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1
An Introduction

to This Guide and to

the European-Syrian

Umbrella Organisations

That Make up Wasl



Glossary of terms: 

(Please note that these terms are our definitions)

 

Umbrella:

A body that represents an association or network of organisations with 

related purposes. The umbrella provides advocacy, training and coaching, 

and liaises between the organisation and public and private institutions.

Member organisation:

An organisation within the umbrella.

 

Executive board:

Governs and oversees the operations of the organisation.

Advisory board:

Provides expert knowledge and strategic thinking for an organisation.

Shrinking space:

Loss of areas where civil society can function.

A Syrian diaspora has existed in Europe since the middle of the last century, 

with waves of migration resulting from the pursuits of education and 

employment, as well as refuge from political persecution. The largest and 

most critical wave of Syrian migration to Europe has been a result of the 

ongoing conflict, which started in 2011.

Germany and Sweden host the largest number of Syrians 1. 

1 Mixed Migration Center, Briefing Paper #10, September 2018
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Before 2011, there were roughly 30,133 Syrian nationals living in Germany. 

This has risen to a current count of 750,000 Syrian nationals, according to 

official German statistics. Sweden had 20,758 Syrians in 2010 and by 2016 

there were 149,418 1. 

Number of Syrian refugees living in Europe:

Germany 770,000 (as of 2018)

Sweden 122,087 (as of 2017)

Austria 45,827 (as of 2017)

Denmark 42, 467 (as of 2019)

France 11,694 (as of 2016)

United Kingdom 25,000 (as of 2018)

 

Sources: Government statistics from the respective countries

1 Danish Refugee Council Diaspora Programme and Maastricht University (2017)   
 “Syrian Diaspora Groups in Europe – Mapping their Engagement in Denmark, France,  
 Germany, Sweden, Switzerland and the United Kingdom”
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Reacting to the crisis in 2011, the old and new Syrian diasporas in Europe 
mobilised voluntary efforts among their personal networks to deliver 
emergency humanitarian aid 1. The Syrian diaspora began establishing NGOs 
to address the immediate needs created by the crisis in Syria and to eventually 
address the growing numbers of Syrian refugees in neighbouring countries as 
well as here in Europe. There are currently over 5 million Syrian refugees, 
and over 6 million internally displaced persons within Syria, according to the 
United Nations Refugee Agency. 

As numerous organisations emerged in several European countries, the 
need to consolidate efforts and to approach governments as unified 
entities became clear. The Syrian diaspora began to form umbrella 
networks. By 2012, Syrian NGOs in France had founded Collectif de 
Développement et Secours Syrien, CODSSY, which brought together 
ten member organisations. In Germany, in 2013, VDSH (Verband 
Deutsch-Syrischer Hilfsvereine) would eventually bring together 22 
member organisations and in the UK, the SCAN UK (Syrian Charities and 
Associations Network) umbrella would involve over 20 organisations. 
Organisations all over Europe, including those in Sweden and Austria, 
also organised themselves to varying degrees, with the intention of 
providing aid to Syrians in Syria as well as in Europe. Denmark and Italy 
had smaller initiatives.

National umbrellas came to know each other at various events organised 
by Diaspora Emergency Action and Coordination, or DEMAC, and the Danish 
Refugee Council, or DRC, from 2016 onwards. In 2018, European Syrian 
umbrellas felt the need to bring their networks together and they began to 
meet and exchange experiences in supporting, training and advocating for the 
member organisations within their networks. Six European Syrian diaspora 
umbrellas - in Germany, France, the United Kingdom, Sweden, Austria and 
Denmark, as well as some small initiatives in Italy - planned meetings to gain 
from one another’s expertise.

1 Mixed Migration Center, Briefing Paper #10, September 2018
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Some of these European-Syrian networks are far more structured and            

professional, while others are only just forming. This makes networking and 

information sharing essential. 

With the goal of establishing an overarching network of umbrellas, the group 

of European Syrian umbrellas founded Wasl, a European Syrian civil society 

network, in the summer of 2019. Wasl means “linking” in Arabic.

This guide is a result of Wasl’s initial meetings and attempts at addressing 

common challenges. While the umbrella’s member organisations have varying 

tasks – from building hospitals in besieged areas to initiating integration    

projects in Europe – the umbrella organisations themselves face some similar 

structural, financial, administrative and implementation issues. These may be 

best addressed by exchanging common and differing experiences, peer to 

peer. 

This guide is intended for anyone interested in the work of the Syrian                

diaspora’s civil society based in Europe and their methods of organisation and 

advocacy.

Umbrella network

A network of networks provides a sharing of know-how, offers platforms, liaises 

and acts as a knowledge hub for organisations that may not have access to 

higher levels of government and other stakeholders who can provide support 

to civil society organisations. In many cases, a country‘s umbrella network 

represents the diversity of its members but also acts as a coherent voice 

when presenting to government representatives. Strong umbrellas, with clear 

and unified missions and strategies, provide representation for Syrians when 

European policies are made and/or adapted.
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How the networks worked together

Meetings: This year, meetings in Stockholm and Berlin brought together 

six European-Syrian umbrella organisations at workshops where 

they exchanged experiences about internal and external structures, 

communication and outreach, as well as fundraising and how to best 

develop effective strategies. Established networks advised newer 

networks on all areas of professionalisation. Capacity building on the topic 

of project development benefitted experienced and newer umbrellas alike. 

Website: A place where all Syrian umbrella organisations in the Wasl 

network provide news and publications related to their networks’ 

activities, in order to gain greater visibility. This will also be a place where 

media contacts can gain access to members. A separate members-only 

platform provides a private space for virtual information sharing.

This guide: A handbook to inform, share knowledge, inspire and influence 

each other’s work, based on collected experiences.

Who is who in the Wasl network?

Germany 

Verband Deutsch-Syrischer Hilfsvereine e.V. (in English, the Union of German 

Syrian Associations)

Since 2013, the organisation, known as the VDSH, has been an umbrella for 

23 organisations across Germany. Most members are headed by first and 

second generation German-Syrian citizens. Seven member organisations are 

managed by Syrians who fled their homeland after 2011.
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VDSH‘s main goal is two-fold: To assist in the integration, inclusion and 
participation of Syrians in Germany and to strengthen the Syrian diaspora and 
assist them in providing development cooperation in Syria and in neighbouring 
countries.

Liaising and expertise: 
VDSH is a professional partner working between Syrian diaspora organisations 
and political decision makers. Apart from providing expert advice and advocacy, 
VDSH specialises in the professionalization of civil society organisations. 

Fundraising: 
Consulting and supporting the acquisition of funding.

