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As displacement crisis still occurs, refugees often find themselves under complex legal 

systems that are unfamiliar and overwhelming. The need for accessible legal empowerment 

and legal aid has never been more urgent. At SUAKA, we recognize that empowering 

refugees with the knowledge and tools to understand and advocate for their rights is 

fundamental to building a more just and equitable future.  

This document delves into one of the most powerful approaches to addressing this gap: 

community-based refugee paralegals. These dedicated individuals, the refugees 

themselves, serve as vital bridges between vulnerable communities and the legal systems 

that can shape their lives. By providing both legal information and direct assistance, they 

enable refugees to understand their rights, access protection better, and navigate challenges 

that would otherwise be insurmountable.  

Legal empowerment is not just about access to legal services; it is about transforming the 

very way refugees interact with their environment, from advocating for their needs in host 

communities to defending their fundamental human rights. Community-based paralegals are 

at the heart of this transformation, working within their communities to build trust, spread 

knowledge, and offer much-needed support.  

In this publication, we explore the remarkable impact of refugee paralegals who, despite 

facing their challenges, act as beacons of hope and empowerment. Their work not only 

helps individuals but strengthens entire communities, creating a ripple effect of positive 

change. We also reflect on the essential role that legal aid organizations, host governments, 

and international bodies must play in supporting these efforts.  

Thank you to the outhors, who are volunteers at SUAKA, Adinda Felica Calif, Auranetya 

Adya Kayana, Dewi Fatika Rahmasari, Elmo Ferrell Sidauruk, Febrilliant Maulana Husein, 

Intan Shabira Sumarsono, Khaisya Refaya Vidzal, Ruth Joanna Julim, as well as two of our 

proud staff, Angga Reynady Hermawan Putra and Annabella Arawinda Arundhati.   

Special thanks to the refugees, part of the community-based refugee paralegal, brother 

Barthele Koumba Matsouellet, brother Mutassim Abdllah, brother Nashaat Jihad Yousif, 

sister Rahima Farhangdost, and not forgetting Mr. Shawqi Ramadhan (who has now settled 

in Canada). Thank you for sharing your experiences and for still being passionate about 

contributing to the refugee community. You are people who are struggling to overcome 



trauma, trying to live a better life, and with unbroken hope for a better life. Your support, 

contribution, and collaboration will not be in vain. Let's together realize better protection and 

fulfillment of rights for refugees in Indonesia.  

We hope that this publication will not only highlight the critical role of community-based 

refugee paralegals but also inspire further investment in their training, support, and 

integration into broader legal frameworks. The path forward is one of collective responsibility, 

where refugees themselves are integral to the solutions.  

We are proud to share this work with you and look forward to continued collaboration toward 

a future where refugees are not only recipients of aid but active participants in shaping their 

destinies.  

  

Jakarta, February 20, 2025  

Atika Yuanita Paraswaty  

Chairperson   

SUAKA  
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Background

A Background: SUAKA,
Legal Empowerment, and
Community-Based Refugee
Paralegals in Indonesia

BY: ANGGA REYNADY HERMAWAN PUTRA

A. An Introduction to SUAKA

SUAKA is a civil society organization working for
refugee rights protection in Indonesia. Conducting our
works since 2012, SUAKA provides legal aid and
conducts legal empowerment, advocacy, and
campaign to enhance refugee protection in Indonesia.
SUAKA working with refugees, volunteers, experts,
and practitioners to achieve our goal.

B. Background of the Achievement Stories 

Indonesia currently hosts 11.735 refugees from varied countries of origin. They were spread among 

major cities in Indonesia, living on an independent basis or assisted by International Organization’s 

accommodation settings. Although this number has decreased compared to last year, the situation of 

refugees in Indonesia is still categorized as unideal. 

Indonesian government still has the perspective that refugees only live here temporarily. Therefore, it 

leads to a very minimum long-term policy related to the fulfillment of refugees’ rights. Refugees 

specifically are not included as a vulnerable group accessible for comprehensive protection services 

and/or feasible or specific access to daily rights facilities. Thus, refugees are living without clarity 

related to their basic rights while in Indonesia and awaiting their durable solutions. The durable 

solution itself has been indicated as a difficult process to be conducted. Refugees living in Indonesia 

need to wait up to 10 years before being resettled to another Country through a standard 

resettlement process. This situation then keeps refugees under the “living in limbo” situation, a term 

popularized by many academics, practitioners, and experts. 



“Living in limbo” situation has created many aspects of social dynamics in Indonesia. One aspect 

concerned by SUAKA is the legal aspects. Under the characteristics of refugees with their different 

backgrounds, refugees are prone to legal problems while in Indonesia. Refugees themselves have legal 

vulnerabilities. One major legal vulnerability is language barrier. Indonesia lacks the law translated into 

English language. And while interacting with legal enforcers when facing legal problems, different 

language capacities have blocked them from accessing justice in Indonesia. One effect identified by 

this scenario is lack of legal awareness of Indonesian law. 

Access to lawyers and legal assistance is then important for them. Especially in the case that they are 

not aware that their legal rights, obligations, and legal protection mechanism apply to them. However, 

another legal vulnerability identified currently is a lack of awareness from legal actors (mainly and 

importantly here pro bono lawyers) regarding legal status, basic concepts, and the existence of 

refugees in Indonesia. Without any crucial legal assistance, refugees lack the legal resilience and 

capacity on accessing legal process to achieve justice, being situated unequally on legal problems 

with other peoples, and left unsupported in legal proceedings. 

To anticipate and fill this gap, SUAKA then conducts the key activity of legal empowerment. Our legal 

empowerment aims at achieving three pillars of legal empowerment, namely“to know”, “to use”, and 

“to shape” the law. These three pillars were shaped by many actors of legal empowerment on a global 

level which comprises practitioners and academics. More explanation regarding these three pillars will 

be addressed in the next section. In brief, the greater goal of SUAKA’s legal empowerment network is 

to increase the legal knowledge of refugees regarding the law applicable to them in order to use it to 

achieve justice and to conduct independent legal advocacy for their human rights fulfilment. 

