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working with refugees to build new lives




1. Abstract

Since April 2000, the Government has implemented its’ policy of dispersing asylum seekers away from London and the South East to regions across England, Scotland and Wales. Under this policy Liverpool accommodates 2115
 asylum seekers at any one time, a significant proportion of whom are young people aged between 18 and 25 years.

The aims of this research project were to explore the needs and aspirations of young people seeking asylum in Liverpool, develop a greater understanding of the barriers they face, look at some of the ways service providers have (or have not) responded to their needs and then produce a range of evidence based recommendations for wider dissemination.

The researchers used a variety of methods, in working with the young people seeking asylum including interviews, diary keeping, story telling, art, drama, focus groups and role-play. The methods became an integral part of the research and in themselves are worthy of some discussion. The work with service providers was both interactive and questionnaire based.

The young asylum seekers who took part in this research were service users of Refugee Actions’ Youth and Community Project based in Liverpool. 117 asylum seekers aged between 18 and 25 years took part in the research, 50 were females and 67 males all living in Liverpool.

The key findings were that young people seeking asylum wanted to be understood and accepted within Liverpool, many faced isolation and boredom and did not know how to resolve this, many were fearful of racially motivated attacks and experienced stress due to media coverage of asylum seekers. All the young asylum seekers interviewed wanted to succeed in the UK, but faced considerable barriers in trying to work towards this.

Recommendations have been made for other Refugee Action advice teams, for youth service providers and for policy makers and practitioners. The report concludes that more research is needed to look in more detail at some of the key findings.
2. The aims of the research were:

· To explore the needs and aspirations of young people seeking asylum in Liverpool, to develop a greater awareness and understanding regarding some of the barriers faced by young people seeking asylum in Liverpool.

· To explore how service providers currently understand and respond to the needs and aspirations of young people seeking asylum in Liverpool.

· To produce a range of evidence based recommendations for wider dissemination on how service providers can make their services more accessible and to provide a future focus for the project team

3. Summary of key findings.

The key findings of the research are presented below.  The Youth Project has worked with young people from many parts of the world, from a variety of social classes, sexual orientations, religions; some young people are here alone, others are with members of their family. In presenting these findings we do not want to generalise the needs of young people seeking asylum. It should be remembered that while there are shared experiences, young people seeking asylum are not a homogenous group.

· All of the young people surveyed had a great desire to be understood by their British counterparts. Young asylum seekers expressed that they wished British young people were interested in their lives.

· Young asylum seekers identified the negative media news coverage as a source of stress; many remarked on how it fuelled the hostility towards them, labelled as asylum seekers or refugees. Young asylum seekers do not like to reveal to British young people that they are asylum seekers; often telling strangers they are students.

· The majority of young people (80% men and 61% women) wanted to meet and make friends with British young people, but they said they didn’t know how.

· Many young people cited feelings of boredom and isolation in their audio and written diaries. The young people often felt that this isolation was a result of the government regulations forbidding asylum seekers to work.

· All the young people questioned, aspired to succeed in the UK with regard to education and employment opportunities, however the majority were unaware of what services/courses were available to them, how to access them or they felt stigmatised and feared any negative reaction they might receive. As a result of this, some young people were working in unskilled jobs as a means to survive.

· All young people surveyed, wanted to mix with other young asylum seekers but not always necessarily from their country of origins.

· Many young women were unable to access ESOL courses due to the lack of childcare provision for their children. Some women wanted female only ESOL classes. More than half of the women surveyed by questionnaires or in focus groups had children or were pregnant.

4. Methodology

The aim of this research was to gain a qualitative insight into the experiences of young people seeking asylum, it was not intended to be a quantative survey. The YCP have undertaken this piece of research, in partnership with Shipshape and young people seeking asylum. The reader should bear in mind the resource and time constraints of conducting research whilst also carrying out the day-to-day work of the project. Despite this, we were conscious of the limits of using any single method for gathering data.  The research brief to Shipshape, therefore, included the analysis of quantitative data supplied by the YCP, as well as the use of qualitative methods to capture the personal experiences of young people seeking asylum, YCP staff and Advisory Panel members.

During the course of the research, 117 young people were consulted (50 female and 67 male). This amounts to 51% of the total amount of young people accessing the Youth Project. The research has used questionnaires, face to face with Youth Project staff or young people’s participation in focus group discussions; evidence was collected from all of these sources. In total 58 questionnaires were completed (18 female, 40 male)

4.1 The Monitoring Group

A monitoring group was set up to steer the research process, containing four young people seeking asylum. The YCP took 30 young people to Knowsley Safari Park; they were introduced to members of Shipshape and to the idea of the research itself. On this day four members of the Monitoring Group offered their experiences and wanted to be more involved in the research process.

