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STRENGTHENING COMMUNITY PARTCIPATION
IN TURKIYE

Turkish Red Crescent Society pushed the boundaries of participation by empowering Ukrainian
Associations to plan and lead their own assistance

Introduction

Turkish Red Crescent Society (TRCS) pushed the
boundaries of participation in the UIC EA by
empowering Ukrainian Associations to plan
and lead assistance, with the National Society
providing guidance and support. This approach
strengthened both community participation
and resilience, and contributed to a more
locally-led response.

Across the country, TRCS has a network of
community centres which provide support and

D

services to people fleeing from conflict in » . o » .
Ukrainian Associations Capacity Building Training facilitated by

countries such as Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq.  the Turkish Red Crescent in November 2023.
Each centre has an advisory committee,

comprising host community members, migrants, and other key stakeholders. However, TRCS
recognised early on that this model may not work for the UIC response. Altinay Kili¢, Project Officer
for the UIC response, explains, “We had a lot of experience working with migrants, but not with
Ukrainians, and faced a number of challenges, including language and understanding the Ukrainian
culture and context. We realised we couldn’t just copy what we did in previous operations.”

Community engagement approach

Rather than use its own community centres, TRCS decided to work through existing Ukrainian
Associations in Turkiye. Altinay explains, “We realised there were already well-established and trusted
social and cultural organisations, who spoke the language, had strong social ties, and understood the
community’s needs. By working through their centres, rather than our own, we could be much more
community-based.”

Following a needs analysis conducted in late 2022 across multiple locations, TRCS engaged three
Ukrainian Associations in Ankara, Antalya and Istanbul, signing cooperation protocols in July 2023.
Altinay remembers, “We spoke to many associations and realised that while they lacked humanitarian
experience, they had valuable capacity we could build on.”
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Capacity development was central to the partnerships. Associations received equipment to improve
their working conditions, including laptops and furniture, alongside a comprehensive training
programme covering protection and working with vulnerable groups, PSEA, CEA, communication and
teamwork, and project management. This included establishing and collecting community feedback
and managing sensitive complaints safely. Partnerships were signed with three associations, but
more than 20 joined the capacity-building workshops in 2023.

Associations then planned and implemented activities within the framework of the UIC EA and with
TRCS supervision and support. The associations played a key role in distributions, including first-aid,
hygiene, and education kits, and clothing vouchers. They also supported the organization of PSS
sessions with TRCS psychologists and identified and referred vulnerable individuals for rental
assistance and medical needs. Associations also acted as the main entry point to the community,
managing communication, feedback, and identification of needs. Altinay explains, “We continued to
provide support during activities, for example, we joined distributions, but as observers, not as organisers.
We asked their opinions and feedback at every step. It was a great learning process for us, as well as them.”

Impact

By transferring decision-making power to the associations, TRCS enabled the response to be shaped
around Ukrainian needs and preferences, improving relevance and quality. “The associations decided
items to include in kits being distributed and how PSS support should be delivered so it was accepted and
effective. They also helped identify needs we would have missed, like GBV support for women” Altinay
notes. Satisfaction surveys conducted in 2023 and 2024 reported ratings consistently above 70
percent.

The approach also strengthened the capacity and sustainability of the associations. “Many expanded
the services they offer, know where to go for support from the authorities, and are better able to access
funding opportunities,” Altinay adds.

Lessons learned
Altinay shares some key lessons learned from the process:
1. Trust-building takes time: Associations were initially reluctant to engage with TRCS due to

previous experiences of international organisations asking for information but not following
up. The two-year duration of engagement was therefore critical.

2. Listen and learn: Start by understanding local associations’ needs and priorities, which helps
build trust with them. Don’t start by saying we are here to increase your capacity and imposing
our needs on them. We found trust developed naturally the more we meaningfully included
the community in the process.
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Be flexible: Be willing to make changes and adapt based on the associations and community
input. We started with feedback boxes, but these didn’t work. Community members preferred
to use messaging apps or speak directly to the association organisers, so we changed the
feedback approach to suit local preferences. Offering both direct and indirect feedback
options was important for allowing the community to express themselves comfortably, which
helped increase their engagement and willingness to work with TRCS.

Build local partnerships before the crisis: It took time to identify which associations to
partner with and strengthen their capacity in humanitarian processes. This is work we could
have done before the crisis. Providing capacity-building for local associations, especially in
high-risk or insecure areas, would improve readiness and strengthen protection.

. Strengthen participation capacity: Participation remains the least understood element of

CEA, and it needs more support and emphasis, especially on how to reach vulnerable groups
and ensure they are included in decision-making. The project highlighted the importance of
integrating CEA approach across all sector activities.

Building resilience is about more than numbers: Humanitarian efforts usually focus on
numbers, speed and volume of aid, but building local capacity is also valuable. When we
empower community groups and members to help others, we are building long-term
resilience. It can be hard for people to see this way of working is just as valuable as aid
delivery. But it shows us that we don't always have to be the ones doing everything - other
ways of working are also possible.

Implications

This case demonstrates that community participation can be significantly strengthened by investing
in and working through existing community structures. By prioritising capacity strengthening over

parallel service delivery, TRCS contributed to increased community resilience and longer-term

response capacity. The approach challenged traditional emergency metrics focused on volume of

assistance, highlighting the value and feasibility of participatory, community-led humanitarian action.

Contact information

For more information on this case study please contact:

Turkish Red Crescent Society: Altinay Kili¢, Project Officer, altinaykilic@kizilay.org.tr

IFRC Europe and Central Asia: Fatma Nur Bakkalbasi, Senior Office Community Engagement
and Accountability, FatmaNur.BAKKALBASI@ifrc.org
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