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Preface

A great variety of studies and reports examine the humanitarian and security 
aspects of the lives of refugees and asylum seekers. It is indeed very important to 
bring these issues to the public debate, particularly considering the ongoing 
bloody conflicts that result in millions of people becoming displaced or seeking 
shelter in other countries. However, the political inclusion of refugees and asylum 
seekers in decision-making, or the normative framework that enables or inhibits 
such participation, is largely left to the individual discretion of host or origin 
countries.

There are a number of differing norms and practices that enable or inhibit 
asylum seekers and refugees from taking part in political life. Quite often, their 
opportunities for participation are rather limited, which in turn perpetuates their 
marginalized status in society. For this reason, there is a need for a wider debate 
among policymakers, academia, and international and regional organizations that 
explores the engagement of asylum seekers and refugees in political processes as a 
way to ensure greater social inclusion and strengthen democratic norms and 
practices.    

This is why International IDEA has deemed it important to conduct a study 
that examines this issue, which impacts the democratic fabric of any country, 
regardless of whether it is conflict-ridden or the recipient of refugees and asylum 
seekers. The Institute understands and promotes the notion of democracy as a 
political system based on popular control and political equality, and as an ideal 
that seeks to empower ordinary people by guaranteeing equality and basic 
freedoms, as well as peaceful dialogue. The topic of this report, therefore, comes 
as a natural product that derives from International IDEA’s  understanding of 
democracy.
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This report focuses on eight host countries—Germany, Kenya, Lebanon, 
South Africa, Sweden, Turkey, Uganda and the United Kingdom—and five 
countries of origin: Afghanistan, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Somalia, 
South Sudan and Syria. It offers comparative analysis on different mechanisms for 
formal and non-formal political participation.

Among the formal mechanisms of participation, the report looks at issues of 
access to citizenship, electoral rights and membership of, or other forms of 
association with, political parties. Non-formal mechanisms of political 
participation include refugees’  participation in consultative bodies, civil society 
organizations, protests and grassroots initiatives, and other means of transnational 
political activism. Further strengthening the report’s credibility, it includes first- 
hand data resulting from interviews and surveys with asylum seekers and refugees 
conducted in the field.

The report offers a number of concrete and actionable recommendations for 
governments, political parties, civil society and international and regional 
organizations, which are directed towards making political participation more 
practical, and which in turn helps make democracy more inclusive. 

The report also comes out at a time when the debate around global migration 
is gathering momentum. In the last couple of years International IDEA has been 
following up closely on the measures taken ahead of the first intergovernmental 
negotiations on the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration 
(Global Compact on Migration), and on the Global Compact on Refugees, 
prepared under the auspices of the United Nations and the UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees, respectively. The Institute was pleased to witness the 
release of the Zero Draft of the Global Compact on Migration in February this 
year. This cooperative framework between UN member states, among others, 
acknowledges the importance of political participation and inclusion of migrants 
for ensuring greater social cohesion and inclusive political reform.

By echoing the clarion call of the Global Compact on Migration, the theme of 
this report also acknowledges the issue of political participation of refugees in 
their host countries and countries of origin. International IDEA is committed to 
promoting good governance and an inclusive system of democracy that promotes 
diversity and offers opportunities for participation. This report will contribute to 
the public debate on this topic by highlighting some of the shortfalls for refugees’ 
political participation, but also by suggesting ways to work towards a more 
inclusive system of governance.  
 

Yves Leterme
Secretary-General

International IDEA
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Introduction

The global refugee population reached an estimated 22.5 million in mid-2017, 
compared to 10.4 million in 2011. The world is witnessing an exceptional 
increase in the number of refugees and people in refugee-like situations. In 2017 
more than half of the global refugee population came from just three countries: 
Syria, Afghanistan and South Sudan. Although 84 per cent of refugees worldwide 
are hosted by countries in the Global South—with Turkey hosting the greatest 
number, followed by Lebanon, Uganda and Kenya—European countries such as 
Germany and Sweden are also experiencing an unprecedented increase in refugee 
flows (UNHCR 2017a).

Asylum seekers and refugees are among the most marginalized groups in 
society. They are often subjected to persecution, violent conflict and other life- 
threatening situations. The path from their home countries to a better and safer 
environment is also hindered by numerous dangers and insecurities. They embark 
on often dangerous journeys with the aim of finally reaching a host country that 
will offer them safety, stability and opportunities to rebuild their lives. Once in 
their host country, it is no coincidence that the main preoccupations are related 
to settling into the new environment and grappling with the daily socio-economic 
challenges of survival and integration. They will usually maintain contacts with 
their country of origin, which might involve economic remittances, philanthropy 
and human capital (Brinkerhoff 2009). However, compared to more pressing 
humanitarian and livelihood-related concerns, political engagement might seem 
to be an extravagant commodity that can hardly be afforded. Similarly, the public 
debate surrounding refugees usually focuses on the humanitarian, social, 
economic and security aspects of forced migration. Issues related to the civic and 
political participation of refugees are largely overlooked. Refugees are often seen 
as passive recipients of humanitarian aid or collective subjects in respect of which 
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measures must be taken, rather than as active political agents. Nonetheless, 
refugees have the potential to be dual political actors, since they often maintain 
transnational links with their homelands while at the same time becoming part of 
the host country’s society.

This report explores the challenges and opportunities related to the political 
participation of refugees in their host countries and countries of origin. What 
means can be utilized to enhance formal and non-formal participation by refugees 
in the political life of their host countries and countries of origin? What legal and 
institutional mechanisms provide an enabling environment that fosters such 
participation? What legal and practical factors might hinder their political 
participation? The report seeks to shed light on these questions through a 
comparative analysis of eight case studies carried out in Germany, Kenya, 
Lebanon, South Africa, Sweden, Turkey, Uganda and the United Kingdom, 
focused on refugees from Afghanistan, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
Somalia, South Sudan and Syria.

For the sake of clarity, this report discusses refugees’ political participation in 
their host countries separately from their political participation in their countries 
of origin. Both parts, however, examine the legal, normative and practical aspects 
of formal and non-formal political participation by refugees. The formal 
mechanisms for refugees’  political participation in their host countries are 
analysed in Part I, with an emphasis on specific issues related to access to 
citizenship, electoral rights and participation in political parties. Non-formal 
mechanisms, such as consultative bodies, civil society organizations (CSOs), 
protests and grassroots initiatives, are also discussed. Part II addresses issues 
related to political participation by refugees in their countries of origin. In 
particular, electoral rights and out-of-country voting (OCV) are discussed as 
mechanisms for formal political participation, as well as non-formal mechanisms 
for political engagement by refugee diasporas, such as participation in civil society 
and diaspora organizations, protests and other forms of transnational political 
activism. The report presents a set of policy recommendations on the political 
inclusion of refugees addressed to relevant institutions in host countries and 
countries of origin.

Methodology

As a political system based on popular control and political equality, democracy is 
an ideal that seeks to guarantee equality and basic freedoms, empower ordinary 
people, resolve disagreements through peaceful dialogue, respect differences and 
bring about political and social renewal without economic and social disruption 
(International IDEA 2017: xiv). Based on this concept, the analysis of the 
different mechanisms for political participation used by the refugees in this report 
is extended beyond participation in formal political institutions and processes. 
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Among the formal mechanisms for political participation, the report explores 
issues of access to citizenship in host countries, electoral rights in both host 
countries and countries of origin, as well as membership of or providing other 
forms of support to political parties. In addition, acknowledging that political life 
is not only confined to electoral processes, the report examines non-formal 
mechanisms of political participation, such as refugees’  participation in 
consultative bodies, CSOs, protests and grassroots initiatives, as well as other 
means of transnational political activism. Given that some of the countries in this 
report either are not signatories to the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of 
Refugees (1951 Refugee Convention) or maintain a geographical restriction on its 
application, this report considers refugees, persons in refugee-like situations and 
persons who have been granted any form of international protection.

The report’s methodology is based on a combination of primary and secondary 
sources. It uses primary qualitative data collected from eight case studies and 
draws on relevant academic and policy literature on the normative aspects of the 
participation of refugees in the political life of their host countries and countries 
of origin. In addition, it examines the legal basis for their political participation 
and provides a comparative overview of selected countries’ practices with regard 
to formal and non-formal participation by refugees. Primary sources examined 
include international treaties, constitutions and domestic laws that regulate 
residency, citizenship, voting rights, participation in political parties, running for 
elected office and forming CSOs, as well as other legal provisions that directly 
affect refugees’ political participation.

The eight host countries where field research was conducted with refugees and 
asylum seekers, and the five countries of origin, are listed in Table 1.

Table 1. Case study countries

Host country Countries of origin

Germany Afghanistan, Syria

Kenya Somalia, South Sudan

Lebanon Syria

South Africa Democratic Republic of the Congo

Sweden Somalia, Syria

Turkey Syria

Uganda Democratic Republic of the Congo, South Sudan  

United Kingdom Afghanistan
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The countries of origin were selected on the basis of a statistical analysis which 
found that they were among the top 10 refugee-producing countries in 2015 and 
2016 (UNHCR 2016, 2017a). The host countries were selected for case studies 
based on:

• the absolute number of refugees hosted in these countries at the end of 
2015;

• the number of refugees per 1,000 inhabitants at the end of 2015;

• the number of asylum applications submitted in 2015;

• the number of asylum applicants per 1 million inhabitants in 2015;

• the feasibility of conducting reliable field research in these countries, 
including the availability of literature on the political participation of 
refugees, levels of safety and security, and the availability of competent 
field researchers;

• a balance between countries of the Global South and those of the Global 
North; and

• a preliminary assessment of whether research in the selected host countries 
was likely to provide insights that would serve to showcase different 
mechanisms for refugees’ political participation.

On this last point, particular aspects that were taken into account included 
(a) the extent to which these countries have legal pathways to long-term residency 
and citizenship for refugees; (b) the extent to which naturalized residents and/or 
resident non-citizens are granted the right to vote in national, regional or local 
elections; and (c) the extent to which refugees and/or naturalized citizens with a 
refugee background from the selected countries of origin have a significant 
presence in the selected host countries.

The field research in the selected countries was carried out in the period May– 
August 2017 through interviews, focus group discussions and written surveys of 
refugees from the targeted countries of origin, on the basis of a standard 
questionnaire that combined fixed and open-ended questions (International 
IDEA n.d.). This approach allowed the research to retain its focus while at the 
same time enabling respondents to provide detailed answers and capture the 
diversity of their experiences. The research locations in each host country 
included at least the capital city and a second city or refugee camp with a large 
refugee population from the targeted countries of origin.

Acknowledging the heterogeneity and diverse experiences and backgrounds of 
refugees, each case study was based on a diverse sample of respondents. Particular 
consideration was given to achieving a balance of genders, ethnicities, religions, 
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ages and political groups, to the extent possible. In addition, interviews and 
consultations were conducted with key informants such as representatives of non- 
governmental organizations (NGOs) and CSOs, and with national or local 
authorities working on refugee-related issues in the selected host countries. For 
ethical and security reasons, the identities of the respondents are withheld 
throughout this report and in the case studies.

In total, 23 key informants and 615 refugee respondents participated in this 
research, of whom 407 were men and 208 women (see Table 2). Although the 
qualitative analysis does not claim to be statistically representative of the host 
countries’  refugee population as a whole, it does offer unique insights into the 
various complexities of refugees’  experiences, as well as the opportunities and 
challenges they face with formal and non-formal political participation in their 
host countries and countries of origin. It is well beyond the scope of this report to 
discuss the humanitarian and security dimensions of forced migration. Nor does 
it aim to assess the effectiveness of refugee integration policies in the targeted 
countries from a socio-economic perspective. Instead, it seeks to provide an in- 
depth understanding of the specific issues related to refugees’  political 
participation in both their host countries and their countries of origin, which can 
inform the ongoing debate on the political participation of refugees and serve as a 
basis for further research and future policy reforms.

Table 2. Summary of respondents per country 

Host country Refugee respondents Key  
informants

TOTAL

Male Female

Germany 14 4 3 21

Kenya 56 54 5 115

Lebanon 4 2 3 9

South Africa 59 16 4 79

Sweden 40 25 3 68

Turkey 52 9 0 61

Uganda 102 78 5 185

United Kingdom 80 20 0 100

TOTAL 407 208 23 638
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Overview of case studies

This section provides a brief overview of the eight case studies that inform the 
analysis in Parts I and II.

The Case of Afghan and Syrian Refugees in Germany
Afghan and Syrian refugees and asylum seekers are the two largest groups of 
refugees and asylum seekers in Germany. Regarding the host country, the case 
study found that non-formal political participation provides refugees with a 
platform to engage in German political life. This is particularly significant as the 
German legal framework excludes non-European resident non-citizens, and 
therefore refugees and asylum seekers, from participating in formal political 
institutions and processes. Hence, migrant representative bodies, as well as 
migrant and refugee organizations, provide crucial tools for political participation 
and serve to empower refugee and asylum seeker communities at the local and 
regional levels. At the individual level, the case study found that refugees in 
Germany face many barriers to becoming active participants in their host 
country’s political life. In particular, their insecure legal status and the negative 
stereotyping of the refugee discourse have proved major hurdles to refugees’ 
political participation in Germany.

The study also found that the protracted nature of the Afghan and Syrian 
conflicts has limited any opportunities for refugees and asylum seekers to 
participate in formal political processes in their countries of origin. In the Afghan 
context, despite the existence of legal provisions on political participation by the 
refugee diaspora through OCV, as of March 2018 no arrangements had been 
made for the organization of OCV during the Afghan parliamentary elections 
scheduled for 2018. In the Syrian context, despite the existence of a legal 
framework for OCV, the absence of a functioning democratic system seems to 
have intensified respondents’  resistance to formal political systems. Nonetheless, 
in lieu of this, the interview findings show that civil society movements are fast 
emerging among Syrian and Afghan communities, and these have become 
transnational in nature as activists continue the struggle for democracy from 
abroad. However, although these can be crucial forces in the peacebuilding and 
democracy-building processes of both countries, they are unlikely to be able to 
resolve complex and protracted crises on their own (Ragab 2018).

The Case of Somali and South Sudanese Refugees in Kenya
Somali and South Sudanese nationals represent the two largest groups of refugees 
and asylum seekers in Kenya. This case study found that Somali and South 
Sudanese respondents were more concerned with meeting their basic needs than 
engaging in host country politics. On closer inspection, it also found that most 
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respondents were worried that involving themselves in Kenyan politics would 
have a negative effect on their current legal status. Although this case study is not 
statistically representative of all refugees and asylum seekers in Kenya, it did 
manage to document the sentiments of refugees and portray their genuine 
concerns over issues of discrimination, harassment and the restrictions on their 
freedom of movement within Kenya. All these factors, coupled with the barriers 
associated with Kenya’s  encampment policy and stringent naturalization policy, 
significantly restrict the ability of refugees to directly engage in formal and non- 
formal political activities in Kenya.

In similar ways, given the lack of one-person-one-vote elections and the 
absence of a legal framework for OCV, both Somali and South Sudanese refugees 
have very limited opportunities to participate in formal political processes and 
institutions in their countries of origin. However, the case study argues that 
Somali and South Sudanese refugees have the potential to play an important role 
in the politics of their countries of origin through forms of non-formal political 
participation. Capacity-building and civic education initiatives can diffuse 
democratic values to their countries of origin and increase awareness of civil and 
political rights (Opon 2018).

The Case of Syrian Refugees in Lebanon
Lebanon is host to the highest number of Syrian refugees per capita in the world 
(European Commission 2017). However, Lebanon has been reluctant to allow 
the long-term settlement of refugees in its territory, which means that 
opportunities for Syrians to naturalize and gain access to voting rights in Lebanon 
have been very limited. Furthermore, the case study found strong opinions 
against treating Syrians as ‘fully  fledged refugees’,  in terms of allowing them to 
enjoy civil and political rights, given that Lebanon is not a signatory of the 1951 
Refugee Convention. Many of the interviewees expressed reluctance to participate 
in any formal Lebanese political processes. Although there are many legal 
obstacles to the establishment and operation of Syrian-led CSOs in Lebanon, 
non-formal political participation is tolerated much more when it comes to 
addressing ‘Syrian issues’, such as activities aimed at promoting peacebuilding and 
social cohesion.

With regard to country-of-origin political participation, Lebanon was one of 
the few countries where OCV was possible for Syrians in the 2014 presidential 
elections. However, restrictive policies and regulations have been put in place by 
the Lebanese authorities since the 2014 Syrian elections as a direct response to the 
high turnout among Syrians voting for President Assad. In addition, the case 
study found that political advocacy initiatives and the role of Lebanon-based 
Syrian refugees in democracy building in Syria are limited. The lack of basic 
means for survival and the precarious legal status of many Syrian refugees in 
Lebanon often had negative consequences for refugees’  willingness to openly 
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engage in transnational political activities aimed at making an impact on 
democracy building in Syria. Nonetheless, the case study also found some room 
for Syrian refugees to engage in political activities in their country of origin from 
within Lebanon, through capacity-building and advocacy initiatives (El-Helou 
2018).

The Case of Congolese Refugees in South Africa
South Africa’s policy framework on the protection of refugees aims to promote 
their access to basic and civil rights. Although the South African Constitution 
guarantees the same civil rights to everyone, electoral rights are solely reserved for 
South African citizens. However, this does not mean that non-citizens cannot get 
involved. The Constitution gives everyone the right to join a political party. 
While this may not, at least at first, offer refugees the opportunity to stand for 
office, political party membership can be a platform from which to influence the 
political discourse and policy positions. One underlying concern that most of the 
interviewees raised when asked about their civic and political participation in 
South Africa was that engaging in political activity might result in a revocation of 
their refugee status or a negative decision on the extension of their residence 
permits. Nonetheless, this has not stopped many Congolese refugees from 
participating in non-formal processes from the grassroots level up. Moreover, the 
refugees’ constitutionally guaranteed right to protest means that they are able to 
convene at key strategic points to express their political concerns and raise 
awareness of and public support for certain contentious issues.

The lack of legal provisions for OCV has made it difficult for Congolese 
refugees to formally participate in the politics of their country of origin. Given 
the travel limitations, particularly in relation to return to the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo (DRC), refugees are unable to participate in elections 
without placing their legal status as refugees in South Africa at risk. For some, it 
remains easier to stay involved through the local branches of Congolese political 
parties that have been established in South Africa. In addition to the more visible 
forms of protest, some refugee groups are engaging with the media and using 
diplomacy as a tool to engage with stakeholders they believe might be able to 
influence outcomes in the DRC. To a large extent, most of the refugee leaders 
interviewed for this study were looking forward to their return to a post-conflict 
DRC, where they expected to play a leadership role in the reconstruction process 
(Mpeiwa 2018).

The Case of Syrian and Somali Refugees in Sweden
Syrian and Somali refugees and asylum seekers represent the two largest groups of 
refugees and asylum seekers in Sweden. Both groups are able to engage in formal 
and non-formal processes of political life in Sweden, even before they acquire 
Swedish citizenship. They have the right to vote and stand as candidates in 
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regional and municipal elections, the right to join political parties and participate 
in electoral campaigns, opportunities to organize or participate in protests and 
make their voices heard, and the right to form associations and CSOs. 
Nonetheless, despite these favourable legal frameworks and policies, visible and 
invisible barriers make it difficult for refugees to participate in Swedish politics on 
equal terms with the rest of the population. One factor is the lack of knowledge 
or awareness of the importance of democracy and political participation and its 
impact on the refugee population, and therefore of understanding the need to 
vote. This lack of knowledge, combined with a lack of information sharing, 
contributes to a limited interest in being part of the decision-making processes in 
the host country. Some respondents highlighted the fact that they felt isolated 
and marginalized from mainstream society, and that this was one factor that 
discouraged them from participating in Swedish political life. Another key finding 
was that, due to persistent cultural, religious and structural barriers, women from 
both respondent groups faced particular challenges and were widely excluded 
from political life in both their host country and their countries of origin. As a 
result, their political participation was limited, especially in the years directly 
following their arrival in Sweden.

The case study found that diaspora communities can make a significant 
contribution to building bridges between states and promoting democracy in 
refugees’ and asylum seekers’ countries of origin. The case of the Somali diaspora 
is a good example, as it illustrates how experiences of civic and political life in 
Sweden can be used to transfer knowledge and skills to a country of origin. 
However, ethnic, religious and political fragmentation, as well as authoritarian 
legacies, can often hinder any effective engagement by the diaspora in the political 
life of its country of origin. That said, if the political and security situations 
permit, both the Syrian and the Somali diaspora possess skills and expertise that 
would allow them to engage constructively in the political life of their countries of 
origin (Adan 2018).

The Case of Syrian Refugees in Turkey
As of July 2017, Turkey had the highest number of refugees in the world 
(UNHCR 2017b). Given the ongoing conflict in Syria and Turkey’s 
commitment to its locally developed asylum system, it appears unlikely that the 
asylum status of Syrian refugees in the country will change in the near future. It is 
important to stress that none of the participants in this case study had the right to 
vote in Turkey, as they did not meet the requirements for obtaining Turkish 
citizenship. However, most of the respondents identified that the most impactful 
way to engage with the government was through non-formal processes of political 
participation. Many of the respondents believed that this gave them a stronger 
voice on policies that might potentially affect them.
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Most of the respondents remained inactive in the formal processes of political 
participation in Syria. The overwhelming majority of respondents agreed that 
they would participate in future rounds of OCV only if they were given 
assurances that the process would be free and fair. In terms of non-formal 
political participation, the case study highlights the sporadic and limited attempts 
that have been made. As Syrians stay longer in Turkey, some will eventually 
qualify for naturalization. Most will continue to live under temporary protection, 
however, meaning that most will be unable to formally participate in either host- 
country or country-of-origin politics (Mannix 2018).

The Case of South Sudanese and Congolese Refugees in Uganda
South Sudanese and Congolese refugees and asylum seekers comprise the two 
largest refugee communities in Uganda. The legal framework in Uganda prohibits 
refugees from engaging in formal political activities, such as participation in 
national and local elections or joining political parties. Opportunities for the 
naturalization of long-term refugees are also highly restricted due to ambiguities 
in the legal framework. However, despite the lack of access to formal political 
participation in Uganda, Refugee Welfare Committees and refugee-led CSOs do 
play a limited but active role as consultative bodies on behalf of the wider refugee 
community.

