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COMMUNITY PARALEGALS: ENHANCING MIGRANT HEALTH RESPONSE THROUGH HUMAN RIGHTS AWARENESS 

 

“I left my home in a hurry, and I forgot to carry my month’s supply of medicine. I stayed in the waters for 10 days without medication, leaving me susceptible to 

opportunistic infections. My colleagues dropped me off at Remba Island as I was too ill to continue with the journey. I was taken to a nearby clinic, but it was difficult 

getting treatment as I did not have the required medical records with me and I am from another country. When the situation became difficult, I was introduced to 

paralegals working within the community. The paralegals helped me to go through the medical aid process; they were very helpful in ensuring I did not have to pay 

more for accessing health services.” – Jacob, Fisherman 

Migrants often face barriers to social services such as health and legal services. This is attributed 

to a number of factors such as migration status – which can result in fear of arrest or deportation, 

cultural and language barriers, affordability and negative attitudes and perceptions from the host 

community. This often impacts negatively on the integration process, leading to stigma, 

discrimination and, in extreme cases, unlawful arrest, detention and deportation of the migrants. 

At the same time, migrants often face unique health and legal vulnerabilities related to the 

following, among others: arbitrary and unlawful arrest and detention; lack of knowledge on 

obtaining work permits, the asylum process, establishing businesses and other concerns, which 

results in conflicts with the law; and unjust dismissals, mistreatment, discrimination and 

withholding of wages from exploitative employers. Moreover, legal barriers are among the social 

determinants of health, which must be addressed to ensure availability of and access to acceptable, 

quality health services and optimum health outcomes for migrants, to allow them to effectively 

contribute to socioeconomic development of host and origin countries and communities. 

In an effort to offer a more comprehensive and harmonized approach to solving these challenges, the International Organization for Migration (IOM) has partnered 

with organizations that support community paralegal initiatives in Kenya, South Africa and Zambia to train migrants and other community members as community 

paralegals. Some of these organizations include; the Legal Resource Foundation in Kenya, Lawyers for Human Rights in South Africa, and the Paralegal Alliance Network 

in Zambia. IOM is also partnering with migrant workers, refugees, other migrants and other relevant stakeholders in migrant-populated communities. 

Community paralegals are change agents. Chosen by their communities, they are trained to provide legal aid services and referrals, generally to impoverished and 

marginalized populations. Paralegals can be community health workers, teachers, peer educators, staff of community-based organizations, local community leaders and 

so forth. In many contexts, community paralegals go beyond legal aid and advocate with communities for public services – including health – and other community 

concerns. 

The community paralegal initiative targets individuals and organizations that are cognizant of the needs of migrants and the host community in migrant-populated 

communities. As a result of training and, in some cases, personal experience, such an initiative can provide appropriate, inclusive and sensitive legal aid and information, 

and help facilitate access to basic needs such as health care through referral to service providers and advocacy. 
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Christian (left) participating in a group discussion during the Regional Workshop on Enhancing Paralegalism to Respond to Migration and Health Concerns in Migration-Affected 

Communities in Kenya, South Africa and Zambia, held in Nairobi.  

Christian Tshimankinda Musenga is a Congolese refugee currently residing in Kenya who works as a paralegal with Arrow Africa under its health and paralegal 

programme.  

1. How long have you been a migrant in Kenya?   

I have been in Kenya for 4 years.   

2. Briefly elaborate on your role as a paralegal.  

My duty is to intervene with awareness programming, such as training, forums and workshops, to build capacity and empower communities, and intervening at the 

police, prisons, etc. to advise migrants on their cases and make referrals. 

       My role as a paralegal involves:   

 Providing migrants with relevant information regarding their migration status and, where necessary, assisting them to go through the proper channels in 

acquiring legal documentation.   

 Advocating for the release of arrested refugees, asylum seekers and other migrants at police stations, prisons and any other detention places. I also 

accompany refugees and other migrants to organizations/institutions to seek assistance on various social issues; for example, I accompany them to police 

stations to report crimes committed against them. 

 Advising migrants on appropriate cause of action to take on their individual or group cases. 

 Conducting awareness activities for government on various legal issues. 

