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This is a comic for people from civil
society – artists, activists, journal
ists, human rights defenders, and
others – who decided to temporarily
leave their home country due to
threats and persecution. Some
readers might already be participants
in programs that facilitate temporary
international relocation or shelter.
These programs provide support to
civil society actors who undergo
relocation for months or years
because they have been surveilled,
censored, or even violently attacked.
   However, the duration of these
relocation programs is always limited.
Participants often struggle with the
question of what comes after the end
of their funded relocation period..
Some consider it a possibility to re
turn to their places of origin or other
place of previous residence (in this
comic, referred to as “home country”).
But often the threat which made them
leave has not (yet) disappeared. Many
consider staying in their place of
relocation to work or study, moving to
a third country, or applying for another
funding program or for other protec
tion mechanisms. Unfortunately, in
reality, the choices are often limited,
and the decision-making process can
be emotionally challenging.
   This comic aims to raise aware
ness for the importance and com
plexity of the question, “What comes
after relocation?”. It is meant to be an
initial guide to those who want to start
thinking or talking about this
question. In the following story, three
relocated people meet in Berlin: the
activist Svetlana, the artist Roz, and
the journalist Yousef. They all had to
leave their countries due to continuing
restrictions to their work and personal
freedom. But there are differences
between them: their professions, the
situations in their home countries,
their personal lives and identities, and
their preferences and dreams for the
future.

These three stories represent only
a few of the diverse individual con
texts, scenarios, and uncertainties
that relocation participants might
face. While Roz has already decided to
go back home, Svet is unsure and is in
the middle of a complex decisionmaking process. Yousef, by contrast,
already knows that he will not go back
and is looking for alternatives. The
comic leads the reader through an
exchange among the three, mention
ing some of the options they are con
sidering and the tools that help(ed)
them in the preparation and planning
process.
   The most important of these key
words, concepts, and tools are briefly
explained in the “glossary” at the end
of this publication. You can find them
with the help of numbered star icons.
Most of this information is based on
a report published by the Martin RothInitiative – a Berlin-based relocation
program for artists and cultural
workers (“The Challenges of Safe
Return: Supporting Civil Society
Actors After Temporary Relocation”
by Stanley Seiden, 2020; accessible
here: www.doi.org/10.17901/
AKBP1.10.2020).
   It’s impossible to predict the
future or make plans without staying
flexible – particularly given the polit
ical, personal, or work-related un
certainties of life both in repressive
and relocation contexts. But thinking
about possible exit scenarios and
regularly updating them – with the
support of others – can help relocated
persons make informed decisions
regarding their next steps.
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Yes,
it is sad...
for me It’s hard to
decide whether to go
back, stay here or move
on to another place...
although we all knew from
the beginning that the
relocation program
was just a temporary
solution.

HELLO?

Hey roz,
it’s svet and
yousef!

YESSs, you
made it!!
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we
came for
our final
lunch...

welcome
to my
place!

thanks
for having
us.

OH,
so sweet
of you!

phew, It’s
been stressful.
it’s surprising how
much you can accumulate
in a year. and not just
things but also friends
and colleagues that I
will miss. But I’m
looking forward to
being back
home...

how
are the
final steps
of packing
going?

true.
I miss having
only two
seasons: rain and
sunshine. The tropics
are always warm
and there my hair
behaves as i
need it to.

Yes.
the snow,
The cold, and
the German
language are a
challenge
for you...

It’s
great
You’re excited
to go back.
do you think
everything
will be
okay?
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I hope so.
I’ve taken multiple
precautions to keep myself
safe. Only my mom and a few
friends know that I’m going
back. A friend will pick me up at
the airport and I will live at
her place until I know if
it’s safe to be back in
the city.

but Svet, let me hear how you are, too:
how was your meeting with the human
rights organization that’s hosting you?
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also,
I feel a bit
more confident
since I Know I can
call a lawyer and
I’ve received security
training - just in
case the authorities
interrogate or
search me.

Oh,
it was fine...
But I just feel
overwhelmed.

I was
shocked when my
colleague from the
host organization first
mentioned the topic of
return because I’d
wanted to avoid it.
But then we began
to have regular
conversations.

have you
worked on
different exit
scenarios?

honestly,
The thought of
returning home
depresses me to no end.
I don’t know how that
will ever be possible.
But at least I can talk
to you, Roz, and others
who are in a similarly
difficult
situation...
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Surely
there are
people that
can help
support
you?

