
	

 
 
 
Dear Friends and Colleagues, 
 
We embarked on our journey as the ‘Global Whole Being Fund – Caring for Humanity on the 
Move’ (GWBF) two years ago (www.gwbf.org). We have been going through a steep learning curve 
trying to grasp the complexity of the most significant forced displacement of our time. Since the 
Fund’s inception, we have been filling gaps within the refugee support system covering eleven coun-
tries, including the United States.  
 
In these times, we are all witnessing multiple political, social, and environmental challenges leading to 
an increase in the number of people who are being forcibly displaced. Along the way, we are seeing the 
worst and the best of humanity. In light of these challenges and opportunities, the GWBF’s support 
has focused on nourishing the dignity of ‘people on the move’ (an umbrella term for refugees, asylum 
seekers, and internally displaced people) and their receiving communities. Thanks to courageous and 
compassionate heart-led local, national, and international programs and initiatives, we are seeing a 
growing number of ways to support the holistic wellbeing of ‘people on the move’ and their host 
communities.  
 
This edition of our newsletter primarily focuses on our recent learning journey in the Middle East and 
Mediterranean, but before we dive into our travel reflections and sharing, we want to take this oppor-
tunity to extend our gratitude and appreciation to the stewards of ‘people on the move’ here in the 
United States. The following U.S.-based organizations demonstrate a tremendous level of resiliency, 
providing holistic and dignified support for ‘people on the move’ and their receiving communities in 
these challenging times.  
 
Many thanks to our U.S.-based partner organizations we are supporting this year:  
 
• Partnerships for Trauma Recovery (PTR) (www.traumapartners.org) in Berkeley, California, 

for its trauma-informed and culturally sensitive care for refugees and asylum seekers as well as 
caregivers including lawyers, social workers, and translators.  
 

• Project Feast (www.projectfeast.org) in the Greater Seattle Area, for empowering refugees and 
asylum seekers to share their nourishing talents, become self-sufficient and for providing space 
for engagement with their receiving community.  

 
• Grantmakers Concerned with Immigrants and Refugees (GCIR) (www.gcir.org) in Califor-

nia, for its leadership in mobilizing support for refugees, asylum seekers, and immigrants amongst 
funders in the U.S. through learning, connecting and mobilizing.  

 
• Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS) Pennsylvania (www.hiaspa.org) in Philadelphia, for 

offering sanctuaries for refugees, asylum seekers and the receiving community.  
 

uuu 
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Reflections on a recent learning journey across the migration route (Part #1)  
 
We recently returned from a valuable learning journey across the migration route in Lebanon, Greece, 
the U.K., France, and Germany hosted by our esteemed grant partner, Help Refugees 
(www.helprefugees.org). The following reflections cover the portion of our journey from Lebanon to 
Greece. Our next newsletter will feature Part 2, the remaining European portion of our trip. 
 
We would like to thank Help Refugees for their close partnership and exemplary support. The Help 
Refugees team guided us throughout our journey, helping us visit inspiring “lighthouses” for the holis-
tic support of ‘people on the move' and their receiving communities across this major migration route.  
 
Working effectively in such a dynamic environment is very challenging, but Help Refugees is demon-
strating what can be accomplished when a heart-centered holistic approach is combined with a lean 
operation and highly dedicated staff and volunteers. As a so-called “intermediate funder” who collects 
donations from multiple sources and “re-grants them to grassroots organization with whom it is al-
ready in close relation, Help Refugees efficiently channels emergency and capacity building support to 
organizations “on the ground”, enabling funders such as the GWBF to confidently channel their sup-
port to where it is most needed.  
 

 
(© UNHCR)  
 
During our journey we met nearly twenty organizations we have funded through Help Refugees. We 
have been supporting some of these stellar organizations for some time, while others more recently 
joined the GWBF circle. Witnessing Help Refugees’ work on the ground in different shapes was in-
sightful and moving for us. The organization started two years ago as a very small collective of friends 
taking responsibility to fill critical gaps in the refugee response in Calais, France and at the U.K. bor-
der. Since then Help Refugees has grown to become the most significant supplier of emergency and 
humanitarian aid in ten countries. Help Refugees is upholding respect, humanity, trust, love, and com-
passion, while at the same time allowing individuals and small organizations like our own to channel 
support to reliable local grassroots organizations who know best what the regions and the refugees 
need. 
 