Internal and external communications: 
Coordinating exchange amongst member organisations, managing 
information, assisting in public relations.

Representation and networking: 
Advocating and representing member interests on the national level, 
networking with relevant stakeholders, engaging in committee work.

Capacity building: 
Providing advanced training, consultation, coaching and assistance in 
coordinating activities.  

Structure: 
23 organisations in the network.

Project-related funding by German government institutions, including 
structural funding from the German Federal Office for Migration and 
Refugees, allows for seven paid staff members, as well as coordination 
and training activities.  

VDSH has a board consisting of five members. 

Advisory board with five members.
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United Kingdom 

Syrian Charities and Associations Network

Founded in 2015, the Syrian Charities and Associations Network in the 
United Kingdom - also known as SCAN UK - has tried to ensure the smooth 
resettlement of Syrians recently arrived in the UK and to assist those who are 
already in the country, to integrate into British society.
SCAN is an independent network of 10 Syrian charities, associations, societies 
and organised regional groups, established to help meet the needs of the 
Syrian community in the UK. SCAN UK is the only umbrella recognised by the 
UK’s Home Office.

Platform:
Sharing relevant information and generating ideas and projects.

Guidance and training:
Offering help, guidance and training to network members.

Liaising and communications:
Working as a mutual communications link between SCAN UK members and 
the UK government.

Networking and coordination:
Coordinating member activities and efforts to build sustainable projects in 
the UK, and promoting professional networking amongst the Syrian British 
community.

Capacity Building: 
Offering website and media support as well as assistance in proposal writing.
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Structure:

Executive committee: Two representatives from each member 

organisation.

Council: Five to six board members elected by the executive committee 

once every two years. These are: chairman, 

general secretary, treasurer, two to three board members. 

Advisory committee

France

Collectif de Développement et Secours Syrien

Founded in 2012, the mission of this organisation, also known as CODSSY, 

has been to bring emergency aid to victims of the Syrian conflict, in the 

fields of health, nutrition, education, psychology and legal assistance. With 

its 10 member organisations, CODSSY is active in Syria and its neighbouring 

countries.

CODSSY works with non-governmental actors in areas no longer controlled 

by the Syrian government or areas where the authorities no longer have the 

capacity to offer services. CODSSY’s approach responds to different objectives 

with the aim of the redeployment of aid into Syria, or the countries where 

Syrians find refuge.
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Field visits:

Initially, CODSSY carried out field visits for projects situated outside of Syria 

(Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey). During these visits, CODSSY met with local 

actors, verified the implementation of projects and worked with partners to 

study how best to respond to their needs. In the future, CODSSY will increase 

focus on integration projects in France.

Project incubators:

CODSSY supports, advises and finances projects that focus on societal 

development and education. It acts as an “incubator” and supports projects 

so that they can eventually find external support. With the help of CODSSY, 

micro-initiatives and emerging projects have subsequently secured funds 

from other donors.

Development:

CODSSY helps partners in the field and member associations in the 

development of a project over a specified period of time and with a set 

budget. 

Structure:

10 board members, one from each organisation.

One full-time coordinator. 

Volunteers. 
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Sweden

Syrian Swedish Democratic Network (SSDF) 

With initial projects in 2011 and officially founded in 2019, the Syrian Swedish 

Democratic Network, or SSDF, wishes to build a coherent Syrian-Swedish 

community. They have four member organisations in Karlskrona, Gothenburg, 

Sweden and Malmö. Their primary activities involve the following activities.

Among the Swedish community regarding the Syrian cause by initiating 

educational and cultural events, for example poetry readings, art exhibits, 

musical events and political discussions focused on Syria.

Among the Syrian-Swedish community with the ultimate goal of integrating 

democracy and human rights in all aspects of Syrian communities. 

For other organisations in Syria, for example, the White Helmets.

Gothenburg offers sports and camping excursions as well as legal advice. 

Stockholm members organise demonstrations, aid campaigns and fundraising 

events. 

Five board members with nominal membership fee.

Five volunteers.

Raising awareness:

Sharing information:

Fundraising:

Regional offerings:

Structure:  
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Austria

Union of Syrians Abroad 

Founded in 2011, the mission of the Union of Syrians Abroad, or UoSA, 

was initially to assist Syrians in Syria by providing emergency humanitarian 

relief. Longer-term projects have included the construction of a hospital, 

infrastructure-building initiatives and food delivery, among other examples.

The UoSA plans to professionalise the umbrella and add integration projects in 

Europe. For example, by offering capacity building to government-appointed 

advisors for newly arrived Syrians.

UoSA is a unique umbrella where each country acts as a member 

organisation, spread across 14 European countries.

11 board members. 

Volunteers who pay a considerable monthly membership fee.

Denmark

As a relatively new umbrella starting work in 2019, the organisation‘s mission 

is to offer a meeting space for Syrian individuals and NGOs in Denmark, where 

they have the potential to work together on two levels:

Structure:

14 An Introduction to This Guide & to the European-Syrian Umbrella Organisations



Externally, by supporting people in Syria and in neighbouring countries, in areas 
such as children‘s education, health, women’s rights and capacity building.

Internally, to support Syrian individuals and CSOs here in Denmark. Support 
might cover topics such as integration, employment, education and the rights 
of Syrians in Denmark.

This newer umbrella currently has four organisations and regular contact with 
six to seven other organisations. Plans to extend the umbrella are underway. 

Local activities undertaken by some of the organisations in this umbrella in 
their own cities include teaching mother tongues (Arabic and Kurdish) and 
providing activities for children and women. Other organisations work on the 
cultural side to present multiple aspects of Syrian culture to Danish society. 
Some work on issues pertinent to refugees and newcomers. There are plans 
to fund projects in collaboration with local partners in Syria and neighbouring 
countries.

The questions Wasl peers sought to answer

How do we build a network?

We need strategy in action, how can we deal with management systems?

How do we communicate within our umbrella and with other umbrella 
networks?

How can we get funding? 

How do we advocate for our organisations?

How do we reshift focus when problems arise?

How do we raise awareness about Syria amid political developments?

In the following sections, senior members of the various umbrella groups  
answered these questions by offering examples of working solutions 
that had already proven useful. Some solutions are simple, others more                               
complicated. The varying approaches demonstrate that there is often more 
than one option.
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2
Internal Challenges 

and Resources



This section examines the internal structural challenges in establishing an 

umbrella network and the resources needed to tackle those challenges.  

Founding members recall the hurdles they faced early on, as they were                 

building up their umbrellas from scratch, and the important lessons learned 

along the way. 

