


In the modern era, it is almost unthinkable to have support for vulnerable populations led 

exclusively by non-members of these demographics, or with only limited participation from these 

groups. Guyana’s populace is aware of this need, and movements in support of equitable rights for 

indigenous peoples, members of the LGBTQI+ community, women and girls, and others are propelled 

by strong voices from civil society led by persons who identify as members of these groups. However, 

there is still much to be done to invest leadership and decision making responsibilities in persons 

from the migrant community for humanitarian and development interventions focused on migrants 

and refugees. 

This short manual is designed as a practical tool for organisations and stakeholders working with 

migrant groups, who wish to increase accountability to target populations. The manual may be used 

as a checklist for stakeholders to evaluate their existing programmes and programmes in formation, 

or as an inspiration to improve the robustness and sustainability of an organisation’s work and goals. 

It has been drafted by the Voices GY team and subjected to revision and validation by members of 

the Migrant Focal Points group, who have added valuable insight into the tips presented. The Migrant 

Focal Points initiative - of which this manual is one output - is implemented by Guyanese non-

profit organisation, Voices GY, with funding from the US State Department’s Bureau for Population, 

Refugees and Migration (PRM) and support from the US Embassy in Guyana. The 8-month project, 

implemented between 2021 and 2022, aims to build a cohort of migrant leaders capable of providing 

long-term and bottom-up solutions to the challenges faced in their diverse communities.

Introduction



Guyana is a country with a complex history of migration. In recent decades, it was characterised 

by outward migration; with at least 40% of Guyanese residing abroad. This trend contrasts with the 

influx of vulnerable migrants from Venezuela, Cuba, Haiti, West Africa and the Dominican Republic in 

the latter half of the 2010s, some of whom have sought long-term refuge in Guyana. This is notable 

given the challenges inherent in starting a new life in a country with a radically different culture and 

language.

Migrants represent approximately four percent of Guyana’s population in 2022, and can be seen 

to contribute significantly to the country’s development through filling labour shortages and skills 

gaps in a rapidly transforming economy. Migrants also deepen the cultural diversity of their host 

communities, in the process promoting self identification and inter-community tolerance. Yet in a 

country that prides itself on its diversity, the migrant dynamic is itself an incredibly diverse group. 

Differences span numerous criteria, for example:

This diversity can present a challenge for effectively involving migrant voices in programmatic 

design and decision making, as it necessitates a deep understanding of the target population and 

a willingness to adapt the appropriate approaches. Consequently, the target population must 

be involved in humanitarian support initiatives from the inception, as they are the best placed to 

understand the potential efficacy of different approaches for involvement.

Context

Languages
Spanish, Haitian 

Kreyòl, Warao, E’ñepa,    
Portuguese, etc.

Educational
Background

degrees of literacy; 
educational level 

completed; computer 
literacy; etc.

 Livelihoods
rural farmers and 

fishermen; accountants; 
artists; builders; etc.



Consider:

Are your organisation’s advertisement and recruitment processes accessible to migrant 
communities?

Does your organisation assist with common obstacles (e.g. work permits, excessive 
commuting) for migrant applicants?

Does your organisation accommodate the specific needs of migrant team members 
in the workplace, e.g. by facilitating time-off to attend English classes or by providing 
information on local labour law?

Are management and coordinator positions held by migrants?

Do migrant voices play a role on your Board of Directors?

Bringing migrants into your organisation and onto your team provides not only a livelihood 

opportunity for that person and their dependents, but also creates an invaluable source of knowledge 

about their context, community and experiences. Most organisations who work with migrants and 

refugees will have staff members who are migrants; in many cases to overcome the language barriers 

between Guyanese and migrants. The opportunities for these persons to have a positive impact for 

the organisation can expand as their role and decision-making capacity in the organisation increases. 

If relevant to your organisation, consider integrating migrant voices on the Board of Directors.

Integrate migrants into 
your organisation01



Consider:

Does your organisation work with and support the Migrant Focal Points? If not, do you 
have an informal network of migrant focal points that you work with?

Do decision makers in your organisation have a deep appreciation of the societal 
structures that govern and permeate the migrant communities you are supporting?

Key to involving migrants in decision making and programmatic design is understanding the 

community dynamics and working with these to support joint aims. Guyana’s migrant communities 

are, at least within specific regions, relatively well-connected and familiarity with the community will 

allow organisations to highlight existing networks and focal points.

These structures may vary greatly. An understanding of the role of the Aidamo (community 

leader) and traditional gendered relationships in Warao communities, for example, is of vital importance 

for effective work with this demographic. Among the Haitian community, religious communities form 

an important nucleus. For Venezuelans, networks of prominent entrepreneurs represent popular role 

models. Understanding these different dynamics and more will serve to improve the efficacy of your 

organisation’s projects whilst ensuring channels for validation and feedback remain open.

Work with existing community 
structures and community leaders02



Consider:

Are there communities (either physical or theoretical) that you work with who have no 
representative body?

Would a representative body help to promote the interests of the community?