The case study found no avenues for formal political participation in their 
countries of origin, given the current political and security concerns in both 
South Sudan and the DRC. Moreover, there is no legal framework in place for 
OCV to facilitate refugees’  participation in future elections. Nonetheless, a 
common theme in the interviews was that refugees felt that they were becoming 
more unified through their shared experiences of exile. This gave them the will to 
promote democracy in their countries of origin (Zakaryan 2018).

The Case of Afghan Refugees in the United Kingdom
Afghan refugees in the UK are deprived of the right to vote in both their host 
country and their country of origin. In the former case, this is for a period of at 
least seven years, until they become eligible to apply for British citizenship. 
Nonetheless, they have found alternative ways to make their voices heard and 
participate in the civic and political life of the UK and Afghanistan. The study 
found a growing tendency among Afghan refugees and asylum seekers to get 
involved in the British political arena. Almost all the interviewees saw an 
understanding of their host country’s political system as an important element of 
integration into British society. Among the positive elements was the openness of 
the membership criteria of British political parties and CSOs, which makes it 
possible for refugees to pursue various forms of participation in civic and political 
life short of the right to vote. For Afghan refugees, informal civil society and 
political gatherings in the form of cultural and literary associations, refugee rights 
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advocacy groups, charities and ethnic associations are common spaces where 
naturalized and non-naturalized refugees, as well as asylum seekers, can participate 
in a single platform and advocate for a common cause.

The case study found that Afghan-born, UK-based refugees and asylum seekers 
have a great interest in the politics of their country of origin. However, due to the 
lack of implementation of OCV mechanisms, they cannot formally participate in 
Afghan politics unless they travel to Afghanistan, which is not an option for those 
with refugee status as this would lead to revocation of that status. Against this 
background, issues related to the political life of Afghanistan are usually addressed 
through informal gatherings of and initiatives by Afghan refugees in the UK. 
There are also plenty of small foundations fundraising for development projects 
back home, such as schools, clinics and help for individuals to kick-start 
businesses. The use of social media and online platforms, especially by the 
younger generation of Afghan refugees, has also played an important role in 
keeping up to date with political developments in their country of origin and 
engaging in political debates in both the UK and Afghanistan (Sharifi 2018).
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Part I. Political Participation 
of Refugees in their Host 
Countries

How do refugees experience political engagement in their host countries? What 
international standards and practices are relevant to this issue? Is there an 
overarching legal or normative framework? If so, do some countries take a more 
individual approach and not necessarily subscribe to such a framework? What are 
the prerequisites for refugees to be able to engage in the political processes of their 
host countries? Lastly, what are the key challenges and best practices related to the 
formal and non-formal political participation of refugees in their host countries? 
There are no straightforward answers to these questions as regulation of the 
various aspects of political participation by refugees is usually left to the discretion 
and sovereignty of individual host countries. In addition, the answers to these 
questions often depend on the country of origin of the refugee concerned, as well 
as on whether participation is formal, which would entail a domestic legal 
framework granting access to naturalization and voting rights, or non-formal, in 
which case a favourable legal and institutional framework is not always required.

Consider the fictional case of a Colombian who has fled protracted violence in 
his native region and for the past five years has been legally residing in Spain. He 
was initially granted a one-year temporary protection visa that was renewed the 
following year. After two years of residence, as a Colombian he could apply for 
Spanish citizenship while retaining his original citizenship, a dual privilege 
reserved to applicants from Andorra, Equatorial Guinea and Latin America. As a 
newly naturalized Spanish citizen, he could have cast a ballot in the national 
elections held in 2016 and in the regional elections held in 2015. In addition, his 
Colombian passport gave him the opportunity to directly elect his own deputy to 
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the Colombian National Assembly in the Colombian legislative elections of 2014. 
His situation contrasts sharply with that of his next-door neighbour, a citizen of 
the Democratic Republic of the Congo who, after several years spent in a legal 
limbo as an asylum seeker, was finally granted refugee status, which eventually led 
to a permanent residence permit. However, the prospects for obtaining the right 
to vote in her host country or exercising the right to vote in elections held in her 
country of origin look grim. The DRC’s electoral legislation does not allow for 
OCV; and the path to naturalization in Spain for applicants who do not fall into 
one of the special categories mentioned above requires applicants to prove at least 
10 years of residence and to renounce the citizenship of their country of origin.

These two protagonists inhabit a transnational space that spans state 
boundaries and results from their recognized refugee status (Vink, De Groot and 
Luk 2015). While their claim to a political voice in the political communities of 
both their host country and their countries of origin should be equally valid, their 
formal political rights differ markedly. The former enjoys the benefits of a 
genuinely transnational and active citizenship, allowing him to have his interests 
represented in home- and host-country politics, whereas the latter is essentially 
deprived of any formal means of political participation. The above juxtaposition 
of alternative legal statuses underlines how the means for formal political 
participation depend to a large degree on the citizenship of the refugee in 
question and the electoral laws in the country of origin, as well as the legal 
framework regulating naturalization and electoral rights in the host country.

Away from participation in formal institutions and processes, both Colombian 
and DRC nationals are able to make their voices heard in both their host 
countries and their countries of origin through non-formal means of political 
participation. They may find themselves, for instance, advocating together for a 
political party in their host country, participating in peaceful protests against 
certain policies of their host countries or being co-founders of a social media- 
based platform for the exchange of political ideas. 
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The obvious and most direct way for refugees to participate formally in the 
political life of their host countries is through voting. While approximately 45 
countries worldwide have legislation granting the right to vote, mainly in local 
elections, to all or specific categories of resident aliens (Pedroza 2014; Earnest 
2015), in the vast majority of countries the local or national franchise is still the 
prerogative of citizens. As a result, refugees must first naturalize before they are 
able to cast a ballot in their host country.

Article 25(b) of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
recognizes the right of every citizen to vote and be elected in genuine periodic 
elections by universal and equal suffrage, but this right applies only to citizens, 
and the criteria for the acquisition of citizenship through naturalization are left to 
the discretion of signatory states. However, the United Nations Independent 
Expert on minority issues has called on states to ‘consider allowing non-citizens 
belonging to minorities to vote, stand as candidates in local elections and be 
members of the governing boards of self-governing bodies, while making sure that 
access to citizenship is regulated in a non-discriminatory manner’ (UN Human 
Rights Council 2010).

Access to citizenship

Article 34 of the 1951 Refugee Convention requires that the ‘Contracting States 
shall as far as possible facilitate the assimilation and naturalization of refugees. 
They shall in particular make every effort to expedite naturalization proceedings 
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and to reduce as far as possible the charges and costs of such proceedings’. In the 
same vein, the Zero Draft of the Global Compact on Refugees (UNHCR 2018), 
which was developed as a follow-up to the 2016 New York Declaration for 
Refugees and Migrants (United Nations 2016), refers to the granting of 
permanent residence or naturalization for refugees as durable solutions in those 
cases where repatriation or resettlement is not an option.

Access to citizenship of the host country is seen as a key element of refugees’ 
integration into the host society and—in many cases—is a necessary precondition 
for the acquisition of electoral rights. At the same time, the principle of state 
sovereignty means that the regulation and complexity of citizenship regimes can 
vary widely among states. In any event, naturalization remains the only route to 
full and equal permanent membership of the political community. In addition, 
citizenship grants its holder an unconditional right to exit from and return to the 
territory of the state. Naturalization therefore constitutes the only status that 
irredeemably shields refugees from the risk of repatriation to their country of 
origin and allows them to settle permanently in their host country should they 
choose to do so. As such, free mobility rights are often cited as the main incentive 
for naturalization by refugees (Kuch 2017: 9), and more generally by migrants 
from developing countries (Harpaz 2015).

In most countries with an established route to naturalization, refugees are 
expected to meet certain requirements, such as passing formalized civic tests, 
having access to a minimum level of economic resources and proving that they 
have been legally residing in the host country for a certain number of years 
(Goodman 2012; Zetter 2007). More problematically, discriminatory treatment 
of refugees leads a number of countries to bar them access to the ordinary 
naturalization procedure, keeping them and subsequent generations outside the 
national community. By contrast, a number of countries have implemented 
provisions in their citizenship laws that offer privileged access to naturalization to 
refugees, in accordance with article 34 of the 1951 Refugee Convention as well as 
subsequent recommendations by the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) that host countries ought to provide a ‘progressively wider 
range of rights and entitlements that are broadly commensurate with those 
enjoyed by its citizens and, over time, the possibility of naturalizing’ (UNHCR 
2005). In practice, this has been achieved by reducing or waiving the residence 
requirement (as in Sweden and France, respectively) for recognized refugees, or by 
waiving the requirement to renounce former citizenship (as in Austria, Bulgaria, 
Germany and Spain, among others) (EUDO Citizenship 2015). The impact of 
such preferential treatment should not be overestimated, however, as it often goes 
hand in hand with a tightening of eligibility conditions for refugee status and the 
proliferation of intermediate statuses offering periodically renewed ‘temporary 
protection’ visas (Durieux 2015).
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Table 3. Naturalization requirements in host countries

Host 
country

Germany 8 x x x x Residency requirement shortened to 6 years if good knowledge of 
German shown; previous citizenship must be revoked

Kenya 7 x x x x Applicants must have the intention to stay and be able to 
contribute to Kenya’s development; in practice, naturalization is 
not guaranteed to refugees

Lebanon – – – – – Citizenship through naturalization is not possible for refugees in 
Lebanon

South 
Africa

15 Meeting requirements does not ensure application approval

Sweden 4/5  x Residency requirement is 4 years for refugees, 5 years for other 
resident aliens; without proof of identity, a refugee requires 8 
years of residency

Turkey 5 x x Meeting requirements does not ensure application approval

Uganda 20 x x Applicants must have the intention to remain in the country; in 
practice, acquiring citizenship through naturalization for refugees 
is legally unclear and contradictory

United 
Kingdom

7 x x x GBP 1,282 application fee

Notes: Residency requirements expressed in minimum number of years. Naturalization requirements 
refer to naturalization tests. Behavioural requirements relate to a clean criminal record. Financial 
requirements relate to self-sustaining income.  
x = element required in order to be eligible to apply for naturalization. Blank rows indicate that this 
element is not required.

This section examines the specific practices with regard to naturalization found 
in the host countries discussed in this report, the differences in their legal 
frameworks and practices, and how these affect refugees’  opportunities to 
participate in formal political life. Table 3 provides an overview of the eight host 
countries examined in this report.

In the United Kingdom, the Home Office is responsible for all aspects of 
immigration and asylum, including applications for leave to remain. Granting 
leave to remain to an asylum seeker means official recognition as a refugee or 
permission to stay for ‘humanitarian protection’ or through ‘discretionary leave to 
remain’. In most cases, this is granted for five years. After completion of the five- 
year period, there is an opportunity to apply for indefinite leave to remain (AIDA 
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2016). Applicants for naturalization are required to be free from immigration 
restrictions for at least 12 months prior to their application. In respect of refugees, 
this would entail having been granted indefinite leave to remain for that period 
(Home Office 2017). Therefore, refugees in the UK have to wait a minimum of 
seven years from the moment they are granted refugee status until they become 
eligible to apply for naturalization. In addition, they have to pass a naturalization 
test on ‘Life in the UK’, meet English language and ‘good character’ requirements 
and pay a fee of GBP 1,282 (Home Office n.d.).

In particular, the requirement to ‘be  of good character’  can be a significant 
barrier to naturalization for refugees who have entered the UK illegally and 
subsequently applied for asylum. There is evidence that non-compliance with the 
good character requirement was the main reason for the rejection of citizenship 
applications in the period 2002–2016, and made up 44 per cent of all refusals in 
2016 (Blinder 2017). Furthermore, the language and UK knowledge 
requirements for naturalization seem to pose a greater burden on citizens of 
poorer, less educated and non-English-speaking countries, and may deter their 
applications (Ryan 2008). For example, Afghan applicants were at the bottom of 
the list of nationalities passing the naturalization test in the period October 
2005–July 2007, with a pass rate of 47.2 per cent (Ryan 2008). Afghan women 
face significant additional challenges. Many among the Afghan-born female 
respondents interviewed for the UK case study were not educated in their home 
country and faced difficulties with their integration in the UK. Language 
difficulties and multiple pressures on women and girls to behave in a certain way 
limit their ability to engage in community activities (Change Institute 2009). All 
these pressures and constraints often leave Afghan women isolated until they are 
eligible to apply for British citizenship. Although reliable data on pass rates 
disaggregated by gender was not available, Afghan women are more likely to 
struggle with the language and literacy requirements of the naturalization test 
(Morrice 2017).

The jus soli (right of soil) British citizenship laws have traditionally been more 
open to naturalization compared to countries such as Germany which implement 
jus sanguinis (right of blood) principles. Nonetheless, it could be argued that the 
UK should be viewed as a jus soli country that is now less open to naturalization 
than other traditional jus soli  countries, taking account of all the naturalization 
requirements for good conduct, language skills, cultural integration and years of 
residency, as well as the need to navigate complex and expensive application 
procedures (Blinder 2017).

In Germany, citizenship was historically granted on the basis of descent, 
building on an ethno-cultural understanding of the nation state. Nonetheless, 
through incremental changes Germany has moved away from this understanding 
of national belonging towards extending citizenship rights to immigrants. The 
Citizenship Act adopted in 1999 reduced the residence requirement from 15 
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years to eight. In addition, applicants need to hold a permanent residence permit, 
must be in a position to independently ensure their livelihood without receiving 
social or unemployment assistance, and must be sufficiently proficient in the 
German language. Other requirements include the successful completion of 
naturalization tests, a commitment to the German Constitution and no 
convictions for criminal offences. Further amendments in 2007 reduced the 
required time of lawful residence for naturalization to six years if the applicant 
proves a high level of knowledge of the German language (Hailbronner 2010). It 
is important to note that Germany does not allow dual citizenship for first- 
generation, non-EU migrants. Hence, third-country nationals, including refugees 
who wish to apply, must give up their existing citizenship during the 
naturalization process (Staatsangehörigkeitsgesetz 2014, articles 8, 13, 16, 38). 
Legal reforms in 2014 introduced elements of jus soli  for immigrant children, 
enabling them to hold dual citizenship provided that at least one parent is in 
possession of a permanent residence permit and has been residing in Germany for 
eight years (BGBl. I S. 1714). Previously, individuals had had to decide between 
the age of 18 and 21 which nationality they wanted to hold (Faist 2013).

In contrast, Sweden is the only host country examined in this report to have 
reduced residency requirements for the naturalization of refugees—four years of 
continuous residence, as opposed to the five years required for all other 
applicants. In addition, the applicant must have demonstrated ‘good conduct’ in 
Sweden and be able to provide proof of identity (Migrationsverket 2017). 
However, refugees who cannot provide proof of identity can be naturalized if they 
have been living in Sweden for eight years, as long as they are able to demonstrate 
that their stated identity is correct (Government Offices of Sweden 2015). This 
results in a longer residency requirement for certain nationalities of refugees. For 
example, the Swedish Migration Agency does not recognize Somali national 
passports or Somali documents issued after January 1991, including birth 
certificates and identity cards (Migrationsverket 2015). Hence, Somali refugees 
have to wait three years longer than other refugees before they can apply for 
Swedish citizenship.

In the case of South Africa, the minimum number of years of continuous 
residency required for refugees to become eligible for naturalization is 15. 
According to section 7 of the Refugee Act, refugees can apply for a permanent 
residence permit after five years of continuous residence in the country, from the 
date they were granted asylum, provided that they have certification that confirms 
that the applicant is likely to remain a refugee for an indefinite period, based on 
several mitigating factors, including the continuing negative political and security 
situation in their country of origin. Once they have held a permanent residence 
permit for 10 years and fulfilled a set of other criteria as specified in the 
Citizenship Act of 1995, refugees can apply for naturalization. However, in 
practice, acquiring citizenship by naturalization is considered a privilege rather 
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than a legal right. The minister may therefore refuse an application even if the 
applicant meets all the criteria (Isaacson 2008). The backlog of pending 
applications for asylum in South Africa constitutes an additional hurdle that 
results in the extension of the waiting period, since the residency requirements for 
naturalization only take into account the time spent in the country after asylum is 
granted. Some of the members and leaders of the Congolese community 
interviewed for the South Africa case study saw the prolongation of the asylum 
adjudication process as a strategy to limit the number of refugees in the country 
who will ultimately become eligible for citizenship through naturalization. Hence, 
the example of South Africa shows that even if the eligibility requirements for 
naturalization are clearly defined in law, in practice barriers such as extremely 
long waiting periods for the granting of asylum or refugee status significantly 
reduce the opportunities for refugees to obtain citizenship in their host country.

In the same vein, a combination of legal ambiguities blocks the pathway to 
Kenyan citizenship for refugees. According to the 2010 Constitution of Kenya 
(article 15), to be naturalized a person must be lawfully resident in Kenya for a 
continuous period of at least seven years and meet other conditions prescribed in 
the relevant legislation. The Kenya Citizenship and Immigration Act of 2011 
(article 13) requires that in order to qualify for naturalization a person must have 
‘adequate  knowledge of Kenya and of the duties and rights of citizens’,  have 
knowledge of Kiswahili or a local language and be able to make a contribution to 
Kenya’s national development. In practice, however, naturalization is not granted 
to refugees (Garlick et al. 2015). According to a UNHCR evaluation in 2015, 
there is no great interest on the part of most refugees in becoming Kenyan citizens 
and the handful of individuals who had applied in recent years were still awaiting 
decisions on their applications. A representative of the Department of Refugee 
Affairs interviewed for the Kenya case study argued that a refugee seeking Kenyan 
citizenship must move from having refugee status to the status of ‘non-Kenyan 
resident’ as defined in the Kenya Citizenship and Immigration Act. According to 
this interpretation, the seven-year residence requirement would only start at the 
moment that the applicant received a residence permit as a non-Kenyan. He 
conceded that this law is unclear and needs to be reviewed, as even refugees who 
have been in Kenya for more than seven years remain ineligible for citizenship 
and hence cannot formally participate in Kenyan politics (Opon 2018). The need 
for a clear path to Kenyan citizenship and to promote understanding of the 
political rights of refugees was highlighted by a South Sudanese refugee in 
Kakuma: ‘The  Kenyan Government must push for the establishment of 
citizenship rights for refugees. We should be able to receive ID cards and become 
Kenyan citizens to have the same rights with the locals’ (Opon 2018: 12).

Similarly, although Uganda has generally demonstrated a welcoming asylum 
policy, the government has been unable to offer a positive legal path to 
citizenship, which exacerbates the isolation long-term refugees feel in their host 
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country (Hovil 2016). The inclusion or exclusion of refugees in or from the 
political fabric of Uganda is determined by their ability to gain citizenship. 
According to article 16 of the Uganda Citizenship and Immigration Control Act 
(UCICA), the legal requirements for naturalization are residence in the country 
for 20 years, adequate knowledge of a prescribed vernacular language or English, 
being of good character and the intention, if naturalized, to permanently reside in 
Uganda. However, the challenges around citizenship for refugees are rooted in the 
interpretation of contradictory legal provisions in the 1995 Ugandan 
Constitution, article 12(a)(2), and UCICA, article 14(a)(2), which states that a 
person residing in Uganda is only eligible for naturalization if ‘neither of his or 
her parents and none of his or her grandparents was a refugee in Uganda’.

In 2010 these conflicts in the legislation led CSOs to seek clarification from 
the Ugandan Constitutional Court (UCC), in order to understand whether 
refugees can acquire citizenship by registration and/or naturalization. In October 
2015 the UCC announced that although refugees cannot access citizenship 
through registration, because they have not ‘voluntarily migrated’  to Uganda as 
specified in article (2)(b) of the Constitution and article 14(2)(b) of the UCICA, 
they are eligible for naturalization. Since this ruling, however, there have been no 
successful cases of naturalization. This was confirmed by the Commissioner for 
Refugees, who was interviewed for the Uganda case study:

The Office of the Prime Minister has submitted a list of people [to 
the Ministry of Internal Affairs] we believe to be eligible for 
naturalization but championing this issue can be misconstrued and 
we need to be strategic with the timing. . . . Elections and the 
economic dynamics of society play a role but we need to be active or 
we will end up with stateless populations.

—Commissioner for Refugees, Kampala, 2017 (Zakaryan 2018: 11)

This lack of a clear path to naturalization indicates a lack of long-term 
solutions for refugees, despite Uganda’s  proactive approach to hosting large 
numbers of refugees and asylum seekers. Further challenges to refugee 
naturalization are rooted in administrative processes for obtaining application 
forms and the lack of concise information on the administrative requirements of 
the naturalization process. Furthermore, refugees have reported approaching the 
National Citizenship and Immigration Board but being denied applications or 
told that they do not qualify (International Refugee Rights Initiative 2016). In 
this regard, a Congolese refugee in Nakivale stated: ‘[w]hen refugees ask Ugandan 
officials if we can naturalize, we are told it is a long and difficult process which we 
have to go to court for, but they don’t  explain how . . . we are just told 
“nationality is harder than resettlement”’ (Zakaryan 2018: 13).
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Figure 1. The path to naturalization

The importance of access to citizenship as a durable solution for long-term 
refugees from countries that are experiencing protracted conflict was highlighted 
by another Congolese refugee:

—Congolese refugee 1, Nakivale, 2017 (Zakaryan 2018: 13)

The examples discussed above illustrate that the implementation of the 1951 
Refugee Convention varies considerably among its signatory countries, as they 

Repatriation cannot happen because people cannot return to places they 
no longer belong. . . . I understand that most refugees are not receiving 
resettlement. . . . I spent two years searching for Ugandan citizenship 
opportunities. . . . No one was able to provide an answer and I kept 
being referred to Kampala. . . . I met face to face with the 
Commissioner for Refugees, Kazungu Apollo, in an attempt to 
understand Ugandan refugee law and citizenship, just to learn there was 
no possibility.
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have wide discretion when translating article 34 into domestic law and policy. 
The cases of Lebanon, which is not a signatory to the Convention, and Turkey, 
which has attached a geographic restriction to its ratification, offer even more 
dramatic illustrations of the challenges related to refugees’ access to citizenship.