Further, Help Refugees has gained significant respect and standing at national and international hu-
manitarian aid fora, including the United Nations, thus successfully bringing local voices and perspec-
tives to help refine and evolve aid delivery systems.  Their approach is always to ask the refugees first 
what they need and what would work best for their particular situation. There is a great deal of recep-
tive listening and dialogue with the people they hope to assist, which avoids acting on preconceived 
assumptions which may not be needed or culturally appropriate. 
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We have learned a lot from Help Refugees, including the critical role of crowdfunding to fill the gaps 
in the conventional support system. Two-thirds of Help Refugees’ budget comes from crowdfunding. 
Through their strong connection to refugee populations, grassroots organizations, and large organiza-
tions such as UNHCR and other multi-lateral NGOs, Help Refugees shares the most pressing needs 
and successfully mobilizes volunteers and financial resources via social media.  
 
Help Refugees showcases the power of technology to serve the wellbeing of ‘people on the move’ and 
their receiving communities. What started out as the hashtag “#helprefugees” is now connecting the 
entire refugee support system, from the grassroots to the UN. We experience Help Refugees as an ex-
emplary organization using technology to its best potential – as an efficient and effective tool to ex-
press our shared humanity across sectors and geographic and ethnic divides, elevating the values of 
love, care, and genuine kindness.   

 
 
Lighthouse in Lebanon 
	
Despite the legal restrictions refugees are facing in Lebanon, including a lack of access to employment, 
the country has inspiring and courageous organizations serving ‘people on the move.’ During our time 
in Lebanon we encountered organizations providing dignified support to ‘people on the move’ as well 
as to the Lebanese community.  
 
• Women Now (www.women-now.org) is a Syrian non-governmental organization established in 

France empowering Syrian women inside Syria and in its neighboring countries including Leba-
non and Turkey. Women Now applies a holistic approach and sees refugees as whole individuals 
with multiple wellbeing needs including psychosocial and communal wellbeing. 

 
 
Lebanon – Beqaa Valley and Beirut 
 
Surviving the hectic traffic, crossing multiple military checkpoints and passing Mount Lebanon, we 
arrived 30 km away from Beirut in the Beqaa Valley bordering Syria. Pastoral nomads, mostly from 
Syria, have historically used the fertile valley as a grazing land. The valley is now home to 357,303 offi-
cially registered (and many more unregistered refugees). The majority of the refugees are living in 
make-shift tents covered by plastic and canvas. Lebanon is one of the key refugee-hosting countries 
worldwide. Depending on the source, the number of refugees in Lebanon ranges from the UN’s figure 
of 1 million – with an additional 500,000 unregistered Syrians – to 2.2 million according to local organ-
izations working with refugees across the country. With a population of 6 million, per the latest cen-
sus, refugees currently make up around 36 percent of the entire country. To compare, the United 
States, with a population of 323.1 million, has resettled 53,716 refugees in 2017, which is about 
0.00017 percent of its overall population.  
 
Within Beirut, our paths crossed with many organizations upholding the dignity and wellbeing of Pal-
estinian refugees in the Burj Barajneh camp. The camp was established in 1948 and is located in the 
southern suburbs of Beirut. During the Lebanese civil war, the camp was mostly destroyed, and 25 
percent of its population were displaced. Now, the camp is overpopulated and hosts 17,945 registered 
and innumerable unregistered refugees. The male population works predominantly as casual laborers 
in construction and women make a living by working in sewing factories or as cleaners. When walking 
through the camp, one feels more like being in a very impoverished neighborhood. Considering that 
some of the people there have been living on the premises since the late 1940s the term “camp” does 
not seem to be appropriate. 

uuu 
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Lighthouses in Athens, Greece  
 
• Refugee Youth Services / Velos (www.refugeeyouthservice.net) is a sanctuary for refugee youth 

providing holistic support for 40 boys every day.  
• Solidarity Now (www.solidaritynow.org) is located in a building that was built in the 1940s by 

Nazis who used it as an armory. It is now a hub for holistic support for 150 refugees per day.  
• Melissa Network (www.melissanetwork.org) is a sanctuary for 150 refugee women, girls and 

children every day; referred to by The New York Times as a multicultural haven.  
• A Drop in the Ocean (www.drapenihavet.no/en) offers women- and mother-friendly spaces, a 

learning space for children, and a library, as well as a shop using cryptocurrency called “drops”. 
 