Many of the creative ways used within the methodology were originated, tested and approved through this group.  It is through the active membership of the young people within this group, that the idea came about that young people seeking asylum could be equipped with the skills to present the findings of the research to other youth groups.  It is hoped that this process will begin in July 2003.

Members of the Monitoring Group also participated in a workshop to discuss the findings of the research and offer suggestions. Their comments can be found throughout this report.

4.2 Creative methods

Clearly, sensitive issues surround this group of young people, particularly regarding inquiry into their personal experiences. For this reason information has been collected in a variety of forms via creative and non-intrusive methodologies.

With the assistance of the external consultant, information was gathered together from the following sources:

· Diaries: Participants were issued with diaries and asked to complete them daily to capture some of their feelings, insights and difficulties they faced.  Then they were asked to share these, if they felt happy to do so.

· Audio Recordings: Participants were also issued with dictaphones for the same reason as above, in particular to assist young people who were not confident in expressing themselves through a written format.

· Photography: Some participants were issued with cameras to record and reflect on their daily lives and to capture their experiences in the project throughout the summer programme.

· Storytelling: As part of a three day residential based at an activity centre in mid-Wales a member of the research team conducted a storytelling workshop. The young people were invited to create a real or imagined journey in words and pictures. Each person was given a large piece of paper that was divided into six boxes, the group was led through the session and then asked to describe in words or pictures the following sequence of events:
	Think of a person going on a journey


	What three things would they take with them?


	An obstacle in their way.



	two things that would help them.


	How the previous things would help them?


	What happened in the end?




Everybody was invited to share their story with the rest of the group.

· Video and Role-Plays: Having undertaken confidence building exercises and trust games alongside the Project workers during the residential, young people were then asked by the researcher to work together in two groups to develop a story-line, enact various roles and produce a video to send back to their friends. This video should show their friends at home what their life is like in the UK.

· Interviews: Researchers interviewed participants including Advisory Group members; young people also had the opportunity to interview each other.

· Observation: Researchers were allowed to attend and observe young asylum seekers taking part in the Refugee Action/Bluecoat Arts project. The purpose of the project was to encourage young people from all backgrounds in Liverpool to meet and work together to promote positive images of young people through art, and to dispel myths around young people seeking asylum.
5. Recommendations

A number of recommendations have arisen from the findings of the research.  ‘Good practice guidelines in working with young people seeking asylum’ are recommended for other youth service providers, in addition the report suggests recommendations at a strategic level for policy makers, in order for young people’s needs to be met.

Good Practice Guidelines for working with young people seeking asylum aimed at Youth Service providers in Liverpool:

· The Youth and Community Project recommend a multi agency approach, as the needs of young asylum seekers are multi-faceted thus requiring a range of expertise and services. The Youth and Community Project established an Advisory Group, which has valued the contributions and experience of its participants. Much has been learnt and shared and members of the group have also provided opportunities for joint working.
· An outreach programme is essential in enabling young people seeking asylum to access services. Effective methods could include writing to people in their own language, making personal visits, holding open sessions and concentrating on the specific needs of young women. In addition it is necessary to build trusting relationships with young people in order to fully assess their needs.

· Young people need to be at the heart of any youth service. The Youth and Community Project have tried to achieve this through giving young people ownership of events and activities, through membership of the Advisory Group and the Research Monitoring Group and in developing opportunities for volunteering on the project. The young people have become ambassadors of their own project. Some young people have undergone the Refugee Action Volunteer Induction Training; they are now equipped to do some outreach work, introducing newly arrived young people to YCP events. It is hoped the volunteers will continue to play an active role in assisting in organising events and joint work with other youth groups.

· Staff working with young refugees and asylum seekers should receive training in order that they understand the issues relevant to this group. They should also recognise the positive contribution young refugees and asylum seekers make to their local communities.  This applies to those organisations working towards social inclusion, community involvement and equality.

· The project recommends joint working with young people seeking asylum and those accessing mainstream youth services. This work should always be supported by sufficient awareness raising session for both groups. Joint projects are a two way learning process, they provide the opportunity for young asylum seekers to learn about British young people and vice versa. We have found that successful joint work requires a focus, for example a goal-orientated project, which enables young people to discover ways of bridging their differences and developing understanding, whilst respecting their individuality and autonomy.
· The YCP recommend that some of the research methodology used with young asylum seekers could also be used with British young people as a way for them to understand asylum seekers. The project has been working with young people to empower them to challenge misleading media headlines. We are working towards enabling young people to confront any negative reactions they may receive. British young people would also benefit from being enabled to challenge press myths.

