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ABSTRACT

Russia’s full-blown war in Ukraine created an unprecedented humanitarian 

crisis in Europe. By the end of 2022, over eight million Ukrainians had 

become refugees throughout Europe, with more than 11 million crossing 

Ukraine’s borders (UNHCR Operational Data Portal). The Ukrainians have 

f led to many countries, but Poland and the Czech Republic have received 

some of the largest numbers of Ukrainian individuals seeking protection. 

The multilayered response to this inf lux of people has been impressive and 

surprising, with ordinary individuals showing up at the border to provide 

food and transportation while ordinary citizens and nongovernmental 

organizations (NGOs) mobilized to create local systems of humanitarian 

assistance. This paper explores grassroots citizens’ aid in Poland and the 

Czech Republic from February 2022 until August 2024. It argues that in both 

countries, private individuals and small volunteer-run groups organized 

creative grassroots initiatives that went beyond providing immediate material 

assistance. Solidarity with Ukrainians also fueled citizen-led mutual aid and 

transformative spaces of care aimed at altering existing institutions and 

practices and integrating Ukrainians.
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INTRODUCTION

Russia’s full-blown war in Ukraine, which began in February 2022, 
led to an unprecedented humanitarian crisis in Europe. In one week of 
the war, more than one million people sought refuge in neighboring coun-
tries. By the year’s end, over eight million Ukrainians had become refugees1 

throughout Europe, with more than 11 million crossing Ukraine’s borders 
(U N H C R O P E R AT I ON A L DATA P O R TA L). The Ukrainians have fled to many countries, 
but Poland and the Czech Republic have received some of the largest num-
bers of Ukrainian individuals seeking protection; by July 2024, 1.8 mil-
lion Ukrainians had applied for temporary protection in Poland, and over 
600,000 did so in the Czech Republic by August 2024 (U N H C R O PE R AT I ONA L DATA 

P O RTA L). The Ukrainian refugee crisis constitutes the most substantial migra-
tion event in the Czech Republic’s contemporary history (B RYA N E T A L .  2 02 3).

Since the beginning of the full-scale war, the multilayered response 
to this influx of people has been both impressive and surprising, with or-
dinary individuals initially showing up at the border to provide food and 
transportation while citizens and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) 
mobilized to create local systems of humanitarian assistance and small vol-
unteer-run groups engaged in mutual aid. Although the war is ongoing, it is 
essential to take stock of these grassroots responses, and evaluate their im-
portance to the provision of aid, as well as their potential impact on Polish 
and Czech society. In this paper, we explore the following questions: To 
what extent has grassroots aid encouraged new forms of activism or even 
social movements within these societies? Do these forms of assistance and 
activism reveal and replicate historical forms of dissent mobilization to 
oppose Russian oppression in these countries? Or do they represent novel 
spontaneous acts of goodwill?

These informal, ad hoc forms of aid, deemed both “impressive” and 
“generous” by the United Nations (UN) Special Rapporteur on the human 
rights of migrants, were also quite unexpected given the harsh reaction 
refugees and asylum seekers provoked previously in Central and Eastern 
Europe (U N O H C 2 022). In Poland, for example, both the government and the 
public indicated that they were opposed to migrants and refugees com-
ing into the country in 2015, and they did so again in 2021 (T I L L E S 2 02 1). In 
response to a surge of people trying to enter Poland from Belarus, a 2021 
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poll found that more than half of the Polish population (55%) was op-
posed to allowing people to come to Poland, while almost half were even 
supportive of building a wall to keep migrants out (I B I D.). Similarly, a 2016 
poll in the Czech Republic found that almost two-thirds of Czech citizens 
were opposed to taking in refugees from war zones (H OV E T 2 016). The 2015 
EU refugee relocation plan, which sought to distribute asylum seekers 
from Greece and Italy across member states, faced strong opposition from 
Central and Eastern European countries.2 The Czech Republic, Hungary, 
Romania, and Slovakia voted against the quotas. While Poland eventually 
voted in favor of the quotas and pledged to accept 100 refugees, it later re-
neged (Q U E L L  2 02 0). As Jarosław Kaczyński, the leader of Poland’s Law and 
Justice Party (PiS) put it, this is because “migrants carry all sorts of parasites 
and protozoa, which […] while not dangerous in the organisms of these people, 
could be dangerous here ” (C I E N S K I 2 017).

Yet, when Russia launched its full-scale war on Ukraine in late February 
2022, forcing Ukrainians to flee, Poland and the Czech Republic’s attitudes 
and behavior shifted suddenly, given the Central Europeans’ more posi-
tive views of Ukrainians than of refugees from the Middle East (B L O M QV I S T 

M I C K E L S S ON 2 025 ;  Z O G ATA- K U S Z E T A L .  2 02 3), and numerous initiatives were created 
not only by the governments,3 but also by Polish and Czech citizens (B RYA N 

E T A L .  202 3 ;  J E L Í N KOVÁ E T A L .  202 4;  M AC KOVÁ E T A L .  202 4;  B L OM QV I S T M I C K E L S S ON 2025;  Z O GATA-

K U S Z E T A L .  2 02 3). While the Czech and Polish governments decided not to ac-
tivate the EU Temporary Protection Directive for Syrian refugees during 
the migration surge in 2015 (M AC KOVÁ E T A L .  2 02 4), both governments almost 
immediately granted legal status to Ukrainians via a temporary protection 
directive, while also granting Ukrainian refugees access to the respec-
tive country’s social welfare system (e.g. free health care and education).4 

Importantly, the war also prompted city governments and citizens to act, as 
they showed up at the border, for example, with food, clothing, and trans-
portation. As the Mayor of Medyka, a border town in Poland, explained, 
“These refugees have lost almost everything. We need to help them. Even if that 
means we’ll have to learn to live with less” (S A LT M A R S H 2 022).

In the war’s first three months, private citizens in Poland spent 
as much as $2.1 billion supporting Ukrainian refugees, according to the 
Polish Economic Institute’s estimates, while the Polish government pledged 
$3.4 billion for this cause for 2022 (RO S M A N 2 022). In the Czech Republic, 
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individuals and NGOs organized legal and psychological services for 
Ukrainian refugees, in addition to providing significant amounts of mate-
rial aid. By the end of the summer of 2022, private Czech citizens had do-
nated almost $80 million in aid for Ukrainians – far more than what was 
collected for previous natural or human-induced disasters (W E S E L OWS K Y 2022). 
And by the end of the year, Czechs donated five times more than in previ-
ous years, with most of the funds meant to help Ukraine.5 

In the initial days and weeks after the full-scale invasion, migrant-as-
sisting NGOs and volunteer movements were among the first to respond 
to Ukrainian refugees’ needs, providing the majority of the aid for them 
(B RYA N E T A L .  2 02 3 ;  C U L L E N D U N N – K A L I S Z E W S K A 2 02 3 ;  J E L Í N KOVÁ E T A L .  2 02 4 ;  M C M A H ON 2 022 ; 

M I RG A-WÓJ T OW I C Z – TA L E W I C Z- K W I AT KOW S K A – KOŁŁAC Z E K 2 022). In both countries, pri-
vate individuals organized creative grassroots initiatives that went beyond 
supplying immediate material assistance by providing housing, teaching 
refugees new skills, and helping them integrate into society. Although the 
Polish and Czech governments each played an important role in providing 
humanitarian aid for Ukrainians fleeing the violence in their country, this 
article is focused on the informal, spontaneous, and makeshift responses 
that were driven by volunteers, or what we call grassroots humanitarianism. 
Some of these initiatives and demonstrations of mutual aid are new and 
spontaneous, as they were formed in response to the dramatic situation 
in Ukraine, while others have operated for a longer time period, since they 
had been created during previous humanitarian crises and then adopted 
and expanded for the new reality in the spring of 2022.