‘Vision, hard work and luck’

In 2013, Germany’s VDSH still only existed on Dr. Usahma Darrah’s laptop in 

Heidelberg.  

“Our members tried to cover the whole map of Syria. They had projects in 

all of the provinces and they were mainly humanitarian, developmental, 

educational and also medical.” 

 

“When we visited Berlin, we discovered the Berghof Foundation, [an 

independent NGO that supports initiatives to prevent political and social 

violence]. We shared the same values: democracy and human rights. 

After attending two Berlin conferences, we finally managed to unite the 

22 founding members in November 2013. A German lawyer and I wrote the 

constitution. At that time, the goal was to transport clothes, food, textiles 

and humanitarian goods into Syria from Germany.” 

“When the Berghof Foundation’s rental contract expired in 2015, VDSH came 

in, took over the contract and set up an office, just before the refugee surge. 

The five big organisations all contributed to hiring an executive manager.”

“The first funded project was a best practice guide on development projects 

by our members in Syria but that was only enough to fund the executive 

manager. We paid for the office for two years out of our own pockets and 

shared the rent by subletting to some of our member organizations.”
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“We grew to a maximum of 46. Somewhere along the line we had to make a 

cut. We only wanted to take the professional and active ones we could work 

with.” 

 

“By the end of 2017, we got structural support - we had applied [to the 

Federal Office for Migration and Refugees] for three years. That put us on the 

map. At that time, everybody was asking: ’Who can represent the 

Syrians in Germany? Who can speak for them?’” 

Lessons that I learned:

You have to be quick and prepared, and make sure you know who you’re 

meeting with and what their political debates are. 

If you have development goals, the answer is preparation and good 

administration. If you have a preparatory meeting, that means everyone 

has to do their homework.

You need vision and luck. And a lot of hard work.”

Building an umbrella from the bottom up

In France, CODSSY was an initiative that organisations, realising that they 

needed a central platform, formed on their own, says coordinator Jade Kahhaleh.

“The organisations felt there was a lack of visibility and transparency 

about how money was distributed [by large institutions]. The 

organisations wanted to see how funds were dispatched. CODSSY 

started to become a place where big institutions would give major 

funding, because the donors couldn’t directly fund microprojects [in 

Syria].”
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“The microprojects were led by organisations that didn’t have project 
management skills and sometimes didn’t even speak English. They needed 
an intermediary. Back then there was not even a coordinator. It was only one 
board member, the organisations and the volunteers.”

Majd Massouh was a coordinator at CODSSY between 2016 and 2018: “In the 
beginning it was not clearly defined what the difference was between an NGO 
and an umbrella organisation. At our board meetings we used to discuss which 
projects to fund and how to distribute funds to organisations, which put us in a 
difficult position and created competition between the organisations.”

“It’s important to make a distinction between 
what happens at the umbrella level and what 
happens at the organisation’s level. This did 
not happen until we started an advocacy 
banking project”

(See more in Section 3: Working solutions - banking.)

Kahhaleh added: “It’s also important to make sure the umbrella’s strategy 
is built from the bottom up. Umbrellas need to hear out their member 
organisations before fitting into a governmental agenda to secure funds.”

Anass Tooma of Britain’s SCAN UK also described coping with hierarchical 
challenges: “Syrians will see an umbrella as a new boss. Try your best not 
to give your new umbrella the upper hand over member organisations. And 
while a diverse umbrella is great, focusing on diversification might get you 
stuck without any outcome. It is important to include as many organisations 
as you can, but it is most important to get things done effectively.”
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Creating a structure

The Board

Initially, members of the Syrian diaspora described being eager to finally 
live out democratic values within their organisations and umbrellas. They 
aimed at being as participatory as possible, including in decision making. 
VDSH, however, found that having more than five board members made 
scheduling appointments (digitally and in real life) and decision-making 
nigh on impossible. This may be especially true for umbrellas in countries 
that are decentralised and have a large geographical spread of members.

An exception to this rule is France’s CODSSY. Their 10 member 
organisations, some of which are in Paris, have one representative each on 
CODSSY’s board. They meet on a monthly basis to decide which projects 
should be promoted for fundraising. In this model, proximity as well as the 
need for consensus and participation plays a vital role.  

While ethnic and religious diversity is recommended on every board, 
Sweden’s government actually mandates gender diversity too. The 
Swedish Syrian umbrella SSDF has a clear 50:50 gender balance on the 
board, which is an actively promoted policy in Sweden’s self-declared 
feminist government. The Swedish Ministry of Integration and Gender 
Equality and the Ministry for Foreign Affairs states that “gender equality 
must be central to all decision making and resource allocation”.  

When your umbrella has to tackle many topics and requires special 
knowledge, it makes sense to establish an advisory board of experts 
from within the member organisations. SCAN UK, for example, has 
an executive committee, which consists of two individuals from each 
member organisation. Additionally, SCAN UK has a council, with five or 
six board members elected by the executive committee every two years: 
It consists of a chairman, general secretary, a treasurer and two to three 
board members. SCAN UK also has an advisory committee.
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The Constitution

In order for your umbrella to be a valid, legal body, it must have a 

constitution that explains the purpose of your umbrella, its objectives, the 

stakeholders involved (board members) and how it will function, based 

on your strategy. Bylaws, which are separate, outline the rules of your 

umbrella.

Try to get legal counselling to avoid trouble later. Learn from 

other umbrellas in your country (they often publish their 

constitution and “rules of procedure”).

When there is a managing director and staff it might be useful to outline 

the “rules of procedure” that affect the relationships between the board 

and managing director, (that is, the competencies of the managing director 

vs. the competencies of the board), signature authorization and any “red-

lines”.

Having a managing director brings many opportunities, but also 

challenges.

For some boards, especially when they have founded the 

organization, it can be difficult to delegate decisions and 

responsibilities to staff. 

Meetings and Taking Minutes

Define processes of decision making and internal communication as soon 

as possible to avoid misunderstandings.
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Financing

Many NGOs can accomplish their work with volunteers. But running an 

umbrella organisation is not like running a single NGO. At CODSSY, long-time 

board members were recently “refreshed” due to the inevitable fatigue of 

volunteers. 

Funding for an NGO might come from private donations, membership fees 

or fundraising events. Umbrellas, however, rarely receive donations, as they 

don’t have their own projects on the ground. In contrast, umbrella work 

happens in an office, offering workshops, consultancy and networking. This is 

less attractive for private donors who want to see immediate impacts.

Umbrellas, therefore, must focus on project funding from public institutions 

or private foundations. Yet seeking funding and writing project proposals are 

time consuming jobs for volunteers. 

