THE KVINNA TILL KVINNA FOUNDATION

SUPPORTING
FEMINIST
ORGANISING:
EXPERIENCES AND
LEARNINGS FROM
MIDDLE EAST AND
NORTH AFRICA

SUPPORT WOMEN’S
RIGHTS, CONNECT AND
ORGANISE.

2

Table of contents

Stepping up: Support to feminist organisers and women’s rights’ advocates

5

Methodology

7

Setting the scene

7

Main challenges and common trends for feminist organising in MENA

8

Key recommendations

15

Conclusions

16

Case studies

17

Acknowledgments
AUTHOR: Stephanie Gaspais
REFERENCE GROUP: Kvinna till Kvinna MENA Programme
EDITING: Julie Gromellon Rizk, Eva Zillén and Kvinna till Kvinna Advocacy Unit
DESIGN: Linda Fredriksson
The Kvinna till Kvinna Foundation
Year 2021
The development of this report was supported by Rania Eghnatios, Research and Policy Consultant,
commissioned by Kvinna till Kvinna.
Kvinna till Kvinna would like to express sincere appreciation to everyone who assisted in the compilation of
this report. Special thanks to the interviewees for their time and insights, as well as all the participants of
the Cyprus Regional Meeting on how to support feminist organising in MENA. This report would not have
been possible without you.
This publication has been financed by Sida, the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency.
The sole responsibility for the content of this report lies with the authors. Sida does not necessarily share
the expressed views and interpretations.

3

Abstract
The Kvinna till Kvinna Foundation has engaged
in a series of internal and external conversations
on how to better support feminist organisers and
women’s rights advocates in the MENA region. This
report looks at a range of approaches aimed at
improving institutional and private donors support
to feminist organisers and collective and individual
women’s rights’ actors in MENA. The report is
divided into three parts: analysis, policy recommendations, and three selected case studies. The
case studies are in-depth interviews with feminist
organisers from three recently established and/

or small-scale organisations: Gharssah, Egna
Legna and Assiwar. This report is an invitation for
interested donors and funding agencies to move
towards a model of “trust-based” funding practices
focusing on analysing and understanding the ways
feminist organisers and women’s rights advocates
engage and organise. To support feminist organisations in MENA we provide the reader with six
key recommendations to achieve sustainability
in funding, strategies, solidarity and connections,
partnership and advocacy.

Key recommendations
1. Support organisational growth and sustainability: development of internal financial and administrative
structures, financial security and fundraising, office security and staff or members’ well-being.
2. Support strategies and visions: provide ‘trust-based’, long-term and flexible funding.
3. Build solidarity: support networks, connections and exchanges.
4. Value partnership and intermediary organisations.
5. Encourage the establishment of MENA regional women’s funds and feminist movement building
structures led by feminist organisers from the region and young feminists.
6. Advocate for more funding for feminist and women’s rights organising, specifically for underfunded
areas, such as sexual and reproductive health and rights and research and documentation led by
feminist and women’s rights groups.
For a full list of recommendations, please see page 15.
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SUPPORT TO FEMINIST ORGANISERS
AND WOMEN’S RIGHTS’ ADVOCATES
Rationale

The Kvinna till Kvinna Foundation is a Swedish Foundation that supports women’s rights organisations
in areas affected by war and conflict to strengthen
women’s influence and power. We work closely together with around 130 local partner organisations
across 20 countries. We support partners organisations’ programmes, foster studies and research,
advocate for change and raise public awareness.
Working in contexts of closed or shrinking civic space, marked by increasing violence and inequalities,
requires Kvinna till Kvinna and funding agencies
in general to be flexible, agile and adaptive to the
needs of feminist and women right’s organisers. As
an intermediary agency, Kvinna till Kvinna prepared
this report to encourage back donors and government agencies to adapt to the realities of feminist
organising and better understand how new and
small groups and activists organise and function,
in order to be able to better support them in a way
that enhances their power and agency.

Background

For the past years, the Kvinna till Kvinna Foundation
has engaged in a series of internal and external conversations on how to better support feminist organisers and women’s rights’ advocates in the MENA region. The experience of 2020 - the Covid -19 pandemic,
the economic and political turmoil in the region and
the need for alternative spaces for organising – have
all raised important questions: How can small and
unregistered feminist groups cope and survive? How
can donors establish and develop better partnership
in the aftermath of these multiple crises?
This report looks at a range of approaches aimed
at improving institutional and private donors
support to feminist organisers and collectives and
individual women’s rights’ advocates. In October
2019, in collaboration with the WHRD-MENA
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coalition, Kvinna till Kvinna came together with
other feminist stakeholders from the region to hold
a regional exchange in Cyprus, on how to support
feminist organising in MENA.1 The meeting gathered around 50 participants, including independent
feminist activists, collectives, and small-scale registered organisations, as well as representatives from
global feminist movement building and funding
agencies. The feminist activists and women’s rights
advocates who attended the exchange all lived in,
or orginally came from, nine countries in the MENA
region (Sudan, Libya, Tunisia, Palestine, Lebanon,
Syria, Jordan, Egypt and Iraq).
The objectives of the meeting were to provide a
space for the participants to exchange on experiences of current obstacles and needs, and to
explore avenues for collaborations and common
strategies. The meeting also aimed at documenting and sharing best practices and initiatives from
funding agencies, feminist collectives, independent
activists, and small-scale organisations.
This report is based on the learnings from the
experiences and reflections shared by the participants during the regional exchange, as well as on
Kvinna till Kvinna’s experience from working in the
region for almost 20 years. The report is divided
into three parts:
• The 1st part provides an understanding and
analysis of the challenges and needs of small and
unregistered feminist groups.
• The 2nd part presents a series of policy recommendations to funding agencies on how to better resource
feminist and women’s organising in MENA, with a focus on smaller, younger organisations and collectives.
• The 3rd part documents and describes some of the
concrete experiences of feminist and women’s rights
organisers in the region, through three specific case
studies. Small and recently registered organisations
were favoured for the case studies.
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What is a strong feminist movement?

