Building a local City of Sanctuary initiative
Setting up a City of Sanctuary group

If there is not yet a City of Sanctuary initiative in your town or city, could you help to start one? This is not just for towns and cities with large refugee communities, or official ‘dispersal areas’. Places with few refugees also play an important role in influencing the culture and public debate on sanctuary. The City of Sanctuary approach is also intended to be flexible enough to adapt to a specific local area, with its own history and character.
There many ways for towns or cities with very few refugees to build local support for people seeking sanctuary. These might include a ‘twinning’ arrangement with another city, to help with fundraising, or offering weekend breaks to refugee families. Many people seeking sanctuary in the UK are living in some of the most deprived areas of our large cities, and often have no opportunities to experience what the rest of the country is like.

For several years I helped to organise annual holidays to the seaside for a group of refugees from Liverpool. It was a wonderful experience to see children who are usually confined to a tiny inner-city flat able to play on the beach and swim in the sea. Their parents were also amazed that Britain could be so beautiful. One of the Iranian mothers told me wistfully that the coast of Abersoch in Wales was ‘just like the Caspian Sea’. 

Another exciting possibility is for a City of Sanctuary group to work on building local support in their town or city for hosting a refugee resettlement project through the United Nations Gateway Protection programme. This is a project that relocates very limited numbers of refugees from permanent camps in poor countries, to countries in the developed world which agree to take them. The Gateway programme also provides initial induction support, including resources for local schools to help with additional English provision for children. So far only a handful of British cities have accepted fairly small numbers of refugees through this programme, and City of Sanctuary groups could play a powerful role in encouraging their communities and local authorities to actively welcome a specific number of refugees in this way.

In areas which do have significant refugee communities there will probably be a range of existing refugee organisations and voluntary groups that provide practical support, legal advice, befriending and English tuition etc. Some of the people doing this work may question the need for a new refugee project, or be concerned about potential competition for funds and volunteers.

It is important to make it clear from the outset that City of Sanctuary is aiming to do something quite different to existing refugee organisations. Our aim is to encourage groups and organisations which don’t have a specific focus on refugees to help with welcoming and including them. A successful City of Sanctuary initiative should be a means of widening the base of support for people seeking sanctuary, which in most areas is drawn from a small pool of highly committed people. Leicester City of Sanctuary, for example, has specifically focussed on broadening support for the local Red Cross destitution project by building up a network of new donors of food, clothing and money through their ‘Golden Giver’ scheme.
A local City of Sanctuary initiative might also work with existing refugee organisations to identify areas of need which are not currently being met. It could help to initiate the kind of practical responses that need broad-based support from the local community, such as voucher exchanges for people without access to cash support, or an emergency accommodation scheme. 

Organisation structure

Most local City of Sanctuary groups have set up formal organisations, with a committee, constitution and bank account, and some have applied for charitable registration. This is not the only possible approach to creating a City of Sanctuary initiative though. Coventry City of Sanctuary has chosen to function as an informal network of organisations, with a ‘task group’ made up of representatives. They have found that this model saves on the administration involved in creating a new organisation with its own accounts and constitution. An unconstituted network like this can’t apply for funds directly. Instead individual member organisations have raised funding to carry out City of Sanctuary-related activities.

Some City of Sanctuary working groups have also set up several sub-groups, doing specific tasks such as running events, or promoting the movement in particular ‘sectors’ such as education, local government, or business.
However a local City of Sanctuary initiative is structured, it is important to have a wide range of people involved, with contacts and expertise in different sectors and communities of their town or city. It is also important that a City of Sanctuary initiative is not led exclusively by refugee organisations. Refugee organisations will provide important expertise, contacts with refugee communities and in some cases practical help as well. (Refugee Action for example is supporting the movement by providing office space to local groups in Leicester and Bristol.) But a successful City of Sanctuary initiative needs to draw from a much wider base of support in the different communities and sectors of the city. For this purpose it is helpful to think strategically about the membership of a local City of Sanctuary working group, aiming to recruit people with contacts in universities, local business and the City Council etc. In Sheffield, having an influential Council member on our working group has proved vital in building a strong relationship with local government.
It is also helpful to find ways of building links with other local networks, such as faith forums, regeneration initiatives or ‘Transition Town’ movements. There is often scope for joint activities with networks like this, which can help to bring their membership into contact with people seeking sanctuary in your area.
Fundraising

