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“I have seen first hand that Suffolk Refugee Support makes a real difference in 

the lives of some very vulnerable people." [Sir Nick Young, Patron of SRS] 

 

This has been the busiest and most challenging of our 25 years of supporting refugees in 
Suffolk. The urgency of needs, the scale of health and wellbeing issues, and the isolation 
and vulnerability of those we support all reflect record levels of displacement globally, the 
hostile policy backdrop against which we work, and the reduction in other local services. 
The number of people needing our support grew again in 2023/24, with a 25% increase 
in advice contacts. Over the last two years the number of people directly supported by 
our services has increased by almost 150%. We worked with asylum seekers placed in 
contingency accommodation locally, many new to the UK, disorientated and with 
immediate needs. We provided intensive support to Afghan families arriving across 
Suffolk under the UKôs resettlement programmes, to Ukrainian refugees rebuilding their 
lives here, and established refugee communities who continue to face disadvantage and 
marginalisation. Sadly, in our 25

th
 anniversary year, the need for our support services is 

greater than ever. We are sincerely grateful to our funders and donors for helping us to 
meet urgent needs and avoid severe hardship, to deliver vital, targeted support, adapt 

quickly and effectively to new situations, and improve the lives of refugees in SuffolkΦ 
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Chairõs report 

This has been a hugely important year for SRS as we 
celebrate its 25

th
 anniversary. From very small but ambitious 

beginnings in 1999, to an organisation which today employs 
31 staff members and has grown to meet greatly increased 
needs. However, the challenges posed 25 years ago mirror 
closely those of today: the waiting period for a decision on 
refugee status was 27 months, recently it was around 21 
months; 80,000 asylum seekers per year then, now ~67,000; 
asylum seekers arriving in Ipswich, Harwich, and Felixstowe, 
today refugees similarly scattered around Suffolk. Whatever 
daily challenges arise (and there are many), the overall 
landscape in this sector remains largely unchanged. 
 

This report is also written in a week in which there have been riots across the UK, 
targeting asylum seekers and refugees in particular. Yet, there is hope in that people 
across the country have been standing up in their tens of thousands in support of them, 
and that the new government appears to be moving away from the more draconian 
policies enacted by the previous government. Against this difficult-but-normal backdrop, 
SRS has continued to deliver an excellent service for its clients. Feedback from clients is 
overwhelmingly positive, and a Client Partnership Officer has been recruited to build on a 
strong foundation of engagement with clients, continuing to seek to centre their voices 
and needs within the services SRS offers. 
 
I am privileged to work with a group of very dedicated and skilled Trustees, two of whom 
have been recruited since the last AGM: Lena Kushakovska, and James Wellesley 
Wesley. The Board also has a new volunteer Administrative Assistant, responsible for 
minute-taking: Iôd like to express our gratitude to George Bethell for taking on this role, 
and for his innovations in it. In addition to its usual work reviewing policies and processes, 
the Board has also focused on supporting the SRS management team in making further 
refinements to its financial reporting and modelling to ensure – as best it can – that SRS 
remains on a solid financial footing. You, our members and donors, are essential to 
achieving this, and we thank you for your generosity and commitment to what can 
sometimes be an unpopular cause. 
 
Earlier this year, the Board was delighted to confirm the appointment of Sir Nick Young, 
as SRSô first Patron: he has brought a huge amount of passion, wisdom, and energy with 
him, and we look forward to collaborating further with him in the coming years. 
 
The Board of Trustees has also focused on making sure that there is a scheme in place 
to ensure that decision-making between the Board, Charity Manager, and management 
team is smooth and seamless. Furthermore, the risk register has been re-designed to 
improve the process of identifying and managing the risks SRS faces. Finally, there has 
been a focus on improving staff retention, including through revising the staffing salary 
scale structure and adopting a well-being at work policy.  
 
Which brings me to the SRS staffing team: Iôd like to pay tribute to Rebecca and her 
team, whose willingness to get up every morning and take up the struggle afresh always 
inspires me. Thank you! Finally, we continue to stand in solidarity with each and every 
client SRS works with, and with asylum seekers and refugees across the UK. 
 
Dr Felicity Szesnat, Chair of the Board of Trustees 
August 2024 
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Charity Managerõs report 

They say that the only constant is change and this rings very true 
for the year we are reporting on! 
 
Throughout 2023-24 we witnessed sudden changes to the 
numbers of asylum seekers housed in Suffolk – with asylum 
contingency hotels housing 400 people, some singles and some 
in family groups. Many had experienced the terrifying journey by 
small boat to the UK to be met with negativity and distrust fuelled 
by the governmentôs decision to deem asylum applications 

inadmissible and threaten to send anyone arriving by boat to Rwanda (a country ironically 
which produces its own refugees). There was no warning that Suffolk was to host asylum 
seekers in hotels and SRS had to adapt rapidly to meet the needs of these people 
alongside its usual clients, with little extra funds/staffing.  
 
Along with this sudden rise in our workload, we continued to offer support to over 1,000 
Ukrainian refugees who had arrived in Suffolk because of the invasion by Russia of their 
beloved homeland. Just as we geared up our services and reallocated resources to 
support the asylum seekers in hotels with clothing, shoes, English classes, sports and 
health activities, access to medical appointments, access to immigration solicitors and 
emotional support, the Home Office closed the hotels, again at very short notice. 
 
Working in the refugee and asylum field we are continually having to adapt our services to 
meet the ever-changing needs of our client groups and support them to cope with 
uncertain futures and an unwelcoming legal environment. We are very grateful to 
everyone who helps to make our services and activities happen, from larger funders such 
as the National Lottery through to generous individuals who donate funds, essential items 
and their time as volunteers and supporters. Without this support many asylum seekers 
and refugees would face real hardship in Suffolk.  
 
I am proud of the 31 staff and over 40 volunteers for their unfailing dedication to our 
clients, even when times are tough and good news is in short supply. To witness our 
clients receiving a warm and kind welcome at our services and to see them relax, grow as 
individuals and start to live their lives in a positive manner with renewed hope for the 
future makes the everyday stresses worthwhile.  
 
