INVOLVING   REFUGEES

IN  CITY  OF SANCTUARY

Throughout this paper we use the term refugee to include asylum seekers and refugees. They may be seeking real sanctuary long after they have a positive decision.

1. Think about minimising the power inbalance in every thing you do

2. Remember that refugees have lots of skills – ask people what they are good at and what they enjoy doing.

3. Many cultures will not be used to our volunteering systems and the way civil society works here. Some people may be suspicious of organisers, particularly if funding is involved.

4. Work with the people you know and then expand from there.

5. The asylum system is very disempowering and people may need their confidence building.

6. Do you enjoy large meetings? Why should anyone else? Think what you are asking of people. Everyone can sense tokenism. Real consensus decision making may take a lot more creativeness.

7. Refugees know what isn’t welcoming about your city and may have some good ideas about how to make it better. 

8. Don’t ask refugees why they had to flee. They have already had to tell an unbelieving home office.  Accept they have good reason to be here . 

9. Those who are prepared to tell their story to the public need sensitive support including some-one being around to deal with hostile or patronising listeners.

10. Some refugees may prefer to stay in the background because they fear involvement with City of Sanctuary may adversely affect their asylum case or create problems with other people from their country who may see them.

11. Time keeping and appointments can be difficult for people long after they have arrived in our punctual multi-tasking culture. If they have an unexpected visitor just as they are about to leave the house they may well feel obliged to entertain them.  Refugees from rural communities may find our timekeeping particularly difficult. Anastasia from a village in Zimbabwe said “I’m used to telling the time by my shadow – shadows don’t do 5 minutes”. It’s a good idea to remind people of arrangements the day before or an hour before.

12. Refugees need a role within the activities. Make sure there is space for them to bring ideas.

13. Refugees are in a state of transience for a long time. They may get moved to another area of the country, they may get a job which takes their time, or a member of their family may need them to stay with them for a while. Their involvement may be short lived or patchy but it is still very valuable.

14. Refugees are very courageous people  who have had a hard journey. They are likely to be concerned about family and friends back home and feel guilty that they are not there to help them or are not able to send money to them. They may not tell you any of this but be aware that they are dealing with it.

15. Remember that most refugees will have little or no money. Make sure they have the bus fare to get involved and think about food and drink needs. They may not have any credit to ring you if they can’t make an agreed appointment.

16. Refugees are very good at reading non verbal signs – they will know how much they are really liked and valued.

17. When they eventually get their status, many refugees want to move away from the label ‘refugee’ and from any activities which focus on refugees.

18. Involving refugees is a balancing act between giving them responsibility but not putting on too much pressure.

19. Don’t give up knocking on the door. They are why you are involved in City of Sanctuary. You have a lot to learn from refugees and you can have a lot of fun together.
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