Our efforts are conducted through many programs. On this occasion, we will focus on one structural 

effort comprehensively conducted in the form of Community Based Refugee Paralegal network (“In 

this document will be referred to as refugee paralegals). Refugee paralegals is a network of refugees 

selected and trained to return to their communities and conduct their role as paralegals to achieve 

three pillars of legal empowerment. SUAKA uses the community based approach on creating this 

network with consideration that the community members themselves who are comprehensively 

aware of their community’s situation and are very crucial to increase communities self-resilient, 

independency, and communal effort in advocating for their rights. 

SUAKA has successfully conducted three batches of basic-level paralegal training and one batch of 

advanced-level training. Through this training, more than 40 refugees have been established as a 

member of the refugee paralegals network. Their existence has been a glaring and fresh key factor in 

legal empowerment efforts. There are many achievements identified through their assistance to the 

community, especially on the legal dynamics of refugees in Indonesia. SUAKA understands that thus 

far, in the global context, this is the only refugee paralegals established around the world thus far. 

Therefore, to spread these achievements and in hope to ignite more structural efforts to establish 

refugee paralegal networks in other jurisdictions, SUAKA decided to codify the achievements of some 

of the paralegals. This codification aims to share stories about the struggle, efforts, and best 

achievements of some of the refugee paralegals in Indonesia. 

Under these codified stories, SUAKA has selected 5 refugees across the networks with varied 

diversities and backgrounds. We interviewed these 5 refugees to collect their stories, which include 

their challenges, alternative actions conducted to assist their communities, and, of course, their 

achievements in conducting their role as paralegals. These stories could be a catalyst of legal 



empowerment spreadness and potentially could motivate more initiatives around the regions and 

jurisdictions.

C. SUAKA’s Legal Empowerment Efforts for 
Refugee Communities in Indonesia

Documentation by SUAKA

As explained above, SUAKA’s legal empowerment efforts are conducted to achieve the three pillars of 

legal empowerment. These three pillars are:

1. “To Know” the law

Under this pillar, refugees are expected to know, to be aware, and to understand the law that applies 

to them. Sets of law that are important to be aware of are those that are related to their obligations 

while residing in Indonesia,more importantly regarding their rights stated through the law, and what 

legal protection mechanism that they are able to use to achieve justice and better human rights 

fulfillment. By knowing the law, refugees are then able to prevent themselves from facing legal 

problems and, importantly, use the law to achieve justice and protect themselves. 

2. “To Use” the law

After the refugee communities know the law, we aim for the refugees to be able to independently use 

the law. By using the law means that they are able to use the legal mechanism included with legal 

protection services, legal proceedings, and legal remedy to access justice and their rights fulfillment. 

Participation directly from communities in using the law will be important for them to understand 



what is the condition of the legal framework in Indonesia and how they act towards them as a 

community.

3. “To Shape” the Law

Lastly, when refugees are able to use the law, legal empowerment aims that the refugees themselves 

will understand the flaws, the challenges, and what needs to be changed in order for more advanced 

protection and rights fulfillment for them. Especially for those that are written under the written 

policies and regulation without hindering the actions made by non-written actions conducted for 

refugees. Therefore, refugees are able to participate in shaping the law to erase the policies and legal 

frameworks that create flaws, challenges, and barriers for refugees in accessing justice and protection 

of human rights. Concretely, refugees are able to conduct their own advocacy collectively with their 

communities. 

Thus far, there have been updates and increased legal empowerment of refugees in Indonesia. 

However, it has yet to achieve all the pillars aimed by these efforts. By knowing the law, refugees have 

demonstrated their awareness regarding the law in Indonesia. When reaching out to communities on 

many occasions and mapped by the daily works of legal aid, SUAKA identified that there are significant 

numbers of refugees already aware of the basic legal articles that apply to them. There are also a 

couple of information sharing made by paralegal networks through many platforms on both online 

and offline platforms. SUAKA itself has conducted many legal information sessions in addition to 

written legal documents shared with many legal provisions for refugees in Indonesia. 

Secondly, by using the law, refugees have also successfully demonstrated their awareness of legal 

proceedings. There are many best practices where refugees are able to use legal mechanisms 

available to them. One basic example is refugees reporting any crime that happened in the 

communities where the Police accepted the report and used further legal proceedings to solve many 

criminal occurrences. There are also refugees who use non-litigation mechanisms such as reporting to 

national human rights institution reporting mechanism, corresponding inquiries to relevant 

institutions, and conducting alternative dispute resolution.  

Lastly, shaping the law is something that needs to be improved further. To achieve this pillar, more 

structured and complex actions need to be taken. A couple of advocacy efforts have been conducted 

on many refugee communities. Some of them are conducting demonstrations to increase awareness 

regarding their difficulties in Indonesia. Some other efforts also include sending a letter to 

Government and international institutions, conducting structural social media campaigns, and 

engaging with local communities and actors to collaborate on many advocacy efforts. However, not all 

communities have initiated this and still more concrete and meaningful participation is needed as so 

far, there is no best practice yet where collective efforts made by communities has successfully 

change the law or perspective towards the community. 

The efforts conducted were faced with many challenges as well. These challenges are identified in 

both internal and external aspects. On the internal aspect, SUAKA deals with minimum resources. 

Although we are opening our work for all refugees in all of Indonesia, our limited resources right now 

have forced us to focus and center our capacities on refugees living within Jakarta and surrounding 

areas. Although these challenges still arise, SUAKA remains committed by developing and executing 

programs that are well-prepared to face this challenge.



D. Establishment and Implementation of 
Refugee Paralegals Work for Refugee 
Communities in Indonesia

Documentation by SUAKA

Refugee paralegals in Indonesia were firstly established through paralegal training. SUAKA has 

conducted three batches of basic level paralegal training in 2019, 2020, and 2022. These trainings 

were successfully trained approximately 45 refugees from varied communities of Afghanistan, African, 

Arabic, and other refugee communities in Indonesia. As mentioned earlier, unfortunately this program 

is only available for refugees living in Jakarta surrounding areas. This basic level training program was 

conducted to address basic level materials important for paralegals. These materials are such as the 

basic concept of paralegals and their role, introduction of law and human rights, introduction of some 

of the key laws applies to refugees, and other theoretical concepts of legal framework. 

As a continuation and an effort to increase paralegals capacities, SUAKA then held many upgrading 

sessions addressing more advanced legal topics for them. For example, there is one session 

addressing Indonesian immigration law. Concretely, SUAKA has conducted one batch of advanced 

level paralegal training in 2024. This advance level training has trained 15 refugee paralegals 

previously trained on three batches of paralegal basic level training. In this advanced level, the 

training addressed materials that are deemed as practical capacities related to their role as 

paralegals. These materials included topics on gender perspective, how to conduct advocacy and 

campaign, key principles of legal handling, and how to conduct legal correspondence. 



