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Dear friends, supporters and partners,
I am proud to share with you the summary report of ASSAF’s main activities and achievements during 
the year 2023.
The past year was terrible for anyone who was living in Israel. Almost every person in the country has a family member, a friend or 

an acquaintance who was injured during the October 7th attack or the war that ensued. While an end to the fighting is not in sight, 

the war keeps on claiming its victims: 200,000 Israeli civilians have been evacuated from the south and the north of the country and 

are yet unable to return to their homes. Furthermore, 134 Israelis are still held hostage in Gaza, with immediate danger to their 

lives. The past year has also been very challenging for the refugees and asylum seekers’ communities in Israel, as well as for the 

advocate and support organizations which are laboring for their cause. 

Hamas’s brutal assault and the war that followed it did not distinguish between different populations, taking its toll also among the 

refugees and asylum seekers’ communities, leaving many killed, wounded or bereaved. Three asylum seekers who were living in 

Sderot were slain by Hamas during the October 7th attack. In addition, many refugees and asylum seekers have been evacuated 

from their homes or are still living in dangerous combat zones. 

The ongoing war has deepened poverty and food insecurity among asylum seekers, making many of them more vulnerable to 

abuse, human trafficking and survival sex. For many, who have endured wars, genocide, human trafficking and cruel forms of torture, 

Hamas’s assault and the war that followed meant reliving old traumas. Their distress was – and still is – especially severe, mainly 

due to their lack of accessibility to mental health services, which are very limited also during ordinary days. The war demonstrated 

once again how during times of crisis, while deprived of basic social and economic rights, the asylum seekers find themselves 

confronted with the catastrophe of an imminent humanitarian crisis. Since the outbreak of the war, ASSAF increased its humanitarian 

and psychosocial support, while also confronting a dramatic escalation of more than 120% in the number of requests for help. 

At the beginning of the year 2023, we were required to prepare quickly for the draconian orders of the newly elected government, 

which were designed to harm refugees and asylum seekers in Israel. These orders, which were detailed in the coalition agreements, 

included steps for deportation of refugees, for the renewal of the deposit law, and for the legislation of a basic law concerning the 

issue of immigration, which were all supposed to enable the new government to freely harass these communities and to eliminate 

any remaining supreme Court rulings, which still protected their basic rights. These draconian orders were not yet advanced in the 

parliament, but their threat is still imminent and echoed in the speeches of parliament members, during different committee hearings, 

in the media, and also during various bills hearings that are meant to harm refugees and asylum seekers in Israel. This intended 

attack on refugees and asylum seekers is part of a larger assault on the institutions of democracy, and especially on the court or 

judiciary system in Israel. Thus, the legislation of a basic law concerning the issue of immigration, which was proposed by member 

of parliament Simcha Rothman during the previous parliament term, could be easily called “The basic law for the overcoming of 

rulings by the Supreme Court”. This draconian law entails severe measures, such as denying asylum seekers any access to courts, 

reinstating the incarceration policy, and many more. Therefore, our organization has participated in demonstrations throughout 

the year, stating our message clear and loud: that democracy cannot survive without the preservation of human rights, and that 

human rights cannot be preserved without the protection of refugees’ rights. Our organization continues to follow parliament 

activity and remains prepared to act according to any new development.

ASSAF labors tirelessly and participates in many efforts for the protection of the rights of refugees and asylum seekers in Israel. 

Among other things, this year our organization participated in the struggle against a new policy of the Ministry of the Interior 

(dating from June 2022), which limits the employment of refugees and asylum seekers (from Africa and Ukraine) in 17 central cities 

in Israel. We have also struggled for providing health and welfare services to elderly asylum seekers from Africa. Moreover, we 

continued our struggle for extending health services to Ukrainian refugees. 

During the past year, we continued providing direct support to the refugee communities through our different projects. We have 

designed a new unique project for the mapping of needs and supporting Ukrainian refugees, while also assisting all other refugees 

and asylum seekers through the providing of psychosocial services and guiding the most vulnerable individuals among them: minors, 

torture survivors, sick and disabled people, single-parent families, and others. During the past year, we have also expanded the 

activities of our youth club, which today serves 120 boys and girls. At the end of the year, our organization published a significant 

report, concerning the state of refugees’ and asylum seekers’ children throughout the country, which strove to illuminate many 

aspects of their lives. This report, which included alarming findings, will serve our organization in the days to come, as we will 

struggle to remove any obstacles to the normal development of these children or the fulfillment of their potential. 

With the break of war, one early ray of optimism continues to shine to this day: the magnificent volunteering of asylum seekers in 

the different centers for helping citizens which were quickly organized. Those volunteers are helping raising funds, 

packing food provisions, assisting farmers, and participating in demonstrations for the safe return of the hostages. 

These activities stress the unequivocal community of fate between refugees and asylum seekers’ communities 

and the larger Israeli society. We must act together to ensure that this shared destiny will not turn out to be 

only one-sided.  

I would like to conclude by hopefully wishing that we will all see better days in the year 2024. Let us hope 

for a positive change, for equality of rights and for life with dignity – for ourselves and for all the refugees 

and asylum seekers’ communities in Israel. 