A strong feminist movement is a grassroots movement in which women are no longer recipients of
services and awareness but are an intrinsic part of
the movement. For example, we have an awareness raising programme for women, that enables them to then provide these
sessions themselves to other women. Even if they are not able
to clearly formulate their feminist discourse, just like us sometimes, they are part of Gharssah and are part of this feminist
movement. These women are now involved in our work. We no
longer want to work ‘on people’, we want to work with people.”
(Ola Al Jundi, founder of Gharssah)

From other feminist activists, I learnt that we need
to work together and support each other’s work, but
it’s also important to hold people accountable when
they go against our values. We don’t have to be friends to work
together but we should show solidarity and work together. We
need to open the door for other feminists and communities
and nationalities. Solidarity is also a two-way street, we support
each other’s struggles, amongst different nationalities as well
as amongst Ethiopians.”
(Banchi Yimer, founder of Egna Legna)

Small wins are exhausting. We need a revolution
that cuts through borders and issues. We can no
longer segregate our issues. We need a revolution
that pushes us all to act. To have a voice that challenges borders. I think bodily issues and rights can bring all women together in our region. Solidarity is also key. What that means is
that every person would appreciate herself.”
(Laila Hassan, founder of Assiwar)
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METHODOLOGY
The data presented in this report was collected
through three in-depth interviews, conducted with
three organisations about their experiences of
setting up their initiatives, working towards growth
and sustainability of their work, their experiences
with funding agencies and other organisations,
their achievements and plans, and their visions for
a strong feminist movement. A continuous process
of discussion, rewriting, and co-writing took place
to produce the case studies. A fourth case study
was initially conducted, but at the time of the
publication of this report, the collective was not
operating anymore, and its future was unclear. The
members requested not to publish the content.
The organisations were selected based on their
location, the nature of their work, their structure
and the obstacles they have faced, with the aim to
present a variety of realities and experiences.
The report also builds on the experiences and
reflections shared by the participants during the
Cyprus regional exchange on how to support
feminist organising, and on Kvinna till Kvinna’s
learnings since 1993, and our programmatic and
partnership experience working in the region for
almost 20 years.
The in-depth interviews were carried out with
representatives from following organisations:
Gharssah, which means ‘sapling’ is a communitybased organisation, founded as a collective in
2013, and led by Syrian women in the Bekaa valley
in Lebanon. It is formally registered in Sweden since
2019 and has 21 employees and 5 volunteers.

Gharssah’s work focuses on supporting adolescent
girls’ and young women’s individual and collective leadership, improving access to education for Syrian
children and combatting gender-based violence
through a new community-led initiative.
Egna Legna is non-religious, non-political feminist
organisation launched in 2017 as an initiative and
registered in 2019 in Canada. It is led by Ethiopian
women active in Lebanon and Ethiopia, fighting
for domestic workers’ rights. Egna Legna provides
workshops and capacity building to a community
of migrant workers in Lebanon, as well as financial
and legal assistance and shelter to migrant domestic
workers affected by the economic crisis and Covid
-19 pandemic. Egna Legna has 42 members and 10
employees spread across three countries.
Assiwar is a feminist Arab, Palestinian and independent movement struggling against all forms
and representations of oppression. Assiwar is a
registered NGO, founded in 1997, in Haifa. Assiwar’s
staff manage the work of the organisation alongside
a group of Palestinian women volunteers who have
successfully passed a comprehensive training course
by the organisation for this purpose. The NGO has 4
staff members and 30 volunteers. Assiwar operates
a hotline to receive calls from those subjected to
any form of sexual violence, they also manage an
educational programme regarding gender relations.
Their work also aims at using the media to raise
awareness about gender issues, and to discuss social phenomena from a feminist perspective as well as
raise awareness about sexual violence.

SETTING THE SCENE
Since 2011, the context for feminist and women’s
rights organising in the MENA region has drastically
changed. It has been shaped by popular uprisings
in Tunisia, Egypt, Syria and more recently in Algeria,

Sudan, Lebanon and Iraq, the activism of independent feminists in the Gulf and the subsequent
violent crackdowns and shrinking space for civil
society in general, and for feminist organising in
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particular. The region has also witnessed increasing
conflicts and violence, in addition to the continuous
occupation of Palestine and the illegal annexation of
its territories.
This has resulted in increasing movement of people
such as displacement, due to conflict, and migration
flows due to government crackdowns. As non-citizens, and refugees, many feminist organisers and
women’s rights’ advocates find themselves with little
or no access to structures reserved for citizens, such
as the right to run an organisation or the right to
open a bank account in some countries. The current
context of shrinking civic space has also led to
forced immobility of some feminist organisers and
women’s rights’ advocates, through targeted travel
bans and imprisonment, as well as freezing of their
assets and increased surveillance.
More recently, the Covid -19 pandemic added
additional burdens on feminist organisers and
women’s rights’ advocates, as many of them have
had to take on the role of relief providers in their
communities and fill in the gaps for government
and humanitarian agencies. These additional
tasks have put a strain on their structure and the
well-being of their staff and members.

In addition to these contextual factors, feminist organising has also been affected by the disappointments
from institutional funding in general, and questions
have been raised around the competition it creates
within the movement
All these factors have greatly affected the forms, sizes
and number of feminist groups, collectives, activists and
organisations in the MENA region. It has affected the
types of work they do, the spaces they can engage with,
the exchange and networking opportunities they have,
as well as the forms of support needed and accessible.
As feminist forms of organising increasingly serve as
sites for change and uprising in the region, bigger institutional and private donors that have not systematically
engaged directly with small and unregistered groups
and were stepping aside from such feminist spaces,
are slowly engaging more. At the same time, it is increasingly difficult for small groups to organise locally and
regionally, to move across borders, to create sustainable
visible structures and to receive funding.
This report looks at diverse feminist and women’s rights
organising with a focus on documenting the experiences of smaller, unregistered or recently registered
organisations, as they are under-resourced, face added
restrictions and their priorities are under-represented in
international and local development agendas.

MAIN CHALLENGES AND COMMON
TRENDS FOR FEMINIST ORGANISING
IN MENA
There is not enough documentation or analysis
about the nature of feminist movements in MENA
or the extreme fluidity and instability of contexts in
which small and unregistered groups operate. There is a strong need for donors’ engagement to be
informed by a contextualised analysis of feminist
movements. This report identifies common trends
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and challenges faced by younger and/or smaller
feminist and women’s rights organisers in the
region, including the way they work, their needs,
the challenges they face and the tools they use.
The report also illustrates new, or alternative models for organising in a context that is increasingly
challenging.

