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You ask me: What should you pay attention to 
in order not to be exploited?

1. KNOW YOUR RIGHTS

Make sure you know what you are entitled to: 
shelter, food, safety, legal information, medical 
care, guidance and protection. The more you 
know, the less dependent you become on one 
person or one organisation.

2. ALWAYS ASK WHAT THE PURPOSE IS

Ask every organisation: what exactly do you 
do? Who do you work for? What can you do 
and what can you not do? Who is responsible? 
Are there rules of conduct? Is there a 
complaints procedure?

A good organisation can explain this clearly.

3. WATCH OUT FOR PERSONAL REQUESTS

Be careful when people ask you to do 
personal tasks that have nothing to do with 
the organisation. For example, cleaning 
someone’s home, moving private belongings, 
babysitting, doing groceries, or tidying up 
without a clear agreement.

This can become exploitation, especially when 
you depend on that person or organisation.

4. DARE TO SAY NO

You are allowed to say no to requests that do 
not feel right. You are allowed to ask 
questions. You are allowed to take time. You 
do not have to do everything just because 
someone helps you.

Help must not become a bargaining tool for 
obedience.

5. PAY ATTENTION TO MONEY AND TRANSPARENCY

Ask who is being paid and for what. If your 
story, photo, network or presence is being 
used for a funding application, then you have 
the right to know what happens with it.

Funders must check better where their money 
is going. They must not only look at Instagram 
followers, beautiful photos or big words. They 
must speak directly with refugees and 
undocumented people themselves.

The real people, or people that help, often do 
not have time to be visible on social media. 
They are busy surviving or helping out.

6. LOOK FOR MORE THAN ONE SOURCE OF HELP

Do not become dependent on one person or 
one organisation. Look for multiple contacts. 
Ask for information in di�erent places. Build 
your own network.

If an organisation does not want you to 
become independent, develop your own 
projects, that is a warning sign.

7. WATCH OUT FOR ORGANISATIONS WITHOUT CLEAR 
RULES

Organisations without a code of conduct, 
without a clear division of roles, without a 
board, without a complaints procedure or 
without transparency can become dangerous. 
Especially when everything revolves around 
one person.

Good intentions are not enough. There must 
be rules.

8. UNDERSTAND THE SYSTEM, SO YOU BECOME LESS 
DEPENDENT

Many people become victims of the 
automated system. Everything goes through 
forms, registrations, digital portals and 
procedures. For example, registration with the 
municipality, shelter, healthcare, work, 
residence rights and access to services.

That is why explanation is important. 
Communication is important. People must 
understand how the system works, so they do 
not have to keep going back to an 
organisation that may not want them to move 
forward.

WHAT GOOD ORGANISATIONS MUST DO

Good organisations must stand beside 
people, not above them.

They must explain, communicate, share 
information and make people stronger. 
The goal must be that someone 
eventually understands his own rights 
and can take steps by himself.

> A good organisation makes people 
less dependent, not more 
dependent.

> A good organisation shares 
knowledge.

> A good organisation pays people 
fairly.

> A good organisation does not use 
stories without permission.

> A good organisation does not build 
its own power on the vulnerability 
of others.

MY CONCLUSION

I am not only someone who received 
help. I am someone who learned how 
the system works. I have seen what 
good help can mean. But I have also 
seen how help can turn into power, 
control and exploitation.

Now I want to share my knowledge with 
others.

I want people without residence papers 
and refugees to know: you are not 
small. You are not only a target group. 
You are not only a story for a funding 
application!”

“YOU ARE A HUMAN BEING 
WITH RIGHTS, 
KNOWLEDGE, STRENGTH 
AND A FUTURE!!”

ABOUT HELP, 
RIGHTS, 
DEPENDENCY
“My story begins with safety. I was not safe in 
my own country. That is why I came to the 
Netherlands. When I arrived here, I did not 
know how everything worked. I did not know 
where I could sleep, where I could get food, 
where I could find my rights, or who could help 
me. I did not even know immediately that I had 
to apply for asylum because of my situation.

What are your rights when 
you are in the Netherlands? 

For me, it started with the basics: a safe place 
to sleep, food, living money, information, 
protection, and people who take you seriously. 
But when you are new, you often do not know 
where to begin. You look everywhere for 
people who can help.