Indonesia through the existing legal frameworks has a common paralegal training system. It is stated 

through the Minister of Law and Human Rights Regulation No. 3 of 2021 Regarding Paralegal on Legal 

Aid. Under this regulation, there is a set of provisions where States regulate who is considered as 

paralegal and sets of technical regulations to conduct paralegal training who will then be recognized 

by States. However, under this regulation, paralegals recognized by the State only apply to those who 

are Indonesian citizens. Therefore, the paralegal training conducted by SUAKA is an effort as well to 

provide a paralegal training forum which the state could not provide. In shaping the program as well, 

SUAKA also incorporated some of the technical processes set by the Government under their legal 

framework.

After the training has been completed, SUAKA has conducted relationship management with all the 

paralegals. Especially on legal aid and further legal empowerment efforts independently conducted 

by them. Refugee paralegals are actively engaged in legal case assistance in their communities. The 

refugee paralegals also successfully conducted many legal information sharing sessions. 

Refugee paralegals have performed many achievements while facing so many limitations and personal 

challenges. In the end, they are also refugees who faced structural limitations of rights and struggled 

with their mental health condition due to the uncertainty of their personal future. It sometimes 

affects the activity of paralegals where they need to decrease their involvement as they need time to 

heal themselves from potential compassion fatigue or other psychological challenges. As refugees, 

they are also subject to durable solutions to third Countries. Therefore, there are a large number of 

refugee paralegals who have already resettled to third countries and therefore decreased the number 

of refugee paralegals in Indonesia. These challenges, although identified, will not hinder the 

achievement of paralegals in conducting their role. 

Achievements are identified to be celebrated. Thus, SUAKA also decided to codify the stories of the 

refugee paralegals' achievements as a gratitude towards their work as well. This codification is also a 

structural effort to document the achievements in order to be spread widely on a longer temporal 

basis. The long temporal basis of spread aimed at increasing the establishment of other refugee 

paralegal networks in other cities in Indonesia where refugees residing or other jurisdictions of other 

States.



EMPOWERING AFRICAN REFUGEE
COMMUNITIES THROUGH BARTHELE
KOUMBA’S ROLE

Barthele Koumba and African Refugee Communities in
Indonesia

Indonesia has thousands of refugees from all around the world, comprising many ethnicities and
origins. One of these groups is refugees from the African continent, who hail from countries such
as Kenya, Tanzania, and the Democratic Republic of Congo.

Lacking much legal and economic protection, many figures among refugee communities in
Indonesia have stepped up to be the voice of their fellow refugees who might not be able to
express themselves. A great example of this is Barthèle Koumba, who has contributing with
SUAKA for several years. Originating from the Republic of Congo, brother Barthèle arrived in
Indonesia in 2019 after a daring escape from his home country. He has had to flee from his
country more than once due to coup d’états and multiple assassination attempts.

Having served as a civil servant in his home country, Brother Barthèle is now a refugee paralegal
in Indonesia, a figure that assists others with legal matters that they might not be able to handle
on their own. Coming from a country where the official language is French, he helps the
francophone African community translate and voice their concerns, as well as African refugees
who speak other languages.

Prepared by: Ruth Joanna Julim 
Adinda Felica Calif
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Becoming Refugee Paralegal

This journey started with a Zoom meeting in the early months of the 2020 pandemic. He
was one of many invited to an online event for World Refugee Day, where he met
SUAKA, where he as informed regarding SUAKA’s community-based refugee paralegal
which he then participated. He then joined the paralegal training as part of the second
batch of the refugee paralegal networks established by SUAKA. By November 2023, he
was invited as a speaker to represent both himself and his community. He has
consistently worked as a refugee paralegal ever since.

Over the years, Brother Barthèle has gained a lot of experience in helping his fellow
refugees handling legal issues, with many anecdotes that give important insights into how
our country treats refugees.

Brother Barthèle bridges the African refugee community and the Indonesian locals
(especially the authorities). He speaks Indonesian quite well and thus has taken part in
helping his fellow refugees who face legal issues.

In one of his paralegal activites, he assisted one of his community member who was a
victim of sexual abuse by a fellow refugee. Barthèle gathered the information from the
crime scene to report it to the police. Working closely with the local authorities in
coordination with the refugee community, he was able to ensure that the perpetrator
surrendered himself to the police. As a dedicated paralegal, he maintained
communication with both the police and the community until the issue was entirely
resolved.

He works not only with local Indonesian authorities but also with non-governmental
organizations like the UNHCR and SUAKA, especially in cases involving deportation. For
example, when a refugee woman was threatened with deportation due to her expired
papers, Barthèle tried his best to help her get fair and due process. Unfortunately, despite
his efforts, the woman was finally sent back to her country of origin.

14



Organizing Community for a Better Empowerment

Barthèle maintains a close link to his community in Indonesia, having founded AROI, the Africa
Refugee Organization in Indonesia, which works to foster the relationship between African
refugees and Indonesian locals. With language courses (in cooperation with the CWS (Church
World Service) and the Community Agricultural Cooperative, he has made attempts to facilitate
building stronger ties and mutual understanding between the two groups.

These initiatives foster the community’s communication skills, employability, and financial well-
being. Mr. Barthele has actively corresponded with local churches, the mayor, local leaders, and
the Indonesian government to further support his community to secure assistance. His efforts
have resulted in consistent weekly food distributions for members of his community, ensuring that
basic needs are met. These initiatives collectively address key areas like education, capacity
building, financial empowerment, and essential daily rights for refugees.

15

Host Communities, Refugees, and Hope

Already at ease in Indonesia, he explains his love for Indonesian food and respect for Indonesian
culture,and the local community who has welcomed him with open arms. He finds many cultural
norms and social values similar to those of Africa, making it easy for African refugees to adapt to
Indonesian culture.

He is grateful there are rarely, if ever, problems or conflicts with locals, explaining that the
refugees of his community get along quite well with locals. On the other hand, he talks about the
many administrative and economic challenges he and other refugees face.

