examples of connecting the needs of forced migrants with the needs of depopulated 
areas: forced migrants may contribute at revitalizing depressed areas, or to imagine forms of post-industrial 
reconversion of land and resources. The contradiction is that these areas may turn into ghettos and may not 
respond to the expectations that several forced migrants may hold of living in urban and industrial areas and 
not in rural settings. Moreover, these experiences need to be supported not only by volunteer organizations, 
but by public institutions.

Bigger organizations may try to establish permanent relationships with landlords, landlords’ associations, 
real estate agencies, or enterprises. On some occasions, these agreements had led for example to devoting 
entire buildings or areas to rental for forced migrants, through a mediation by associations, or directly through 
renting in the name of sponsors or sponsors groups. These are complex solutions, because on one side they 
guarantee increased access to housing and  can represent a resource for big landlords or companies, that 
obtain both economic guarantees from the organizations, and on the other side, they represent increase in 
their sense of social responsibility and reputation, due to having promoted the social use of their assets. The 
benefits for all parts have to be closely monitored, especially with the aim that forced migrants finally achieve 
autonomy: community sponsorship should lead forced migrants to full tenants’ agency, avoiding dependence and 
relationship of patronage that prevent full inclusion and participation to the new country’s social and political 
life.
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EXAMPLES

A HOSTEL FOR REFUGEES IN SOUTHERN ITALY

Another very relevant initiative is the “Ostello Dambe So” in the town of Rosarno, 
where racist attacks have led to the death of a temporary worker in agriculture 
in 1999. Thousands of irregular workers are housed in shanty towns around the 
fields, in very precarious conditions. A funding from FCEI (Federation of Evangelical 
Churches in Italy) allowed to set up a project of housing for temporary workers, all 
refugees, but not framed only for refugees, which is currently hosting eighty people. 
Two social workers set up a community sponsorship project which led to refurbishing 
two housing facilities; the hostees pay a very small amount to share rooms and 
kitchens, but also participate in project which involve the community in different 
ways, mostly through forms of production free from exploitation that allows them to 
leave precarious and poorly guaranteed jobs in agriculture22.

5.5. END OF SPONSORSHIP: POSSIBLE OUTCOMES AND “EXIT STRATEGIES”

Sponsorship should not last forever. It is meant as a delimited phase of the forced migrants’ time in the new 
country, when they actively depend on a community or a sponsor group, because they do not hold the necessary 
information or tools to be autonomous and independent. The ideal outcome of a sponsorship program is that, 
after an agreed period of time – which may be one or two years – the forced migrant manages to achieve 
autonomy in the new country, and to start participating actively to its local social and political life. Ideally 
forced migrants exiting the community sponsorship phase have their own house, they start to use the local 
language, they have friends and acquaintances to spend time during their free time, and possibly a job, or a 
subsidy to maintain themselves and their families; if there are children, they should all be attending a school with 
the relevant program for inclusion activated.

Needless to say, that this outcome is not at all the most common end to sponsorship. Very often the process of 
inclusion is far longer and harder than both volunteers and forced migrants imagined. Independent housing 
is extremely hard to find, so are jobs, while fundamental welfare provisions such as legal residence may be very 
long to obtain, they depend on more variables than volunteers, mentors or NGO leaders can normally manage. 

An unfortunately common outcome of a sponsorship program, and one that often represents a deception to 
volunteers, is that the forced migrant after having spent months or even years within the sponsor community, 
leaves the country to move to another place. This is something that is never foreseen at the beginning, 
since community sponsorship programs always aim at accompanying a person or a family in settling in a specific 
context; many volunteers feel betrayed, or feel they lost their time, when somebody decides to abandon the 
efforts to settle in one specific area and migrates to a third country.

However, this attitude reveals a fundamental error. Helping does not imply that those who provide 
support can take decisions that determine other people’s lives. Sometimes support may also mean 
to accompany a person, or a group, in the difficult process of recognizing they do not want to settle in the 
country, or in the city where they are hosted. Volunteers should aim at bringing people to settle where they 
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want, but to offer support to those who need, for the time they need it, whatever are the plans or the change 
of plans they may develop. Migratory journeys are always subject to change and re-negotiation, influenced by 
variables that cannot be predetermined. 

Another challenge reported by many volunteers is that the relationship of dependency with forced migrants does 
not finish. This may bring frustration and even conflicts: a condition that a sponsor or sponsor groups envisaged 
as a temporary situation protracts much longer in time than they are able to support, even economically. 
There is not an easy “exit strategy” from such a situation, since it may imply that, for example, a 
family does not leave a house they are hosted in for a long time. In that case, it is the organization that manages 
the community sponsorship program that must intervene to find a way to close a sponsorship program that is 
not evolving. These cases show how important it is the support of a wider network of resources and people to 
sustain community sponsorship projects.

Another source of frustration may be the realization that community sponsorship is not involving as many 
people as initially hoped, and that it is not making such a difference as anticipated in the local context. 
When expectations are too high, reality may seem frustrating; it is important to remember that community 
sponsorship is bounded in scope, and that it has a natural limit. There is a definite number of people on each 
territory who are able or willing to engage in community sponsorship. They may be higher or lower according 
to each area, but sometimes the limit is reached. This is also why those that engage in these projects should be 
closely supported and supervised: emotional costs are also relevant and should be taken into account. 

