
   

 

Supported by: 

Suffolk Refugee Support aims to provide a warm welcome to those who 
have left their countries fearing for their safety.  We help to rebuild 
shattered lives and support individuals to become fully functioning 

members of UK society . 

 

Suffolk Refugee Support  
 

Annual Report  
2015 -16 

ñSuffolk Refugee Support is such a beacon example of the good help and will of 

people in our region and in our communitiesò  

Richard Howitt, MEP for East of England, 2015 

Summary of  the Year  
It has been a challenging year at SRS, 

as the ripples of record worldwide 

displacement continue to reach us 

here in Suffolk. We continue to work 

tirelessly to support high numbers of 

vulnerable people, among them for 

the first time resettled Syrian families. 

Our profile has never been higher, 

with increased publicity of our work 

including national TV coverage, but 

the funding environment remains 

highly uncertain. We have been deeply moved by the response of the wider 

community in Suffolk to the plight of refugees over the last year, from generous 

individual donors and people organising fundraising events, to an upsurge in volunteer 

numbers and offers of help. We are very grateful to all for enabling us to support so 

many people with complex needs. 
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Drop -in Advice Service  

Our Advice Service has had another busy year, delivering more than 6000 individual 

advice sessions to 535 refugees and asylum seekers from 40 countries between March 

2015 and February 2016. The complexity and uncertainty of our clientsô lives is reflected in 

the wide variety and unpredictability of the issues upon which we are asked to advise.  

Our experienced Support Workers, assisted by a team of volunteers, deliver good quality, 

independent advice, and no matter what issue we are presented with, we aim to resolve it. 

We have built relationships of trust over many years with our clients and their 

communities, and also with local external agencies, so that we can deliver a professional 

and cohesive service, signposting where necessary. With vulnerable, newly-arrived 

asylum seekers we provide a warm smile and sympathetic ear, and address their often 

complex needs quickly, while with our more settled clients we try to empower them to help 

themselves wherever possible. Our Advice Service is also the ideal opportunity for staff to 

address unemployment and skills shortages with our clients and to help them access the 

health servicesðboth physical and mentalðthey so often need.  

Legal Aid Asylum Advice  

Suffolk continues to be a complete Legal Aid ódesertô in terms of immigration legal advice, 

creating real access to justice issues for asylum seekers whose cases, and therefore 

lives, can depend upon good quality advice. We are very grateful to the legal adviser from 

Solomon Solicitors in Luton, who continues to visit us for a monthly legal surgery. This has 

provided a vital lifeline for more than 50 clients over the last year, with the support of our 

staff in facilitating the appointments.  We are also grateful to Essex-based legal firm Fisher 

Jones Greenwood for their ongoing help, in particular with unaccompanied minors. 

Other clients are forced to find solicitors in different parts of the country, with SRS often 

bearing the brunt of the travel costs, which are not covered under Legal Aid. We are 

thankful for the 30 minutes of free legal advice provided by the Suffolk Law Advice Centre, 

based at ISCRE in Ipswich, and we will continue to campaign for better provision of high 

quality legal advice in the county. 

ñSRS helped me fight to get my claim for asylum accepted. They helped me 
to have confidence in myself. They explained the process to apply for JSA 
when I first got refugee status. They helped me get a NI number.ò 
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English for Speakers of  Other Languages  
 

The ability to speak English is a vital tool to 

empower refugees and help them integrate into 

UK life. It is particularly important in accessing 

health services, improving employment 

opportunities and preventing social isolation. We 

run six ESOL classes every week throughout the 

year, focusing on pre-entry, entry one and entry 

two levels, with 81 students attending, 57 on a 

regular basis. We also offer one-to-one English 

lessons for those who need extra support. Our lessons are delivered by our ESOL tutor, 

along with a dedicated team of volunteer English 

teachers. In class tests and via self 

assessments, all 57 have shown ñsomeò (25) or 

ñsignificantò (32) improvement in their English 

skills with 30 passing exams . 

Improving Physical and Mental Health  

 
Whether it be accessing health services, 

making healthy lifestyle choices or unlocking 

past trauma through counselling, improving 

the physical and mental wellbeing of our 

clients is integral to our work. It is built into 

our Advice Service, ESOL classes, and the 

groups we run. This year we helped 105 

clients with health issues, and, through our 

various services and with external partners, 

delivered sessions on: English & medicine, 

relaxation & wellbeing, dental care, exercise 

& zumba, pilates & smoking cessation, 

cancer awareness & healthy eating. We 

have helped clients to pay for gym 

membership, swimming classes, bikes and 

sports clothing. The trust we build with our 

clients enables us to work closely with 

counsellors to ensure that help is available 

for issues arising from trauma and anxiety. 

We have run art groups to help clients 

express themselves and arranged farm trips 

for the therapeutic benefits of working with 

animals and reconnecting with the land. 