 
© Refugee Youth Services 

 

       
© Angelos Tzortznis: Nadina Christopoulou (R) with Mabel – A dance teacher at Melissa Network, in the New York Times here. 

 
 
 
 
Skaramagas Camp in Athens  
 
Skaramagas	is a refugee camp located 30 minutes outside of Athens near the port of Piraeus. The 
camp is currently hosting 1,300 refugees, mostly from Syria and the Kurdistan region, of which 250 are 
not yet registered. The responsibility for the refugee registration now lies with the Ministry of Migra-
tion. However, according to the camp-based organizations, officials have not visited the camp for two 
months. People live in modified shipping containers with a bathroom and kitchen run by solar panels. 
The camp politics are complex. There are several iNGOs offering support, such as the Red Cross. 
There is also a camp economy; some refugees are selling fruits and vegetables, coffee, soft drinks or 
home cooked food. The camp is disheartening and difficult to reconcile with the nearby picturesque 
scenery of the mountains and the oceans. 
 
 
Lesvos 
It is hard to capture Lesvos in words. It is at once the most beautiful and yet probably most saddening 
spots we visited during our journey. One of the two refugee camps in Lesvos called Moria Camp has 
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been identified as the worst camp in Greece. A recent report by Human Rights Watch compared Mo-
ria to a concentration camp. Recently, part of the camp’s refugee population went on a hunger strike 
to raise attention about its inhumane living conditions. To appreciate the vast human scope of the is-
sues, it is important to understand that Greece is currently hosting around 86,500 refugees, of which 
7,000 are Lesvos-based, with some living in shipping containers and in tents. The rainy season has 
started and is affecting the tents significantly. Due to the dire living conditions, dozens of refugees left 
Moria Camp and are protesting and sleeping outdoors in Sapfous Square, in the heart of Lesvos’ larg-
est town, Mytilini. With rising numbers of boats arriving every night at the coasts of the islands, in-
cluding Lesvos, one wonders where additional people will be accommodated. Indeed, when speaking 
to organizations across Lesvos, fear of the coming winter is on everyone’s mind. The temperatures are 
dropping, and local organizations are afraid of a repeat of last year when people lost their lives due to 
minus-degree temperatures amidst heavy snow fall. This year, considering that iNGOs are no longer 
serving the islands and the Greek government – who is now in charge – has no strategy in sight, such 
growing concerns appear all to realistic.  
 

 
uuu 

 
Lighthouses in Lesvos, Greece  
 
• Lesvos Solidarity/Pikpa (www.lesvossolidarity.org) is providing 106 vulnerable refugees – in-

cluding pregnant women and people with disabilities – an opportunity to live with dignity. 	
• One Happy Family (https://ohf-lesvos.org/en/video-clips) is a haven run by people on the 

move, filled with laughter and life, and offering 300 people every day a space to engage over tea, 
play chess, get a haircut, garden and cook. 	

• Refugee Rescue (www.refugeerescue.co.uk) is located remotely on Lesvos in sight of Turkey, 
and is saving the lives of people on the move who risk everything crossing the ocean. 	

	
	

	
© One Happy Family 

	
	
Lighthouses in Thessaloniki, Greece  
 
• InterVolve (www.intervolvegr.com) is filling gaps in the refugee support system in refugee camps 

in Greece and is setting up a hub for women and children in the heart of Thessaloniki. 	
• Nurture Project International (NPI) (https://nurtureprojectinternational.org) is supporting 80 

refugee families in the urban area of Thessaloniki, covering critical services for pregnant women 
and newborn babies. 	
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© Nurture Project international  

	
• OMNES (www.youtube.com/watch?v=MRLGy901VTU) is contributing towards creating an in-

clusive society, moving away from encampments. OMNES supports the holistic wellbeing of 600 
‘people on the move’ and as well as the receiving community of Kilkis, bordering Macedonia. 	