As they do not have the right to work, Barthèle explains that they find themselves in situations of
constant stress in terms of how they will survive without a constant source of revenue. Many are
not even sure if they will be able to eat properly on a daily basis, and yet they cannot work to fulfil
their needs and are forced to depend on outside aid. The lack of funds also makes it hard for
them to access proper legal assistance.

Facing Indonesian bureaucracy is also a challenge for the refugee community. Not only do they
have difficulties understanding the intricacies of the Indonesian administration and immigration
laws, but they also deal with the officials mishandling their cases. Barthèle has often seen a lack
of understanding of laws concerning refugees by Indonesian police, as well as hostility and
insufficient communication from institutions, causing frustration for the refugees whose legal
status hangs in the balance.

Just like anyone else, the refugees from Africa only want a better future for them and their
children, free from hunger and suffering, through learning and working honestly. Sadly, Barthèle
explains that it is impossible for the refugees to properly work for themselves and to contribute to
the Indonesian economy while the government forbids it. Nevertheless, Barthèle explains that he
will continue to fight for the rights of refugees. He wishes to continue his work in empowerment as
well as the making of programs to support and alleviate the stresses of his community.



MUTASSIM, REFUGEE, FIGHTER, 
AND COMPASSIONATE SOUL

Mutassim Abdullh Muhammad Adam: The Voice of Justice
Among Refugees

Amidst the hustle and bustle of refugee life in Indonesia, Mutassim Abdullh Muhammad Adam
stands as a symbol of resilience and hope. As a paralegal and human rights activist, Mutassim
has become a pillar for refugee communities who are often overlooked and face legal and social
challenges in a country that is not their homeland. Mutassim's life story reflects not only the
struggle of an individual, but also a collective struggle for justice and human dignity.

Mutassim, who now resides in Indonesia, fled from Sudan. He was born and raised in one of the
area long shaken by civil conflict and violence. He completed his studies in mass communication
at one of the university then he worked as a journalist at a local radio station, bravely reporting
on-ground conditions. However, his courage came at a significant risk. He became a target of
Sudan's authoritarian regime, enduring intimidation, death threats, and even his family suffered
torture.

Realizing that his life was in danger, Mutassim made the difficult decision to leave Sudan. After
searching for a safe haven, he chose to go to Indonesia in 2017, drawn by its distance from
Sudan and relatively stable political environment.

Prepared by: Adha Amir Ariefudien Khaisya
Refaya Vidzal
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Becoming a Refugee Paralegal: Carrying the Mission of
Justice

After settling in Indonesia, Mutassim quickly realized the difficulties faced by refugees in the
country. Indonesia is not a signatory to the 1951 Refugee Convention, which means refugees
here lack basic rights such as to work, access formal education, or even open bank accounts.
“Refugees do not have fundamental human rights in this country,” he expressed in an interview.
This situation leaves many refugees in Indonesia living in uncertainty, trapped between a dark
past and an uncertain future.

As a journalism graduate and human rights activist, Mutassim found the calling to do more for the
refugee community. In 2020, he participated in paralegal training organized by SUAKA, a non-
profit organization advocating refugee rights. Since then, he has been actively contributing as a
community-based refugee paralegal, assisting refugees facing various legal and violence-related
issues.

“So I was a journalist, my mission was to report the news to the radio station or TV station, and
then people can know what happened on the ground. So when it comes to being a paralegal, the
refugee community needs help, and they are diverse, there are so many people from different
countries, backgrounds, and so on,” said Mutassim. 

17

Endless Challenges and Struggles

However, Mutassim's path is fraught with challenges. As an active refugee paralegal, he
frequently faces obstacles from within and outside the refugee community, particularly in
defending women’s rights, which are often hindered by several factors that prevent women from
knowing their rights. “Some of the women refugees came from very conservative backgrounds
where men have no respect or value for women at all. That's why I decided to be a paralegal in
order to at least help those who are not able to defend or express what has been happening to
them,” he stated firmly.

Additionally, the response from security forces, such as the police, in addressing refugee cases,
remains slow. “When it comes to police protection, simply refugees can report their problem to the
police. But the challenge is when refugees want to process their cases further. At this point, we
feel the police are not ready to help the refugee community.”



Another challenge is financial hardship. Due to his refugee status, Mutassim is not allowed to
work legally in Indonesia. Yet, his refugee paralegal duties often require transportation and other
expenses, which he must cover himself. Despite these financial struggles, he perseveres in his
humanitarian mission, even as he experiences economic difficulties.

“I feel that I am offering so much to this life by my experiences, by time, efforts, and also by my
money because sometimes I had to pay from my pocket for transport, allowance, in order to go
over there, to give help, to addressing a problem,” he recalled. Nonetheless, Mutassim's spirit
remains undiminished. He continues to be a beacon of hope amid the hardships faced by
refugees, particularly in his current community in Gading Serpong.

“In the near future, we are going to make a network
not just only refugee paralegals in Indonesia, but
also of refugees who lead initiatives in the field of
legal empowerment outside of the country, like in

Thailand and Malaysia.”

18

The Paralegal Network: More than Just a Community

The existence of a communication network among refugee paralegals has become vital,
especially as more refugees desire to dedicate themselves to paralegals. For Mutassim, this
network is more than a typical community where people share information. Beyond that, he has
gained much new knowledge about Indonesian regulations. Mutassim even dreams of
establishing a regional refugee paralegal network, particularly within ASEAN.

When you compare the refugee life in there and Indonesia, when we are sharing our stories, they
used to say things like ‘guys you have a very wonderful life in Indonesia, because in Thailand, if
we want to do even small things we are immediately arrested by immigration or police. But in
Indonesia, you at least have a chance to work for five months before being stopped by the police.
Even if they arrest you, you would be released after a while. But in Malaysia and Thailand, the
situation is different.’ They share what steps they could take when they are stopped or arrested
by authorities. That’s why refugees over there created a legal organization to advocate for
marginalized refugees in Thailand and Malaysia.”

This desire is rooted in his
empathy for the often worse
conditions faced by refugees in
neighboring countries like
Malaysia and Thailand.
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Facing Social Friction with the Local Community
Acting as a refugee paralegal from the refugee community doesn’t just mean dealing with legal
issues. Paralegals play a vital role in representing the refugee community and are at the forefront
of reducing social tensions between the refugee community and the local society.