A City of Sanctuary initiative doesn’t have to rely on being able to raise large amounts of funding. It is possible to achieve a lot through the in-kind support of local organisations, and by asking for donations at public events. It will help, though, to have some funds available for volunteer expenses, printing, phone calls etc. There are usually small funds available locally to help with setting up community-based projects such as this, and it is worth asking for advice from local voluntary sector organisations such as Voluntary Action about how to apply for this money.
Local faith groups, Trades Unions, Student Unions and other groups can also make donations to good causes, usually with minimal form-filling involved. They are usually more likely to donate money to causes associated with someone they already know, so this is another reason to have working group members who are involved in many different organisations. Local supporters can also help raise money themselves. London’s City of Sanctuary launch event was funded by volunteers running a sponsored half-marathon. 
Larger sums for paid posts or more extensive projects may need to be raised from Charitable Trusts. Local groups will need to work together to co-ordinate their fundraising efforts when approaching national funders, and the national City of Sanctuary network can provide information and advice with this.

Pledges of support

A City of Sanctuary initiative aims to build a network of local organisations that actively welcome and include people seeking sanctuary in their activities.

To do this, we have developed ‘pledges of support’ that organisations can formally endorse in order to become official supporters (see Appendix for an example form). These pledge forms can be distributed at local events and individual volunteers can pass them on to their contacts in local organisations. We have found that it works best when organisations are contacted by people who are already ‘insiders’, who have existing relationships with the group being approached. These people can act as ‘advocates’ for the City of Sanctuary movement within the organisation. They will know the motivations and concerns of the people making the decision, and are less likely to be ignored than someone from outside approaching the organisation ‘cold’.
When decision-makers are asked for a resolution of support, they have to discuss whether they want their organisation to include people seeking sanctuary or not. Having this conversation is a crucial first step in creating the possibility for cultural change. In many groups potentially controversial issues such as this tend to be avoided. By creating the need for this discussion, people have an opportunity to hear others’ views and experiences about the situation of refugees. Whether or not they finally decide to pass the resolution of support, this is a useful process for helping people to examine their own attitudes and preconceptions.
Once an organisation passes a resolution of support for its local City of Sanctuary initiative, the next step is to try to translate this into some concrete actions or changes that will help people seeking sanctuary to be more fully included in its activities. One approach is to ask for details of a specific action commitment as part of the original pledge of support. Otherwise, the local City of Sanctuary group will need to follow up on initial pledges in order to encourage each organisation to find ways of putting it into practice.
This process can take time, especially with larger organisations, but we have found that it is worthwhile going through the formal procedures. As Bradford City of Sanctuary has reported:

“Whilst initially frustrated that some organisations took a very long time to sign up, and took the resolution through various committees first, we are learning that this is often better than knee-jerk signatures, as the campaign and its aims are properly made known and discussed. The Anglican Diocese was a case in point: we waited ages, hearing nothing, and then discovered that the Bishop had made it the subject of his Christmas message and written a 2 page insert to go in every church magazine in the Diocese!”

This is also great opportunity for local groups to invite a refugee speaker who can share his or her own experiences of seeking sanctuary in your city. If there isn’t already a group of refugees with experience of doing these kinds of talks, it would be a very useful project to organise training and support for them. I have been deeply impressed by the courage and enthusiasm of many refugees in Sheffield and other cities, who have been willing to share their experiences with local people in this way.

One of the main functions of a City of Sanctuary group is to help supporting organisations to think creatively about ways in which they can be more welcoming and inclusive to people seeking sanctuary in their community. 
There are as many different ways of welcoming people seeking sanctuary as there are organisations. Supporting groups have offered free meeting space to refugee communities, provided volunteer placements and training courses, held fundraising events and publicised Refugee Week activities. Sheffield’s community radio station has trained refugees to present their own regular shows, and a local magazine has offered a regular column for City of Sanctuary news. Some of the other ways that local organisations have found to include people seeking sanctuary are featured elsewhere in this book. Leicester City of Sanctuary has also held an event specifically to share ideas and good practice for how supporting organisations can be more inclusive and welcoming.
Some organisations may be limited in what they can offer practically, but symbolic support is also a contribution to influencing the local culture, especially if they can display a City of Sanctuary ‘welcome’ sign outside their premises.
By asking supporting organisations to pass on local City of Sanctuary news to their membership, you will also be building an extensive network for publicising events and activities, and appealing for volunteers or other needs of refugee communities.
It is a good idea from the beginning to create a database of the actions that supporting organisations are taking to implement their pledge of support. This will provide useful evidence of the impact of City of Sanctuary in your city for potential funders, media publicity and local government.
City of Sanctuary initiatives can also play a useful role in helping the organisers of local events and festivals to make links with refugee communities. Many groups such as festival organisers, museums, theatres, writing groups, libraries etc have an interest in finding new themes and reaching new audiences, but may need help with the right contacts in refugee communities, and support in developing ideas.