Although many terms can be used to describe how ordinary citizens 
and volunteers initiate and deliver aid, we use two terms in particular – 
grassroots humanitarianism and mutual aid – because they both capture 
the small-scale, bottom-up character of these activities, as well as the loca-
tion where the humanitarian activities are carried out. Anne-Meike Fechter 
and Anke Schwittay (2 019:  17 72) define this as aid that is provided by citizens 
to strangers in need who live in the citizens’ own communities (and not in 
some far away locale). However, we argue that these grassroots initiatives 
are not always just short-term, ad hoc, apolitical acts focused on providing 
immediate relief; sometimes this behavior represents, reflects, and shapes 
civil society activism within these countries. As scholars examining grass-
roots humanitarianism toward refugees in Belgium and Germany observe, 
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this aid includes short-term relief, but it can also include advocacy work and 
activities aimed at supporting sustainable development and longer-term 
structural changes in the host country with the aim “to improve migrants’ 
precarious situation in the future” (VA N D E VO O R D T  – F L E I S C H M A N N 2 02 0 :  18 8). To de-
scribe and understand the initiatives that exist over an extended time pe-
riod and move beyond immediate relief, we use the term mutual aid (S PA D E 

2 02 0A ,  2 02 0B ;  C A R S T E N S E N  – S E B I T 2 02 0) in our analysis of grassroots initiatives in 
Poland and the Czech Republic. Mutual aid involves individual efforts but 
also the work of groups and communities that come together to provide 
support, resources, and assistance based on solidarity with the refugees. 
These efforts thus sometimes seek structural changes and aspire to create 
new institutions and mechanisms to receive and integrate refugees.

Building on these concepts, our comparative study of Poland and 
the Czech Republic since February 2022 makes two related arguments. 
First, we argue that this continuum of grassroots organizing has not only 
helped meet the immediate needs of refugees, but it has also altered social 
relationships in these societies. By providing mutual aid to refugees, citi-
zens’ initiatives and organizations are building solidarity with the refugees 
and are starting to create alternative institutions and spaces of collective 
care. We see mutual aid as an important aspect of this grassroots organ-
izing that brings individuals and groups together. Second, although this 
research is preliminary and these actions are difficult to evaluate at this 
point, we argue that these grassroots initiatives are upending the existing 
global humanitarian system, which is dominated by large international 
organizations based in North America and Western Europe. We cannot 
predict the future, but there are reasons to believe that this do-it-yourself 
(DIY) citizen activism will have lasting effects on Ukrainian refugees, the 
Polish and Czech societies, and the provision of humanitarian aid in other 
places (LSE Department of International Development 2023).

In the next section, we explain the methodology of our paper and 
the questions we posed during our semi-structured interviews. Section II 
provides some historical context for our framing concepts – grassroots 
humanitarianism and mutual aid – which are relatively new terms that 
emerged from several different disciplines interested in humanitarianism, 
international development, and social movements (F E T C H E R  – S C H W I T TAY 2 019; 

S PA D E 2 02 0A ,  2 02 0B ;  M C G E E  – P E L H A M 2 018 ;  S A N D R I 2 017;  VA N D E VO O R D T  – F L E I S C H M A N N 2 02 0). 
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The scholarship from which these terms emerged is large and interdisci-
plinary, but in using these particular terms, we call attention to the size, 
motivations, and activities of these bottom-up initiatives, as well as their 
relationships to other actors to differentiate them from large aid organi-
zations and similar terms. Section III turns to our case studies, which de-
scribe and analyze a few small-scale grassroots aid organizations that, while 
informal and operating on the margins of the established humanitarian 
industries in Poland and the Czech Republic, demonstrate the important 
links between providing aid to Ukrainians and activism and collective ac-
tion. Since these activities are ongoing and changing, we conclude with 
some general observations, as well as the potential impact of these grass-
roots activities on refugees, these countries’ civil societies, and the global 
humanitarianism industry.

METHODOLOGY

This research uses an inductive qualitative approach based on field 
work and interviews conducted in Poland and the Czech Republic between 
June 2022 and August 2024, as well as a textual analysis of secondary sourc-
es written in English, Czech, and Polish. When we started conducting the 
interviews and fieldwork on this topic in the summer of 2022, there were 
few peer-reviewed articles on this topic. As we continued our research, more 
articles emerged along with gray literature from foundations, international 
organizations and local NGOs, as well as books written in Polish (RU DN I C K I 

2 02 3 ;  K A L I N OW S K A 2 02 3) and Czech. In both countries, we used semi-structured 
interviews, allowing the interviewees to express ideas in their own words 
and to move in a different direction while still providing comparable data. 
We also employed reflexive practices, including ongoing self-reflection and 
consultations with each other to ensure a balanced and comprehensive 
approach to the research.

In Poland, 35 semi-structured interviews were conducted in the 
summer of 2022 and throughout the spring and summer of 2023. These 
interviews were conducted in Polish or English with officials from Polish 
humanitarian organizations and government agencies, as well as with cit-
izens directly involved with providing assistance. These interviews were 
conducted in public places and lasted no longer than one hour. In the sum-
mer of 2022, ten semi-structured interviews were conducted. In the spring 
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and summer of 2023, while McMahon was a Fulbright Scholar at Adam 
Mickiewicz University, 25 interviews were conducted in Warsaw, Krakow, 
Lublin, and Poznan. In addition, this author was a participant observer at 
conferences and workshops discussing and analyzing the reception and 
integration of Ukrainian refugees in Poland. In the Czech Republic, partic-
ipation in aid activities and 28 semi-structured interviews were conducted 
in the summers of 2022, 2023, and 2024, and in January 2024 with indi-
viduals directly involved with providing humanitarian assistance as well 
as those receiving assistance in Prague.

This article describes and analyzes the activities of two grass-
roots initiatives in Poland, Women Take the Wheel (Kobiety Za Kółko), and 
Wrocław’s Central Railway Station Initiative. These groups from Poland were 
chosen for their similarities: both were formed immediately after the war be-
gan, were created by private individuals, and were focused on the immediate 
needs of refugees. However, they are still quite different. While Women Take 
the Wheel organizes in-person aid online and still exists, Wrocław’s Central 
Railway Station Initiative organized and implemented in-person aid but only 
for a short period. In the case of the Czech Republic, we highlight the work 
of two organizations, Prague’s Main Train Station Initiative (Iniciativa Hlavák) 
and Grandmas without Borders (Babičky bez hranic). These organizations 
were also created by private individuals without any government involve-
ment when they began, and while they focus on the immediate needs of 
refugees, they also engage in pro-migrant advocacy and integration. Both 
organizations are located in Prague, the Czech capital, which has received 
a disproportionate number of Ukrainian refugees. Both organizations 
also provided assistance to refugees prior to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine: 
Prague’s Main Train Station Initiative was established during the migration 
surge in 2015; Grandmas without Borders has a longer history going back to 
their dissent against the Czech communist regime prior to 1989, but more 
recently this group has been engaged in pro-migrant advocacy for refugees 
from Syria, Chechnya, and Afghanistan.

By analyzing the activities of these four organizations in two Central 
European countries, this article provides a diverse sampling of the exten-
sive and wide-ranging humanitarian aid offered in these countries while 
still demonstrating some overlap in how people organized their responses. 
Importantly, in each country we highlight one initiative that was created by 
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women for women, with feminist ideals in mind. It is certainly the case that 
many existing women’s organizations, like Grandmothers without Borders, 
broadened their missions to include and assist Ukrainian refugees, while 
many new initiatives, like Women Take the Wheel, were formed in direct re-
sponse to the war in Ukraine.

FROM LARGE INTERNATIONAL 
ORGANIZATIONS TO CITIZENS’ AID

In this section, we summarize the interdisciplinary literature on hu-
manitarianism, explaining how we arrived at the terms grassroots humani-
tarianism and mutual aid to describe the unfolding situations in Poland and 
the Czech Republic. To be clear, we do not suggest that these are the only 
terms that can be used in this regard, but we do contend that in the ongo-
ing situation in CEE, they capture the actors and their activities well while 
differentiating them from the global humanitarian industry that emerged 
and developed after World War II. Grassroots humanitarianism and mutual 
aid, because they are carried out by individuals in their own communities, 
contain behavior and activities that are also traditionally associated with 
activism and social movements.

The modern humanitarian system has been dominated by govern-
ments, multilateral aid organizations, and large international nongovern-
mental organizations (INGOs) from North America and Western Europe, 
which constitute the so-called three pillars of international aid (K E N N E DY 20 05; 

BA R N E T T 2 0 06 ,  2 011 ,  2 017). While governments, or the first pillar of aid, provide 
direct bilateral assistance like loans and technical assistance, multilateral 
aid agencies like the United Nations (UN) are the second pillar and tend 
to leverage their authority and expertise to reform countries’ macroeco-
nomic structures and social policies (D E V E LT E R E – D E B RU Y N 2 0 09:  9 12). The third 
pillar of aid is associated largely with INGOs based in North America and 
Western Europe which carry out the work of governments and UN agencies 
working closer to the ground.

