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‘The	Nest’:	A	refugee-led	Community	Hub	
Located	in	Java,	Indonesia,	Refugee	Learning	Nest	(the	Nest)	is	the	name	of	the	first	project	facilitated	by	
Same	 Skies.	 The	 Nest	 was	 originally	 conceived	 in	 November	 2014,	 during	 a	 community	 consultation	
workshop	 that	was	 attended	 by	around	 sixty	mostly	 Afghan,	 Pakistani	 and	 Iranian	 refugees	 and	 asylum	
seekers1.	They	discussed	their	vulnerabilities	living	in	transit,	and	proposed	solutions	to	the	most	pressing	
of	these	difficulties.		

Refugees	face	many	challenges	
while	they	wait	in	Indonesia	for	
what	 could	 be	 many	 years.	
They	have	 lodged	 their	asylum	
claims	with	the	United	Nation’s	
High	 Commissioner	 for	
Refugees	 (UNHCR),	 which	
determines	 whether	 they	 are	
considered	 refugees	 according	
to	 the	 international	 definition.	
Those	 who	 are	 assessed	 as	
“genuine”	 refugees	 then	 have	
to	wait	again	for	the	UNHCR	to	
find	 them	 a	 safe	 third	 country	
to	resettle	to.		
Indonesia	 has	 not	
signed	the	1951	 UN	 Refugee	

Convention	and	there	is	no	national	law	that	protects	the	basic	human	rights	of	refugees.	While	registered	
with	the	UNHCR,	they	are	tolerated	in	the	country	but	the	government	of	Indonesia	does	not	allow	them	
to	 stay	 permanently	 and	 they	 only	 receive	 very	 limited	 support	from	a	 few	humanitarian	 organisations.	
They	do	not	have	work	rights	and	many	suffer	from	symptoms	of	situational	depression	due	to	a	prolonged	
life	 in	 limbo,	 lack	of	meaningful	activities,	 loss	of	status,	prestige	and	social	networks,	and	worries	about	
the	future,	in	addition	to	trauma	from	past	experiences.	
	
During	the	initial	Same	Skies	community	consultation,	education	for	refugee	children	was	identified	as	the	
most	pressing	need,	followed	by	English	lessons	for	women,	vocational	activities	for	men,	and	meaningful	
recreational	 activities	 for	 the	 community	 at	 large.	 Health	 concerns	were	 also	 of	 significant	 importance,	
principally	in	terms	of	access	to	health	care.		
At	 the	end	of	 the	 two-day	workshop,	a	group	of	 twelve	volunteers	presented	 themselves	as	community	
leaders	who	would	be	willing	to	work	together	to	establish	a	Community	Hub,	the	purpose	of	which	would	
be	to	address	some	of	these	identified	needs.		 	
                                                             
1	For	simplicity	of	reading	we	will	hereafter	refer	to	“refugees”	only.	However,	our	work	does	not	
discriminate/exclude	individuals	based	on	their	legal	status.		
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During	the	preceding	months,	these	volunteers	scoured	their	neighbourhoods	for	a	suitable	building,	met	
Indonesian	community	 leaders	and	 landlords,	and	negotiated	the	terms	for	a	potential	 lease	agreement.	
They	 also	 met	 with	 many	 members	 of	 the	 refugee	 community	 and	 identified	 and	 recruited	 volunteer	
teachers	 and	 instructors	 who	 would	
share	 their	 skills.	 In	 March	 2015,	 they	
settled	 on	 a	 property	 in	 a	 strategic	
location	 that	 allows	access	 for	 as	many	
community	 members	 as	 possible.	 They	
enrolled	 over	 thirty	 children	 for	
immediate	 commencement	 of	 classes	
and	 also	 started	 English	 and	 handicraft	
classes	 for	 around	 twenty	 refugee	
women.	Same	Skies	supported	 the	rent	
and	 set-up	 costs	 and	 mobilised	 in-kind	
donations,	 including	 educational	
resources,	a	library	of	books	for	children	
and	adults,	handicraft	materials,	sewing	
machines	and	sports	equipment.	
	