The Sheffield City of Sanctuary group has been a catalyst in this way for several joint projects, including a world music concert by Sheffield University Music department, a creative writing group sharing stories and experiences of different communities, and a museum display on Sheffield as a City of Sanctuary.
Rather than organising these projects ourselves, we aimed to bring the right people together to make them happen. It is a much more effective way to make refugees’ participation part of the mainstream if an established institution such as a city museum or art gallery organises an exhibition rather than the City of Sanctuary group itself.
Statutory organisations
Although much of a City of Sanctuary initiative’s early support is likely to come from voluntary and community groups, statutory organisations such as

schools, hospitals, social services, the fire service, and police also provide important services for people seeking sanctuary and are also major employers in the city. It is important to try to involve these organisations in a City of Sanctuary initiative too.

Some City of Sanctuary groups have offered training to statutory organisations, to help them to understand the experience of people seeking sanctuary. This can also provide a source of funds for local groups, as most large organisations have training budgets they can use to pay for this service.

Coventry City of Sanctuary is also working with a local school to develop a model of a ‘school of sanctuary’. The children themselves are working out criteria for what makes a school of sanctuary, and they aim to share this approach with other schools in the area.

Trades Unions can sometimes offer a way into opening communication even with unlikely organisations. Refugee speakers have been invited to speak to UK Borders Agency reporting centre staff in Sheffield through their local union branch. 
Working with the Council

The formal support of the City Council or other local authority is one of the criteria for becoming an official City of Sanctuary. The Council is a major employer and service provider for the city, and its policies and practices will have a significant effect on the lives of people seeking sanctuary. 
There are legal restrictions on local Councils which mean that they cannot over-ride central government policy or decisions on individual asylum cases, but they do play a significant role in influencing local and national debate and political possibility. In some cases City Councils may also be willing to make formal resolutions in support of individuals, or call for changes in national government policy. 

Many Councils are interested in the potential of grassroots initiatives for involving local people in decision-making. City of Sanctuary also offers a positive vision for the city, which can help to unite different communities, (‘promoting social cohesion’ in the jargon of the bureaucracy). Many Councillors are concerned about the situation of people seeking sanctuary. They may be frustrated at legal restrictions that prevent Councils from supporting those who are made destitute by refusal of their asylum claim. Supporting a local City of Sanctuary movement provides an opportunity for a constructive approach to these limitations. By working in partnership, the Council can make a significant contribution towards the shared goals of the movement, while other groups concentrate on the issues which the Council can’t help with.
It is important that a Council resolution has cross-party support to prevent it becoming an issue for political wrangling, and to ensure continuity if the Council changes control. There may also be cities where it is very difficult to secure the support of Council. In these cases it is still worth seeing Council endorsement as a long-term goal, even if this currently seems unlikely. Even without Council support, there is a great deal that local communities can do to create a more welcoming city for people seeking sanctuary. If this is successful, there is always potential for it to influence the wider political context of the city.

A local City of Sanctuary initiative will have to make a decision about the right time to approach their Council for a resolution of support. The process of building a grassroots local movement can be short-circuited by gaining Council endorsement too early. Council members are more likely to see their support as purely symbolic if there is not already a significant grassroots movement behind it. The worst case is that City of Sanctuary comes to be seen as a ‘top-down’ Council initiative, which will undermine personal ownership of the movement by local communities.

The ideal scenario is for a local City of Sanctuary initiative to build up sufficient grassroots support that the Council approaches them, wanting to offer their endorsement. This puts the local group in the useful situation of being able to make some specific requests about how Council support will be put into practice. 