The Turkish Citizenship Act of 2009 includes a residency requirement of an 
uninterrupted period of five years. Furthermore, applicants must speak an 
‘adequate’  amount of Turkish, have a self-sustaining income or profession and 
not be an ‘obstacle’  to national security. They may also have to relinquish 
previous citizenships. The Turkish Government can grant citizenship based on 
these requirements or otherwise on the decision of a ‘competent  authority’, but 
none of this guarantees a positive decision on naturalization. Moreover, while 
children born to stateless parents are usually given Turkish citizenship 
automatically, this does not apply to births among Syrian refugees (Baladi 2015). 
Turkey is party to the 1951 Refugee Convention but due to a geographic 
restriction on its ratification it only considers displaced European nationals to be 
refugees. According to the Government, the more than 3 million Syrians who 
have fled to Turkey are under ‘temporary protection’  and considered ‘guests of 
the state’, rather than recognized refugees under the definition of the Convention.

Because such protection is supposed to be a temporary arrangement, public 
debate in the country becomes heated when the discussion turns to naturalization 
and long-term integration (International Crisis Group 2016). Political parties and 
politicians tread a careful line between being seen as welcoming of their ‘guests’ 
and opposing the potential economic and political disruption of granting 
citizenship en masse. For instance, in 2016 the Turkish President, Recep Tayyıp 
Erdoğan,  publicly supported giving citizenship to Syrian refugees, but did not 
specify any eligibility requirements (Al Jazeera 2016). He stated that this 
provision would apply to those with high-level professional skills (Al Jazeera 
2017a). The subsequent backlash became one of the top-trending topics on 
Twitter at the time (Girit 2016). The two main opposition parties, the 
Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi, CHP) and the Nationalist 
Movement Party (Milliyetçi Hareket Partisi, MHP), opposed the idea, arguing 
that citizenship would discourage Syrians from returning home and that the 
policy discriminated against less qualified refugees (Hurriyet Daily News  2016a). 
They also felt that the ruling party was seeking to benefit from grateful refugees. 
In contrast, the leftist pro-Kurdish People’s  Democracy Party (Halkların 
Demokratik Partisi, HDP), a pro-government newspaper and at least one 
academic scholar argued that the policy was intended to reduce the demographic 
influence of the Kurdish population in the south-east (Çetingüleç 2016). Instead, 
the HDP advocated granting Syrians internationally recognized refugee status 
(Hurriyet Daily News 2016b).

In this respect, the Syrians interviewed in Turkey for this report did not 
necessarily consider access to Turkish citizenship a durable solution, given that 
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most saw their presence in Turkey as temporary and expressed a low sense of 
belonging to Turkish society. When asked in which country they planned to 
settle, all but one indicated that Turkey was a stopover for either Europe or North 
America, or that they ultimately wanted to return to Syria. One Syrian male 
refugee and humanitarian worker in Gaziantep noted that: ‘Turkey  is not my 
country. I don’t feel any moral obligation [to participate in Turkish politics] . . . 
if I were given the right to vote, I would have to stay in the country, but I don’t 
want to stay here’ (Mannix 2018: 13).

Lastly, the case of Lebanon is an example of a country where naturalization is 
not a legal process open to all who live in the country, but results from an ad hoc 
presidential decree, which is rarely issued. Although refugees make up 
approximately 25 per cent of the population of Lebanon, mostly Palestinians and 
Syrians, they are excluded from Lebanese citizenship. At the same time, Lebanese 
women married to foreigners are unable to extend their nationalities to their 
husbands or their children—even if they have been born and raised in Lebanon. 
Lebanese politicians have recently openly opposed any possible permanent 
settlement of Syrian refugees in Lebanon (Francis 2017). In 2017 Lebanon’s 
Foreign Minister, Gebran Bassil, reiterated his position that Lebanon will not 
naturalize Syrian or Palestinian refugees living in the country (Daily Star 2017).

However, it is interesting to note that 154,931 foreign residents, including 
more than 65,000 Syrians, were naturalized in Lebanon in 1994. Among those 
naturalized were a number of non-registered individuals and families living on the 
border between Lebanon and Syria. The procedure was considered controversial 
because it was carried out while Lebanon was occupied by the Syrian Army. A 
large number of naturalized Syrians were registered in districts where politicians 
wanted to secure votes. The naturalization decree also benefited a number of 
families of various nationalities who had been living in Lebanon for a long time, 
which meant that their naturalization was overdue. In the 1996, 2000 and 2005 
elections, and the 2007 by-elections, these naturalized citizens demonstrated a 
higher rate of voter participation than the native-born population (Hourani and 
Sensenig-Dabbous 2011). In 2011, six years after the withdrawal of Syrian forces 
from Lebanon, a presidential decree was issued seeking to withdraw Lebanese 
nationality from individuals who were allegedly naturalized unconstitutionally or 
based on false documents (Naharnet 2011). The decree was never implemented, 
however, so those Syrians who were naturalized retain their Lebanese nationality. 
Nonetheless, the Lebanese example gives credence to the thesis that there is a 
trade-off between numbers and rights: a large number of refugees encourages the 
host country to downgrade their status or to restrict their opportunities to access 
citizenship and ultimately to obtain equal electoral rights to citizens (Thielemann 
and Hobolth 2016).

As the cases examined above show, the route to naturalization is left to the 
discretion and the different legal frameworks of the host countries concerned. 
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While host countries are encouraged by international law to facilitate refugees’ 
integration through naturalization as a durable solution, they remain sovereign in 
matters of defining stricter or more favourable criteria for naturalization. Refugees 
are often seen by their host countries as a temporary burden, whose long-term 
future consists of repatriation to their country of origin rather than naturalization 
(Chimni 2004). Therefore, host countries often remain reluctant to take measures 
that would expand their political rights or encourage their integration into the 
political and national community (Kuch 2017).

Access to electoral rights and political parties

If you can’t vote, you can’t have a say on issues that directly affect 
your present and future life.

—Afghan male refugee 1, West London, 2017 (Sharifi 2018: 12)

While voting is not the only meaningful channel for political participation 
through which refugees and asylum seekers can make their voices heard and have 
their interests represented in the host country, it is widely considered the core 
component of democratic citizenship, and an essential requirement for a political 
system to be deemed fully democratic (Dahl 1989: 130). Do refugees have the 
right to participate in formal decision-making in host countries? If so, what are 
the opportunities and challenges with regard to their participation in formal 
political institutions and processes, including elections and political parties? 
National electoral laws rarely treat refugees as a special category of resident non- 
citizens in need of otherwise citizenship-contingent electoral rights (Arrighi and 
Bauböck 2017). As the case studies illustrate, electoral rights are usually reserved 
for citizens or extended only to special categories of resident non-citizens, such as 
EU citizens in the case of Germany and citizens of the former Commonwealth 
countries and the Republic of Ireland in the case of the UK (see Table 4).

Sweden is the only case in which all resident non-citizens, including refugees, 
are eligible to vote in regional and municipal referendums and elections, and to 
stand as candidates in regional and municipal elections. According to the Swedish 
Local Government Act 2004, refugees must have three years of continuous 
residence in Sweden before election day (2004: 31). To exercise their right, 
eligible voters must be included on the electoral roll (Bernitz 2013). Sweden 
extended municipal and provincial voting rights to resident non-citizens in 1976, 
arguing that it would boost their political influence, interest and self-esteem. The 
main arguments in favour of this measure were those of equal participation and 
political inclusion, and to encourage a feeling of having a stake in society.
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Table 4. Electoral rights in host countries

Host country Local elections (municipal, provincial) National elections

Germany Only German and EU citizens Only citizens

Kenya Only citizens Only citizens

Lebanon Only citizens Only citizens

South Africa Only citizens Only citizens

Sweden Non-citizens resident for 3 continuous years Only citizens

Turkey Only citizens Only citizens

Uganda Only citizens Only citizens

United Kingdom Only British, EU or qualifying Commonwealth citizens Only British, Commonwealth or 
Republic of Ireland citizens

However, the mere fact of being entitled to vote or stand as a candidate does 
not mean that refugees will actually exercise their electoral rights. Unfortunately, 
data on refugees’ electoral behaviour is sparse, as electoral administrations do not 
usually disaggregate ballots cast by eligible voters from a refugee background from 
other resident non-citizens. Similarly, measuring refugees’ relative representation 
in local, regional or national parliaments is made remarkably difficult by the fact 
that most countries do not gather statistics based on ethnicity or elected members’ 
previous legal status (Bloemraad 2013). Despite these constraints, available 
research on immigrants’ electoral participation consistently shows a turnout that 
is considerably lower than that of the native-born electorate, even when 
controlling for the age and class variables that are the best predictors of political 
participation (Ruedin 2017).

A similar conclusion can be drawn regarding the share of elected representatives 
with an immigrant background, based on evidence of pervasive and substantial 
underrepresentation that is less pronounced at the local level but grows wider in 
national parliaments and governments (Bloemraad 2013; Morales and Giugni 
2016). The question of whether the enjoyment of electoral rights translates into 
actual mobilization is central and is systematically addressed in the case studies 
conducted for this report.

In Sweden’s  2014 municipal council elections turnout among voters with 
Swedish citizenship was 85.9 per cent, whereas only 46.1 per cent of eligible 
voters holding the citizenship of an African country and 29.1 per cent of eligible 
voters from an Asian country cast a ballot. In the 2014 legislative elections the 
turnout among naturalized Swedish citizens was 72.8 per cent, as opposed to 89.2 
per cent for native-born eligible voters (Statistics Sweden 2014). Although there is 
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no statistically reliable data on the proportion of voters from a refugee 
background, analysis of the qualitative data gathered through interviews and focus 
group discussions with Syrian and Somali refugees in Sweden identifies various 
factors that contribute to the low level of electoral participation by refugees. 
These include refugees’  experiences in their countries of origin; their length of 
stay in the host country; and their educational level, gender, age and class.

An additional aspect to consider is that the number of foreign-born voters in 
Sweden increased considerably between 2010 and 2014 and the tendency to vote 
is lower among those who have only recently been awarded Swedish citizenship 
(Statistics Sweden 2015). For example, the majority of the Syrian respondents 
were new arrivals and had resided in Sweden for between one and five years. At 
the time of the research they were still struggling to establish themselves, find jobs 
and housing, and learn the language. Hence, they were primarily concerned about 
their current living conditions, the conflict situation in Syria and other pending 
administrative issues related to their status as refugees. By contrast, the majority 
of Somali respondents had been residing in Sweden for more than five years and 
had either obtained permanent residency or acquired Swedish citizenship. Many 
acknowledged the importance and the implications of exercising their voting 
rights. For instance, one naturalized refugee from Tensta-Spånga in Stockholm 
noted: ‘If you get the right to vote, you have to exercise it, because it doesn’t only 
affect you but a whole nation’ (Adan 2018: 12).

The Afghan respondents interviewed in the UK represented a mix of those who 
had arrived in the country 10 years or more before and recent arrivals who would 
not have had the opportunity to integrate completely into British society. For this 
reason, their political participation varied to a great degree, between the 
naturalized Afghan-born residents and those who were still awaiting a decision 
from the Home Office. In addition, among the group of naturalized Afghans 
eligible to vote and stand in national and local elections, the case study found 
gender-based differences between the men, who are more politically involved, and 
the women who tend to deal with ‘family matters’.

Nearly all of the Afghan-born refugees with British citizenship interviewed had 
voted in the past two elections in the UK and were either supporters or active 
members of a British political party, usually the Labour Party. However, many of 
the female Afghan-born British citizens interviewed were either unaware of 
politics and the civic activities in their surrounding areas, or too caught up in 
other aspects of their daily lives—mostly confined to the home—for politics to be 
a priority. Many confirmed that they had voted on election day, but that they 
were encouraged by a male family member to vote for a particular candidate. 
According to a representative of an Afghan union organization:
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Afghan women are under the influence of men. . . . Their male 
family members, often their husbands, keep them uninformed and 
uneducated about social and political matters in their surroundings. 
Some men feel very insecure if their wives learn about British values 
or if they try to integrate in the host community.

—Representative of an Afghan union organization, London, 2017 (Sharifi 
2018: 12)

Similarly, female Somali respondents in Sweden underlined the need for 
adequate information and education about civic and political rights and the 
political system in the host country to enhance their understanding of the 
political system and realize their potential to participate in political life at all 
levels. According to one Somali naturalized female refugee in Rinkeby, 
Stockholm:

It is very important to learn how the democratic system works. Many 
people like me don’t understand the meaning of democracy. There is 
no voting system in my home country and lack of knowledge of the 
Swedish language is a big barrier to the integration of refugees into all 
aspects of the host society.

—Somali naturalized female refugee 2, Rinkeby, Stockholm, 2017  
(Adan 2018: 15)

The need to receive civic education and adequate information about the host 
country’s political system at an early stage after arrival was also highlighted as an 
important condition for the effective exercise of electoral rights by Syrian 
respondents in both the Turkey and the Sweden case studies. They noted that 
they had little or no experience of participating in democratic processes in their 
country of origin. In particular, Syrians interviewed in Turkey expressed a desire 
to gain a better understanding of the ideologies, practices and histories of the 
political parties there, as well as of the public debate around the different party 
platforms in order to make informed choices as potential voters: ‘Right now there 
is a lack of political knowledge. If I had the time to study the parties and their 
platforms, I would vote’ (Mannix 2018: 13).

A lack of awareness among refugees of their political rights in their host 
country was also singled out by the vast majority of Afghan interviewees in the 
UK, who acknowledged that they came from a country with little or no 
experience of participation in democratic institutions and processes. Integration 
into a very old democracy with a rich and diverse political system would be 
impossible without proper civic education to inform and encourage refugees to 
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learn about the host country’s political system and the different mechanisms for 
political participation. For example, one refugee in Manchester argued:

In the early months and years after arrival, refugees and asylum 
seekers have more time and more motivation [to learn] about 
integration into the host country’s civic and political community. 
Years of disengagement due to lack of voting rights isolates them and 
even after they have obtained British citizenship, the system would 
sound alien to them.

—Afghan male refugee 9, Manchester, 2017 (Sharifi 2018: 15)

Indeed, there is a growing body of evidence that early investment in integration 
programmes is key to the successful long-term incorporation of refugees into the 
cultural, economic and political institutions of host countries (Hainmueller, 
Hangartner and Lawrence 2016). Providing refugees with early access to 
integration programmes and opportunities to rapidly become full members of the 
political community in their host countries is also seen as an effective way of 
avoiding the detrimental consequences of marginalization (Milner 2014).

Figure 2. Challenges to refugees’ formal political participation in host countries
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Another factor that can deter refugees from participating in the formal political 
life of their host country is their prior experience of politics in their country of 
origin. Refugees might have had a negative experience of politics back home, or 
might have been personally subjected to persecution at the hands of the 
government. Any desire to get involved in politics in their host country would 
therefore be a low priority. This was emphasized in the case of Afghans in the 
UK. Most of the respondents who were active as members of political parties or 
candidates in local elections were in their 20s or 30s, which means that they were 
too young to participate in any political activities during the civil war or Taliban 
rule in Afghanistan. The head of an Afghan refugee support organization 
interviewed said that unpleasant experiences back home, such as imprisonment, 
assassination and harassment of members of certain political parties and 
politicians, often led the older generation of Afghan refugees to believe that 
supporting a political party could have dire consequences even in the UK (Sharifi 
2018). Therefore, many older Afghans seemed reluctant to directly engage with 
political parties. Unlike those who were 50 or over, those under 35 seemed to be 
more involved in British politics. For instance, Paimana Asad was three years old 
when she left Afghanistan and came to the UK with her parents. She was brought 
up in England and is now an active member of the Labour Party in north 
London. In an interview with BBC News Persian before the 2015 British general 
elections, she said that it was the lack of attention paid to Afghan refugees by local 
authorities that politicized her: ‘Afghan  politics are leader-centric but British 
politics are more party-centric. Therefore, political practices do not make sense 
for older Afghans here. A lack of interest in and exposure to home politics has 
helped the younger generation of refugees and asylum seekers show a greater 
interest in host country politics’ (BBC News Persian 2015).

Notwithstanding the legal restrictions on the right to vote and stand as 
candidates experienced by refugees in the majority of the host countries discussed 
in this report, participation in and membership of political parties was 
highlighted as an important means of participation in the host country’s political 
life. The legal frameworks regulating membership of and participation in political 
parties vary widely across the different case studies. On the one hand, political 
parties in Sweden and the UK, as well as some parties in Germany, allow non- 
citizens to become members, irrespective of their legal status as refugees. On the 
other hand, in the cases of Kenya, South Africa, Turkey and Uganda, refugees’ 
opportunities to become members of political parties are extremely limited, since 
citizenship is a constitutional or legal requirement for party membership, or in 
the case of Lebanon due to practical barriers.

The South African Constitution grants citizens the right to form a political 
party, stand for public office, recruit, campaign or participate in the activities of a 
political party and vote for legislative bodies. Although in theory this does not 
mean that non-citizens are restricted from joining political parties, the 
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constitution does not protect their right to do so. Furthermore, Chapter 1 of the 
Electoral Act of 2013, which applies to elections for the National Assembly, 
provincial legislatures and municipal councils, defines a voter as a South African 
citizen who is 18 years old or over, and whose name appears on the national 
common voters’  roll. The Act clearly prohibits the Chief Electoral Officer from 
registering anyone who is not a South African citizen on the voters’  roll. 
Furthermore, only registered parties that have submitted candidate lists can 
contest elections in South Africa. Candidate lists are accompanied by an 
undertaking that each candidate is qualified to stand for public office according to 
the terms of the constitution. South Africa’s  Electoral Commission Act also 
reinforces citizenship as a requirement for political party registration because one 
of the requirements for registration is that the party’s deed of foundation must be 
signed by a prescribed number of qualified voters. Therefore, migrants, including 
refugees and asylum seekers, cannot formally hold a position in or form a political 
party or stand for office unless they acquire South African citizenship and thereby 
gain a different legal status.

Membership of some political parties is only open to South African citizens. 
One example is the Inkatha Freedom Party (2012). The official opposition in 
parliament, the Democratic Alliance, extends membership to South African 
citizens and permanent residents (Democratic Alliance 2015). However, the 
African National Congress (ANC), the largest and current ruling party in South 
Africa, opens its membership to South Africans who are 18 years or older and all 
other persons who identify with South Africans and reside in South Africa. Its 
National Executive Committee can also grant honorary membership to people 
outside of these requirements (ANC 2012). This latter category is interesting 
because membership presumably allows all individuals the same opportunity to 
hold various leadership positions in the party, including chairperson and 
president. Established practice suggests that those who hold such senior positions 
in political parties would automatically be nominated for a leadership position in 
the National Assembly and by extension could rise to hold a position in the 
country’s  executive leadership. However, the Constitution makes such 
progression impossible because if they are not citizens, members cannot represent 
their political party in public office, including the National Assembly or 
provincial and local levels of government. None of the refugees interviewed for 
this research were members or active supporters of any South African political 
party, even if some did have a degree of sympathy or preference for certain 
parties. Some respondents expressed support for opposition parties, whose 
members sometimes participated in their protests, for example in marches against 
xenophobia.

In the same vein, non-citizens in Kenya, including refugees, are not entitled to 
become members of a political party, as there is a legal requirement to be a 
registered voter in order to be granted party membership. Therefore refugees 
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cannot join political parties until they have been naturalized. Somali and South 
Sudanese refugees interviewed in Kenya overwhelmingly denied any type of 
engagement in or support for Kenyan political parties. Furthermore, several 
participants felt that their refugee status excluded any involvement in the political 
issues of their host country: ‘As  a refugee, I have no right to talk about the 
political issues of Kenya’ (Opon 2018: 12). Further challenges stem from the fact 
that many refugees arriving in Kenya have negative experiences of political 
processes in their countries of origin. According to a legal expert on refugee rights 
interviewed in Nairobi, this leads to fear of political stigmatization and no desire 
to participate in the politics of the host country (Opon 2018: 12). This was 
evident from the focus group discussions in Kakuma refugee camp in Kenya, and 
more so among South Sudanese refugees.

In Uganda, where there are also legal restrictions on refugees’ access to political 
parties, one South Sudanese refugee in Kampala described how when he was a 
student in Arua District, he had supported a local member of parliament. Given 
his refugee status, he was not able to vote for the candidate or publicly express 
support, so he organized fellow Ugandan youths to attend the candidate’s rallies. 
He was motivated by the candidate’s profession as an engineer, and the fact that 
he had promised to build a dam that would generate power for both Uganda and 
South Sudan (Zakaryan 2018).

In the case of Syrians in Turkey, more than 80 per cent of the Syrian 
participants interviewed for this study denied any implicit or explicit support for 
any Turkish political party. The inclusion of refugee issues on the agendas of 
Turkish political parties and the adoption of policies that would improve the 
situation for refugees emerged as important determinants of refugees’  future 
voting preferences. A Syrian male refugee English teacher in Istanbul stressed that 
he would vote for any party that brought ‘something  to the table’  for refugees 
(Mannix 2018: 13). Furthermore, several participants highlighted that their party 
preferences would be affected by a party’s  ability to accomplish public works 
projects and deliver services. Refugees’  ethnic and religious backgrounds, and 
their flight histories, also played a role in their engagement with Turkish political 
parties. For instance, one respondent who identified as Kurdish informally 
supported the pro-Kurdish HDP, while another Gaziantep-based refugee from 
Idlib who had escaped from the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) supported 
the centre-left secularist Republican People’s Party because of its commitment to 
the separation of church and state. However, the majority of participants claimed 
that no Turkish political party reflected their interests (Mannix 2018: 14).

