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‘Away Day’ – Thursday 14 October 2010

REPORT

Terry Humphries

(Consultant, Pas à Pas)

Introduction & Context

Nottingham and Nottinghamshire Refugee Forum (NNRF)

Nottingham and Nottinghamshire Refugee Forum (NNRF) is a voluntary led charitable organisation, limited by guarantee, which seeks to serve the needs of asylum seekers and refugees living in the City and County. It was formed in 2000, partly in anticipation of post-2000 dispersal of asylum seekers to the Nottingham cluster area. It provided a structure for support and advice which was otherwise absent within mainstream services. It is managed by a committee of volunteers which includes refugees and asylum seekers, and the Management Committee is responsible for developing policies and procedures to ensure that aims are met and values maintained, for fund-raising and finance, and for staff matters. It is elected annually at the Annual General Meeting. 

NNRF’s Ethos and Practice

NNRF’s ‘Statement of Values and Aims’ makes it very clear that the purpose and rationale of the organisation is to provide both practical support for asylum seekers and refugees as well as to campaign for just treatment and challenge negative stereotypes. NNRF aims to create a welcoming centre which encourages asylum seekers and refugees to volunteer and participate at every level including policy and decision making, thus empowering them to gain qualifications, skills and access to employment opportunities. However, it is the balance between the ‘support’ role and the ‘campaigning’ role which is central to much of the internal debate regarding what is seen to be the appropriate way forward for the organisation and its work.

The Forum has consistently defended the Human Rights of asylum seekers and taken part in national campaigns for ESOL provision, against detention of children and for more humane treatment of those who have been refused.

There are a number of ways in which communication within the organisation is enabled. Monthly team meetings are arranged, to which all staff and volunteers are invited. The meetings are for one hour on a Wednesday morning and chaired by the Centre Manager who takes agenda items from staff and circulates minutes. This internal communication is supplemented by regular ‘e-bulletins’ and ‘hard copy’ which is circulated via a ‘pigeon hole’ system. The Centre Manager meets with Project leaders on an ‘ad hoc’ basis (as and when necessary), and each Project leader has a team of staff and/or volunteers with whom (s)he is responsible to consult.

All staff who are line-managed by the Centre Manager have supervision on a regular basis dependent upon their role and their contracted hours. She operates an ‘open-door’ policy whereby any staff are able to come and share concerns when they need to.

The Forum subscribe to an outside agency called ‘Health Matters’ which offers a counselling service. It is noted that staff and volunteers are making increased use of this service.

Volunteers are actively encouraged to become involved in the range of services that NNRF provide (advice, anti-destitution (Food and Cash groups), administrative support, reception, campaigning, research, interpreting and befriending, as well as undertaking Management Committee duties). At the end of September, there were 116 people volunteering, of which 43 were asylum seekers or refugees. In-house induction, training and supervision of volunteers is currently the responsibility of the Project leaders and overseen by the volunteer coordinator. Unfortunately NNRF have been without a volunteer coordinator since summer 2010, but have recently made an appointment.

The Planning Day

A ‘Forum Planning Day’ was arranged for 14/10/10. It was held at a venue away from the Centre itself and to which all NNRF staff and volunteers were invited.  The purpose of the day was to enable people to reflect upon the accomplishments of the past 10 years of the Forum’s existence and then to consider how the organisation might best respond to changing circumstances and needs in the future. NNRF staff and volunteers contributed presentations for discussion. Overall facilitation, chairing and reporting was undertaken by an independent consultant, with the resultant report being presented to the Management Committee for their consideration.

Introducing the Day – Patsy Brand
The day was introduced by the current chair of the Management Committee who outlined some of the achievements of the past 10 years. She spoke of the reputation of trust that the organisation has built amongst asylum seekers and refugees through the practical support that it has been able to offer to well over 3000 individuals and heads of families including the destitute, those facing deportation and those who, having gained status, are challenged to begin the process of re-establishing their lives in the UK. She went on to give examples of the partnerships which have been built with other services and organisations, successful projects and initiatives which NNRF have developed over the past 10 years, the recruitment of over 175 refugees and asylum seekers as volunteers and the strengthening of links with the Refugee Community Organisation (RCOs).

Current Situation (“What are we doing now?”) – Bea Tobolewska
The Centre Manager presented an overview of the work of the organisation as it is at present by firstly outlining the numbers, nationalities and gender balance of current service users. Between January and September 2010, we were told that 6,245 people had visited the Forum (this can be compared to 5,963 for the same period last year, an increase of approximately 5%). Of these, the ten most commonly represented countries were Iran, Iraq, Eritrea, Kurdistan, Zimbabwe, Sudan, Congo, Afghanistan, Somalia and China (in order of frequency). 72% of these were male and 28% female (although it recognised that the gender balance is shifting towards more females). Heavy demands have been placed upon NNRF Projects offering advice (including legal). 