Tali Ehrenthal, Executive Director

March 2024
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The Battle for 
Democracy 
The 37th government of Israel was sworn into office at the end of December 2022. Its plans appeared in the coalition agreements 

and in media reports, raised deep concerns among anyone who cherishes democratic values in Israel, and caused great panic 

among refugees, asylum seekers and supporters of their right to live safely and with dignity. The aggressive decisions against 

refugees and asylum seekers were part of a larger assault on the institutions of democracy in Israel, particularly targeting the 

judiciary system. At the heart of this assault was the ambition to turn the executive branch (the government) into an omnipotent 

entity, to cancel de facto the “checks and balances” principle and the separation of powers, and to allow the violation of rights 

of minority groups in Israeli society. Israeli courts – and especially the Supreme Court – served many times in the past as the last 

protection against cruel and unconstitutional government initiatives. These brutal undertakings made by government officials were 

meant to embitter the lives of refugees and asylum seekers who were living in Israel, as it was impossible to deport them back to 

their countries. The past and present battles against these initiatives – such as incarceration (in Holot and Saharonim detention 

centers), the theft of wages (using the deposit law), and deportation (to Rwanda) – have all been public and multi-front struggles, 

yet the legal front was significant in each of them.

It is obvious that the weakening of the “gate keepers” – first among them, the legal 

system – greatly endangers the protection of the rights of the most vulnerable popu-

lations, among them refugees and asylum seekers living in Israel without a regulated 

status or any basic social rights, who have to cope with complex life circumstances, on 

the background of past traumas, immigration and social marginalization, would be the 

first to be harmed by such measures. 

During the past year we have made clear to the public that these offensive measures, 

directed towards refugees and asylum seekers in Israel, are a direct blow to democracy. 

According to coalition agreements and to politicians’ media statements, these measures 

include 3 main elements:

❱ �The legislation of a basic law concerning the issue of immigration – This law will 

include draconian measures against refugees and asylum seekers, among them the  decision to forbid people who entered the 

state without documents from acquiring a legal status in Israel; denying them the right to appeal to courts; and the nullification 

of former rulings that forbade the state from locking them up indefinitely. This draconian legislation is contrary in essence to the 

refugee convention, to which Israel is signatory.

❱ �The reinstatement of the deposit law, which was cancelled by the Supreme Court. The deposit law took off 20% of the monthly 

salaries of refugees and asylum seekers. 

❱ �Expulsion from the country – An agreement with the political party "Otzma Yehudit", concerns “the renewal of measures of 

expulsion of refugees and asylum seekers to foreign countries”. 

Here at ASSAF we have set ourselves a goal to act in order not to let these laws pass, using all the tools at our disposal: demon-

strations, publications in the media and appeals to courts. We have declared that the battle for the rights of refugees in Israel is 

part of the battle for human rights, and that the battle for human rights is part of a larger battle – that for a true, strong democracy, 

committed to the values of equality and life with dignity for all. We have called our supporters and partners to join us in this battle. 

We are prepared to fight a long battle, alongside all other human rights organizations, for Israel's identity as a Jewish, democratic 

and human rights-respecting country. 

In the summer of 2023, alongside 38 other human rights organizations led by the “Association for Civil Rights in Israel”, we joined 

an appeal to the Supreme Court. The appeal called out against the amendment to the basic law, which sought to deprive the 

courts of the authority to exercise judicial review of unreasonable decisions made by the executive authority – an appeal known as 

"High Court Reasonableness." The asylum seekers which have been attacked throughout the years by Israeli governments – and 

which were sometimes even deprived of their basic human rights – is one of the populations that the new amendment could have 

severely affected.

On the first day of the year 2024, the Supreme Court cancelled the amendment to the basic law, thus manifesting its determination 

to stand against any attempt at trampling over human rights in Israel and at preventing judicial review of governmental decisions. 

This is an important step in our struggle, but we must keep on our fight for a true democratic society – one which grants basic 

rights to all people and one whose judicial authority is not afraid to protect it from oppressive governmental decisions. 

Our organization is determined to keep fighting on all necessary fronts – because giving up is not an option. 
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The Youth
Assaf’s youth club provides a safe and supportive social and educational framework. It is a place where the youth are invited to 

share their complex stories, to freely inquire about their future and self-fulfillment, to express their frustration, and also to dream 

big. All this is achieved through a variety of workshops, activities, games and conversations held with significant adults. 

2023 was marked as a year dedicated to teenage asylum seekers and refugees, mostly focusing on the growth and expansion of 

activities in the youth club. The political atmosphere in Israel was not overlooked in the club, where we discussed the “judicial 

reform” and other laws promoted by the new government, all directed against minority groups (such as the refugee community) 

as well as against women, and the Israeli democratic system as a whole. Some girls from the club participated in a demonstration 

against the reform and described the activity as a “meaningful experience”, one which sparked a discussion among the youth 

concerning the feelings of belonging and foreignness. Most teenagers in the club 

identified with the words of one boy:

“I want to participate in the demonstrations, or at least watch them from afar, espe-
cially since I understand that the new legislation will affect me and that the politicians 
would want to deport me back to Africa, like in 2018, when it was the Supreme 
Court that protected us. But I am scared, because there are many cops in these 
demonstrations, and almost no other participants are black, and if something should 
happen, I would be an easy target and would easily be blamed…” 

These harsh words distinctly express the complex and difficult reality the teenagers we 

in the club and outside of it have to deal with.  

During the past year, the club continued to hold two evening meetings per week, which 

included activities focused on topics of interest to the teenagers. Among other things, 

we have organized workshops on issues such as healthy sexuality and financial education, 

and classes for dancing, music, circus activities and more. We have also elaborated and 

expanded our after-school educational support, where our dedicated volunteers help 

the teenagers with their homework, and prepare them for school and matriculation 

exams. Moreover, during the past year we have strengthened our individual support for 

teenagers in need, while maintaining a significant relationship with their parents, and 

working alongside a community mediator, for the bridging linguistic and cultural gaps. 

