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Figure 1:  Credit: Alliance for Public Health 

‘Led by’ rather than 

‘included by others’ 
Case study 2  
 

Christian Aid (CA) has been supporting community led response in Ukraine since the 

days following Russia’s full-scale invasion, working with partners such as Alliance for 

Public Health, Blythewood, Heritage Ukraine, Light of Reformation and Serve Now. 

This case study elaborates a major programmatic challenge the Christian Aid team 

has continually discussed with partners as part of our learning journey. 

 

One principle underpinning CA’s commitment to supporting community led 

responses is that, with the right network of partners, it can support marginalised 

groups to lead their own response and recovery, rather than being ‘included’ 

within a conventional humanitarian response lead by agencies. 
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At project level it is the role of SCLR community facilitators to identify possible 

exclusion and abusive power dynamics through a strengths-based approach1. In 

addition to the project level though, another key factor for inclusion was being 

intentional with partnerships. Alliance for Public Health (a CA partner) have a 

pre-existing network of local organisations who were led by, and serve members 

of marginalised groups. The decision to partner with CSOs like this is built on the 

foundation of Edge Effects research on inclusion in their “nothing about us 

without us” work with UN Women2. CA partners have reached Crimean tartars, 

the LBGTQIA+ community, and those part of informal economies such as sex 

workers. 

   

Since the full-scale invasion people living with HIV (PLHIV) and people vulnerable 

to HIV infection have struggled to find support. For example, disruption to 

antiretroviral drug supplies affected tens of thousands of people more than 300 

antiretroviral institutions have had to close or experienced severe disruption to 

their services.3 Ukraine maintains the second highest contraction rate in Europe 

(after Russia)4, but due to the stigma surrounding HIV and those vulnerable to it, 

the needs of the community are often not considered in conventional 

approaches. Through Christian Aid’s projects, 11 community groups from the 

PLHIV/PVHIV community created their own initiatives across 9 oblasts5. Two 

provided medications, but the majority focused on psychosocial wellbeing 

activities, establishing community spaces, and renovating shelters where IDPs 

from that identity community can live together with their families. 

  

Alliance for Public Health had pre-established trusted relationships with 

representatives of marginalised communities. This enabled them to have unique 

access to support these groups to apply for microgrant. At a time when most 

only consider PLHIV to need medication, by putting them in control of their own 

initiative, they were able to meet their less considered, though no less 

important, psychosocial needs as well. 

 

A similar example comes from Heritage Ukraine’s work with the deaf community 

in Mykolaiv. At the start of the full-scale invasion many members of the deaf 

 
1 Adapted from an Appreciative Inquiry method 
2 TheOnlyWayIsUp_Web.pdf 
3  Ukraine war: Tens of thousands of people with HIV 'at risk' as medicine delivery disrupted by 

Russian attacks, charity says | World News | Sky News 
4 HIV/AIDS surveillance in Europe 2019. 2018 data 
5 Partner share other ongoing work reaching more people, via additional funding streams. 

https://www.edgeeffect.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/TheOnlyWayIsUp_Web.pdf
https://news.sky.com/story/ukraine-war-lives-of-hiv-patients-at-risk-as-medicine-delivery-disrupted-by-russian-attacks-that-killed-two-volunteers-charity-says-12581312
https://news.sky.com/story/ukraine-war-lives-of-hiv-patients-at-risk-as-medicine-delivery-disrupted-by-russian-attacks-that-killed-two-volunteers-charity-says-12581312
https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/HIV_Surveillance_Report_2024.pdf
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community were unaware of what was happening or how to access support. 

Many of the older members could not read or write, and could only 

communicate through Russian Sign Language. UTOG submitted a proposal for a 

micro-grant for support in sign language interpretation (including a projector). 

When they were asked if this was really their urgent need, they responded that 

without information, or communication, they could not meet any of their other 

needs. UTOG were able to apply for the micro-grant through a deaf school who 

worked with HU to support the process. Prior to the 2022 crisis HU worked with 

people living with disabilities, including the deaf community. It is only through 

this network of connections that UTOG members were able to access any 

support.   

    

Wider implications:   

Intentional partnerships can support mutual aid practiced by identity-based 

communities, which are defined by something other than geography (e.g. village, 

neighbourhoods etc) who may be marginalised because of these identities. The 

process remains the same, it is more a way of reaching the most marginalised 

through partners and groups familiar to them. As such it is not only looking to 

include marginalised groups in responses, but having projects completely led by 

those who live within a marginalised group. Weather led by a marginalised 

group, or a trusted support network, sclr initiatives place decision making power 

in the hands of those who udenrstand thier unique situation, ensuring support 

is safe, and dignified.  

  

Communities are both inherently inclusive, and exclusive. We include and 

exclude based on a variety of factors. We naturally come together around our 

identities and in turn consciously or unconsciously exclude around these 

identities, whether they are religious, ethnic or our sexuality, gender expression, 

or disability status. The CA Ukraine team has used Edge Effects research and 

findings in this area and our experience adds more evidence to our 

understanding of how reaching those who are marginalised can be done safely, 

with a focus on people led programming. 

   

The framing of inclusion and exclusion is important. The humanitarian 

architecture consolidates around broad-based systematic responses, the 

emphasis is on including the marginalised into these systems, generally with a 

focus on “counting” them. An alternative is to partner with local organisations 

who are already connected with, or led by, marginalised groups, and to provide 
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them with the opportunity to lead their own response and recovery.6 This may 

not be appropriate for a whole response, but rather than assuming all 

humanitarian actors should take the same inclusive approach, we can see how 

each actor is part of a complex jigsaw. Sclr transfers power and combining that 

with international partnerships focused on organisations reaching marginalised 

groups has been a useful learning for CA. 

 

Rather than every organization trying to do everything, intentional partnerships 

can allow us to better serve vulnerable and marginalised groups specifically. To 

provide humanitarian assistance, not only at scale, but in depth?   

 

 
6 https://www.edgeeffect.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/TKWWD_0.pdf  

https://www.edgeeffect.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/TKWWD_0.pdf
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