In a similar way, interviews with key informants in Lebanon showed that there 
is very little room for Syrian refugees to join Lebanese political parties. They can, 
however, unofficially support certain political parties. For example, many of the 
Syrians who support the Assad regime are also supporters of Hezbollah, since 
Hezbollah is fighting in Syria with the regime and against opposition militants 
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(Wight 2017). There are also some cross-regional and cross-sectarian political 
parties, such as the Lebanese Communist Party, the Syrian Social Nationalist 
Party (SSNP) and the Baath party. The latter two are pan-Arab parties. The 
Baath party in Lebanon is the Lebanese chapter of the Arab Baath party, which 
rules Syria. The SSNP, founded in Beirut in 1932, believes in the Syrian Nation 
along a ‘fertile  Crescent’  that includes Cyprus, Iraq,  Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, 
Palestine and Syria (SSNP 2017). However, most political parties in Lebanon are 
very much constituency-based, and most constituencies are homogenous in terms 
of sectarian and/or regional belonging. Many of these parties do not even appeal 
to Lebanese citizens outside their closed constituencies. Hence, Syrian refugees are 
not concerned with joining any of these parties, especially if they are not 
considered part of the closed group and would not identify with the political 
narratives of the party.

In general, it is expected that Syrian refugees will not take part in Lebanese 
politics, as this would be considered foreign interference in Lebanon’s  internal 
affairs. As a Syrian male political activist in Beirut interviewed for the Lebanon 
case study noted:

Syrian refugees are not engaged in Lebanese political parties. There is 
a kind of caution on behalf of parties about involving Syrians, 
because this might eventually be seen as Syrian interference in 
Lebanese internal politics, which is unwelcome. In addition, there are 
no new players on the Lebanese political scene, and old parties do not 
want to bring any change to the status quo.

—Syrian male refugee and political activist 1, Beirut, 2017  
(El-Helou 2018: 13)

It is also important to keep in mind that Syrian activists have been arrested in 
Lebanon, which is a significant deterrent to Syrian refugees becoming politically 
active: ‘Syrian refugees in Lebanon do not take positions in relation to Lebanese 
politics. They would rather keep a low profile in order to avoid getting into 
trouble’ (El-Helou 2018: 13).

In contrast, Sweden, the UK and, to a lesser extent, Germany provide a 
number of opportunities for refugees to join or support political parties in the 
host country. For example, in Sweden any legal resident non-citizen, including 
refugees with permanent residence permits, can join any political party of their 
choice. Party membership can be requested using online forms or by visiting the 
local party office. In certain cases, political parties have adopted voluntary quotas 
to increase internal diversity. For instance, the Social Democratic Party 
(Socialdemokraterna, SAP) has introduced quotas for candidates with non- 
Nordic immigrant backgrounds, including refugees. In the 2014 general 
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elections, one in every four candidates on the SAP list in the electoral district of 
Stockholm was from an immigrant background. These quotas are seen as an 
instrument for implementing the party’s commitment to increase the number of 
politicians from an immigrant background and as a means of rectifying the 
underrepresentation of immigrants in political life (Dähnke et al. 2014). During 
the focus group discussions with Somali refugees in Sweden, many participants 
agreed that the process of becoming a member of a political party in Sweden is 
very simple and open to all, regardless of the potential member’s  legal status as 
refugee or citizen. A naturalized Somali member of the City Council and the SAP 
in Malmö noted: ‘There are a lot of refugees and other immigrants who are active 
members of the SAP. A person can be either a regular or an active member. To be 
an active member, one must pay SEK 240  per year. This is to show your 
commitment to the party and the fee is also part of the financial contribution to 
the party’ (Adan 2018: 14).

In addition, a Somali naturalized refugee in Stockholm underlined the value of 
active membership of political parties:

I have been a member of the Moderate Party for more than five years, 
which has given me a lot of experience through my activities as a 
youth activist in the party. I acted as party recruiter for more than 
one year. I never had any problems in the party. On the contrary, my 
active participation as a party member gave me a lot of opportunities 
to grow personally and professionally.

—Somali naturalized refugee 3, Stockholm, 2017 (Ragab 2018: 16)

Nonetheless, a majority of the respondents from both the Syrian and the 
Somali refugee communities interviewed in Sweden noted that, even though there 
are no restrictive laws and membership requirements, there is still a representation 
gap. Being a politician with an immigrant background may offer a way into 
politics but can in the long run present difficulties for advancement. It is widely 
acknowledged in political circles that internal and external networking and 
connections are very important. Refugees who lack an internal network or 
connections during a party’s  nomination process find it very difficult, if not 
impossible, to break through (Bevelander and Spång 2017). Indeed, candidates 
with a refugee background are often placed in unfavourable positions on party 
lists, with little or no possibility of getting elected. Such discriminatory practices 
by party gatekeepers contribute to a large extent to the underrepresentation of 
refugees in formal political institutions (Dancygier et al. 2015). Although 
immigrants’,  including refugees’,  representation in political assemblies has 
increased in recent decades, the foreign-born population in Sweden is still 
underrepresented (Bevelander and Spång 2017). At the 2010 municipal elections, 
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foreign-born candidates made up 9.1 per cent of the candidates. By the 2014 
elections this figure had increased to 9.7 per cent. A slight increase has also been 
observed in the number of foreign-born municipal councillors, from 7.6 per cent 
in 2010 to 7.7 per cent in 2014 (Valmyndigheten 2014).

A similar conclusion can be drawn from the case of Germany. While all the 
parties represented in the German Parliament (Bundestag) allow membership by 
non-German citizens, membership by non-European migrants of the Christian 
Democratic Union of Germany (Christlich Demokratische Union Deutschlands, 
CDU) is limited to guest status (Bündnis 90/Die Grünen 2016; CDU 2016; Die 
Linke 2016; SPD 2017). The Christian Social Union (Christlich-Soziale Union, 
CSU) allows membership by third country nationals only if that person has lived 
in Germany for at least three years (CSU 2016). Although the proportion of 
parliamentarians of immigrant-origin has been steadily rising, only 37 members 
of the national parliament (5.9 per cent of all members) had a migrant 
background in 2013 (Mediendienst Integration 2013). This figure increased after 
the 2017 elections, when 57 members from an immigrant background were 
elected to the national parliament, which accounts for 8 per cent of all national 
MPs (Mediendienst Integration 2017). An older study on council membership in 
large German cities found an increasing number of council members from a 
migrant background on German city councils. Nonetheless, given that in the 
period September 2006 to March 2011 only 4 per cent of the 4,670 council 
members were of migrant origin, this does not reflect the diversity of the German 
urban population. On average, migrants account for about a quarter of the 
population in the largest cities. Refugees and asylum seekers are even less well 
represented. Only 8.6 per cent of the council members from a migrant 
background surveyed indicated that forced displacement was their reason for 
migration (Schönwälder, Sinanoglu and Volkert 2011).

For the Afghan and Syrian respondents in the Germany case study, besides 
voting, party membership was seen as another way to participate in the political 
life of the country. Four of the Afghan respondents were members of the Social 
Democratic Party of Germany (Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands, SPD), 
but no Syrian respondents were party members. The reasons for joining a 
German political party were diverse, and family background was explicitly 
mentioned by those who had recently arrived in Germany. Being politically 
socialized as well as previous political engagement in their country of origin, but 
also the opportunity to gain experience in democratic practices, were cited as 
important motivating factors. A male representative of an Afghan refugee 
organization in Berlin told how:
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I thought, I am here now and I would like to continue working in 
politics and I also want to study politics, so I thought it might be 
better to join a party. […] I learn a lot about German politics and 
parties, but also about German culture. […] Politics is my goal, my 
blood, I cannot live without politics. I have grown up with politics. 
Also because of the problems of my country, my country needs 
someone to help.

—Afghan male representative of an Afghan refugee organization 1, Berlin, 
2017 (Ragab 2018: 16)

Those newly arrived stated that their choice of party was influenced by the 
active stance of some SPD politicians with regard to the increasing number of 
people seeking protection in Europe. Furthermore, the party’s  agenda on 
immigration and migrants’  rights, as well as positive perceptions of the party’s 
policies on social justice, were among the primary reasons for joining the SPD. 
However, while Afghan party members tried to influence both internal and 
foreign policy through active lobbying, they perceived that their voices were 
ignored by German politicians (Ragab 2018: 16).

On the positive side, in the UK any resident can become a member of a 
political party or form a political group. British political parties’ requirements for 
membership vary, and the most ‘nationalistic’  parties are perhaps surprisingly 
among the most open to foreign supporters (Ferguson 2015). Some British 
political parties, such as the Scottish National Party, the UK Independence Party, 
the Green Party and the Liberal Democrats, allow potential members living 
anywhere in the world to join, regardless of whether they are UK citizens. The 
Conservative Party only accepts UK residents, but does not require members to 
hold British citizenship. The Labour Party, which has the highest number of 
members and highest number of non-British born members, is the strictest with 
regard to membership. It only admits British or Irish citizens, or residents who 
have lived in the UK for at least one year (Ferguson 2015).

The fact that refugees can join a political party even without the right to take 
part in elections meant a lot to many Afghan refugees interviewed in the UK, as it 
has provided a basis for the exercise of their political rights. An Afghan refugee 
and member of the British Labour Party stated that those deprived of voting 
rights could still achieve what a voter might simply by joining a political party: ‘I 
may be deprived of my right to vote but as an active member of the party of my 
choice whose manifesto has been discussed with me, I campaign and earn so 
many votes for the party. The main goal is to make the party win’ (Sharifi 2018: 
14).

Most of the older generation of Afghan refugees and asylum seekers 
interviewed for this study believed that taking part in elections or supporting a 
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political party of their choice would protect or improve their current socio- 
economic circumstances. In addition, the younger generation of Afghan refugees 
and asylum seekers saw political integration and civic engagement as a way 
forward to break into the British socio-political hierarchy and, like other migrant 
nationalities such as Indians, become decision-makers at the local and national 
levels in the UK. One Afghan male refugee in London, a former Labour Party 
candidate, argued: ‘You are only recognized by the size of your voting community 
and when you are represented on an important political platform’ (Sharifi 2018: 
12).

The UK does not currently have any Afghan-born members of parliament or 
elected local councillors. Nonetheless, there are many Afghan refugees across the 
UK who are full members of a political party and some have stood as candidates 
for political parties in local council elections. As she prepared her door-to-door 
campaign for a Labour Party candidate in a north-west London borough during 
the June 2017 general elections, a young Afghan Labour Party member argued 
that: ‘You are only as dominant as the size of your politically active community; 
you only matter if you are seen as a good-sized community of potential voters’. 
Her advice for eligible Afghan refugee voters was as follows:

Our individual or common problems can only be heard and 
addressed by a local MP if he or she is convinced that we can deliver 
him or her votes when it is needed . . . Afghan refugees’ mentality 
towards British elections has improved quite a lot. Five years ago, 
when I was running for local council elections in this borough, 
people were not even prepared to listen to me when I knocked on 
their doors. Although I did not earn enough votes to win that time, 
my appearance changed their minds. . . . The second generation of 
Afghan refugees is far more vibrant and interested in politics now.

—Afghan female refugee 2, former Labour Party candidate, London, 2017 
(Sharifi 2018: 13)

For many refugee respondents across the different case studies, being involved 
socially, politically and culturally in the host society was seen as an important 
aspect of inclusion and belonging, particularly since for many, a sustainable 
return in the near future or a cessation of conflict in their countries of origin 
seemed unlikely. Hence, refugees’ access to electoral rights should not be seen as 
the end point and reward for a successful process of integration, but as an 
instrument facilitating integration itself (Ziegler 2017: 215–17; Huddleston and 
Vink 2015). This argument naturally leads beyond the issue of the democratic 
legitimacy of the overall political system of the host country to consider the 
benefits of active citizenship for refugees (Ebead and McDonough 2017). 
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Enjoying the right to vote has an intrinsic value, as it acknowledges refugees’ 
symbolic membership and sense of belonging to the political community for the 
duration of their stay in their host country. Moreover, it serves the instrumental 
purpose of encouraging refugees to invest in the acquisition of local political 
norms and knowledge, a process that can also be facilitated by their inclusion in 
political parties.
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2. Non-formal political 
participation of refugees in 
their host countries

A lack of citizenship or legal status should not mean that refugees have no voice in 
the political, economic and social affairs of their host country. In fact, groups 
such as refugees, who are often excluded from formal political activities, have an 
even greater need for alternative means of political participation (UN Human 
Rights Council 2014). The UNHCR Zero Draft on Refugees calls on states and 
other relevant stakeholders to ‘include refugees, particularly women and youth, in 
key fora, institutions, and decision-making processes’ and to ‘support consultative 
processes that enable refugees and host communities to assess their own needs and 
help to design appropriate responses’ (UNHCR  2018). In addition, the Zero 
Draft of the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration (UN 
2018) recognizes migrants’ political participation as an important component of  
their integration into host societies, acknowledging that ‘fully integrated migrants 
are better positioned to contribute to prosperity’ (Objective 16).

When formal political participation is not possible, or is hampered by legal and 
practical constraints, refugees may rely on less formal means of engagement to 
make their voices heard. In many host countries, they may count on the support 
of a well-entrenched network of associations, religious and non-religious charities, 
and civil society to provide them with day-to-day assistance and advocate for an 
extension of their rights. Since opportunities for formal participation in the 
decision-making institutions and processes of their host countries are often 
restricted, refugees often resort to non-formal mechanisms of political 
participation to defend what they perceive as their interests. This leads on to a 
consideration of the range and degree of non-formal mechanisms of political 
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participation in host countries. It is possible to distinguish between at least three 
means of non-formal political participation: (a) consultative  bodies; (b) CSOs; 
and (c) protests  and grassroots initiatives. Each can have an important political 
value and make an impact on the political life of the host country.

Consultative bodies

In Europe, consultative bodies were initially introduced to compensate for the 
absence of formal means of political participation for the general population of 
resident non-citizens. The issue figured prominently in the debate preceding the 
adoption of the Council of Europe’s 1992 Convention on the Participation of 
Foreigners in Public Life at Local Level. Article 5 of the Convention, which 
entered into force in 1997, provides that contracting states should: ‘encourage 
and facilitate the establishment of consultative bodies or the making of other 
appropriate institutional arrangements for the representation of foreign residents 
by local authorities in whose area there is a significant number of foreign 
residents’ (Council of Europe 1992). Consultative bodies at the national or local 
level were perceived as a measure for fostering structured dialogue between 
immigrant groups and governments. Recent research by the European Union 
Fundamental Rights Agency found consultative bodies operating at the local or 
regional level in several EU member states, such as the Czech Republic, 
Denmark, Germany, Greece, Finland, France, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Luxembourg, 
Poland and Spain (EU FRA 2017). Although the structure, composition, 
functions and mandates of consultative bodies differ significantly across the 
various host countries, they are established based on the central idea of enabling 
representatives of migrant groups to consult with national or local authorities on 
issues that affect them. Of the eight host countries examined in this report, 
consultative bodies were found in Germany and Uganda.

In Germany, the strict citizenship regime combined with a political franchise 
reserved for citizens has created a large population of disenfranchised people 
among not just the immigrant population, but also their descendants born and 
raised in Germany. Given the lack of opportunities for traditional forms of 
democratic participation, foreign advisory, migration and integration councils 
(Ausländer-, Migrations-, Integrationsbeiräte) have been established in various 
German cities and municipalities since the mid-1970s to ensure political 
representation of migrants at the local level. Regulation of the formation of these 
consultative bodies is governed by the different constitutions of the German 
federal states. Berlin, Bremen, North Rhine-Westphalia (NRW) and Hesse oblige 
municipalities with a certain proportion of non-German citizens to establish 
migrant advisory councils, whereas the constitutions of Baden-Württemberg, 
Bavaria, Lower Saxony and Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania do not have any 
specific regulations (Gesemann and Roth 2014). In addition, some federal states 
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have enacted ‘Integration’  or ‘Participation’  laws, which enshrine a number of 
binding regulations on the representation of migrants (Expert Council of German 
Foundations 2017).

Unsurprisingly, states such as NRW and Hesse, which have a long tradition 
and strong regulatory framework, tend to have larger numbers of migrant 
consultative bodies, compared to states like Bavaria in which such measures are 
lacking (Dietz, Eißel and Naumann 2013). A study on local integration policies 
(Gesemann, Roth and Aumüller 2012) revealed that 64.2 per cent of 
municipalities have an institutionalized form of migrant representation, and 
major cities are particularly active in promoting such bodies. The composition, 
appointment of members and main statutes of migrant advisory committees vary 
according to the different regulations in their constitutions. In some cases, 
representatives are elected by the non-German population, while in others 
members are selected by the municipal council. Often, integration councils tend 
to have an advisory function, and therefore can only advocate for the interests of 
immigrant populations but not make binding decisions. Furthermore, it has been 
highlighted that next to the lack of decision-making power, the scarce financial 
resources of many integration councils limit their capacity to exert influence at 
the communal level (Hunger and Candan 2009). In addition, the low turnout in 
many council elections, which is on average around 10 per cent, poses a challenge 
to the legitimacy of migrant representative bodies (Vicente 2011).

For example, the Director of the Cologne Integration Council interviewed for 
this research told how it pursues its objectives to promote equality of opportunity 
for migrants to participate in urban society and to highlight the migrant 
perspective on issues of concern at the city level. The council is made up of two- 
thirds directly elected migrant representatives and one-third council members 
nominated by the political parties represented on the city council. Every person 
who has permanent residence status in Germany and has been registered in 
Cologne for at least three months can stand for election and is eligible to vote for 
a migrant representative. Given the temporary nature of their legal status in 
Germany, people in the asylum process or with refugee status are not allowed to 
run for or participate in the elections to the integration council. In light of this, 
efforts have been made by the council to reach out to the refugee population in 
Cologne and to create contacts with refugee organizations in order to safeguard 
their interests and ensure that their needs are being addressed by the municipality 
(Ragab 2018: 12). 
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Figure 3. Consultative bodies

The interviews with Afghan and Syrian refugees in Germany revealed that 
engaging in consultative bodies, such as migrant advisory committees 
(Ausländerbeiräte) and integration or migration councils, is seen as a way to 
ensure their political representation at the local and regional levels. For instance, 
one Afghan respondent was a member of a city district migration council in 
Berlin, which comprises representatives of migrant organizations, local politicians, 
the police and staff members of the Federal Office for Migration and Refugees, as 
well as NGO representatives. Representatives of migrant organizations are not 
directly elected but have to apply for a position at the local integration office. The 
work of the migration council addresses the various aspects and challenges of 
migration and integration at the district level, ranging from the provision of 
integration courses to long-term programmes of anti-racism work. In addition, 
the respondent had recently been elected to the Council for Integration and 
Migration Questions in the state of Berlin (Landesbeirat für Integrations- und 
Migrationsfragen). This body makes recommendations on the further 
development of integration policy at the state level. Given the advisory function 
of these councils, their influence and capacity to shape migration and integration 
policies very much depend on the willingness and openness of the local and 
regional governments. According to the respondent: ‘Of course, they also promise 
us a lot with the new government. On the one hand certain people were 
responsible for the fact that it [the council] was established in the first place. They 
take our suggestions very seriously, so we expect a lot from it’ (Ragab 2018: 17).
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Consultative bodies are not the exclusive prerogative of European countries but 
exist in one form or another in the Middle East and North Africa region and in 
sub-Saharan Africa. The case of Refugee Welfare Committees (RWCs) 
introduced in Uganda as an alternative mechanism for political participation is an 
illustrative example. RWCs are made up of directly elected representatives in 
refugee settlements. Refugees elect leaders to serve as liaisons between the Office 
of the Prime Minister (OPM), service delivery partners and refugee communities. 
RWC structures are a non-political mirror of the local council system and are 
positioned to complement the work of the OPM. They are not established by 
law, however, and confine refugees to settlement-specific issues, such as ensuring 
that food rations are distributed properly and mediating household or 
community-based conflicts as they arise. Although this system has proved an 
effective way for settlement authorities to maintain communication with refugees, 
it is not a method of governance that is initiated or driven by refugees themselves. 
In the five refugee settlements sampled for this research, refugee leaders raised the 
restrictive nature of their role and the inability to participate as stakeholders in the 
decision-making processes relevant to them. As a Congolese refugee leader noted:

The first thing we were told when we arrived here was no 
involvement in politics in either Congo or Uganda . . . [The] RWC 
system is effective but RWCs cannot make a decision OPM doesn’t 
want. [RWC] candidates must be approved by the OPM, sometimes 
[elections] are transparent, but sometimes not.

—Congolese RWC refugee leader 1, Nakivale, 2017 (Zakaryan 2018: 14)

A member of a Congolese student association in Kampala stated that refugee 
leaders are not able to be fully autonomous in their roles and can be easily 
influenced by the settlement authorities, given the poverty and internal 
corruption that characterize refugee settlements. Throughout the course of this 
research, Congolese and South Sudanese leaders commonly described their roles 
as symbolic rather than operational. According to South Sudanese RWC leaders 
in Nyumanzi, ‘Advocating  for refugee issues is not easy . . . we receive no 
feedback yet leaders are called the “voice of the community”—it is useless . . . no 
one consults refugees on service delivery and food reduction’ (Zakaryan  2018: 
14).

Despite the limitations of the RWCs, they have led to positive developments in 
expanding leadership roles for men and women. For instance, the Nyumanzi 
Refugee Settlement hosts South Sudanese refugees who arrived in Uganda in 
2013. In 2017 women began serving in RWC leadership positions largely as a 
result of lobbying by OPM officials. One female refugee leader reflected on the 
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cultural aspects that initially limited her involvement and on her current 
opportunities as a leader:

I was a leader in my village [in South Sudan] only because women 
were many and men were few. According to Dinka culture, women 
cannot be elected to village level leadership and they cannot speak in 
the presence of men. Now we, as refugee leaders, are the link between 
the issues on the ground and the OPM and UNHCR, but we do not 
have further political participation.

—South Sudanese refugee leader 1, Nyumanzi, 2017 (Zakaryan 2018: 14)

Along the same lines, when asked to identify and elaborate on ways that 
refugees could have a larger say in host country policymaking, Syrian respondents 
in Turkey expressed the need for consultative bodies that would represent Syrian 
refugees at the national and municipal levels:

We need some kind of committee or representative body in countries 
where there are a large number of refugees. Such committees would 
regularly visit the refugee camps and places where there is a 
concentration of people. They would then be in contact with the 
government and advocate for refugees’ interests.