“Which should happen first?” was a question that arose amongst participating 

umbrellas of Wasl: Should we hire someone to write proposals in order to 

secure government funding? Or should we hire someone after receiving 

funding? 

“The donor is like a bank,” offered 

Anass Tooma of SCAN UK. “It needs 

a deposit and it needs to see action 

first.”
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Membership Fees 

Membership fees can easily be incorporated into your organization’s 

policies. There are various models of how to go about this:

A percentage based on the member organisation’s annual turnover, or
alternatively, every member organisation pays 1 Euro per individual 
member, so that larger member organisations pay more.

Everyone pays a fixed sum, outlined in the constitution or rules of 
procedure, with reductions for smaller or newer members.

Loans from economically established members/individuals are always 

needed, especially in the beginning. 

Name specific amounts in the constitution (with exemptions for new 

member organisations).

T!P: Donations have to be sustainable. For example, members  with high  
 salaries may donate on a regular basis, as in the case of UoSA,   
 which have to cover administrative costs as well.

Membership fees can initiate funding but are often not enough to 

cover regular expenses.

Working solution:  SCAN UK hired a student to take care of administrative 

work, whose salary was paid with the „income“ from membership fees. 

This can be a good start.

Working solution: “Bundesfreiwilligendienst” is Germany’s publicly 

funded voluntary service where young people volunteer for social 

good for six to 12 months. VDSH took advantage of this programme.

T!P: Volunteers or working students need to have at least one employee  
 to guide them and manage the teamwork. This is the case at CODS 
 SY, which employs a coordinator who is assisted by a “civilian”  
 volunteer.
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Working solutions: NGOs are eligible to receive free items, or at a 

discount. For example, Microsoft Office, G-Suite (Google Drive, e-mail 

service with own domain, calendar etc.), volunteer platforms (a 

designer might offer pro bono graphic design). 

Public Funding

Most NGOs and umbrellas will rely on public funding for sustainable, 

long-term support. But getting funding requires people who can write 

professional project proposals. This person usually has to be paid - but the 

investment will pay for itself many times over. Once you have it, public 

funding gives you the opportunity to pay employees as well as create 

budgets for projects. In fact, writing the proposal trains you how best to 

articulate your goals and how to evaluate the methods in achieving them. 

Keep in mind:

Your proposal should match your NGO’s goals, mission and the projects 

you undertake. Organisations too often take on projects because of 

the financial opportunity and the projects don’t always match the 

organisation’s identity.
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Participating umbrellas of Wasl’s tips on fundraising, based on experience 

Invest time in investigating calls for proposals.

Cooperate with senior partners.

Get coaching and training from experienced institutions.

Get advice from donors on project development.

Invest in trust-building and communication with the donor.

Don‘t forget the donor‘s perspective: They have a clear strategic need of 
their own, so you should demonstrate your understanding of the mutual 
desires and make your core competencies and impact easily understood.

If you know your plan well but there is simply no time to complete 
certain aspects, consider outsourcing your proposal finalizing. The latter 
can be time consuming. It‘s money well spent.

Have patience: You will have to work yourself up from short term micro-
funding to long term funding with far larger sums. But this takes time. 
Often donors like to see an organisation prove itself with micro-funding 
before granting larger, longer-term financing. 

Just start! Even if you only have small investments and volunteers.

It is hard to build an organisation whilst implementing projects and sticking 

to deadlines because project goals and organisational goals don’t necessarily 

overlap (see figure).

Working solution: At the VDSH, structural funding for migrant umbrella 

associations from the German Federal Office for Migration and Refugees 

made it possible to escape being bound so strictly to one project. The 

aim of this funding is to professionalize VDSH’s internal institutional and 

procedural organization, as well as expand the public relations, networking 

and financing strategy. 

Since public funding is essential for the survival of umbrella associations, 
professional project management is of utmost importance.
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Project Management 

Since most of the umbrella’s finances depend on public funding or similar, 
umbrellas need professional project management. Donors only take you 
seriously if you prove that you can handle public funding responsibly and if 
you have experience at this. It opens doors, as all larger umbrellas can attest. 
Additionally, the umbrella should be a role model for its member organisations 
when it comes to project management and transparency.

The added value of an umbrella can be to enhance the capacities and 
know-how of its member organisations in project management. The 
umbrella can provide trainings, webinars, templates, counselling and 
possibly even collaborative project management. 

Umbrellas, if they have the capacity, can apply for funding for bigger 
collaborative projects. The umbrella can oversee the smaller projects and 
activities of its members within a framework. This opens doors for smaller, 
less experienced member NGOs and benefits the donors too: Knowledge and 
experience is enhanced by on-the-job-training and the risk of unprofessional 
project management with public funds reduced to a minimum. These joint 
ventures also strengthen the internal bonds in any network and give a very 
tangible added value to membership in the umbrella.

Member projects can be designed to be similar, or the same activities can be 
conducted by capable member NGOs in their different locations and therefore 
spread out geographically. Or, each member NGO can conduct a project related 
to its specific expertise (medical, educational or agricultural, for example).
This all depends on the overall project design and of course limitations from, 
or the range of flexibility, on the part of the donor.

Some umbrellas have professional project managers on staff who oversee this 
process. Other umbrellas are just starting out and may be limited in resources. 
Yet in order to reach the next level in acquiring funds from private and 
government donors, detailed planning, implementation and documentation 
of your umbrella’s next project will be expected.
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Working solution: Given the stalemate in the conflict in Syria, CODSSY 

helps its organisations develop viable projects by giving priority to 

undertakings that are viable in the medium- and long-term. This is in 

order to maximize effect and multiply impact. For each project, a complete 

proposal with a questionnaire must be completed. CODSSY helps partners 

in the field and member organisations in the development of a project 

over a specific period of time and with a set budget. CODSSY only works 

with project partners who are verified as being reliable, either through a 

member organisation or a recognized partner. CODSSY then proceeds to 

check the following:

Identification of the project officers.

The project officers must have shown experience and proven their 

capacity to manage development projects.

The project must have a humanitarian or development goal, with 

priority given to projects providing education to children.

The project beneficiaries must be clearly defined.

The organisation must show it has the capacity to lead the project in 

reasonable time and in the circumstances.

Verification of other funding sources of the project, if any.

Definition of the monitoring and evaluation and reporting methods 

and deadlines.

In monthly board meetings, projects are evaluated. Every project that does 

not meet  CODSSY’s conditions is taken out of the selection process. This 

process is determined by vote.
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Staff

Choose your staff well. You need people willing and able to work in an 

environment that might still be unstructured. This is not for everyone - 

some people need structure and a “narrow” field of work. When you build an 

organization you need all-rounders who are motivated, creative, flexible and 

if necessary, ready to take the initiative to change something and bring in 

new ideas. They also have to be able to do or learn all kinds of things (project 

management, administration, accounting, public relations, social media, 

networking, office management, website management, human resources and 

so on). 