Governments, multilateral agencies, and INGOs dominate the hu-
manitarian space, but they do not control it entirely. As scholars like Alison 
Schnable and Bertrand Taithe observe, although most of the relevant re-
search overlooks or downplays citizen aid and grassroots humanitarianism, 
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small-scale, individual efforts, the fourth pillar of aid, have always co-ex-
isted with large, governmental organizations and initiatives (S C H N A B L E 2 016 ; 

TA I T H E 2019;  D E V E LT E R E -  D E B RU Y N 20 09). In the 2000s, however, this heterogeneous 
group of do-it-yourself (DIY) activists started to attract more attention as 
the number and reach of these non-specialists grew (S C H N A B L E 2 016).

The fourth pillar of international aid includes a broad range of cit-
izen initiatives that are privately funded and undertaken by individuals. 
Grassroots humanitarianism is one form of citizen aid that is implement-
ed in the immediate area by those who are most familiar with local condi-
tions; it draws attention to the location where the aid is provided and the 
actions carried out. Grassroots humanitarianism is decentralized, flexible, 
and fast-acting, seeking to meet the needs of people in one’s community 
(F E C H T E R  – S C H W I T TAY 2 019:  1769 –1780). This kind of citizen activism and the lo-
calized networks it creates have a long and consistent history throughout 
Europe and North America, as they respond to people’s needs at home but 
also abroad. In the past, these initiatives were not only locally rooted, but 
they demonstrated how global issues were mediated and responded to in 
the Global North (TA I T H E 2019:  1782). Different from the large-scale efforts of UN 
agencies and the work of INGOs, the fourth pillar of aid is more explicitly 
connected to domestic politics, religion, and local society. And while many 
of the citizen initiatives’ activities remain small-scale or even perfunctory, 
their actions can contribute to international solidarity and societal change.

Globalization, technology, and international networking have all 
contributed to the rise of citizen activism and grassroots humanitarianism, 
but so too have the poor performance and arrogance of governments, mul-
tilateral organizations, and INGO humanitarian organizations that domi-
nate the global humanitarian system. As Michael Barnett and Peter Walker 
observed in 2015, expectations of humanitarian organizations increased 
significantly in the post-Cold War period, but the organizations often did 
not respond adequately or appropriately, and relief work was considered 
“something that is done to others, not alongside them” (BA R N E T T – WA L K E R 2 015 :  131). 
In fact, the criticism of the organized and hierarchical network of states, 
donors, international organizations, and INGOs comes from many places, 
and includes anthropologists (T I C K T I N 2 014), international relations scholars 
(RO T H 2 019), and developmental economists (C OY N E 2 013). Researchers identify 
different specific concerns associated with the so-called “Humanitarian 
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Club,” but they share a common observation: in humanitarian crises, pow-
er remains concentrated in the hands of wealthy donors from the Global 
North, and these actors largely perpetuate the status quo, giving little money 
or power to locals who could stimulate more effective results. For decades, 
large humanitarian organizations made promises to reform the system, 
sometimes allowing local organizations to diagnose a problem or implement 
aid projects, but they rarely allowed them to design projects or monitor 
them, which prevented meaningful systemic change (BA R N E T T – WA L K E R 2 015).

The 2015 Syrian refugee crisis provoked a different humanitari-
an response in Southern Europe. According to Elise Pascucci and Maria 
Gabrielsen Jumbert, the grassroots reactions of ordinary citizens to this 
crisis challenged traditional humanitarian organizations and notions of 
citizenship, and created alternative structures of aid (PA S C U C C I  – G A B R I E L S E N 

J U M B E R T 2 02 1:  2). These grassroots responses worked in a localized and agile 
manner to restructure domestic institutions and expand notions of be-
longing. Ordinary citizens not only provided short-term relief, but they 
anticipated the long-term needs of refugees; their intention, according to 
Katerina Rozakou (2017: 100), was to engage in relationships with the refu-
gees and to change the humanitarian system. At least in the case of Greece, 
these informal initiatives never considered the people they encountered in 
the streets as “beneficiaries,” nor did they see their activities as “services” 
or even “humanitarian aid” (I B I D.). Their activities were, instead, an effort 
to engage in partnerships with refugees beyond just gift-giving.

These grassroots humanitarians also took issue with the official hu-
manitarian system, its bureaucratized principles, and its modes of action 
(PA S C U C C I – GA B R I E L S E N J U M B E RT 2021). Since these grassroots humanitarians were 
making changes in their community, some scholars started to interrogate 
their behavior as the beginnings of a new social movement bent on improv-
ing the rights of refugees and asylum seekers. Reflecting on specific aspects 
of social movement development, Dean Spade writes about a variety of 
crises and how individuals and communities respond when governments 
fail to act and leave people in need. Viewing mutual aid as an undervalued 
aspect of social movements, Spade emphasizes its importance as a bot-
tom-up, local expression of radical collective care.
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Mutual aid is considered radical because it is a “form of political par-
ticipation in which people take responsibility for caring for one another and 
changing political conditions, not just through symbolic acts or by putting pres-
sure on their representatives in government but by actually building new social 
relationships” (S PA D E 2 02 0A :  136). Importantly, coordinated collective care cre-
ated by individuals and grassroots efforts generates a sense of community 
or “communality,” where people not only self-organize to help others, but 
in doing so, they rebuild the social fabric and, thus, experience their neigh-
borhoods and country differently. Although often overlooked and under-
valued, mutual aid and collective care demonstrate a longer-term commit-
ment to changing institutions and social practices which are fundamental 
for building and sustaining social movements.

These ways of organizing and helping are neither new nor limited to 
humanitarian crises, but have always been part of anti-capitalist, anti-rac-
ist social movements and marginalized communities whose needs have 
not been met by formal systems of care (I B I D.). While the idea and practice 
of mutual aid gained attention during the Covid-19 pandemic when indi-
viduals organized workshops, groups, and networks in many countries to 
help people in need, there is a long history of mutual aid in indigenous and 
underserved communities in the United States, as well as in left-leaning 
social movements that are critical of capitalism and government.

The immediate response of the global humanitarian system to the 
full-scale war in Ukraine was deemed both “unprecedented and generous,” 
with the European Union, the United States, and other donor countries 
contributing significant amounts of money to support humanitarian needs 
(R E F U G E E I N T E R NAT I ONA L R E P O RT 2022). Like other countries in Europe, the govern-
ments of Poland and the Czech Republic also stepped up quickly. However, it 
was the highly visible response of ordinary citizens, local NGOs, and small-
scale community organizations, which was decidedly not orchestrated by 
the international community or any government, that attracted the most 
attention and recognition.6 And in both Poland and the Czech Republic, 
various forms of locally inspired mutual aid flourished after February 
2022 and have continued until the time of this writing. Commenting on 
the citizen-led aid that boomed in the first two weeks of the war, Hugo Slim 
warned that the “creativity of locally-led aid must not be smothered and margin-
alized by the big beasts of the UN, Red Cross, and NGO world” (S L I M 2 022). Given 
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the history and power of the formal humanitarian system, Slim’s concerns 
at the beginning of the invasion are understandable. However, more than 
two years into the conflict, the surge of local grassroots initiatives and lo-
cal organizations providing assistance to Ukrainian refugees continues to 
be visible, their speed and flexibility recognized, and many of their efforts 
institutionalized.

Given citizens’ multifaceted responses to Ukrainian refugees and the 
evolving literature on humanitarianism and mutual aid, the next section 
provides an in-depth look at four grassroots initiatives, two in Poland and 
two in the Czech Republic. In each of these cases, we examine their activ-
ities and analyze the extent to which their humanitarian outreach is im-
mediate and short-term, or whether and how these initiatives are working 
to promote broader social or political changes, particularly those related 
to migration and integration.

FROM HELPING OTHERS TO BUILDING SOLIDARITY

The very day the Russian government initiated its attack on Ukraine 
in February 2022, the global humanitarian system reacted. Within a few 
days, the United Nations (UN), the European Union (EU), and its member 
states, along with the United States, pledged record amounts of money 
to provide life-saving humanitarian assistance to protect the citizens of 
Ukraine. Ukraine’s neighbors, specifically Poland and the Czech Republic, 
had been known for their hardline positions against accepting refugees 
and migrants. Both countries had developed modern asylum systems in 
the 1990s after transitioning to democracy, accepting refugees from the 
Balkan wars in the 1990s and migrants from other countries around the 
world, but neither country had a long or significant history of refugee ini-
tiatives (H A RG R AV E – H O M E L – D R A Ž A N OVÁ 2 02 3).