I am very grateful to the trustees who have led us through the tough times and continue to 
provide professional guidance. They give their time for free and often with little 
acknowledgement—we are extremely grateful to each of you for your contribution. A 
special thank you to Dr Felicity Szesnat for her leadership of the board and her support to 
me. I am also delighted that Sir Nick Young has become our first ever patron and I look 
forward to working with him going forward. 
 
Funding is always the biggest worry for SRS – there is growing competition for funding as 
many charities bid for the same monies. At the same time demand for our services 
continues to grow and the needs of our clients become more complex as other support 
services are reduced or withdrawn entirely. In an unsettled and tragic world, where lives 
continue to be ripped apart by conflict, we are determined to provide a place of refuge and 
hope here in Suffolk. Thank you to everyone who makes this possible. 
 
Rebecca Crerar 
Charity Manager 
August 2024 



 5 

 

5 

This year the Advice Service also supported many people being moved away from 
Suffolk at short notice when asylum contingency hotels closed. We provided information 
about new locations (if known), worked with NHS Health Outreach to identify and 
advocate for clients with ongoing medical treatment to have their health needs  
considered, made representations for families with children in GCSE year to be 
accommodated locally to avoid drastic disruption to education, liaised with volunteer 
placements and educational establishments to explain the situation and explore 
transfers, and provided suitcases so clients could move with dignity. For those who 
received refugee status at the same time as being moved, our Housing Advice Worker 
explained the process and options so people could make informed choices  

Advice service  

“I have been to other 
countries where they are 
bad to refugees, but here 
you feel like this land is 
your own. We should all 
be grateful for everything 
we have had, and all the 
support we get.”  

Our year in numbers 

12,022 individual client advice contacts delivered (25% increase on last year) 

1,537 people directly supported by our services 

352  Ukrainian refugees given advice/support (not including family members) 

112  people supported to learn English through our ESOL classes 

97   young people attended our Youth Club 

96   people secured employment with our help 

69   people secured housing with our support 

68            women attended our International Womenôs Group, and 45 women  

                 attended our sewing group 

57         people supported into volunteering roles through our work 

51  different countries of origin for people we supported 

Our Advice Service meets the urgent needs of newly-
arrived asylum seekers and provides trusted support to 
settled refugees as they build new lives in Suffolk. Over 
the past year we have provided support with issues as 
diverse as navigating the immigration system, finding 
and applying for school places, learning English, 
accessing benefits, budgeting and financial 
independence, legal issues and staying safe, family 
support, and health and wellbeing. We have also 
provided the basic necessities for people arriving in the 
UK with little or nothing, including warm clothing, 
shoes, furniture and bedding, SIM cards and food 
vouchers. We work closely with partners to support 
clients with physical and mental health needs, in 
particular with NHS Health Outreach to ensure asylum 
seekers are registered with a GP and that people can 
access vaccinations and vital health information for 
them and their children. We also work with Suffolk 
Mind to help clients access free mental health support 
and improve their wellbeing.  
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The past year has seen a significant increase in the number of clients needing our 
support with housing issues. This includes intensive work with asylum seekers who have 
been granted refugee status and must find accommodation and employment quickly 
before their Home Office support is stopped and they are evicted. Our work includes 
proactive conversations to ensure clients understand their options, and partnership work 
with local authority housing teams, supported housing providers and private landlords. 
We have delivered over 3,000 individual housing support appointments, covering council 
tax issues, help finding accommodation, problems with landlords or repairs, and 
homelessness. Sixty-nine people have secured accommodation with our help.  

Housing advice work  

The impact of our holistic services 

B was placed by the Home Office in an asylum contingency hotel. As the hotel was closing, he 
was notified he was being moved to Birmingham. At the same time, he learned his asylum 
application was successful and he had been granted refugee status. 
 
B was attending college and our sports groups and had roots in Ipswich. If he accepted the 
asylum accommodation in Birmingham, he would receive a support cessation notice (as he'd 
been granted refugee status) and be evicted in a city where he had no connections or support 
network. He would also not be able to continue his college course. However, because he had 
been offered accommodation elsewhere, the rules meant that if he stayed in Ipswich he would 
not be eligible for housing support and would be at high risk of homelessness. 
. 
Our Advice Workers supported B to make an informed decision on whether to take the 
accommodation in Birmingham or stay in Ipswich by talking through the options and possible 
consequences of each. We checked in regularly with him and supported him to resolve the 
different issues he was faced with as he transitioned to life as a refugee.  
 
With our support, B gained access to benefits, housing, employment opportunities, mental health 
support and made decisions about attending college. As a result he was more optimistic and 
hopeful, and had more stability and safety in his life. B is now happy in his new accommodation, 
preparing to resume his studies, has job opportunities and his mental health has improved. 
 
Our range of support allowed us to approach Bôs situation holistically, dealing with several 
interconnected aspects (housing, mental health, employment, benefits, education, immigration 
situation). While we are unable to change some of the systemic issues, the level of trust 
developed between B and our Advice Workers meant he could make fully informed decisions 
knowing he had our support.   

Top countries of origin 
These numbers reflect clients we have 
recorded a service withñit doesnõt include 
family members or everyone supported 
through our groups or outreach work. 
They are all countries experiencing 
conflict, oppression or human rights 
violations with high asylum success rates. 

 

Ukraine  353  Sudan 98 

Afghanistan 276  Syria 89 

Iraq   267  Eritrea 54 

Iran   128  Turkey 31 
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Refugee resettlement work  

We have welcomed 12 new families to Suffolk under the UKôs 
resettlement programmes in the past year, with all but one of 
them Afghan. In total, more than 300 people in 61 families 
have arrived since 2016 under the different schemes (ARAP, 
ACRS, UKRS and VPRS). We are contracted to provide in-
depth casework and integration support to the 32 families who 
are currently within three years of arrival, but in reality many of 
the earlier arrivals still require considerable support due to 
their vulnerabilities. Our resettlement clients have a high level 
of attendance across our other services, including our English 
classes, sewing group and International Womenôs Group. We 
are also seeing a significant number of new families arriving 
during 2024-25, with a further geographical spread to smaller 
towns, villages and more rural parts of the county. 

