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Michelle and Oliver Wright are proof that expats can fully integrate into Gent. They demonstrate that expats can go beyond surviving here, they can thrive and contribute

to the community, making it a better place than it was without them. They did just that by co-founding Gent4Humanity, a registered non-pro�t charity that provides

humanitarian aid to refugees who are currently displaced in Europe. We spoke to them in 2018 about how it all works.

Michelle Wright

Michelle is originally from London. She grew up there and recalls, “I thought everywhere in the world was like London. I thought everyone had different colors. I had a bit

of a shock when I started travelling and realized that not everybody was as accepting as Londoners are.” And travel, she has.

After living in the U.K., Michelle lived in Spain, the United States (Alaska), and Belgium. She has lived in Belgium for ten years. The �rst three

were spent in a small village near Dendermonde where she says nothing ever happened. She and her (then) husband, now ex-husband,

owned a café. While she had fun with that for a time, she was eventually driven to sell the bar and move to Gent, where she has now been for

seven years.

Michelle has a degree in psychotherapy. She was a social worker in London. She’s also worked as an ECG technician. While married, she was

diverted from care work, but upon her divorce and move to Gent, she resumed her work in that �eld. First, she volunteered at an asylum

center. Then she got a job at a day center/night shelter in Gent where she worked for two years.

One reason Michelle chose to move to Gent is that her son, Oliver, was studying here. “I really loved the city. There’s something about Gent that

just attracted us … It’s just great. It had everything we wanted.” The move was good for her, allowing her to return her focus to care work, and

getting her back to a diverse, multicultural city like the London she grew up in.

“I think this is the best city to be an expat in,” says Michelle, although she doesn’t really feel like an expat in Gent anymore. While she says her

travelling has been interesting, she now feels “quite settled in Belgium.”
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Michelle Wright (far left) and Oliver Wright

(second from right) lead a Gent4Humanity

team meeting before a trip to refugee camps

in France. Photo © Gent4Humanity.

Oliver Wright

Oliver is quick to praise Michelle. “It’s an honor for me to have the mother that I have … My mother has been very, very, very, very, humble and modest, the fact that she’s

had an extraordinarily rich experience in life. Much … richer than she’s said. And that has inspired me, that has in�uenced me, that has made me who I am today in many

ways.”

Oliver grew up with his mother, moving to all the same countries. But while they’ve lived in the same places, he of course, has his own perspective. Oliver was born

outside of London, but he doesn’t feel like he grew up there. Their move to Spain occurred when he was seven years old. Then there were the two years in the U.S., and

then the move to Belgium.

Oliver was an expat from a very young age. He doesn’t relate to being British. “I am as British as my English, my passport, my birth certi�cate. That’s as far as it goes.”

Because of moving young, and moving to multiple countries during his youth, he explained, “I’ve always had this different experience.”

When Michelle was working at the night shelter in Gent, Oliver was working in what he called a “cutthroat corporate environment.” He recalls that at the time, “I was

never indifferent, but I had other priorities, I guess like a lot of people. I had my music, my hobbies, my interests, my life. I wouldn’t say I didn’t care, I just didn’t really

look.” But eventually, he became dissatis�ed with his work.

Oliver observed and listened to what Michelle said about her work at the night shelter. He re�ects, “I always had a

choice in this, and I could have gone either way in terms of getting involved, in terms of helping other people.” He made

a choice to get involved and started volunteering at the shelter.

“He was wonderful” Michelle praised, “working with the homeless, he was so patient, he was amazing.”

Michelle stepped down from the night manager position at the shelter after two years and Oliver was hired to replace

her. He spent a year in that role and the work was hard. “It tested me,” he said, “it strengthened my resolve … I

developed a lot.”

Oliver eventually stopped working at the shelter and took another job in a more corporate environment, but his

involvement with Gent4Humanity at that point kept him balanced. He could do that work because he invested his free

time in charity work. In fact, he says he could “daydream” about it.

Daydreaming together back when they were both working at the shelter is essentially how Michelle and Oliver started

their refugee support work to begin with.