Yet, in February 2022, their governments immediately criticized 
Putin for his actions and promised to protect and help Ukrainians. Their 
strong reaction to Russia’s war in Ukraine and the refugees that flood-
ed their countries is neither surprising nor revolutionary, considering 
Poland and the Czech Republic’s political history vis-à-vis Russia and the 
Soviet Union (A N D R E J U K 2 02 3). Although Katarzyna Andrejuk’s analysis is fo-
cused on Poland’s response and is based on over 100 statements of public 
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stakeholders in documents, speeches, and general discourse, it is inarguably 
the case that the Czech Republic – like Poland and Ukraine – had also been 
stuck in the Soviet Union’s sphere of influence for decades. Ukraine’s prox-
imity to the Czech Republic, fears of a renewed Russian expansionism in 
Central Europe, and the historical trauma of the 1968 Soviet invasion, 
which crushed the Prague Spring reform movement, significantly fueled 
the Czech support (J E L Í N KOVÁ E T A L .  2 02 4:  5).

Therefore, it was not surprising that as an act of solidarity, some 
Czech nationals sent the symbolic amount of 1,968 Czech crowns ($80) to 
Ukraine – in addition to providing other aid – to help it defend itself against 
Russia and to commemorate the invasion (M U L L E R 2 022). For both the Polish 
and Czech governments and people, Ukraine was defending “them,” as well 
as the rest of Europe, from Russia. Thus, “the need to join the fight against the 
aggressor and to help was realized not by military action in the country of war, 
but by humanitarian action in the country receiving refugees” (A N D R E J U K 2 02 3 :  7). 
As Macková et al. (2 02 4:  15) argue, the Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine 
“led to a societal and political consensus regarding helping refugees” in both 
Poland and the Czech Republic. In their view, “this consensus was strength-
ened by the geographic and cultural proximity of refugees and the structure of 
the migration wave that consisted of many vulnerable groups, including women 
and children” (I B I D.).

While each government planned its response and INGOs raised mon-
ey, ordinary individuals and civil society organizations in Poland and the 
Czech Republic acted immediately, rushing to the border with food and 
clothes and organizing a range of services and support. In both countries, 
much of the aid came from local citizens who organized spontaneously to 
provide small-scale assistance (food, clothing, transportation). As the war 
continued into the summer of 2022, various activities aimed at providing 
for long-term needs (apartments, training, jobs) were also created, not only 
to address those long-term needs, but also to help integrate Ukrainians 
into the local society (C U L L E N D U N N – K A L I S Z E W S K A 2 02 3). Citizen aid is difficult to 
track and measure, but like others, we argue that in Poland and the Czech 
Republic, grassroots humanitarian action not only upended the existing 
global humanitarian system, but some of the initiatives, in fact, morphed 
into examples of mutual aid and tried to restructure aspects of Polish and 
Czech society. The following section identifies two small-scale grassroots 
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initiatives in each country, first the ones in Poland and then those in the 
Czech Republic.

POLISH RESPONSES

On March 12, 2022, the Polish parliament adopted a comprehensive 
law that provided Ukrainians fleeing the war with protection and the right 
to work in Poland (O F F I C E FO R FO R E I G N E R S 2 022). Ukrainian refugees were also 
given access to free health care and public education. This and subsequent 
laws gave Ukrainian families seeking shelter in Poland one-time payments 
to help cover expenses like food and school supplies. Local governments in 
Poland responded even faster. Every Polish city organized relief and inte-
gration efforts differently, but most worked with local civil society organ-
izations, health care professionals, and citizen groups. Since many of the 
cities that received the largest numbers of Ukrainian refugees were led by 
mayors from opposition parties (Warsaw, Gdansk, Wrocław), city officials 
complained that the national government was getting the credit for the 
country’s well-managed crisis while they – local governments and ordinary 
Polish citizens – were the ones paying for and doing the work (WA N AT 2 022).

The reaction of the Polish government and local NGOs to the influx 
of Ukrainian refugees has been substantial and inspiring, but it was the ac-
tions of private Polish citizens and volunteers that surprised and impressed 
the world, earning the country the title of a humanitarian superpower  
(G F.  – B R Z E Z I N S K I 202 3). Especially in the first months of the war, most of the aid 
for Ukrainian refugees in Poland was spontaneous, and provided by indi-
viduals and informal ad-hoc needs-based partnerships (RU DN I C K I 2 02 3). As 
the UN Special Rapporteur on the human rights of migrants observed in 
July 2022, Polish citizens demonstrated both “solidarity and generosity” 
in responding to the Ukrainian refugees (O H C H R 2 022).

It is difficult to estimate precisely how much money or in-kind assis-
tance private individuals provided for Ukrainian refugees in Poland during 
2022. One survey found that a month and a half after the beginning of the 
war, 75% of Poles polled indicated that they provided in-kind assistance; 
59% contributed financially while 12% organized aid initiatives, 8% accept-
ed refugees in their homes, and 6% were volunteers at refugee reception 
points that were created around the country (C B O S 2 022 :  8). Polish citizens, 
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moreover, overwhelmingly supported the assistance and activities provid-
ed to Ukrainians by Polish society (96%), NGOs (85%), local government 
(83%), the central government (79%), and the Catholic Church (55%) (Ibid.: 
10). Over time, the private citizen involvement decreased. Nevertheless, 
since the beginning of the conflict, a stable percentage of Polish citizens, 
averaging around 80%, have indicated that they are in favor of continuing 
to accept and support refugees from Ukraine (C B O S 2 02 3 :  4)

According to Olga Byrska, within the first few months of the full-
scale war, hundreds of volunteer initiatives were created to lay the founda-
tion for the humanitarian aid in Poland (BY R S K A 2 02 3 ;  R A Z E M 2 02 4 ;  RU DN I C K I 2 02 3). 
And as the war continued and state and local actors failed to provide the 
needed support, Polish humanitarians started to establish small-scale and 
informal initiatives aimed at integrating Ukrainians into Polish society. Of 
the hundreds of spontaneous initiatives that have emerged, the following 
highlights just two. These examples not only highlight how these activities 
unfolded, but they also illustrate the continuum of citizen aid, from pro-
viding immediate material goods to creating programs aimed at providing 
longer-term community support and promoting integration.

Because the most obvious and sustained grassroots assistance in 
Poland surfaced in railway stations throughout the country, which wit-
nessed, “as never before, mass mobilizations of thousands of ordinary people and 
a true explosion of citizens’ commitment to the cause of the refugees” (D O M A R A D Z K I 

E T A L .  2 022), we first discuss the Wrocław Central Train Station Initiative. 
Within days of Russia’s invasion, ordinary citizens, usually prompted by 
Facebook posts and news that the city would be inundated by Ukrainians, 
showed up at train stations to help (I N T E RV I E W M C M A H O N W I T H PAW E L RU DN I C K I , 

M A RC H 27,  202 3 ,  W RO CŁŁAW ) . As one of the initiators of the relief effort in Wrocław 
recalls, “The main concern was to ensure the safety of both those arriving and 
those staying at the station. It was also a matter of providing at least a minimum 
of care and assistance to those arriving in Wrocław ” (P E RC H L A-WŁŁO S I K 2 022 :  17 1). 
Since the station’s managers did not know how they would accommodate 
a large influx of people, they approached the “Stacja Dialog café” (Station 
Dialog Cafe) located within the main hall of Wrocław’s main train station.

Since 2021, the café has been run by the Christian Association Aid to the 
Church in Need, an international non-governmental organization founded in 
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Germany in 1947 that is linked to the Catholic Church. As a missionary café 
that received refugees, served drinks, and provided temporary shelter for 
asylum seekers, Station Dialog agreed to help with the influx of Ukrainians. 
By engaging in “ad hoc crisis management,” volunteers alleviated some 
of the stress placed on the national and local governments by providing 
Ukrainians with food, travel support, and shelter, if they chose to stay in 
Wrocław (I B I D.). As the weeks went by, hundreds of citizens from Wrocław 
donned a yellow vest and worked a shift in the railway station. According 
to Pawel Rudnicki, the author of Who, if Not Us? Community and Action at 
the Main Railway Station in Wrocław (Kto, jak nie my? Wspólnota i działanie 
na Dworcu Głównym we Wrocławiu), it was easy to become a volunteer at 
Wrocław’s main train station, and, as Rudnicki says, “I was looking for an op-
portunity to do something” (Interview McMahon, March 27, 2023). There were 
forms online, and people could volunteer as little or as much as they liked.

