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YMCA Europe Conference: 
YMCA Work with Refugees and Migrants 

 

On February 19th 2021 YMCA Europe organised its second conference on YMCA Work 

with Refugees and Migrants.  

 

The conference gathered around 95 participants from 26 countries, mostly from 

European YMCAs, but many also participated from North America, Latin America, Africa 

and Asia.  

 

The conference aimed at sharing best practices and programmes implemented by our 

members in their work with migrants, refugees and asylum seekers, but to also put 

them in a larger context on European migration policies, and our global YMCA advocacy 

platform on the rights of migrants. 

 



 

 

 

THE EVENT  

 

The event started with a welcome by YMCA Europe´s President Emma Osmundsen who 

reminded the rich history of our movement in working with displaced persons, 

highlighting the relevance of this work still today as part of YMCA’s identity. This was 

followed by the intervention of Ed Eggink as Chair of the Working Group on Refugees, 

who reminded the objectives of the conference and introduced the speakers at the 

opening session. 

 
“The European and global context and the role of Youth organisations”. 

 

We were honored to be joined first by Mr. Margaritis Schinas, Vice-President of the 

European Commission. His intervention started reminding his strong ties with YMCA, as 

he joined YMCA Thessaloniki in his youth, and well understands the YMCA spirit of 

inclusion and empowerment of all young people.  

 

VP Schinas proceeded to explain the plan of the 

EU on migration for the next few years, and the 

role that civil society organisations can play. He 

emphasized the importance of partnership 

agreements with the origin countries of 

migrants, border control, and the importance of 

solidarity among EU countries in shouldering the 

responsibility of welcoming migrants. He also 

underlined how important it is to make sure that Europeans of migrant origin can be 

able to access the same rights and services as anybody else.  

 

Mr. Schinas strongly reiterates how “integration is always local”: in this perspective, he 

notes how organisations like the YMCA are vital to support the EU with specific 

measures of inclusion and integration. He also noted how it is important that 

newcomers harness the opportunities for inclusion, as the welcome in the receiving 

communities might get difficult otherwise. 

 

The next intervention was the one of Mr. Antonio Vitorino, Director General of the 

International Organisation for Migration of the United Nations. He focused on the 



 

 

 

connection between migration and young people, noting how the majority of migrants 

are under 35 years old.  

 

Mr. Vitorino explained the role of young people in 

repatriation schemes, and the important role they 

can come to play in their societies of origin, 

bringing new ideas and skills. He also remarked the 

importance of youth organizations in fostering 

inclusion of young migrants: they are those who 

can advocate for these young people 

understanding diversity and spreading awareness. 

 

 

The third important speaker for us was Carlos Sanvee, Secretary General of the World 

Alliance of YMCAs. He reminded the importance of looking at the reality of the human 

drama of migration, and at its causes, deeply rooted in European colonialism.  

 

Mr. Sanvee reminded how the YMCA focus is on 

inclusion, looking at migrants of all ages, newly arrived 

or long-time residents. He also underlined how 

Europe only welcomes a fraction of the world’s 

migrants, and yet it is one of the least welcoming to 

them: he mentioned the toxic political environment 

hindering welcoming and rational approaches to the 

issue, and the necessity to respect the dignity of 

migrants. 

 
“Practical experiences with integration projects by the YMCA” 

 

The Conference went on to its crucial part dedicated to the sharing of the main local 

and national experience in YMCA work with migrants and refugees.  

 

 

The first perspective was brought by Ms Lynda Gonzales-Chaves, Senior Vice President 

and Chief Diversity Officer of the Y of the USA. Ms Gonzales-Chaves started by 



recognizing the challenges the US recently had in terms 

of strong anti-immigration policies in the past years, 

which also might have caused the flows to redirect 

mostly to Europe. This also caused a resurgence of racist 

and xenophobic attitudes in the public discourse, 

exacerbated by the economic pressures brought by the 

current pandemic. The new US administration brings a 

completely different approach, and the Y can now focus 

on inclusion and belonging of newcomers in their 

communities. 

YMCAs in the USA potentially play a significant role in facilitating and supporting 

integration of immigrants through education, workforce, citizenship and civic 

participation, health/wellness and community engagement. Several examples were 

given. YMCA of the USA has an organizational commitment to anti-racism and 

multiculturalism. 

We then heard a most detailed example of best practices in term of YMCA programmes 

with migrants and refugees brought by Dolores Tarrafeta, from YMCA Thessaloniki 

(Greece).  