• Refugee Trauma Initiative (RTI) (www.refugeetrauma.org) fills yet another gap by providing 
specialized psychological first aid to men, women, and children experiencing trauma caused by 
war, torture and ongoing displacement.	

	
	

 
© OMNES  

 
 
 

 
Impressions of Thessaloniki’s camps  
We got to witness so many dark shades of forced displacement in Thessaloniki, which has several ref-
ugee camps. Fortunately, despite such conditions, there are multiple stellar organizations embodying 
humanity, dignity, trust, and hope–all values that people too often do not get to experience while on 
their journey or living in limbo. First, we learned about the Softex Camp and later visited Larissa 
Camp, which is about a 2-hour drive outside of the center of Thessaloniki. Softex is simply a night-
mare, according to the reports of organizations working there. They say it is not safe; people can easily 
move in and out, which enables organized crime to settle into the camp. The number of residents is 
constantly changing–because some try leaving Greece while others just arrive by boat–thereby leaving 
‘permanent’ residents not feeling safe or stable. The government and the iNGOs, who used to be in 
charge of running the camp, did not maintain a level of dignity for the camp residents. Hearing such 
deeply concerning reports one cannot help but wonder where the 51 million Euro reportedly allocated 
to the camp has gone.  
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When we visited Larissa Camp, which feels like it is located in the middle of nowhere, we found it is 
not much better than the descriptions we heard about Softex. Larissa can host up to 1,200 residents 
but is currently populated by 400 people. Due to increasing arrivals at the Greek islands, including 
Chios and Lesvos, the population will most likely increase. The camp contains shipping containers run 
by solar panels. While it felt similar to Skaramangas Camp in Athens, it is difficult to capture the envi-
ronment appropriately. Sadly, the poor conditions in Larissa Camp feel deliberate. The vibe of vio-
lence is difficult to describe. It feels like a silently violent space, given that people are essentially 
stranded here with nowhere to go except to stay in their shipping container. People cannot engage 
with the receiving community due to the camp’s geographic isolation. Just the day before our arrival a 
young camp resident tried committing suicide. 
 
Aside from a wooden oasis built by the Timber Project, funded by Help Refugees, as well as Inter-
Volve’s facilities, there is no communal space other than a mosque. InterVolve provides the only 
steady support at the camp. Indeed, when entering InterVolve’s women’s center, library, mothers and 
baby space, as well as a girls’ cosmetic space, one felt like time traveling to a different place. While our 
support of InterVolve’s dignified assistance in Larissa Camp always sounded in theory like a very good 
idea, actually visiting the spaces in real life assured us that such support is critical.  
 

	
Look out for Part 2:	Our next newsletter will highlight the remainder of our learning journey along 
the migration route, reflecting on our important visits to Calais, France, and Berlin, Germany.  
	
	

uuu 
 
 

Outlook 
 
The Global Whole Being Fund – Caring for Humanity on the Move will continue exploring ho-
listic ways to embrace human dignity, generosity, and kindness around the globe.  
 
We welcome your support and interest! 
Please view this as an invitation to join us! If you wish to support the fund or the organizations high-
lighted here directly, we would be more than happy to share more and connect you with these rays of 
hope! If you know of further examples of inspiring programs and initiatives upholding the holistic 
wellbeing of ‘people on the move' please do share these with us. We have embarked on an ongoing 
learning journey and welcome your ideas and support.  
 
You can contact us here: negar@gwbf.org / Please visit our web site here: www.gwbf.org  
 
 
With full appreciation for all, 
 
The Global Whole Being Fund – Caring for Humanity on the Move, a donor advised fund of 
RSF Social Finance 
 
Advisors to the Global Whole Being Fund - Caring for Humanity on the Move:  
Alan Zulch, Barbara Sargent, Jaune Evans, Negar Tayyar, and Tom Sargent 