—Syrian female refugee 1, fashion designer, Gaziantep, 2017 (Mannix 
2018: 14)

Therefore, although the roles and decision-making powers of consultative 
bodies are often rather limited, they do have an important—at least symbolic— 
value in representing the wider refugee communities and developing positive 
refugee–host community relations. Consultative bodies can also serve as a 
unifying platform for refugees to advocate for the issues most prevalent in their 
communities and as a mechanism to facilitate refugees’ participation in political 
life and enhance their sense of belonging in the society of their host country, 
despite their lack of formal electoral and citizenship rights.

Participation in civil society organizations

Participation in CSOs in their host countries can offer a degree of empowerment 
for refugees and a significant platform to make their voices heard. It can also serve 
as an important means of integration into the host society by providing 
opportunities to interact and to build bridges between the refugee population and 
local communities in pursuit of a common cause. In all the case studies 



International IDEA  55

2. Non-formal political participation of refugees in their host countries

conducted for this report, respondents discussed various examples of engagement 
with CSOs, either assuming a prominent role as founders or becoming involved 
as members.

In the case of Afghan refugees in the UK, engagement in CSOs and charities, 
as well as cultural and literary associations, offers common spaces where 
naturalized and non-naturalized refugees, as well as asylum seekers, take part on 
the same platform and advocate for a common cause, irrespective of their legal or 
citizenship status (Staniewicz 2015). Cultural and literary unions were 
particularly popular among refugee groups. Small and run by Afghans for 
Afghans, they present a unique opportunity for older and younger generations of 
Afghan refugees and asylum seekers to gather in one place. Some of these entities 
are not formally registered and keep a low profile by gathering for cultural, 
literary or political discussions. Other more regular groups, such as fundraising, 
advocacy and lobbying entities, are registered in England and Wales either as 
charities or as Community Interest Companies, which are social enterprises that 
use their profits and assets for the public good. If an entity’s annual income is less 
than GBP 5,000,  there is usually no need to register as a union or community 
group (Charity Commission 2014). These groups often advocate for refugees’ 
rights and offer support to newly arrived refugees. Trade unions are also a useful 
platform where professional and skilled refugees can find help and support to 
further their professional interests (Staniewicz 2015). Some trade unions have 
more relaxed and open membership policies, and even accept asylum seekers. For 
example, the National Union of Journalists allows membership for UK-based 
asylum seekers who are prevented by law from working in the UK, and they are 
not required to pay subscription fees (National Union of Journalists 2017). 
Despite the favourable legal framework and openness of CSOs towards refugees, 
however, a notable challenge highlighted by many respondents was lack of 
funding. For example, a representative of the Paiwand Afghan Association in 
London, working on issues related to refugees and asylum seekers in the UK, told 
how while there is interest from public and private bodies in funding integration 
projects for refugees, such as social and cultural activities, public awareness 
projects aimed at improving civic and political participation by refugees and 
asylum seekers, which are equally crucial for integration into British society, are 
not backed by public and private donors and have not been officially recognized 
as an important aspect of integration (Sharifi 2018: 16).

In Sweden refugees also have the right to establish organizations and 
associations. According to the Swedish anti-discrimination law and the right to 
equality enshrined in the constitution, refugees’  organizations are funded and 
supported by the state and local municipalities through the Swedish Agency for 
Youth and Civil Society (Myndigheten för ungdoms och civilsamhällesfrågor, 
MUCF). There are no legal restrictions on migrants or other minority groups 
joining or setting up CSOs (Mundzic 2015). The requirements for establishing 
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an association or organization involve a few simple technical and legal steps, most 
notably registration of the new organization with the relevant institutions. Hence, 
many refugee groups have founded their own organizations on arrival in Sweden. 
Many of these local refugees’  organizations participate in national networks or 
umbrella organizations of immigrants from the same country of origin or with the 
same cultural background. For example, the Group of Ethnic Associations in 
Sweden (Samarbetsorgan för etniska organisationer i Sverige, SIOS) is an 
umbrella organization for around 20 groups. The organization focuses on 
immigrants’ native language and culture, equality and democracy, and as of 2014 
had around 80,000 individual members (Bivald et al. 2014). Furthermore, a 
number of associations are well known and very active among the Syrian and 
Somali groups. The Syrian National Association in Sweden (Syrianska 
Riksförbundet) was founded in 1978 and as of 2015 had 12,653 members. The 
association’s mission is to protect the Syrian minority’s ethnic, cultural, linguistic 
and social interests (Mundzic 2015). Another example is the Somali National 
Association of Sweden (Somaliska Riksförbundet i Sverige), which aims to 
promote community development and political participation in both Sweden and 
Somalia (Somaliska Riksförbundet i Sverige 2017). Other organizations focus on 
social issues at the community level. As stated by one Somali female refugee in 
Stockholm: ‘I am a member of a youth network targeting refugee youth between 
17 and 25 years old. We organize events such as university days, discussion 
forums, graduation dinners and lectures in various locations’ (Adan 2018: 15).

Refugees in Sweden have also established CSOs to advocate for political 
inclusion and provide capacity-building for young refugee leaders. An illustrative 
example is the Young Republic, a youth organization working to empower young 
Syrians and foster democratic participation, civic engagement and social inclusion 
in their host communities (Adan 2018). Another notable example is Järva 
Veckan, an annual forum that brings together Swedish political party leaders with 
representatives of migrant and refugee organizations, local authorities, private 
companies and citizens to discuss issues related to integration, diversity and 
inclusion. The initiative was started by a Somali refugee in 2016 and takes place 
in a suburb with a high concentration of migrants and refugees, with a view to 
reducing the gap between suburban residents and politicians, creating better 
conditions for migrants and refugees to engage in politics and putting their 
questions on the political agenda (Expressen 2017; Global Village 2017). Others, 
such as the Somali Association of Sweden, do not directly advocate for the 
political participation of refugees but instead cooperate with various stakeholders 
to promote the interests of the Somali community in Sweden. They also organize 
awareness-raising and training activities for newly arrived refugees to inform them 
at an early stage about their rights and obligations, increase their understanding of 
the host country and contribute to smoother integration. According to one 
member of the City Council in Malmö:
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The integration of refugees and their children plays a crucial role in 
the civic and political life of the host country. Obtaining a residence 
permit and citizenship allows the refugees the right to vote, take part 
in formal political life and be involved in all levels of the decision- 
making process in society. Many EU countries, including Sweden, 
are realizing that refugees have become important political 
stakeholders for both the host country and their country of origin. 
Sadly, many of them [refugees] are not aware of how significant their 
participation in the politics of the host country is.

—Somali City Council member, Malmö, 2017 (Adan 2018: 16)

At the same time, among the challenges highlighted by several participants in 
the Sweden case study was insufficient knowledge and information about the 
various mechanisms for non-formal participation in political life, as well as the 
lack of resources and contacts. They indicated that refugees who have obtained 
Swedish citizenship have a higher rate of participation, mostly attributable to 
their long residence and network of connections (Adan 2018). Refugee 
organizations and associations with a long history of political participation in 
Sweden have more experience and easier access to resourses and contacts than 
newly established ones (Mundzic 2015).

In the case of Germany, migrant organizations are actively supported with 
financial aid and capacity-building provided by the Federal Office for Migration 
and Refugees (Bundesamt für Migration und Flüchtlinge, BAMF 2016). Besides 
this federal initiative, there are several programmes at the state and local levels 
that aim to foster migrants’  self-organization (Gesemann and Roth 2014; 
Gesemann et al. 2012). As an example at the regional level, the Ministry for 
Labour, Integration and Social Issues in the state of NRW provides capacity 
development and financial resources specifically tailored to the needs of migrant 
organizations (MAIS NRW 2017). In addition to state-led initiatives, several 
CSOs and political foundations promote civic and political participation by 
asylum seekers and refugees in Germany. For instance, Politische Partizipation 
mit und von Geflüchteten (Political participation with and for refugees), an 
initiative of the Heinrich Böll Foundation in NRW, seeks to develop concepts for 
political education in dialogue with the displaced population, as well as other 
local initiatives on refugee assistance. The workshops in this initiative found that 
in addition to dialogue, the training of volunteers and the empowerment of 
refugees should be central tasks of political education. Often, participants had 
already acquired broad knowledge of the political context not just of their 
countries of origin, but also of European societies. Hence, involving the target 
group in the design of political education services based on dialogue ensures that 
relevant needs can be addressed. At the same time, target group-specific challenges 



58   International IDEA

Political Participation of Refugees: Bridging the Gaps

related to language limitations and experiences of displacement make work in this 
area more complex compared to conventional educational work. In particular, 
there is a need for qualified personnel trained to deal in a sensitive way with 
people who have experienced conflict and displacement. Additional resources will 
therefore be needed to empower the newcomers to become an equal part of 
society. According to the Director of the Heinrich Böll Foundation:

If we think long term, politically participating people are always 
better for a democracy than a mass that is dissatisfied. 
(Ragab 2018: 13)

In another example, the pilot project Teilhabe durch Engagement: Das 
Engagement von und mit Flüchtlingen stärken (Participation through 
engagement: Strengthen the engagement of and for refugees), implemented by 
the Bundesarbeitsgemeinschaft der Freiwilligenagenturen (BAGFA), aims to 
foster, encourage and support civic participation by refugees and asylum seekers 
in 10 cities across Germany. At the same time, the project aims to ease those 
newly arrived in Germany into voluntary engagement with the host society. It 
also supports CSOs, associations and initiatives in the host country to open 
themselves up to refugee engagement. The interim conclusions of the project 
show that there is a high degree of willingness to become engaged in the host 
community among the target group, and that many participants had already 
acquired experience of voluntary work in their country of origin. One of the 
success factors for reaching out to the target group was to create spaces for 
encounters in which both the newly arrived and local volunteers can share their 
experiences.

As highlighted by a BAGFA project manager interviewed for this case study, 
among the main challenges are the prejudices of some German CSOs, which tend 
to consider refugees as victims that are vulnerable, traumatized and problematic, 
rather than as active individuals with useful resources and skills that can 
contribute to the host society (Ragab 2018: 13). Another potential challenge is 
related to state funding of migrant organizations. Although state support for 
migrant organizations can address structural barriers to conventional funding, 
state-led funding schemes often tend to favour bigger umbrella organizations. In 
addition, preference is given to similar projects led by organizations already 
established in the host society, while newly established migrant organizations 
struggle to access such funding (Weiss 2013). Furthermore, many Afghan and 
Syrian respondents in Germany perceived that even if their voices were heard, 
they were seen as the voices of ‘the  refugees’  and not of independent political 
actors. They were concerned about the portrayal of refugees in the mainstream 
media and the public discourse as either passive victims in need of assistance or a 
threat to European society, identity, culture and security. Knowledge of the host 
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country’s  language was also identified as a crucial barrier not just to articulating 
political demands, but also to experiencing and understanding the local context 
and culture in order to be able to engage actively in non-formal political 
participation (Ragab 2018: 18–19).

In South Africa, there is no legislation or policy to restrict the formation of 
refugee associations or CSOs. On the contrary, legislation and structures have 
been put in place to support the establishment of such organizations. These range 
from faith- and community-based organizations to other developmental and 
social organizations. According to Statistics South Africa (2017), a non-profit 
organization must be a legal entity created by process of law. Among the different 
categories of non-profit organizations, refugee groups are likely to come under 
indigenous or territorial groups, which are organized around either cultural or 
ethnic groupings or a particular geographic area, mainly for the purpose of 
improving the welfare of their members (Statistics South Africa 2017). The 1996 
Bill of Rights (Chapter 2 of the 1996 Constitution) discusses rights such as 
equality, freedom of expression and association, freedom of opinion and freedom 
to demonstrate, picket and petition. These are extended to all, including refugees.

A number of CSOs represent Congolese refugees and other categories of 
migrants in South Africa. Many of these allow membership and participation by 
citizens and non-citizens alike. In one way or another, a majority of the refugees 
interviewed either actively participate in or contribute to the activities of refugee 
associations, CSOs and grassroots initiatives. The objectives and activities of the 
various CSOs working in and for refugee communities vary but most 
organizations seem to offer direct assistance such as legal, medical and psycho- 
social support. Other organizations focus on civil and political issues and are 
mainly concerned with influencing people, outcomes and processes in the country 
of origin, using various strategies and tactics. In addition, organizations such as 
the Legal Resource Centre, the Adonis Musati Project, the Scalabrini Centre, the 
Consortium for Refugees and Migrants in South Africa (CoRMSA), Lawyers for 
Human Rights, Africans Unite and various law clinics offer legal advice and 
litigation services to vulnerable groups, including refugees and asylum seekers 
(Mpeiwa 2018: 18). The more politically inclined civil society groups are 
increasingly networking and lobbying South African political parties. They 
mainly target opposition parties and court the media on matters of potential 
mutual interest. Among the biggest challenges faced by refugees with regard to 
their civic and political participation in South Africa are the attitudes and actions 
of host communities, which are influenced by politicians, traditional leaders and 
other prominent figures. The sentiment that refugees and other migrants are 
being ‘done  a favour’ by host communities and South Africans perpetuates the 
negative perception of migrants and elevates South African’s sense of superiority 
at the expense of non-nationals. As a result, most foreign nationals, including 
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refugees, feel unwelcome and threatened in their host communities (Mpeiwa 
2018: 22).

Refugees in Uganda are allowed to engage in social associations and CSOs as 
long as they are not politically motivated. Article 29(g) of the Refugees Act of 
2006 states that refugees ‘have the right of association as regards to non-political 
and non-profit making associations and trade unions’,  but political activity at 
either the local or the national level is prohibited. Restrictions on political 
engagement in Uganda are also contained in article 35(d), according to which a 
recognized refugee ‘shall  not engage in any political activities within Uganda, 
whether at local or national level’. Refugees have the right to organize themselves 
in social, cultural and religious platforms and, to some extent, contribute to the 
governance processes of humanitarian service delivery. Furthermore, article 35(e) 
requires that a refugee must not ‘undertake any political activities within Uganda 
against any country, including his or her country of origin’.

According to a Senior Protection Coordinator and international NGO 
representative working at the Elegu Reception Centre in Adjumani, the 
restrictions on refugees engaging in Ugandan politics or the political affairs of 
their country of origin are generally justified by the need to disengage from the 
‘bad  politics’  that led to their exile (Zakaryan 2018: 10). Many refugees 
interviewed for the Uganda case study immediately recalled being informed by 
the OPM that they were not permitted to engage in politics, but could participate 
in community-based associations specific to the challenges of, and development 
and economic initiatives in, their immediate surroundings. Most of the 
humanitarian and development organizations that support social and civic 
programmes gear their work to supporting refugees and host communities to 
create by-laws for guiding their coexistence or helping refugees to understand the 
Ugandan legal system in relation to the national and international laws 
mandating their protection.

The field research carried out in Uganda found that refugee-led organizations 
arise from the gaps that refugees experience in service delivery. While initially 
responding to the need to improve conditions in exile, these organizations evolved 
to address the prospect of repatriation. For example, one refugee-led organization 
that has the joint aims of promoting the interests of Uganda-based refugee 
communities and implementing programmes in the DRC was formed in 
Uganda’s  Kyangwali Refugee Settlement in the south-west of the country in 
2005. Its dual objective is to respond to the lack of educational opportunities for 
DRC refugee youth in Uganda and to position those same youth to contribute 
positively to the development of the DRC on their return. An organization 
representative in Kampala discussed the programmes that have been developed 
and utilized in Uganda and are now being implemented in the DRC:
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We are organizing training on entrepreneurship so our youth can end 
their dependency on aid, sustain themselves and manage resources in 
a good way . . . [and] leadership training so they can serve their 
communities and not personal interests. . . . [Young people are] 
encouraged to develop both as a community and as individuals.

—Congolese male refugee and NGO representative 1, Kampala, 2017 
(Zakaryan 2018: 16)

In Turkey, there is some space for the direct engagement of refugees in CSOs. 
In order to form a dernek (non-profit association) in Turkey, an interested party 
must apply to the Turkish Interior Ministry Bureau of Associations (Dernekler 
Dairesi Başkanlığı) (Turkish Interior Ministry Bureau of Associations n.d.). The 
organization must have seven founding members, who should be Turkish citizens 
or foreigners with proof of permission to settle in Turkey, such as a residence or 
work permit (Turkish Interior Ministry Bureau of Associations n.d.). A dernek 
also requires 17 board members, who can be foreign nationals. The board can 
comprise the seven founding members and 10 additional members or 17 different 
citizens or resident non-citizens. As of June 2017 there was one community 
centre NGO founded by a non-Syrian foreign national working with refugees in 
Istanbul. It was in the process of applying to become a dernek  and planned to 
have one Syrian with temporary protection on its board, subject to government 
approval. While the NGO founder had faced inquiries from the government 
regarding the number of foreigners on the board, she had been told that there was 
no limit to the number of foreign nationals with a residency permit who could 
serve on it (Mannix 2018: 11).

For their part, Syrian-led or Syrian-focused CSOs and NGOs based in Turkey 
mainly focus on closing the gaps left by government provision of essential, short- 
term services rather than on long-term rights such as civic and political 
participation. The NGO Citizens for Syria lists 67 NGOs that have headquarters 
or offices in Turkey and work in the areas of health, development, politics, 
emergency relief and the media. In addition, there are many more organizations 
in Turkey with varying capacities, missions and scopes. These include for-profit 
‘consulting’  firms based in Gaziantep that are run by and employ Syrians in 
Turkey to carry out monitoring and evaluation services or cross-border capacity- 
building projects (Citizens for Syria n.d.). In addition, smaller CSOs in Turkey 
often provide activities and vocational training to urban Syrians in Istanbul 
(Small Projects Istanbul, Ad.dar, Yusra Community Center, Pages Bookstore) and 
Gaziantep (Kırkayak). These often double as cultural and education centres. For 
example, Pages Bookstore in Istanbul sells Arabic language books and organizes 
live music performances and plays, Ad.dar offers Turkish and English lessons, and 
Small Projects Istanbul offers skills development programmes specifically for 
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Syrian women by teaching them handicrafts. Another example is Refugee Rights 
Turkey, which provides free legal assistance to Syrian refugees, with a view to 
mitigating the challenges linked to refugees’  access to justice. Overall, the 
organizations with the greatest capacity and freedom to operate inside Turkey are 
those that assist with the immediate and humanitarian needs of Syrians. 
Meanwhile many organizations lack capacity, such as human resources, 
organizational structures and staffing (Mannix 2018: 15–16).

On the other hand, the examples of Kenya and Lebanon present a more 
difficult reality for refugees’  participation in CSOs. The legal, regulatory and 
financial frameworks for NGOs in Lebanon do not specifically mention whether 
a refugee can establish a CSO. However, legislative decision no. 369 of 1939 
stipulates that foreigners have the right to form an association by virtue of a 
special decree issued by the Council of Ministers (Ministry of Social Affairs, 
Lebanon 2004). In practice, this has proved to be a very difficult procedure, as 
various councils of ministers have adopted a conservative attitude to granting 
formal recognition for foreign NGOs in Lebanon, especially Syrian ones. Hence, 
Syrian refugees mainly convene in informal groups that are not officially 
registered or resort to Lebanese covers to register their organizations, exactly as 
Palestinian refugees have consistently done since they settled in Lebanon. Some of 
the Syrian participants in the Lebanon case study were active in CSOs in 
Lebanon, mainly in the fields of emergency response and development. Despite 
the restrictions that non-Lebanese citizens face on registering NGOs, the 
Lebanese government ‘takes  a laissez faire approach to NGO regulation and 
foreign NGOs can work informally in Lebanon without disturbance, unless they 
engage in “suspicious  activities”’ (Elbayar  2005). The interviews showed that, 
despite the specific administrative challenges, there are many windows of 
opportunity for participation by Syrian refugees in civil society activities in 
Lebanon. A Syrian male refugee and political activist in Beirut explained:

In 2013, our group of volunteers became an NGO. We are five 
founders, four Lebanese and one Syrian. Although this is not against 
the law, the establishment of the organization took a lot of time, 
because one of the founders was Syrian. The Lebanese authorities 
used the pretext of the US sanctions against Syrians. Even banks did 
not want to open accounts for us, but then it worked using 
connections.

—Syrian male refugee and political activist 1, Beirut, 2017 (El-Helou 2018: 
14)

In the same vein, a female refugee and political activist stated that after futile 
efforts to register an NGO in Lebanon, she gave up and decided to register the 
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same NGO in the Netherlands, which continued to operate under cover in 
Lebanon (El-Helou 2018). ‘Touch of a Rose’  constitutes another example of a 
CSO working with Syrians in Lebanon. It is led by Syrian refugees and 
implements training activities aimed at introducing young Syrians and Lebanese 
to the concepts of civic education, critical thinking and the principles of 
democracy (European Endowment for Democracy 2017). Furthermore, the 
Syrian Centre for Political and Strategic Studies publishes studies on Syria-related 
socio-economic and political issues. Its mission revolves around educating citizens 
and activists about Syria’s ‘political, economic, social, and strategic perspectives’, 
through different types of conferences, publications and studies. The centre also 
translates major books and research papers on Syria in the fields of economics, 
political and social science, and cultural studies (Syrian Centre for Political and 
Strategic Studies n.d.). The Syrian League for Citizenship is an example of 
Syrian-led civil society activity focused on issues of political participation. It was 
founded by a Syrian female refugee and political activist in Beirut, who was one 
of the respondents to the Lebanon case study:

We work on building the capacity and raising the awareness of Syrian 
youth on issues related to citizenship and rights, through established 
contacts inside Syria whereby awareness raising sessions and capacity 
development workshops are conducted. The Syrian League for 
Citizenship is a gathering of people focusing on the values linked to 
the relationship between the citizen and the government and among 
citizens themselves. The mission is related to the idea of citizenship 
and the democratic state that is founded on four principles: freedom, 
participation, equality and responsibility, where both men and 
women have their rights and duties fulfilled without any form of 
discrimination.