How could your organisation propose and support a representative body or a mechanism 
for community dialogue in collaboration with other stakeholders and the community 
itself?

How can you define, with a chart, your organisation’s role or hierarchy in the community as 
it creates pathways between migrant groups, community leaders, government agencies 
and other stakeholders?

Whilst some indigenous migrants may have a traditional governing structure in place, most non-

indigenous migrants do not hold any form of democratic governance structure. Whilst it may not be 

advantageous to unionise migrant groups, there are situations where support may be provided to 

migrant communities to establish effective mechanisms for internal decision making and outward 

communication to other stakeholders.

Where migrant communities are segregated from the general population (e.g. ‘migrant 

neighbourhoods’) or where communities derive from specific ethnicities, cultures or nationalities, 

community members may be powerless to represent their shared interests without effective 

mechanisms in place. Organisations with technical experience may assist in establishing, training and 

outfitting elected and independent ‘councils’ or ‘committees’, or may hold consultations with the 

community to propose regular forums or meetings to better organise and unify the interests of the 

community.

Establish or advise on effective 
forums, structures or networks03



Consider:

Do you go out of your way to secure involvement and perspectives from the migrant 
community in your work?

How do you react to unsolicited feedback from migrants and refugees?

Do you purposefully involve youth in your consultations?

Civic participation is part of a wider range of cultural values that can be cultivated with the 

assistance of humanitarian and development organisations. Community members, particularly 

youth, need to know that their opinions are welcome and valued. Encouraging and promoting the 

idea that migrants should be participants in decision making surrounding interventions affecting 

them (rather than passive subjects or recipients) is key to allowing new leaders and new voices to 

emerge. Cultivating a culture of civic participation requires that organisations proactively take the 

lead in soliciting input from migrant communities.

Encourage participation, 
engagement and involvement04



Consider:

Does your organisation support training in key soft skills (e.g. public speaking, 
communication with the press, networking) that can contribute to leaders’ abilities to get 
their point across?

In many countries with significant migrant populations, organic migrant-led organisations and 

community groups exist to address common challenges. Such groups do exist in Guyana, but are 

often constrained by few resources and little investment in leaders’ and activists’ capacities and, as 

a result, their impact remains limited.

Investing in the skills and confidence of activists, community representatives and volunteers - 

whether organised or not - is an excellent way to bolster the potential of migrant persons to generate 

change.

Support leadership skills in the 
migrant communities05



Consider:

Can your organisation provide an internship role to skilled young migrants in areas such as 
project management, law or finance?

Can your organisation provide adult skills training to migrant community members?

Guyana’s migrant communities vary widely in terms of educational backgrounds. In order to 

have meaningful feedback from migrants on budget allocations, project design or otherwise, it may 

be necessary to bridge some of the skills and resource gaps that hinder migrants in these roles. For 

example, IT or financial classes may provide the technical skills necessary to convert lived experiences 

into programmatic realities.

Educational interventions take a long term focus towards equal opportunities. Supporting 

aspiring migrant lawyers, accountants and psychologists will help produce a generation of 

professionals with both highly relevant skills and close ties to their communities.

Finally, as a result of migration, many migrant persons in Guyana may have these skills but may be 

ill-equipped with the resources necessary to update their knowledge or apply it. For example, training 

on IT skills may be ineffective if participants do not have access to a computer in the aftermath. 

Education, training and support 
to migrant communities06



Consider:

At what stage of project design do you hold consultations? Are your consultations 
accessible to migrants?

How is information from consultations used to make changes?

How does your organisation vary consultations to adapt to different target groups?

Consultations with migrant communities should be a prerequisite for most programmatic 

interventions, both from the perspective of improving the likelihood of programmatic success and 

of following basic ethical standards of Free Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC). Every effort must be 

made for consultations involving the groups being targeted by the initiative, with both quality and 

quantity of engagement being valuable contributors to the final outcome.

Consultations should be undertaken at accessible locations and times for the maximum 

participation possible. The techniques used for the consultation may depend upon the feedback 

desired, but sufficient time should be allocated to explaining the process in its entirety. Attention 

should be paid to traditional or customary forms of consultation and efforts should be made to 

incorporate these. 

Finally, it is good practice to indicate to participants how the consultation may affect the decision 

being made.

Hold meaningful 
consultations07



Consider:

How can migrant voices be involved in multi-stakeholder meetings?

Can multi-stakeholder meetings and/or participating actors determine target quotas for 
migrant voices in meetings and discussions?

Multi-stakeholder meetings are typically the highest level of local forums on support to migrant 

populations, yet rarely involve migrant voices within the discussions themselves. Whilst this may be 

indicative of the composition of the participating organisations and the lack of influence of existing 

migrant-led organisations, it reduces migrants to a secondary and supportive role in decision making 

and vests responsibility for programmatic design in the interpretations of non-migrants.

The lived experiences of migrants and refugees is as valuable as the accumulated technical 

experience of non-migrant actors; when these are allowed to participate in the same for a the 

potential for mutual learning and meaningful decision-making is expanded.

Involvement of migrant voices in 
multi-stakeholder meetings08