We have strengthened knowledge sharing and partnering with other organizations, 

particularly for the purpose of enhancing the lives of refugee children. We have also 

continued organizing special groups in the club: for example, one for teenage-girls, 

one leadership-oriented, one preparing for adult life [more information can be found 

in the “groups section” below]. 

Noa Nivron, a social worker and youth manager at ASSAF, describes some of her work 

this year in the club:

"D., a 14-year-old girl who frequented the club this year, is studying in a school for 
special education. D. arrived with her mother to a mediating meeting, where she 
unfolded her experiences at school before us. She told us that she was feeling labelled 
as ‘a problematic child’. She added that her mother was called to come to the school 
several times, even when her daughter was blamed for behavior that did not require 
punishment. Following this meeting, I have contacted the school’s counselor and 
mediated to her D.’s hardships and difficulties. As a result, D. tells me that nowadays 
she feels more comfortable going to school, when she knows that someone notices 
and watches over her. We have started giving her emotional support, in order to 
grant D. a safe space where she could speak freely and express her needs and the 
challenges she experiences. We are also maintaining regular contact with her mother, 
for the benefit of both mother and child.”  

The war that broke out in October influenced the teenagers and the regular activity in 

the youth club. During the first month of the war, we have transferred all our activities to 

an urban shelter located nearby. The horrible images from the war, the difficult feeling 

of being imprisoned at home all the time, and the new harsh reality of the last few months, brought back bad memories among 

the youth, mainly relating to the terrible immigration episodes their families endured. Moreover, the new reality brought back 

long repressed questions relating to their future in Israel, which was until recently perceived as a safer place to live in than the 

countries their families fled from. During the second month of the war, along with the return to school, the youth club resumed its 

regular activity, which was characterized by a significant rise in participation in the club’s evening events. We resumed our regular 

socio-educational conversations, dealing with topics that occupy the teenagers: for example, the use of street drugs (and drugs 

in general); the display of inappropriate attitude towards authority figures; and the difficulty to perceive the danger inherent to 

certain behaviors and situations.

At the end of the year, our organization published a report on the state of children of refugees and asylum seekers in Israel 

(Written by Hadar Avial). The report was based upon questionnaires distributed among parents in the community, upon Freedom 

of Information requests, and upon interviews conducted with the parents and with different crew members. The report provided 

alarming findings, regarding challenges and obstacles confronted by the children of asylum seekers and refugees. The report also 

deepened our understanding of the reality of these children and of their unique stories. It also encouraged us to keep on promoting 

their cause publicly, as well as to struggle for the fulfillment of their true potentials and the opening of more opportunities for them.

ASSAF’s therapeutic support groups and group spaces are designed to strengthen the sense of solidarity, to increase opportunities 

for sharing knowledge and resources, and to create a feeling of belonging among the group’s members, always letting them know 

that “they are not alone”. Moreover, the purpose of these groups is to develop resilience, to provide their members with tools to 

cope with challenges in their lives, and to increase the awareness of their rights and of the support options available to them. But 

above all, these groups are a safe place, where refugees can meet people like themselves, where they can form friendships and 

develop an independent, much needed community backbone. We at ASSAF believe that such meetings can provide refugees 

with strength and important coping tools.

During the year 2023, ASSAF organized 11 different therapeutic groups and group spaces, moderated by a social worker, a 

volunteering therapist and a community mediator. 

1. A Group on Female Identity – Being a Female Asylum Seeker in Israel The group was attended by 12 women. It was 

moderated by social workers Avigail Pinto and Miriam Meyer, and translator Aster Nuguse, who assisted with linguistic and 

cultural mediation. The women in the group, who were all moving and inspiring, allowed themselves to talk about their thoughts 

and feelings and to learn from one another. On one meeting, while discussing the difference between 

Eritrean and Sudanese women in Israel, one of the women drew a figure of “Mother 

Africa”, who takes care of all women, and who is clad in colorful traditional vestments 

and wears beautiful jewelry. “Mother Africa” dwells in an environment of nature and 

growth, walks around with women of the family and with female friends, taking care of 

many children. Then, on another picture, “Mother Africa” was drawn after her arrival to 

Israel. She is displayed in this drawing as wearing plain and more practical clothes. She 

is independent and there is a sign next to her, saying “MEN≠BOSS”. She is standing 

by a path that splits into several roads. The single path symbolizes the life course of 

the woman in Eritrea, where she had very limited space to fulfill herself – only through 

marriage and through family life. The splitting of the path into many roads symbolizes 

the life course of the woman since arriving in Israel, where she is confronted with many 

new possibilities, such as going out to work and even getting a divorce. This new life with 

its many open opportunities can also be quite confusing. 

The topics that came up during the meetings were related mainly to female identity, but also to daily 

challenges and to enduring the complex life in Israel. Many times, the women shared that their greatest hardship was loneliness, 

being deprived of a community and a feeling of belonging. They added that, in many ways, this therapeutic group allowed them 

to form a small, temporary community, the like of which the sought. It was clear that the women who participated in the group 

were very happy to be together, and enthusiastic and curious about the different topics that came up during the meetings.