The Manager continued by briefly describing the advice which the Forum are currently offering to service users (including legal advice, benefits and debt advice and the work of the ‘One Stop Shop’). NNRF’s membership of the Refugee Futures consortium, volunteer activities, the ‘Into the Mainstream’ (health) Project, the ‘Women & Children’ Project, capacity building of RCOs, the organisation’s ESOL work, social activity, anti-destitution work, advocacy and campaigning were all briefly described with contributions from respective project coordinators being encouraged. It is noted that NNRF are now able to offer up to Level 3 OISC.

A number of social and awareness raising events were referred to, including football activities during the World Cup, the Tuesday Night Project and the innovative ‘Small World Café’ events. ‘Ethnically-specific’ social events were mentioned, including those for the Zimbabwean and Mongolian communities. These events have had the effect of increasing the number of volunteers at the Forum and to raise awareness of specific communities in the City whilst supporting fund raising and enterprise activities. 

Partnership working
During 2010, NNRF have continued to develop their range of services and capacity by developing and jointly delivering services in partnership with other organisations. Attention is drawn to the partnership with Refugee Action with the ‘Into the Mainstream’ Health Project and the Hostels Liaison Group (HLG) with the ‘Routes Project BMER Capacity Building’ giving housing advice. Continued membership of the ‘Refugee Futures’ consortium involves partnership arrangements with Tuntum Housing and Co-operative Community Action. NNRF work in partnership with BEGIN and New College Nottingham to deliver ESOL. There exist close partnerships with the City’s network of Refugee Community Organisations (RCOs). Partnerships with many other services and organisations continue (including Nottingham City Council, Rainbow Project, Nottingham Arimathea Trust, STAR {Student Action for Asylum Seekers & Refugees}, Playworks and SureStart).

Changing Needs (“What are the changes that may affect us?”) – Bea Tobolewska
The Centre Manager then provided a ‘picture’ of the changing circumstances which the Forum must address if it is to remain responsive to changing needs. 

It was observed that in recent months a considerable number of asylum seekers have been granted status which has resulted in an increase in the overall number of refugees seeking support and advice from NNRF. These circumstances have also, however, led to an increase in levels of destitution as services (particularly social housing) have been unable to accommodate the demands being placed upon them. The Refugee Futures Project reports that they are spending more time arranging accommodation for people moving from Section 4 status. There is a lack of temporary accommodation and this problem is on the increase.

There has been a national decrease in the number of asylum applications which is largely a reflection of UK and EU measures and legislation to control immigration. The number of applications for asylum to the UK, excluding dependants, was 29% lower in Q2 2010 (4,365) compared with Q2 2009 (6,110). The UK now ranks 13th amongst EU27 countries in terms of asylum seekers per head of population.

Two-thirds of the national decrease is accounted for a decrease in the number of applicants from Zimbabwe, followed by Afghanistan and Iran. It is noted that the highest proportion of asylum seekers and refugees in Nottingham (although not necessarily NNRF service users) are thought to be of Zimbabwean, Afghani and Iranian origin.

The most recent statistics from UKBA East Midlands indicate that in October 2010, 593 applicants currently report from Nottingham to Loughborough, equating to 31.6% of the total from East Midlands. This was down from around 700 in the previous month. Nottingham has a cluster limit of 1100.

*     *     *     *     *     *

Responding to the Changes (“What else could/should we be doing?”)

For the remainder of the morning session, attendees were asked to work in small discussion groups, focussing their discussion on the question of how the organisation might best respond to the changes outlined. They were encouraged to consider what the Forum should be doing more/less of. Detailed notes were taken in each group and a whole-group plenary provided at which respective views could be shared and discussed. The expressed views are recorded here without comment or recommendation from the author.

“What we need to do more of”

Communication (internal) 

· There needs to be more effective channels of communication between all staff and the Management Committee. 

· Ensure that interpreting and translation services are in place to address language issues. 

· There needs to be more awareness within the Forum of the individual roles of staff. 

Communication (external) 

· Some communities are still under-represented at the Forum. Consideration needs to given to this.

· Communication with external agencies and organisations could be developed. The organisation may need to look towards a more effective means of communication (including a review of the website, newsletters etc).

Policies 

· Policies need to be updated and due for renewal. 

· Volunteers should be more involved in policy making. 

Care of staff 

· How can we support staff and volunteers better?

· This is needed at all levels from volunteers to Centre Manager.

Meeting basic needs 

· There should be more emphasis on the service users who are destitute (both ‘post-decision’ as well as when all rights of appeal have been exhausted). 

· There needs to be more emphasis on meeting the psychological needs of asylum seekers, possibly through greater provision of meaningful activities or greater involvement for them in the work of the Forum. 