People who helped me

At a certain point, I met people who helped me 
find my rights. First, these were friends who 
had been in the Netherlands longer than I had. 
They referred me to an NGO where I could get 
information. Other organisations guided me 
further and also gave me shelter. Some 
organisations had a clear purpose. They knew 
what their task was. They provided 
information, guidance, shelter or support. That 
went well.

BUT NOT ALL ORGANISATIONS WORK THAT WAY.

WHERE IT GOES WRONG

Where things went wrong was with 
organisations without a clear purpose. 
Organisations that do not make clear what 
they do, who they work for, who is responsible, 
and what rules of conduct apply.

Some organisations say they help people, but 
they also use people. They ask you to do 
personal tasks, such as cleaning, tidying up, or 
moving heavy things. This is then presented as 
volunteer work, solidarity, or responsibility 
within the organisation.

But the question is: who are you doing that 
work for?

If the work fits the purpose of the organisation, 
and everyone works together fairly, then it can 
be cooperation. But if the work mainly serves 
the personal interests of an o�icial, volunteer 
or member of the organisation, then it 
becomes something else. Then it moves 
towards exploitation.

Especially when there is psychological 
pressure. When you are made to feel that you 
have to be grateful because they are helping 
you. When you are afraid that the help will stop 
if you say no. When people use their position 
to make you do something that has nothing to 
do with the organisation.

Then it is no longer help. Then it is power.

From standing beside you to standing above 
you

Many organisations begin from moral outrage. 
People want to do something against injustice. 
They want to stand beside refugees and 
undocumented people.

But sometimes that changes.

At a certain point, they are no longer standing 
beside you, but above you. They manage the 
money. They decide who is allowed to 
participate. They speak on your behalf. They 
receive the subsidies. They go to the meetings. 
They go on holiday. You remain dependent. You 
are still on the street.

Then it feels as if people are saying: we help 
you, so you must be grateful.

But if money is being applied for with our 
stories, our presence, our pain and our dreams, 
then it is not fair if we receive nothing. It is not 
fair if we are only allowed to clean up, sweep, CITIZINE.NL

GO THERE.

GO HERE,

carry heavy things, or be present for the 
photo.

You go on holiday with our money.

THE LINE BETWEEN VOLUNTEER WORK AND 
EXPLOITATION

The core question is not only who has the 
power. The core question is also: what is the 
nature of the relationship?

If the work contributes to the shared purpose 
of the organisation, and if everyone 
contributes fairly, then it is cooperation.

But if the work mainly serves personal 
interests, and if someone pressures you 
because you depend on help, shelter, papers, 
information or contacts, then it is exploitation.

A GOOD QUESTION YOU COULD ASK IS:

“How does this request relate to the purpose 
of the organisation, or to the role I signed up 
for?”

If someone asks you to clean, move things, or 
do private errands, you are allowed to ask:

“Is this part of my volunteer work?”
“Is everyone being asked to do this?”
“Will I be paid for this?”
“What happens if I say no?”

The same rules must apply to everyone. If the 
people with power would not do this work for 
free for someone else, then it is not fair to ask 
it from you.

WHY THIS MUST CHANGE

This must change because we live in a 
country of law and justice. A country where 
equality matters. People without residence 
papers and refugees are not less human. They 
must not be made smaller because they need 
help.

You want people around you who see you as a 
human being. Not as someone to pity. Not as 
someone who must be grateful for everything. 
Not as someone who can be used because 
they are vulnerable.

You are much bigger than the way you are 
sometimes treated.

I REALISED WHAT WAS HAPPENING

At a certain point, I realised what was 
happening. I saw the pattern. I saw the 
di�erence between real support and 
dependency. I saw how some people gained 
power over others. I saw how help sometimes 
became control.

AND NOW, 
ORGANISATIONS ARE 
CLOSING. HOLIDAY 
STARTS. WE ARE STILL ON 
THE STREETS. 

I have a residence permit. I changed from 
someone who seeks protection into 
someone who can also offer protection, 
information and support to others. Not 
disappearing into dependency, but growing 
towards self-determination.

WE ARE NOT YOUR PROJECT.
WE ARE HUMAN BEINGS.WE KNOW.
AND IF WE CARRY THE DREAM, WE ALSO KNOW HOW 
TO BUILD OUR OWN ORGANISATIONS, HELP DESKS 
AND BUSINESSES.