On funding
Difficulty in accessing funds and the role of feminist funds and other
intermediaries

THE MAIN CHALLENGES RELATED TO FUNDING RAISED DURING THE CYPRUS MEETING FOR
SMALL AND NEW FEMINIST GROUPS WERE:
1. Provision of short-term funding

6. Difficulty in obtaining official invoices

2. Lack of flexibility

7. Challenges with separate bank account
requirements

3. Funding agencies imposing agendas/politics
4. Limited access to funding agencies/networks
5. Little to no funding for unregistered groups

8. Economic sanctions and local government
restrictions limit fund transfers
9. Exchange rate fluctuations due to financial
or government decisions

Results from an interactive session at the Cyprus regional meeting with 26 feminist
organisers and women’s right’s advocates from the region:

31 %

I ha have currently been granted flexible core-funding

50 %

I have previously been granted flexible core-funding
15 %

We have a fundraising strategy

12 %

We have a dedicated person for fundraising and reporting

19 %

I rely partly on self-funding

15 %

For certain programmes we use crowd funding
4%

Single donor organisations
I generate my own resources

19 %
96 %

I have concrete criteria to accept funding or not
12 %

I more often obtain funding for a 3 to 6 months period only
If I have funding I can sustain the needs of my staff

96 %
8%

I chose to not get funding or apply for funding for this year
I have difficulty securing any funds for 2019 and 2020

50 %

I have a complicated registration status in my country

31 %

I believe funding is reaching my context

31 %

I believe the issues I work on are well funded in my context

0%

I use a fiscal sponsor to get funding

38 %

I am not currently funded by a donor

27 %

I have faced internal challenges due to donors’ requirements

100 %

I have applied for funding

100 %
0%

20 %

40 %

60 %

80 %

100 %
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Almost all the groups we have spoken to have
expressed that it was difficult to access adequate
funding, especially when they are unregistered.
They experienced that funders saw the lack of
structure and registration as a significant obstacle.
The capacity to grow, develop and attract new
members and qualified staff is constrained by lack
of access to adequate and long-term funding that
would allow organisations to build their develop-

ment strategy and hence, bring on board qualified
people with experience and expertise. Furthermore, the process of securing and managing
funds takes time and effort that would rather be
spent on organising. All of the groups we spoke
to indicated that direct funding often involved
complex reporting requirements, necessitating the
establishment of reporting structures that affect
their flexibility and limited resources.

We go to feminist funds and donors because they
respect our work and don’t impose conditions and
agendas. Most of our funds are from them and we
have good relationships with them. They respect our work and
priorities. We cannot go to where there’s big funding though
because it doesn’t work for us, there’s a certain language and
political direction that is not in line with ours. Some of these
political stances of bigger funders also create divisions within
the movement. That’s how we remain small.”
Laila Hassan, Assiwar

In general, we prefer to engage with feminist funding agencies, rather than big governmental institutions. We feel they are more like partners than
donors and they understand the context better. Our relation
is not only based on reporting, but on a common cause, a partnership, and connections to people.”
Ola Al Jundi, Gharssah

The challenge with funding for these organisations is
threefold and concerns availability, type of funding,
as well as accessibility. The nature of the funding
available and the grant making procedures greatly
affect the agility of organisations in responding to
arising needs, and in reshaping their work accordingly. Feminist groups aspire to have the space to do
the kind of work they believe is important and to be
able to respond to the changing realities within their
context. Many groups explain that the reality of the
funding landscape and the nature of the funds they
seek play a major role in keeping them small.
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In pursuing funding that aligns with their work,
values and organisational priorities, feminist groups
rely on a limited pool of donors providing mostly
small, and sometimes medium-sized, grants due to
the increasing and complex requirements of bigger

funding agencies. This leaves them with little to no
experience with bigger donors, hinders their ability
to access larger funds and contributes to shrinking
the space for feminist and women’s rights’ organising. Some feminist groups mentioned that they
preferred the use of feminist funds or intermediaries to lessen reporting burdens and to avoid setting
up structures to manage funds only.
Many funding agencies and movement building
organisations have been advocating for years for
the direct funding of feminist and women’s rights’
organisers, without intermediaries. However, based
on Kvinna till Kvinna’s experience, and given the
extreme fluidity of the context in the region, it is
impossible to generalise recommendations. Funding
decisions can only be engaged on an ad hoc basis
and with consideration of practical issues such as the

ability of these groups to receive funds. The complex
funding requirements of governmental funding
streams often do not allow smaller and or unregistered groups to directly benefit from these grants.
Cumbersome application and reporting requirements, remote presence, lack of familiarity and absence of common feminist values and methods, have
also been mentioned as obstacles for direct funding.
In some cases, small groups and organisations prefer
to work with smaller scale intermediaries, whom they
can contact directly and have a day-to-day relation
with, based on trust and problem-solving approach.
It is important to understand this reality when talking
about direct funding.
Finally, given their emerging, small scale and
grassroots nature, these feminist organisations are
rarely on the radar of international donors, who
would therefore not approach them for potential
partnerships. To reach such donors, groups have
to build a strong network of individual allies whom
they refer to as “unofficial supporters” within
local and international organisations and feminist
funds or intermediaries who know them closely
and understand their work. These allies help them
reach out to donors and support them in securing
funding. In the absence of such networks, their
access to funding is largely constrained.

Fiscal sponsorship model

There are many reasons why some groups and
collectives are not formally registered in the
country where they operate. Some groups might
prefer not to engage in funding, and remain completely independent. For others, it can be impossible,
either becaurse they do not have the legal right to
register their entity as non-citizens, or because of
the type of work they engage in puts them at risk
of government surveillance. Some also operate
across different contexts, due to migration and
displacement. When members of these organisa-

tions re-locate to other countries, particularly Europe
or North America, they register their organisations
there while continuing to operate in MENA. Conflicts,
shrinking space and economic crises in MENA, and the
resulting restrictions on foreign funding and economic
sanctions, hinder their ability to transfer funds to their
countries of operation. Newly formed feminist groups,
projects and campaigns, as well as organisations that
face legal restrictions to registration, often rely on
fiscal sponsorship to secure and transfer funds.2 Such
partnerships can, however, be difficult to navigate due
to the power dynamics involved and the operational
challenges they pose to both parties.
Such partnerships usually involve a verbal or written
contractual arrangement between the two parties,
whereby the fiscal sponsor handles the financial
management of the funding secured by the unregistered group. In certain cases, resorting to fiscal
sponsors is not only about transfer and management of funds, but also provides members of the
collective with some legal security or a space to meet.
Experiences of fiscal sponsorship differ widely from
one group to another; however, key concerns are
highlighted around the use of this model. On the one
hand, these partnerships can involve power dynamics, that may limit the independence and agility of
the unregistered group. On the other hand, this may
constitute an added burden for the fiscal sponsor
who are usually established feminist organisations
with their own mandate and programme.