· The mental health problems of service users could be partly addressed through ‘in house’ counselling or a ‘befriending’ scheme.

Legal work 

· There should be an increase in the level of legal support that the organisation provides. Forum are now at OISC level 3. This means that it is in a position now to employ a LSC level 2 or a OISC level 3. 

· Should the Forum seek to employ a caseworker?

Integration needs of refugees 

· There should be more training opportunities offered to people who have just received status (job seeking, interview techniques and writing of CVs). 

· More support for these service users is needed if they are to integrate successfully. This includes support for housing, health, benefits and ESOL.

Provision for children, young people and families 

· There needs to be more support given to young people, particularly teenagers, to enable them to be more self-sufficient and more quickly integrated, thus resulting in less dependency upon the organisation as they become adult. 

· There should be more work with schools. There is a feeling that schools are largely unaware of the existence of the Forum. The Forum could offer support to schools, for example when children first arrive with little or no English as well as when families are facing deportation.

· Post-detention, children have emotional and behavioural needs which have been witnessed in advice sessions. Does the Forum have a role to play here to address their needs? 

· Parenting skills need addressing through courses and training (there is a particular issue around children who are with single mothers and hence may lack a male role model in the home).

Signposting 

· The Forum should adopt a more proactive role in ‘signposting’ to other services and agencies.

Target group 

· The target group should be extended to include EU migrants.

Campaigning 

· Should there be a move away from casework and advice issues and towards campaigning (to influence regional and national policy by contributing to wider campaigns).

· Examples of campaigning work that were suggested include: 

· Anti-destitution and anti-deportation. 

· More public awareness raising regarding the increased levels of destitution as a result of CRD. 

· Mainstream agencies to be put under greater pressure to deliver services to asylum seekers/refugees to which they are entitled.

Volunteering 

· Whilst more opportunities should be given to volunteers to become involved it needs to be recognised that they must feel comfortable in doing so. (The point was made that there could be proportionally more ‘host community’ volunteers because they are more ‘settled’ in their lives.) 

· Volunteers should be given opportunities more relevant to their skills and past experience of employment and, where these can be demonstrated, be employed by the Forum (if and when suitable opportunities arise). 

· Better use could be made of volunteers as ‘befrienders’ during advice sessions. The role of the Forum as ‘befriender’ needs to be more organised. 

· Volunteers should be more represented on the Management Committee.

Social role 

· It is important that the Forum doesn’t lose its social role. 

· There should be more evening events to balance the relatively business-focussed ethos of the day, although it is recognised that all social events need to be appropriately organised and run.

· Evening social events could be a setting in which ‘story sharing’ could take place.

General comments

· The core values of NNRF need to be clearly reiterated in order that staff, volunteers and service users are able to see that the organisation remains consistent with its original aims and ethos.

· The Forum is beginning to appear more of a ‘mainstream’ service and the ‘unique’ character of the organisation is being lost. One delegate said “NNRF has become a company!”

· The Forum is becoming more bureaucratic and less easy for people to access. It was observed that now people need an appointment whereas in the past they could just ‘drop in’. 

· Communities appear to be more reluctant to engage with the Forum than was the case in the past. 

· There should be a return to the Forum being a ‘refugee-led’ organisation.

· The need for increased security has meant that the reception area is less welcoming.

· Reception volunteers should receive more support and training in the area of customer care. 

· The Forum should make every endeavour to ensure that there is no danger of its work being identified as ‘tokenistic’. 

· There is a ‘dependency’ culture which results in people using the Forum to undertake actions (phone calls, form filling etc) which they are capable of doing for themselves. Consideration needs to be given to how the organisation can empower service users to take more responsibility for these actions and become more self-reliant. RCOs may have a role to play in this.

 “What we need to do less of” 

There were far fewer direct responses to this question, although one delegate summed up a view felt by many of the attendees that “we should stop trying to do everything”. Other comments expressed were as follows.

Support 

· Less support should be given particularly to service users who have been in the UK for a while and are now largely ‘self sufficient’. This would decrease the level of dependency that exists.

Duplication of work 

· The Forum cannot afford to duplicate work which is being undertaken by other agencies in the City.

Ideology 

· Whilst the organisation has respect and regard for all faiths and political ideology, its primary core purpose is to support people for being asylum seekers / refugees.

Working to targets 

· There was a feeling expressed by some that the organisation is becoming too target led.

Funding 

· One delegate felt that the Forum should spend less time applying for additional funding.

 *     *     *     *     *     *

Following lunch, there followed a series of presentations covering particular aspects of NNRF’s work. Each presentation was followed by an opportunity for people to raise issues and/or express views.