Over	the	course	of	the	next	year,	the	Nest	continued	to	grow	and	the	lease	agreement	was	extended	for	
another	 six	months	 –	 again	 supported	 by	 Same	 Skies.	 The	 group	 of	 volunteers	 steadily	 improved	 their	
activities,	 worked	 on	 a	 suitable	 organisational	 structure	 and	 continuously	 renegotiated	 roles	 and	
responsibilities.	Same	Skies	maintained	daily	communications	with	the	volunteers,	monitoring	the	internal	
challenges	 and	 guiding	 progress	 through	 group	 exercises	 and	 activities	 for	 personal	 and	 professional	
development.	 Differences	 in	 cultural,	 social	 and	 educational	 backgrounds,	 gender	 roles	 and	 power	

dynamics	 had	 to	 be	 continually	
addressed	 and	 challenged	 in	 a	
sensitive	 manner.	 Same	 Skies	 also	
conducted	 regular	 visits	 to	 the	
Community	 Hub	 to	 provide	
volunteers	 with	 training	 in	 Project	
Cycle	 Management,	 Teacher	
Training,	 First	 Aid,	 among	 many	
others.		
Community	members	participated	in	
renovations	 and	 improvements	 on	
the	 building	 and	 built	 furniture	 for	
the	Community	Hub.		
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They	turned	the	previously	landscaped	surroundings	-	upon	which	no	activities	were	possible	-	into	a	great	
sports	field.	This	was	a	major	achievement,	as	all	the	manual	 labour	of	 levelling	the	ground	and	building	
tall	 fences	 was	 conducted	 without	 the	 involvement	 of	 paid	 labourers,	 and	 relied	 completely	 upon	 the	
efforts	of	 the	 community.	Working	hard	 towards	a	 common	goal	 strengthened	 the	 sense	of	 community	
and	 at	 the	 same	 time	 allowed	 far	 greater	 access	 to	 sports	 and	 recreation	 than	 would	 ever	 have	 been	
possible	 otherwise.	 Sports	 and	 recreational	 activities	 became	 a	 larger	 focus	 of	 the	 programming	 at	 the	
Nest,	 all	 facilitated	 by	 volunteer	 coaches	 from	 the	 community.	 Adila	 is	 one	 of	 the	 female	 volunteer	
teachers	who	participates	in	the	football	matches	for	women,	organised	by	the	Nest:		
	

“In	Afghanistan	this	was	impossible	for	us;	we	had	to	just	stay	in	our	homes,	and	
we	could	never	enjoy	playing	like	this	on	a	sports	field.	It	is	so	happy	for	me!”	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
The	Nest	also	opened	a	 forth	class	 for	 refugee	children,	 taking	enrolment	numbers	 into	 the	mid-forties.	
Mustafa	is	a	twenty-year-old	Afghani	male	who	teaches	handwriting	to	the	children	at	the	Nest:		
	

“Coming	to	the	Nest	is	so	important	for	us,	to	not	get	bored,	and	to	learn	many	
things,”	he	says.	“Everyone	is	learning	here,	not	just	the	children,	but	all	of	us.”	

	
Same	 Skies’	 aim	 is	 to	 fully	 hand	 over	 Community	Hubs	 to	 refugee	 groups	 after	 they	 have	 acquired	 the	
necessary	skills,	knowledge	and	resources,	and	handover	strategies	are	incorporated	into	all	actions	from	
the	onset.	These	days,	the	Nest	is	taking	great	steps	towards	independence.	They	are	managing	their	own	
Facebook	page,	and	have	 just	 launched	their	 first	crowd	funding	campaign	on	their	new	website.	Please	
visit	and	support	them:	www.refugeelearningnest.com.	
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10	Lessons	Learnt	
	

1. Establish	mutual	trust	and	respect.	
This	 is	 important	 in	any	 context,	but	when	working	with	people	who	have	 fled	oppressive	governments	

and/or	 societies	 where	 they	 faced	 persecution,	 building	 trust	 and	
respect	 is	 essential	 before	 any	 progress	 can	 be	made.	 Communities	
might	 be	 suspicious	 of	 the	 motives	 of	 an	 organisation	 that	 is	
purportedly	 there	 to	 help	 them.	 Sometimes	 members	 of	 the	
community	 will	 view	 each	 other	 with	 jealousy	 or	 mistrust	 if	 it	 is	
perceived	 that	 some	are	gaining	benefit	 from	their	partnership	with	
the	 organisation.	 Furthermore,	 many	 refugees	 fear	 for	 their	
continued	 peace	 and	 safety	 in	 Indonesia,	 so	 they	 do	 not	 want	 to	
jeopardise	their	lives	there	by	risking	breaching	the	conditions	under	
which	they	are	allowed	to	stay	in	the	country.	
Trust	 goes	 both	 ways	 of	 course,	 so	 it	 is	 imperative	 to	 trust	 the	
volunteers	to	 implement	programmes	and	make	decisions	according	
to	their	own	set	of	priorities	and	values.	Often,	they	are	informed	by	
different	 cultural	 contexts,	 so	 it	 is	 important	 to	 listen	 to	 them	 and	
learn	 to	understand	how	 they	 see	 things.	 Imposing	a	 rigid	 structure	

on	them	will	not	succeed;	things	need	to	be	constantly	renegotiated	and	explained	to	one	another	to	form	
a	successful	relationship.	
	

