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The goal of Project Eleftheria was to foster community resilience and peacebuilding efforts among 
women in conflict settings by supporting maternal empowerment efforts and the establishment of a women’s 
and children clinic for refugee mothers in Athens, Greece. In doing so, Project Eleftheria focused on uplifting 
refugee women and their families through engaged health workshops, providing first-aid training 
opportunities and health literacy meetings to young, refugee peer health workers who worked in the 
maternity clinic space, and in building community partnerships through the newly renovated clinic with 
outside organizations. And most significantly, I was able to successfully design and rebuild a safe, clean, 
and welcoming clinic space within the Elna Maternity shelter for refugee families. Within this space, I was 
able to fully stock the clinic with supplies, furniture, and medical tools with the goal of improving the quality 
of healthcare available to refugee families. Besides the generous support from the Davis Projects for Peace, 
Elna Maternity Shelter, and my NGO partner CHEERing who graciously welcomed me and my project with 
open arms, I did not receive any outside funding to complete this project. 

Being bi-lingual and Greek myself, the idea for my project stemmed from my long-standing 
knowledge and exposure to the refugee crisis in Greece. Since the peak of Greece’s humanitarian crisis in 
2016, I had closely followed the disheartening political and resource-poor global health efforts taking place 
within the country’s refugee camps. At the same time, my engagement with the broader international 
refugee crisis culminated this past year as I led workshops at Cornell University on patient advocacy for 
vulnerable groups, including refugee and migrant families. During this period, I became increasingly 
involved in research focusing on maternal global health efforts. With time, I noticed that the global focus on 
maternal morbidity lacked critical information on maternal refugee health and infant development in 
humanitarian emergencies. As a result, I sought out training workshops, such as the international Lancet 
workshop on maternal health in humanitarian contexts, where I was fortunate to meet one of my primary 
site partners, the Center for Health Equity and Evaluation Research International (CHEERing). Through 
volunteering with CHEERing and my personal experience, I was energized to craft a proposal aimed at 
supporting maternal refugee health and empowerment as a means to address this maternal health gap in 
refugee medical care. 

In reflecting on my experience this summer and my background in maternal health, I believe the 
lack of maternal and child refugee healthcare in Greece is a complicated and systemic problem wrought 
with politically and racially charged agendas, a fundamental lack of knowledge regarding quality maternal 
health support in humanitarian crises, and a host of barriers impeding access to medical care in Greece. 
For instance, many refugee families are unable to freely travel to seek medical care; of those who are able, 
even fewer qualify for Greece’s public health insurance and most cannot afford medical expenses. 
Additionally, for many families I worked with, the majority of women forwent opportunities for personal 
growth, such as education, to provide and take care of their families. As a result, I felt that in renovating a 
clinic space that could provide free medical care to women and children, Project Eleftheria would be an 
avenue for families to seek quality care without worrying about these insurmountable barriers. In coupling 
the clinic opening with empowerment opportunities for mothers and peer health workers, my project was 
also aimed at strengthening maternal education and mobility opportunities for women in the community 
with the hopes that maternal empowerment and health literacy could ultimately build community resilience. 

Why Athens? As I think back to my experience, I am eternally grateful to have been able to work 
alongside the incredible community at the Elna Maternity shelter and surrounding refugee camps. I was 
fortunate to choose this community with the help of CHEERing, who connected me to Elna and the greater 
Attica region of Greece, which hosts four of Greece’s main refugee camps. As an individual with Greek 
heritage, I also grew up with roots in Athens and Greece. As a result, returning to Athens for my project felt 
very much like returning to a second home, except this time it was one where I was able to make a tangible 
impact on the vibrant and history-rich city I loved while creating life-long friendships with the new individuals 
and families I met.  

At times, however, I certainly met my challenges. For instance, despite my comfort with the city 
and place, nothing could fully prepare me for the level of need I was exposed to upon arriving at Greece’s 
refugee camps and housing shelters. Growing up in an international family and as an individual heavily 
involved in rural health efforts, I thought I would be prepared to face the poverty, sickness, and harsh reality 



of Greece’s refugee camps. I came to realize, however, that little was going to be able to prepare me to 
walk through Eleonas Camp holding a mother’s malnourished baby, or huddling in the dry heat of Malakasa 
camp’s parking lot as families waited for food. It was easy to become overwhelmed in those moments and 
question the impact my project was going to have on these deep-seated issues of refugee health and the 
quality of living within the vulnerable communities that I visited. 