The Formation of Gent4Humanity

Oliver makes a point that for most of us, if we look back far enough, refugees are in most of our families. For him, “There is a very acute awareness in our own family that

our descendants were refugees to the UK from Russia … and that has inspired us.”

Perhaps that awareness in�uenced their reaction when, in early 2016, Michelle and Oliver saw a VTM news report about the refugee tent camp in Maximilian Park in

Brussels. Oliver recalls sitting in a cafeteria at work, talking about it and saying, “what can we do?”

“Saying ‘what can we do?’, that’s how it all started,” Michelle explains. They went to the camp with new socks to donate. They spoke to the refugees there at the time,

mostly from Syria and Iraq. The conditions of the tent camp were shocking. Michelle remembers the smell.

Soon after, Michelle saw another news report, this time on BBC, about the conditions in the Calais (France) refugee camp, with a plea for donations. Again, she found

herself wondering, what she could do?

“It was very impromptu,” Michelle remembers of their �rst trip to Calais. Conditions again were shocking. Michelle said that she knew halfway into that day that this

would not be a one-off trip. She knew they’d be coming back.

From April to October of 2016, they went to the Calais “Jungle” twice a month. (“The Jungle” is the name given to that refugee camp in Calais by the refugees

themselves, a nod to the conditions they faced there.) They named themselves Gent4Humanity and started taking volunteers with them.

In October 2016, the Jungle was demolished, and refugees were relocated by French authorities. Gent4Humanity started making trips to Dunkirk instead. In June 2017,

Gent4Humanity received its of�cial recognition as a non-pro�t charity (a Vereniging Zonder Winstoogmerk, or VZW) in Belgium.

Over time, the conditions of the refugee camps in Dunkirk and Calais change. They’ve been demolished, burned down (sometimes on purpose, sometimes by accidents),

and rebuilt. Through it all, Michelle says, “We kept going.” They continue to go every month, usually to both locations since refugees have returned to Calais.


TOP

https://i2.wp.com/thesquare.gent/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Team-Meeting.jpg


10/19/21, 2:33 PM Gent4Humanity Refugee Support: "What can we do?"

https://thesquare.gent/my-gent/gent4humanity/ 3/7

They have learned from their experiences and continuously adjust their operations to be more ef�cient and effective. Only a handful of organizations provide

humanitarian aid to the refugees in Northern France. It’s not the sort of place where any one organization is in charge, but Gent4Humanity works with other organizations

as best they can.

Given Gent4Humanity’s growth of their volunteer base, donations, and projects, visiting the camps once a month is what’s most logistically possible. Many charities

supporting the refugees in Northern France have seen a decrease in support and donations because people think the refugee crisis there is over. But it is far from it.

Refugees and volunteers at the camp in Dunkirk. Photo ©

Gent4Humanity.

The Refugee Crisis and Gent4Humanity’s Impact

According to the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR), the world is “…now witnessing the highest levels of displacement on record.” 65.6 million people have been forcibly

displaced from their home due to con�ict or persecution, 22.5 million of whom are de�ned as refugees. These numbers are expected to keep increasing, not only

because of continued con�ict and persecution, but also due to an increase in climate refugees. “This is just the beginning,” warns Oliver.

Organizations estimate that before the Calais Jungle was demolished in 2016, it was home to 10,000 refugees. Estimates are that there are still hundreds of refugees in

Calais and Dunkirk. Many are trying to reach the UK. The refugee crisis is a messy, complicated, global, political issue that is often discussed with as many emotions as

facts.

Gent4Humanity aims to stay away from the political aspects of the conversation. Oliver explains, “We are a humanitarian group, a humanitarian charity. We’re not

activists.” Their purpose is to help refugees, as humans helping humans. “We believe that every human being has the right to be treated fairly and in a digni�ed way,”

reads their website. And that is what they do, by providing direct humanitarian aid.

That, and Michelle has found another important purpose for Gent4Humanity. She recalls recently watching a BBC documentary in which Londoners who survived The

Blitz during World War II were sharing their stories. She says she realized, “we are not only involved in the refugee crisis, which will become a historical event, we’re

witnesses to it. Literally witnesses.”