2. Belief	in	their	strengths	and	resilience.	
The	skills	and	expertise	of	many	refugees	go	unutilised	while	they	wait	for	their	new	lives	to	begin.	It	is	our	
experience	that	there	is	an	existing	base	of	capacity	in	every	community,	and	viewing	these	communities	
as	 capable	 and	 resilient	 fosters	 a	 sense	 of	 confidence	 and	 pride	 instead	 of	 despondency.	 Empowering	
people	 to	 lead,	 teach,	 learn	and	share	 their	 skills	with	others	brings	purpose	and	achievement	 into	 lives	
that	were	previously	filled	with	waiting	for	something	to	happen.	Only	if	you	truly	believe	that	they	can	do	
it,	will	 you	be	 able	 to	 guide	 them	 to	 self-determination	 and	 independence.	 Trusting	 them	 to	 fulfil	 their	
roles	responsibly	and	believing	in	their	capabilities	and	skills	is	the	most	important	empowerment	you	can	
give	them	and	showing	that	at	all	times	will	elevate	them	to	a	higher	level.	
	

3. Establish	a	simple	organisational	structure	from	the	onset.	
The	aim	of	Community	Hubs	is	for	volunteers	to	feel	a	sense	of	ownership	and	value	as	they	work	together	
for	the	good	of	the	community.	However,	sometimes	ownership	can	also	mean	that	they	feel	threatened	
by	 change,	 and	may	 reject	 or	 exclude	 people	 from	 the	 community	 offering	 their	 support.	 Keeping	 the	
organisational	 structure	 as	 simple	 as	 possible	 with	 transparent	 position	 descriptions	 and	 clear	
accountability	lines	will	help	alleviate	any	jostling	for	influence	or	power.	We	would	recommend	doing	this	
from	the	onset,	as	we	experienced	how	difficult	it	is	to	change	a	structure,	once	it	has	become	established.	 	
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4. Learn	to	be	patient.	
Working	with	people	who	are	often	new	to	project	cycle	management	and	organisational	structures	as	we	
know	 them	 in	 the	 West,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 realise	 that	 it	 will	 take	 time	 for	 them	 to	 define	 roles	 and	
responsibilities	within	 their	own	group.	There	may	be	power	struggles	or	personality	clashes,	and	things	
may	not	happen	quickly.	 There	might	also	be	 cultural	differences,	 such	as	gender	 roles	 that	need	 to	be	
constantly	 renegotiated	and	might	 sometimes	 lead	 to	 fallouts.	 Tensions	may	also	exist	between	various	
groups	within	a	displaced	community	since	they	are	not	one	homogenous	group.	You	will	find	people	from	
various	cultural,	social,	religious	and	educational	backgrounds	from	all	different	ages	and	genders.	At	the	
Nest,	we	have	volunteers	working	 together	who	came	 from	groups	 that	are	 fighting	each	other	 in	 their	
home	countries.	 In	 light	of	 their	past	 in	conflict-ridden	countries,	 small	 things	can	open	old	wounds	and	
trigger	 traumatic	 experiences.	 Therefore,	we	 are	 continuously	 providing	 training	 and	 support	 in	 cultural	
awareness,	gender	and	diversity	and	conflict	resolution.	
	

5. Establish	professional	boundaries.	
Remote	support	and	oversight	brings	with	it	the	risk	that	volunteers	may	be	trying	to	communicate	with	
you	at	all	hours.	And	because	you	are	not	on	the	ground,	you	might	initially	also	feel	the	need	to	know	that	
everything	 is	 under	 control	 at	 all	 times.	 It	 is	 important	 to	 professionalise	 your	 relationship	 with	 the	
volunteers	by	establishing	work	hours,	both	for	yourself	and	for	them,	including	reporting	procedures	for	
incidents	and	emergencies.		
Social	media	connections	between	yourself	and	the	community	can	also	be	problematic,	so	it	is	advisable	
to	avoid	this	altogether,	politely	explaining	that	it	is	against	your	organisation’s	policy	to	communicate	this	
way.	Remain	 flexible	 in	your	 communication	approaches	and	 try	different	 things	but	aim	at	establishing	
‘official’	 channels	 of	 communication,	 using	 your	 organisation’s	 specific	 email	 addresses,	 Skype	 accounts	
and	Viber	numbers,	instead	of	your	personal	ones.		
Visiting	community	members	in	their	homes	is	also	something	to	think	carefully	about.	Other	community	
members	may	perceive	that	the	volunteers	are	receiving	special	treatment,	or	conversely,	they	may	resent	
that	 members	 of	 their	 community	 are	 feeding	 and	 offering	 hospitality	 to	 you,	 when	 many	 others	 are	
struggling	to	financially	survive.	In	our	case	some	individuals	were	of	the	opinion	that	the	volunteers	give	
us	a	false	impression	of	the	levels	of	comfort	and	affluence	felt	by	the	wider	refugee	community.	
	