“Without the support of Suffolk Refugee Support our achievements would not 
be possible. We appreciate all their help. I am honestly saying I am getting 
closer to achieving my goals, which is to become a qualified doctor, and my wife 
is getting closer to speaking perfect English. I do not see any obstacles in my 
front at the moment to stop me from what I want to become. Even if I notice any 
obstacles which will affect me, I can find the solution by the help of Suffolk 
Refugee Support.” [feedback from a resettlement client] 

School award for Overcoming 
Adversity won by the daughter 

of a resettled Afghan family 

Our resettlement and Ukraine work in numbers   

2,650 individual support sessions with resettlement clients 

2,170  individual support sessions within our Ukraine Programme 

1,040 employment related support sessions with Ukrainian clients 

90%  of resettlement feedback respondents who say they feel integrated in the UK 

87%  of adult clients either working or improving skills/in specialised training 

83%   of resettlement clients attending English classes regularly 

81   Ukrainian clients who successfully secured employment through our support 

16   outreach events/activities organised by SRS for Ukrainian refugees 

Advice topics 
These are the top subjects we supported people with in 2023/24, as recorded by 
client contacts on our database. It shows the scale and holistic range of our work. 

 

Immigration    1916  Health     827 

Employment    1588 Benefits/Tax credits  816 

Housing     1533 Afghan resettlement  741 

Adult education/training 1286 Parental/Youth support 667  

Subsistence    1172  Groups attended   537 
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Ukrainian refugee support  

Since April 2022, 1,560 Ukrainian refugees have 
arrived in Suffolk under the Homes for Ukraine 
scheme, in addition to those arriving under the 
Ukraine Family Scheme. People have continued to 
arrive in the last year, albeit at a slower pace. More 
than 700 people have moved on to independent 
living, and supporting those no longer living with a 
sponsor has been our focus in the past year. We 
provide individual employment support – crucial for 
people to move into the private rented sector – and 
liaise closely with Suffolk County Council fieldworkers 
to ensure joined up support. We have worked with partners across Suffolk to deliver 
outreach advice sessions in Woodbridge, Hadleigh and Eye, nature and wildlife trips 
including Lackford Lakes, Dedham Vale National Landscape and Dunwich beach, as well 
as a visit to the National Theatre and a summer camp for Ukrainian children. 

An outing to Sax Arts Fest in Saxmundham 

Nadiia arrived in the UK with her husband and two children in 
July 2023. She visited SRS shortly after arrival, and we 
provided SIM cards, childrenôs clothes, advice on life in the UK, 
and referral to English classes. We also requested a welcome 
box for her school-aged son, as well as English-Ukrainian 
books and a tablet to help him adapt to his new surroundings. 
We supported Nadiia at different stages with advice on a variety 
of topics, from housing and managing energy bills and benefits, 
to volunteering and sharing her skills with the community.  
 
In Ukraine Nadiia had a successful career as a baker, and she 
is passionate about bringing her skills and Ukrainian taste to 
Suffolk. We helped her to set up a home bakery business by 
connecting her to the MENTA business programme.  
 
After a year in UK, Nadiia and her family moved into private 
accommodation, her children are in education, and she and her 
husband are working. Nadiia has her health and safety 
certificates and has established Wonderland Bakehouse, a 
thriving business creating cakes for every occasion with 
delivery across Suffolk (and even into Essex). Nadiia kindly 
provided a beautiful cake for our 25

th
 anniversary event and she 

also finds time to volunteer with SRS at our Sewing Group. One 
day she dreams of having her own pastry studio.  

“[Suffolk Refugee Support] helped me many 
times in solving many issues. Unfortunately, I 
do not speak English, so their advice and 
support is very important to me! I would like to 
personally thank you for the opportunity to 
learn English and for the wonderful 
teacher!” [message from a Ukrainian client] 

“Only positive emotions 
from interaction with 
Suffolk Refugee Support. 
Thank you for your work 
and support.” [feedback 
from a Ukrainian client] 

Nadiia (top) and one of her 
fabulous cake creations 

https://www.ipswichstar.co.uk/news/24291284.ukrainian-mum-of-two-sets-ipswich-bakery-business/
https://wonderland-bakehouse.co.uk/
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Health & wellbeing activities  

We have continued to expand our health and 
sports activities over the past year to improve 
the physical and mental wellbeing of our 
clients, in particular those stuck in limbo for 
long periods of time in different settings. Our 
keep fit class at the Unity Centre in Ipswich 
was attended by 23 women, while 18 women 
from different nationalities took part each week 
in movement and gentle exercise, with 
elements of English learning and mental 
wellbeing embedded. We have worked closely 
with partners to provide wellbeing trips to green 
spaces, including a group of women in asylum 
accommodation visiting Flatford Mill through Dedham Vale National Landscape. Other 
activities including badminton, table tennis, craft and cooking sessions, a sports day and 
a Christmas party have all boosted peopleôs physical and mental wellbeing.  

“It made me feel more relaxed. I enjoyed it very much. I would like to live in the 
countryside.” [feedback from one of our trips to green spaces] 

Wellbeing trip to Flatford Mill 

Refugee football group  

Our partnership with the Ipswich Town 
Foundation began two years ago with the 
launch of our refugee football group when 
ITFC were still in League One. So we are very 
proud to have been part of the clubôs journey 
back to the Premier League for the first time 
in 22 years, and grateful for the continued 
commitment and support shown by the 
Foundation. Over 50 weekly sessions in the 
past year, 73 refugees and asylum seekers 
have taken part. The coached sessions make 
a tremendous difference to the wellbeing of 
those attending, and provide a sense of 
purpose and belonging to people far from 
home and in difficult circumstances. The 
project has continued to feature as a model of 
community work, with national TV coverage 
(pictured, right). Ipswich Town first team 
players have visited the group, including Harry Clarke, Christian Walton and Ali Al-
Hamadi (pictured, top), whose own family came to the UK as refugees. Ali interacted 
with the attendees (including in Arabic) and spoke with great empathy about the 
experience. Members of the group have also had the opportunity to attend Ipswich Town 
matches, including a half time pitch walk during the Foundation fixture, and to be part of 
the Foundationôs Community Day, with 6-a-side games on the Portman Road pitch. 