This YMCA started working with refugees at the height of the refugee crisis, in the 

camps of Eidomeni and Diavata since 2015. They have developed family and peer to 

peer-based programmes, with a humanistic approach aiming at inclusion and 

integration. This has been done for example through the Diadrasis project and can be 

illustrated by this diagram: 



Organizing numerous activities of various kinds in mixed population groups, in a safe 

environment, with a certain regularity, trying to seek common interests, with the 

supervision of trained volunteers, and designed by professionals, has as a result that 

language barriers are overcome, relationships grow spontaneously, and changes occur 

in the perception of the "other". The last result of the process is social integration.  

The conference proceeded then to a panel gathering experiences from national YMCAs, 

featuring Charlotte Faure from YMCA Le Rocheton in France, Maja Halmen from YMCA 

Nürnberg in Germany, Pedro Fueyo, National General Secretary of YMCA 

Spain and Monika Ciok-Giertuga from YMCA Northdown in Northern-Ireland.  

The panel was moderated by Juan Simoes Iglesias, Secretary General of YMCA Europe. 

The panelists were asked to share their thoughts about: 

• their position and role at your YMCA with a focus on your responsibilities within
the refugees, migrants and/or displaced persons,

• the main programmes/initiatives that their YMCA develops with refugees and
migrants;

• how they integrate refugees and migrants within their YMCAs and the
community;

• the challenges they experience with the integration of migrants and refugees in
their societies.

The four participants in the panel shared concrete programmes developed mainly at 
local level, including information about the impact of the YMCA work with refugees, 
migrants and displaced persons.  

There were also relevant comments about the joint work with other institutions within 
the public and private sector with a focus on the funding received in order to deliver 
the projects. Panelists also shared about the methodology used for integration of the 
beneficiaries both within the YMCA and the community.  

The panel presented projects like accommodation and legal assistance in Germany, 
together with cultural and religious exchange with family activities; accommodation 
and legal assistance in France; accommodation, language and job guidance 



 

 

 

programmes in Spain for unaccompanied minors; programmes on advocacy, language 
and assistance services in Northern Ireland.  

“Videos” 

In between the different presentations, videos made by local YMCA’s, were shown in 
which young people with a refugee/migrant background spoke about their journey, 
their ambitions and the role of the YMCA. In chronological order we saw those from 
YMCA Spain, YMCA Thessaloniki (Greece), YMCA Northdown (Ireland), YMCA The 
Gambia/YMCA Finland, and YMCA Nagorno Karabagh.  

The recording of the conference is available at: https://youtu.be/57flUtBpauo 

“Next steps”. 

Juan Simoes Iglesias, Secretary General of YMCA Europe, spoke about the strategic 
framework that is presently under consultation across the European movement which 
shall include spaces for networking and joint initiatives in the field of migrants and 
refugees strengthening the cooperation at all levels. 

We also had the intervention from Rachael Rinaldo from 
YMCA New York in the US and leader of World YMCA 
Community of Impact on Refugees and Migrants, who 
explained our global YMCA approach to the issue, based on 
a common understanding of a phenomenon that continues 
shaping our societies.  

Ms. Rinaldo underlined how YMCA supports migrant and 
refugee work everywhere across the world, guided by the 
principle of equity, with a community centered approach. 

 

“Open spaces”. 

The Conference provided then open spaces, where the participants discussed 
specifically inclusion approaches, discussing the challenges and opportunities related to 
YMCA projects with and for Refugees and Migrants, as well as the reaction of local 
communities and the mindset of newcomers. This included inputs from YMCA Ukraine 
and local YMCAs in Esslingen (Germany); Toulouse (France) and Nürnberg (Germany). 
The participants posed questions to the previous panel participants, asking how they 
deal with the various challenges they encounter.  

https://youtu.be/57flUtBpauo


 

 

 

The other open space involved a workshop presented by Ilenia Ventroni, from YMCA 
Europe´s staff team in Brussels, dedicated to funding opportunities available for 
programmes regarding migrants and refugees. 

In her closing remarks, Emma Osmundsen thanked all participants, organizers, 
presenters and Marius Pop our Director of Communications for all technical 
arrangements, and she finished with a prayer and a reading from Matthew 25: 

 

ANNEXES: 

1. Programme of the conference. 

2. List of participants. 

“For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and 

you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me 

in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked 

after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me”. 