6. View	volunteers	as	colleagues	rather	than	‘beneficiaries’.		
This	is	very	important	in	professionalising	and	formalising	the	relationship	between	your	organisation	and	
the	volunteers	in	the	field.	If	we	try	to	recognise	them	as	colleagues	rather	than	beneficiaries,	it	reinforces	
the	 stated	 value	 of	 seeing	 their	 strengths,	 abilities	 and	 potential,	 rather	 than	 their	 vulnerability.	 It	 also	
enables	 all	 training	 and	 support	 to	 be	 viewed	 as	 professional	 development,	 adding	 to	 the	 sense	 of	
fulfilment	 and	 achievement	 gained	 by	 their	 participation	 in	 the	 Community	 Hub.	 Furthermore,	 it	
encourages	respectful	communication	and	an	understanding	of	the	various	roles	that	individuals	carry	out	
within	the	greater	picture.	 	
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7. Accept	that	some	things	are	out	of	your	control.	
Much	like	a	parent	allowing	a	child	to	grow	
in	 independence,	 your	 organisation	 will	
have	 to	 accept	 that	 volunteers	 will	 make	
decisions	 that	 you	 disagree	 with	 or	 that	
you	 can’t	 understand.	 You	 have	 to	 allow	
them	 to	 do	 this,	 as	 it	 is	 part	 of	 their	
growing	 and	 developing	 process,	while	 at	
the	 same	 time	 constantly	 re-enforcing	
your	 non-negotiables.	 Many	 of	 their	
decisions	may	be	culturally	informed,	so	it	
is	important	to	be	sensitive	to	their	values	
and	cultural	structures	and	beliefs.	

	
8. Be	flexible	in	your	processes.	

As	 much	 preparation,	 planning	 and	 strategizing	 as	 you	 may	 do,	 there	 will	 always	 be	 circumstances	 or	
developments	beyond	your	control,	and	sometimes	your	processes	 themselves	may	be	 flawed.	 Learn	 to	
monitor	them	and	adjust	them	as	you	go,	so	that	no	matter	what	setbacks	or	unexpected	scenarios	arise,	
you	can	always	keep	moving	forward	towards	your	objective.	
	

9. Don’t	be	afraid	of	failure.	
Inasmuch	 as	 you	 have	 to	 let	 the	 volunteer	 group	 grow	 in	 independence,	 thereby	 relinquishing	 some	
control	 of	 the	 Community	Hub,	 you	must	 also	 be	 innovative	 and	 creative	 in	 your	 own	 approaches,	 not	
viewing	failure	as	a	negative	thing,	but	rather	as	an	opportunity	to	learn	and	adapt.	Taking	risks	is	part	of	
innovation,	and	therefore,	not	everything	you	try	will	go	according	to	plan.	Sometimes	you	may	also	find	
that	something	completely	unconventional	or	novel	can	be	extremely	successful.	Failure	 in	any	area	will	
help	 to	 inform	 your	 future	 planning	 and	 decision	 making,	 creating	 a	 stronger,	 more	 flexible,	 and	
experienced	organisation.	
	

10. 	Resolve	conflict	within	your	organisation	quickly.	
Your	organisation	is	a	role	model	for	how	the	Community	Hub	can	operate	successfully	and	professionally.	
Avoid	 at	 all	 costs	 making	 any	 conflict	 or	 power	 struggles	 within	 your	 organisation	 apparent	 to	 the	
community.	 As	we	 had	 to	 experience	 first-hand,	 it	 is	much	 harder	 to	mediate	 and	 help	 resolve	 conflict	
within	 their	 group	 if	 you	 have	 conflict	 happening	 within	 your	 own.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 resolution	 of	
conflict,	if	it	occurs,	can	also	be	role	modelled	to	their	communities.	