“I share with my colleagues that we are paralegals, but we don’t have to just be active in our main
role. Sometimes we have to engage with the Indonesian community, especially targeting young
people like us, to hold friendly dialogues, gatherings, and any occasions to share stories, discuss
something with good visits to public offices, and interact with local students.”

Moreover, as an African refugee, Mutassim and many of his colleagues experience discrimination
in Indonesia. In Indonesian society, which is predominantly Muslim, refugees from the Middle
East and South Asia are somewhat familiar, whereas African refugees are often viewed with
suspicion.

“When it comes to Africans, Sudanese, Somalis, Ethiopians, I can say
that they have been facing some problems related to discrimination, 

but not that much.”

However, Mutassim does not remain passive. He actively fosters dialogue and bridges the
misunderstandings between refugees and locals. One of his initiatives is organizing soccer
matches between refugees and local residents.

“Refugee men like to play football; sometimes they go to futsal, playing either with only refugees or
sometimes engaging with locals. So, we created a kind of relationship with the locals. That’s why,
even when there are issues between locals and refugees, others come and solve the problem in a
friendly manner,” said Mutassim.

Through this sports event, Mutassim hopes to improve relations between refugees and local
residents. These soccer matches have successfully created a friendlier atmosphere between the
two groups, proving that simple interactions can have a significant impact in easing social friction.
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Building Bridges and Hope

In addition to working as a community-based refugee paralegal, Mutassim is also active in
educational initiatives for refugees. Since 2018, he has taught English to refugees in Jakarta,
providing them with essential language skills needed to adapt to their new environment.
Furthermore, he co-founded the Jakarta Bersatu project, an initiative offering skills training to help
refugees become economically self-sufficient. Despite the limitations, he continues to work
tirelessly to build hope and a better future for his community.

Despite facing numerous challenges, Mutassim does not lose hope. Through his hard work as a
refugee paralegal and activist, he continues to drive change, both within the refugee community
and the local society. He hopes that one day, refugees in Indonesia will be able to live more
decently, particularly by gaining access to education, while they wait for resettlement to a third
country.

For him, education is the main foundation that needs to be established in preparation for refugees
to be accepted in third countries. As these refugees have left their countries just to save their
lives, despite enduring severe trauma along their journeys, they are still human beings who have
the right to live in a peaceful, safe, and secure environment.

Mutassim Abdullh Muhammad Adam is not just a refugee; he is a tireless warrior for justice. In his
limited circumstances, he finds the strength to help others, give a voice to those silenced, and
build a better future for his community.

“They came here because they want to live a life, so just give
them a chance to educate, to have a normal life in order to be a
normal human being. I hope in the future, refugees can live in

dignity in this country before they depart to a third country after
their resettlement.”



Meet Nashaat Yousif, an incredibly resilient and inspiring figure. Nashaat shared his story with
SUAKA, recounting his journey from leaving his home country to becoming an advocate for
justice for his fellow refugees.

As a country that has not ratified the 1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol, the influx of
refugees and asylum-seekers into Indonesia remains inevitable. Originally from the southern part
of Iraq, Nashaat first arrived in Indonesia in 2016. His family had fled their homeland due to
persecution by Iraqi government militias. "My family was targeted and threatened. My father was
kidnapped," he told SUAKA. Nashaat, who was studying in Ukraine at the time, joined his family
after graduating.

FROM REFUGEE TO ADVOCATE,
NASHAAT’S INSPIRING JOURNEY

The Journey to Indonesia

Prepared by: Dewi Fatika Rahmasari
Annabella Arawinda Arundhati
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Nashaat arrived in Indonesia on 2016. Unlike his family, he managed to enter Indonesia without
any problem because he could speak English and had prior experience going to another country.
However, the challenges faced by Nashaat and his family did not end there. Having successfully
entered Indonesia, Nashaat confronted the realities of being a refugee in the country. Here, he
and his community were denied basic human rights. Nashaat, a graduate of dentistry, initially
hoped to practice his profession in Indonesia. He soon realized that it was an impossible dream
as the Indonesian Immigration Law prohibits refugees and asylum seekers from working and
earning a decent living.
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On top of that, Nashaat and his community have to face the reality that they have limited access
to basic necessities, especially as a refugee who lives independently in Indonesia. Access to
healthcare is just one of the many. "My parents suffer from diabetes and hypertension. My mother
also suffers from asthma, so they need to regularly go to the hospital, but all they get is just
rejection as we have a limited budget and assistance," Nashaat said. Access to decent health
care is almost impossible, unlike the refugees who could get health insurance when living in
accommodations. Furthermore, living independently means their rent and daily living are not
covered. These conditions are not by choice. As Nashaat emphasized, “The refugees who come
to Indonesia never wish to live without assistance; they are forced to live independently. “

It is also worth noting that UNHCR has discontinued the monthly subsistence allowance (MSA)
program for refugees and asylum seekers in Indonesia, further reducing the already limited
support they received before. Some refugees ended up on the streets as a result of the funding
cut by the UNHCR, losing their last shot of living. 

Navigating Cultural and Social Integration

“People will mistakenly think that I am a tourist, so when I come to the market, they will give me
higher prices when I shop for groceries,” he recalled his experience when going to a traditional
market or pasar in Bogor. Additionally, a lack of public awareness about refugees and asylum
seekers contributes to these difficulties. Sometimes, Indonesians have a hard time understanding
why refugees come to Indonesia and want to go to a third country. From this experience, Nashaat
is trying to advocate and educate others about his community and their vulnerability. He believes
that it is mandatory for every refugee in Indonesia to explain who they are. As he said, “I am doing
this not because I am a paralegal, but because I am a refugee and a person who is educating for
the refugee community.”

In addressing the misconceptions, Nashaat brought up topics about resettlement, financial
assistance, and UNHCR work for the refugees. Moreover, he highlighted how his community is
excluded from basic rights in Indonesia, such as the right to work and adequate shelter, despite
some of the refugees being educated and talented people who should have been able to make a
living by themselves. Nashaat also stated the importance of breaking the language barrier when it
comes to integration. Speaking the local language can smoothen the integration process as it will
help prevent misunderstandings.

“When I lived in Bogor, Indonesian
people always tried their best to help.

They are trying to understand the
community’s condition and fulfill our

needs.”