” 
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 “YMCA work with Refugees and Migrants”.
Online conference. 
19th. February 2021 

15.00 - 15.05   Short video 

15.05 - 15.15   Opening  

 Welcome  and introduction of the goals of the conference and the
programme -  Emma Osmundsen (President of YMCA Europe)

SESSION 1. 
15.15 - 15.50   “The European and global context and the role of Youth organisations”. 

Moderator: Ed Eggink (Chair of the YMCA Europe Working Group on Refugees). 

 Mr. Margaritis Schinas - Vice-President of the European Commission,
responsible for the co-ordination of the European Union Pact on
Migration and Asylum (September 2020)

 Mr. Antonio Vitorino – Director General IOM (International
Organisation for Migration of the United Nations).

 Mr. Carlos Sanvee – Secretary General of the World YMCA,

15.50 – 15.55    Short video 

SESSION 2. 
15.55 – 16.50   “Practical experiences with integration projects by the YMCA” 

 Moderator: Ed Eggink 

 YMCA USA – Lynda Gonzales-Chavez (Senior Vice President/Chief
Diversity Officer)

 YMCA Greece – Dolores Tarrafeta (YMCA Thessaloniki)

      Short video. 

Moderator: Juan Simoes Iglesias (Secretary-General YMCA Europe). 

 Discussion about challenges with integration of refugees/migrants in the 
 receiving communities and the role of the YMCA. 

 YMCA France – Charlotte Faure (YMCA Le Rocheton)

 YMCA Germany – Maja Halmen (YMCA Nürnberg)

ANNEX I
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 YMCA Spain – Pedro Fueyo (National General Secretary)

 YMCA Ireland – Monika Ciok-Giertuga (YMCA Northdown)
16.50 – 16.55    Short video 

SESSION 3. 
16.55 – 17.25   “Next steps” 

Moderator: Juan Simoes Iglesias 

 Relevant issues: 

 Refugee work in the next strategy of YMCA Europe

 Strengthen co-operation in this field between YMCA World and YMCA
Europe (and other Area organisations). Building of a working network.

With input from Rachael Rinaldo; Senior Director, New Americans
Initiative & Global Partnerships, YMCA of Greater New York and
Leader of the World YMCA Community of Impact on Refugees and
Migrants.

 Assistance in funding applications

 Discussion with the participants

17.25 – 17.30   Short video 

Session 4. 
17.30 – 18.10   “Open space”. 

 Participants are invited to share experiences and participate in discussions. 
 Two parallel sessions: 

a) Funding opportunities; moderated by Ilenia Ventroni (YMCA
Europe)

b) Exchanging experiences; moderated by Ed Eggink;
with contributions from:

 YMCA Ukraine

 YMCA Esslingen (Germany)

 YMCA Toulouse (France)

 YMCA Nürnberg (Germany)

 and more
18.10 – 18.15    Short video. 

18.15  Closure of the conference – Emma Osmundsen. 



No First Name Last Name Country Organisation 
1 Alain-Douglas Wandji Cameroon YMCA Cameroon 
2 Lavette Linda Wandji Cameroon YMCA Cameroon 
3 Krista Payne Canada YMCA of Newfoundland and Labrador 
4 Melanie Burns Canada YMCA of Greater Saint John 
5 Kathryn Melvin Canada YMCA of Greater Saint John 
6 Jody Williams Canada YMCA Hamilton 
7 Pari Karem Canada YMCA Immigrant Services 
8 Edgar Hernandez Canada YMCA Hamilton 
9 Teresa Costa Canada YMCA of Greater Toronto 