As she looks through a photo book of Gent4Humanity volunteers on previous trips, Michelle states again, “we’re witnesses … we have documents for the future … For

every volunteer that is with us, they are also witnesses. In 70 years this will be documented … I’ve often said to myself, you know, asked people, ‘What did you do? Did you

care? Did you help? Or did you turn a blind eye like they did in World War II in the Holocaust? What are you going to do?’”

A Gent4Humanity Trip

Here’s what Gent4Humanity does. The one-day trip they make each month usually includes a visit to either or both camps in Dunkirk and Calais. Michelle and Oliver

explain that every trip is different, and they never know what to expect. This can be dif�cult for both new and returning volunteers.

Michelle said that after their �rst trip to Maximillian Park, she and Oliver didn’t speak to each other for hours. “We couldn’t talk. We couldn’t speak, it was too

overwhelming.” Despite them both having experience working in social services, refugee support in these frontline conditions can be shocking. They are mindful of this

for their volunteers and do their best to train and prepare them.

“We are a particular breed… it takes a lot of resilience and a lot of guts, frankly, to stand there for hours,” says Oliver. Compared to some organizations that just come to

drop off items, Gent4Humanity stays for hours, spending the entire day completing speci�c projects. “We establish ourselves there and we go for it.”

First, they distribute relief items such as water and sanitary products. They are one of only a few charities who bring water. Access

to running water in the camps is routinely moved or cut off.

When the distribution is complete, they work on other projects. They set up a generator for charging refugees’ cell phones. They set

up a �rst aid station. There, they routinely treat scabies and other skin conditions resulting from exposure to the elements. They 
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Gent4Humanity volunteers

distributing water in the Dunkirk

refugee camp. Photo ©

Gent4Humanity.

Gent4Humanity volunteers share a laugh with

a refugee in Dunkirk. Photo © Gent4Humanity.

also treat colds, coughs, fevers, digestion issues, cuts, scrapes, bruises, sprains, broken bones, evidence of �ghting, and evidence of

police brutality.

Volunteers talk with refugees. They gather data on the refugees’ current needs, which informs Gent4Humanity’s requests for

future donations. They also gather data on where refugees are from, where they hope to go, how long they have been in the

camps, and more. Some play football with the refugees. If children are there, they play with them. They talk and listen and remind

refugees that people care about them.

It seems hard for them to pinpoint a single hardest thing that they see. Terrible living conditions. Health issues. “Seeing children in

crisis never gets easy,” says Oliver. They also see smugglers, or foot soldiers for the smugglers. But they put their emotions aside.

They treat everyone equally.

Besides that, they’re aware of what Oliver calls “exploitative behavior” of smugglers and unfortunately, sometimes other volunteers.

Money embezzlement. Sexual exploitation. Oliver says, “It’s important to say that our empathy has boundaries.” They learned this

from their social work backgrounds. There is a line that can’t be crossed into unethical, illegal, or inappropriate actions. “You do have

to be very strong to do this,” he says. Michelle agrees, “It takes a very special volunteer to do frontline.”

They recognize that volunteers can get discouraged when they see all that they are up against, but they try to look at it differently.

They stay motivated by recognizing that they helped in some way, no matter how big or small.

Each trip concludes with a volunteer group dinner together before returning to Gent. This serves as a time to debrief and decompress. There, Michelle says, you can see

“how special it is, and what an amazing day it has been.” “All day long everyone’s been on a common thread.” Then, they go home “absolutely exhausted, but in a good

way.” They tell volunteers to expect to need some recovery time on Sunday, too. It’s exhausting work, both physically and emotionally. “I know it’s eating up the weekend,

but everyone seems to get something out of it,” says Michelle.

Volunteer with Gent4Humanity

The Square.Gent �rst introduced you to Gent4Humanity in our post, “How To Find Volunteer Work In Gent”. Michelle and Oliver deeply appreciate their volunteers.

They’ve called them their “angels.” They proudly show group photos from different trips.

While most of their volunteers live in Gent now, many are expats or students from other countries. “It’s a complete melting pot,” says Michelle. They are “from literally

every continent,” adds Oliver. “They all come together, using English as the main language,” explains Michelle, “and it works every time, it’s magic.”