2. A Yoga Therapeutic Group, Sensitive to Trauma This group was moderated by Avigail Pinto, a social worker at ASSAF, who is 

also a yoga teacher, with the help of Liat Heart, an experienced yoga teacher, and Aster Nuguse, a linguistic and cultural mediator 

at ASSAF. 8 women attended. It was moving and joyful to find out how yoga 

could help the women to connect with the body, and provide the tools to feel 

better grounded and confident. The women were happy to “re-discover” their 

bodies and displayed willingness and curiosity for this new kind of learning. With 

time, we have noticed how the women who arrived were more confident less 

embarrassed, and even dressed more appropriately for the occasion. They talked 

freely about their connection with their bodies, about the pains and about the 

pleasures, and about their attitude toward the body’s structure and emotions. 

There is something pleasant and special about this group, which clearly provided 

a very light-hearted and safe space for the women. On the last meeting, they 

shared how yoga entered their lives. One of the women told us that a few times 

during the day, when she is experiencing troubling thoughts or emotions, she 

tends to lay one of her hands across her heart and the other across her stomach, 

and then focus on her breathing.

3. Knowledge from Experience This group provides training to refugees, most of whom are torture survivors and victims of human 

trafficking, who started the process of rehabilitation before joining the group. The group is moderated by ASSAF members, in 

partnership with the organization “Yozma Derech Halev” (“An initiative through the heart”). The planned goals are: 

❱ �Training refugees who have undergone a rehabilitation process to provide mental support in their community.

❱ �Teaching the participants what is a rehabilitation process, so as to let them know what it means to “manage one’s illness” and 

to achieve recovery. 

❱ �Reviewing with the participants all the rehabilitation services available to them in Israel. 

❱ �Stressing the importance of reducing stigma within the asylum seekers’ community – mainly stigma concerning mental injuries 

and the recovery from them.

The group started meeting in the year 2022. In the beginning of 2023, the group 

completed the first stage: meetings face-to-face, and moved to the practical stage 

(practicum). The participants started their practicum guided by Michal Shechter, a social 

worker at ASSAF. Three of the group’s participants accompanied mentally challenged 

individuals, who were residing in the “Community Hostel” in Petah Tikva, a place for 

the Eritrean community in the city. Four others participants wrote a script and later 

filmed an educational video, focusing on the appropriate ways of addressing mentally 

challenged persons. At the end of the course, a party was arranged for the participants 

and for their families; representatives of different organizations who took part in the 

course also attended. It was exciting and joyful to watch the participants at the party, 

who were proud of what they achieved and enthusiastic to keep on volunteering for 

the community.

4. Art Space During the year 2023, the studio for art therapy continued its activity under 

the guidance of Dr. Debra Kalmanowitz, a visual artist and an art therapist. Eight people 

took part. The work in the studio focused on creating a space for expression through 

artistic tools. The artistic activity was meant to assist the participants for whom verbal treatment was not suitable, and/or who 

needed an extra space for expressing themselves. During the course, the participants were free to choose which material to use 

and what to create with it. This year, two participants led an exhibition, that was opened to visitors in May 2023, during the “Tikkon 

Lil Shavuot” event at ASSAF. The pictures were put up for sale at the event and the participants of the group were recognized 

and greatly honored for their artistic achievements. Their impressive art works expressed, among other things, the sorrow and the 

challenges which they face and endure every day. At the end of the event, the creators chose a few pictures to keep for themselves 

and donated the rest to ASSAF. According to them, the donated pictures were meant to “help other people see, that even when 

times are hard, it is still possible to create art and move on to a better place". 

5. Training Course for Community Mediators From February 2023 to January 2024, a group of twelve men and ten women 

have been been participating in a monthly professional course, for the training of community mediators. The course, overseen 

by the social worker Miriam Meyer and by Zameret Hershko, included varied contents and also lectures by different professionals 

and by ASSAF personnel. The subjects taught ranged from the importance of professional training to a lecture concerning the 

physical and judicial state of asylum seekers in Israel. Furthermore, the participants met with welfare representatives of different 

municipalities, who explained to them the essence of welfare work and its relevance to asylum seekers and refugees. The course 

also hosted representatives from partner refugee organizations and from the UN. Later in the course, Dr. Michal Schuster lectured 

on the professional significance of mediation and translation between different cultures. She also provided the class with tools for 

translation, displaying to the participants the difficulties facing the translator and mediator. Other course meetings included varied 

subjects, such as: enduring trauma, female prostitution, developing resilience, and public work at ASSAF. The meetings, which 

were diversified in nature and included a lot of educational material, raised great interest and curiosity among the participants.

6. Girls’ Group – “Come as You Are” As part of ASSAF’s youth club, a special group for girls was organized by social worker 

Nitsan Feldstein. This group served as an open space to deal with different issues relevant to the participants – such as their 

condition of teenage girls of daughters in families of asylum seekers. One particularly moving and honest meeting dealt with the 

issues of body-image and self-image. During that meeting, the girls allowed themselves to expose and share their feelings and 

conceptions of themselves. Statements such as “I have a damaged personality” or “I hate my body” were heard throughout the 

meeting, while it was also made clear to the girls that the social networks propose an unattainable model of the female body. 

One of the participants summarized her feelings by saying that “you watch TikTok and you see all the girls with a large breast or 
with a perfect hair, and it affects you”. Orit Binderman, the volunteer who conducted the meeting, concluded that “we allowed 
the girls to have a place where they could share their pain and express their wish for change. We also emphasized to them the 
importance of self-love and of sharing one’s feelings with her female friends. Only through sharing can each girl understand 
that she is not alone and that her friends have similar feelings”.