Burn-out is a common problem 

in humanitarian work, especially 

after operating in emergency mode 

for many years. Supervision and 

coaching is helpful to avoid this.    

Swedish umbrella, SSDF, realised that two part-time jobs could be better 

than one, when one individual could become overwhelmed by tasks and 

appointments requested by the network members. Ideally, these two 

employees should complement each other. 
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Networking

It is extremely important to move beyond the Syrian community “bubble” and 

communicate and learn from other organisations and actors.

Working solution: Consider membership in bigger umbrellas or networks- 

for example networks of migrant NGOs or networks of NGOs active in      

development projects.

VDSH was fortunate enough to meet the Turkish Community in Germany, or 

TGD, an organisation, which advocates not only for its own community, but for 

all other communities with a migration background. TGD was a door opener 

(in the truest sense of the word) and a «mentor» in many areas (in terms 

of calls for proposals, application coaching, important dates and invitations 

to ministries, for example). Without TGD, VDSH would not have achieved 

everything it has so far.

Networking with organizations and institutions in your host country is crucial. 

Look for the support of experienced organizations. For example, the Berghof 

Foundation supported the founding process of VDSH in 2012/2013 by 

funding logistics (travel costs, a legal advisor for the constitution, a meeting 

room and so on). 

Working solution: CODSSY got funding for the salary of their managing 

director from a French NGO that wanted to support organizational 

development.

“When you want to start an organisation,” says Mouhanad Sharabati 

of the Syrian Legal Defence Fund (a SCAN UK member organisation), 

which provides advocacy and legal advice to Syrian humanitarian, 

educational and development organisations, “you have to get to know 

other organisations - see what they‘re doing, learn from them and 

share information.”
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Exchange information: Make sure the rest of the network 

knows what you are doing by using newsletters or photos, videos, 

graphics or even anecdotal tidbits.

Have a database of contacts: Be sure to have a place where 

all the organisations in your network can share useful contacts, 

especially if they are contacts that are not immediately obvious. 

Encourage them to regularly update the database.

Participate in and initiate events: Encourage meetings amongst 

organisations in your network at least twice per year, depending 

on budget. Skype and other digital platforms only go so far. 

Social media: While it may seem obvious, liking, sharing and 

commenting on posts also captures more attention. Remember 

the principle of reciprocity!

Communications/outreach: The topic of communication is 

often neglected or underestimated by Syrian diaspora NGOs due 

to operating in emergency mode for so many years, and also 

because of the lack of capacity and resources to carry out such 

work. Nevertheless, communications are the cornerstone of the 

umbrella’s visibility and survival.
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Internal communications - communicating within the umbrella

E-Mails: One lesson learned is that the mailing list of an umbrella should 
include the email addresses of all member organisations. Reaching out only 
to the board’s president and his contact list, will not reach the roots of the 
umbrella. 

Online platforms: Work together in a transparent and efficient way by using 
online platforms such as Google Drive, Drop Box, Slack, Brainloop and others.

No matter how advanced and efficient digital solutions for communications 
have grown, nothing beats face to face communication. A common obstacle 
for national umbrellas is the geographical distance between their members 
and associated travel costs.  

T!P: Travel costs should always be included in budgets. This point should  
 be made clear to donors.

External Communications

Remember to keep host countries abreast of your members’ activities. 
Diaspora organizations tend to discuss issues internally in the community 
and neglect the host community.

Communications are more than press releases and websites: They also 
include Facebook, Twitter, newsletters and visiting, speaking at or organising 
a public event (see Section 4: Success stories).

While a website might seem like a relatively superficial aspect of your 
umbrella, it is the window into your network and could help secure your next 
funding! Take care of it and update regularly, as needed. 

Working solution: Members of VDSH initially didn’t have the time and 
money to invest in a professional website. VDSH invested 1,000 Euros in 
its first website, including an area that introduced member organisations 
and their projects. A private foundation became interested in some of the 
projects and organisations found on this page. That led to the creation of 
several member organisations’ projects, something worth 150 times the 
cost of the website!
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Strategy

The nuts and bolts of structuring an umbrella organisation will only stay in 

place if you have clear and viable strategies from the start.

Some important questions umbrellas asked before they began:
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Developing a Strategy in Three Steps

Step 1:
Before starting to think about the future and all the things you would like 
to do and be, it is important to assess the status quo. This is essential for 
developing a realistic and suitable strategy. Time to be honest and self-
critical.

Self-analysis: Where are we now? Who are we? Who is working, talking and 
acting together with us? What are we good at? What are our weaknesses? 
What resources do we have? Four ways to answer those questions are the 
following methods:

Analysis of core competencies

Stakeholder analysis 

SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threads) analysis

Examples:
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Step 2: 

Thinking about strategic options requires imagination. You have to play 
through different options. For example, “we want to be a big association 
that represents Syrians on a national level and influences political decision 
making”. Or “we want to be a smaller and exclusive association that offers 
high quality services for the member organizations”. 
What consequences would each scenario have? Is it feasible? Do we have 

the resources? Do we want that? 

Strategic options:

Various potential versions of your identity (what are the options?)

Draft project portfolio (what kind of projects do we want and can we 
undertake?; what are our topics and methods?) 

Feasibility (is it realistic? Do we have the resources? What do we have 
to change to make it feasible?) 

A strategy is as much about what you do, as what you DO NOT do. 
Refraining from certain objectives can be seen as a clear decision against 
something: Against a certain kind of project, against certain topics, for 
example. It’s essential to know what you are NOT, as well as what you are. 
If you do not decide what you won’t be, you don’t have a strategy.

Example: Identity Model

For example:

Option 1: We want to extend our member base = “quantity” 

Option 2: We want to be a small, exclusive network = “quality”
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Step 3: 

Now it is time to decide. It is important to involve people from your 

organization like your managing director and other staff. They have to go 

along with your strategy.

Once you decide on a strategy and/or a project portfolio it is important to 

communicate it to your member organizations and ask them for feedback. 

You need their backing to implement your strategy and a common vision. 

Outline strategy: 

Define identity, goals and vision of association. 

Define products and services of association.

Define project portfolio.
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External Challenges

and Working Solutions



In the previous section, we identified why structures and well-planned 

processes not only enable easier workflow, they also help to establish the 

professionalism necessary to gain the trust of potential donors. A strong 

internal structure also ensures that your umbrella is able to deal with sudden 

external obstacles.