Alternative sources of funding

Given the scarcity of funding for gender equality and
women’s rights, particularly for un-established, grassroots and smaller feminist organisations, feminist
groups often rely on other ways to generate resources to ensure some financial security. Some provide
paid services to other entities, such as educational
institutions and other local groups; while others sell
goods that their members or larger communities

In the past, we used a fiscal sponsor, Western Union,
or cash for small grants and payments. Our experience with fiscal sponsorship was difficult and we
felt like a burden. It is easier to work independently, and it
helps us learn more.”
Ola Al Jundi, Gharssah

A fiscal sponsor is a nonprofit organization that provides financial management, and other administrative services to help another
unregistered group or collective build their capacity and receive funds. Practically, this can take the form of provision of a bank account to
receive the funds, support in financial reporting, etc.
2
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Our priority for the past year was to register Egna
Legna and open a bank account, and we did that in
Canada. Our experience with a fiscal sponsor was
not very positive. We find it difficult to constantly knock on
someone’s door.”
Banchi Yimer, Egna Legna

produce. One very important approach to securing
additional resources used by all organisations, particularly small yet established organisations, is volunteering. Youth volunteering is rarely acknowledged as a
resource, although most of these organisations have
relied on it to sustain their operations.
Other feminist groups, who use online and social
media platforms more extensively, sometimes rely on
crowdfunding as an alternative source of funding.
Alternative fundraising practices provide grassroots
and small feminist organisations with some security
and independence, despite generating in most cases
limited resources compared to the invested efforts
and time. Funds generated through crowdfunding
usually go to resource relief services and urgent activities and are not used to develop the structure of the
organisation itself, its strategic focus and sustainability.

When the Covid -19 pandemic hit the country, it
exacerbated an already difficult economic and legal context for migrant domestic workers in Lebanon. Egna Legna quickly responded by reaching
out to several donors and international organisations for emergency funding to support their
community. Upon failing to receive any positive
response, they set up a crowdfunding campaign,
which was complemented by advocacy efforts
around the situation of migrant domestic workers
in the country, and several media appearances by
the group. The campaign was largely circulated
by their network of feminist allies and managed
to raise 325K USD at the time of publishing this
report providing food and medicine for thousands of domestic workers who could no longer
afford them.

On organising and sustainability
Working across borders and
organising as non-citizens
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Because of the contextual changes in the region,
including conflict or shrinking space for civil society, many feminists and women rights groups are
not based in their countries of origin, or in their
countries of operation. Some work across different
contexts, supporting transnational communities of
displaced people and migrants, others work remotely, either due to safety reason, seeking registration
in Europe, or due to personal resettlement and
relocation. For feminist and women’s rights groups
that are not based in their countries of origin, working across borders is imperative for their growth
and sustainability. While this type of cross-border
organising creates numerous opportunities and
responds to the needs and realities of those groups
and their communities, it also presents its own set
of challenges, both in building a movement, across
fragmented communities and diverse contexts, and

at the operational level, as non-citizens face financial
restrictions, or limitations in seeking registration.

Limited access to spaces, networking, and convening

A critical yet usually less emphasised stage in these
groups’ journeys is their process of coming together,
a process that is difficult in restrictive and repressive
contexts. Supporting the emergence of feminist
organising is a way towards building healthy, intergenerational and sustainable movements. However,
the emergence of such organising is not a smooth
or linear path, and the process of coming together,
being able to talk to each other, sharing experiences
and learnings, and show solidarity with each other’s
struggles becomes a challenge in such contexts.
From public policies at local and national levels
imposing legal and mobility restrictions on refugees,
to sponsorship systems binding migrant women

to their employers and often confining them to the
employers’ homes or, yet again, to restrictive funding
policies; women and non-conforming individuals
are constantly isolated from each other. Restrictions
resulting from patriarchal social norms that confine
a large majority of women to the private space and
overburdens them with care and domestic responsibilities are further exacerbated by these contextual
realities, ultimately leading to increased isolation.
Spaces where women and non-conforming individuals can come together are very few, and opportunities to share experiences and exchange ideas
are even fewer. This hinders their ability to build
collective power and organise under new and existing initiatives, and in some cases to strategise and
be able to withstand or push back together against
enforced donors’ agenda or requirements. Physical
spaces, such as community centres, but also forums,
convening and gatherings, allow women to bypass
the usual divisions imposed on them by the systems
in place and by protracted conflicts and crises.
Moreover, one of the key challenges often mentioned
by grassroots and small feminist groups is the limited connection and collaboration between different
feminist movements. Such organisations aspire to
engage with a larger constituency, to adequately
respond to growing needs, and create lasting systemic
change. Given the challenges faced around growth
in staff size and membership base, feminist groups
often build strong networks and alliances, which allows them to better secure support, and increase the
impact of their work and campaigns. However, such

alliances are often built around specific issues and do
not last after the campaign has finished. The need for
a wider platform that brings together several feminist organisations and collectives, across different
issues and communities, is highlighted by many
feminist organisations as a way towards expanding
reach and achieving real and systemic change.

The lack of recognition of the diverse
and adaptative nature of their work
Feminist groups in MENA often organise across
intersecting issues and their feminist action responds
to both practical and strategic needs within their community. Their work and modalities are complex and
cannot be genuinely characterised under one specific
issue or project, such as “women’s issues”.