Importantly, the people who volunteered at Wrocław’s main train 
station were ordinary citizens without any background in humanitarian 
assistance who merely wanted to “do something” with their time, skills, 
and resources. Some volunteers organized around one of the many priests 
who were involved in this initiative, who became one of the first leaders in 
Wrocław to institutionalize and organize volunteer activities. According 
to Perchla-Włosik, “[a]ctivities were carried out on many levels. From the recep-
tion of arriving people by the so-called ‘platform people’, giving them a word of 
encouragement, a warm meal, information on what and how they can use, [and] 
handing out the most necessary things brought by the inhabitants of Wrocław ” 
to finding accommodation in the halls of the station, helping to organize 
places to stay, providing medical aid, and helping with luggage (I B I D. :  17 1).

As Rudnicki admits, “[w]e didn’t expect so many people,” but hundreds, 
if not thousands, of Ukrainians passed through the Wrocław station every 
day after February 24 and for about three months during the spring of 
2022. Since Wrocław had many citizens whose families came from eastern 
Poland (what is now Ukraine), the city became one of the main hubs and 
destinations for refugees coming from Ukraine. More than 100,000 refugees 
passed through the railway station in Wrocław during the first 4 weeks of 
the war, and by April 1, 2022, the Ukrainian population in Wrocław doubled, 
reaching over 140,000 residents, or approximately 23% of the city’s total 
population (WOJ DATA E T A L .  2 022). About 6,500 new Ukrainian children were 
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attending educational institutions in Wrocław in the fall of 2022, includ-
ing 1500 in kindergartens, 4325 in primary schools, and 672 in secondary 
schools (BŁŁA S Z C Z Y K E T A L .  2 02 4:  194).

The spontaneous volunteering, however, did not last long. After a cou-
ple of weeks, the Ukraine Foundation, a non-governmental organization 
based in Wrocław, stepped in to organize the volunteers and ensure that 
other longer-term needs of refugees were being addressed. Created in 2013 
to support migrants and refugees from Ukraine living in Lower Silesia, in 
2016 the Foundation started to work with migrants from other countries 
who were living in Poland and wanted to integrate into Polish society. In 
2016, the Ukraine Foundation created the Ukrainian Center for Culture 
and Development, and a year later it expanded to include the Information 
Point for Migrants. Since the Ukrainian Foundation had resources and 
experience, it started to play a crucial role in the main train station’s ef-
forts. According to one of the volunteers, “[t]he Ukraine Foundation took the 
volunteers under its wings after about three weeks, when it became clear that 
the helpdesk should be open 24 hours a day, every day” (P E RC H L A-WŁŁO S I K 2 022 :  172).

As these volunteers joined with the Ukraine Foundation and other 
groups, an action plan was created: people familiar with computers cre-
ated applications to collect and recruit volunteers, lawyers created docu-
mentation and forms for volunteers to authorize their actions, and other 
volunteers created parental consent forms for children and young peo-
ple. However, as many confirm, it was “the people” who reacted first, and 
the Ukraine Foundation and the city joined in these activities later.

By the summer’s end, the activities in Wrocław’s main train station 
slowed, with the Ukraine Foundation taking over the management of hu-
manitarian assistance and formalizing its activities by obtaining a separate 
room at the railway station where its employees were paid to provide in-
formation to migrants and refugees from any country. The solidarity with 
migrants and refugees, however, led to the creation of the Information Point, 
which is managed by the Ukraine Foundation’s Institute of Migrant Rights and 
provides information on employment, housing, education, cultural activi-
ties, and important matters to foreigners who are interested in settling in 
Wrocław. Although the large numbers of volunteers disappeared from the 
train station by the end of 2022, ordinary citizens in Wrocław, driven by 
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feelings of solidarity with the refugees and the circumstances they faced in 
Poland, continue to provide support while creating new social institutions 
and initiatives to help integrate Ukrainians into Polish society. Referencing 
a quintessential example of mutual aid, Rudnicki explains, “We were pro-
viding help for refugees, but also helping ourselves because we saw support for 
Ukrainians as a form of progress for Polish society, which wanted to ‘do something’ 
to create a new kind of civil society. For many, this ‘small activism’ was a way 
to demonstrate a new kind of Polish society, ‘one that creates something good’” 
(Interview McMahon with Rudnicki, March 27, 2023).

Similar to the Wrocław Central Train Station Initiative, another group 
that emerged spontaneously to fill an important need was Women Take the 
Wheel (Kobiety Za Kółko), which was started in early March of 2022, just af-
ter the war started. Unlike in the cases of the train station initiatives that 
cropped up in several cities throughout the country, Elżbieta Jarmulska 
organized this virtual group completely online, using Facebook to connect 
refugees with drivers who would pick them up at the border. This citizen 
aid was started by women and was designed to help women; according to 
Jarmulska, she “empathized with those arriving, alone or with children, after 
a difficult journey to a different country where the language is foreign and men, 
however well-intentioned, are offering rides, sometimes late at night ” (PE T R I 2022). 
Since approximately 90% of the refugees from Ukraine were women and 
their children under 18 years old, Polish women, from the beginning of the 
full-scale war, were thinking about the unique circumstances women and 
their children face.

At least initially, the border towns were littered with a lot of men 
standing with cardboard signs with Mexico, Turkey, Switzerland, or 
Germany written on them, ostensibly inviting the women to come to live 
with them in these countries. Although Jarmulska realizes that most of the 
men were probably harmless, she also imagined seeing them through the 
eyes of Ukrainian women who had just fled violent Russian troops (WO M E N 

TA K E T H E W H E E L 2 022). The women and children arrived in Poland from a ter-
rible war. They didn’t speak Polish or English. They didn’t know what was 
going on, and they believed what anyone told them. The goal of the informal 
initiative was quite simple: to provide Ukrainian refugees with a “bubble of 
safety” (P O L I S H R A D I O 2 022). Within a month, members of Women at the Wheel 
safely transported around 300 women and children from the border.
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Although Women Take the Wheel is an all-women initiative, the organ-
izers know how important safety is, and all of their drivers are required to 
follow specific instructions. For example, the volunteers register themselves 
at the reception point with their passport or ID, so that the officials know 
who they are and can track where the volunteers are taking the refugees. 
And for every group transported, Women Take the Wheel representatives 
provide printed materials that ask the refugees for basic information, in-
cluding where they want to go, where they are coming from, and whether 
or not they have a place to sleep. The group also provides riders with hot 
spots for their cell phones in their cars, so that they can inform their rela-
tives back home that they’re safe. Their husbands often ask for a video to 
make sure that their families are safe. As of early 2024, the association has 
more than 2,500 members on Facebook from all over the world, and while 
almost three years have passed since the organization was created and its 
posts are less frequent and urgent than in 2022, the online group still ex-
ists, posts information and answers requests to transport people or things.

CZECH RESPONSES

Similarly to Poland, on March 17, 2022, the Czech Republic also 
signed into law a comprehensive package of three governmental bills, re-
ferred to in the media as Lex Ukraine, that provided Ukrainians fleeing the 
war with a temporary residential status and the right to work in the coun-
try. Ukrainian refugees were given access to free health care and public 
education, and provided with subsidized accommodation. However, after 
a year, the state funding – particularly for shelters and accommodation – 
was reduced, leaving many refugees facing numerous challenges and even 
homelessness.7 A month after the state funding was reduced, the media 
reported that seven out of ten Ukrainian refugees in the Czech Republic 
lived below the poverty line (PRO KO P E T A L .  2 02 3). A new law – Lex Ukraine V – 
shifted the responsibilities for the refugees from the government to NGOs 
and civil society groups. From the beginning of the war, however, individ-
uals provided significant support, spontaneously volunteering, buying 
train tickets (before Ukrainians were allowed to travel for free), providing 
transportation, buying groceries, and even opening their homes to the first 
wave of Ukrainian migrants.
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While the Czech government had substantially supported Ukrainian 
refugees by providing them with legal status and access to social welfare 
benefits until the passage of Lex Ukraine V, many Czech citizens, NGOs, and 
non-state affiliated groups also provided material and non-material help 
after the Russian invasion began. In their analysis of Czech NGO leaders’ 
perspectives on the Ukrainian refugee crisis, Tara Kolar Bryan et al. (2 02 3) 
stress the crucial role that Czech NGOs played as first-line responders for 
Ukrainian refugees since the Czech government did not pass the temporary 
protection legislation for almost a month after the Russian invasion. The 
authors argue that “during the beginning days and weeks of the Ukrainian crisis, 
Czech NGOs were on the ground helping refugees immediately after the outbreak 
of the Russian invasion, while the central government was slower to respond” 
(I B I D. :   39). Other scholars also stressed the importance of the NGOs’ rapid 
assistance and expertise in the initial phase of the Ukrainian resettlement 
while pointing out the challenges migrant-assisting NGOs in the Czech 
Republic experienced in their relationship with the government. Because 
the state wanted the NGOs to distribute assistance without politicizing 
the issue, it pressured the NGOs to adopt roles of simple service providers 
rather than serving as advocates for the migrants (I B I D. ;  J E L Í N KOVÁ E T A L .  2 02 4).