A conflict situation, for example, can present unforeseen challenges that 

threaten the ability of your member organisations to implement projects: 

Extremists interfering in the work of medical staff at hospitals built by civil 

society, for example; or the regime besiegement of civilian areas where 

humanitarian projects are based, or perhaps a change in EU governments or 

policies. These are external challenges familiar to Wasl umbrella networks 

and they are nearly impossible to plan for. Keeping in close contact with 

partners on the ground and maintaining the faith of funders, they said, can 

help mitigate problems that potentially endanger the success of a project.

Politics

The following political issues have presented obstacles to civil society work 

and these need to be prepared for with strategy at the umbrella level:

Problem: 

Discriminatory banking practices resulting from banks’ overcompliance in 

fighting terrorism and aligning with sanctions against Syria -  civil society 

has paid the price. Many Syrian organisations and their umbrellas have 

been unable to open bank accounts, have had accounts closed with no 

explanation, online donation collections suddenly cancelled and have 

regularly had to deal with delays and cancellations of transfers.
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Working solution: Advocacy at banks        

In response to these banking difficulties, CODSSY and three of its member 
organisations conducted a survey in 2018 to investigate just how pervasive 
these issues were. Over the course of three months, the study questioned 
25 different organisations across Europe and found that almost all (96 
percent) of French organisations experienced banking difficulties. More 
than half experienced more than one type of the aforementioned banking 
issues. 

CODSSY coordinated with VDSH and SCAN UK, who also distributed the 
questionnaire to their members and found that they had similar results. 
The findings were published and CODSSY then approached government 
ministries that were pushing an anti-terrorism agenda, one that did not 
adequately differentiate between innocent and suspect bank transfers.

“It was a successful initiative across European Syrian umbrella 
organisations,” remembers Majd Massouh. “We explained what Syrian 
NGOs were facing and that we too were afraid of terrorism, which was 
why they needed to include us in the discussion. We had meetings in the 
ministries and invited the biggest NGOs. It finally gave us a seat at the 
table. This is what an umbrella does.”

Jade Kahhaleh of CODSSY added: “In June 2018, we held a meeting 
between the Tresor Publiques [the French national treasury], big banks 
like HSBC and Société Générale, government officials and big NGOs. We 
discovered that the problem was not coming from the government, but 
from the banks themselves. They don’t want to handle the compliance 
costs, for example, of training teams to check for the risks of transfers.”

“Now we’re doing a second round of the study. In January 2019 we met 
with deputies and gave recommendations based on our research in the 
official report. The idea of the second round is to show that the situation 
has gotten even worse.” 
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Problem: Restricted access

In Syria: By 2018, with the help of its allies, the Syrian regime had 
regained control of over half of the country. The presence of extremist 
groups in some parts of Idlib, for example, also made it harder for NGOs 
on the ground to carry out projects. While most organisations within the 
umbrellas identify themselves as humanitarian, their abilities to carry out 
activities within Syria are impacted by shrinking spaces in areas seized 
by extremists. While some member organisations are able to continue 
their activities in areas under regime control, they do so at great risk. An 
umbrella can help to determine if an organisation has a viable chance of 
successfully implementing a project. All NGOs on the ground in Syria have 
had to re-group and re-establish their activities.

In neighbouring countries like Turkey and Lebanon: Umbrellas are the 
sum of their members, therefore negative developments in organisations 
will create issues for the umbrella. Carrying out cross-border activities and 
establishing subsidiary organisations was relatively easy at the beginning 
of the conflict, whereas today the governments of all the countries 
neighbouring Syria have restricted the access and movement of foreign 
NGOs. While European NGOs might be better able to negotiate with these 
governments, NGOs of Syrian origin are viewed more critically and are 
harshly proofed in terms of registration, taxes and other bureaucracy. 

Working solution: Reshifting focus when external problems arise

Some hurdles require that your umbrella shift its focus, or even the 
location of activities.

In CODSSY’s case, the banking issues were so disruptive to the umbrella 
as well as to its members, that the board decided to rethink their strategy.

“We no longer send money to Syria,” said Kahhaleh of CODSSY. “We fund 
micro projects in Lebanon but all of our member organisations are registered 
in France. Our strategy now is to focus on activities in Europe and become 
a platform here in France, and develop the Syrian diaspora here.”
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Problem: Semantics around “reconstruction” amongst donor states

Although some areas are still under fire, the Assad government has 

initiated some reconstruction projects – even though these tend to be 

minimal compared to the large-scale damage wrought by the eight-year 

conflict. 

According to Amnesty International’s 2019 report: “The Syrian government 

passed Law 10 of 2018, empowering it to establish redevelopment 

zones for rehabilitation and reconstruction projects. The law empowers 

the government to confiscate residents’ property without due process 

or adequate compensation. In November, in response to international 

pressure, the Syrian parliament amended the law. However, there are still 

significant concerns in the law that remain unaddressed. In Qaboun and 

Darayya the government has restricted access for civilian residents seeking 

to return to their homes, and has unlawfully demolished residents’ private 

homes, without providing notice, alternative housing, or compensation.”

With a lack of clear mechanisms to monitor the sustainability of projects 

as well as reports of the misuse of UN funds and a lack of a political 

compromise in Syria, Syrian civil society is concerned that reconstruction 

funds may end up in the hands of war criminals and armed militias.

“The European Union and the United States have maintained that they 

will not fund reconstruction in government-held Syria in the absence of 

a political transition along the lines of the UN Security Council resolution 

2254,” according to Amnesty’s report. “However, several European states, 

including France and Switzerland are seeking to support rehabilitation and 

stabilization efforts in areas re-taken by the government, or have opened 

humanitarian offices in Damascus.” 

40 External Challenges and Working Solutions



Working solution: Transparency and accountability

The Human Rights and Business Unit belonging to the Syrian Legal 

Development Programme ensures that human rights remain at the 

forefront of reconstruction projects in Syria. With many states vying for 

business opportunities during “reconstruction”, business operators in 

conflict-affected areas are going to find it challenging to uphold human 

rights. 

The Human Rights and Business Unit will collect information about 

violations by searching news sources for information about:

Business activities that may raise human rights concerns or risks.

Syrian government laws, decrees and regulations on reconstruction or 

business activity that may raise human rights concerns or risks.

Reconstruction, trade and economic dynamics that may have a 

negative impact on the human rights situation in Syria.  

 

I nformation gathering by partner Syrian organizations about business-

r elated human rights violations during reconstruction in Syria will be 

vetted by SLDP. 