“Football makes me happy and feel comfortable. Definitely I sleep better. I’m so 
excited from coach Sam, he makes you feel like you are playing in big club. I 
make many friends and I met new faces.” [feedback from football group attendee] 

https://www.efl.com/news/2023/june/refugee-week-how-ipswich-town-is-bringing-the-local-community-together/
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=1119918835763583
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=374442052275616
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Employment & training work  

When we first met Leni he was a quiet young man. He had applied for asylum but was 
disorientated and facing destitution and homelessness. Our Advice Service helped him 
access his support entitlements, and he was placed in a hotel locally. We helped chase 
the Home Office for his documents, and liaised with a local college to find him a place. 
Gradually he began to feel more comfortable studying and made friends. While waiting 
for a decision on his asylum claim, Leni attended an employability skills course delivered 
by our Employment Team and was excited to put together a CV and look for 
volunteering roles. He had done veterinary work in his home country and was keen to 
find a role utilising those skills. After much searching, we sourced a volunteer placement 
at a rare breeds farm, provided suitable clothes and funded his travel. As he became 
more confident, he told our Advice Worker that he loves running. We supported him to 
join a local running club and paid his joining fee. As an asylum seeker in a hotel, Leni 
received £9 per week and had no say over what food he was given. We worked with him 
and the hotel to ensure his diet was suitable for someone in training. The running club 
were very supportive, especially once they saw his talent and dedication. They provided 
coaching and paid his entry into running competitions. Leni enjoyed the community heôd 

found plus the opportunity to develop his skills. He decided to enter the Ipswich Half 
Marathon, even though his best distance was 800m. We funded his entry fee and 
celebrated his great finishing time (57th of 1300 finishers) with him! Leniôs confidence 
grew and he became more outgoing and talkative, even telling his story in front of a 
packed room at our AGM. When his volunteer placement ended, Leni secured a new 
role with Suffolk Archives on their óArrivalsô exhibition. Leniôs future is still uncertain, but 
our holistic support has given him the skills, confidence and sense of belonging to face it 
with strength. Weôre delighted that Leni has recently been offered a place on the Access 
to Higher Education Science course at a local college, which will allow him to pursue his 
career goal of becoming a veterinary nurse and perhaps, in time, a veterinary surgeon. 

96   people gained paid employment with our support 

57   people secured volunteering placements with our support 

50+  people entered further education or skills courses 

12   people applied to university with our support 

“I have got a job, learning English, school places for our children, confidence 
and know more about life in the UK, area knowledge, and my wife started 
improving her English as well, all thanks for the full support from SRS.”  

Our employment team works with a range of people, including newly-arrived Ukrainians, 
resettled Afghan refugees, asylum seekers, and those settled in the UK who need 
support to move on to the next stage of their working life. They have delivered group 
workshops to develop confidence and employability skills, and provided one-to-one 
guidance and coaching to help clients reach their employment and volunteering goals. 
Ninety-six clients have secured employment with our help, and 57 people have found 
volunteering placements. We have focused on helping clients to increase skills and work 
readiness, with more than 50 entering further education or skills courses and 12 applying 
for university, while numerous clients have accessed online courses to help develop their 
digital skills. Clients have also been supported to access CSCS and SIA courses to 
enable them to work in the construction and security industries respectively.  
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Youth work  

We continue to support high numbers of young 
refugees and asylum seekers from countries 
including Sudan, Eritrea, Afghanistan, Somalia, 
Kurdistan and Turkey. We have started several 
initiatives over the past year, having listened to 
what the young people would like, with much of 
our work focused on wellbeing and learning new 
skills. We run a weekly Homework Club at 
Ipswich School, with 15 regular students and peer 
support from sixth formers, covering English, 
Maths and Science. One young person has been 
awarded a scholarship to Ipswich School for the 
next academic year. We run a Youth Club during 
term time which has engaged nearly 100 young 
people in a range of activities since September 2023. We ran a bike maintenance 
course, as a result of which one young person now fixes donated bikes for others, as well 
as workshops with Gecko Theatre Company, group drumming sessions with Ipswich 
Community Media, and guitar lessons for three young people. We continue to provide 
support with housing, employability skills and health referrals but also wellbeing and 
educational outings, including metal detecting, panto, bowling and basketball, plus trips 
to Cambridge, Bury St Edmunds, Felixstowe and London. We have extended our youth 
work to West Suffolk this year to meet the needs of young people placed there, and we 
work in partnership with Suffolk County Council Leaving Care team to coordinate support 
for Unaccompanied Asylum-Seeking Children. We are very pleased to have secured fully 
funded Scout places for two young people while two others have become members of 
the Scout Diversification panel, which is a nationwide initiative (see case study below). 

X was already volunteering for a charity, helping in their shop on Saturday mornings, 
and learning English (with extra lessons at the weekend), but was feeling down and 
worried about his family back home. He was keen to learn as much as possible about 
the country he now lived in, and to keep himself busy. Our Youth Coordinator had been 
approached by the Scouts as they looked to diversify and become more inclusive by 
recruiting a nationwide panel of young people to help shape the new Scouts package. 
She suggested this to X and put his name forward, and to his delight, he was accepted 
onto the panel. As part of this, X has been to London and Birmingham for workshops 
with the Scouts as well as taking part in online sessions. He has run workshops in 
college to gather information to help the Scouts with their research, for which he 
received glowing reviews from both the Scouts and his tutor. X has blossomed with this 
work. The opportunity has given him an enormous sense of purpose and he is offering 
the Scouts so much from the perspective of a person of colour, from a different culture 
and with a language barrier to involvement. It has been rewarding for him to offer his 
time and commitment to improving a traditional British institution and to play a big part in 
the reshaping of that institution for young people for years to come! 