In addition to that, not all work can be categorised
under ‘development’ or ‘humanitarian’ interventions.
As an example, in the wake of the financial crisis
and Covid -19 in the region, feminist groups started
operating beyond their organisation’s strategic focus. They have had to make rapid adjustments and
respond to the emerging humanitarian and financial
crisis that affects disproportionately women and
girls who work in exploitative unregulated and
underpaid sectors, such as domestic work.
The very oppressive systems that feminist and
women groups organise against have direct implications on their lives could no longer. Those systems
not only divide them but also sustain environments where their most basic and practical needs are

We think feminist support should be for all causes,
and not just what is generally considered “women’s
issues” – for us education is our cause and we are
not teachers we are feminists too.”
Ola Al Jundi, Gharssah

We were being asked to only focus on what they
considered to be “women’s issues” and women’s
oppression by Arab states, without looking at the
occupation. That did not work for us. We see feminism as a
radical liberation movement, that addresses all forms of
oppression, the patriarchal system, and the occupation.”
Laila Hassan, Assiwar
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constantly threatened – making feminist organising
ever more challenging.
Therefore, when working to achieve long-term
change, many feminist and women’s rights groups
also prioritise basic and emergency support. In
environments where their very existence is contested, responding to the most practical needs of
their communities becomes a necessary and political
act to continue the struggle against oppression and

injustice. This has been visible recently with the Covid
-19 crisis, with many feminist groups taking on the role
of service providers and relief actors for their communities to survive. This does not change the nature of
their work or their mission but challenges the continuity of their long-term strategic goals. However, this
is also a difficult balance to achieve, as several groups
also report not wanting to become service provision
structures, instead wanting to ensure they continue to
work on dismantling systems of injustice.

Our biggest challenge in growing as a group is financial. Now we are in the middle of a crisis. We need to
feed those women and kids and repatriate them. It is
very important to have funds for awareness and advocacy, but
in the process, we meet people who are victims of abuse and violence and exploitation and they’re on the streets. What do we
do with these people? The role of funders is to give us an opportunity. To say yes you can do it. To give us the kind of training
we need, and to try and understand our realities. ”
Banchi Yimer, Egna Legna

Self-care and wellbeing are not
prioritised

For many feminist and women’s rights organisations, sustaining their organising within constantly
shifting and restrictive contexts is one of their biggest achievements. However, without appropriate
resourcing, this remains highly dependent on their
members and staff, who must put in additional
labour to cover gaps in funding. Having to juggle
multiple responsibilities and putting in long hours
of work impacts the wellbeing of feminist activists,
which in turn impedes growth, and threatens the
long-term sustainability of their organising.
Many of the organisers we spoke to, stress the
continuum between their personal struggles and his-

tories of exclusion and abuse and their political work
which involves overtime work, sometimes in difficult
environments, fuelled by tensions. It is important to
address the lack of funding, but also the need to prioritise a culture that supports wellbeing of everyone
within the organisation, as well as including self-care
as part of risk management, as burnout is, among
other things, a threat towards sustainable organising.

We work long hours,
we try not to ever
say no to any work.”
Ola Al Jundi, Gharssah

Personally, I learnt that I need to give time to my family and friends and loved ones. I lost a lot of friends because I was fully committed to this cause. We must give
time to our loved ones, to sleep well and eat well. We also need to
take care of each other, and understand that helping people starts
by asking your fellow member and friend “How are you?” We need
to think about the wellbeing of our own members.”
Banchi Yimer, Egna Legna
14

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS
Based on the main trends and challenges identified
above, Kvinna till Kvinna recommends governmental and UN/EU funding agencies, as well as smaller
funding agencies, to:

Support organisational growth and
sustainability
Recognise organisational development as a
tangible outcome to support the establishment
of solid and sustainable feminist organisations.
Support feminist groups in creating structures and
governance mechanisms that align with their own
realities, collective values and organising goals.
Such funding would enable organisations to build
capacity and develop long-term strategies and
agendas. Practical examples can include providing
on-going coaching when needed to support the
development of internal financial, administrative
and human resources structures of the organisation, funding projects that do not necessarily
include activities, but allow them to fill in the gaps,
supporting debriefing sessions, and the security of
the spaces where they operate.
Support the development of skills and capacities
that enable feminist groups to diversify their
resourcing to ensure some financial security. This
includes providing resources and support towards
expanding organisations’ membership base, which
supports them become sustainable. Encourage the
organisation to develop or follow their own internal
regulations and policies, rather than impose your
own, in order to avoid organisations to have as many
policies and regulations as they have funders. Support
them in developing alternative sources of funding and
fundraising strategies.
Support office security and wellbeing for the
members, volunteers and staff of the groups and
organisations to support their sustainability.
Make resources available to address security and
stress-management for the organisations; support
to combat burnout; overcome trauma and grief;
and psycho-social support for staff and leaders of
organisations.

Support strategies and visions:
provide ‘trust-based’, long-term
and flexible funding.
Provide unrestricted and core funding that
supports the agility of grassroots organisations
to respond to changing circumstances and needs
within their communities, whether these fall under
organising, capacity building, empowerment, or
basic and urgent needs. Allow organisers to shift
funding based on needs. Unrestricted funding is
also critical for advocacy organisations addressing
controversial issues or needs, to enable them to
operate independently of governments and corporations.
Support flexibility in modes of engagement
through swift mechanisms for funding, especially to
grassroots organisations that work in crises, including
the current Covid -19 pandemic, because it enables
them to redirect funding towards immediate needs.
If unrestricted core funding is not possible,
support the funding of core functions within
budgets, and allow funds to be shifted for basic
support in times of crisis.
Reduce administrative burden by simplifying
application and reporting tools and allow organisers to focus on their work and develop their
strategies. Adapt due-diligence processes to ensure that they are agile enough to respond quickly
to the objective of providing organisations with
urgent funding necessary to provide the communities they served with essential services. Simplified
reporting could include oral reporting, reporting
with the partner, writing proposals together, permitting different languages, etc.

Build solidarity: support networks,
connections and exchanges
Build diversified funding portfolios that target
emerging initiatives as well as more established
organisations, to support a dynamic, interconnected
and transgenerational feminist movement.
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Support community spaces and convenings
between groups and individuals with the least
access to such opportunities, as this is how new
feminist organising emerges and facilitate learning
from movements’ practice and experience.
Improve the access for smaller groups and
individual activists and support them to engage
with global advocacy arenas. Support online and
digital advocacy, digital awareness, and knowledge.
It is a challenge but also an opportunity for smaller
groups to influence the international agenda. Make
sure to, when possible, invite different activists to
conferences to widen the circle of activist voices
heard in international arenas.