I
have a few
friends WHO I
still talk to. They
keep me informed
of the situation at
home. we use secure
communication
tools that I learned
about in a digital
security
training.
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The
security
trainer
Also helped
me with a risk
assessment to
make an informed
decision on
whether to
return.

we started
identifying a potential
support network that I
can connect with at home.
Unfortunately, the state has
driven out most of the
activists I worked with, but
there are a few left who
I can get in touch
with.

Oh
love, most
people who relocate
have been where you
are. The trauma of
leaving home is not easy
to work through. That
coupled with the thought
of going back to that
place again seems
insurmountable.

I thought
maybe the political
situation would
change and that the
government would
lose interest
in my work...
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What
happened
to you,
Svet? Was it
that bad?

I knew being a writer and activist was not going to be easy in my
country. But I did not think that I was going to face the type of violence
that came my way... Some articles that I wrote that were critical of
the censorship experienced by journalists, activists, and human rights
defenders started gaining traction online and that made me very visible.
I’d already been working with women’s groups on creating safe spaces
in the city when the pro-state tabloids released stories exposing my
personal life. Many of the people I was working with isolated themselves
from me in fear that they’d be exposed too. They found ways of
pressuring media outlets not to publish anything I wrote.

It was when the physical
and sexual harassment
started that I actually
began to fear for my
safety. Random men would
follow me down the
street. I got death
threats. My partner
broke up with me because
it was just too much.
This fear is still haunting
me, although I know that
I’m physically safe at the
moment. But at least I
could talk about this with
a counsellor,
who’s paid by the
relocation program...
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Of
course
they knew!
I made complaints
and filed charges
against these
people. They did
nothing.

i’m sorry,
svet... and The
authorities
knew that
this was
happening!?

I began to
search for a
human rights
organization abroad
and started the
application process
for a relocation
program in Berlin
- and here
I am.

That’s
when I knew I
was not safe in
that country.
It was terrifying.
So I decided to
find a way out
of the city to a
safe space.
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4

Here
you are!
and didn’T you
mention that
you met someone
here in Berlin who
you might HAVE
fallEN in
love with
...?

haha
indeed... That
gave me back some
strength. And it
might even Influence
my decision on
whether to stay
here or
not.
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i feel you, Svet.
this decision isn’t
easy. In my own case,
having an assessment
of my situation really
helped in identifying
support systems
back home.

roz,
If you
don’t mind
me asking, how
did you get
into the
program?
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I had
to have open
and honest
conversations with
my host program about
potential return and
alternatives. and I will
inform THEM about
any security
incidents after
my return.
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you
were
a curator
back
then?
I applied in
tandem with a
German arts and
culture organization
that operates in my home
country. We wrote a joint
project proposal for
the program. They had
previously hired me to
curate and coordinate
some of their arts
programs.

Now with
everything I’ve
learned from
working with Arts
institutes and the
connections I’ve made,
I can finally get that
off the ground!
I’m really excited
about
that!

I still am!
I have plans to
open a gallery
back home. It’s
always been my
dream.

right!?
also so
much has been
happening in the
art scene there.
I can’t wait to
be part of
it again!

That’s
so
exciting,
Roz!
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Svet said you
ran a queer arts
collective where
you lived.
How did you manage
that in such a
hostile
environment?

It was
so much fun
doing it with my
friends.
I want to start
that up again,
actually...
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When we started it was
completely underground.
It was risky but we needed
spaces for us to feel safe,
continue our work and make
art. It’s how we stayed
together when people had
nowhere else to go.
During the presidential
elections there was a lot
of surveillance of the
queer community. we often
became scapegoats to divert
attention from other
social issues.
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then my landlord found out that I had people
living and working at my place. the neighbors
complained because visibly queer people were
around the apartment. The Police showed up
one day and rounded everyone up. It was
horrible… We were released on bail paid by a
civil rights organization.
I was thrown out of my apartment that day
and the neighbors roughed me up. I knew I
had no choice but to run. I couldn’t go to my
family. they would have been harassed too.
so I reached out to a small queer organization
for shelter. Then the arts organization I was
working with helped me get into the program.

this
must have
been tough
for you
...

It
saved me...
So here I Am,
a year later ready
to return.
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The political
environment has
changed quite a bit
back home...
it’s by no means accepting
but there are windows of
opportunities that I want
to explore with my art.
I have no choice but to
figure out a way to
thrive in whatever
little corner we
have.
it was...
but I’m glad I
got to be here for
the time I have been
here, you know.
It’s what I needed
to get back to
my work and
thrive.
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For a while
I thought about
applying for a
student visa to do a
master’s program here in
Germany. But to do that
I’d first have to prove
that I can finance myself
through the whole
program. I’d prefer to
develop my career
back home
instead.

oh,
I almost
forgot
about the
food!