Visit to National Theatre to see Kin, a 
production by Gecko Theatre Company with 

whom our young people have worked 

“It talked to my heart and made me feel proud of what I had achieved around a lot 
of suffering… It gave me ideas for the future and made me feel good. I listened to 
the actors and they made me realise I must never give up.” [feedback from a young 
person who visited the National Theatre with us for the Gecko production, Kin] 

“Thank you for the opportunity. It was mind blowing. Everyone was very kind and 
helpful, we learnt lots of new things we couldn’t know before and also we met 
new people. Additionally, we had a good diet! And we really appreciate that.” 
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International Womenõs Group 

Our weekly International Womenôs Group brings 
together refugee and asylum-seeking women for peer 
support, English language development and integration 
activities. In the past year our dedicated team of ESOL 
volunteers provided support to 58 women face to face 
and, for those with young children or who cannot travel, 
10 online. We hosted visits from Suffolk Police and the 
NHS, plus a trip to the local library. We also held a large 
celebration for International Women's Day, with women 
from 19 different nationalities attending. Our IWG creche 
is run entirely by client volunteers, a number of whom 
previously attended the group and used the crèche 
themselves. We have seen women grow in confidence 
speaking English and in their friendships within the group.  

International Womenôs Day event 

“Being relatively new to the area, volunteering for SRS once a week has been a 
key part of helping me to feel connected to Ipswich. It is a privilege to share time 
and resources with people from around the world who have been dealt a raw deal 
in this outrageously unjust life. I have found it a huge challenge to start helping 
members of the Sewing Group with English conversation, but this is nothing 
compared with the challenges they face in restarting life in this country and I find I 
am learning from them, touched by their courage, resilience, warmth and humour! 
I can’t speak too highly of the support given by SRS to a new volunteer and the 
care taken in ensuring that things are working as best they can for both clients 
and helpers. SRS is one of the hidden gems of Ipswich!”  

English classes  

Over the past year we continued to deliver ESOL classes at local asylum contingency 
accommodation, with our qualified tutors offering up to 18 classes per week (during term 
time) at different language levels. We also offered four weekly classes open to all 
refugees and asylum seekers at a venue in central Ipswich, as well as one-to-one tuition 
either face to face or online for people in different parts of Suffolk or for whom childcare 
makes travelling to classes difficult. These online sessions are often volunteer-led. 
Including ESOL sessions at our International Womenôs Group, 180 people have attended 
our English classes over the past 12 months. Now that conditions post-Covid have made 
it easier to do so, this year we put an increased emphasis on students taking and 
passing exams. Weôre delighted that 46 students took exams this year, with 56 exam 
passes in total (some students were entered for more than one exam).  

Volunteering  

Volunteers are key to our work, bringing a range of skills and experience, adding value to 
everything we do and increasing awareness and empathy for refugees across different 
communities. We currently have 40 active volunteers who dedicate at least one hour per 
week of their time, 16 of whom have lived experience as past or current users of our 
services. Our volunteers lead or assist with English classes and groups (face to face and 
online), deliver one-to-one English or Maths practice, support our International Womenôs 
Group and creche, perform office reception duties, assist at our sewing group, and help 
on SRS stalls at community events. Most of our volunteers support activities in or around 
Ipswich, but a number offer one-to-one support to resettled families across the county.  



 13 

 

Special projects  

Our special projects are a great way to empower 
people to share skills and connect with their new 
communities in a creative way. Our weekly Sewing 
Group has beginners and women of professional 
standard, with experts supporting the novices. One 
group member has now started her own sewing 
business. Fabric is donated by supporters, much of 
which would otherwise go to landfill. We have 
added English conversation classes this year and 
both elements are popular. Forty-five women have 
attended the sewing group in total, with a weekly 
attendance of 25. The group has five client 
volunteers, and two others have gone on to 
volunteer at our office. New clients join with varying 
levels of English, some new to Ipswich, some who 
have been at home for a long time and are 
venturing out. In the past year the group has 
exhibited traditional Afghan and Kurdish dresses at 
Ickworth House (National Trust) and The Hold 
(Suffolk Archives). The group has also been 
commissioned by Ipswich Museum to make a dress 
for their permanent display when it re-opens in 
2025 – each member is contributing embroidery for 
a dress designed to express a fusion of cultures.  
 
Our cookery sessions have involved around 35 clients. Seven people passed food safety 
and hygiene courses as a step towards self-employment, and three women now work 
part time at Suffolk Food Hall. Events have ranged from cooking for 40 guests at a church 
lunch, catering for the New Wolsey Theatreôs Big Afternoon, teaching volunteers to make 
Afghan dishes, and meals prepared by clients at a hotel housing asylum seekers, with 
teams of different nationalities coming together to plan the menu. One highlight was 15 
refugee cooks producing a restaurant standard meal for 75 guests during Refugee 
Week. Links have also been made with local chefs, and we hope to build upon these. 

Our Refugee Week Fashion Show (top), 
and Sewing Group outfits on display at the 

Arrivals exhibition at The Hold in Ipswich 

ñMy name is Kandi Noorgildi, and I come from the north of 
Afghanistan. I started sewing when I was 11, learning from my 
talented mother and grandmother, who were both skilled 
dressmakers. They taught me everything I know about making 
clothes, including embroidery, cutting and professional stitching. 
I truly love creating garments and am proud to say I can make 
anything! 
 
I am very happy to help others learn to sew and am grateful to Sarah and Suffolk 
Refugee Support for creating this Sewing Group. I also deeply appreciate the 
British people for helping us build a peaceful new life here.ò 

Other key members of our Sewing Group are Lajaward, who was taught by her tailor 
mother, and who is brilliant at making clothes from small scraps and produces designs in 
every style, and Fatmire, who worked in a sewing business in Kosovo before coming to 
the UK. Kandi, Lajaward and Fatmire teach others in the group how to make clothes and 
other items, starting with bags and aprons and progressing to dresses and costumes.  