Value partnership and
intermediary organisations.
Partnership and trust-based grantmaking can help
identify where support is most needed and how
to adapt approaches to improve its effectiveness.
Partnership-based grantmaking with physical
presence in the country of operation benefits
from a good understanding of the political, social
and legal context in which women, and feminist
organisations and groups operate.
The control over decision-making of direct or
indirect funding has to lie with the movements
themselves and funding agencies and institutional
donors need to enable this to happen.
Rely on local or regional intermediaries to
reach out to grassroots groups who have a
stronger knowledge of networks and organisers in

the country. This also allows the development of
common regional and cross-country strategies.

Encourage the establishment of
MENA regional women’s funds and feminist movement building structures.
Develop and support regional participatory funds
and structures, led by feminist organisers from
the region and young feminists. Regional funds
and feminist movement building structures can help
ensure that funding is managed with diligence, transparency and care, and directed to where they are most
needed. They can link donors to smaller grantees,
provide rapid response grants, technical support and
incubation to emerging feminist groups in the early
stages of their conception and to independent women
human rights defenders and activists, who do not have
access to financial support from donors or work on
controversial and sensitive women’s rights issues.

Advocate for more funding for feminist and women’s rights organising.
Women’s rights organising globally is hugely
underfunded. Some areas are particularly underfunded, such as sexual and reproductive health
and rights. It is essential in the region to allocate
unrestricted resources in order to cover more
sensitive or controversial issues (i.e. safe abortion,
discrimination against LGBTIQI+ people, adolescent people’s rights, marital rape, etc). Another
area in great need of funding is research and
documentation led by feminist and women’s
rights groups which is still considered as not having tangible outcomes by funding agencies.

CONCLUSION
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This report has captured a snapshot of what needs
to be done to support a MENA feminist movement,
at a specific time, marked by extreme volatility and
diversity in the region. It provides an overview of
perspectives from a group of activists and organisations on their experiences and practices emerging
as initiatives, growing and building various rela-

tionships with funding agencies, movement building
organisations and other supporters and allies. It
recognises and illustrates the variety of forms of
organising in the region and the variety of needs
and adequate funding modalities. There are no easy
one size fits all solutions. The kind of support that
is needed today, might be deemed inadequate in a

few months or years. Funding practices should be
systematically updated, reassessed and informed
by strong contextualised analysis and understanding.
Kvinna till Kvinna is advocating for donors to
rethink the conditions and practices used for
movement support, and to base their support on
a relationship of solidarity and flexibility: it is our
responsibility to stay relevant to the needs of feminist movements and not the other way around.
As an example, direct and unrestricted funding is
a good practice, but only if the size and structure
of the organisation allow it, and it does not require
the organisation to provide extensive reporting
and planning.
For some small or unregistered groups, intermediaries and local funds based in the region (like
Kvinna till Kvinna), play a critical role in advising,
processing, and disbursing funds. Reporting, monitoring, and auditing processes are at the core of intermediaries’ work. Their internal financial mechanisms and due diligence processes, as well as their
proximity to small or unregistered women’s rights
organisations, allow them to adapt and redirect
funds to immediate needs, using their knowledge
of the realities in the country. Beyond financial
support, our role is also to enhance solidarity, support national, regional and cross regional exchanges and the development of common strategies.
Looking into the near future and reflecting on what

the upcoming trends and needs will be for feminist
organisers in the region and for funding agencies,
it seems the post-pandemic era will likely force the
feminist movement to navigate new economic models and structures. At the same time, increased
mobility restrictions and government surveillance
will deeply impact the work of feminist organisers
and resourcing in MENA.
In this particularly difficult context, a MENA
feminist regional fund could play a bridging role
between local communities and the broader
funding community and could allow to put a focus
on self-care at the individual and oranisational
levels which are currently under funded. The fund
could be used to influence the donor community
via events, peer exchange and publications featuring the members of the fund and to underline
a new collaborative approach to grantmaking and
partnership. It would create a platform to support
global women’s human rights in the MENA region
and encourage a connected and stronger global
movement shining a much needed spotlight on the
work of activists and women’s rights organisations
in the region.
As the situation continues to unfold, Kvinna till
Kvinna will continue to engage with the emerging
feminist and women’s rights organisers from the
region and beyond, and support their innovative and ground-breaking models to continue to
operate and sustain themselves, as structures, as
collectives and as individuals.

CASE STUDIES
These case studies aim at illustrating the practical experiences of three different organisations
working in the MENA region. They follow their journeys, from the set-up of their initiative, through
their growth, to their future plans and reflections.
They illustrate the diversity of feminist and women’s rights’ organising, as well as the intricate set
of factors that supports or hinders the sustainabi-

lity of smaller and unestablished group, working in
challenging contexts. A fourth case study was initially conducted, but at the time of the publication
of this report, the group was not active anymore.
This illustrates the fragility of unregistered groups,
as their existence is often solely dependent on
informal agreement between its members and the
work they do.
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Interview with Ola Al Jundi
My family and I arrived in Lebanon
from Syria in 2013. Everybody at the
time was providing relief services. We
started volunteering in refugee camps
and meeting new people. As a teacher,
I started meeting other teachers, and
we shared the same frustration of how
generations of Syrian children were not
getting any education.
We wanted to launch an initiative in the camps for
refugees to support each other as a community
and education was a way to do this. What brought
us together is based on trust and shared values,
which we believe to be more important than any
expertise. Gharssah is not just a school to learn
letters. It is a place to learn about each other, our
country, our history, and values...
We started as a small group of teachers and
brought other people on board as some of us
resettled in other countries. We reached out to Syrian people in Lebanon and abroad to raise funds.
We mobilized people around issues related to their
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living conditions in the camps. After nine months,
there was a decision to close all camps in the area
where we were, and the camp where we worked
was the most targeted. Around that time, a Syrian
organisation reached out and supported us with a
small fund. This is how we were able to establish
a centre in an area where there were barely any
educational institutions.
Our initial goal was to support education. Our work
with women’s rights and gender came gradually.
We started providing awareness sessions and
psychological support based on lessons learnt and