Integration into the local community presents
another significant challenge for the refugee
community. Generally, Nashaat believes that
Indonesians are kind people. Furthermore, as
a refugee from the Arabic community, the
majority of Indonesian people have welcomed
Nashaat as a ‘brother in faith.’ However,
misconceptions about the refugee community
are still evident.
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Besides integrating into Indonesian society, refugees who come from various backgrounds need
to learn how to live together. Nashaat explained that the refugees try to coexist through a shared
understanding that they are on the same ship, so they need to be more collaborative. Within the
Arabic community, Nashaat shared that he did not experience any significant difficulty in assisting
the refugees because they are very respectful to one another. When he started to build his
advocacy journey in the community, he always made sure to be transparent and understanding to
others in building trust within the community. As he knows, everyone is already overwhelmed and
overtaken by their despair. 

Becoming a Refugee Paralegal: Challenges and Dedication in
Advocacy
Unwilling to succumb to despair, Nashaat started to take action. Starting as a volunteer at a
refugee learning center, he became actively involved in advocating for the rights of himself and
his community. Nashaat also served as a community interpreter, activist, and for the past five
years, as a refugee representative for the Iraqi community in Indonesia.

Nashaat was one of several refugees selected to participate in a community-based paralegal
training program organized by SUAKA in 2020. This training empowered him to understand
Indonesian law and assist his community with legal matters. His primary motivation for becoming
a paralegal was his community. At that time, some refugees had reached him asking about some
legal matters, but he did not know how to deal with this kind of case. "Any kind of opportunity that
leads to acknowledgement, providing me more information, I will not hesitate to take it because I
am already in the field of being able to provide help for the refugees," he explained.

He continues to contribute as a refugee paralegal and has successfully helped many members of
his community. One of the most challenging aspects of his work is the lack of follow-up on cases
reported to authorities. By this far, he has handled cases related to protection, sexual and gender-
based violence, and the detention of refugees by Indonesian immigration officials. A lack of public
awareness about refugees and asylum seekers often leads to such incidents. Some immigration
officers are unfamiliar with UNHCR refugee identity cards and mistakenly consider them fake.
There are cases where the refugees and asylum seekers receive detention for an extended
period from the officials due to this ignorance.

Currently, Nashaat is still active as a refugee paralegal and community interpreter while still
continuing his volunteer activity as a dentist. His efforts definitely have brought new hope within
the refugee community. He is just one of the many refugees and asylum seekers who deserve
recognition for their strength and determination. He continues to strive to improve the lives of
others, even in the face of adversity. To other refugees who want to start their advocacy journey,
he emphasized the importance of taking every opportunity to learn new things and collaborate in
helping the refugee community. 



Noting the main organization that should have supported their basic needs is not taking action,
Nashaat also expressed disappointment towards the lack of collaborative initiative with the
refugees. As an example, in 2022, he initiated a charity clinic for refugees and applied for a grant
to UNHCR Indonesia. The UNHCR granted his program but did not want to provide the funds.
“When I tried to follow up, they said they are trying to prioritize education more than health. I could
not understand this kind of idea because how can children go to school when they are sick?” he
said. 

At last, being a paralegal also comes with its own challenges for Nashaat. Even though he never
had any technical difficulties when giving the legal case to the decision-maker, the challenge
comes following the next steps. As a paralegal, Nashaat understands his role as a bridge
between the refugees and the stakeholders. However, the refugees have high expectations that
he will take action for them and that the paralegal could solve the problem. “This becomes a
source of blame when the paralegal could not solve the case as the refugees think the paralegal
is not taking it as an urgent case,” he said. Despite this challenge, Nashaat still dedicated himself
to supporting the refugees by providing mental and emotional support throughout the legal
process, trying his best to help his community.
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“Refugees are trying their best to survive all of these years, and
there were no more efforts to support them, so the least the

government could do is to resettle them.” 

Other challenges faced by the refugee community in Indonesia, such as lengthy resettlement
processes, further motivate Nashaat's work. Furthermore, the termination of the financial
assistance program has increased this demand. If resettlement can’t be achieved soon, he
believes that it is essential for the government to fulfill refugees' basic needs, such as a job, health
facilities, education, and other rights as a human being. 
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Building New Hope

Nashaat's resilience as a refugee in Indonesia is truly inspiring. Despite facing numerous
challenges, he has persevered and dedicated himself to helping others. In 2017, he and his
colleagues established the Hope Learning Center (HLC) in Cisarua, Bogor, to provide education
for refugee children. Starting with a handful of students, HLC has grown into a large organization
with over 307 students. The refugee is now able to study, go to school, and experience various
kinds of capacity building. 

He also organizes charity clinics at HLC, where he can use his dental skills to help both refugees
and the local community. “We call the refugee there who is having sickness related to dentistry
issues. Sometimes Indonesian people also assist with this activity. Now they could get medical
assistance and receive a diagnosis,” he explained. Involving locals in the activities helps to
enhance the dynamics between them. This also polishes the gap between both communities,
preventing social jealousy and resulting in a positive coexistence.
 
Currently, Nashaat is still active as a refugee paralegal and community interpreter while still
continuing his volunteer activity as a dentist. His efforts definitely have brought new hope within
the refugee community. He is just one of the many refugees and asylum seekers who deserve
recognition for their strength and determination. He continues to strive to improve the lives of
others, even in the face of adversity. To other refugees who want to start their advocacy journey,
he emphasized the importance of taking every opportunity to learn new things and collaborate in
helping the refugee community. 



BOUNDLESS HOPE: A STORY
OF RAHIMA FARHANGDOST
Painful Farewell 
“I was not safe in my country.” These were the solemn words Rahima recalled as she fled a
murder attempt by Afghanistan’s Taliban-ruled government. Her reason for fleeing—and then
became a refugee—resonates with other 12,295 refugees and asylum seekers currently in
Indonesia. 

When the U.S.-led War on Terrorism was formally terminated in 2014, Taliban launched attacks
across Afghanistan including Rahima’s hometown. The Taliban targeted her specifically because
she was deemed defying Taliban’s strict law against women working. At that time, she was a
teacher and nurse. But she had no choice. She was the bread winner of her family after two of her
brothers and elder sister were killed by Taliban. 

For her, working is not just a fight for her family’s survival but a means to a normal life and
fundamental rights she is entitled to as a human being. However, this dream was wrecked by
growing threats against her life. Ultimately, she made a painful decision to leave her family behind
in Afghanistan and seek safety in Indonesia. 