In practice, how this develops will depend on the local situation. In Sheffield, the City Council came to us with a resolution of support before we expected it, and probably before we were ready. At first this was largely a symbolic statement, without a commitment to any concrete actions.
Following this, we developed a Sheffield City of Sanctuary Manifesto, containing our long-terms goals for how the city welcomes and supports people seeking sanctuary (see www.cityofsanctuary.org/sheffield-manifesto). This Manifesto was later adopted by Sheffield City Council, making it official Council policy. We were then able to propose a series of recommendations for changes to Council policy and practice, in order to work towards these goals. 

At the time of writing we are still in the process of working with the Council on the details of these action points, and have yet to see what the outcomes will be in practice. But it does offer a promising example of Council policy being developed from the bottom-up, through the suggestions and experience of a broad network of community organisations gathered through a local City of Sanctuary movement.
It is not necessarily the goal of a City of Sanctuary group to receive funding from the Council. This may be appropriate for some groups, but in this case they will need to find ways to ensure they retain their independence from Council control. The ideal is for the City of Sanctuary agenda to be embedded in the work of all Council departments. The City of Sanctuary initiative will need to agree a mechanism for regular liaison with the Council in order to make this happen. This might take the form of nominated Council officers responsible for promoting the City of Sanctuary’s goals in the various departments. It is also helpful to get Councillors involved in advocating for the movement within the Council and in maintaining communication with the local group.
Some local campaigners may object to the idea of working with the Council in this way, especially where current Council practices are seen as harmful to people seeking sanctuary. There may be concern that a City Council could use the ‘City of Sanctuary’ label as political whitewash, to cover up the impact of their actual policies. In this case, some potential supporters may question whether they can encourage local people to take pride in the welcome they offer to refugees, when the reality falls far short of this ideal.

It is certainly crucial that the City of Sanctuary approach isn’t hijacked by local government as a way of covering up its own shortcomings. This is why a city’s ‘official’ status can only be conferred by the national City of Sanctuary movement, and not by the decision of a local Council. But in any town or city where there is a community of local people who are supporting people seeking sanctuary, this is already something to celebrate and a foundation for a City of Sanctuary initiative to build on. 

Rather than accepting an inadequate Council’s token endorsement, a local City of Sanctuary initiative can use the momentum of a growing popular movement to work for concrete changes in Council policy.

A City of Sanctuary initiative is a way of recognising the positive relationships that do already exist in a community, and emphasising their potential to improve life for everyone. This can be a much more powerful way of motivating people to get involved than just concentrating on the city’s failings.
There is also a role for campaign groups which take a more confrontational approach towards local and national government, but it is more helpful to keep this separate from a City of Sanctuary movement. Our aim is to work on building the widespread local backing which will encourage Councils to work with us for positive change. 
Campaigning 

City of Sanctuary not a political campaigning group, and we do not focus on trying to change national government policies directly. Instead, our aim is to contribute to cultural change through building local people’s relationships with refugees in their community. This is based on the assumption that meaningful political change depends upon a shift in the public discussion about people seeking sanctuary in the UK.

Political campaigns are obviously important, and many of the people in a City of Sanctuary group will probably also be active in various campaign groups. The reason for keeping these activities separate is to enable the City of Sanctuary initiative to build the broadest possible coalition of support for the basic principle of offering sanctuary to people whose lives are in danger. There are many groups, including charities and others, which may be unwilling to endorse specific political campaigns, but which can unite around the broad principle of sanctuary. By demonstrating this public support, we aim to create a political context in which campaigns for changes in the asylum system will be more likely to succeed.
Similarly, City of Sanctuary groups do not organise anti-deportation campaigns on behalf of threatened individuals or families. This is a very important kind of action that local communities can take in defence of people whose claim for sanctuary has been refused, often as a result of inadequate legal help. We want to help build a culture in which local people stand up for their neighbours who are threatened, and who organise to defend them. But these campaigns have most credibility when they are built by local communities who have personal relationships with those threatened with deportation. 
City of Sanctuary groups have helped to publicise local anti-deportation campaigns, and encourage supporters to find out more about the people affected, rather than organising these campaigns ourselves. There is already a national network of resources and support for individual anti-deportation campaigns in the National Coalition of Anti-Deportation Campaigns (www.ncadc.org.uk).