7. Leadership Group at the Youth Club Throughout the school year, once two weeks, eight boys and girls gathered into a special 

group, designed to develop their leadership skills. The group, part of the teenagers’ involvement in “personal commitment” projects 

at their school, was organized by Shira Marom, our youth club coordinator at ASSAF, along with volunteer Yarden Kawi. The meetings 

produced fruitful and interesting conversations, concerning the importance of social responsibility. One of the highlight activities 

was an evening event which took place at the club and was planned, organized and led by the group’s participants. Moreover, the 

group’s meetings included conversations on current topics, such as the state of democracy and the political atmosphere in Israel. 

These meetings also allowed the expression of an emotional discourse, focusing on the issue of identity consolidation and on 

different conflicts relevant to the participants’ age.

8. Preparation Group for Adult Life Most of the children of asylum seekers in Israel are of primary or pre-primary school age, 

while only a small minority, about 100 of them, are of secondary school age. In the coming years, the number of teenage boys 

and girls whose parents are asylum seekers will increase. When they will reach the age 18, they would suffer a painful disillusion-

ment – the only identifying form they would be able to issue would be a “temporary authorization for a visit stay”, which will not 

enable them to get a driver's license, to apply for military or national service, or to study any profession that requires licensing. 

Prof. Shlomo Mor-Yoseph, who served as head of The Population and 

Immigration Authority during the years 2017 to 2021, has lately warned 

that “children of asylum seekers are being marginalized… thus, instead 
of them growing up into a society where they could be productive and 
resourceful – they will eventually enter a society where by definition they 
will be living on the margins”. The group’s workshops were created and 

guided by the social worker Nitsan Feldstein, together with Assia Aldema 

from “Lamerhav” organization. These workshops were designed, at first, 

to assist the teenagers in understanding the barriers that confront them. 

Later on, the teenagers were taught about the opportunities and the 

accessible tools, that would allow them to overcome these barriers and 

to even break the glass ceiling which overshadows their lives. Another 

objective was to raise the participants’ motivation, allowing them to 

dream and to aspire to great achievements, overcoming their well-known 

difficulties here in Israel.

9. Resilience Group – Caregivers This year, for the first time, Assaf has opened a group for families and community members 

who are take care of refugees with illnesses or disabilities. The group was guided by Yudit Ilani, a social worker at ASSAF, and 

numbered six participants (out of which four completed the whole course). Over time, we learned that the main reason for the 

participants' inability to commit to the group was not the lack of a need for such a group, but their inability to leave the people 

they cared for alone. Even though the group numbered only a few participants, it was still important and meaningful for those who 

attended. One of the participants in the group was a mother to a seventeen year old boy, who suffers from a congenital medical 

problem. The boy’s condition makes it difficult for him to leave the house and undermines his independence. The mother told us 

that the opportunity given to participate in the group, to hear similar stories to her own and to unburden her sorrow, was a “life 

changing experience” for her.

  

10. Resilience Group – Torture Survivors About 4,000 of the asylum seekers who are living today in Israel are survivors of torture 

camps in Sinai. They are carrying deep physical and emotional scars from their days of captivity and brutal torture. This year we 

have opened a support group for male torture survivors. The group was designed to empower the participants and strengthen 

their coping skills. As part of confronting their past traumas, the participants were given tools for self-assistance, for acquiring 

knowledge and for emotional empowerment. Social worker Shay Laadan moderated 

the group’s fifteen meetings. The plan for the group was designed in partnership with 

Prof. Danny Hamiel, a clinical and medical psychologist, who is also the director of the 

school intervention unit of the Cohen-Harris Resilience Center. Although most of the 

discussions in the group revolved around the trauma from Sinai, the treatment offered 

to the participants was also relevant for other stressful situations, such as the reality 

of war in Israel and its implications on their lives. One of the participants defined the 

meetings of the group as a “weekly vitamin”. All the other participants agreed with him. 

11. An Open Space for the Community The Israel-Hamas war had dramatic impli-

cations on the lives of the refugee communities, particularly on the most vulnerable 

ones. Therefore, ASSAF has substantially increased its support to those communities. 

Among other things, in December 2023 we have decided to open for the first time 

an open space for the community, which is directed by Talia Hartman, the Co-director 

of Advocacy and Support Center - Follow Up at ASSAF, as well as Aster Nuguse, a 

translator and community mediator at ASSAF. The need for opening a special space 

arose among the members of the community who frequented our offices at the time. 

It is a safe and pleasant space, which allows the participants to get together, to meet 

other people from their community, to talk among themselves, to drink coffee and eat 

cookies, and just be themselves. The necessity of such a space is very clear – and not only 

in times of crisis and war.
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Therapeutic Groups 
and Group Spaces

In February 2023 we marked a year to the ongoing war in Ukraine. According to reports of The Population and Immigration 

Authority (from the end of June 2023), about 14,528 Ukrainian citizens not eligible to Israeli citizenship by the Law of Return are 

living today in Israel. They have entered the country after the war began in their homeland (24.2.2022). The majority of them are 

women (10,700) and children under the age of 18 (3,000). Furthermore, about 20,000 Ukrainian citizens, who were living in Israel 

prior to the war, are unable to return to their country of origin and are still living here. Both of these groups have been granted 

a temporary group protection by the state of Israel, as long as the war continues to ravage their country. Although Israel took in 

only a small number of refugees, compared to the millions who entered other European countries, it does not provide them with 

sufficient social support. As time goes by, there is a clear deterioration of their situation, particularly when considering their risk of 

poverty, food insecurity, worsening of health, abusive and exploitative employment, and human trafficking – issues that are well 

known to us from our experience of working with the refugee communities from Africa. 