· The YCP and other agencies need to be aware of the potential dangers young people seeking asylum face. This can take the form of exploitation through drugs and prostitution or unregulated working. Mainstream agencies with a remit for working with young people at risk need to more actively include young people seeking asylum in their work.
· Young people seeking asylum quickly should receive basic information that is accessible and understandable. When the YCP contacts clients for the first time they send a standard introductory letter in that young person’s language. Refugee Action has produced client information leaflets about their services in 15 languages. The YCP also use an information booklet published by the National Information Forum called ‘How to Make a New Life in the UK.’ It is a very useful self-help guide for young refugees and asylum seekers; it is available in 11 languages.

· Staff working with young refugees and asylum seekers, should explore alternative options for education and training, bearing in mind the difficulties they may face in gaining university places.  The YCP have found the training offered by RETAS (Refugee Education, Training and Advisory Service) to be very useful on the issues of entitlements to education and training.
· Youth service providers should view young people seeking asylum as young people first, but at the same time be aware of and understand their specific needs.

Strategic Recommendations

· It is important to work with the local and national media to ensure a fair and balanced representation of asylum seekers and refugees.  This should include information about asylum seekers real lives and experiences, and therefore increase understanding in local communities. The media needs to be mindful of the negative impact the headlines often have on the lives of young asylum seekers and refugees.

· The Home Office and Local Authority should actively promote the benefits and cultural diversity that refugees bring when living and working in local communities. This is especially relevant in Liverpool, following the success of the ‘European Capital of Culture bid, 2008’.
· Services that wish to work effectively with young women seeking asylum and their families need to promote outreach programmes and offer appropriate support. Examples of support include childcare, assistance with transportation, translated materials and interpreter support and mentoring. This is particularly important for services offering education and learning opportunities to asylum seekers.
· Education funders should consider relaxing the student retention requirements on course accessed by asylum-seekers. Funders of educational institutions need to be more aware of the nature of asylum seeker support and allow for this, especially when offering funding for ESOL and IT courses. Educational providers must consider and record why asylum seekers leave their courses. They could offer this evidence to their funders so a clearer understanding is gained. In addition, educational providers could make small changes to provide a more appropriate service, for example, offering more short courses at various levels.
· The YCP recommend that, Liverpool City Council (LCC) should make their leisure passes available to all asylum seekers in Liverpool. These passes are available to Liverpool residents in receipt of benefits. It will be necessary for LCC to advertise this scheme in a number of different languages. This would ensure there is a consistency in their service and would enable young refugees and asylum seekers to discover and access leisure services more effectively.

· An advocacy and mentoring scheme would be a useful mechanism with which to introduce young asylum seekers to mainstream youth services. This would assist young asylum seekers in understanding the services that are available to them, help build their confidence and overcome language barriers. It is a constant theme in this report that young asylum seekers should have access to existing advocacy schemes in Liverpool.
· The Governments policy of no choice dispersal needs to have enough flexibility to meet the special needs of young asylum seekers whose education may have been disrupted and who may be living for the first time without their familiar support networks

· Service providers working with young people seeking asylum should have service users at the heart of their operations. Funders need to be sufficiently flexible to enable the expressed needs of their client group to be met. The Diana, Princess of Wales Memorial Fund gave permission for Refugee Action to change the direction of the Project, in response to the feedback by Project Staff and service users.
· Employment services such as Job Centre Plus, Connexions and independent employment agencies should promote their services to young refugees and asylum seekers. In addition, the previous skills and experiences of young people should be recognised, so that they are matched with employment that suits their particular skills.

This research has highlighted the need for further research. Young people seeking asylum often bear the responsibility for their families here in the UK. They also have offered anecdotal evidence of how they were responsible for financially supporting members of their families in their home countries. It is important for agencies that work with young people seeking asylum to understand the complex cultural dynamic that they endeavor to negotiate and the effect that this has on their ability to realize their own aspirations, opportunities and ambitions. More research is also needed into the dangers and difficulties faced by young asylum both in journeying to the UK and in their attempts to re-build their lives. We have only begun to discover that young people seeking asylum encounter exploitative working, drugs and prostitution. There is much more that we need to discover.

Finally, during the course of this study it became apparent, by concerns raised both by Social Services and accommodation providers that more work needs to be done around the needs of unaccompanied 16-18 year olds in Liverpool. It is beyond the scope of the YCP at present, but nonetheless this needs to be explored.
� Figure relates to NASS dispersals as at March 2003, this number does not include people in Emergency Accommodation, in March 2003 there were 376 people in EA, 38 of which had arrived that month.
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