The major NGOs, including the Czech Red Cross and People in Need 
(Člověk v tísni), took the lead in providing aid to Ukrainian refugees from the 
beginning of the war. These well-established NGOs, which had also been 
present in Ukraine since the annexation of Crimea, and a consortium of 
migrant-assisting NGOs, formed a cluster of initiatives called Help Ukraine 
(Pomáhej Ukrajině). The consortium included several organizations, such 
as Organizace pro pomoc uprchlíkům (OPU), Adra, Most, Charita ČR, Sdružení 
pro integraci a migraci, Inbáze, Meta, Amnesty International, Amiga, Nesehnutí, 
Diakonica, La Strada, Člověk v tísni, and Pomáháme lidem na útěku, and they 
had a bold media presence. While many of the involved NGOs provided 
basic material and non-material help,8 some of the organizations were 
also responding to specific and immediate needs, such as morning-after 
pills for assaulted women or medical and therapeutic help for women who 
could not receive help either in Ukraine, Poland, or elsewhere. This includ-
ed help and placement for those in urgent medical need, including cancer 
and critical-care patients.
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Rather than focusing on established Czech NGOs or the cluster ini-
tiative Help Ukraine and its actors, we analyze two smaller organizations – 
Prague’s Main Train Station Initiative (Iniciativa Hlavák) and Grandmas with-
out Borders (Babičky bez hranic) – and their bottom-up initiatives driven by 
volunteers who are part of the wave of local support. Both of these organ-
izations focused on migration issues prior to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, 
and both continue to deal with long-term migrants’ issues, promoting 
women’s solidarity and racial inclusion. Both have also provided support 
to Syrian refugees and other migrants who arrived during the major mi-
gration wave in 2015. Besides offering direct help for almost a decade, both 
organizations have also engaged in pro-migrant advocacy, reinforcing citi-
zens’ solidarity and inclusive integration.

As a grassroots organization, the Main Train Station Initiative has 
been supporting migrants arriving by train to Prague’s main train station – 
known as Hlavák – for a decade. While the organization has provided aid 
to migrants from Syria, Afghanistan, and other countries since 2015, it 
has been focused largely on coordinating help and providing assistance 
to the thousands of Ukrainian refugees who have been arriving in the 
Czech Republic since the Russian full-scale invasion. By late summer of 
2022, the organization was helping between 200 and 450 Ukrainian ref-
ugees a day (I N I C I AT I VA H L AVÁ K 2 022). Along with providing food, clothing, and 
information, its volunteers helped Ukrainians arrange accommodations, 
which were often provided by individual citizens. They also assisted with 
information, particularly regarding the Regional Assistance Center for Help 
to Ukraine (Krajské asistenční centrum pomoci Ukrajině, KACPU) in Prague, 
where Ukrainian migrants could apply for temporary protection and thus 
receive a legal stay and access to social benefits. While the organization 
has several official positions, it relies heavily on a large pool of volunteers 
who have provided food, clothing, short-term accommodations and infor-
mation to migrants arriving from various countries.

The Main Train Station Initiative describes itself as the only organi-
zation that, in the absence of state services, provides daily support to mi-
grants, and is committed to providing assistance until the war in Ukraine 
ends (I N I C I AT I VA H L AVÁ K 2 022). When the war started in February 2022, mem-
bers of the Main Train Station Initiative worked alongside governmental 
and city representatives when providing help to Ukrainian refugees. In the 
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first days of the war, the group successfully handled as many as 7,000 ref-
ugees from Ukraine daily (I B I D.). Their front desk at the main train station 
in Prague consisted of volunteers and immigration officers checking the 
refugees’ documents and sending them to the regional assistance centers 
run by the Czech government for paperwork processing and further ser-
vices sponsored by the government.

The Czech government’s response to the influx of refugees, however, 
was not all positive. In summer 2022, with Prague’s main train station serv-
ing not only as a transit hub but also as a site for months-long accommoda-
tions for Roma Ukrainian refugees, the Main Train Station Initiative criticized 
the government’s neglect of the Roma refugees. Due to racial and ethnic 
prejudice, the Czech government failed to find suitable accommodations for 
about 300 Roma Ukrainians in the summer of 2022, even though it was able 
to provide housing for close to half a million non-Roma Ukrainian refugees. 
As a result, the Roma Ukrainians had to resort to sleeping at Prague’s main 
train station in undignified conditions that were never designed for long-
term stays. According to the Main Train Station Initiative’s statement, over 
3,800 people spent at least one night at the railway station during April 
2022, and at the beginning of May 2022, about 400 people were sleeping in 
the train station each night (I B I D.). In the vast majority of cases, these were 
Ukrainian Roma women and children. Some slept on emergency beds or 
in a parked train. However, a significant number of them had to spend the 
night on the ground in the train station building.

The representatives of the Main Train Station Initiative consequently 
publicly and openly criticized the Czech governmental interventions regard-
ing their role and conduct in the reception of Roma Ukrainians, especially 
since the government proposed building humanitarian tents to accommo-
date the hundreds of Roma Ukrainian refugees rather than being able to 
find more permanent accommodations. The organization insisted on re-
maining “independent” of governmental actors and their objectives, point-
ing to other shortcomings in the handling of Roma Ukrainians (e.g., they 
exposed political pressures not to help certain groups of refugees before the 
elections) and demanding reforms because after the idea of using human-
itarian tents was rejected, the Czech government proposed housing Roma 
Ukrainians in detention centers. The integration of the Roma population 
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into Czech culture is a work in progress in the whole region, where Roma 
still experience a great deal of prejudice and discrimination (I B I D.).

Václav Walach (202 3) analyzes the failure of the Czech government to 
find suitable accommodations for Ukrainian Roma in the context of indi-
vidual, institutional, and structural anti-Roma racism in Czech society. He 
also discusses instances of racism involving Czech volunteers who provided 
help on the Slovak-Ukrainian border, but who then refused to transfer the 
Roma refugees past the border to other countries; drivers who refused to 
allow Roma refugees to board their buses at the border; and volunteers at 
Prague’s main train station who chose to leave rather than help Ukrainian 
Roma refugees (TA I T 2 022). In addition to individual racism, Walach argues 
that institutional and structural anti-Roma racism also played an impor-
tant role in the failure to provide Ukrainian Roma with protective status, 
housing, and other social benefits.9

Grandmas without Borders, composed of civic activists and founding 
members of a variety of civic initiatives, is another group that has been help-
ing Ukrainian refugees, as well as refugees and migrants from several other 
countries. Operating mainly from Prague, the collective is predominantly 
composed of women, and includes activists, writers, artists, journalists, doc-
tors, and former dissidents who were opponents of the communist regime 
prior to 1989. The group has been offering material, practical, psycholog-
ical, and legal help to refugees from Syria, Chechnya and Afghanistan, as 
well as Ukraine. Since the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, the group’s activ-
ities have included a wide spectrum of assistance, including fundraising, 
hosting refugees in their homes, and donating food, clothing, and their 
time. While they organize practical help, they also engage in pro-migrant 
advocacy, writing open letters to politicians, organizing petitions, publish-
ing their pro-migration views in brief statements, and engaging in public 
discussions on migration and integration issues. While they have been ac-
tive for years, Russia’s war in Ukraine has concentrated their energy on the 
influx of Ukrainian refugees.

Building on the wave of grassroots aid and solidarity in Czech soci-
ety in 2022, Grandmas without Borders became more active and mobilized 
a large group of volunteers who understood the need to donate time and 
resources. One of the group’s initiatives focused on creating a safe meeting 
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space for Ukrainian women. From March to August 2022, the group ran Café 
Žinka (“Women’s Cafe” in Ukrainian) in Prague as a networking point for 
Ukrainian women to meet and find local help and services. Two afternoons 
a week, Café Žinka provided a safe and clean meeting space for Ukrainian 
women where, over free refreshments, they could reconnect with others, 
take Czech lessons, meet with a social worker or an art therapist, and net-
work with other Ukrainian women or Czech visitors who brought cloth-
ing, food, and language books, and who shared information about jobs, 
transportation, and housing (Interview Fojtová and Waisserová with Jana 
Hradilková, June 2023; Café Žinka’s Facebook page, Café Žinka’s meeting 
participation June 2023).