ñI love being able to run and 
exercise to music. Going to the gym 
helps me to sleep like a baby.ò 

ñThrough SRS I have been 
introduced to counselling that can 
help me. I had given up hope and 
was not taking any of my 
medications.ò 

ñWhen I stayed in hospital recently, 
I had a greater understanding of 
what was happening and was more 
confident to ask for help and I was 
not frightened.ò 

ñFrom going to ESOL classes 
my English is much better. I can 
now talk to the GP and he 
understands me.ò 
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Employment Work  

 
Of our clients who have leave to remain in the UK 

and are allowed to work, the vast majority are 

keen to do so. However, many face barriers to 

employment or find themselves stuck in low-paid 

jobs with few prospects. The work led by our 

Employment and Training Coordinator and 

delivered through our Advice Service aims to 

increase our clientsô employability skills. Our 

support staff are trained in CV writing and using 

job search sites such as Universal Jobmatch. 

Over the last year we helped 108 clients with 

employment issues such as CV writing and 

searching/applying for jobs. We completed 655 

job applications with our clients. All of the 50 

clients whom we interviewed after receiving a 

service reported increased confidence to apply for 

a job on their own. Thirty clients interviewed had 

found a job and four had started or improved their 

own businesses.  

We also helped ten clients to secure voluntary 

work, including one client who completed 200 

hours volunteering with Suffolk Constabulary as 

an administrative assistant. We also have around 

12 volunteers working with us who are refugee 

clients. 

ñA support worker helped me 
apply for a driving job and gave 
me the confidence that I could 
get it. I got the job. I am really 
happy.ò 

ñAt Suffolk Refugee Support I 
found help applying for the job. 
They gave me training for 
interview, supporting me all the 
time, they encourage me...Life 
is different because now my 
time is busy.ò 

Education and Training Courses  
 

ñLife is better with a job. Every 
Friday there is money in my 
bank.ò 

We delivered two training sessions on job applications 

and interview skills for eleven clients who reported 

they had been helpful for understanding the process of 

securing a job. We worked with eight clients on a one 

to one basis to help with studies, English, maths, taxi 

exams and other areas of skills improvement. We 

helped 16 clients to access external courses ranging 

from several degree level courses to Plastering and 

Food Hygiene. One of our previous Trainee Support 

Workers has completed the second year of his IT 

degree with a Distinction and is applying to do a 

Masters. Six clients were helped by us to access 

bursaries to make their studies possible. 

ñI attended the interview 
preparation course. It was 
helpful as I learnt how to 
speak and what questions I 
might get. It helped me at 
my interview for a 
temporary job which I got.ò 
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International Womenõs Group 

 

Our International Womenôs Group continues to go 

from strength to strength. Meeting every Wednesday 

during school term, we have had a total of 52 women 

attending over the last year, with each session split 

between ESOL teaching and activities and partnership 

working. With the English teaching, the focus is on 

promoting confident oral skills and practical 

application of language. 

The second half of each session is devoted to talks 

and activities, made as interactive as possible. We 

have worked with outside agencies such as Suffolk 

Fire Prevention Service, Terrence Higgins Trust, 

Chantry Dental Clinic, Cancer Awareness Suffolk, 

Suffolk Wellbeing Service and PCSOs to deliver 

sessions including dental health, sexual health, 

cancer awareness, fire safety, personal safety,  

wellbeing, healthy eating and dance fitness, with 

feedback suggesting that sexual health education and 

the exercise for mental wellbeing are particularly 

valuable. We have also organised trips to the Mayorôs 

Parlour, Holywells Park and the Suffolk Punch Trust. 

ñI like dancing, it is fun and I 
have made friends..ò 

Family Support  

With babies being born to those who are feeling more 

settled and able to look forwards with a sense of 

future, we continue to support these clients with 

negotiating health services, family support and 

education provision for the children. Within our 

refugee communities there is a great emphasis on 

these children doing well and making the most of the 

vastly improved opportunities that their parents 

missed out on due to wars, political instability and 

racial discrimination in their home countries.  

This year we have supported 25 families with access 

to early yearsô provision, namely childrenôs centres 

and nurseries. Feedback from clients has been very 

positive highlighting the benefits for the children in 

attending these sessions. 

ñThey have made new 
friends and are learning a 
lot. They are getting more 
confident and learning lots 
of words.ò 

ñFor me I have made new 
friends dropping off and 
collecting my son from 
nursery and am very happy 
because my son is happy.ò 

ñI like exercise to stretch, it 
is fun and I laughò 
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 Menõs Sports and Social Group 

 

Friends has continued to welcome and 

support asylum-seeking families in 

Ipswich. They find it a very helpful place to 

discuss with each other the asylum 

process and what happens after a positive 

decision. In 2015, two families received 

positive decisions and three new families 

joined the group. Two members started 

university courses and have continued to 

support the group. A highlight of the year 

was our stall at the Big Garden Party, run 

by ActivLives, for which members of the 

group made traditional home-cooked food 

from Iran and Sri Lanka. 