Additionally, communication was, what I now consider, one of the “beautiful messes” of my project. 
I call it that because although my Greek is very strong, I found myself navigating a vocabulary I hardly used 
with my family – furniture, building supplies, tools, Greece’s postal service, medical services. I smile thinking 
back to the moments where I tried to explain what Tylenol was to a pharmacist, or when I missed the postal 
service’s call and had to track down the clinic’s locking medical cabinets in Northern Greece. But in a way, 
language and communication in my project was as beautiful as it was complicated. For instance, during my 
time in Greece, I worked closely with peer health workers, as they were able to translate the Farsi, Arabic, 
Turkish, and French spoken by many refugee families. Although I did not speak those languages myself, 
our communication, broken with hand gestures, slightly off translations, and a lot of laughing, was rich in 
our diverse cultures and backgrounds. For this reason, I felt welcomed in the imperfectness of our shared 
language skills and cherished the opportunities I had to learn new words like “Tashakkor”, the Farsi word 
for “Thanks.” 

Despite any challenges I faced, I never questioned my project’s ability to suceed. Being able to 
work closely with the mothers at Elna meant my project directly impacted the lives of a very special and 
smaller refugee population than the families I saw in the refugee camps. In doing so, building a community 
of resilience and unity surrounding maternal health and quality health services at Elna represented my 
shorter-term goal of achieving peace and rebuilding at the community level. At the same time, I often 
wondered how I could improve the longer-term benefits of providing quality health services to a greater 
population, like the families I met within Greece’s refugee camps. For this reason, I adapted my project 
over the summer to not only focus on maternal empowerment for mothers within the shelter, but to also 
empower the peer health workers at the clinic and provide them with educational opportunities that would 
give them real-life medical training. In doing so, I worked with the peer health workers to help them become 
certified in first aid and first response efforts via workshops and trainings at Elna and CHEERing. This 
change in my project was twofold; I hoped that providing the peer health workers with these skills would 
strengthen the clinical care offered at Elna, in addition to giving the peers applicable EMS skills that could 
be deployed in a more mobile clinic effort. With the help of CHEERing, I was able to adapt part of the clinic 
plans to account for a “mobile clinic” format, which would allow the peer health workers to offer medical 
services within the refugee camps themselves and not be limited to Elna shelter. 

Reflecting on my time in Greece, peace to me means the freedom to live safely, in good health, 
and in the absence of fear. Although achieving peace among refugee communities is a big goal, I am proud 
of Project Eleftheria, which translates to Project Freedom, for being a small avenue of hope and peace 
within the Elna Maternity Shelter. The project also had a profound effect on me and my career goals. As an 
individual, I have always been pulled towards projects and areas of impact. In thinking back to the impact 
of my project and what is still left to be done, I know the level of need and care I was exposed to in Greece 
will stay with me as I navigate my future career in healthcare. Working in Greece also showed me how 
much privilege and opportunity we hold as U.S. citizens and as individuals who live in a country where we 
are not persecuted for our beliefs. It seems almost insufficient to say we are incredibly lucky, but it is true. 
Nonetheless, in spite of the challenges many refugee families faced, the level of compassion, love, gratitude 
I met while working with each family this summer was inspiring. I consider these families close friends now 
and heroes of their own stories – to be brave enough to move their families and their lives in hopes of 
finding peace and following their beliefs. I hold my experience in Greece this summer close to my heart, 
and not a day goes by where I don’t think about it. I know that my work in Greece is far from over, and I 
welcome opportunities to continue to make an impact on refugee health in my future. 

I was fortunate to not have my project impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. Because of my Greek 
heritage and with the support of the Greek Consulate of Boston, I was lucky to not face any travel restrictions 
to complete my project. Additionally, working closely with CHEERing and building connections through the 
organization was incredibly helpful in getting my feet on the ground – especially during the spring planning 
and early stages of my project. That being said, in working with a vulnerable population, the major challenge 
of the COVID-19 pandemic I faced were making sure that all work was being conducted in a safe manner, 
with adequate PPE, sanitation supplies, and public health precautions.  
 



Pull Quote: “In reflecting on my time in Greece, I think a lot about “peace” and it what it means to build 
community resilience. Over the course of the summer, I came to believe that peace and resilience rely on 
the freedom to live safely, in good health, and in the absence of fear. Although achieving peace among 
refugee communities is a big goal, I am proud of Project Eleftheria, which translates to Project Freedom, 
for being a small avenue of hope and positive change within the Elna Maternity Shelter. I am also grateful 
to have been welcomed by the refugee families I worked with, many of which I now consider close friends. 
They taught me what it means to be the true hero of your own story, and they inspire me with their braveness 
to move their families and lives to new countries in hopes of finding peace and following their beliefs. I hold 
my experience in Greece close to my heart, and I know that my time working in Greece is far from over. 
Soon, I hope to be back and able to continue to make a difference on refugee health.” 
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Working in the clinic as renovations were being made. 

 
 

 
Conducting maternal health support services in the clinic. 

 