Jana Hradilková, one of the founders of Grandmas without Borders, 
explained that the impetus behind the creation of Café Žinka came from 
members of the group, which exemplifies how the group operates through 
cooperation among the many volunteers. Like many Czechs who housed 
Ukrainian refugees in their homes, members of Grandmas without Borders 
provided accommodation for Ukrainian women and in the spring of 2022, 
members of the group identified the need for a dignified place where 
Ukrainian women could connect with other women. Using her personal 
contacts and resources, Hradilková reached out to people from other or-
ganizations to inquire about the possibility of creating a protected meeting 
space. Another friend, Juanita Kansil, herself an immigrant from Indonesia 
who owned a café called Javanka in Prague, responded and offered her 
café as a meeting space in the afternoons between lunch and dinner. Even 
though the Javanka café owner had originally intended to sell her busi-
ness, she decided to keep the café open for six additional months in order 
to host Café Žinka.

Initially, Café Žinka was primarily an information hub, but then 
it became a place that provided donated clothes and a space to gather. 
As Hradilková emphasized, the group asked that volunteers bring only 
nice clothes, those they would want to “give as a gift rather than to discard” 
(Interview Fojtová and Waisserová with Jana Hradilková, June 2023). 
Soon, other services emerged organically based on the needs of Ukrainian 
women, including providing Czech and English lessons, as well as therapy 
sessions and administrative help. Volunteers would also bring their own 
homemade cakes, fruit from their gardens, and language books, and they 
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offered rides and provided work and accommodation advice. When Café 
Žinka was established in March 2022, Grandmas without Borders and the 
Ukrainian women refugees were in a state of shock from the invasion and 
living day-to-day in a very emotionally charged atmosphere, as Hradilková 
describes. However, even though they all had different experiences, they 
could come together. As Hradilková explained, “You are in a different space, 
we are in a different space, but we can create a parallel space” (Interview Fojtová 
and Waisserová with Jana Hradilková, June 2023). Café Žinka thus became 
a “parallel space” that provided a protected location for helping people and 
providing aid; it also served to inspire people to do something productive, 
whether it be the Ukrainian women coming to Café Žinka to access essen-
tial services, or the group’s members volunteering. Building on individual 
strengths and skills, the volunteers created a wide variety of services that 
developed organically and spontaneously through solidarity, mutual aid, 
and cooperation.

However, it was challenging for Grandmas without Borders to secure 
a permanent meeting place. In September 2022, the original Café Žinka was 
closed when the owner had to sell her business. Fortunately, a new space 
became available. The new space offers a well-equipped kitchen, thus pro-
viding new opportunities for Ukrainian women to cook together while the 
Grandmas raise money for groceries or other needs. Café Žinka continues 
to run its own kitchen in its new location. As Jana Hradilková explained, 
“I was cooking soup for over one year, but now the Ukrainian women have taken 
over and cook for themselves” (Interview Waisserová with Hradilková, January 
2024). In addition to preparing and eating meals, the women who visit Café 
Žinka share recipes and knitting needles, they talk and sing together, and 
they sell what they make. In this new phase of Café Žinka, the Ukrainian 
women run a space where they also provide therapy, support each other, 
and offer opportunities for the women to regain their dignity. They also 
gather with displaced women from earlier Russian invasions, women from 
Chechnya, Georgia, and Ingushetia. These women have taken over the 
leadership of the weekly Thursday sessions: they lead various workshops, 
exercise, engage in communal cooking, and organize cultural events that 
highlight their food and folk music. As Hradilková explains, this was always 
part of the plan because “we wanted the [Ukrainian] women to take over and be 
in charge” (Interview Fojtová and Waisserová with Hradilková, June 2023). 
Beyond the immediate relief that the participants of Café Žinka offer each 



From Grassroots Humanitarianism to Mutual Aid:  Citizen Responses 
in Poland and the Czech Republic to Russia’s War in Ukraine

26 ▷ czech Journal of international relations 60/3/2025

other on a weekly basis, they are also engaged in strategies of future-mak-
ing and initiating structural changes in migrants’ lives.

While we focus only on Grandmas without Borders and the Main Train 
Station Initiative, it is important to highlight that these initiatives networked 
with existing local NGOs with different capacities and goals. Founded by 
women with extensive experience in working with refugees, as well as a his-
tory of dissent pre-dating the 1989 revolution, Grandmas without Borders has 
considerable social capital among Czech aid organizations and has used it 
to attract volunteers and secure meeting places. After it was established in 
2015, the Main Train Station Initiative developed close relations with other 
Czech NGOs, and this cooperation proved to be significant during the influx 
of Ukrainian refugees. However, working with established NGOs did not 
change the nature of their work but only expanded their reach and authority.

For example, the Main Train Station Initiative has focused primarily 
on disseminating information about registration centers, and providing 
translation services and material help to Ukrainian refugees. Because the 
organization relied on hundreds of volunteers, it was important to have 
the assistance of another NGO to help with registering, training, and co-
ordinating the volunteers. The NGO that fulfilled this role was Organizace 
pro pomoc uprchlíkům (OPU, Organization for Aid to Refugees). As the oldest 
and largest refugee and immigrant aid organization in the Czech Republic, 
OPU was founded in 1991 to provide legal and social aid to refugees and 
immigrants. Given OPU’s large professional staff and their long-term legal 
expertise, members of the Main Train Station Initiative were able to discuss 
complex cases with OPU’s legal and social departments.

Their beneficial cooperation has continued, as evidenced by both or-
ganizations’ efforts to ensure a just distribution of aid to Ukrainian Roma 
refugees, and the eventual integration of the Ukrainian Roma into Czech so-
ciety. The position of both organizations is that as long as the war in Ukraine 
is ongoing, all refugees are entitled to temporary protection and the Czech 
state should act accordingly. Because the Czech government has not, in fact, 
treated all refugees equally, members of these organizations have initiated 
both public protests and legal actions against the government. On the first 
anniversary of Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine, February 24, 2023, 
a press conference was held at Prague’s main railway station during which 
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representatives of the capital city, the Central Bohemian Regional Authority, 
and several other institutions thanked the people who had been providing 
aid to those fleeing Ukraine. During the press conference, volunteers from 
the Main Train Station Initiative held a public protest to draw attention to the 
discrimination that Ukrainian Roma refugees faced after arriving in Prague 
the year prior, in 2022 (BAU DY Š OVÁ  – A L B E R T 2 02 3). Beyond the public protest, 
OPU’s lawyers have used their legal expertise to successfully address the 
systemic refusal by the Czech government to grant temporary protection 
to refugees from Ukraine if they were registered in another country, as was 
the case with many Ukrainian Roma refugees. According to OPU’s website, 
the “case is now pending before the EU Court of Justice in Luxembourg (ECJ) 
and now the Municipal Court in Prague confirmed our argument by rejecting 
the state’s new approach of not deciding such individual refugee cases while wait-
ing for the ECJ verdict and leaving them in limbo for an undefinite [sic] period of 
time ” (O RG A N I Z AC E PRO P O M O C U PRC H L Í K Ů M 2 02 4).

One of the reasons the grassroots initiatives discussed in this paper 
have been successful has been because they have been linked to and col-
laborated with local NGOs. The willingness of the grassroots organizations 
and established NGOs to cooperate has been crucial for all sides. Further 
comparative research can examine if this close and dynamic cooperation 
and networking in the context of providing assistance to Ukrainian refu-
gees in CEE was unique to the Czech and Polish societies.

CONCLUSION: SOLIDARITY, MUTUAL 
AID AND COLLECTIVE CARE

The Polish and Czech organizations examined here – Wrocław’s Central 
Railway Station Initiative, Women Take the Wheel, Prague’s Main Train Station 
Initiative and Grandmas without Borders – have provided both material and 
non-material support to Ukrainian refugees, but their assistance is only 
a small part of what is actually a massive wave of grassroots humanitar-
ianism across Poland, the Czech Republic, and other Central European 
countries. In this paper, we questioned whether there is any evidence that 
grassroots aid encouraged new forms of activism or even social movements 
in these societies. Although we found little evidence of social movements, 
we do maintain that these organizations are not only extending the limits 
of material assistance to those in need, but, in solidarity with the refugees 
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themselves, they are developing formal and informal institutions that pro-
mote social integration into these societies. Thus, this grassroots aid is, 
indeed, changing Polish and Czech society.