We usually integrate
new members slowly
to maintain our organisations spirit.
people’s needs. We understood the value of working
with women and continued to do so. Also, gender is
not commonly integrated in educational institutions

and services. We need to keep working on education
if we want to work on gender equality. Our approach
was to organize with people not on their behalf; we
are part of this community, and if they didn’t adopt
this initiative, we wouldn’t be able to do it …
We don’t see growth as an increase in members
or staff, but in how we evolve in our understanding,
in the lessons we learn from people we work with,
and in our reach to those with the least access to
resources. Being a smaller group allows us to have
more ownership, better involvement and a sense of
responsibility towards
everything we do. Increasing our team members creates a need to
be more established
and brings a risk of
losing commitment
and homogeneity. We
usually integrate new
members slowly to
maintain our organisation’s spirit. We do
need more people who
share our values and
have specific skills in management and in the kind
of work we do. We would also love to have more
supporters and allies.
When it comes to our supporters, we usually
reach them through our connections. Our external
resources are strong networks and individual supporters. We depend a lot on our internal resources
– trust from our community and team spirit. We
work long hours, we try not to ever say no to any
work. As for funding, we rely mainly on institutional funding. We are now starting a new donation
campaign targetting private companies. Flexible
funding is very helpful, and we invest these grants
in the best way possible. Small grants are good for
the way we work, but we now need medium-size
funding to sustain ourselves. We can’t access larger
funding because we are not registered in Lebanon,
and it is becoming more difficult to do so. We registered in Sweden and have a bank account there,
but we need to figure out how to transfer funds

to Lebanon in light of the crisis. In the past, we
used a fiscal sponsor, Western Union, or cash for
small grants/payments. Our experience with fiscal
sponsorship was difficult and we felt like a burden.
It was easier to work independently, and it helps us
learn more.
Our biggest achievements are in reaching our community and in the impact we have on people’s confidence and ability to challenge harmful social norms.
Our biggest achievement is also sustaining our work in
such a context while maintaining our values. We don’t
want to turn into an
institution, but we also
want clear governance
mechanisms and ways
of working. We want to
institutionalise the spirit
that we have amongst
us. We would also like
to expand and work in
Syria and sustain our
work when we return.
We need funding to get
more established and
have some stability, but
also to prove the success of this initiative; to tell people
that it’s possible for ‘average people’ like us to organise
and do great things.
We want partnerships with people who have a
cause. All these relationships are successful when
people have a cause, not when institutions do
funding as a business. The role of international
organisations and donors is not only to give funding. In general, we prefer to engage with feminist
funding agencies, rather than big governmental institutions. We feel they are more like partners than
donors and they understand the context better.
Within the current context it is difficult to imagine
anything for the future. We just want to do things
that ensure our sustainability. And that we have the
time to repeat this experience in different places with
other people. We think feminist support should be
for all causes, and not just what is generally considered “women’s issues” – for us education is our cause
and we are not teachers, we are feminists too.

GHARSSAH – supporting young women’s leadership and education in Lebanon
Gharssah, which means ‘sapling’ is
a community-based organisation,
founded in 2013 and led by Syrian women in the Bekaa valley in
Lebanon. It was formally registe-

red in Sweden in 2019 and has
21 employees and 5 volunteers.
Gharssah’s work focuses on supporting adolescent girls’ and young
women’s individual and collective

leadership, improving access to
education for Syrian children
(especially girls) and fighting gender-based violence through a new
community-led initiative.
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Interview with Banchi Yimer
We started Egna Legna because we
wanted to help our people. Most
community groups are created or
led by men. We needed to speak for
ourselves as women, and as domestic
workers. We also wanted to look for
long-term solutions. We all met at a
community centre for migrant workers in Lebanon, where we attended
different workshops.
Ethiopian women were not comfortable speaking
about certain topics, such as their personal experiences around sexual and bodily issues. We also
noticed women who came to Lebanon sent all their
money to their partners or family back home, and
we saw that as a situation of exploitation, so we
wanted to provide training on financial management. We knew we wanted a space where we could
feel comfortable talking about such issues in our
own language. We discussed the idea of including
men in the group. We tried to do it, then decided
that it’s better not to. We are internally aligned on
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this, but we face a lot of external attacks related to
that decision.
When we first started, we were a few domestic
workers who did not know much about how things
work and the needs of our community. We did not
know how we can become change makers. We grew
in power, and we made people listen to us. As a
group, we also grew, with more community leaders,
members, followers and supporters. This is important because if we all must leave Lebanon today,
who would replace us? We make sure that people
who do join are dedicated.
We all learnt a lot from the moment we started
to think about how to structure, plan and budget
for our work. We also learnt about the situation of
migrant domestic workers in Lebanon, what they
go through, and the magnitude of sexual abuse.
And finally, we learnt about our own members,
who they are and why they want to help people.
Before 2020, we only had one source of funding.
We applied to another organisation, but they declined our application. We were using our own salaries
and members’ fees to fund our work. Our priority
for the past year was to register Egna Legna and
open a bank account, and we did that in Canada.

Our experience with a fiscal sponsor was not very
positive, However, safety will remain an issue.
We want to stay in spaces where we feel safe.
In 2020, when the financial crisis started, thousands of domestic workers lost their jobs, and the
needs for food assistance, rent and medication were