FACTS

THE DUBLIN REGULATION

Under the Dublin Regulation, when individuals enter the EU through a specific 
country, they are generally required to seek asylum and remain in that country, 
provided they are issued the relevant documentation. If they choose to move to 
another EU country, they may not be stopped at internal Schengen borders, but 
their asylum process could be disrupted. They may eventually be issued a return 
order to the country of first entry, in line with the Dublin rules. However, this 
obligation does not apply to long-term residents, who are subject to different legal 
provisions.



28
WHAT CAN I DO IF I AM A VOLUNTEER?

5. POST-MATCHING SUPPORT

5.6. REPORTING MECHANISMS IN CASE OF MISCONDUCT AND 
DISCRIMINATION

Despite significant efforts by volunteers and professionals, access to housing in the EU remains unequal. Cases 
of discrimination or misconduct of homeowners are common, and it is important that support groups do not 
contribute to normalize it, by reporting it to the relevant local or international authorities. The EU Anti-Racism 
action plan (2020) emphasizes the crucial role of civil society in combating racism and discrimination.

Supranational bodies such as the EU or the UN may represent areas to which local misconduct is reported; 
they may intervene by directly contacting the local government, request action, or even impose fines. While 
not all decisions by supranational bodies are legally binding for local governments, they are authoritative 
structures that can influence the press and public opinion to condemn discrimination and address injustices.

An important resource in the case of potential violations of the right of vulnerable people is the “individual 
communication” to the UN Committee of Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (CESCR). This Committee has 
been established in 1966 as a watchdog for the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and for the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). Since the approval of an optional protocol in 2015, 
it may receive communications from any person who needs to highlight a potential violation of human rights. 
Recently in Italy, Spain and Portugal hundreds of individual communications have been forwarded to prevent 
evictions of families that are not able to obtain alternative housing solutions, many of whom are forced migrants. 
The local Courts in many cases have upheld the requests of interim measures, by preventing the evictions and 
thus the irreparable damage that they would have caused. In other cases, the Courts or the local governments 
have not respected the UN requests, exposing forced migrants to the risk of suffering damage.

In practice, at the national level of the three target countries the following mechanisms can be activated to 
report misconduct and discrimination.

In Italy the National Office against Racial Discrimination (UNAR: https://unar.it/) receives communications 
through the following online form: https://servizi.unar.it/Unar/cosa-facciamo/contact-center/segnalazione/intro. 
UNAR can also be called by phone at 800 90.10.10 and 06 6779 2267 (Monfre 8-17), contacted by email at 
segreteriaunar@governo.it, contactcenter@unar.it, or visited in person in one of its regional offices. Here are 
the FAQ on how to recognize racial discrimination: https://unar.it/portale/web/guest/faq 

Belgium has a robust framework to combat racial discrimination, supported by various laws and organizations 
dedicated to promoting equality and protecting individuals from discrimination. Among them, Unia, a public, 
independent organization, that fights discrimination and promotes equal opportunities (More information 
on: https://www.unia.be/en). Unia handles complaints related to racial discrimination and provides support 
to victims. Formal complaints can be introduced via: https://www.signalement.unia.be/fr/signale-le. Those who 
experienced or witnessed discrimination can also contact Unia by phone on the toll-free number 0800 12 800 
(from Belgium) or +32 (0)2 212 30 00 (from abroad). The service can be reached from Monday to Friday from 
9:30 am to 1 pm. 

In Lithuania, The Equal Opportunities Ombudsperson is an independent state institution responsible for 
safeguarding equal rights and the principle of non-discrimination. The office investigates complaints of 
discrimination and harassment in various spheres such as education, employment, provision of goods and 
services, and advertisements. The ombudsman can be contacted by phone +37052050640 or via email lygybe@
lygybe.lt
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TRANSFER OF POLICY: HUMANITARIAN 
CORRIDORS FROM ITALY TO BELGIUM

In Italy, a very successful form of community sponsorship are humanitarian 
corridors. They are managed by four organizations, three of which are religious 
networks: Caritas, Comunità di Sant’Egidio, Federazione delle Chiese Evangeliche 
(FCEI), and Associazione Ricreativa Culturale Italiana (ARCI). These are huge 
organizations: ARCI has 400 headquarters throughout Italy, of which over a million 
people are members; Caritas has headquarters in 160 countries, and more than 
2 million volunteers. Together, they have created one of the biggest networks to 
promote inclusion of forced migrants in the EU. The first humanitarian corridor 
was implemented in 2015; they involved around 5,000 people in ten years. The 
phases of its action are 1) selection of people to involve; 2) matching with hosts; 3) 
integral care of the person in front of UNHCR and the state; 4) mentoring during 
the process of inclusion and towards autonomy. It is important to know that these 
organizations can offer housing to so many people because some of them already 
hold property, such as parish houses or former monasteries; others have drawn 
agreements with property owners.

Humanitarian corridors started in Belgium in 2021, as the Belgian State Secretary 
for Migration and Asylum signed a Memorandum of Understanding with Sant’Egidio 
community to initiate a humanitarian corridor from 2022 to 2024. By February 
2022, over 4,400 individuals had been resettled. The total number of refugees 
arrived in Belgium as part of humanitarian corridors was 310 in May 2024. Unlike 
traditional resettlement programmes, beneficiaries of this humanitarian corridor 
follow the same process as regular applicants for international protection (EUAA, 
2023). Humanitarian corridor programmes aim to a/Facilitate safe and legal 
transfers for refugees to Europe through organized channels; b/Promote social 
inclusion within host countries using solidarity networks; c/Respond to the needs 
of those fleeing war and poverty, particularly individuals identified as vulnerable 
under the criteria of European Directive 2013/33. Participants benefit from an 
integration program lasting 12-18 months, which provides comprehensive support.
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