Problem: Political shifts to the right 

There has been a steady rise in the popularity of nationalist parties in 

Europe over the last decade. In the 2019 European elections, nationalist 

a nd anti-immigration parties had more than 10 percent of the vote in 

F rance, Germany, the Netherlands, Spain and the Czech Republic. In 

S weden, Finland, Denmark, Switzerland, Austria, Hungary and Italy, 

n ationalist parties had more than 15 percent 1. 

1 BBC: Europe and right-wing nationalism: A country-by-country guide 
 (24.May 2019)
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According to the umbrellas of Wasl, the political moves toward the right, 

a re accompanied by a fear of immigration, fatigue about a long and 

drawn out conflict and a lack of European awareness about the current 

situation in Syria. Umbrella members discussed having to work against a 

normalisation of the current status quo, as well as a lack of awareness and 

interest in Syrian refugees and the Syrian cause. 

Working solution: Raising awareness

The Syrian Swedish Association regularly hosts discussions and cultural 

events and invites the press along, in order to inform Swedish students, 

j ournalists and ordinary citizens about Syrians, their culture and the 

continued struggle at home - despite talk of reconstruction (see Section 4). 

Working solution: Advocacy and speaking at senior levels of government

Umbrellas must work to gain access to the highest levels of government 

to address these issues. The ultimate goal is to have some influence on 

policies affecting Syria, integration efforts in Europe and the situation of 

Syrian refugees in neighbouring countries.

To begin with:

Inform your umbrella staff and member organisations about decision-

making processes in Brussels and Geneva.

Exchange information and data with influential politicians and public 

figures. 

Join forces with local NGOs working on the same issues (supporting 

refugees and migrants, recording human rights violations, conducting 

integration projects, supporting sustainability projects and so on).
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Organising events and conferences to spread awareness. 

Establishing regular round tables with interested stakeholders.

Ramp up social media campaigns to familiarise Europeans with the 

problems Syrian communities face in Europe. Engage with European 

communities and address their concerns. 

SCAN UK is part of the Resettlement Strategic Engagement Group 

(Resettlement SEG), a group established by UK’s Refugee Resettlement 

Programme. All European states have a refugee resettlement programme, 

which the UNHCR defines as “the selection and transfer of refugees from 

a state in which they have sought protection to another State, which has 

agreed to admit them - as refugees - with permanent residence status.” 

The UK’s Resettlement SEG consists of representatives from the 

programme, NGOs, the Syrian diaspora and service providers for resettled 

refugees. It meets every three months. SCAN UK is also part of the 

Community Sponsorship Stakeholder Group, which specifically promotes 

community sponsorship, a programme unique to the UK. This group also 

meets every three months. SCAN has advocated on issues of integrating 

refugees through language courses and part-time employment.            

                

CODSSY met with government representatives to bring attention to the 

banking problems and to explore how better to assist Syrian refugees in 

France. 

VDSH participated in Brussels donor conferences and formulated letters 

on policy recommendations, sent to politicians and governments, to raise 

awareness about certain topics as well as to make requests for action. 

Regular advocacy for refugees is also a major aspect of VDSH’s work, 

which entails  meeting with German ministries and taking part in a national 

network of migration organisations and responding to their requests.
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How one of  CODSSY’s member organisations helps on the ground

France’s CODSSY consists of 10 organisations, which have conducted 

emergency relief, education, medical and awareness-raising projects in Syria, 

although they are all registered in France. One of their founding organisations 

is Women Now for Development, which was established in 2012 by Samar 

Yazbek, a Syrian writer and journalist. 

In its first year, the NGO initiated small projects in Syria for 10 families. A year 

later, 17 micro-projects were initiated to support single mothers all over the 

country, including in Ghouta, Idlib and Aleppo. By 2014, the NGO had opened 

“empowerment centres for women” beginning with four in Syria and Lebanon. 

By the end of 2015, 106 women and nine men were working in eight centres 

in Syria, Lebanon, Turkey and France. 

Each centre has qualified staff - including social workers for women and 

children as well as, in some cases, a psychologist too - and provides training, 

educational programs and case management for women and girls. They also 

work with local partners in child case management and have established 

educational courses for girls, helping them to complete their education and to 

foster cognitive development.

Girls can attend Arabic, math and English classes in addition to classes in 

other subjects they can suggest to the team. Stress relief and recreational 

activities, such as arts and crafts, singing, acting and dancing, are also a vital 

part of the programme for girls.
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Thanks to capacity building in the form of an organisational development 

workshop for some team members, Women Now was able to refine its vision 

(in 2015).

© Women Now for Development

Educational Empowerment: Courses in the program include literacy and 

foreign language courses, gender and health awareness, first aid training, 

computer and technology skills and mathematics.

Other CODSSY organisations:

Initiative for a New Syria

Alwane

ASML/Syria (Association de Soutien aux Médias Libres)

Musawa

Nazra Syria

Souria Houria

Syrie Moderne Démocratique Laique 

Tous Pour La Syrie

UOSSM (Union des Organisations de Secours et de Soins Médicaux)
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A VDSH member that helps heal the scars of conflict

Germany’s VDSH member organisations, with partners in Syria, have conducted 

agricultural projects in besieged and starving Ghouta, renovated, re-built and 

run schools, pre-schools and orphanages, supplied and run hospitals as well 

as initiated drinking water projects, vocational training for medical staff and 

midwives, medical first-aid training for laypersons and humanitarian aid of 

all kinds in besieged areas. They have also implemented community-based 

projects and trauma training for social workers and medical staff.

One of their German-based NGOs, Alkawakibi, was founded in Berlin in 2012 

by oral surgeon, Bassel Alsaeed.

While the NGO generally promotes democracy and human rights, it specifically 

initiated a medical project to treat the high number of patients with facial 

defects resulting from the conflict. 

In cooperation with the German-Syrian Association for the Promotion of 

Freedoms and Human Rights (known as the DSV in Germany), Alsaeed and his 

team volunteered to conduct facial reconstruction surgeries in the Turkish-

Syrian border region, treating wounded people in Idlib in Syria and Reyhanli in 

Turkey. Apart from caring for patients, the team also trained Syrian colleagues, 

creating an infrastructure for the treatment and aftercare of patients.

“Whether patients receive reconstruction of eyes, ears or fingers,” said 

Dr. Alsaeed, „they simply don‘t know how to thank us. They become 

social beings again.“
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Dr. Alsaeed has been traveling to the Turkish border near Syria since 2015. 
Initially, he travelled with one technician, medicines and supplies, and in their 
first three or four days on site, they treated about five patients. Two months 
later, after they successfully treated a patient’s eyes, they were also able to 
train a Syrian technician who met them in Turkey.
 