Friends  Group  

We are very lucky to have 55 dedicated 

volunteers of all ages and from all walks 

of lifeðwithout them we would not be 

able to deliver our services. They help 

with our Advice Service, with reception 

and job searches with clients. They 

assist with ESOL classes and clients 

with extra needs. Our Womenôs & 

Friends Groups are largely run by 

volunteersðteaching English, running 

the cr¯che and delivering workshops. 

We have volunteers with our Menôs 

Group and FGM Project, and volunteer 

befrienders, drivers and interpreters with 

our Syrian Resettlement Scheme. 

Volunteers also give talks to the public 

and in schools, and a refugee volunteer 

often comes with us too. We particularly 

encourage our refugee clients to 

become volunteers and currently have 

around 12 working with us. Our 

volunteers donate approximately 155 

hours per week to the activities we 

provide, totalling a staggering 8000 

hours per year. 

Volunteering  

 

The group continued this year with similar 

attendance to last year (around 8 a session).  

Three of the boys were selected to play at 

Ramsomes Sports football club and were very 

pleased. 

In October 2015 the group changed venue to the 

La Tour Cycle Caf®.  The caf® staff and owners 

have been absolutely brilliant with the lads; they have made 

them all feel very much at home.  They have provided a range of 

activities including virtual cycling, table tennis, air hockey, arts & craft materials as well 

as various board games and music.  Their cappuccino has also been a big hit!   

ñI am an asylum seeker and not allowed 
to work and there are no opportunities to 
study. I have little to do. I look forward to 
coming to the group to share thoughts 
and problems. When I am at the group I 
forget my situation, I laugh, joke and am 
relaxed. When I get home my troubles 
come back to me and I find it difficult to 
sleep.ò 

 ñThe group is like my family. As I know 
the people in the group I relax and do not 
feel so alone.ò 

ñWhat they have gone through is unimaginable to us. Seeing them so keen to 
be involved, progressing each week, gaining confidence is very 

rewarding...They are very special to us.ò 
Letter from chairman of Ransomes Sports Football Club 

ñThe group helps 
me to be more 
sociable. I used 
to be very shy 
but not now.ò 
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 Syrian Resettlement Scheme  

ñIn March I came to England. Things are different, the weather and food! Life 
changed, there is no war...All people in Ipswich are friendly...Suffolk Refugee 

Support are lovely and they have helped me. I now go running, to the gym, to English 
class ï Suffolk Refugee Support helped me with this.ò Goran, Syrian refugee 

In March 2015 we began a programme to tackle 

Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) with funding 

from Suffolk Constabulary, Public Health 

Suffolk and the Rosa Fund for Women and 

Girls in the UK. We took on two staff members 

whose task was to raise awareness and share 

good preventative practice among both 

professionals and women/girls at risk. The 

intention was to try to eradicate FGM from 

Suffolk. In 2015 there were eight disclosures 

from FGM survivors among our clients and a 

support group for them was established by our 

team. We have delivered awareness-raising 

training to 173 practitioners up to March 2016 

and secured positive local media coverage. It is 

important to point out that FGM is not an issue 

specific to refugeesðthe practice just happens 

to be prevalent in a number of refugee-

producing countries.    

With refugee issues in the spotlight 

so much over the last year, it has 

been especially important for us to 

inform the debate by reaching as 

many people as possible through 

our talks and presentations. Our 

Talks Team, comprised of staff, 

volunteers and refugees to bring 

personal testimony, have visited 

schools, churches, community 

groups and healthcare 

professionals. We have explained 

who refugees and asylum seekers 

are, why people are forced to leave 

their countries, given up-to-date 

facts and figures and both global 

and local perspectives. In total, we 

have reached approximately 2500 

people. 

As part of the Governmentôs Syrian Vulnerable Person 

Resettlement Programme, political leaders across 

Suffolkôs public sector agreed to take up to 200 Syrian 

refugees over the next five years. They will be among 

the most vulnerable families selected from refugee 

camps in the region by the UNHCR and we have been 

commissioned to provide specialist casework to support 

them. We welcomed the first two families in mid-March 

and several more since, preparing their housing using 

generous public donations of furniture and household 

items. We have taken on additional staff hours and are 

working with  other stakeholders including Suffolk 

County Council, Anglia Care Trust, education, health 

and social care, and local church groups. The families 

have numerous health, social, educational and 

integration needs to be assessed and addressed by our staff but are settling into their new 

lives well with our support. 

FGM Project  Talks Team  


