City of Sanctuary Conference 13 Sept 2010
Notes on “Open Space” Workshop on Story-Telling

Workshop divided roughly into two parts. The first part was about projects aimed at awareness-raising through asylum seekers and refugees speaking to schools, churches, etc.  The second was more on the psychological need to tell one’s story and included several people seeing the group’s title, joining the group and saying “I want to tell MY story”.
(a)
Refugee Speakers Teams and other Awareness-Raising Projects

Aallya, part of the Swansea Refugee Speakers Team (run by Displaced People in Action – DPIA – in conjunction with Swansea City of Sanctuary), said she wants “people to know we have come here not for fun or a holiday but because we need safety.” She said people seeking sanctuary can be looked on as parasites and it needs to be made clear they have no wish to be dependent but could look after themselves if allowed to do so.  She also said her life is ‘frozen’.  Is being part of the speakers’ team empowering in this context?  Yes, it’s usually a positive experience.
Agreed this type of project is very important to counter the influence of the media.  Another example is the “Talks Team” in Leeds (Refugee Council project in several cities).  Talking to people in contexts where there is direct contact (possibly one-to-one) means people are usually sympathetic.  One refugee in the group had experienced someone shouting at his wife and daughter “Go back to your country” – so it’s important for migrants to tell their own stories.  It’s like voting – it’s a way for every individual to have a small influence.
What’s the most effective method? One answer is to go to schools.  Whatever the audience it’s good if the story-teller is of similar age.  It’s important to get training (Refugee Council and DPIA projects both include this).  Can use different media – e.g. digital stories.  Or do a play/ wear masks/ present a mixture of different people’s stories, which avoids problems for individuals of having to go over their own story which may be traumatic for them.  But a person’s own story can be most effective.  There has to be concern for the person who is telling their story – it’s so difficult for them.
Migrant Voice is an organization that aims to get migrants’ stories presented in the media.  Their balanced approach includes supporting people to tell their stories and aims to ensure people don’t feel ‘burnt out’ or ‘used’. Using the media is very important.  They include training on how the UK media works and go via sympathetic journalists. It’s also good to work with local media.  However, there can still be a problem of some people unwilling to talk about traumatic events – or (for different reasons) about their poor treatment in the UK.

Stories produced on paper can also be useful.  They show experience in a different way. An example is the Migrant Voice Recipe Book.  Various publishing examples in different localities e.g. Swansea’s Hafan Books (collections of refugee writing in Wales passed round the group). These can allow someone to tell their story without being exposed too much.  You can include or emphasise positive aspects of stories.  Or get a famous writer to tell your story!  Perhaps use local writers’ groups (find details in local library).

The stories which need telling (and publishing) are those of people’s travels to get here.  But “every time I tell my story I want to cry”.  However, it’s “good for people to share your pain”.

(b)
Story-Telling as beneficial in its own right

This part of the workshop included the stories of Roger (refugee from Cameroon via Russia), Roben (academic from Zimbabwe) and others.

Telling one’s own lived experience is a very powerful process.  It rings bells with other people’s struggles in life (in the audience) even when their experience has been completely different.  It can also be a trauma-healing process.  It’s important for children to hear their parents’ stories and maybe get a chance to tell their own stories.

Think how to organise opportunities for sharing e.g. FAN Groups (as in the Swansea City of Sanctuary film).  The importance of LISTENING.

One’s ‘own story’ as opposed to the ‘official’ story – which has to be of a certain form to be likely to be believed and lead to getting leave to remain.  There’s a need for time to tell a story.
Young people seeking sanctuary can say: “Why don’t they believe us?”  A context in which you will be believed is very important.

Common elements can come out – e.g. several people in the group being required to go to an English class at a level that was much too basic for them.

Example of ‘human libraries’ (person in group was part of one at Dudley Library) – ‘borrowing’ different people for 15 minutes.  This could include borrowing someone seeking sanctuary to talk to them about their experiences.

To conclude:

Many stories need to be heard.  There is a possible national project here.  Collecting, editing, publishing – a book, possibly a collection on the website.
