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What is this project? 
Put simply, a way for people to get to know refugees and asylum seekers who are 
living in their area – as meeting face to face and forming friendships can help 
people understand more about the asylum system and reduce prejudice towards 
those within it. 

We want to help bring communities together through community groups, teams 
and organisations which run activities where people can get together through a 
shared interest such as football, family life or a love of where they live. 

The emphasis is not on getting to know someone because they are an asylum 
seeker – but rather because of what you have in common.

Why is the British Red Cross running this project?
Asylum seekers don’t get to choose where they are sent to live while the 
Government looks into their claim. Because it is done primarily on cost, some 
areas of the country with cheaper housing have seen much larger numbers of 
people seeking asylum moved there than other part of the UK. 

People already living in these areas aren’t consulted about this, and asylum 
seekers have no choice where they are sent. Thus, you have two groups living in 
the same area who know very little about each other both feeling disempowered, 
possibly mistrustful of one another and anxious about change they cannot control.

Research has shown that there is an appetite among these two groups to meet so 
we want to bring these two groups together to show that actually they likely have 
a lot more in common than they realise.  In turn this will help them build stronger 
community cohesion so no-one lives feeling lonely, fearful or anxious about their 
neighbourhood.  
We want to help people living in these areas, with some of the highest numbers of 
asylum seekers sent to live there, better understand the system and bring them 
face-to-face to hear peoples’ stories first hand. 
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We hope friendships will form along with a greater understanding of why people 
flee their homes, what they go through to get here and how they live while 
awaiting an asylum decision. In turn, this will help reduce negative stereotypes, 
discrimination and division. 

A knock-on effect should be stronger social networks for people at one of the 
most vulnerable times in their lives who have been forced to leave behind almost 
everything and everyone they know. 

Where is the project taking place and why?
The project will begin in the north west of England, focussing on Liverpool and 
four boroughs of Greater Manchester – Oldham, Rochdale, Wigan and Bolton. 

We’ve chosen these areas because the north west currently houses just over 
9,000 of all people currently seeking asylum – that’s nearly a quarter of the total in 
England. While not a large number in itself, it is proportionally a lot bigger than 
other areas such as the south east. Many of these areas also have high levels of 
deprivation and low social mobility – and our research has shown that this is 
where the need is greatest. 

The project is aiming to run for four years. It will be delivered in phases, later 
extending to Glasgow and Birmingham with the potential to move into other areas 
of need in the future. 

But how will it work?
The British Red Cross wants to help local sports teams, community groups and 
organisations to open up their activities to people who are seeking asylum or 
refugees. 
We can offer our expertise and funding (through a grants system) to do this. 

Groups who already serve people living in target areas of the campaign can be 
helped to extend their capacity so more people can join, or start new sessions in 
different areas of need. We want to help provide regular activities, not one-offs, 
where friendships can gradually grow. 

We’ll help groups providing activities create posters, social media posts and other 
promotional material to advertise it to people living in the local area – both 
longstanding residents and those newly arrived as asylum seekers. 

We have a great deal of expertise in working with people going through the 
asylum system and can advise you of any cultural sensitivities, constraints or 
issues you should be aware of. Our support will continue through the length of the 
project. 



The theory behind all this is ‘contact theory’ – that by bringing groups together 
face-to-face through a shared and fun activity over time, you increase 
understanding which leads to more positive opinions they may have about each 
other. 

What research did the British Red Cross do before launching this project?
We carried out quantitative (surveying lots of people) and qualitative (speaking in 
depth to smaller groups) research to get the opinions of people living in Liverpool 
and Greater Manchester on their local areas and how they viewed asylum 
seekers. 

We found there was a lot of misunderstanding, misinformation and confusion – 
but also a desire to meet face-to-face and find out more. The people who use Red 
Cross services while they are seeking asylum told us they felt lonely, wanted to 
find ways to give back to their communities and were eager to learn about British 
customs and traditions as well as improve their English language skills.  

Both groups suggested activities such as sports, family events and their children’s 
schools as a way to get to know one another. 

How do you know if someone getting involved with the project is a genuine 
asylum seeker or refugee?  Do you conduct any background checks?
The British Red Cross does not conduct background checks on any of its service 
users.  We provide support based on humanitarian need and it is our duty to 
remain entirely impartial. The validity of an individual’s asylum claim is the 
responsibility of the authorities, not the Red Cross.