—Syrian female refugee and political activist 1, Beirut, 2017 (El-Helou 
2018: 15)

Another example is Basmeh and Zeitooneh, an organization that started 
working for the benefit of Syrian refugees in 2012. It began by undertaking field 
visits in areas where the most marginalized and vulnerable Syrian refugees and 
asylum seekers lived. The main goal of these visits was to assess needs and identify 
gaps left by other aid agencies. The purpose is also to support and empower the 
refugees, in addition to building their sense of belonging to the host society 
through the establishment of community centres in different regions across the 
country and the formation of partnerships with local stakeholders (El-Helou 
2018: 15).
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Lastly, in the case of Kenya, the possession of a Kenyan ID card is a key legal 
requirement when forming any organization, including non-profit organizations 
and NGOs. As a result, refugees are not allowed to formally establish their own 
CSOs unless they have obtained Kenyan citizenship. One of the few avenues left 
for political participation is informal engagement with civil society or advocacy 
groups run by others and the conduct of informal participatory processes in the 
refugee camps. For instance, periodic elections of camp leaders at the block, zone 
and camp levels are held in Kakuma camp every three years. The Kenyan 
Department of Refugee Affairs functions as the ‘electoral management body’ that 
oversees the elections, while the Jesuit Refugee Service provides returning officers 
and logistical support. The elections are hotly contested, campaigning is allowed 
within the camp and forums are held to discuss candidates’ plans to improve the 
welfare and living conditions of refugees. In addition, by-elections are held when 
leaders are resettled to other host countries. Although the focus group participants 
in Kakuma acknowledged that they had participated in these elections, the fact 
that they were exclusively for refugees led them to perceive them as ‘less serious’. 
Their attitude was reinforced by the fact that in reality, political power and 
decision-making remained in the host community. Participants in the Kenyan 
case study argued that such elections should involve the host community, and 
that issues such as legal status, camp conditions, and the movement and security 
of refugees should be part of the campaign agenda (Opon 2018: 13–14).

As the cases examined above show, in all the host countries except Kenya there 
are no significant legal barriers preventing refugees from founding or becoming 
members of CSOs. Despite the various practical challenges outlined above, a 
plethora of refugee-led or refugee-focused CSOs have emerged that provide 
important avenues for refugees to engage in the civic and political life of their 
host countries, make their voices heard, strengthen the links with the native-born 
population and feel part of the host society.

Protests and grassroots initiatives

Another mechanism for non-formal political participation by refugees in their 
host country is through protests and grassroots initiatives, two means of 
mobilization that essentially depend on the host country’s  commitment to 
guaranteeing the exercise of the fundamental rights of association and protest. 
These activities can be exercised regardless of legal status as refugees, asylum 
seekers or citizens, and often provide meaningful ways to express the challenges 
faced by communities in making their voices heard.

In the case of Sweden, protests are mostly linked to resistance to changes in 
Swedish refugee and asylum policy or other issues affecting refugees at the 
community level. For instance, in 2016 refugees united their voices with 
grassroots initiatives to protest in Stockholm and 14 other cities against forced 
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deportations and the abolition of permanent residence permits for refugees 
(Mortimer 2016). Other examples include the organization of protests against 
restrictions on the naturalization of Somali refugees, who have to wait three years 
more than other refugees to be eligible for naturalization (Adan 2018: 17).

For Afghan and Syrian respondents in Germany, there was a palpable need to 
participate in political movements in their host country, given their exclusion 
from electoral rights. The more recent refugee-led grassroots initiatives tend to be 
more enduring, and their actors nationally and internationally connected (Klotz 
2016; Schröder 2016). For example, a migrant- and refugee-led grassroots 
movement has emerged in light of the current political debate and policy 
environment in Germany, which considers that there are safe areas in Afghanistan 
to which rejected asylum seekers can be returned. According to Afghan 
respondents who were involved in this initiative, it aims to mobilize solidarity 
against deportations in wider German society and to advocate for equal 
opportunities in the integration process. As part of this initiative, the Forum for 
Afghan Migrants was established in Cologne by Afghan asylum seekers in 2016 to 
enable all Afghan people to participate in integration and language courses, to 
fight against deportations from Cologne to Afghanistan and to counter racism, 
discrimination and xenophobia. The activities of the forum range from practical 
assistance with government agencies and doctors’  visits and the organization of 
information events on asylum procedures, to organizing political campaigns and 
protests.

Another example is the protest camp organized by asylum seekers in front of 
the BAMF building in Dortmund in 2015. Around 100 asylum seekers protested 
for 54 days, demanding the repeal of the Dublin Regulation—which defines the 
obligations of states in evaluating the asylum claims presented by people who 
arrive in Europe (European Parliament and European Council 2013)—as well as 
faster processing of asylum applications, facilitated conditions for family 
reunification, German language courses for all asylum seekers and facilitated 
access to work and higher education for asylum seekers. According to a Syrian 
respondent who was one of the organizers of the camp, the initiative was an 
important way to put pressure on local authorities to improve the living 
conditions of asylum seekers and to raise awareness among the wider German 
public. Furthermore, according to some Syrian respondents, their political 
activism aims to challenge the discourse of pity that they feel is present in the 
current debate about refugees, as well as the perceived restrictiveness of European 
asylum policies, by highlighting the complexity and diversity of refugees’ 
experiences. They also seek to connect the political struggle for human rights, and 
against the marginalization of and discrimination against refugees, with the 
geopolitical root causes of forced displacement, by providing information about 
the embeddedness of the Syrian conflict in broader geopolitical power struggles. 
In this respect, a male Syrian activist in Berlin stated:
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Our work could maybe provide input for people to change the 
narrative on refugees. Many people see refugees as people who 
popped up in the Mediterranean. For many people, the story begins 
only in the Mediterranean in boats. […] We don’t need to focus on 
what refugees are doing but what Syrians or Afghans are doing. We 
started to dismantle the term refugee itself.

—Syrian male respondent 1, Berlin, 2017 (Ragab 2018: 18)

In addition, the arts and culture provide some respondents with an alternative 
space for political expression. For example, one Syrian respondent frequently 
organized art exhibitions and literature festivals to provide an opportunity for 
Syrian artists and writers in exile to present their work to a broader audience. 
These events give artists the creative space to explore and express their identities, 
but also enable them to challenge discrimination and foster intercultural dialogue. 
Through their work, the artists often illustrate their troubling story of expulsion, 
flight and exile as well as their struggles for freedom, democracy and a better life 
in Syria. Notably, many respondents acknowledged and valued the freedom and 
space for political activism available in Germany as their host country. According 
to one female Syrian activist in Berlin:

You cannot feel that you are really integrated or that you are powerful 
unless you are involved in the local things happening here […]. Being 
engaged here in Germany is very important because here are the 
tools, the freedoms to express yourself and freedom of belief in 
general. This is an opportunity. I believe that being socially and 
politically active is very important. That was one of the main reasons 
for the revolution in Syria, and why I joined it.

—Syrian female respondent 1, Berlin, 2017 (Ragab 2018: 14)

As in Sweden and Germany, several Afghan respondents interviewed in the UK 
noted that their host country offers opportunities for many lobby groups and 
rights activists to organize protests in which everyone, even asylum seekers, can 
participate. The types of demonstrations Afghan refugees usually take part in are 
either pro-refugee rights or to denounce certain countries’  involvement in 
Afghanistan. A former Afghan government minister, now a refugee in London, 
argued that: ‘Britain is the best place to draw attention to and create international 
pressure on the countries involved in Afghanistan’s  conflict, such as Iran and 
Pakistan’ (Sharifi 2018: 15).

Most of these demonstrations take place in London, and it seems that protest is 
more a practice of choice for asylum seekers than for refugees with recognized 
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status. Those interviewees with British citizenship appeared to be the least 
interested in taking part in protests. They claimed to be too busy and that 
protests initiated by Afghan refugees were ‘too  disorganized’  and often suffered 
from a very low turnout. In addition, for some Afghan refugees taking part in 
demonstrations is a big commitment. One Afghan respondent with refugee status 
said that attending demonstrations entailed travel costs and giving up at least one 
day’s income. Apart from the financial constraints, there were other reasons that 
made attending protests a difficult choice for some refugees and asylum seekers. 
As a male refugee activist in Manchester explained:

Refugees and asylum seekers fear they might be arrested or the 
demonstration may get out of control and their presence on a 
demonstration could affect the Home Office decision on their asylum 
application. They have inherited this fear from back home. . . . We 
organized a Refugees Welcome March and tens of thousands of 
people participated, but only 25 per cent of the attendees were 
refugees.

—Afghan male refugee 3, activist, Manchester, 2017 (Sharifi 2018: 15)

Similar concerns were raised by refugees in Kenya,  Lebanon, South Africa, 
Turkey and Uganda, who expressed fears that their participation in protests 
would result in them being perceived as a ‘security  threat’  and having their 
refugee status revoked by their host countries.

In South Africa, the Bill of Rights and the Regulation of Gatherings Act 
(1993) afford everyone the right to assemble, demonstrate and picket, as long as 
they are unarmed and do so peacefully. One requirement is to notify the local 
council, which in turn must notify the local police, of the planned protest at least 
seven days before it is due to take place. Although this notification is not about 
seeking permission to exercise the right to protest, the authorities have several 
grounds on which they can prohibit the protest, such as possible harm to other 
people or their property. A representative of an intergovernmental organization in 
Pretoria interviewed for this research alleged that he was prohibited from staging a 
protest against xenophobia in Pretoria while the ‘concerned  residents of 
Mamelodi and Atteridgeville’ were allowed to proceed with their anti-foreigner 
protest within the same time frame (Mpeiwa 2018: 19).

Notwithstanding the above, based on the interview responses, for most refugees 
and asylum seekers the organization of or participation in protests and marches is 
mainly undertaken by the more politically active individuals and civil society 
groups, even though there have been instances where ‘apolitical’  refugees and 
asylum seekers have joined organized protests, usually around issues that directly 
affect them. However, given their uncertain and temporary legal status, they felt 
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reluctant to express their frustrations on any matter in a way that might attract 
negative attention from the authorities or adversely affect their applications to 
renew or extend their residence permits (Mpeiwa 2018: 19).

In Kenya, too, the consensus among the participants in a focus group in 
Nairobi was that participation in politics through the formation of advocacy 
groups and grassroots initiatives would risk undermining their refugee status. 
Having embarked on an unknown journey forced by conflict in their countries of 
origin, many respondents argued that they did not see any value in seeking 
change in a foreign country: ‘We  ran away from conflict started by politics in 
Somalia: why start another conflict here through politics?’ (Opon  2018: 13). 
Somali participants in Nairobi were particularly averse to visibly engaging in any 
form of political activity that would make them stand out. This was mainly due 
to fear that any involvement in Kenyan politics might provide a reason to be 
targeted by the Kenyan security authorities for repatriation to Somalia. In 
addition, one-to-one interviews with South Sudanese participants revealed a sense 
of unease about any form of political activism in Kenya. A leading official in the 
Department of Refugee Affairs at the Kakuma refugee camp indicated that the 
Government of Kenya strongly discourages any form of political activism or 
mobilization in Kakuma due to the strong ethnic identities that inform the 
conflict in South Sudan (Opon 2018: 13).

In a similar way, a Senior Legal Protection Officer and International NGO 
representative in Bidi Bidi, Uganda described how: ‘Refugees are reminded that 
they fled their origin countries because of safety issues and politics. They can put 
themselves together through church, dance and culture, and peaceful gatherings, 
but not through politics and demonstrations’ (Zakaryan 2018: 16).

In countries such as Turkey and Lebanon, the vast majority of participants 
stated that they had not openly participated in any protests or similar public 
expressions of political belief, generally citing the riskiness of such involvement 
due to their temporary protection status. In Turkey, a notable exception was the 
15 July 2016 coup attempt, when scores of Syrians took to the streets to protest 
against the coup for fear that military rule might lead to a crackdown and perhaps 
repatriation, citing how the coup in Egypt had led to the harassment of refugees 
by coup supporters (Porter 2016).

In Lebanon, one Syrian respondent affirmed that he had been active in the 
‘You Stink’ movement in the summer of 2015. This movement was an informal 
platform formed by a group of activists in reaction to refuse piling up in the 
streets of Beirut in July 2015. It gained in popularity and attracted a lot of 
activists from all over Lebanon (Zogby 2015). A female refugee and political 
activist in Beirut indicated that she had participated in protests related to the right 
to Lebanese nationality: ‘I  was part of the protests related to giving Lebanese 
citizenship to the children of Lebanese women married to foreigners’ (El-Helou 
2018: 10). However, the Syrians interviewed in Lebanon generally considered 
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that they did not ‘have the right’ to participate in protests over Lebanese issues. A 
male refugee and political activist in Beirut said: ‘We  might compromise the 
whole movement if we participate in protests, so it is better to stand aside’ (El- 
Helou 2018: 13).

There was also a concern that vocalizing their political point of view might be 
perceived as running counter to the host country’s political interests in the region. 
For example, in 2017 the Lebanese Armed Forces carried out a major raid in 
Aarsal, a border town in the Bekaa valley, which had been occupied by ISIS and 
the Nusra Front since 2014 (Al Jazeera 2017b). This resulted in a large number of 
arrests (Human Rights Watch 2017). An outcry followed, mainly from human 
rights activists and left wing groups, which eventually called a demonstration in 
support of refugees. A Facebook page under the name of the Union of Syrian 
People in Lebanon reposted the invitation and broadcast messages (videos and 
social media posts) from refugees vilifying the Lebanese Army. A number of 
Lebanese citizens reacted angrily in response, calling for counter demonstrations 
in support of the army which was being attacked by Syrians. This resulted in a 
vigorous public debate that could easily have escalated, until the Lebanese 
Ministry of the Interior decided to prohibit both demonstrations and arrest the 
administrators of the Facebook page (McLoughlin 2017). This incident indicates 
that any form of vocal political participation by Syrian refugees in Lebanon is not 
seen favourably.

Ultimately, the resilience of democratic norms and respect by host countries of 
the rights to freedom of peaceful assembly and association are necessary 
preconditions for refugees to be able to participate fully in the political life of 
their host countries through creating or joining CSOs, defending their collective 
interests and participating in lawful and peaceful protests. However, whether their 
claims will then be translated into policy reforms by the host country authorities 
is a matter for debate (Ataç, Rygiel and Stierl 2016).
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Part II. Political Participation 
of Refugees in their 
Countries of Origin

The engagement of refugees in political activities related to their countries of 
origin has the potential to affect democracy-building efforts back home. A 
diaspora can mobilize to raise awareness and advocate for democratic reforms in 
its country of origin, participate in post-conflict elections as voters, candidates or 
supporters of political parties, form governments-in-exile and political 
movements, and establish CSOs and transnational networks (Betts and Jones 
2016; Ragab 2013). At the same time, diasporas have also been known to act as 
spoilers of peace processes in their countries of origin, particularly in periods of 
great political transition. Their political activities, either formal or non-formal, 
may at times have an adverse effect on peace and democracy in their countries of 
origin (Smith and Stares 2007).

That said, there is a strong case to be made for the inclusion of refugees in the 
political life of their countries of origin. The political participation of refugees in 
country-of-origin politics has a real and substantive value in terms of 
reconstruction-related activities. By facilitating refugees’  engagement in post- 
conflict political processes, these groups are more likely to see themselves as 
stakeholders in the peacebuilding and democracy-building processes. This in turn 
is likely to lead to more sustainable repatriation and return, as refugees are 
recognized—and recognize themselves—as equal citizens in their country of 
origin (Long 2010). This may also be understood as a way to enhance the 
legitimacy of any post-conflict political arrangement and contribute to the 
consolidation of democratic systems that aim to be all-encompassing, despite 
varying political viewpoints that may come from home or abroad. Exercising this 
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right to vote and participate in the public affairs of the country of origin, 
however, depends in practice on the recognition of such a right by the country in 
question, and assumes a regime’s commitment to core democratic values.

There are no specific requirements in the 1951 Refugee Convention regarding 
refugees’ political participation in their countries of origin. However, the political 
inclusion of refugees is seen as a crucial component of international approaches to 
durable solutions. In this regard, the Zero Draft of the Global Compact on Safe 
Orderly and Regular Migration (Objective 19 (g)) calls for states to ‘enable 
political participation and engagement of migrants in their countries of origin, 
including in peace and reconciliation processes, in elections and political reforms, 
by establishing voting registries for citizens abroad, and by parliamentary 
representation’ (UN  2018). Furthermore, the Global Compact on Refugees 
(2018) recognizes the importance of reconciliation and confidence-building 
measures to prevent countries of origin from relapsing into conflict by ‘facilitating 
the participation of refugees and returnees (notably women and youth) in relevant 
processes and decision-making, including peacebuilding activities’ (UNHCR 
2018).
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3. Formal political 
participation of refugees in 
their countries of origin

Refugees are by definition forced to leave their country of origin due to 
persecution, war or violence. The absence of choice and inability to return 
represent a constitutive element of, and a necessary condition for, their refugee 
status under the 1951 Refugee Convention. Accordingly, their normative claim to 
be included in the political life of a country that directly threatened or failed to 
guarantee their fundamental rights is arguably stronger than other categories of 
migrants who voluntarily emigrate and retain the possibility of returning. Yet, in 
practice, refugees face far greater obstacles to casting a ballot in country-of-origin 
elections. This is partly because exile may effectively exclude refugees, 
symbolically and physically, from participation in the political life of their 
country of origin (Ziegler 2017). Even when they are formally entitled to vote 
from abroad in elections of their country of origin, they have reasons to be 
reluctant to register with the authorities of a persecutory or unprotective country. 
In addition, their participation in post-conflict elections may be interpreted by 
their host country as an indication that they have re-availed themselves of the 
protection of their country of origin and that their refugee status therefore ought 
to be revoked, jeopardizing their right to stay and prompting their repatriation.

This chapter provides a comparative overview of the opportunities and 
challenges related to the participation of refugees from Afghanistan, the DRC, 
Somalia, South Sudan and Syria in the political life of their countries of origin 
through formal mechanisms, most notably out-of-country voting and standing as 
candidates.  
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Table 5. Out-of-country voting and electoral rights in countries of origin

Country of 
origin

Out-of-country voting allowed Dual citizenship for candidates

Afghanistan Refugees have the right to participate in 
elections, if possible, in separate polling 
centres established by the Independent 
Elections Commission.

Candidates with dual citizenship can run 
for parliamentary and local council 
elections, but not for presidential 
elections.

Democratic 
Republic of the 
Congo

N/A There is no prohibition on dual 
citizenship for candidates running for 
parliamentary and presidential elections.

Somalia N/A There is no prohibition on dual 
citizenship for candidates running for 
parliamentary and presidential elections.

South Sudan N/A N/A

Syria Citizens residing outside the country can vote 
in embassies, provided that they have exited 
the country ‘legally’.

Dual citizenship is not allowed for 
presidential candidates.

Electoral rights and out-of-country voting

Enfranchisement of citizens abroad has essentially been confined to national 
elections—presidential or parliamentary—or to referendums, whereas, as noted in 
Part I of this report, enfranchisement of resident non-citizens occurs mostly at the 
local level (Arrighi and Bauböck 2017). In the space of a few decades, OCV went 
from being considered a democratic anomaly that was difficult to reconcile with 
the requirements of territorial sovereignty to a democratic norm derived from the 
principle of popular sovereignty (Collyer 2014). The expansion of OCV is a truly 
global phenomenon, spanning sub-Saharan Africa (Hartmann 2015), the Middle 
East and North Africa region (Brand 2014) and the Americas (Escobar 2017). 
According to International IDEA’s Voting from Abroad Database, 146 countries 
have enacted legislation allowing their citizens to vote from abroad.

Of the five countries of origin examined in this report, only Syria and 
Afghanistan have OCV regulations (see Table 5). There are no provisions for 
OCV in the DRC, Somalia and South Sudan. Insofar as OCV applies to all non- 
resident citizens irrespective of the circumstances that have led them to move 
abroad and of their legal status in their host country, in principle it also applies to 
refugees who continue to retain the citizenship of their country of origin.

Democratic transitions often provide a window of opportunity for extending 
suffrage to non-resident citizens (Rhodes and Harutyunyan 2010). Political elites 
in countries of origin that are undergoing regime change and democratic 
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transition are often eager to enfranchise their populations abroad. First, they may 
use OCV to ‘showcase’ the organization of free and fair elections internationally 
in an effort to signal their commitment to democracy (Escobar 2017). Second, 
autocratic regimes often generate the creation of opposition parties, if not entire 
governments, in exile. On return to their homeland, parties or political figures 
that were once in opposition may push to enfranchise an external electorate 
perceived as a significant reservoir of voters who could easily be mobilized 
through existing networks forged over more or less extensive periods in exile. In 
the aftermath of regime change, the extension of suffrage is therefore often framed 
as a remedial right granted to a population that was forced out of the country in 
order to reintegrate them into a reimagined national community. For example, 
the fall of autocratic regimes in the wake of uprisings saw the inclusion of citizens 
abroad in multiparty elections in Tunisia and Egypt.

Furthermore, in the case of Afghanistan, the Independent Elections 
Commission considered OCV in the historic first democratic elections in 2004 
for the nearly 3 million refugees living in neighbouring Pakistan and for the up to 
1 million refugees hosted by Iran. Despite the lack of funds, bureaucratic and 
political obstacles in negotiations with the host countries and the limited time 
frame for preparing the logistics of the election, the enfranchisement of Afghan 
refugees in neighbouring countries can be regarded as a success, as they made up 
10 per cent of the total 2004 electorate. At the same time, however, some critical 
voices argued that voting from Iran and Pakistan became highly politicized, since 
host countries tried to influence voting along ethnic lines to protect their political 
interests in the Afghan context (Slavu 2007, 2012).

Notwithstanding these claims, OCV in the 2004 Afghan elections seems to 
have been the exception rather than the rule, given that no arrangement was made 
for refugees abroad to cast their vote remotely during the subsequent 2009 and 
2014 presidential elections (Shams and Khan 2014). To enfranchise Afghans 
around the world, the organization Afghan Peacemaker initiated an online 
petition to call for external voting rights for Afghans in the presidential elections 
of 2014. According to a member of the organization interviewed for the Germany 
case study, they successfully lobbied for the support of the Independent Election 
Commission (IEC) of Afghanistan, which saw OCV as an important measure for 
enfranchising the Afghan diaspora. Nonetheless, in light of tensions linked to 
accusations of manipulation and electoral fraud, OCV could not be achieved at 
that stage of the democratic process. Moreover, another Afghan respondent 
interviewed in Germany who had previously been working for the IEC 
emphasized the considerable logistical efforts as well as the potential for political 
interference by neighbouring host countries as the major challenges surrounding 
OCV for refugees (Ragab 2018: 23). Article 5 (5) of the 2016 Election Law states 
that refugees ‘have  the right to participate in elections, if possible, in separate 
polling centers established by the Commission’. However, as of March 2018, no 
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arrangements had been made for OCV by refugees in the parliamentary elections 
scheduled for 2018.

