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Working in the asylum field at the moment is very much like working under dark skies. Asylum seekers face many problems that go unnoticed by society. They have been persecuted in their home countries, face an intimidating judicial process, prejudice and discrimination in the UK and many are also facing destitution. There are unending negative stories in the press and countless horror stories of what asylum seekers have gone through before getting to the UK. 
A win win situation

However, volunteering is, in my opinion a small bit of blue sky in the asylum world. It gives a bit of hope to both volunteers and the volunteer co-ordinators and enables people to get experience in the UK, building confidence and helping them to meet new people and make friends. It helps to   prepare people for employment and produces consistently positive stories of how volunteers enjoy volunteering, and how organisations are impressed with their volunteers. Of course the numbers of asylum seekers volunteering is small compared to those arriving, but hopefully it will increase as people realise the benefits that asylum seekers and refugees can bring to the volunteering community, and as asylum seekers and refugees see the benefit volunteering can bring them.

The experience of the project at Volunteer Centre Sheffield has been very positive indeed. We have a dedicated worker to give extra support to help asylum seekers and refugees and since June 2004 we have seen over 120 refugees and asylum seekers who have wanted to use their skills to volunteer. 

So far, 40 people have started volunteering and many more are still being helped through the often difficult and slow process of actually taking up a volunteering opportunity. These placements have mostly been in mainstream organisations such as MENCAP, BTCV, CABx and charity shops, but people have also been placed in smaller organisations e.g. caring charities, community groups and local football projects. 
All of these organisations have been very supportive and keen to help reduce the barriers to asylum seekers and refugees volunteering. They have also been understanding and supportive of people still in the asylum process, and have made volunteers feel welcomed and valued. 

A positive response

There are a number of other organisations in Sheffield that have approached the centre specifically asking for refugee and asylum seeker volunteers and some opportunities 

have been set up to use their specific skills and understanding. In general, the responses from organisations and the experiences of volunteers have all been very positive. Some volunteers have been able to use their professional skills from their home country (in a voluntary role) e.g. accountants, nurses, psychologists, while others have been improving their English or learning new skills, such as advice work, conservation work and tenancy support.

So far, most of the people who have come to the project have been professional people and they have been very proactive in seeking out volunteering opportunities. Nevertheless, it has been challenging to help these competent people to get through all the barriers that are placed in the way of volunteering. In some cases organisations are unwilling to help, or reluctant to take refugee and asylum seeker volunteers. However in most cases the barriers are due to inflexible organisational requirements e.g. asking for CRB checks for all positions before a volunteer can start; asking for two references from people they have known for two years; or not keeping in contact with, or returning calls from, volunteers. These barriers are amplified for refugees or asylum seekers.

Finding encouragement

Despite the fact that most of the volunteers are competent, professional people, some have struggled to get through the volunteering protocol, and have become discouraged when people do not return their calls. The Volunteer Centre Sheffield project has been able to give assistance arranging interviews, sometimes attends the first meeting, and is a point of contact where people can go for help if difficulties arise. 

If you are an organisation that is interested in taking asylum seeker and refugee volunteers and want to reduce the barriers to volunteering there are a number of resources available:

The A-Z of Volunteering and Asylum is an excellent handbook for volunteer co-ordinators or managers and is available from: www.volunteeringengland.org.uk (go to ‘Managing volunteers’ then ‘publications’).
You can also find resources and project information on our website:

www.vas.org.uk/volunteering or 

contact:

Paul Harvey 
Volunteer Centre Sheffield

69 Division Street

Sheffield  S1 4GE

Tel 0114 249 3360 ext 129 
Email p.harvey@vas.org.uk 

A bit of blue sky in the asylum world





Volunteer Centre Sheffield's Refugee & Asylum Seeker Project has helped 40 people to start volunteering since it started last June. Paul Harvey has the details. 
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