But will it be safe? Isn’t there a risk in bringing all these people together? 
We’ll work really closely with activity providers to make sure everybody taking part 
in an activity feels comfortable – and help them be aware of any issues that arise. 

Additionally we have a stringent safeguarding framework which we’ll be asking 
activity providers to sign up to so everyone taking part can do so safely

Will schools be involved? 
The British Red Cross already provides resources for schools across the UK to 
help pupils learn about the experiences of asylum seekers, migration and 
discrimination. But we are hoping to engaging local schools in this project. 

How will the British Red Cross’s project be different from other similar 
initiatives being led by other organisations?
Luckily there are other projects going on around the country to improve the 
integration of refugees and asylum seekers. We think this one is a bit different 
because it focuses as much on people already living in an area as those newly 
moved to it. 



We’re not aiming to replace, reduce or compete with anything already being done 
– but to use British Red Cross resources and expertise to complement, extend or 
add to it. Also, because the project is being run over four years we can be flexible 
to adapt to changes like other projects starting or finishing, new activities and 
changing opinions. 

How is this project being funded?
The project is being funded from core British Red Cross funds. 

How will the British Red Cross check the groups who apply for funding to 
run activities? 
The British Red Cross has experience of re-granting funding, and as with any 
funds, we will work to make sure that full monitoring and accountability processes 
are followed. 

Could this project put asylum seekers and refugees at risk of racist attack 
or abuse if meeting with community groups?
We are particularly keen to work with specific communities who may be anxious 
about refugees and asylum seekers, but who are keen to explore opportunities to 
meet and mix with refugees and asylum seekers. Our initial research has showed 
that many people understand the importance of breaking down barriers. 

A worrying consequence of the referendum result is an apparent increase in race 
related crime – according to the National Police Chiefs Council. When it comes to 
racism, the British Red Cross strives to create a welcoming society for everyone 
who comes to live, work and seek sanctuary in the UK. 

We have strict safeguarding policies in place for this project to protect and support 
those involved.

If there is an incident where the law is broken – through hate crime or any other 
crime – then we will encourage the victim to contact the police. 

Our wider work with refugees and asylum seekers:

Why does the British Red Cross help asylum seekers and refugees?
The British Red Cross works with people vulnerable in crisis, whoever and 
wherever they are. With 65.3 million people who have been forced to flee their 
homes worldwide, there are now more people displaced than at any point since 
records began. In this context, we believe the hardships refugees and asylum-
seekers face in the UK – like being homeless, or not having enough to eat – 
represent very real humanitarian need.



Fleeing your home and arriving in a new country can be very traumatic, and the 
British Red Cross plays a key role in supporting vulnerable people settle in to UK 
life.  

What kind of support does the British Red Cross provide to refugees and 
asylum seekers?
The Red Cross has a long tradition of providing practical and emotional support to 
vulnerable refugees and asylum seekers in the UK, and around the world, and we 
have a number of different projects and services. 

In the UK we offer short term, emergency provisions like food parcels, clothing 
and toiletries for those who are destitute, and orientation support to help 
vulnerable and newly arrived asylum seekers adjust to life in a new country. We 
provide specialised casework to look at all of a person’s needs – such as their 
health, mental wellbeing, accommodation, finances and social connectedness. 
We try to find long-term solutions to their situation by helping them understand 
their rights and what they are entitled to, introducing them other services and 
offering psychological and emotional support. 

We also have our restoring family links service where we seek to start or maintain 
communication between family members separated by war, conflict, migration or 
natural disaster. We have a number of projects that provide legal assistance to 
refugees in applying for family reunion visas to be reunited with their loved ones. 
Refugees, under domestic and international law, have a right to be reunited with 
their immediate family member. Since April 2013, they are no longer eligible to 
receive legal aid to navigate this complex process. We have several legally 
qualified caseworkers across the UK who are able to assist. Where family 
members have been granted family reunion visas, we can also sometimes pay for 
and organise the flights for the reunion of refugee families. 

How many people does the British Red Cross help?*
In 2015, we supported 18,453 refugees, asylum seekers and other vulnerable 
migrants which is 39 per cent more than 2014. Over nine thousand of these
people were destitute. 
Please note these figures shouldn’t be used as an indicator of the total number of 
destitute refugees and asylum seekers in the UK, for which there are no 
conclusive figures. We also know we don’t see everyone who might need support.