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/clwyr5v3xjro
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/clwyr5v3xjro
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“We are on the right track. It was very 
difficult in the hotel but now we are in 
the home and we feel much happier. I 
am now working in a job I wanted. I 
want to carry on in my work.  I want 
to complete a PhD in the future, in 
English literature. I have my master’s 
degree from Afghanistan and I want 
to be a lecturer or work for a 
university as my big goal, or maybe 
work for the government.” 

“My main expectation of the UK was to have a 
secure place to live. I expected the UK to 
accept my culture and where I am from, and it 
has been higher than my expectations. It is 
easy to find places to pray, there are mosques, 
there are people with different religions. 
People talk to refugees with respect here, and 
I have a safe place to live with my family. We 
should all be grateful for everything we have 
had, and all the support we get.ò 

In the last year we ran a pilot project on energy poverty, as a result of which we secured 
funding to deliver a larger-scale project to support our clients to reduce their energy bills. 

When Ana received refugee status she lacked knowledge of utilities and in the first few 
months in her new home she incurred some debt. Her husband suffers from poor mental 
health, and she is responsible for the familyôs household costs. Our Housing Advice 

Worker worked with Ana to provide in-depth one to one support. We established with the 
energy provider the date that she moved into the property to distinguish her debts from 
the previous occupant. We helped her with finding where the meters were in the house, 
how to take readings and the importance of doing this regularly and communicating them 
to the suppliers. As a short-term fix we also helped her obtain a small payment from 
Citizen Adviceôs Surviving Winter Fund. Ana had been very worried and felt overwhelmed 
with the responsibilities of living independently, which had affected the familyôs wellbeing. 
She is now confident about controlling bills by using the information she has been given 
relating to costs of different appliances, various payment options and tariffs. Since we 
delivered this work with Ana, she has not returned to our office with any debt issues. 

What our clients say  

“I really appreciate the fact 
that women have the right to 
work in the UK. I want to be a 
midwife.” 

“I am eager to 'give-back' to 
a society that saved my life 
and where my baby daughter 
is being educated.” 

“Education is so important for 
children in the UK. When we arrived, 
we wanted our children to go back to 
school and have a higher education. 
We were looking for a happy and safe 
life, and now we have it.” 

“I am happy that in the UK women 
have more independence and more 
confidence. I can go shopping and 
go to school by myself. Because of 
that, I want to be a doctor and be 
useful for society.” 

“I am now an SRS volunteer with the 
fitness and sewing groups, this is a 
good experience for me because I can 
use my skills and encourage other 
ladies to join in with these activities 
and feel independent.”  

“If anything comes that we don’t 
know, we go to Suffolk Refugee 
Support and they help us. I really 
appreciate that.”  
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UK and international context  

Media work  

117.3 million people worldwide forcibly displaced due to persecution, conflict, and 
violence, an increase of 8 million people in one year 

  
12 years in a row the number of displaced people has increased each year 
 

X 3 the number of refugees globally has tripled in the last decade 

 
20th the UKõs rank in Europe in terms of asylum applications per head of population 
 

67% of asylum claims in the UK were granted protection at initial decision in 2023 

Media coverage of refugee issues all too often 
ignores the voices of refugees themselves and the 
expertise of those who work with them. We work 
hard to put across facts and different perspectives, 
including those of members of our team who have 
lived experience, the realities of life as an asylum 
seeker, and joining the call for newly-recognised 
refugees to be given more time to find a home. We 
have used our 25th anniversary to celebrate the 
achievements of the people we work with, and 
contributed to a consultation on safe, legal routes. 

Our work takes place in a global context where more people have 
been forced from their homes around the world than ever before. 
In fact, the number of refugees globally has increased threefold in 
the last decade. The modest increase in recent years of people 
seeking protection in the UK should always be seen against this 
wider backdrop. Behind the endless debate around ósmall boat 
crossingsô, last year Germany had nearly five times as many 
asylum applications as the UK, France and Spain more than twice 
as many, and Italy nearly twice as many. We have also seen an 
appalling increase in Channel deaths as people are forced into 
ever more dangerous routes to reach the UK, despite the clear 
majority of people arriving here being proven to need protection. 
We continue to call for the urgent creation of safe, legal routes. 

Awards and recognition  

We are incredibly proud and honoured that Rebecca, 
our Charity Manager, was awarded a Suffolk Medal for 
her contribution to improving the lives of asylum 
seekers and refugees in Suffolk as part of Suffolk Day 
in 2023. Rebeccaôs dedication and commitment has 
made such a difference to so many people, and she 
was proud to receive the award on behalf of the whole 
team at SRS and all the refugees and asylum seekers 
we have worked with over the years. 

https://www.eadt.co.uk/news/24156661.ukrainian-woman-fled-shotley-i-can-rely-myself/
https://www.ipswichstar.co.uk/news/24032585.suffolk-refugee-support-ipswich-asylum-seeker-ordeal/
https://www.ipswichstar.co.uk/news/24205073.refugees-need-time-find-homes-says-suffolk-charity/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cz77k2xd2xlo
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cz77k2xd2xlo
https://www.unhcr.org/uk/global-trends
https://www.eadt.co.uk/news/23599055.suffolk-medal-awarded-jonathan-adnams-rebecca-crerar/
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Client Partnership Subcommittee Report 2023/24 
 
The Client Partnership Subcommitteeôs role is to lead and support SRS in the 
development of its partnership with clients to enable consultation, engagement and co-
design of the services it offers. These are key tools for the quality assurance of SRS 
services and peopleôs empowerment to have more control of their lives.  
 
During 2023/24, the Subcommittee regularly used the Padlet app to gather the views of 
people attending our International Womenôs Group (IWG). The feedback given has been 
used to adapt the programme for the IWG each term and discuss future activities. A 
tablet based survey was also used in our advice service, but the results were of variable 
usefulness, and we plan to move it to more settled SRS groups. These two outcomes 
illustrate that much of the work of the subcommittee is focused on ólearning by doingô to 
find approaches which best suit the different groups of people SRS works with.  
 