ASSAF has recruited Uliana Driuchkova to serve as Coordinator of Support Program for Refugees from Ukraine. The program 

is designed to map the refugees’ needs and to provide a direct assistance to the most vulnerable among them – for example, 

providing direct assistance by supplying them with essential information, by helping them exercise their rights, and by granting 

them psychosocial support and humanitarian aid. At the same time, ASSAF has also worked during the year 2023 to raise awareness 

among decision-makers and the public to the ongoing violation of the refugees’ rights and to the effects of the current government’s 

policy on the deterioration of their situation. During 2023, the first year of the program, ASSAF supported 181 families of refugees 

from Ukraine. The organization has also worked to make all information concerning their rights more accessible, using of a series 

of targeted videos. 

The Coordinator of the Support Program at ASSAF described the treatment received by one of the refugees as follows: “O, a 
57-year-old female refugee who arrived from Ukraine in 2022, due to the war in her country, reached out to ASSAF in great 
distress. O. told me that since she arrived in Israel, she has been working as a cleaner, a job she found through an advertisement 
on Facebook. She soon discovered that she was not officially employed, that she did not even know the name of the company 
that hires her, and that all communications with her employer went through WhatsApp. During one of her shifts, O. had an 
accident and broke one leg. She immediately informed her employer about the accident, but was left uncertain whether she 
was going to receive any assistance during the time when she would be unable to work. While in hospital, O. was required to 
pay a large amount of money before being treated. Since being released, she has been living in a small apartment, on the first 
floor, without an elevator, which makes it completely impossible for her to be mobile or to leave her apartment. Our organization 
assisted her by conducting house visits and supplying her with humanitarian aid of food and money. Moreover, our organization 
assisted O. in exercising her medical and labor rights”.

During the year 2023, ASSAF has worked, alongside partner organizations, to prevent the government from taking aggressive 

measures against the Ukrainian refugees. In April 2023, following the pressures exerted on the government by various parties – such 

as the government of Ukraine and civil society organizations (ASSAF among them) – the Minister of the Interior announced the 

extension of Ukrainian citizens’ visas to 3 months, and the cancellation of the ban on employing those who arrived in Israel after 

October 2022. 

In August 2023, following the sudden decision of the Minister of Finance to stop the funding of the (already limited) health services 

provided to citizens of Ukraine who arrived in Israel after 24/2/22, we have launched a battle for the renewal of the funding. Our 

organization, alongside partner organizations, protested loudly in the media – for example, conducting media interviews, publicly 

sharing the stories of refugees, advertising through social networks, recruiting parliamentarians to our cause, and directly appealing 

to the Prime Minister and to the Minister of Finance. When the moment arrived and there was no other choice, we joined a petition 

to the Supreme Court on this matter, which eventually led to the cancellation of the governmental decision and to the renewal of 

the funding until the end of 2023. As we are accustomed to the government’s courses of 

action, we began raising the alarm already in December 2023, addressing the need to 

fund health services for the Ukrainian refugees also in 2024 – a struggle that eventually 

succeeded, but only after another legal petition was filed.

Close to two years after Russia invaded Ukraine a war broke out in Israel. Ukrainian 

refugees living in Israel found themselves again amid the fighting. Enduring another war in 

their place of refuge intensified their already vulnerable condition. Marginalized from the 

beginning, such groups are also more vulnerable in times of emergency and crisis. Since 

they are not included in any state aid program, they are in grave danger of becoming 

victims of poverty, acute food insecurity, homelessness, and even survival prostitution 

and human trafficking. This reality ads up into numbers: since the October 7th attack, 

there has been an increase of about 70% in the number of requests for humanitarian aid 

from Ukrainian refugees who reached out to ASSAF.

ASSAF, alongside partner organizations, continues the struggle against the government 

authorities and for the renewal of services provided to Ukrainian refugees, so they are 

allowed to live safely and with dignity. 

Ukrainian Refugees in Israel: “Between One War and Another” – Status report
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Information concerning services  
provided by ASSAF

On September 2nd 2023, on Saturday morning, we awoke to violent riots that broke out among members 

of the community of Eritrean asylum seekers in Tel-Aviv. The background of the riots was an event that 

the Eritrean embassy wished to hold in the south of Tel-Aviv. The stated purpose of the event was to mark 

the independence of Eritrea; But in practice, as is well known for years, these events held by the embassy 

among the Eritrean diaspora in the world are actually a demonstration of support for the dictatorial rule 

of Isaias Afwerki, which is intended to terrorize the many refugees who fled the dictatorial state and are 

seeking asylum in other countries. These events strike fear and resistance among many members of the asylum seekers’ community, 

who were oppressed, tortured and persecuted by this government in Eritrea. According to members of the community and to 

international reports, the Eritrean government continues to persecute Eritrean refugees even outside of their homeland, using for 

this task the services of its own agents, sent to many places around the world – including Tel-Aviv. 

This year, the concern of the Eritrean community in Israel surrounding the event was particularly great, following news of violent 

outbreaks in such events, in other cities around the world, between supporters of the regime and its opponents. Trying to prevent 

this explosive event from taking place, the heads of the churches and representatives of the refugee community repeatedly 

turned to the police, also in writing, alerting its officials about the violence that may break out, should the event take place. 

However, the police did not heed the warnings and allowed the embassy to hold the event. Unfortunately, the community’s 

fears came true and the demonstrations against the event turned violent. The police, which was unmoved by the warnings, did 

not even properly organize its forces to disperse the demonstrations. After the riots broke out, we started getting reports and 

testimonies about the police using live ammunition against the protesters. 