And you,
yousef?
any news
Since we last
talked...?
I decided
I’m going to apply
for a residence
permit here in Germany.
That’s why I’ve started
looking for a job or
freelance work so i
can get a
contract…
Oh it’s
been
difficult
…
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I
would love
to go back. but my
situation is more
complicated than I
thought and returning
is not a safe option for
me. that’s why I have to
focus on a sustainable
alternative to
relocation
programs.

You
think
you won’t
be able to
return
home?

As you
know, I’ve
spent most of
my career as an
online journalist,
trying to tell the
world what was
going on in my
country.

I became
incredibly
paranoid that
I was being
surveilled.
Then I found
out that i was.
strangers
broke into my
apartment at
night to steal
documents.
The state
froze all my
accounts at
one point.
I was labeled
an enemy of
my country.

I was covering a lot of the violence that was
happening and posting it online. I was very critical
of the state and the sectarian tensions that they
were fanning. It made me a target.

I never told
you, but I think I
can never set foot
back home. I learned
from my Uncle and
colleagues that I was
condemned to a long
prison sentence in
absentia by a
court In the
capital.
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Do you
think that
the regime will
change at some
point? Nothing
stays the
same, yousef
....

This kind of
oppression has
been going on for
decades...
I’m exhausted by it
all. I need to not
fear for my life
anymore.

that’s
totally
understandable.
do you think
that you’ll
ever go
back?
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some people
like me can extend
their period of
relocation or apply for
another program.
But this is already my third
program, and they’ve all been in
a different country. So far, I
could relocate together with my
children and my wife, who is
politically active too. But our
chances of getting another
scholarship are low.
and we’d prefer
something more
stable anyway.

No...
That’s why it
would be best to get
a permanent residence
permit here in Germany.
But I might only be
eligible to apply in a couple
of years. Until then I want
to continue my work with the
help of the networks I’ve
established in and outside
of the diaspora, and to
polish my German
skills.

And
did you
think about
applying for
asylum, given
the situation in
your home
country?

11

I hope
that your wife
and you will
find work and
get a more
stable status
soon.

I did.
But it’s Not easy
to get and it’s not
what I’d prefer to
do anyway. I heard it
can be a very long and
stressful process
with an uncertain
outcome. I’ll keep
it in mind
though.
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Sorry,
I can’t talk
about this
anymore.

Let’s
eat!

Guys,
I can’t wait
to eat a proper
mango or
pineapple when I
get home. I love
cheese and bread
but I miss the
taste of
home.

ha HA
HA!

I found
a few
restaurants here
that can make
some dishes that
come close to
what I used to
eat at
home.

You’re
lucky. it’s
harder for me.
But then again,
just like the
people here, we
also eat a
lot of
potatoes.
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oh roz, I
wish you a
good trip!

I hope
it’ll go well.
i feel like I went over
every single detail with
my host organization,
my program manager and
others to prepare for a
safe return.
who knows how long I’ll
be able to work without
being forced to leave
again. But I’ll give
it a try.

yes...
‘safe’ return
and what it
means in reality
is so complex
for each one
of us.

The best
we can do is to
try to minimize the
risks and damage to
ourselves, while finding
a way to speak out for
our rights. At home I
struggled and here I
continue with different
challenges,
but I can not be
silenced.

right!
I hope we
keep in touch
and see each
other again wherever
we might
be!

The End
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Glossary
Below is an explanation of some of the
key words around decision-making,
preparing, and planning next steps
following a period of international
relocation. The key words are ordered
chronologically, according to when
they are mentioned in the comic (see
star icons). For further information
and individual guidance, it is advis
able to consult with support organiza
tions and local host programs.