We were some of the first
people to speak up and
share our experiences in
Amharic, to say ”I slept on
the balcony”. This encouraged people to speak up.
huge. Then Covid -19 started. We used the funds
that we had saved for the group to support the
community and then we started a GoFundMe
campaign and received private donations. This is
supposed to be a government’s job or that of huge
organisations, but we are grateful to be helping all
nationalities of domestic workers.
Our biggest challenge in growing as a group is
financial. Now we are in the middle of a crisis. We
need to feed those women and kids and repatriate
them. It is very important to have funds for awareness and advocacy, but in the process, we meet
people who are victims of abuse and violence and
exploitation and they’re on the streets, what do we
do with these people? We need to support them.
The role of funders is to give us an opportunity. To
say yes you can do it. To give us the kind of training
we need, and to try and understand our realities.
We were some of the first people to speak up
and share our experiences in Amharic, to say “I
slept on the balcony”. This encouraged people to
speak up. On social media we receive comments
from hundreds of people sharing their stories.
We are challenging the government at the level of
the policies of the embassy. We are working with
journalists and are exposing everything that is

happening. Domestic workers who are attending
our classes and sessions are going back to their
communities to share these skills and information
with others. We sent over 400 women back home
and we assist more than 10 000 women and some
men with food, rent and medication. Internally, we
learnt that we need to put all decisions on the table
and be open.
Personally, I learnt that I need to give time to my
family and friends and loved ones. I lost a lot of friends
because I was fully committed to this cause. We must
give time to our loved ones, to sleep well and eat
well. We also need to take care of each other, and
understand that helping people starts by asking your
fellow member and friend “How are you?” We need
to think about the wellbeing of our own members.
From other feminist activists, I learnt that even
when we don’t like each other we still need to work
together and support each other’s work. We don’t
have to be friends to work together. But it’s also
important to hold people accountable when they go
against our values. We should show solidarity and
work together. We need to accept everyone and
open the door for other feminists and communities
and nationalities. Solidarity is a two-way street, we
support each other’s struggles, amongst different
nationalities as well as amongst Ethiopians.

EGNA LEGNA – organising domestic workers to fight for their rights
Egna Legna is non-religious,
non-political feminist organisation
led by Ethiopian women active in
Lebanon and Ethiopia, fighting
for domestic workers’ rights. Egna

Legna provides workshops and
capacity building to a community
of migrant workers in Lebanon, as
well as financial and legal assistance and shelter to migrant domestic

workers affected by the economic
crisis and Covid -19 pandemic.
Egna Legna has 42 members and
10 employees spread across three
countries.
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Interview with Laila Hassan
We established Assiwar in 1997 and
started as a project at an Israeli centre
in Haifa. We were a group of Israelis
and Palestinians working on gederbased violence. It was an attempt at
doing feminist activism together, but a
lot of conflicts arose.
We were being asked to only focus on what they
considered to be “women’s issues” and women’s
oppression by Arab states, without looking at
occupation. That did not work for us. We see
feminism as a radical liberation movement, that
addresses all forms of oppression, the patriarchal
system and the occupation. The occupation is part
of our everyday lives, and resisting it is a duty, we
do not have the privilege of choosing. That is when
we started thinking about having an independent
Palestinian feminist organising and we understood
that there was no place for a collaboration due to
the power dynamics involved.
We started as a feminist Arab movement. We
had a broader vision, but we started working on
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gender-based violence because during that period
there was a lot of focus on the topic. We started
with a hotline that provided psychosocial support
and legal consultations, and today we also have
legal accompaniment and referrals to safe houses.
We also focused on feminist knowledge production through a publication that addressed feminist
theories and thought, I used to see growth as
the capacity to mobilise. Today, I think it is about
speaking a language that people can relate to, and
that our discourse reaches people. Volunteering is
a value that was there at Assiwar since the beginning, and it stayed with us. Our volunteers run the

We are always in the
shadows as most funding
goes to the West Bank and
Gaza, and we do not get
support from the civil
society here.

vides us with some security. We used to give these
for free in the past, but today there is a demand for
our services, and they are ready to pay for them.
Paying pushes these institutions to take GBV more
seriously. This helps us generate almost 25-28% of
our budget.
We were part of different alliances and collaborations on personal status code and early marriage.
But these alliances are always challenging. There
was an attempt to create a feminist Palestinian Forum. We created the forum and registered the entity, but today there are no members. The biggest
challenge and controversy were political affiliations
and power dynamics.
It is crucial to remain independent and free, and
that requires core funding rather than project-based grants. Our situation is volatile, and things
change every day, we need to be able to respond.
Funding is a big challenge. We need to have an
Arab Feminist Fund. It’s important.
Our structure has a lot of challenges. We are
horizontal, and we make decisions by consensus.
We have four staff members and several trainers/
mentors. We have around 30 volunteers. It works
for now. The key challenge to our organising is how
to involve our volunteers. To manage volunteers is
an additional workload and it requires funding.
Photo: From Assiwars Facebookpage

hotline 24/7, they are the backbone of the organi
sation and that keeps us going and renewed.
The cause we focus on also plays a role in our
sustainability and people’s engagement. It is not
a coincidence that so many women would like to
work on this issue. What kept us going is our will.
We have low salaries, we do everything, we don’t
have a secretary or an admin person, and we
always wanted to continue at all cost! Our biggest
challenge today lies in reaching people. The key
question for us is how much we can engage with
people who want to question what it means to be
a woman in this society, and what it means to be a
man, and how they can contribute to making this
society a better and more just society.
We still have a long way to go. We receive negative comments and attacks on our Facebook page
on posts that encourage women to reach out if
they need support with GBV. A lot of people still
normalise these issues. We are under occupation
and women’s issues are secondary.
Resources are a big challenge. We are always in the
shadows as most funding goes to the West Bank and
Gaza, and we do not get support from the civil society
here. All regulations are now trying to restrict funding
from going to the Palestinian civil society. Israeli banks
don’t allow funding transfers from countries that are listed as enemies. We cannot take funding from entities
that support the occupation.
We go to feminist funds and
donors because they respect
our work and don’t impose conditions and agendas. We cannot
go after big funding though
because it doesn’t work for us,
there’s a certain language and
political direction that is not in
line with ours.
We generate our own funds
by providing services. We hold
trainings and workshops at
schools. This is a place that pro-

ASSIWAR – Palestinian women fighting oppression and patriarchy
Assiwar is a feminist Arab,
Palestinian and independent
movement struggling against all
forms and representations of oppression. Assiwar is a registered
NGO, based in Haifa. Assiwar’s
staff manage the work of the
organisation alongside a group
of Palestinian women volunteers

who have successfully passed a
comprehensive training course by the organisation for this
purpose. The NGO has 4 staff
members and 30 volunteers.
Assiwar operates a hotline to
receive calls from those subjected to any form of sexual
violence, they also manage an

educational programme on
gender relations. Their work also
aims at using the media to raise
awareness about gender issues,
and to discuss social phenomena
from a feminist perspective as
well as raise awareness about
sexual violence.
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FOR ALL WOMEN’S RIGHTS
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IN EVERY CORNER OF THE WORLD