Any violence whatsoever is worthy of condemnation, while it is also clear that those who break the law must be punished. 

Nevertheless, the police’s behavior and its failure to manage the situation raise serious concern. For example, the use of live 

ammunition in the middle of residential neighborhoods in Tel Aviv caused injuries to 150 people. This type of misconduct 

continued during the hearings of the arrested people, when the police brought in front of the judge nameless detainees, 

identified only by numbers. The police failed to produce evidence against them, while many were simply “pulled out” of their 

hospital beds and brought into custody. This behavior on the part of the police raises great doubts concerning its will and ability 

to prosecute those who did act violently. 

On the other hand, it seems that officials in the government were just 

waiting for a violent event like this to happen, so they could use it to 

ignite their wild campaign of incitement against the Eritrean refugees 

and asylum seekers’ community in Israel. It thus happened that the 

cabinet, that was convened only a day after the riots broke out, started 

again discussing the use of anti-democratic practices, such as deporta-

tions and administrative detentions. These suggested practices might 

pave the way for another fatal violation of human rights, and prepare 

public opinion for additional legislative initiatives, which will worsen 

the refugees’ situation in Israel and lead to their systematic persecution 

and harassment.

Following the violent events in September, we at ASSAF made sure to 

express ourselves through the media and the social networks, trying 

to mediate and clarify the circumstances that led to the events and 

the serious failings in the conduct of the police. At the same time, we 

have studied the needs of the community, so as to provide them with 

proper support, which led us to set up an emergency meeting with partner 

organizations via Zoom. Furthermore, we have made all efforts, with the means at our disposal, to confirm that the conduct of 

the police before, during and after the event would be inspected as required.

Ever since the occurrence of those violent events – which continued on a smaller scale even after that Saturday, on September 

2nd – there is a great fear concerning the future. The members of the community fear that the violence in the streets may break 

out again, as well as the draconian measures planned by the government against all refugees.

In a more civilized world, the conclusions made by policy makers after such a violent event would be to try and understand how 

it happened that in the heart of a residential neighborhood, dozens of policemen found themselves shooting people with live 

ammunition; that the Israeli police were surprised by the incident – despite all the prior warnings from the Eritrean community; 

and how the police work today in order to increase the personal safety of asylum seekers and of all other residents of the 

southern neighborhoods, while reducing the threats of violence.
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A Demonstration of women in front of the Tel-Aviv Police 
District Headquarters, calling for the increase of personal 
safety, after the September 2nd events ( Yudit Ilani)

The October 7th 
Massacre and the War 
that Ensued

 ASSAF staff and volunteers prepare for distributing food

66
The horrific crimes committed by Hamas on Saturday, October 7th 2023, against innocent civilians, among them children, women 

and elderly, are incomprehensible and the pain and the grief are immense. Hamas’s brutal assault and the Israel–Hamas war that 

ensued did not differentiate between populations, claiming its victims also among the refugees and asylum seekers’ communities. 

Three asylum seekers were murdered in Sderot, during the October 7th attack. Furthermore, many asylum seekers were evacuated 

from their homes when the war broke out, much like other citizens from the city of Ashkelon and the so-called Gaza Envelope area.

“For my wife, it brought back memories of the past, she can't function, she doesn't sleep at night. My daughters as well are 
afraid and they don't leave the house." Thus tells us Mabertum Gidai Barha, an Eritrean asylum seeker, who evacuated his home in 

Ashkelon with his wife and daughters, after a missile directly hit the apartment. They were forced to move to a friend's apartment in 

the center of Israel, because they were not eligible for evacuation assistance outside their city of residence. The family was sleeping 

on mattresses on the floor until ASSAF and other partner organizations found them another apartment in the area to stay in.

The civil society organizations were the first to mobilize and help refugees and asylum seekers, who were affected by the war. 

Together with volunteers from the Israeli society, we were able to assist many.

The main activities of our Psychosocial Department as told by its director, Zameret Hershko:

In order to cope with the crisis, ASSAF immediately increased its support routine, setting up a telephone hotline in order to 

provide adequate responses. And indeed, during the first three months of the war, we have witnessed a drastic rise of 119% in the 

number of requests to ASSAF, compared to the corresponding period in 2022. Moreover, we have witnessed a rise of 71% in the 

number of requests made by Ukrainian refugees. In addition to setting up a telephone hotline, we have extended the scope of 

our humanitarian support, so as to reduce the fatal harm done to the community. We have handed out dry food, infant formulas, 

diapers, financial support and other commodities and services, ultimately increasing the scope of our humanitarian support by 

158%. Furthermore, we have granted support to asylum seekers from the conflict areas, providing them with a place to sleep, with 

clothes, furniture, blankets and mattresses. 

As soon as the war broke out, we realized that we had to reach, first and foremost, all known asylum seekers living in the south 

of the country, who may have been in immediate distress. We conducted a quick mapping of the applicants and patients known 

to ASSAF, living in the Gaza Envelope area or in the cities of Sderot and Ashkelon. After that, the entire staff of our organization 

committed themselves to contact each one, first trying to understand their situation and their immediate needs, and then suggesting 

that they contact the emergency telephone hotline, that we had set up for that purpose. Moreover, we immediately worked to 

map any missing person from the refugee communities, later forwarding all the information collected to the relevant authorities. 