  Empowering the refugee community on their rights and obligations, including how to react when arrested/stopped by police officers.  

 Making referrals and facilitating stakeholders in penetrating migrant communities.  

3. What inspired you to become a paralegal? 

I am passionate about law; this led me to study it so that I could help the poor and vulnerable people in getting access to proper legal representation. Unfortunately, I 

had to flee my country due to the civil war. When I arrived here in Kenya, I found it difficult to get information and, needless to say, other refugees were facing the same 

problem. This is why I decided to get involved as a paralegal and utilize my knowledge and expertise. 

4. What are the key challenges you face as a paralegal? 

Some of the challenges are as follows: 

 Lack of documentations and recognition as a paralegal.  

 Insufficient knowledge on migration, including refugee issues, on the side of police and immigration officers.  

 Lack of financial support when working individually.  

 Language barriers for migrants.  

 Heavy bureaucracy/protocols on accessing opportunities and documentations. 

 Limited economic opportunities for refugees, as employment opportunities are reserved for Kenyans, expatriates and wealthy foreign nationals 

investing in the country. 



 

5. As a paralegal, how do you work with local government in creating awareness regarding migration health issues? What activities have you put in place to 

create awareness among the different migrant communities in regard to the right to health? 

 Holding town hall meetings to educate migrants on public health issues.   

 Assisting migrants especially registered refugees in applying for the National Hospital Insurance (NHIF) card.   

 Having small offices at the nearest public hospital to attend to migrant clients and guide them on various aspects of health-care access.  

 Canalization of complaints to allow the work to be improved.  

6. What are the key challenges faced by migrants in Kenya with regard to the right to health? 

 Lack of relevant documents for foreigners to access health care in Kenya. 

 Police harassment. 

 The encampment directive for refugees, which constitutes a challenge since it restricts freedom of movement. 

 Language barriers.  

 Lack of community empowerment programmes.  

 Difficulty in health-care access for asylum seekers. 

 Double charging of migrants when accessing public health facilities. 

 

Recent Paralegal Activities  

 

IOM in collaboration with the Legal Resources Foundation Trust (LRF), Lawyers for Human Rights and the Paralegal Alliance Network held a regional consultation 

workshop in Nairobi from 23-24 August 2016. The workshop’s key objective was to have participants share experiences from their respective countries and harmonize 

paralegal approaches. It brought together 33 participants from Zambia, South Africa and Kenya who support community paralegal activities.  

 

In Kenya, IOM along with LRF, the Kenya National Commission on Human Rights and other partners has been revising the current paralegal training curricula to include 

migration and health issues. It will improve paralegals’ understanding of the right to health for migrants, migration law, refugee law, appropriate referrals and the 

Kenyan context, and how to help migrants claim their rights. 

The community paralegal initiative seeks to achieve three key outcomes:  

 Establish a national agenda on the promotion and protection of the rights of migrants. 

 Establish a regional approach towards harmonized advocacy for the human rights of the migrant community, including the right to health. 

 Enhance the national paralegal training module that incorporates migration and the right to health.  

 

PARALEGAL CASE STUDY  

 

Remote, isolated fishing communities in the islands comprising Mfangano in Lake Victoria have insufficient access to health, legal and other services. There are very few 

health facilities, which are very basic and often completely unstaffed. The nearest court is a two-hour boat ride away in Mbita.  

Paralegals have helped secure not only a tribunal for access to justice but also funding and commitment for a new health facility and health personnel. 

Paralegals have also helped address negative perceptions about people living with HIV, and contributed to campaigns and advocacy support for privacy, confidentiality 

and freedom of expression and participation in the community.  

Their support activities include public sensitization meetings, home visits, accompaniment to health facilities and community forums to increase awareness on gender 

equality, HIV/AIDS and sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR). 

ADS Nyanza, used the paralegal training IOM and partners are revising, and has participated in the review process. After the revised curriculum is rolled out, paralegals 

serving the remote island communities will be even better prepared to assist migrant fisher folk from Tanzania and Uganda, as well as the local community. 

 

 

Melkamu:  "I want to help my people.  

I may not be rich but I have peace and 

freedom, priceless commodities that 

I wish I could take back to my country." 
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