1

Logistics for a safe return
• Once relocated persons have de
cided to return to their home country
(or other country of previous resid
ence), they need to plan logistics for
a safe return. The necessity of protec
tion measures depends on the indi
vidual context of each person and the
results of their risk assessment
[see 3].
• Risks caused by potential travel
challenges can be mitigated by, for
instance, preparing for critical ques
tions by the border authorities, having
on hand a contact for legal support, as
well as arranging in advance a trusted
pick-up upon arrival and a place to
stay.
• Advice and trainings on appropriate
measures – and developing contin
gency plans in case of security
incidents – are sponsored by many
relocation programs or other support
mechanisms.
See also “The Challenges of Safe
Return”: Chapter 3.2 and 3.3
2

Digital safety & secure
communication
• Acquiring digital security skills is
crucial to minimizing risk, both during
relocation abroad and after a poten
tial return. The extent of precaution
necessary varies and depends on the
results of one’s individual risk assess
ment [see 3].
• Digital security trainings and manu
als raise awareness of safety gaps
in our everyday and work-related
behavior, including the use of mobile
phones, tablets, computers, and
other technical devices.
• Also recommended are tools to pro
tect digital devices and to prevent
personal and professional commu
nication from being surveilled or
hacked (e.g. through secure apps and
passwords). Those who need or wish
for public visibility might also want
to incorporate social media profile
maintenance into their digital secur
ity planning.
See also “The Challenges of Safe
Return”: pp. 40-41 and Chapter 3.3.

3

Risk assessment & development
of protection measures
• Risk assessment is a common tool
employed by people and organiza
tions working in contexts of threat.
A continuous analysis of one’s per
sonal risks and the situation in one’s
home country may help determine the
best course of action following
relocation.
• This usually includes a) the system
atic identification of potential
threats, b) the estimation of their
likelihood to materialize, and c) their
potential impact and severity. Ana
lyzing risks contributes to an under
standing of how urgent it is to develop
capacities to be less vulnerable to
them, and to learn about preventive
measures.
• The result can be a security plan or
protocol that includes concrete steps
to follow as well as possible reactive
measures for (self)protection in case
the identified risks materialize. This
may enhance one’s feeling of pre
paredness and agency in case of a
challenging situation.
• There exist organizations and manu
als which provide professional
assistance in conducting individual
risk assessments and developing
appropriate measures.
See also “The Challenges of Safe
Return”: Chapter 3.3
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Wellbeing, psychosocial support
& emotional preparation
• Activists, artists, journalists, or
other civil society actors are no super
humans. It is completely natural to
experience stress and anxiety under
the difficult circumstances of
relocation.
• Emotional stress may increase to
wards the end of the relocation stay,
caused by worries about the future,
the need for planning, or the pro
spective of leaving (again). Wellbeing
and health support should play a key
role in the decision-making process
and (emotional) preparation for future
scenarios. Wellbeing practices are
more sustainable if maintained
beyond the relocation stay.

• Many individuals might want sup
port when they feel overwhelmed and
exhausted, or have other wellbeing
needs, including physical health.
Some even experience burnout, anxi
ety, or depression, or suffer from
post-traumatic stress disorder(s) or
trauma. They can get support, ranging
from medical treatments, coun
selling, psychotherapy, or other cul
turally appropriate healing practices
toward emotional care through
trusted social relationships and
personal networks.
• Most relocation programs finan
cially support such measures and
facilitate contacts with professional
providers.
5

Mapping of actors & support
networks in the home country
• For those who plan to return home or
have not yet decided, it is helpful to
have an overview of people or organiz
ations who could provide support
after arrival, and to contact them even
before departure. This potential
support network may include preexisting contacts and potential new
allies. They may range from trusted
friends, family, and colleagues to
local and international NGOs, other
trusted peer organizations, or foreign
embassies.
• The identified “watch points” may
also provide information and updates
on the political development and
security situation, and can therefore
act as resources for ongoing situation
monitoring [see 9].
• In addition to identifying allies,
actor-mapping and analysis may also
help assess if there are still people or
organizations that are potential
threats [see 3], or if there have been
positive changes.
See also “The Challenges of Safe
Return”: Chapter 3.4 and 3.1
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Post-return monitoring & follow-up
• After the period of relocation has
ended, it might be beneficial for
returned persons to keep in touch
with their former host organization,
the relocation program, or other
contacts in the support network
abroad. Checking in upon return and
updating them about any potential
incidents in the country of return can
contribute to effective informationsharing within the support network,
as well as a better analysis of the
required support measures.