To become a volunteer with Gent4Humanity, Michelle explains, “we don’t just show up. There’s a process to joining us.”

Anyone interested must �rst send an email to gent4humanity15@gmail.com to request an application form.

Volunteers must be over 18 years old and must be legally allowed to cross borders. If approved, they must attend a

meeting where they will receive information and training prior to going on a trip. Volunteers must be proactive, able to

follow instructions, and demonstrate that they understand the guidelines Gent4Humanity gives them.

Gent4Humanity’s selectivity is increasing, especially as interest in the organization has risen. A maximum number of 25

volunteers can go on each trip. With a strong retention of volunteers, trips are �lling up easily. This is a dif�cult balance

for Michelle and Oliver who want both new and experienced people to join them in their work.

Aside from the logistical requirements, Michelle says “the �rst thing we want is commitment and an empathy to

refugees. If you haven’t got those two things, don’t contact us … We don’t mind if you don’t know enough about it, you

can learn, but you must have an empathy. Because we are a humanitarian organization, so we expect that. And a resilience, because nothing is predictable when you do

this … It’s frontline, it’s into the mire, so we really need resilient volunteers. We don’t want to damage anyone emotionally.” Refugee support work is not for the faint of

heart. “You don’t have to have experience … just have a willingness to help, but in an empathetic way, and a genuine desire to help refugees, because we don’t want ego-

based volunteers.”

Gent4Humanity’s Relationship with Gent

“We’re very connected to Gent,” says Michelle. It’s even in the name, Gent4Humanity, which is proudly displayed on the back of the �uorescent vests they provide to all

volunteers for identi�cation purposes when in the refugee camps.

Oliver thinks that Gent stands out among other cities in Flanders. While Antwerp and Bruges have cut funding for social

services like suicide hotlines and homeless shelters, Gent has increased support for social services. As a registered

charity, Gent4Humanity is entitled to subsidies from Gent that enable them to do their work while remaining cost

ef�cient. “I am proud to live in a city that enables this and so many different social services … This is a city that does

show a heart.”
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Gent4Humanity volunteers before a trip to

refugee camps in France. Photo ©

Gent4Humanity.
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“I think we’re in the right city for what we do,” says Michelle. They have a sense that Gentenaars are diverse, open, and

accepting. This helps Gent4Humanity succeed. The organization is currently seeking private funding to expand their

programs and services in Gent.

How to Help Gent4Humanity

There are many ways you can help refugees and Gent4Humanity. Frontline volunteering, as discussed above, is one way. Since frontline volunteering is not for everyone,

there are other ways to help. There is behind the scenes work that volunteers can assist with before each trip, such as sorting and preparing supplies for distribution.

If you don’t have time to volunteer, you can donate items. Check Gent4Humanity’s Facebook page for their current “needs” list. Or, donate money directly to the

organization so that they can purchase the items for the refugees. No amount of money or items is too small, because it is all combined for great impact on each trip.

Beyond giving time and money, Gent4Humanity encourages people to educate themselves about the refugee crisis. Be a witness to what is happening. Be a voice for

refugees. Michelle reminds us that people can say, “I did something. I was there. I was actively involved.” That is what Michelle and Oliver Wright are doing with

Gent4Humanity, and Gent – and the world – is a better place for it.

*Disclosure: the author is an unpaid volunteer for both The Square.Gent and Gent4Humanity.
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Rebecca Bramlett

Rebecca Bramlett moved with her family from the United States to Gent in January 2016 thanks to an eagerly accepted international employment

assignment for her husband. After spending nearly 15 years working in higher education (primarily university fundraising), she is now spending her time

trying out new titles to add to the obvious “stay-at-home-mom” and “accompanying spouse.” Things like: enthusiastic expat, personal blogger (who is

dreadfully behind in posts), amateur photographer, traveler, and lover of animals (especially dogs and horses). You can witness her attempts at these

efforts – and her overall quest to squeeze every great opportunity out of her time-limited expat experience – by following her blog, Instagram

(@rbbramlett), or Twitter.

https://rbabroad.com/
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