
  
  

 

 

Transatlantic Migrant Democracy Dialogue: 

Building Democracy and Solidarity in the US & Europe 

What is the Transatlantic Migrant Democracy Dialogue? 

The Transatlantic Migrant Democracy Dialogue (TMDD) is a network that trains and connects 
immigrant and refugee leaders in the US and Europe. It is a shared project of the National Partnership 
for New Americans (NPNA), the Migration Policy Group (MPG), and the Heinrich Böll Foundation 
North America (HBF), in coordination with the Greek Refugee Forum, Migrants Organise UK, 
Moniheli ry (Finland), the Federal Network of Migrant Organisations in Germany and the Immigrant 
Council of Ireland.  

Why now? 

Both Europe and the US are at a critical crossroads: our countries must choose whether to 
follow the fear-driven, protectionist sentiments of nationalist and anti-immigrant groups or 
to recommit to the open, inclusive societies that thrive on difference and complexity. It is a 
difficult choice at a time when the world is facing unprecedented levels of displacement and 
migration, and when the issue of migration has become a lightning rod for partisan politics, 
nationalism, and xenophobia. In 2016, 65.6 million people were displaced from their homes by war, 
conflict, and crisis, more than at any time since World War II. This historic crisis has provided fertile 
ground for groups eager to capitalize on fear and uncertainty. On September 24, for the first time 
since World War II, a far-right, Nazi sympathizing party entered the German Bundestag, riding on a 
wave of anti-immigrant sentiment that followed the 2015 refugee crisis. In the UK last June, 
nationalists of the UK Independence Party (UKIP) successfully shored up enough anti-immigrant 
fervor to effect Britain’s exit from the European Union and weaken decades of democratic progress. 
In the French and Austrian elections this past May and December, far-right, anti-immigrant 
candidates for executive office were only narrowly defeated. Finally, in the US, 2016 saw the election 
of an American president who has denigrated immigrants, defended white supremacists, and whose 
administration has sought to pass blatantly discriminatory policies to make the US a country that is 
hostile to newcomers. 

We believe that the best way to counter anti-immigrant sentiment and strengthen our 
democracies is to empower immigrant leaders across the US and Europe. First and second-
generation immigrant populations are growing on both sides of the Atlantic: while the US has long 
been the leading destination of international immigrants, Germany, the UK, France, and Spain now 
also rank in the top 10 immigrant-receiving countries. In France, Germany, Italy, Spain, Benelux, 
Ireland, Sweden, and UK, first and second generation immigrants now make up as large of a share of 
the voting-age population as they do in the US. These populations are critical voices in the debate on 
migration – in the US, we have seen the impact when immigrants like the young, undocumented 
“Dreamers” are able to organize politically and tell national leaders, policy makers, and the general 
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public their side of the story. We have seen that it is much more difficult to discriminate against a 
movement with strong coalitions, clear political demands, and powerful leaders. 

Yet, on both sides of the Atlantic, immigrants and refugees are frequently barred from full 
participation in the democratic systems they inhabit. Barriers to participation range from 
practical issues, such as the lack of language skills or understanding of the political processes; to legal 
issues, such as lack of citizenship, voting rights, and barriers to naturalization; to larger structural 
issues, such as racism and poverty. The perceived "otherness" of migrant communities also makes 
them an easy target for demagogic hate and leaves them vulnerable to political isolation and punitive 
policies. This is especially true when immigrant and refugee communities lack effective organizing 
methods with which to both advocate for their rights and interests and engage with the larger society.  

Democracies work best with the full engagement of all members of society. In this time of 
political crisis, when our commitment to democracy itself is called into question, it is a powerful 
strategy to equip immigrant and refugee communities with the skills to fully participate in the 
democratic process. This is why we are developing the Transatlantic Migrant Democracy Dialogue 
(TMDD), founded on the conviction that migrants must be able to organize themselves and to learn 
from each other in order to actively participate in US and European democracies. The TMDD aims to 
support immigrant and refugee leaders to build power and foster new leadership, advocate for their 
own interests, build coalitions with allies, and develop strategies to engage with adversaries. We 
believe that empowering immigrants to be influential political actors is critical to building broad, 
democratic coalitions. By speaking out and mobilizing against political scapegoating and hate on 
behalf of immigrant communities, these broad democratic coalitions will contribute to the health of 
vibrant, pluralistic democracies for all citizens. 