Prepared by: Febrilliant Maulana Hussein
Intan Shabira Sumarsono
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Building a New Life in Indonesia

Now she contributes as an interpreter for various organisations such as Jesuit Refugee Service
(JRS), Catholic Relief Services (CRS), Church World Service (CWS), and SUAKA. She is also
active as a volunteer teacher, refugee paralegal at SUAKA, advocacy coordinator at Sisterhood,
and outreach volunteer with UNHCR. 

Doing multiple tasks such as these is her only means of survival, as the Indonesian government
prohibits refugees and asylum seekers from engaging in revenue-generating activities. This
voluntary contribution leaves her—and countless other refugees—in a state of constant
uncertainty. 

Becoming the Voice for the Voiceless
“It is bothering me to see all the challenges among the [refugee] community and do nothing...I
think it’s time to help them.” Despite her own uncertainty and fight, she is still giving hopes for
others. Rooted in her experience of trauma and resilience, she joined community-based paralegal
established by SUAKA since 2019. As a community-based paralegal, she has helped many
refugees with legal information and assistance when they face legal issues. 

Legal issues involving refugees and asylum seekers are not isolated; they are intertwined with
other problems. According to her, there are three priority issues to be addressed in the refugee
community: resettlement, livelihood, and health, including sexual harassment and gender-based
violence (GBV).

Health issues, especially mental health and GBV, are the dominant concerns faced by the Afghan
refugee community in Indonesia. Rahima has assisted many refugees to psychiatrists. Now, she
handles three mental health cases. With a heavy voice showing desperation, she shared, “I know
how bad the situation [about mental health] is right now. It [the impact] is cascading to their
children and family. There is a mother struggling with mental health and it has impacted her
husband and children.” 

In addition, access to treatment for chronic illness is also an urgent issue. She recalled there is a
single mother who must endure pain due to cancer because she was denied access to her fourth
chemotherapy caused by a delay in UNHCR referral letter. 

“It is not easy for a lonely girl
managing life without any

support in a foreign country.”

Rahima told about her struggle when she
arrived in Indonesia. Holding onto her dream,
she became active in the refugee community,
seeking support and learning the Indonesian
language to reduce language barriers. 



“Local community members have helped me in many ways”. Yet, she is aware several persistent
challenges hinder the efficacy of her advocacy. She mentioned that the protection and support to
refugee paralegals remains limited despite their dedications. “Sometimes I have to go to Cisarua
with my own money. Sometimes I forget my lunch because I’m helping refugees.” Often, Rahima
forgets to care for herself while she is busy helping others. Even worse, she elicited a case in
which a husband threatened her after she assisted his wife in filling a domestic abuse report with
the police. Yet, it did not stop her from continuing her advocacy. Rahima attended event after
event and talked to media after media to raise awareness about refugees. 

In addition, refugees are often discriminated against because of their ethnicity. Many local
assume anyone who looks different must be a tourist. That is how refugees sometimes being
charged with higher price at markets or hospitals. However, she noted that refugee who can
speak Bahasa Indonesia received less discrimination than those who cannot. To respond this
issues, Rahima has provided free Bahasa Indonesia and English courses for other refugees for
almost two years. 

The lengthy process and lack of transparency in the legal system pose another challenge for
refugees. It discourages refugees from reporting their case to the police. Some police officers
refused to receive report from refugees who cannot speak Bahasa Indonesia, whole others are
unaware of law that allows any person, regardless of nationality, to report a case. The slow legal
process disincentivizes refugees to report their cases to the police. 
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Many female refugees have been the victims of sexual harassment and GBV. Several female
refugees asked her help to report to the local government (RT and RW) as well as local police
about sexual harassment and GBV, both conducted by other refugee community members or by
local people. She showed instances of harassment, including cases involving online motorcycle
driver. “[I‘ve received many reports] that the driver touches her [the refugee’s] private area and
then runs away,” she shared.

Resettlement and livelihood issues are other issues that refugee community has long advocated
for. While she considers that resettlement might be hard issues to fight for, she thinks that
providing access to work might dissipate hopelessness within the refugee community.

Advocacy Challenges

“The process typically is very long if we report
to the police, and there is no update from the

police on one case even after seven months.” 
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As an alternative, they prefer to approach organization such as SUAKA, JRS, UNHCR for legal
advice. They find seeking legal advice from these organizations are more meaningful and
transparent. Also, she is grateful that community-based paralegal answers the problem that the
refugee community face, i.e. access to legal knowledge. For instance, previously, refugees did
not receive any information about law that can protect them such as Sexual Harassment Law No.
12 of 2022.

Furthermore, she also highlighted that female refugees who are victims of sexual harassment find
it more difficult to get protection and justice. Local female community members are as vulnerable
to becoming victims of sexual harassment, but refugees’ identity as non-citizens make them more
disadvantaged when it comes to legal process. She illustrated that sexual harassment are often
done by local drivers yet they cannot report it to the police because they do not know the
perpetrators’ identities. Moreover, organizations like UNHCR do not provide a safe place for
survivors of domestic violence, forcing them to remain close to abusive partners. This increases
the chance of recurring domestic violence.

Future Hopes 

Refugees and asylum seekers are likely to stay in Indonesia indefinitely. Rather than perceiving
them as a burden, it is the time for Indonesian government to perceive them as strengths. Many
refugees, like Rahima herself, bring professional skills, such as nursing or teaching. Allowing
them to work would not only restore their dignity and life but also contribute to the local economy
and foster knowledge transfer for locals. Nonetheless, Rahima only hopes that Indonesian
government, together with organizations like SUAKA, can improve protections for female
refugees, offering safe space and reliable access to treatment for chronic illness. Once again, she
thinks of others before herself. 



CONTRIBUTING TO THE COMMUNITY: 
SHAWQI RAMADHAN’S STORY ON
LEGAL EMPOWERMENT UNTIL
RESETTLING TO THIRD COUNTRY
Leaving Sudan Behind

"I left Sudan because I was imprisoned by the government more than three times," Shawqi
shared when asked about his decision to leave his home country. Since the outbreak of war in
Sudan in 2003, extreme brutality has displaced 9 million people within Sudan’s borders, with
many forced to flee violence multiple times. An additional 1.7 million people have sought refuge in
neighbouring countries. Altogether, 10.7 million individuals have been driven from their homes
due to the conflict, yet few have found safety.