• However, the capacity of host pro
grams to follow up with former parti
cipants is limited, due to constraints
of time and resources. Therefore,
many host programs are unable to
provide substantial support after the
period of relocation has ended. An
open and honest exchange about
expectations and the scope of postreturn support can help prevent
frustration and disappointment.
See also “The Challenges of Safe
Return”: Chapter 4.3
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Reintegration preparation
• The broader objective of many relo
cation programs is the empowerment
of artists, journalists, and activists
(and their movements) beyond the
support period. Preparing for safe
reintegration is therefore key for
those who have decided to return to
their home country (or other place of
previous residence). However, some
returnees face challenges in arriving
at their previous surrounding, reestablishing personal ties, or finding
steady employment and income.
• Sustainable reintegration can be
prepared with the help of networking,
targeted skill-building and capacity
development (e.g. professional quali
fication, security trainings) [see 2],
thorough mapping of support net
works or risk assessment [see 5 and
3], as well as wellbeing practices and
mental preparation for potential
challenges [see 4].
• It is helpful especially for parti
cipants who might face threats upon
return to connect with legal support
services (e.g. in case of pending
judicial charges), request post-return
safety measures or financial support,
if available, and maintain psychoso
cial wellbeing practices (e.g. local
or online counselling).
See also “The Challenges of Safe
Return”: Chapter 4
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Residence permits, work and
student visa
• Applying for a residence permit,
work visa, or student visa is an option
for some individuals who plan to
either stay where they relocated to, or
to move on to another country. The
pre-requisites for getting residence
permits beyond the period of relo
cation vary widely and depend on
national visa regulations as well as
the nationality and professional
qualifications of the applicant.
• In most countries, foreign nationals
are eligible to apply for a permanent
residence permit after several years
of residency. In Germany, for instance,
one of the key pre-requisites for work
visas is to either have an employment
contract (for a certain time period) or
proof of one’s ability to cover living
expenses supplemented by freelance
work. For those who intend to enroll in
an institution of higher learning, proof
of admission to a specific university
and of financial income or savings is
mandatory to acquire a student visa.
• Either way, relocated persons are
encouraged to get case and countryspecific advice. Acquiring local
language skills and establishing
professional networks may be an
asset for visa applications.
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Situation & security monitoring
• During a period of relocation, de
cision-making processes may be
facilitated by monitoring the condi
tions for return in one’s home country.
This includes any changes in the
prevalence of conflict, violence, or
oppression in the community of the
relocated person.
• Observations may be made on the
general level of political develop
ments in that country (e.g. improve
ments in the national legislation) or
on the personal level in one’s direct
environment (e.g. fewer security
incidents in one’s neighborhood or
fewer threats made against former
colleagues). Situation monitoring is
closely related to risk assessment
tools [see 3].

• Sources for obtaining relevant
information range from local or inter
national organizations to (trusted)
media reports and personal contacts,
including private or professional net
works. Keeping in touch with trusted
contacts at home not only allows for
the delivery of important information
but also makes the reintegration pro
cess smoother in the case of eventual
return [see 7].
See also “The Challenges of Safe
Return”: Chapter 3.2
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Repeated relocation
• When the end of a funded relocation
period approaches, and return is not
(yet) a safe option, participants might
think about extending their stay in the
same program (if possible), or apply
for another one.
• Most temporary programs have a
strictly defined maximum period of
support and can therefore not offer
multiple extensions.
• If it is infeasible or impossible to
stay in the host country, options for
onward movement should be ex
plored. Depending on one’s profes
sion, country of origin, and preferred
country of destination (e.g. based on
language skills, personal or profes
sional networks), there might be other
programs that can support relocation
to another country.
• Some relocation programs facilitate
contact and have established
cooperation with other initiatives
to exchange information and make
application procedures smoother.
However, case referrals are commonly
not within program mandates, and the
capacities of program staff is often
limited.
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Asylum & refugee protection
• Some relocated persons cannot go
back to their home country because
they are politically persecuted or face
the risk of inhumane treatment, tor
ture, or even death. Therefore, they
may be entitled to an international
protection residence title and may
consider applying.

• According to the international 1951
Refugee Convention (and the Protocol
of 1967), refugees are persons who are
persecuted due to their identity or
convictions, and who are in need of
protection in another country. While
the Refugee Convention outlines the
rights of refugees and the obligations
of states to protect them in general
terms, the question of who exactly is
entitled to asylum and under which
conditions varies from country to
country.
• Local refugee and migration advice
centers help assess the chances of
success of an application and can
explain the limitations of a refugee
status. It is advisable to consult with
them as early as possible since ap
plication processes can be long and
have an uncertain outcome.
• Individuals who are suffering from
the consequences of persecution or
flight can get professional support for
their psychosocial and physical
wellbeing [see 4].
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   Comics are powerful at articu
lating complex topics, polarizing
ideas, and making sense of circum
stances in which language is limited.
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