Indeed, the numerous practical difficulties surrounding the organization of free 
and fair elections beyond the territorial jurisdiction of the country of origin tend 
to be aggravated by having to deal with the consequences of protracted refugee 
movements. Guaranteeing the integrity of a transitional election is essential if 
political actors, voters and the international community are to accept the outcome 
as legitimate. The successful implementation of OCV also requires that the 
country of origin’s  electoral management body has the necessary resources and 
capacities to supervise the conduct of free and fair elections abroad. The process 
requires the mobilization of considerable resources, which must be deployed not 
just for the short period preceding an electoral process, but on a permanent basis 
(Lafleur 2013). The corresponding electoral rolls must be updated on an ongoing 
basis, through administrative routines involving multiple agents and bodies, 
which carry the immense responsibility of ensuring that all refugees eligible to 
vote are properly registered, but none of those ineligible are. Once registered, 
refugee voters must be given appropriate access to the ballot through a voting 
method that must be sufficiently convenient not to impede the exercise of their 
voting rights, while at the same time providing the maximum guarantees against 
potential fraud or security concerns. The profound differences between the 
domestic and international arenas severely complicate the country of origin’s 
capacity to implement OCV (Hutcheson and Arrighi 2015). These concerns can 
at least partly be addressed by delegating the technical implementation of OCV to 
specialized international or regional organizations, such as the International 
Organization for Migration (IOM), the UNHCR or the Organization for 
Security and Co-operation in Europe, while bearing in mind the enormous 
financial cost. Even then, they often come at the price of compromises and trade- 
offs that may be perceived as arbitrary. For example, financial and logistical 
considerations largely explain why only Afghan refugees in Iran and Pakistan were 
allowed to take part in the 2004 presidential elections, whereas the less 
geographically concentrated Afghan refugees in the countries of Europe and 
North America were excluded (Long 2010).

Another difficulty stems from the identification and due registration of eligible 
refugee voters dispersed in a variety of countries. Refugees may be unwilling to 
communicate personal information to the authorities of their country of origin 
for fear of persecution or to the authorities of their host country for fear of 
compromising their legal status. Moreover, OCV processes necessarily require the 
cooperation of the host country, which may be unwilling to do so for 
international policy and domestic security reasons. The example of Uganda is 
illustrative in this respect, as refugees are explicitly discouraged from engaging in 
any political activities related to their country of origin in order to avoid the 
replication of ethnic or tribal divisions in the host country (Zakaryan 2018). At 
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the same time, host countries may sometimes encourage refugees’ participation in 
country-of-origin elections as a first step towards their repatriation. For instance, 
the Kenyan Government supported the OCV process for the 2011 referendum 
on the independence of South Sudan by deploying police on a 24-hour basis to 
all eight polling stations (Mathenge 2011). A total of 60,241 South Sudanese 
registered abroad, 15,062 of whom were in Kenya, where there were eight polling 
centres: two in Nairobi with 3,029 eligible voters; one in Dadaab with 171 
registered voters; one in Eldoret, centre of the Rift Valley Province, with 1,359 
voters; one in Kitale with 502 voters; one in Nakuru with 2,446 voters; and two 
in Kakuma with 5,524 voters (Osman 2011).

Another important challenge for OCV is linked to the potentially detrimental 
effects of formally enfranchising refugees. The tendency to treat refugee diasporas 
as a homogenous group whose members have the same preferences and interests 
could not be further from the truth (Brubaker 2005). Instead, diasporas are 
usually traversed by ideological cleavages that tend to be reinforced by the ethnic, 
religious or territorial divisions inherent in most contemporary conflicts 
(Wimmer 2012). Therefore, refugee diasporas should not prima facie be regarded 
as either agents of peace or agents of war, but as an internally divided section of 
the electorate. The risks are considerably amplified in the context of sectarian or 
tribal politics in the country of origin that is perpetuated among internally 
divided refugee diasporas along ethnic, tribal, religious or ideological lines (Baser 
2015). This was clearly illustrated in the case of Congolese refugees in Uganda, 
who widely raised the perceived or actual threat to their personal security if they 
attempted to formally engage in Congolese politics, given the fact they were being 
hosted in Uganda and were therefore seen as collaborating with a foreign entity 
that has played a historical and is playing an ongoing role in the regional 
dynamics that are seen as fuelling instability in the DRC. A Congolese male 
refugee in Nakivale contextualized the limitations that refugee diasporans faces in 
attempting to support democracy building in their country of origin by noting:

[Participation] is not possible because the diaspora is seen as assisting 
rebels to fight the [country-of-origin] government.

—Congolese refugee 1, Nakivale 2017 (Zakaryan 2018: 22)

A group of Congolese refugee farmers in a focus group in Nakivale further 
reinforced this perception by stating:

People in Congo believe those in exile are preparing to wage war in 
Congo; therefore we cannot participate [politically] or go back.

—Congolese refugee focus group 1, Nakivale, 2017 (Zakaryan 2018: 22)
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The willingness of autocratic leaders to take the ballot to their populations 
abroad can also be part of a legitimization strategy. By demonstrating to the 
international community a dubious commitment to standard democratic 
practices, and by showing unexpected support from the diaspora in elections that 
are neither free nor fair, OCV can help to ‘normalize’ a pariah regime. The 2014 
presidential election in Syria, which the regime framed as the first multiparty 
election in the country’s history, provides a telling example. The franchise was 
expanded to officially registered refugees who were entitled to vote at Syrian 
embassies in host countries such as Iran, Jordan, Lebanon and Sweden. Refugees 
who were deemed to have ‘fled illegally’ were not eligible to vote (Associated Press 
in Sweden 2014). However, the elections were boycotted by opposition groups 
abroad and denounced as illegitimate by the European Union, while many 
countries such as Belgium, France, Germany, Turkey, the United Arab Emirates 
and the UK the Syrian embassies on their territories from conducting OCV (BBC 
News 2014; Reuters 2014).

In the case of Sweden, Syrians from opposing sides of the conflict gathered 
outside the Embassy in Stockholm to express their views and cast their ballots, 
with Assad supporters outnumbering those who opposed him (Associated Press 
Sweden 2014). Similarly, tens of thousands of Syrian refugees headed to the 
Syrian Embassy in Lebanon to vote in the 2014 presidential elections. In Lebanon 
news reports on OCV for Syria’s 2014 presidential elections highlighted the chaos 
inside polling stations in the Syrian Embassy. Violence also erupted due to 
overcrowding in the vicinity of the Embassy (Attassi 2014). Furthermore, poll 
workers reportedly struggled to check voters’  identification. It seems likely that 
there were a number of non-registered voters—otherwise preparations would have 
been made for the high number of registered voters—and that ‘anyone  could 
practically walk into the small and stuffy polling room and cast their 
ballot’ (Attassi 2014). The result showed huge support for Assad among Syrian 
refugees in Lebanon (Associated Press in Lebanon 2014; Associated Press in 
Damascus 2014), which came as a surprise to the Lebanese population and many 
Lebanese politicians, and fuelled already entrenched popular resentment against 
refugees. As a result, in June 2014 the Lebanese Minister of the Interior issued a 
statement warning that Syrian refugees based in Lebanon should not travel to 
Syria, or their refugee status would be revoked. The Ministry announced that: 
‘this  measure has been taken to safeguard Lebanon’s  security and relations 
between Syrian refugees and Lebanese citizens in host areas, and to prevent any 
friction or mutual antagonism’ (Haid 2014).

However, it was also reported that one of the main reasons why Syrian refugees 
voted for Assad was fear of a backlash from the Syrian regime if they did not 
(Haid 2014). Al Jazeera reported that ‘several  opposition activists claim that 
officials from the Syrian Embassy have toured refugee encampments threatening 
that the regime would keep a record of all those who did not cast their 
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ballots’ (Attassi  2014). This poses serious questions about the integrity of the 
elections, given also that opponents of the Assad regime boycotted them, leading 
to a somewhat biased turnout. When asked about their interpretation of the 
massive turnout observed during these elections, some of the Syrian respondents 
in the Lebanon case study said that many of those who participated were forced 
to do so for fear of reprisals by the regime and its powerful supporters in 
Lebanon. Others, however, believed that people might have participated of their 
own accord because things had changed by 2014. Some Syrians interviewed in 
Lebanon believed that the Syrian refugees who voted were trying to ‘restore 
relations’ with the regime after they realized, three years into the crisis, that it 
would be impossible to remove it.

Syrians interviewed for this report in Germany and Turkey also expressed 
pessimism that political engagement with their country of origin could enhance 
democracy building. Given the limited political space and the continuing conflict 
in Syria, Syrian respondents saw no space for formal political participation at this 
stage. In fact, one female Syrian activist in Berlin perceived voting in the elections 
of her country of origin not as the exercise of a fundamental right, but as coercion 
to serve the purposes of the current regime:

It is not a real right, because you have to go and you have to vote for 
one person. No one will think of not going or voting against the 
president. So, I will not exercise my right because it is not done in the 
right way. […] I think in general it is a good idea for people in the 
diaspora to have the ability to vote in the Syrian elections. But at this 
stage, it has no meaning or power to change anything. I don’t think it 
will make a difference unless there are guarantees that voting will be 
free and fair.

—Syrian female respondent 4, Berlin, 2017 (Ragab 2018: 23)

With regard to participating in post-conflict Syrian elections in the future, 
many Syrian respondents in Turkey emphasized the importance of free and fair, 
multiparty and competitive elections that would allow for real change and 
highlighted the role of international election observers. A male refugee and 
development professional in Istanbul stated:

I would vote if there were free and fair elections monitored by 
different countries . . . only if it is clear that the country is heading in 
a democratic direction.

—Syrian male refugee 1, development professional, Istanbul, 2017 (Mannix 
2018: 20)
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Beyond OCV, refugees have the potential to participate in the formal political 
processes of their countries of origin by standing as candidates in transitional 
elections. This depends on the eligibility criteria for candidates in country-of- 
origin elections, as well as on the policies of both the host country and the 
country of origin regarding dual citizenship. While the number of countries that 
allow dual citizenship has increased in recent years, some countries (e.g. 
Azerbaijan, Botswana and Nepal) still do not do so while others (e.g. Egypt, Israel 
and Sri Lanka) do not allow dual nationality holders to run for office (Vink, de 
Groot and Luk 2015). Somalia’s  Constitution (2012) does not exclude dual 
passport holders from running for the presidency or participating in formal 
political processes (Gaffey 2017). Remarkably, of the 24 candidates standing in 
Somalia’s presidential election in 2017, 16 held dual nationality (nine Somali– 
American, four Somali–British and three Somali–Canadian). Members of the 
Somali diaspora are now highly visible in the senior leadership of political 
institutions as head of state, parliamentarians, cabinet members and officials. For 
example, the current President (Mohamed Abdullahi Farmajo) is a US–Somali 
dual citizen, while the current Prime Minister (Hassan Ali Khayre) and the 
current Speaker (Mohamed Osman Jawari) are Norwegian–Somali. Another 
example is the late Abass Abdullahi Sheikh Siraji, who grew up in the Dadaab 
refugee camp in Kenya and became Somalia’s youngest cabinet member in 2017 
when he was appointed minister of public works and reconstruction (Mohamed 
and Ibrahim 2017). Unfortunately, he was killed on 3 May 2017, underscoring 
refugees’  fears of the risks associated with their active engagement in Somali 
politics (Opon 2018: 18).

In the same vein, many Afghans have returned to Afghanistan to take up senior 
positions in the government and political institutions. According to Afghan law, 
Afghans with dual nationality living in Afghanistan can stand for parliament and 
in provincial council elections or work as civil servants. Those who want to be 
nominated for a ministerial position or run in presidential elections, however, are 
required to renounce their foreign citizenship before their application or 
nomination can be considered (Afghanistan Independent Elections Commission 
2014). Since the fall of the Taliban, Afghan refugees living abroad, including 
those who in the meantime had obtained citizenship in their host countries, have 
begun to show an interest in returning home to contribute to the democratic 
transition in their country. Several initiatives have been created to facilitate 
repatriation. For example, the IOM began helping Afghans living abroad to 
return, and facilitated their placement in key governmental and non- 
governmental institutions under the Return of Qualified Afghans (RQA) 
programme (IOM 2008). The RQA programme helped skilled Afghans in the 
diaspora to access senior positions in the government and in non-governmental 
institutions in their home country. Former RQA beneficiaries went on to hold 
high-level positions in Afghanistan, including at one time or another the positions 
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of Deputy President of Afghanistan, Minister of Justice, Chief of the Supreme 
Court and Minister of the Interior (IOM 2008).

As can be seen from the cases discussed above, refugees’ capacity to genuinely 
participate in the formal political institutions and processes of their countries of 
origin depends to a large extent on the interaction between host and country of 
origin policies and interests, which influence each other, as well as on the 
international community, which can provide critical support for such processes. 
At the same time, however, the enfranchisement of refugees should not be taken 
as a compelling sign of democratization, but instead assessed cautiously and kept 
in context. In fact, in the aftermath of violence, an immediate introduction of 
universal suffrage in a highly polarized electorate can empower radical elites and 
extremist groups. Ultimately, while the inclusion of refugees in the formal 
political life of their countries of origin is key to reconciliation processes, other 
mechanisms for participation through diaspora organizations and by bringing 
legitimate and moderate elites to the negotiation table, as well as strengthening 
inclusive networks that cut across ethnic lines, may be more realistic options in 
the short term.
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4. Non-formal political 
participation of refugees in 
their countries of origin

Refugee populations settled in countries with a strong democratic tradition are 
increasingly portrayed as proxies for the diffusion of liberal and democratic norms 
in their country of origin (Docquier et al. 2016). This optimistic narrative sits 
alongside the darker one of the ‘refugee  warrior’ (Zolberg,  Suhrke and Aguayo 
1989); both may be true to a certain degree among a diverse refugee population. 
Obviously, the former is far more conducive to the development of inclusive 
diaspora policies supported by international organizations, thus broadening the 
scope for political mobilization directed towards the country of origin. Non- 
formal political participation by the refugee diaspora in their countries of origin 
can take various forms, both positive and negative. Support may aim to promote 
peacebuilding by seeking alternatives to violence and democracy building through 
the diffusion of democratic ideas (Hammond et al. 2011). However, some 
diaspora funding and technical support are used to purchase arms or support 
insurgents. In addition, active mobilization takes place in the diaspora by word of 
mouth and the proliferation of pro-insurgent websites (Abdile 2010).

Political mobilization among refugee diasporas may also be instrumentalized by 
the host country for the pursuit of its own strategic aims. Conversely, in a context 
of de-alignment between the political agenda of organized refugee groups and the 
host country, the latter is likely to repress any form of collective mobilization that 
comes into stark conflict with its strategic national interests. Strong diaspora 
groups are therefore more likely to flourish in a host country in favour of, 
indifferent to or at least not fundamentally hostile to their country-of-origin- 
directed political activities.
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Figure 4. Mechanisms for non-formal political participation of refugees

Civil society and diaspora organizations

The refugee diaspora can initiate or contribute to policy dialogue at the national, 
regional or international levels, and serve as a bridge between host countries and 
countries of origin. Its members might also support the creation of transnational 
networks and CSOs with a focus on capacity-building among youth, education 
and the transfer of democratic values to their country of origin. During focus 
group discussions with Somali refugees in Stockholm, many participants 
recognized that the diaspora is a vital political asset and that they are connected to 
their country of origin in many ways, most notably through the implementation 
of humanitarian and development programmes in their home country:

By building schools and organizations in Somalia that educate the 
youth about democracy, the diaspora can help give Somali citizens 
the power to change their future.

—Somali refugee 1, Stockholm, 2017 (Adan 2018: 21)

The importance of civil society in bringing social and political change or 
transformation was also highlighted by Afghans interviewed in Germany. As 
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sources of hope, these organizations, often led by the younger generation, tend to 
pursue non-violent, non-sectarian and liberal goals, and aim to promote 
alternative and progressive discourses in the conflict-affected societies.

In a similar way, South Sudanese and Congolese refugees in Uganda have 
established refugee-led organizations specific to their needs while in exile. For 
example, student associations allow refugees to unite under their national identity 
and deliberate on issues in their home countries. In focus groups in Kampala, 
members of both Congolese and South Sudanese student associations expressed 
their desire to create solidarity among refugee youth through education, and to 
relay the message of national, as opposed to tribal, unity as ‘Congolese’ or ‘South 
Sudanese’, given their shared experiences as refugees in Uganda (Zakaryan 2018: 
22). A key example of this approach was provided by a South Sudanese student in 
Kampala: ‘Our role is to create a single body with no tribalism and promote that 
we are all people of the same country’ (Zakaryan 2018: 22).

Furthermore, as a Congolese refugee youth put it regarding his vision to build 
a more positive political climate in the DRC, ‘We are the new generation and the 
Congo of tomorrow. We need to develop our skills so we can go back and 
develop our own country’ (Zakaryan  2018: 22). A South Sudanese student 
refugee shared his perspective on the opportunities presented for refugee 
communities to be part of a broader diaspora network:

We enjoy freedom of expression and have the ability to create a 
peaceful vision of how South Sudan should be governed. The 
diaspora has an opportunity to participate in leadership and 
peacebuilding training in addition to being exposed to people from 
different backgrounds who come from stable countries and 
strengthen our perspectives on good governance.

—South Sudanese refugee 1, Kampala, 2017 (Zakaryan 2018: 22)

A South Sudanese refugee who has resided in Uganda for more than a decade 
and founded a refugee-led organization highlighted the importance of diversity 
and of educational opportunities as a means of drawing on the potential of 
younger generations of refugees. He described the mission of the organization as 
working for peaceful coexistence between refugees and Ugandan host 
communities:
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. . . educating youth in order to promote democracy through good 
governance and non-violence . . . [our] motivation is to seek 
connections in our diversity. . . . We practise our commitment to 
peace by starting where we are and building a network across the 
African continent because refugees might repatriate but the network 
should persist.

—South Sudanese male refugee and NGO representative 4, Kampala, 2017 
(Zakaryan 2018: 22)

Interviews with the Congolese community in South Africa found a highly 
active civil society led by Congolese refugees mobilizing its members to advocate 
for and contribute to change in their country of origin’s  tense political climate. 
Similar calls have been made by organizations such as the National Council of 
Congolese for Development, which, in addition to having direct links to 
opposition parties active in the DRC, has a large following among the Congolese 
diaspora—especially in Gauteng Province. As part of their activism, many of the 
leaders of refugee groups have strong links with and even hold senior positions in 
opposition parties in the DRC. Another example is the Congolese Community 
(COMCongo), which organized a meeting between a prominent member of 
Congo’s Electoral Commission and the Congolese diaspora in the Western Cape. 
Among the issues discussed was the possibility of diaspora voting in the next 
DRC general elections. Furthermore, Congo Square News publishes a community 
newspaper in the Western Cape and works in the media space to share 
information on and raise awareness of matters of interest to the Congolese 
population, including current and political affairs. In addition to a newspaper, it 
also organizes and covers press conferences, community meetings and other 
activities convened by prominent opposition leaders and political actors in the 
DRC (Congo Square News  2016). It therefore plays an important role in linking 
up members of the diaspora community and keeping them abreast of 
developments in their home country. It is also involved in efforts to unify and 
organize Congolese people living in the Western Cape so that they speak with one 
voice and unite their efforts to contribute to peacebuilding in the DRC. Such 
CSOs work closely with churches and other faith-based organizations, including 
women’s groups within the church, to offer support to the Congolese refugee and 
asylum seeker community.

In contrast, the field research in Kenya revealed that South Sudanese refugees 
there face particular challenges that restrict their participation in country-of- 
origin politics. They lack an urban-based coordination mechanism 
uncontaminated by home politics that could unite the South Sudanese diaspora 
to advocate for political change at home (Opon 2018: 20). During the focus 
group discussions with South Sudanese participants in Nairobi and Kakuma, it 
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also became evident that the connections between them are based on face-to-face 
communication and historical or ethnic ties. They were therefore unaware of large 
South Sudanese diaspora networks and organized diaspora groups advocating to 
bring about political change in their home country. Nonetheless, many South 
Sudanese respondents—in both Nairobi and Kakuma—highlighted the potential 
for the diaspora to contribute to democracy building in their country of origin 
through the diffusion of democratic values and the implementation of civic 
education and human rights initiatives:

Democracy is a process and for South Sudan it can take time to grow. 
I think the diaspora can play an important role in educating the 
South Sudanese people about democratic principles and about their 
rights as citizens.

—South Sudanese male refugee 1, Kakuma, 2017 (Opon 2018: 20)

Others stressed the importance of involving refugees from different ethnic 
backgrounds in the conduct of in-depth assessments with a view to understanding 
the root causes of the conflict and taking steps to overcome tribalism and ethnic 
divisions (Opon 2018).

In all the host countries where interviews with refugees were conducted, the 
Syrian civil society and diaspora organizations were among the most active. For 
instance, Citizens for Syria in Germany, established by Syrian activists in 2013, 
aims to build a broad base of social actors to raise awareness of the use of violence, 
and to promote aspirations of freedom, dignity, civil participation and shared 
development. The organization has established a globally networked platform for 
CSOs, as well as initiatives and activities to promote the development of 
independent civil society in Syria, and provides capacity-development training for 
Syrian NGOs inside and outside the country. A female Syrian activist interviewed 
in Berlin noted:

This can build responsibility, where we build political change because 
these are the people on the ground and not just people from the 
international community. Civil society even if it is not working 
directly in the political system can build a base for society, can react, 
act and criticize, can think and develop ideas and can participate and 
get politically involved, if they have the skills.