A Client Partnership Coordinator has recently been appointed. This role will lead on 
implementing the Subcommitteeôs action plan. This includes expanding the Padlet and 
tablet-based listening approaches, and developing ways in which people who are, or 
have been, a refugee or asylum seeker, or who have close family links to these groups, 
can be involved in developing / planning services and in the work of the SRS Board. 
 
Gerry Toplis 

Chair, Client Partnership Subcommittee 

HR Subcommittee Report 2023/24 
 
 

The HR Subcommittee monitors SRS policies on equality, diversity, and protected 
characteristics in terms of employment, trusteeships, and volunteering; adopts and 
reviews policies to support the functioning of the organisation; and has oversight of 
staffing issues within SRS. 
 
Regarding the first function, the Subcommittee and Board are satisfied that SRS 
continues to be an equal opportunities employer with a diverse workforce. We recognise 
our current offices can pose challenges in making reasonable adjustments for clients 
with physical disabilities, although mitigations are available when needed.  
 
Regarding the second, the Subcommittee has a rolling programme to review all SRS 
policies and is meeting its objectives in this regard.  
 
With the third, the Subcommittee has developed a staff wellbeing policy which has been 
agreed by the SRS Board. Through the recently established HR and Training Officer 
post, the subcommittee is developing a comprehensive staff training programme. The 
Subcommittee, with the Finance Subcommittee, has been undertaking a review of SRSô 
staffing and salary structures. This is a large piece of work given the growth in staff 
numbers which we expect to be completed in 2024. We are very proud of the work SRS 
does and will continue to do our best to honour that work by ensuring our staffing body 
is supported so they can, in turn, continue to provide individualised, flexible support to 
refugees and asylum seekers in Suffolk. 
 

Gerry Toplis 

Chair, HR Subcommittee  
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Treasurerõs report  

In the year, SRS has provided a broad range of services, utilising 
both Grants and Donations received. Costs have continued in line 
with budget and we are extremely appreciative of our funders, and 
the numerous private supporters who have regularly donated 
towards our work. At the March 2024 year-end, Reserves remain 
within our policy of retaining around 50% of running costs to allow 
for confident planning in the next year. 
 
SRSôs work continued at a similar level to last year with the full 
impact of the Ukraine war and the policy of placing asylum seekers 
into hotels to wait for their asylum claims. However the two Ipswich 
hotels were then closed, which required significant additional 

resources from SRS, as we worked to try and facilitate and ease the hardship and 
confusion that these individuals experienced as they moved to areas unknown. 
 
As a result, our expenditure grew from £739,000 in 2022/23 to £870,000 in 2023/24. 
Much of this was the result of increased Ukraine funded work, as well as the introduction 
of a paid receptionist (late 2022) and a trainee Advice Worker in June 2023. Additionally 
there was a 6% staff cost of living pay increase and budgeted costs to cover the 
replacement of our client database with a Charity Log system (that went live 01/04/24). 
 
Our service continues to be refined and firmed up as we do "the Job". By building on our 
experience and expertise, and ólearning by doingô, we have supported our clients within 
the contractual funding made available. 
 
The Finance Sub-Committee has met regularly to review our financial position, 
comparing the costs against internal budgets and forecasts. These reviews provide the 
Board with a strong understanding of our finances, allowing controlled planning on how to 
proceed in delivering our objectives within our budgetary constraints. Looking forward the 
Board has confidence in the internal controls, which show that SRS can meet its 
obligations and ensure the longer term stability of the charity. 
 
Of course we cannot close without a big thank you to all of our wonderful volunteers. 
These worthy individuals represent the fine character of the Suffolk community and are a 
major resource to SRS. We thank each and every one of them. 

Stuart Gordon, Treasurer 

Our heartfelt thanks go to all the individual donors and community fundraisers who give regularly or make 
one-off donations to our work. These unrestricted funds are of vital importance as they allow us to meet the 
most urgent needs of refugees and asylum seekers arriving in Suffolk. 

We are sincerely thankful to the following organisations for providing grants towards our work in 2023-24: 
National Lottery Community Fund, Garfield Weston, Ipswich Borough Council, BBC Children in Need, Mrs 
LD Rope's Charitable Settlement, Tudor Trust, Suffolk County Council Engaged Communities, AB 
Charitable Trust, Limbourne Trust, AMIF, EELGA EON Programme, Lovel Foundation, Nationwide, 
Mulberry Trust, French Huguenot Church of London Charitable Trust, Annie Tranmer Charitable Trust, 
SNEE ICS Community Ambition Programme, Suffolk County Council Holiday Activities Fund 
 
We are very grateful to Suffolk Community Foundation and their funders for all the guidance and support in 
securing the following funds: Suffolk Police & Crime Commissionerôs Fund, Pear Family Fund, Suffolk 
Giving Fund, Tackling Poverty Fund, Frank Jackson Fund, Maurken Fund, Hill Family Fund, RJB Fund 
 

We continue to deliver refugee resettlement support on behalf of Suffolk County Council, including the 
Afghan Relocations & Assistance Policy (ARAP), Afghan Citizens Resettlement Scheme (ACRS), and 
Ukraine work, and we are very grateful to them for their commission and supportive partnership working.   
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SRS Strategic Plan  

Equity, diversity and inclusion  

SRSôs Purpose (Mission) 
 
Suffolk Refugee Support exists to ensure that all asylum seekers and refugees in Suffolk 
are enabled to live integrated, fulfilled and contributing lives in their new communities. 
 