The Red Cross defines an individual as destitute if they don’t eat sufficiently, have 
no fixed abode, cannot afford essential items (such as clothes and toiletries) 
and/or are experiencing worsening health.

*These figures are taken from the BRM from 2015

Where do you support refugees and asylum seekers?



We support refugees and asylum seekers in 56 towns and cities across the UK 
including: Manchester, Liverpool, Cardiff, London, Birmingham, Leicester, Leeds, 
Sheffield, Hull and Glasgow. 

Where do your service users mainly originate from?
Our beneficiaries have sought asylum in the UK from across the globe. Last year, 
21% of our beneficiaries were from Eritrea, Sudan (19%), Iran (13%), Syria (10%) 
and Nigeria (5%), among many others.

What is the BRC stance on the 'right to work' of asylum seekers?
The British Red Cross believes that asylum seekers should be granted permission 
to work whilst their claims are being processed.  Many asylum seekers are skilled 
and could be making a contribution to the UK economy rather than being 
dependent on the State.  The opportunity to work can also contribute to an 
individual’s self-esteem, sense of worth and overall well-being.  In adherence with 
Home Office rules, the British Red Cross offers volunteering opportunities to 
people going through the asylum process.  Volunteering provides people who are 
awaiting a decision on their asylum application, which can take years, the 
opportunity to use their skills to benefit the wider community. On a daily basis, we 
see the vital contribution these people make to our services,

Why does the British Red Cross not also help other vulnerable people who 
are British citizens?
The British Red Cross helps hundreds of thousands of people in the UK every 
year through our first aid, emergency response, health and social care and 
psychosocial care work. We don’t see working with refugees as an either/or 
scenario, but part of our duty to support people in crisis, whoever and wherever 
they are.

The British Red Cross helps both individuals and communities prepare for, cope 
with and recover from a range of crises. We operate both in our own right and as 
part of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, the world’s 
largest humanitarian network, which has more than 17 million volunteers across 
190 countries.

Often there are historical reasons why we work in specific areas such as having 
started providing mobility aids and first aid during the first and second world wars.

We also look to find new ways to expand our work and define new areas of need, 
for example our partnership with the Co-Op which is looking to tackle loneliness 
and isolation. Examples of British Red Cross work in the UK also includes helping 
people to return home from hospital and collecting food for food banks.

Why are you advocating on behalf of refugees? I thought you were neutral?



As the UK's biggest provider of refugee and asylum support, we want to advocate 
on behalf of, and give a voice to those that often aren't able to do so for 
themselves.

We are in a position to use our experience in supporting refugees and asylum 
seekers to inform the wider debate on immigration. Immigration is a highly political 
and divisive subject, but in our advocacy we are not siding with any political party 
but speaking up for the people we help.

Thousands of people we help, including those who have been granted refugee 
status, experience serious problems with the asylum system. This often leaves 
them distressed and destitute. We want to see an effective and efficient asylum 
system that treats people with humanity, ending destitution and upholding the 
UKs responsibilities to refugees

We have published a number of reports highlighting some of the key issues faced 
by vulnerable refugees and asylum seekers.

Conflicts around the world have caused huge numbers of people to flee 
their homes – are more coming to Britain?
With 65.3 million people displaced and 21.3 million refugees, the number of 
people forced to flee their homes as a result of violence and conflict today in the 
world is the highest since records began.  

An unprecedented number of man-made crises in the world, including conflict in 
Syria, Iraq, Libya, the Central African Republic and South Sudan; as well as 
climate change and extreme weather events has led hundreds of thousands of 
people to flee their homes, mainly into neighbouring countries to host the majority 
of the world’s refugees. 

Scare stories in the media often suggest that the UK is being ‘flooded’, but data 
from 2013 shows that just 0.24% of the UK population are refugees.

The UK has seen an increase in applications in 2016, however Britain still has 
fewer asylum seekers than many other EU countries with 38,878 applications 
(including dependents) in 2015 compared with Germany (431,000), Sweden 
(163,000), France (78,000) and Italy (78,000). 

Many of the countries surrounding those that people are fleeing from can be 
equally dangerous, so individuals may decide to travel further to reach safety. 
Many claim asylum in European countries such as Germany, France or Sweden – 
and a small proportion come to the UK. 