What specific needs do we address? 

The TMDD aims to fill four key needs identified in our previous work.  

1. Our past trainings with immigrant leaders have demonstrated an urgent need for more 
networking, leadership development, and capacity building. While there are powerful 
immigrant rights organizations in the US and UK, most European countries lack the 
institutional knowledge and financial support for organizing immigrant communities. 

2. There are limited opportunities for immigrant rights leaders to share strategies and 
experiences across local and national contexts. Immigrant rights groups are chronically 
underfunded, and many leaders face visa challenges that limit mobility. Providing a range of 
forums for international exchange in locations across Europe and the US, and fully funding 
participation, is an important step in building the capacity of these organizations and leaders.  

3. There is a growing awareness that far-right politicians and groups are extremely well 
connected between the US and Europe and actively learn from each other. This creates all the 
more urgency for immigrant rights groups to likewise communicate, learn effective 
response strategies, and coordinate to respond to anti-immigrant groups.  

4. Immigrants and refugees continue to be unrepresented or underrepresented in the 
political conversations and policy-making arenas that most affect them. Strengthening 
immigrant leaders and empowering them to participate in political discussions on even 
footing can dramatically reshape how policy is developed while also changing the public’s 
understanding of the role of immigrants and refugees in our democracies. 
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What does the TMDD do? 

Long-term Vision: Over the next five years, the TMDD aims to become a sustainable, international 
network that trains and connects immigrant and refugee leaders in the US and Europe. It provides 
the administrative structure for an international immigrant movement, able to carry out coordinated 
actions and campaigns. This five-year project is administered by the MPG, HBS, and NPNA. The three 
organizations work closely with the Leadership Team of experienced European and US immigrant 
rights leaders. It runs on an annual cycle with three main activities per year.  

1. US National Immigrant Integration Conference 
The Leadership Team comes together at the National Immigrant Integration Conference 
(NIIC), hosted by the NPNA. The event is the largest and most important conference on 
immigrant rights and integration policy in the US, as well as the primary forum where 
members of the US immigrant rights movement come together, determine strategy and build 
coalitions of support.  

2. National European trainings: 

Over the course of the year, the European members of the Leadership Team helps each other 
to expand their existing political organizing trainings in order to train at least 25 immigrants 
and refugees in their country. The Leadership Team includes the most active immigrant 
organisations in political organizing in each country. Their trainings are adapted to local 
context and needs, and each organization will be responsible for local fundraising and 
recruiting qualified participants. 

3. International Training at the Democracy Camp 
Each year, the Leadership Team coordinates an international training, the Democracy Camp. 
The three-day training rotates among the countries of the European partners, with the host 
organization taking on greater responsibility for local coordination. Participants are selected 
from among the most promising alumni of the various national trainings, with the goal of 
selecting 50 immigrants and refugees with real leadership potential and a demonstrated 
commitment to political organizing. Participants apply to the Camp with specific campaigning 
ideas that they are committed to implementing in the upcoming year. 

The Democracy Camp employs a “train-the-trainers” format, and those selected to participate are 
expected to bring back their training to local partners. The training is divided into five tracks: 

1. Community organising: to train and develop leaders, select and win issue-based campaigns and 
to transform service-oriented integration initiatives. 

2. Community navigators: to train and develop community volunteers to inform, advise and 
support via legal services, intercultural mediation, interpretation, etc. 

3. Alliance building: to identify and secure key allies for advocacy, campaigns and welcoming 
strategies. 

4. Citizenship & electoral campaigns: to inform and encourage immigrant communities to become 
voters, citizens and civically active. 