SRS Operating Principles: To guide Trustees, paid staff and volunteers 
 
Ý We are driven by a recognition that each person is unique, that every individual has 

intrinsic value and has a constructive role to play in UK society 
Ý We are always open, friendly and welcoming  
Ý We are respectful, reliable, honest and transparent in all our dealings with one 

another and with others 
Ý We direct all of our efforts towards self-determination and ultimate independence 

for our clients 
Ý Our work is always led by the needs and interests of our clients 
Ý At all times we work in ways that ensure the all-round safety and security of our 

clients and everyone who works for SRS 
Ý We always work to the highest standards; keeping ourselves fully informed and 

knowledgeable about every sphere of our work 
 

SRS Strategic Aims: 2020 – 2023  (The following six aims have equal priority) 
 
1) To ensure that refugeesô and asylum seekersô basic needs for immigration status, 

housing, literacy, education, physical and mental health, employment and personal 
safety are met 

2) To work in ways that lead to SRSô service users moving into independence from 
SRSô services 

3) Through advocacy, lobbying and other means, ensure that statutory and other 
bodies meet their obligations to asylum seekers and refugees 

4) To continue to mobilise volunteersô involvement in supporting the work of SRS, and 
further develop the volunteering contribution to the organisation 

5) To continue to raise awareness and promote understanding of the refugee 
experience in the community 

6) To ensure that Suffolk Refugee Support is effectively governed, led, managed and 
funded in order to maximise its impact, and that its work is informed by óvoices of 
lived experienceô 

Suffolk Refugee Support (SRS) is committed to equality, diversity and inclusion in the provision of 
services and as an employer. In addition to people with protected characteristics, SRS 
recognises that refugees and asylum seekers can be an especially vulnerable group of people 
who experience additional prejudice and discrimination. 
Through our projects and activities we ensure that all refugees and asylum seekers we work with 
have equal access to our activities, ensuring that we take proactive steps to reach and involve 
those who might have additional barriers to inclusion, for instance due to protected 
characteristics, rural isolation, language or health issues.  
In our recruitment of staff, volunteers and trustees, we actively encourage applications from 
people with lived experience as refugees, promoting vacancies through local community 
networks. We are proud to be a member of the Experts by Experience Employment Network 
which aims to increase representation of people with lived experience in the charitable 
sector. Our Codes of Conduct and our inductions are very clear on our expectations from our 
team in terms of EDI and we believe that this has resulted in a diverse and strong team.   
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25 years of supporting refugees 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Suffolk Refugee Support was set up in 1999 to meet the growing needs of refugees 
and asylum seekers in Suffolk. Over the past 25 years, people fleeing conflict, 
persecution and oppression around the world have come to our door for support. 
Often we have been the first friendly face and listening ear they have found. We held 
a special event during Refugee Week this year to celebrate all the people who have 
been part of our story for the past 25 years and the sanctuary that Suffolk has 
provided. It was wonderful to see some of the key figures involved in setting up SRS, 
as well as many of the refugees who have succeeded in rebuilding their lives here.  

Excerpt from the minutes of our first ever General 
Meeting showing how little has changed in 25 years 
in terms of asylum applications and waiting times. 

My parents...docked in Suffolk as refugees from Afghanistan just under 25 years ago. Aside 
from the particularly precious cargo my mum was carrying and my dadõs medical degree, 
they arrived with little but the clothes on their backs to build a new life in this country. 
Now, so many years later, my dad is a GP partner at Barrack Lane with lots of letters after 
his name...Together with my wonderful mum they have brought up two children in 
Ipswich...me and my younger brother. I have recently graduated from Imperial College 
London and I am now a qualified doctor and he is about to start studying Chemistry at the 
University of Oxford. None of this would have been possible without the support of 
community, my parentsõ hard work, and many many strokes of luck. [Excerpt from  a 
speech by Azita at our 25th anniversary event—you can read the full speech on our website] 

https://suffolkrefugee.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/Azitas-Refugee-Week-speech.pdf
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Suffolk Refugee Support 
38 St Matthews Street 

Ipswich 
Suffolk 

IP1 3EP 
01473 400785 

www.suffolkrefugee.org.uk 
 SRS Annual Report Published 2024 

Staff  team (as of  1st September 2024 ) 

Charity Manager          Rebecca Crerar 

Operations Manager         Jodi Peck 

Advice Service Manager         Vida Zada 

Refugee Resettlement Programme Manager      Leah King 

Senior Advice Worker         Fatima Khan 

Employment & Training Coordinator       Pippa Baker 

Youth Coordinator          Sarah Templeman 

Health & Sports Activities Coordinator       Rachel Bond 

Resettlement Programme Bilingual Advice Worker     Maryam Arif 

Resettlement Programme Bilingual Advice Worker     Shakiba Alizadeh 

Resettlement Programme Bilingual Advice Worker     Rona Panjsheri 

Resettlement Programme Advice Worker      Julie Harper  

Bilingual Advice Worker          Faizaa Ali 

Housing Advice Worker         Samuel Osei-Owusu 

Advice Worker          Anna Girling 

Advice Worker          Hasan Beshtawi 

Employment & General Advice Worker—Ukraine Programme   Alona Kotova 

Advice Worker—Ukraine Programme       Rita Fadieieva 

Employment and Training Advice Worker      Cathy Gonzalez 

Employment Advice Worker—EON       Ahmed Abdallah 

Reception & Administration Officer       Maha Elnahhas 

Projects & Skills Exchange Coordinator      Sarah Cole 

ESOL & International Womenôs Group Facilitator     Catherine Costello 

ESOL Tutor           Michaela Freeman 

International Womenôs Group ESOL Coordinator     Amna Smith 

International Womenôs Group Crèche Leader     Shkurte Bejtullahu 

HR & Training Officer         Marianne Walker 

Volunteer Coordinator         Libby Ruffle 

Facilities & IT Officer         Ronan Doorly 

Finance Officer          Vanessa Ransby 

Fundraising and Communications Officer      Martin Simmonds 

Board of  Trustees (as of  1st September 2024)  

Chair        Dr Felicity Szesnat  

Vice Chair       Gerry Toplis  

Treasurer       Stuart Gordon 

Trustee       Keith Faull 

Trustee       Paul Reeves 

Trustee (co-opted)      Olena Kushakovska 

Trustee (co-opted)      James Wellesley Wesley 

Honorary Trustee      Alan Blackshaw 

 

We would like to thank sincerely the following trustees who resigned during 2023/24 for their services to 

SRS: Amelia Whitworth, Will Atkins 

@suffolk_refugee  

https://twitter.com/suffolk_refugee
https://twitter.com/suffolk_refugee
https://www.facebook.com/Suffolk-Refugee-Support-570897939693840
https://cafdonate.cafonline.org/18901#!/DonationDetails