Shawqi Ramadhan Abdullah was one of the surviving refugees who arrived in Indonesia in 2017.
After his mother expressed concerns about Sudan's deteriorating safety for Shawqi, he decided to
pursue his degree in Egypt to escape the growing insecurity. With the escalating situation in
Egypt, Shawqi began his journey to Indonesia. This transition marked his first experience
identifying as a refugee, as he felt compelled to leave his homeland once again. 

Prepared by: Auranetya Adya Kayana
Elmo Ferrell Sidauruk
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Shawqi Ramadhan Abdullah was one of the surviving refugees who arrived in Indonesia in 2017.
After his mother expressed concerns about Sudan's deteriorating safety for Shawqi, he decided to
pursue his degree in Egypt to escape the growing insecurity. With the escalating situation in
Egypt, Shawqi began his journey to Indonesia. This transition marked his first experience
identifying as a refugee, as he felt compelled to leave his homeland once again. 

Upon arriving in Indonesia, Shawqi encountered issues with his documents related to his
"problematic" background. The embassy informed him that, without proper documentation, they
could not assist him. Shawqi sought help from the UNHCR and applied for Asylum Seeker status.
In his time in Indonesia, he remained actively involved in the refugee community, serving as an
interpreter for the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) Office & Jesuit
Refugee Service (JRS) and as a refugee paralegal for SUAKA. Moreover, Shawqi is also the
Community Leader for the Arabic Speaking Refugee Community.

Essential Challenges in Seeking Justice for Refugees

Yet, integration goes beyond language, it requires policies that actively support refugees. This
includes policies that protect their rights and empower them with legal pathways, particularly
when defending themselves within the framework of Indonesian law. He emphasises that policy
reforms should focus on defending refugees more effectively and establishing support systems
that address the gaps in legal protection. Another pressing issue is healthcare access. He points
out that by strengthening collaborations between the Indonesian government, NGOs, and
international organizations, healthcare services for refugees could be greatly improved in creating
a safer and healthier environment for refugees in need.

Learning the local language and understanding
Indonesian culture are vital for building trust and
acceptance. This is why Shawqi serves as a Bahasa
teacher for the refugees, dedicating several days
each week to this role. Additionally, he strives to
build strong relationships by celebrating local
traditions and participating in community events, but
there remains a need for consistent opportunities for
cultural exchange and mutual understanding there. 

"We find it challenging to
connect with the local
community around our

shelter."

As a former refugee in Indonesia, he has seen firsthand the challenges that refugee communities
face. One of the biggest priorities, he believes, is improving communication with locals. Refugees
often struggle with language barriers that hinder their ability to integrate and form meaningful
connections with Indonesian communities. 
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On the legal front, he highlights the challenges refugees encounter when seeking justice.
Refugees and asylum seekers are not regarded as refugees who need international protection,
and law enforcement agencies do not recognize their rights, even when they possess refugee
document from UNHCR. Furthermore, when intimidation or other crimes are committed against
refugees, the perpetrators are often foreign nationals from the refugees’ own countries, making it
difficult to report or track these individuals. Further complicating matters, he explains, is a lack of
clarity in legal procedures involving foreigners, which can allow perpetrators to evade justice. The
distance between the government and the UNHCR office, along with local disagreements on the
presence of refugees, creates obstacles to effective law enforcement and legal support. His role
as a refugee paralegal seeks to overcome these challenges, striving for a future where refugees
are not only heard but actively supported within the Indonesian legal system.

In his role as a refugee paralegal, Shawqi has faced a multitude of challenges that hinder his
efforts to effectively support refugees. A primary concern is the pervasive lack of awareness
among refugees about the difficulties they encounter, which complicates their ability to seek the
assistance they need. Shawqi emphasizes that navigating legal cases often demands significant
time and attention, during which refugees remain at risk of being unjustly arrested by law
enforcement. Language barriers exacerbate these issues, as there are insufficient interpreters to
facilitate essential communication. Furthermore, Shawqi highlights critical gaps in the support
system, particularly regarding the needs of women and children, who are frequently left
underserved and vulnerable in these challenging circumstances.

Obstacles to Justice: Challenges in Reporting Sexual and
Gender-Based Violence (SGBV) for Refugees

In reflecting on his impactful experiences, he recalls the significant challenges faced in cases of
sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV), where he encountered numerous obstacles when
attempting to report incidents to the police. Although the UNHCR office facilitates asylum seekers
and refugees in reporting cases, local police in Indonesia are often reluctant to accept these
reports. This creates an additional layer of vulnerability for victims who are already traumatized by
their experiences, particularly as their legal rights depend on Indonesia’s domestic laws rather
than any direct authority conferred by UNHCR. Determined to seek justice, he reached out for
assistance, and after considerable effort, the police eventually agreed to take on the cases;
however, they insisted that the victims undergo a medical examination at a hospital, which
presented another hurdle as many victims lacked the financial resources to cover the costs. 
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Shawqi's Journey to Resettlement

Having successfully resettled to Canada with the assistance of the UNHCR, he spent four to five
years navigating the complex process. His resettlement came after a prolonged period of waiting
in Indonesia, a place he had come to know well. Despite the difficulties, including the violent
conditions in his home country and the uncertainty of his status in Indonesia, Shawqi ultimately
triumphed in reaching Canada, where he began a new chapter in Labrador. 



 

Legal empowerment for refugees is essential in ensuring that their rights are recognized and 

upheld, offering them the tools they need to rebuild their lives with dignity and autonomy. 

Refugees often face numerous challenges, including limited access to legal systems, 

discrimination, and barriers to basic services. By providing them with the knowledge and 

resources to understand their legal rights, refugees can navigate these challenges more 

effectively, fostering a sense of agency and control over their futures.  

This is where the role of refugee paralegals is more relevant. With their strong community 

engagement and adequate legal capacities, refugee paralegals will act as one of the key 

actors to increase refugee rights through legal empowerment. As the global community 

becomes more aware of the need for legal empowerment, there is hope for a future where 

refugees are not only protected by international laws but also equipped with the community 

based legal resources. Stronger community support, along with a commitment to ensuring 

refugees have access to essential resources, can provide them with the support they need to 

rebuild their lives. Empowered refugees are more likely to integrate successfully into society, 

contributing to both their own well-being and the prosperity of their host countries. 
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