Our teams also mapped the humanitarian issues related to the crisis 

– For example, risks of food insecurity, housing and other financial 

needs – and designed intervention plans, customized to reduce the 

plight of the refugees. We held designated Zoom meetings for each 

community – the Sudanese, Ukrainian and Eritrean – in order to better 

support them. In order to make all information and urgent updates 

more accessible, we developed our own independent contents, 

translated press messages into different languages and distributed 

all official announcements to the refugees. Finally, based on ASSAF’s 

expertise in providing psychosocial support to refugees and asylum 

seekers, the organization produced and distributed on its website and 

on social networks specific contents designed to reduce stress levels 

among community members. For example, this video concerning 

mental resilience.

One of the more moving projects, “spawned” in ASSAF during the war, was the launching of a unique “open space” for the 

community, in December 2023. (More on this “open space” can be found above, under the “Therapeutic Groups and Group 

Spaces” section, in group no. 11). 

Main activities of our Public Advocacy Department, as told by its director, advocate Orly Levinson-Sela:

Immediately following the October 7th massacre, we at the Public Advocacy Department joined our colleagues at the Psychosocial 

Department in providing immediate support to the community. We understood that the most critical thing to do, at this initial 

stage of the war, was to provide refugees with direct assistance. We soon discovered that the government's aid programs for 

evacuees from the conflict areas did not include the refugees and asylum seekers – and it was then that we decided to tackle the 

situation in the public arena.

Alongside partner organizations, we appealed to the Ministers of Welfare and Finance, alerting them on the growing economic 

distress among the refugees and asylum seekers, and we demanded to include them in every aid program designed for employees 

in Israel. Alongside HIAS and the refugees’ organizations forum, we submitted our comments to a memorandum of law, regarding 

the agreement made between the Treasury and the National Insurance Institute, as to providing financial assistance to those 

who evacuated by themselves from the conflict areas – but which specifically did not include those without a legal status. Led by 

Gilad Palombo, our New-Media Coordinator, we uploaded online videos in Ukrainian, Arabic and Tigrinya, concerning lowering 

of stress levels and strengthening of mental resilience. We also met via Zoom with representatives from kibbutz Hanaton, which 

took in evacuee asylum seekers from Sderot, so as to introduce them to the community and its status in Israel. Moreover, once the 

government began its policy of bringing foreign workers from abroad 

– instead of the Palestinian workers, whose entry was denied, or of the 

foreign workers, who fled back to their countries – we appealed to the 

Ministers of Labor, of the Economy and of Finance and demanded 

that asylum seekers, who were already living here among us for many 

years, be trained first and employed in jobs where workers are currently 

in need, instead of importing foreign workers.

As the war progressed, ASSAF continued its battle to include evacuee 

asylum seekers from conflict areas in economic aid programs provided 

to Israeli citizens. An important achievement from this struggle was 

the making of the "Yahad" system accessible to all. The “Yahad” 

system is an online government system, designed to track all the 

evacuated – by the state or by themselves – and to map their needs. 

Up until lately, those without an Israeli identity card could not register 

into this government database. It was only after ASSAF contacted the 

National Digital Agency, that a special form was prepared for them and that the matter was resolved.

Seven weeks after the outbreak of the war, our staff published an “overall picture”, depicting the situation of the asylum seekers’ 

community in Israel. In addition, members of our organization – Gilad Palombo, Filmon Esaitu and Uliana Driuchkova – continued 

uploading important videos on varied subjects: For example, a video on financial assistance during wartime; a video on residency 

and legal status in Israel; and a video on mental health during wartime. 

We wrote this report as more than four months had passed since the outbreak of the war – but its end is not in sight. Although 

the community of asylum seekers has been living in Israel legally for almost two decades, it is not included in any government aid 

program and will not receive even the meager compensations which are allotted to citizens who were affected by the war. The 

state abandoned and forsaken its inhabitants on October 7th – but, unfortunately, it seems that in Israel there is also “a hierarchy 

of abandonment”. 

Shared lives, shared destiny
On October 7th, Mologota Zegai, an asylum seeker from Eritrea, risked his life to save lieutenant colonel Y., who was shot by 

Hamas. After that cursed Saturday, other asylum seekers joined the efforts of the civil society to help the victims, collecting food 

donations, helping to pick fruit and vegetables voluntarily, and much more. Zegai and the other asylum seekers volunteered out 

of a true feeling of a shared destiny with the rest of the Israeli community, among whom they have been living for nearly two 

decades. Therefore, it is our mission to ensure that this partnership will not remain one-sided and that all treatment and support 

be accessible to all the communities – including those of asylum seekers and refugees.
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ASSAF wishes to express its appreciation to all its partners – organizations, foundations and different private donors – for 
all their donations and support. 

Support ASSAF:
ASSAF is a nonprofit organization, supported by generous donations from other 
organizations, foundations and private donors. We invite you to take part in our 
effort, donate ASSAF and support the refugees and asylum seekers community 
in Israel.
Details about the different ways to donate ASSAF are to be found at our website. 
Donate to ASSAF
A donation to ASSAF is recognized as an expenditure for tax purposes, according to section 46A.
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An invitation to participate in ASSAF's 
Open Space

 A Group on Female Identity

Avigail Pinto

A Demonstration of women 
in front of the Tel-Aviv Police 
District Headquarters, calling 
for the increase of personal 
safety, after the September 
2nd events ( Yudit Ilani)

Asylum seekers volunteering (Mirit Halevi 'Shatil Stock')

Uliana Driuchkova in a Zoom meeting for the Ukrainian refugees’ 
community
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Here in ASSAF we finally have a 
place of our own, where we can 
feel safe, where we all belong and 
feel equal” 
(A. 13.5 years old, participates in ASSAF’s youth club)
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