In their critique of grassroots humanitarianism – which they believe 
cannot sustain a long-term commitment – Elizabeth Cullen Dunn and 
Iwona Kaliszewska argue that so-called “distributed humanitarianism han-
dles small problems well but breaks down in the face of complex problems that 
require multiple steps and long-term commitment ” (D U N N  – K A L I S Z E W S K A 2 02 3 :  10). 
While we do not necessarily disagree with their overall assessment, our 
research and analysis of this spontaneous grassroots activism and mutual 
aid are more promising, suggesting that the groups – and the individuals 
within those groups – can develop a longer-term commitment to more 
pro-migrant advocacy.

We also questioned whether these forms of assistance reveal and 
replicate historical forms of mobilization, or if they represent novel and 
spontaneous acts of goodwill. Our research suggests both. Although some 
of these responses, like the train station initiatives and the virtual wom-
en’s organization Women Take the Wheel, responded to a unique crisis and 
leveraged existing technology, other initiatives are rooted in these coun-
tries’ recent histories and culture; for example, there is the former dissident 
identity of some of the activists in Grandmas without Borders or the rise 
of volunteering since the fall of communism. One study of volunteering in 
Poland, for example, indicated that although volunteering is a relatively 
new phenomenon in this country, there has been a significant increase in 
the number of Polish civil society organizations over the past 30 years since 
Poland transitioned to democracy (S E N G U P TA  – V E RG H E S E  – RY S 2 02 3). Moreover, 
levels of engagement in civil society participation have improved, with 43% 
of Polish youths providing unpaid time to volunteering in civil society or-
ganizations (I B I D. :  4). With respect to Czech society, Eva Křížová has argued 
that “volunteering is deeply embedded in a civic, humanitarian paradigm 
instead of a religious faith and duty.” Křížová adds that, in fact, “volunteering 
is higher in the Czech Republic than in other former Eastern European countries 
and is evidence of a successful and rapid restoration of the civic sector ” (K Ř Í Ž OVÁ 

2 012 :  110 –115). In other words, grassroots assistance and advocacy for those 
in need are becoming the norm rather than the exception.
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Our paper argues that the forms of activism we highlight in both 
countries resemble the concept of mutual aid, and that the individuals 
and groups engaging in them share similar objectives: to alleviate suffer-
ing and to provide resources, ranging from basic necessities to long-term 
support, to those in need. Because these initiatives are driven by compas-
sion and solidarity, they represent an effort to honor the human dignity of 
the Ukrainian refugees. This, we contend, is different from the activities 
of large humanitarian organizations because it is inspired and carried out 
by ordinary citizens and not professionals. This kind of activism is also 
carried out by decentralized and community-led groups, unlike the more 
traditional humanitarianism that often involves larger organizations with 
external leadership and resources from the global North. Consequently, we 
contend that these examples of mutual aid are playing an important role in 
addressing and altering power dynamics, and issues of sustainability, reci-
procity, and civic empowerment. This will have an important impact on the 
future of humanitarianism. Unlike large INGOs, which can, at times, un-
wittingly create dependency among the recipients and regularly leave them 
out of decision making, these local organizations and initiatives endeavor 
to build community resilience, create a sense of self-sufficiency among the 
refugees and help them to regain and sustain their dignity.

At the same time, these grassroots organizations face numerous 
obstacles, including limited resources, issues of sustainability, and low 
recognition. Although these citizen-led groups simultaneously create and 
facilitate new partnerships and reinforce collaboration between various 
mutual aid groups and humanitarian organizations, these partnerships 
have limitations that still must be observed and addressed. Bryan et al. 
(2 02 3) found that Czech NGOs, while demonstrating flexibility and agility 
in the initial Ukrainian refugee response, faced significant capacity and 
governance challenges. These systemic barriers hindered their resilience. 
Similarly, Jelínková et al. highlight the frustration of migrant-assisting 
NGOs due to their exclusion from crucial decision-making processes in-
volving government partnerships. Despite their unique strengths – a strong 
emphasis on advocacy and a capacity for collective action – Czech NGOs 
are marginalized in policy discussions, which leaves them grappling with 
the dilemma of either withdrawing from ineffective collaborations or re-
maining engaged in them in order to influence incremental improvements 
(J E L Í N KOVÁ E T A L 2 02 4:  7).
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Despite these real challenges, the examined initiatives demonstrate 
a potential to challenge traditional humanitarian organizations and ap-
proaches. They also demonstrate the value of decentralized, flexible, and 
community-led approaches to humanitarian assistance that can address 
specific needs while empowering individuals and communities. Grounded 
in coordinated collective care, the mutual aid approach focuses on building 
new social relationships and changing institutions and social practices for 
receiving and integrating immigrants.
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ENDNOTES

1  Like other authors, we use the term “refugee” for people fleeing the war in Ukraine 

(Macková et al. 2024). We also use this term “as a broad umbrella term for people who 
are fleeing from conflict situations and not within the meaning of Article 1A of the Geneva 
Convention” (Macková et al. 2024: 3). However, as Macková et al. (Ibid.) discuss, “those 
who are provided with assistance might be more accurately described as ‘holders of temporary 
protection’”.

2  The Czech Republic’s historical reluctance to accommodate refugees is exemplified 

by the limited reception of less than 9,000 during the 2015–2016 Syrian refugee crisis 

(Bryan et al. 2023, 37).

3  As Macková et al. (2024: 15) explain, both Poland and the Czech Republic “were the most 
affected by the influx of refugees from Ukraine (one per capita, second in absolute numbers), and 
both introduced temporary protection institutes with similar features to create a safe haven 
for new arrivals. The EU Temporary Protection Directive was drafted only in the aftermath of 
the war in Yugoslavia, and it was first activated in 2022”.

4  The temporary protections will end on March 31, 2025 in the Czech Republic and on 

September 30, 2025 in Poland.

5  The biggest sums were collected by Člověk v tísni, which received 2.35 billion CZK in 

2022, which was five times as much as what it received in 2020 (0.435 billion). Out of 

this amount, the biggest sums went to supporting projects focusing on families and 

children. Other NGOs that collected funds for Ukrainian refugees included the Via 
Foundation (Nadace Via), the Charter 77 Foundation (Nadace Charty 77), and Charita CR.

6  Large numbers of Ukrainians started to migrate to Poland in 2014. Many of these mi-

grants (rather than refugees) have worked with Polish civil society to provide assistance 

to refugees arriving in 2022. 

7  The 5th amendment, referred to as “Lex Ukraine V”, which came into effect on July 1, 

2023, meant that a significant number of refugees no longer met the vulnerability criteria 

for receiving accommodation assistance. See Lex Ukrajina 5, <https://www.migrace.

com/adm/_upload/docs/letak_lexu_unhcr_cz_linky_1686834485.pdf>.

8  In terms of the refugee integration field, Bryan et al. (2023: 39) argue that “the roles of 
Czech NGOs are largely limited to delivering needed social services to migrants and refugees. 
Since its inception over twenty years ago, Czech integration policy has been carried out pri-
marily by NGOs and then by integration centres, established in individual regions over the past 
decade ”.

9  While Czech officials claimed that many Ukrainian Roma did not qualify for refugee 

status because they were EU citizens holding a dual nationality, namely a Ukrainian-

Hungarian nationality, or because they had specific housing requirements that made 

it difficult to accommodate large groups that did not want to be separated, the Czech 

anthropologist Filip Pospíšil highlighted the widespread anti-Roma prejudice and 

discrimination in Czech society in his focus on institutional and structural racism 

(Zabloudilová 2022). Specifically, he pointed out various forms of residential segre-

gation, such as the refugee camps and detention centers that the Czech government 

had established. In his view, the problem of discrimination was particularly visible in 

the refugee tents at Prague’s regional assistance center. Citing a prominent migration 

researcher, Nicholas De Genova, who drew attention to the fact that the so-called “mi-

grant crisis” of 2015–2016 was actually a racial crisis (De Genova 2018), Walach (2022) 

analyzes how race plays an important role in contemporary societies in terms of access 

to resources, and he highlights how much race played a part in the Czech response to 

the Ukrainian refugees in 2022. For Walach, the events at Prague’s main train station 

became the most visible symbol of a collective failure to provide quality housing to all 

refugees, regardless of race or ethnicity.
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