5. Strategic communication: to convey a campaign’s goals with compelling messages and 
messengers targeted to different audiences. 
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Throughout the training, we also offer small-group discussions and critiques to target the specific 
needs of this diverse group of participants, focusing on topics such as: refugees, the second 
generation, and intersectionality (i.e. gender, religion, race, sexuality). Participants are also assigned 
mentors and receive ongoing guidance and support following the training.  

What will the TMDD achieve? 

Over the course of the project, we aim to develop an international leadership team with a deeper 
understanding of immigrant rights movements across the US and Europe, with deep personal 
working relationships and the ability to coordinate internationally. We aim to train at least 500 
immigrants and refugees in the four participating countries, in addition to several hundred new 
organizers trained in countries that join the Leadership Team over the next five years. This expansive 
network, developed through training participants in each country, provides a powerful structure for 
coordinated actions and campaigns. Through our activities, we also hope to raise the national profile 
of the individual leaders and their participating organizations and to help establish them as experts 
and leaders in the field. Most importantly, the network should provide a mechanism for enhancing 
the voice of immigrants and refugees at the national level of each participating country. 

Who are the program partners & what is their relevant expertise? 

Transatlantic Leadership Team: 

Greek Forum of Refugees is a Panhellenic network of refugees and their supports. Its main goals 
are to 1. Defend the rights and protect the freedoms of refugees and asylum seekers, as enshrined by 
international law. 2. Inform and raise awareness around access to refugee status, and general 
immigrant and refugee issues. 3. Create relationships with agencies and non-governmental 
organizations in order to start meaningful dialogue between all institutions of government and 
human rights organizations. 4. Support the unity of refugees. Create social and cultural ties between 
all members of the Greek Forum of Refugees, as well as between the members of each ethnic 
community of refugees in Greece. 5. Effectively lobby with the state for the promotion of refugee 
issues. 6. Provide a platform for refugees and their communities to self-organize. 

Heinrich Böll Foundation (HBF) is a political foundation affiliated with the German Green Party. 
HBF acts as a catalyst for green visions and projects, a think tank for policy reform, and an 
international network with more than 30 offices worldwide. HBF seeks to advance democracy and 
human rights, protect the environment and climate, and promote the peaceful resolution of conflicts. 
HBF’s Washington, D.C. office is a 501(c)(3) organization that promotes policy reform and political 
dialogue in a range of program areas through publications, public seminars, conferences, workshops, 
study tours and visitor programs. The TMDD is a project of the Transatlantic Dialogue Program on 
Democracy and Social Policy, which explores the challenges to democracy in Europe and the US, with 
a strong focus on immigration and integration policies.  

Immigrant Council of Ireland (ICI) is a national, independent non-governmental organisation that 
has been promoting the rights of migrants since 2001. ICI is a human rights organisation and law 
centre that supports and advocates for the rights of immigrants and their families and acts as a 
catalyst for public debate, legal and policy change. Since its founding in 2011, ICI has become one of 
the lead organisations in the areas of immigration and integration and its focus has expanded to 
tackling racism and promoting the participation and representation of migrants in Irish life. 
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Migrants Organise UK is a platform where refugees and migrants organise for power, dignity and 
justice. Drawing on two decades work as the Migrant and Refugee Communities Forum, Migrants 
Organise develops leadership and opens up spaces for relational, organised participation of migrants 
and refugees in public life. To achieve this goal, Migrants Organise undertakes community organising, 
mobilisation around strategic actions and campaigns, mentorship and networking of leaders, training 
of leaders, and platforms to celebrate and recognise migrants, refugees and their contributions. 

Migration Policy Group (MPG) was founded in 1995 and acts as a leading European independent, 
non-profit think-and-do-tank. MPG’s work supports diverse societies to invest in their future. 
Bolstered by an extensive international network, it plays a central role in reform and practice on anti-
discrimination, immigration and integration, where citizenship and political participation have been 
central to its work. Trainings are one of the main ways that MPG is promoting evidence-based 
solutions alongside comparative data and analysis, innovation and pilots and evaluations. All of its 
activities benefit from an interdisciplinary methodology, and from the staff’s skills, expertise, and an 
unusually high level of organizational commitment. 