—Syrian female respondent 5, Berlin, 2017 (Ragab 2018: 25)

‘Young leaders for Syria’, jointly implemented by Citizen Diplomats for Syria, 
Friedenskreis Syrien and the European Foundation for Democracy, is another 
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example. The project aims to build the capacity for political and social 
transformation in Syria and targets young Syrians from diverse backgrounds who 
have come to Germany since 2011. In a range of workshops, participants discuss 
topics such as identity, sectarianism, conflict narratives and conflict resolution. 
The main goal of the project is to develop a basis for democratic and inclusive 
development among the population of young Syrians in Germany. In addition, 
the objective is to promote participation in and integration into the local 
community through civic education and professional capacity-building.

Members of the Syrian Women’s Network are part of the Syrian Women’s 
Advisory Board, which was initiated by Staffan de Mistura, the UN special envoy 
for the Syrian crisis, to enable civil society participation in the Geneva peace talks. 
The main aim is to lobby for a commitment to gender-sensitive peacebuilding 
and reconstruction, while also enshrining the rights of women in Syria’s  future 
constitution. However, many of the Syrian respondents did not believe that the 
talks would have a genuine political impact and saw the discussions as 
disconnected from the reality on the ground in Syria (Ragab 2018).

In the case of Syrians in Lebanon, most respondents expressed the belief that 
they had a duty to help address the political and social challenges that their 
country of origin was facing, even if they did not currently live there. They were 
all motivated by the importance of having a say in the political processes in Syria 
and being able to influence the possible transition and course of reconstruction 
after the war was over. A female refugee and political activist in Beirut argued 
that: ‘My priority is to contribute to building democracy in Syria after the war is 
over’ (El-Helou 2018: 19). A male respondent noted the efforts of Syrian civil 
society to engage in the peace talks in Geneva:

I recently took part in the Syria peace talks in Geneva, where I was 
part of the civil society caucus. We were promoting our proposals for 
future alternatives for peace and development in Syria.

—Syrian male refugee and political activist 2, Beirut, 2017 (El-Helou 2018: 
19)

In Turkey, too, the field research found a wide range of Syrian CSOs running 
cross-border operations inside Syria from Turkey, in an attempt to promote civil 
society growth and an inclusive and democratic future with long-term stability, or 
functioning as facilitators for cross-border capacity-building. Their work in Syrian 
communities in Turkey consists mainly of informing others, enlisting volunteers 
and acting as Arabic-language resource hubs and cultural centres. Examples 
include the non-profit Baytnasyria and the for-profit Trust Consultancy and 
Development Team. The latter employs mostly Syrians to design, monitor and 
evaluate projects inside Syria. This includes building the capacity of local, 
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unelected community councils and CSOs to implement public works projects on 
a small scale, usually limited to water, sewage and electricity, in addition to 
community youth centres. A female refugee and learning/development 
professional in Gaziantep stated:

I am the secretary general of a working group for Syria, a political 
group that organizes Syrians who believe in democracy, freedom and 
human rights, and have secular views. We recruit members inside 
Syria and in the diaspora, and we support our members inside Syria 
to organize activities and campaigns in their local communities.

—Syrian female refugee 2, learning/development professional, Gaziantep, 
2017 (Mannix 2018: 22)

An interesting example of a diaspora organization acting as the representative 
organ of an alternative political authority portrayed by its supporters as more 
legitimate than home state institutions is the case of the Syrian interim 
government-in-exile, which is the largest political group claiming to represent the 
Syrian diaspora in Turkey and worldwide. The Syrian interim government is a 
technical and representative alternative government, the aim of which is to 
represent the Syrian opposition on the ground in Syria and, prima facie, among 
the entire Syrian diaspora in Turkey and the world. Representatives are elected in 
an Internet election conducted by its umbrella organization, the National 
Coalition of Syrian Revolution and Opposition Forces (NCSROF n.d.). Formed 
in Qatar in 2012, the organization has had six presidents since 2012 and claims to 
be the sole representative opposition government body. The organization 
reportedly has a presence in Gaziantep, Istanbul and Ankara, but has increased 
operations in Azaz, just south of Turkey’s  Kilis Province. Its mission is to 
‘facilitate  the transactions’ of Syrian refugees in Turkey; coordinate with NGOs 
and other aid agencies for the benefit of refugees and the displaced inside Syria; 
and connect with the Turkish media to deliver a ‘clear  picture to the Turkish 
public about Syria’ (NCSROF n.d.).

In November 2012 the Turkish Government recognized the group as the sole 
‘legitimate  representative’ of the Syrian people. The group claimed to represent 
80 per cent of President Assad’s  opponents at that time (RIA Novosti 2012). 
However, none of the group’s dozens of representatives are elected by a plurality 
of Syrian refugees. Rather, they are elected online by a limited number of 
politically active diaspora citizens. According to a Syrian refugee and political 
activist interviewed for the Turkey case study, its governing council of 110 people 
includes various ethnic minorities such as Turkmens and Kurds, but only five 
women and no youth representation. Many of the Syrians interviewed in Turkey 
highlighted the ineffectiveness of the council in improving their livelihoods and 
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advancing peace and democracy building inside Syria (Mannix 2018). On the 
other hand, a former representative of the group’s governing council interviewed 
for the Turkey case study was more optimistic about the prospects for a successful 
government-in-exile, noting that the interim government had ministers in Homs 
and other ‘liberated’ areas. It also maintains regular contact between activists in 
Turkey and Syria, even in the form of visits (Mannix 2018: 21).

Protests and other forms of transnational political activism

In addition to membership of CSOs and diaspora organizations, refugees have a 
right to be considered citizens in their country of origin, and to participate in the 
governing of their own political community, including through peaceful political 
protest against the government of their country of origin while in exile (Long 
2010).

In particular, some of the Syrian respondents interviewed in Sweden noted that 
when they consider it necessary, they carry out community mobilization and 
organize demonstrations to draw attention to the situation in their homeland. To 
this end, Syrian participants acknowledged the potential for the refugee diaspora 
to put pressure on the host country and the international community about issues 
related to their country of origin, and the importance of not having to fear 
repression. Syrian activists outside the country are mainly involved in connecting 
the voices of protesters inside the country to the outside world, by disseminating 
information about the Syrian civil war and collaborating with professional 
journalists to raise awareness of the situation in Syria among the public (Andén- 
Papadopoulos and Pantti 2013). For instance, a Syrian refugee in Malmö 
‘participated  in many protests in Stockholm against the war in Syria and in 
solidarity with the people in my country. . . . It is important to express our voice 
and to unite for peace and democracy in my country’ (Adan 2018: 21).

At the same time, it was also noted that Syrian activists often refrain from 
participating in protests for fear of reprisals against family members still living in 
Syria. According to some of the respondents, in the past the Syrian security forces 
have resorted to detaining relatives and neighbours to discourage government 
critics. A Syrian staff member at the Swedish Labour Office in Stockholm told 
how: ‘Because of the ongoing conflict in Syria and the family connection, it is 
very hard for Syrians to share information with you . . . even most of the fellow 
Syrian refugees keep their distance from me and have doubts about my 
work’ (Adan  2018: 21). Similar findings have emerged from other studies 
conducted among the Syrian refugee diaspora in Sweden. These indicate that 
diaspora mobilization is hindered significantly by surveillance, intelligence 
reports, and threats against activists abroad and their family members still living 
in their country of origin (Lundgren 2015).
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Interviews with South Sudanese refugees in Kenya reveal similar fears. The 
kidnap of South Sudanese political activists and opposition supporters in Nairobi 
in January 2017, who were forcefully returned to South Sudan, has served as a 
warning, halting any political discussion among refugees on the unravelling 
situation in South Sudan (Houreld 2017). As one female South Sudanese refugee 
in Nairobi noted, ‘One  of the main challenges [to direct engagement in our 
country-of-origin politics] is that activists in the diaspora risk being kidnapped or 
killed’ (Opon  2018: 19). The risk of deportations, in combination with deep 
ethnic divides that are replicated in the host country, contribute to the 
suppression of the political voice of the South Sudanese refugee community in 
Kenya and discourage political behaviour that would usually be expected in 
similar circumstances.

Concerns about deportation or the revocation of refugee status if caught 
participating in protests were raised by Somali refugees in Kenya and by many 
Congolese respondents in South Africa. Nonetheless, organizations such as the 
Congolese Community in the Western Cape (CCWC) and the Congolese 
Community in South Africa (CCSA), working alone or with others, have 
organized national and local protests against the political situation and recent 
developments in the DRC. These have targeted key strategic points such as the 
Embassy of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the Union Buildings, the 
South African Parliament and even the headquarters of political parties, including 
the ANC (Mpeiwa 2018). During the interviews some of the Congolese 
respondents recalled how on 24 June 2017 members of the CCSA organized a 
protest outside the Presidential Guesthouse in Pretoria on the occasion of 
President Kabila’s  state visit to South Africa. Some of the respondents had 
participated in the protest, and said that the objective was to express their 
unhappiness with what they considered to be ‘President Kabila’s unconstitutional, 
illegal regime’. This was a follow-up protest to one held at the DRC Embassy in 
December 2016 after elections were postponed indefinitely. The 2016 protest, 
which was part of a global campaign, had turned violent and ultimately required 
police intervention to disperse the crowds. Some of the political activists among 
the refugee leaders interviewed for this research blamed the violence on 
‘infiltrators who come to the protests pretending to be protesters, in order to 
instigate violence among the protesters and also to provoke the police, so that 
they ultimately discredit the organizers in South Africa’ (Mpeiwa 2018: 20).

The use of social media was also identified as an important avenue for 
members of the refugee diaspora to express their political views and engage in 
political debate. One example is a Facebook group with more than 6,000 
members of the Sweden-based Somali diaspora, where followers can discuss 
different events and developments related to their country of origin (Adan 2018). 
A Somali naturalized refugee in Stockholm stated:
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[The] Somali diaspora can have an important impact on the political 
life of my country of origin. They campaign and collect money for 
many politicians they wish to support. Thus, they have the power to 
support a party or politician who has the potential to implement 
democracy.

—Somali naturalized refugee 3, Stockholm, 2017 (Adan 2018: 19)

Social media have also enabled Afghan refugees to participate in non-formal 
and indirect political activities in their country of origin. Almost all the Afghan 
respondents interviewed in the UK said that they follow their country of origin’s 
politics very closely on social media. Some argued that now they are beyond the 
reach of threats and intimidation, they can express their views freely about 
political developments back home. There are many examples of social media 
lobbying for specific leaders or political parties in Afghanistan by UK-based 
Afghan refugees. Such initiatives are often not initiated by the political parties in 
Afghanistan, but put together voluntarily by members of the diaspora 
sympathetic to a particular leader or party. It seems that non-formal political 
engagement by Afghan refugees and asylum seekers on social media platforms is 
not limited to routine individual streaming. According to the London-based 
Afghan Voice Radio, on the eve of Afghanistan’s  2014 presidential election a 
group of Afghan refugees based in the UK used a multimedia platform that 
included Google Talk, Twitter and Facebook to create an international debate 
among educated Afghan refugees under the heading ‘National Compact’ (Ghani 
2013). According to a young refugee who participated in the National Compact:

The group started live discussions with Ashraf Ghani, one of the then 
presidential nominees [candidates] who is now the President of 
Afghanistan. One of the main organizers of this unique Afghan 
diaspora discussion was later picked by President Ghani and 
appointed to a very high government position in Afghanistan. 
Technology helped us go beyond the barriers of refugee life.

—Young refugee and participant in the National Compact, London, 2017 
(Sharifi 2018: 21)

To conclude, non-formal means of political participation—be they through 
CSOs, protests or grassroots initiatives—offer ways for refugees to connect with 
their countries of origin. Such means are often the only avenue open for political 
engagement, as formal channels of participation may not be available. However, 
as several of the case studies show, these do not always happen because of the real 
or perceived security risks involved in non-formal engagement, particularly when 
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the national strategic agenda of the host country is at odds with the cause of a 
community of refugees or when the mobilization of refugees is perceived as a 
potential threat to the security of the host country. Furthermore, refugees are 
often reluctant to engage and become vocal either because they fear losing their 
refugee status and being deported to their country of origin, or because they fear 
reprisal from supporters of the country-of-origin regime against them or their 
families back home. In this regard, host countries have a key role to play in 
providing a safe forum for freedom of expression.
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Conclusion and 
recommendations

This report has examined eight host countries and five countries of origin with 
high numbers of refugees. While the field research and qualitative analysis are not 
exhaustive and do not allow for generalization, the report outlines the challenges 
and opportunities refugees face with regard to political participation and provides 
unique insights into their experiences with a wide range of mechanisms for formal 
and non-formal political participation.

The report’s findings suggest that the legal and practical restrictions on access 
to citizenship by long-term refugees significantly affect their opportunities for 
acquiring formal electoral rights in their host country. With the exception of the 
Swedish case, where refugees are granted the right to vote in regional and 
municipal elections, the acquisition of citizenship through naturalization in all 
other host countries discussed in this report remains an essential precondition for 
full and equal electoral rights for refugees. Refugees’  opportunities to be 
naturalized vary widely. Some countries such as Sweden facilitate their access 
while others, such as Kenya, Lebanon and Uganda, practically bar them from 
acquiring citizenship.

Non-formal means of participation, such as consultative bodies, CSOs or 
protests, are often the only way for refugees to exercise political expression, in 
relation to both the host country and their country of origin. However, such 
means cannot replace formal engagement in political life. Instead, they should be 
considered complementary or intermediary steps on the way to a durable solution 
such as naturalization or voluntary repatriation.

Refugees still face distinct challenges in making use of their electoral rights in 
country-of-origin elections, due either to the lack of regulated mechanisms for 
OCV or to the lack of serious commitment by governments in their countries of 
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origin to conduct free and fair elections. At the same time, issues surrounding 
refugees’ registration as voters and the modalities for voting in country-of-origin 
elections must be carefully addressed to mitigate the diffusion of sectarian or 
ethnic tensions from the domestic arena to the diaspora. Despite the restrictions 
on formal political participation, refugee diasporas have the potential to play an 
important role in peace- and democracy-building in their countries of origin. 
Their engagement through non-formal mechanisms of political participation such 
as civil society and diaspora organizations, protests and other forms of 
transnational activism—including the use of social media tools—presents notable 
opportunities for mobilizing refugee diasporas beyond the borders of their host 
countries. These mechanisms and tools can also serve as important ways of 
connecting refugees to their countries of origin, as well as of raising awareness 
among the international community of political developments in their countries 
of origin and exercising pressure on their host countries to act in support of 
democracy in the countries of origin. Hence, refugee politics and policies in 
countries of origin and host countries influence each other and reinforce the role 
of refugees as dual political actors.

Recommendations

In light of the above, the following recommendations are made to enhance the 
political participation of refugees.

For governments in host countries

• Implement the commitment in article 34 of the 1951 Refugee Convention 
on naturalization, which would ease naturalization for refugees by lowering 
requirements, providing concise information on those requirements and 
ensuring transparency in naturalization procedures, with special attention 
to groups affected by double marginalization such as refugee women.

• Consider extending or expanding electoral rights in local and regional 
elections to refugees who are long-term residents. This would enable 
refugees to participate in formal electoral processes and political decision- 
making at the local level and enhance their sense of belonging in the host 
society.

• If the host country does not already do so, enable self-organization of 
refugees through CSOs, thereby ensuring freedom of expression and 
association for refugees.

• If the context allows, state and local governments should enhance the 
support provided to migrant representative bodies and refugee-led 
organizations through the provision of funding and capacity-building, 
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thereby incentivizing the integration of refugees into the host society and 
creating opportunities for interaction between refugees and the settled 
population.

• Local authorities and civil society should implement joint programmes 
aimed at providing information, capacity-building and political 
empowerment, in particular for refugee women and youth, to help them 
understand the mechanisms for formal and non-formal political 
participation in the host country and the various avenues for contributing 
to peace- and democracy-building in their host countries and countries of 
origin.

• State and local governments should conduct consultations with diaspora 
groups and community organizations to inform decision-makers of refugee 
needs, especially prior to amending any processes that could affect their 
legal status or well-being. This would increase the likelihood of compliance 
and allow those refugees who are in all other respects integrated locally to 
participate in local political structures, ensuring their full inclusion among 
broader host communities.

For governments in countries of origin

• Explore means to facilitate OCV for presidential, legislative and 
transitional post-conflict elections. A starting point would be dialogue 
between host and country-of-origin governments, and representatives of 
the refugee diaspora. This should be done in a transparent manner that 
builds trust in a free and fair voting process. Provisions and operations 
should be fully functional to ensure diaspora trust in the voting processes, 
avoid intimidation and voter fraud, and ensure the sustainability of 
electoral outcomes.

• Conduct outreach in countries where there are large diaspora 
communities, to inform them of their rights and encourage them to 
participate in their country of origin’s political processes. Technological 
solutions and ICT tools can facilitate this.

• Collaborate with CSOs and diaspora groups to implement civic education 
and voter information programmes, as well as awareness-raising and 
informative campaigns about democratic processes in countries of origin, 
and offer means for the diaspora to get involved.

• Put in place mechanisms for engagement, participation by and 
consultations with refugee diaspora during peace negotiations, transition 
processes and/or future electoral processes.
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For political parties in host countries

• Develop strategies and platforms for engaging with refugee groups to 
promote social cohesion and diversity within the party. Promote diversity 
and equal opportunities by nominating more candidates from refugee 
backgrounds and placing them in positions on party lists where they have a 
genuine chance of getting elected.

For political parties in countries of origin

• Seek ways to expand membership of political parties from among the 
diaspora. This will increase diversity and representation within parties, and 
contribute to enhancing the quality of democracy in countries of origin.

For civil society in host countries and countries of origin

• Facilitate the establishment of platforms or committees for refugees to 
make their voices heard in their host communities, especially on issues that 
matter to them such as basic services, education, health, and civil and 
political participation.

• Create and strengthen diaspora networks in order to benefit from the 
knowledge, experience and financial resources available among the refugee 
population and their advocacy for democratic change.

• Diaspora organizations and civil society should consider the establishment 
of alternative platforms for dialogue and engagement in country-of-origin 
politics. These coalitions between civil society and diaspora organizations 
should also be strengthened and mobilize themselves as stakeholders in the 
political affairs of countries of origin. This could encourage highly skilled 
and motivated members of the diaspora to contribute to nation-building 
and democratization in their countries of origin.

For international and regional organizations

• International and regional organizations should use their infrastructure 
and capacity to organize and support the integrity of OCV processes.

• Support the inclusion of mechanisms for engagement with, participation 
by and consultations with refugee diaspora during peace negotiations, 
transition processes and/or future electoral processes.
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Asylum

A form of protection given by a state on its territory based on internationally or 
nationally recognized refugee rights. It is granted to a person who is unable to 
seek protection in her or his country of nationality and/or residence, in particular 
for fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership 
of a particular social group or political opinion.

Asylum seeker
A person who seeks safety from persecution or serious harm in a country other 
than her or his own and is awaiting a decision on an application for refugee status 
under relevant international and national instruments.

Country of origin
A country from which people leave to settle abroad permanently or temporarily 
(IOM 2011).

Diaspora
A group of individuals (and members of networks, associations and communities) 
who have left their country of origin but maintain links with their homeland. 
This concept covers more settled communities, migrant workers based abroad 
temporarily, expatriates with the nationality of the host country, dual nationals, 
and second- and third-generation migrants.
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Formal political participation
For the purposes of this research, formal political participation is understood as 
participation in decision-making through formal democratic institutions and 
processes such as national and local elections, referendums, political parties and 
parliaments.

Host country
The country where a refugee is settled. In the case of asylum seekers, the country 
where a person has applied for asylum.

Internally displaced person
A person who has been forced or obliged to flee or to leave their home or places 
of habitual residence, in particular because of (or in order to avoid) the effects of 
armed conflict, situations of generalized violence, violations of human rights, or 
natural or human-induced disasters, but who has not crossed an internationally 
recognized state border (United Nations Economic and Social Council, 
Commission on Human Rights 1998).

Migrant
Any person who is moving or has moved across an international border or within 
a state away from her/his habitual place of residence, regardless of (a) the person’s 
legal status; (b) whether the movement is voluntary or involuntary; (c) what the 
causes for the movement are; or (d) what the length of the stay is (IOM 2011).

Naturalization
Granting by a state of its nationality to a non-national through a formal act on 
the application of the individual concerned (IOM 2011).

Non-formal political participation
For the purposes of this research, non-formal political participation is understood 
as participation in political affairs through non-formal means, such as civil society 
organizations, trade unions, consultative bodies, community organizations, 
grassroots movements and so on.

Refugee
‘A person who, owing to a well-founded fear of persecution for reasons of race, 
religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political 
opinions, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such 
fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country’ (Refugee 
Convention, article 1A(2), 1951). In  addition, article 1(2) of the 1969 
Organization of African Unity Convention defines a refugee as any person 
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compelled to leave her or his country ‘owing to external aggression, occupation, 
foreign domination or events seriously disturbing public order in either part or 
the whole of his country of origin or nationality’. Similarly, the 1984 Cartagena 
Declaration states that refugees also include persons who flee their country 
‘because  their lives, security or freedom have been threatened by generalized 
violence, foreign aggression, internal conflicts, massive violations of human rights 
or other circumstances which have seriously disturbed public order’ (IOM 2011).

Resettlement
The transfer of refugees from the country in which they have sought refuge to 
another state that has agreed to admit them (IOM 2011).

Transnationalism
The process whereby people establish and maintain socio-cultural connections 
across geopolitical borders (IOM 2011). 
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What can be done to enhance the participation of refugees and asylum 
seekers in the political life of their host countries and their countries of 
origin? What legal and institutional mechanisms are needed to create 
enabling environments to foster their participation, and which factors 
might hinder this participation? 
 
This report explores the possible answers to these questions, focusing on 
refugees from Afghanistan, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
Somalia, South Sudan and Syria, and their experiences in eight host 
countries: Germany, Kenya, Lebanon, South Africa, Sweden, Turkey, 
Uganda and the United Kingdom.  
 
Drawing on a total of 638 in-depth interviews with refugees and key 
informants, the report provides unique insights into the challenges and 
opportunities related to refugees’ political participation. 

International IDEA 
Strömsborg 
SE–103 34 Stockholm 
Sweden 
Telephone: +46 8 698 37 00 
Email: info@idea.int 
Website: <http://www.idea.int> ISBN: 978-91-7671-148-4 (PDF)
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