10 Milla Mäkinen Finland YMCA Finland 
11 Kaisa Strömberg Finland YMCA Finland 
12 Katriina Viljanen Finland YMCA Turku 
13 Jyrki Eräkorpi Finland YMCA Helsinki 
14 Olsi Marko Finland YMCA Helsinki 
15 Pierre Jallow Finland YMCA Helsinki 
16 Martiina Woodson Finland YMCA Helsinki 
17 Emma Gorriez France YMCA Saint-Florent-Sur-Cher 
18 Charlotte Faure France YMCA Le Rocheton 
19 Alexandra Box France YMCA France 
20 Marie Estelle du Boullay France YMCA Toulouse 
21 Revaz Shavladze Georgia YMCA Georgia 
22 Monika Ciok-Giertuga UK YMCA North Down 
23 Kinga Pers UK YMCA North Down 
24 Hafi Saad UK YMCA North Down 
25 Julia Ivanova UK YMCA North Down 
26 Stuart Buchanan UK YMCA North Down 
27 Mike Bromfield UK YMCA Essex 
28 Christine Becker Germany YMCA Esslingen 
29 Manfred Wille Germany CVJM Wolfsburg 
30 Barbara Matt Germany Evangelisches Jugendwerk Württemberg 
31 Andrea Bolte Germany CVJM-Westbund 
32 Claudia Kuhn Germany YMCA Germany 
33 Katerina Seifert Germany CVJM Schlesische Oberlausitz 
34 Maja Halmen Germany CVJM Nürnberg 
35 Lilija Wiebe Germany CVJM Hochschule 
36 Annika Volker Germany CVJM Baden 
37 Lilav Hannan Germany CVJM Stuttgart 
38 Ott Jonas Germany CVJM Bayern 
39 Gerhard Wiebe Germany CVJM 
40 Dolores Tarrafeta Greece YMCA Thessaloniki 
41 Emma Symeonidou Greece YMCA Thessaloniki 

ANNEX II



42 Eva Tatsidou Greece YMCA Thessaloniki 
43 Aristi Tzoni Greece YMCA Thessaloniki 
44 Paulina Savvaoglou Greece Thessaloniki 
45 Klairi Vouchara Greece YMCA Thessaloniki 
46 Jamal Arab Greece YMCA Thessaloniki 
47 Nikolaos Bimpiris Greece Athens 
48 Law Lap Man Hong Kong YMCA Hong Kong 
49 Ramona Viglione Italy YMCA pathrnope onlus 
50 Gianluca Iacuvelle Italy YMCA pathrnope onlus 
51 Paola Petracchi Italy YMCA Italia 
52 Tony Mir Lebanon YMCA Lebanon 
53 Michal Spevak Montenegro YMCA Montenegro 
54 Sarah Xiberras Malta YMCA Malta 
55 Abraham Martinez Mexico YMCA Mexico 
56 Valeria  Ruiz Mexico YMCA Mexico 
57 Silvia Pérez - Muñoz Mexico YMCA Mexico 
58 Ed Eggink Netherlands YMCA Europe 
59 Hetteke Wapenaar Netherlands YMCA Netherlands 
60 Marion van den Akker Netherlands YMCA Netherlands 
61 Ingeborg Vale Opdal Norway YMCA YWCA Norway 
62 Nicole Gut Ferreira Portugal YMCA Rs 
63 Marina Monje Jover Romania YMCA Romania 
64 Jillian Law Scotland YMCA Scotland 
65 Mike  Will Scotland YMCA Scotland 
66 Colin MacFarlane Scotland YMCA Scotland 
67 Pedro Fueyo Spain YMCA Spain 
68 Carlota Mielgo Spain YMCA Spain 
69 Richard Schweizer Switzerland YE ExCom 
70 Mirjam Bracher Switzerland CEVI Region Basel 
71 Viktor Serbulov Ukraine YMCA Ukraine 
72 Lynda Gonzales USA Y USA 
73 Trang Truong-Hill USA Y USA 
74 Rachael Rinaldo USA YMCA of Greater New York 
75 Mary Tikalsky USA Y USA 
76 Michael Farris Jr USA Y USA 
77 Nico Gourdet USA Y USA 
78 Allie Pisano-Stratton USA Y USA 
79 Nora  Tafel USA Y USA 
80 Ilenia Ventroni Belgium YMCA Europe 
81 Emma  Osmundsen England YMCA Europe 
82 Pascal Rosenthal Germany YMCA Europe 
83 Olga Lukina Belarus YMCA Europe 
84 Silvia Lazaridis Germany YMCA Europe 



85 Marius Pop Spain YMCA Europe 
86 Juan Simoes Spain YMCA Europe 
87 Margaritis Schinas Belgium European Commission 
88 Markus Sperl Belgium European Commission 
89 Catherine Sustek Belgium European Commission 
90 Carlos Sanvee Switzerland YMCA World 
91 Antonio Vitorino Switzerland International Organization for Migration UN 
92 Nicoleta Giordano Switzerland International Organization for Migration UN 
93 John Phillips Switzerland World YMCA 

94 Loyola 
Ranarison-
Schäfer Switzerland World YMCA 

95 Paolo Emilio Silva Brasil World YMCA 
96 Irina Movradin Belgium Centre for European Volunteering 
97  Bianca  Guberti Belgium Centre for European Volunteering 

 