Moniheli ry is a network of multicultural associations representing more than 120 different member 
associations and more than 80 different ethnic backgrounds. Moniheli facilitates collaborative 
leadership and activities in the Helsinki metropolitan area and nationwide. Moniheli contributes to 
and further develops the awareness and promotion of physical and mental well-being as well as 
economical and social improvement of all members in its member associations. It also promotes their 
full political participation in Finnish society. Moniheli’s practical methods and tools for promoting 
diversity and interculturality are the key to a more inclusive Finnish society, therefore it promotes 
and develops cooperation between multicultural associations, individuals, media, educational 
institutes and authorities.  

The Federal Network of Migrant Organisations (NEMO) in Germany is a federal association of 
more than 530 migrant organisations in 14 cities that have come together to form an inter-
generational and secular association. The network offers its members a paltform for exchange and 
nationwide networking as well as capacity- and skill-building. The network represents the interests 
of local networks of migrant organisations at federal level and aims to increase participation and the 
representation of migrants’ perspectives. As a federal association, it serves as the point of contact for 
politics and civil society as well as for advice on questions of integration policy, participation, 
development and anti-racism.  

The National Partnership for New Americans (NPNA) is a national multiethnic, multiracial 
partnership. NPNA believes that America’s success is rooted in Americans’ ongoing commitment to 
welcoming and integrating newcomers into the fabric of the nation, and to upholding equality and 
opportunity as fundamental American values. Based in Chicago, NPNA represents the collective 
power and resources of the country’s 37 largest regional immigrant and refugee rights organizations 
in 31 states. NPNA’s members provide large-scale services—from DACA (Deferred Action for 
Childhood Arrivals) application processing to voter registration to health care enrollment—for their 
communities, and they combine service delivery with sophisticated organizing tactics to advance 
local and state policy. NPNA exists to leverage the collective power and expertise of its member 
organizations for a national strategy. It holds a unique position in the immigrant rights movement as 
the foremost institution comprised of and led by immigrant constituencies and has been a key player 
in shaping local, regional, and national policy and politics impacting immigrant communities. 
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Promise Arizona is an immigrant rights group working to unite all Arizonans who reject the divisive 
and hateful politics of immigrant-baiting, and who believe in treating their neighbors, no matter their 
immigration status, with fairness and dignity. Founded in 2010, PAZ believes that building immigrant 
and Latino political power is key to bringing hope, dignity, and progress to all communities. PAZ 
promotes and harnesses the power of youth, women and families in the Latino community by 
building power, championing cultural values, and connecting people statewide to life-changing 
resources. 

How does the TMDD build on past work? 

The Transatlantic Migrant Democracy Dialogue emerged out of a long-standing partnership 
between NPNA and MPG aimed at strengthening immigrant political participation in the US and 
Europe. Beginning at the National Immigrant Integration Conference in 2011, MPG and NPNA have 
worked together to bring the lessons of European state-led integration strategies to the US, and the 
lessons of US political organizing and electoral strategies to Europe. In 2013 and again from 2015-
2017, the organizations collaborated to pilot new immigrant-led naturalization and political 
participation strategies, and to develop a naturalization handbook. As a result, immigrant 
organizations in Belgium, Ireland, and the UK conducted two-year citizenship campaigns. In 2016, 
NPNA initiated a new partnership with the Heinrich Böll Foundation to introduce immigrants and 
new refugees in Germany to political organizing strategies. The enormous interest and evident need 
for more such strategic training sessions led MPG, NPNA, and HBF to launch the TMDD in 2016 at the 
National Immigrant Integration Conference, establish the transatlantic Leadership Team, and host 
the two international Democracy Camps in Hamburg and Dublin in 2017 and 2018. 


