Testimonials of SAR Scholars in Switzerland
Çağla E. Aykaç, Turkey (University of Geneva, 2017)
I was part of a group of scholars to sign the petition «We will not be a party to this crime!» in early 2016,
calling for a return to the peace process in Turkey. Following this, we were accused of treason and hunted
down in universities. I received death threats, like many colleagues, and had to be escorted on campus for
protection purposes. Eventually, I was “encouraged” to resign from my academic position, after six years of
tenure track teaching. I left with a colleague, as we knew our academic carrier in Turkey was over.
Integration as a SAR scholar in the School of Social Sciences at the University of Geneva was greatly
facilitated by colleagues from different units who organised and invited us to public lectures and seminars,
and tried to find additional support to host us. Challenges were bureaucracy, work permits and housing
issues; language skills are essential for integration. I continue to research and teach at the University of
Geneva, and I mentor students who are in Turkey and cannot leave the country. Research profile

Oula Abu-Amsha, Syria (University of Geneva, 2014-15 & University of Applied
Sciences and Arts of Western Switzerland HES-SO, 2016)
Prior to the civil war in Syria, I was a professor in Computer Science in Damascus.
Forced to flee my country in 2012, I moved to Lebanon. In 2013, I secured a scholarship
with Scholar Rescue Fund, and my family was preparing to move to Switzerland. SAR
support was key to open the door to Swiss academia by facilitating the connection with
the University of Geneva first and then with the University of Applied Sciences and Arts
of Western Switzerland. This two-year fellowship allowed me to update my skills,
conduct research and teach. SAR support was essential to help me rebuild my
professional network, which is crucial. While not able to continue in the small and highly
competitive Swiss academia, I am contributing to refugee education, which is the most
meaningful mission for me as an exiled scholar. Research profile

Emirhan Darcan, Turkey (University of Bern, 2021-22)
Tasting forced displacement of a researcher is a mixture of sweet and bitter, a feeling I
believe many more forced displaced academics and researchers around the world today
share. An Istanbulite by birth, I am a European by choice and the values that I uphold,
while I became a New Yorker over the years related to my doctoral studies there. After
completing my PhD in Criminal Justice, I worked on the Kurdish territory in Turkey. In
that context, I have always been very vocal about and have written extensively about
preventing violent extremism in the community. Due to Turkey’s troubled experiment
with secularism and freedom of speech, I started working as a SAR scholar at the
University of Bern. The contribution of this university and SAR is crucial for me to
continue my projects and academic studies on preventing radicalism and extremism.
Research profile

Ayşe Dayi, Turkey (University of Lausanne, 2016-18)
I left Turkey in 2016, after the dismissal from my academic position for signing the
petition “We will not be a party to this crime!” and realising that the situation would
become riskier for us signatories. After a two-month visiting scholarship in Paris, I came
to the University of Lausanne as a SAR scholar. The stay there allowed me to continue
my research on women’s health, to publish articles, give talks at conferences and coorganise two international symposia. I also engaged in activities to raise awareness
regarding academic freedom in Turkey and to increase hosting opportunities for SAR
scholars in Switzerland. Despite the very supportive environment in Lausanne and by
SAR Switzerland, my situation as a senior researcher and as a temporary faculty was
challenging: I was not eligible for Postdocs and did not qualify for many available grants.
An additional limitation was the restriction concerning residence permits for scholars
from non-EU countries. Research profile
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Veysel Demir, Turkey (University of Bern, 2017-19 & Swiss Federal Institute of Aquatic
Science and Technology Eawag, 2020-22)
In the wake of the coup d’état attempt in Turkey in 2016, I lost my position as associate
professor in environmental engineering at Tunceli University. My wife also lost her
academic position, two lawsuits were opened against us and our passports cancelled.
Seeing that many public officers were arrested, we fled with our two children and sought
asylum in Switzerland. I found employment for two years at the University of Bern,
whose funding was matched by the Scholar Rescue Fund, allowing me to publish in a
well-respected journal, improve my research skills, learn German and established
contacts with ETH Zurich and Eawag, where I found a one-year position. The stay in
Bern greatly facilitated my integration in Switzerland, but finding long-term employment
in academia or industry is challenging. Research profile; University of Berne online
magazine

Farès Mahmoud, Syria (University of Geneva, 2018-20 & University of Lausanne, 2020-22)
After fleeing the war situation in my home country, the University of Geneva offered me
a safe place to work in the Department of Geography and Environment in 2018.
Working there was a great opportunity to collaborate with many local and international
colleagues, and to learn from the latest scientific discoveries in my field of expertise. At
the same time, I could share my experience related to transport networks in Syria
through presentations in a series of internal university seminars. The stay in Geneva
also stabilised the life of my family, in particular my daughter. Having suffered from
moving between countries, she settled down and integrated with colleagues, began to
speak French and is making great progress in her studies. Contact details; UNHCR
Switzerland report (German / French)

Guilain Mathé, Democratic Republic of the Congo (University of Lausanne, 2011-14)
I fled my home country in 2008 following numerous death threats I received related to
my research as a political scientist on civil wars and my commitment as a human rights
defender. A Scholar Rescue Fund scholarship allowed me to continue my work at
research institutions in Senegal and Côte d’Ivoire. Following the outbreak of the civil war
there in 2010, I obtained a safe haven at the University of Lausanne’s Institute of
Political, Historical and International Studies within the framework of Scholars at Risk.
With support from University of Lausanne and SAR, I was granted asylum in Switzerland.
This greatly facilitated the completion of my PhD, after which I worked at the Geneva
Graduate Institute’s Small Arms Survey programme during 2019. Research profile

Engin Sustam, Turkey (University of Geneva, 2016-17)
With a PhD in Sociology from EHESS in Paris, I returned to Turkey in 2012, excited to
contribute to the beginning peace process between the Turkish government and the
Kurdish political movement. Yet, during 2015/16 I lost three academic positions on
grounds of my Kurdish and Alevi identity as well as of my academic activities related to
the political situation, including the signing of the Academics for Peace petition “We will
not be a party to this crime!” against war and violence. After settling in at the University
of Geneva, I published a book and newspaper articles, and spoke at conferences. The
solidarity and friendship from colleagues were incredibly valuable. Yet, the uncertainty
made me move to France where I obtained a fellowship from the PAUSE programme
for Paris 8 University until October 2019. My situation in France is precarious, and
returning to Turkey is not an option. Research profile

Sreten Ugričić, Serbia (University of Lucerne, 2017-19)
After ten years at the helm of the National Library of Serbia, the government removed
me from office in 2012, accusing me of “supporting terrorism” because I had co-signed
an appeal with Serbian writers to stop a political motivated media campaign against an
Montenegrin author. The authorities also launched an orchestrated media campaign
against me that lasted for months. When the Minister of Internal Affairs, who had
publicly threatened to arrest me, became prime minister, I went into exile. In 2016 I
could enrol as a PhD student at the University of Lucerne. Employed as a Research
Fellow, I could write up my doctoral thesis and share my literary knowledge through
lectures in Lucerne and beyond on post-Yugoslav literature and on the relation between
politics and art. This was all possible due to a supportive environment at different levels
at the University of Lucerne. Research profile
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