Is the Red Cross involved in the resettlement of Syrian refugees? Are any 
being settled in the four cities this project will be taking place in?



The Red Cross is working with local authorities and voluntary sector partners to 
welcome refugees who have been brought to the UK via the Syrian Resettlement 
Programme and help them settle into their new home. 

We are helping to provide reception and support services in a number of areas - 
including the Midlands and Merseyside - taking part in the scheme, including 
meeting and greeting people as they arrive at the airport; escorting and helping 
people settle into their accommodation; and providing advice and assistance with 
registering for benefits and services such as schools, healthcare and access to 
employment.

Why should European governments accept more refugees when we know 
that migrants were amongst those involved in the Cologne attacks?
Anyone who commits sexual assault or any another crime should be brought to 
justice. But if people commit a crime, this is a criminal issue, not a refugee issue.

What would you say to those who have fears and anxieties about allowing 
more refugees to live in the UK and in particular their communities?
We are in the midst of the world’s biggest refugee crisis since records began; a 
time that calls for courage and compassion, not turning our backs on people who 
have left everything behind. Many of those seeking asylum in the UK are highly 
qualified professionals such as doctors and architects with the potential to make a 
hugely positive contribution to life here. 

It is the current asylum system which does not allow people to work, forcing them 
to be reliant on the state – many of the people we help are desperate to continue 
their careers and earn money to support themselves and their families. Many go 
into volunteering roles instead to find a way to contribute to their local 
communities while they are unable to work. Rather than looking at negative 
possibilities, or reading scare stories in the media, we would urge people to 
research the facts themselves and get to know people who are refugees or 
asylum seekers to hear their experiences and reasons for coming here first hand. 

These actions feed into the wider principle of the British Red Cross – that the 
power of humanity can help alleviate suffering. The International Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Movement also endeavours to prevent and alleviate human 
suffering wherever it may be found and promotes mutual understanding, 
friendship, co-operation and lasting peace amongst all peoples.

Is it wise to allow refugees into the UK in light of news that one of those 
responsible for the Paris terror attacks may have posed as a Syrian refugee 
to travel into Europe via Greece?



Refugees are themselves fleeing violence and terrorism – in fact, the 1951 
Refugee Convention excludes from its scope people who have committed serious 
crimes.

It would be extremely difficult for a terrorist group to exploit a scheme such as the 
UK’s Vulnerable Syrian People’s Resettlement Scheme. Each and every one of 
those accepted will have undergone rigorous security checks and screening 
before being granted UK visas and will have their details kept on file.  This is one 
of the advantages of providing safe, legal routes for people to claim asylum.

Similarly, all asylum seekers in the UK are screened by the Home Office and have 
their biometrics taken as part of the asylum process.

Why is the British Red Cross calling on journalists and the general public to 
moderate its language when talking about refugees and asylum seekers?
The language such as ‘swarms’ or ‘floods’ used in reference to the number of 
migrants landing on Europe’s shores is not helpful. In our experience the majority 
of those landing on Europe’s shores are asylum seekers, fleeing persecution and 
war zones. 

Those who are making the journey in search of a better life will often be fleeing 
extreme poverty. All are human beings – someone’s brother, sister, son or 
daughter – who, like anyone else, deserve to be treated with dignity and respect.

It is also important to note that there is no such thing as an illegal asylum seeker. 
Under international law, everyone has the right to seek asylum.

Media reports often fail to tell the full story on the global migration and refugee 
crisis. We want to encourage journalists to provide a more sensitive and balanced 
view which tells of the suffering of those involved and includes empathy and 
humanity. 

Useful definitions:

Asylum seeker
 flees their homeland
 arrives in another country , whichever way they can
 makes themselves known to the authorities
 submits an asylum application
 has a legal right to stay in the country while awaiting a decision.



Refugee
 has proven to the authorities that they would be at risk if returned to their 

home country
 has had their claim for asylum accepted by the government
 can now stay here either long-term or indefinitely.

Refused asylum seeker
 has been unable to prove that they would face persecution back home
 has been denied protection by the authorities
 must now leave the country, unless they wish to appeal the decision or 

there are legitimate reasons why they cannot yet return home.
Economic migrant

 has moved to another country to work
 could be legally or illegally resident, depending on how they entered the 

country. 
 may or may not have a legal work permit.