Refugee Community Organisations (RCOs) - Amdani Juma & Stuart Brown

RCOs are organisations formed and run by refugees and asylum seekers. NNRF have a role in supporting their empowerment and future sustainability and a paid member of NNRF staff is contracted to work with RCOs to provide advice on funding and capacity building. The vast majority of RCOs supported are from African ‘national’ communities and two of these RCOs (AIS and Heri Kwetu) are considered ‘umbrella organisations’. The ‘African Community Audit’ (April 2010), led by AIS, estimated that there are 5,000 Africans living in Nottingham, with just over half being asylum seekers or refugees.

The only non-African RCOs are the Afghan Community Association and the Forum Women’s Group (mixed nationality). Of the non-African communities, the majority are from the ‘Middle East’ and the largest of these is the Kurdish Community. Some consideration is being given to undertaking a ‘skills and needs audit’ of Middle Eastern communities living in the City as a step towards empowering them further.

The presentation was followed by an open discussion during which the following points and questions were raised:

· RCOs may have a role in providing information and support for new arrivals to the City.

· RCOs are a ‘gateway’ for mainstream services to access communities.

· What part should the Forum play in addressing the recommendations raised in the African Community Audit? RCOs 

· The value that the Forum places upon the work of the Refugee Community Organisations should be made more evident.

· Ways should be found to support Middle Eastern communities to develop their own RCOs. NNRF have a role in this.

· Should NNRF have more ‘formal’ partnership arrangements (particularly with the ‘umbrella organisations’ of AIS and Heri Kwetu)? This may ensure that RCOs are less disparate.

· Kurdish and Iranian communities are well represented nationally and NNRF could approach the respective organisations.

· The Forum could act as host and venue for showcasing RCOs and their work at a ‘community fair’.

Funding – Leo Keely
Total income over the last ten years has been £2,854,279. There has been a year-on-year growth in income (with the exception of 2008). 

NNRF have been increasingly dependent upon donations in the past three years during which time they have amounted to almost 10% of the total. Donations include membership fees, voluntary donations and organised fund-raising events. NNRF are making maximum use of ‘Gift Aid’ (it has been found to be administratively most expedient to do this periodically rather than on a regular basis).
Of current grants, Refugee Futures provide the largest amount annually (£158,912). However, this is due to run out in September 2011. The second largest amount is provided by the Lottery (£150,240 annually) and this is due to run out in November 2012. At the current time, NNRF are not expecting any grant-based income beyond this date.

Grants funding NCC Community Centre, the Advice Worker and the One Stop Shop are all expected to finish in March 2012. 

It is noted that City Council cuts would take away at least 25% of the Forum’s funding (with more cuts likely to follow).

In view of the fragility of the funding, it will be necessary to be pro-active in any approach to secure future income. Although the Forum are showing a monthly surplus of £2,000 at present, they will be running at a deficit by October 2011 as grants run out. It is therefore imperative that some action is taken now. It is noted that trusts and charities will rarely fund the same activity twice; hence there is a need to be both creative and innovative with future bids whilst remaining mindful and responsive to the needs of the service users.

The presentation was followed by an open discussion during which the following points and questions were raised:

· Is the Forum making enough use of donations?

· Is it possible that NNRF could find a ‘patron’ or ‘champion’ to support their cause?

· Securing future funding would be an appropriate focus for any future campaigning activities.

· Volunteers are generally skilled and creative in raising funds and should be involved with any committee that is formed, including being on the funding committee. 

It had been observed during the morning session that there is a degree of ‘wasting’ of valuable donations (e.g. food and clothes), although it is not clear to the author what this means.

Social Enterprise – Fergus Brazel (School for Social Enterprise)

A Social Enterprise is a business or service which has social objectives and whose profits are reinvested for the benefit of the community it serves. Profits are not maximised for the benefit of shareholders and owners. Often, it is the local community acting together to provide services needed by the local population, particularly where the service cannot be provided through the market economy and mainstream services.

Following a short presentation which expanded upon the above definition with examples, attendees were able to discuss whether the development of NNRF as a social enterprise is a possible or appropriate way forward for the organisation. The following points and questions were raised:

· The activity needs to be related to ‘core business’ and the aims and values of the organisation.

· NNRF could be a provider of services such as ‘interpreting services’, or ‘property management’.  

· The Forum’s target client group are not in a position to pay for services and this could place the organisation in breach of its terms and conditions. 

· Many volunteers are not in a position to undertake paid work. 

· A person would have to be employed to undertake the coordination of this initiative involving a considerable initial outlay. 

· There may be other options which could be discussed (e.g. charging for training, completing travel documents, interpreting etc).

· Could NNRF set up a ‘charity shop’ or a ‘community café’?

· Could NNRF undertake an audit of its volunteers as a first stage towards developing the organisation as one which may be able to trade on its skills and experience (e.g. by offering training).

· There are trusts which have been identified which may fund this initiative.

· The organisation needs to act quickly in view of the financial problems which have already been highlighted.
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