Between that first visit four years ago and now, the project has trained four 
technicians and treated between 500 and 600 patients. One technician 
receives a salary through Alkawakibi and three others receive compensation 
through Syrian NGOs that work in cooperation with Alkawakibi.

“We are not grant-writing professionals,” said Dr. Alsaeed. “VDSH helped 
with the grant application and established connections to the governmental 
donors.”
 
Lilli Kardouh, Managing Director of VDSH, said of the project: “It is a unique 
idea that also has multiplicators.”

© Bassel Alsaeed

A girl treated within Alkwakibi’s project of facial reconstruction
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Other VDSH organisations:

Back on Track

Barada Syrienhilfe

Impact 

Deutsch-Syrische Ärzte für Humanitäre Hilfe

Deutsch-Syrisches Forum 

Deutsch-Syrischer Verein 

DOZ

Freie Deutsch-Syrische Gesellschaft 

Homs League Abroad 

Human Help Community 

Independent Doctors Association 

Lien

Mada Organization 

NESWA New Empowered Society for Women Activism

Olivetas 

Orienthelfer

Orschina 

Salam Kultur- und Sportklub

Syrische Gemeinde in Schleswig-Holstein

Syrian Center for Statistics and Research 

Union der Syrischen Studenten und Akademiker 

UOSSM Germany
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A SCAN UK member advocates for human rights and justice

Great Britain’s SCAN UK has ten members with projects that range from 

immediate relief to others with medical, health, community empowerment 

and nutrition aims, as well as various integration projects inside the United 

Kingdom. 

A very unique member of the SCAN UK network is the Syrian Legal Development 

Programme (SLDP), which provides legal advice, education and training to 

other Syrian organisations and actors about complex aspects of the conflict 

with regard to international law on human rights and humanitarian work as 

well as international criminal law. 

SLDP has trained the Syrian Civil Defence members, the so-called White 

Helmets, on international humanitarian law. Together with other NGOs, Free 

Press Unlimited and Mithaq, SLDP trained Syrian journalists on international 

law in relation to the Syrian conflict. And during the Geneva talks, SLDP 

accompanied NGOs into the United Nations, providing advice there. 

“Currently no one else does what we do,” said Mouhanad Sharabati, a 

lawyer at SLDP, “because it’s very specific.”

Additionally, Qeyam (Arabic for values or virtues) is a media series created 

by SLDP which aims to reinforce some of the main principles of international 

humanitarian law. All the scripts have been designed to incorporate Syria-

specific features of conflict. The scripts are written so that even a lay person 

can understand the context.
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Other SCAN UK organisations:

Help4Syria 

Syrian Network in Glasgow 

Mosaic Initiative 

Human Care Syria 

Palmyra Relief 

Scotland4Syria 

SAMH – Syrian Association for Mental Health 

SyriaUK  

From Syria with Love 

Syrian Association of Yorkshire 

SBMS – Syrian British Medical Society 

HIHFAD - Hand in Hand for Aid and Development  

Syrian Society of Nottinghamshire 

Syria Peace & Justice  

Syrian Community South West UK 

Syria Society in The Midlands 

Syrian Society of South East 

The Syrian Arab Association in the UK 
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An SSDF organisation connects with the host country, keeping Syria relevant

In 2018, Al Seeraj, a member of the Syrian Swedish Association in Malmö, 

hosted Ziad Kalthoum and Ali Alibrahim, directors of the films ‘The Taste of 

Cement’ and ‘One Day in Aleppo’ respectively, at an event designed to foster 

“cultural awareness,” said May Samhouri, a Syrian activist at Al Seeraj. 

Samhouri said that Swedes were generally sympathetic to the Syrian cause 

but that sentiment had changed after 2015, after the largest influx of Syrian 

refugees into Europe. “People who used to say hello stopped greeting me,” 

she recalled.

“It is an easier way for people to 

understand the Syrian culture,” said 

Samhouri, who also organised an exhibit 

at Malmö University to showcase 

drawings of Syrian-Palestinian 

cartoonist Hani Abbas, who was born 

in a refugee camp near Damascus in 

1977 and who has received numerous 

international awards for his art. 

© Hani Abbas
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Entitled ‘Safe Path to Heaven’ the event was well-attended by the press 

and Samhouri explained in an interview with Swedish radio: “In Syria, people 

are starving, they are being tortured and imprisoned. At the same time, the 

chance is small that they get a visa to Europe or a safe country. The only safe 

way they can take goes to heaven, which means death.“

“We have to keep the Swedish people sympathetic to the Syrian cause,” 

Samhouri argued.

The Swedish community has had one of the most welcoming policies towards 

Syrian refugees, and between 2013 up until autumn 2019, the country has 

granted asylum to all Syrians fleeing the crisis. Sweden also has a strong 

track record of supporting and facilitating the work of Syrian civil society 

actors, according to the SSDF.

To keep up the momentum and the public interest, the SSDF initiates 

community activities such as volleyball and camping in the Gothenburg 

branch and cultural events every two to three months in Stockholm.

SSDF is still small, but is working to expand in membership and outreach. 

SSDF’s member organisations:

Damas

Syrian Swedish Center

Syrian Swedish Association

Al Seeraj
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How the UoSA provides immediate relief on the ground

The Union of Syrians Abroad, which has one-person teams in 14 countries has 
managed to mobilise a large number of projects via volunteers. Their projects 
on the ground include delivery of food, medical supplies and clothing, as well 
as  psychological support sessions in Gaziantep in Turkey. They have provided 
medical points in remote rural areas and a cooperative project with Talbiseh 
City Council was able to donate an oven for baking bread inside Syria.

 

© Union of Syrians Abroad

Food delivery through the ‘Good Baskets’ campaign

One of UoSA’s most ambitious projects was the construction of a 42-bed 
hospital in Suran, a town in Hama governorate inside Syria, with donations of 
supplies, beds, X-ray machines, ambulances and equipment from all of UoSA’s 
branches across Europe.

UoSA is only run by volunteers, said Muhammad Ali of the Austrian branch. 
But, he noted, “we are flexible, highly motivated and can respond quickly to 
urgent cases.” 
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While most of the networks in Wasl agree that they are all still learning 

about professionalising their umbrellas, they agree on some key 

takeaways that are relevant to established and new umbrellas alike. 

Have a clear mission and stick to it.

Don‘t reinvent the wheel. Learn from others.

Find allies everywhere.

Connect with your host community and have diverse boards.

Stay in touch with similar networks and make sure they know 

about your activities.

Keep your vision simple and genuine. 

Cooperate instead of competing, and join forces where possible.

Research funding opportunities on a regular basis.

Ask lots of questions of those who have expertise.

Just start!

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.
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