Report on 3.10.26 Sustaining Hope Gathering

Fifteen of us attended the autumn 'Sustaining Hope' Gathering in person at Redhill Methodist Church and three others joined the livestream on-line.  It was not recorded, to ensure that those who participated felt able to speak freely.  Opening devotions focused on codes of hospitality and care for the stranger in need, which are embedded in Middle Eastern culture and in the Bible.  

The first keynote presentation was given by Deacon Vicky Welsh.  She is based in the 'previously quiet town' of Crowborough.  She described the impact on the local community and churches of the Home Office decision a year ago to use the local army barracks as accommodation for up to 540 men seeking asylum. Every Sunday since, marchers, including seemingly professional protesters arriving in coaches, carrying professionally made banners, have made main-road access difficult. The protest march route passes the catholic church as Mass is finishing, and often pauses on what was the village green, outside the church, sometimes setting up PAs. Over the past 9 months the road blockages and intimidating atmosphere have driven the church to move its Sunday morning Mass to a Saturday evening. 

Vicky spoke of her experience of Crowborough as a previously harmonious, welcoming town where people, whatever their ethnicity, greeted each other in the street as they passed. Since the Home Office decision, the atmosphere has changed. Vicky retold comments from a newcomer and long-standing residents from ethnic minorities who no longer experience Crowborough as welcoming. Some no longer feel safe due to the rising atmosphere of racism; another is worn down by the shouts of 'go home' they receive from passers-by on their way home from work. The town is patrolled by two civilian teams and two websites which post negative and hateful comments towards volunteers with the camp, sometimes including the name and contact details of anyone who is trying to bring a positive feel to the town. The church has faced harassment because of its involvement in supporting men in the camp and other charities doing so. They can't publicly advertise what they are doing because of assumed repercussions.

Some church members echo the words of protesters outside the church, such as 'illegals will hurt us and steal from us'. Two have joined the marches and gravitated away from church towards the protesters, finding the chanting more animating than singing hymns. Some can't cope with worship or Bible-study including any reference to the camp or the issues involved “it’s too upsetting”. Conversely a couple of others are teaching English as volunteers in the camp despite being harassed by protesters.


Vicky described her initial difficulty in knowing who to trust - were people contacting her through the church genuine in their offer of help, or were they trying to use her to get information about others?  But a human rights lawyer put her in touch with people in similar situations across the country, who were able to support her and extend her awareness of what other organisations could offer.  Among them, she identified Care4Calais, CAB and the Welcome Churches Network.  In the past year she has established a Listening service for the volunteer teachers of English in the camp - thirty of them 12 months ago and now over 200!.  The service has brought together a secular team of people with professional listening backgrounds, to support volunteers being harassed and co-ordinators who discovered that the men needed signposting beyond their 90-day stay in camp.

She closed by identifying some of the things she has learnt over the past 12 months:
- four years ago refugees staying at the camp could walk up the hill to find a church, but on the two recent occasions that asylum-seekers have tried to do so, the police had to be called.
- not all the men in the camp came on boats.  Some arrived with travel permits and were moved to the camp when these expired.  Separated from the wives and children they started their journeys with men often find it difficult to trace them when they are moved to a different part of Britain.
- issued with only one set of Home Office clothes, the men find it difficult to get them washed.
- in some cultures, it isn't acceptable to go to church in joggers or jeans - so men feel they can't go.
- once a positive decision is made on their asylum claim, they are left outside the system, with no help or resources.

It was good to have time to talk further and network over refreshments, and then we welcomed our second keynote speaker, Rossana Leal from the Refugee Buddy project.
Rossana Leal set up the project, based in Hastings, in 2017, in response to seeing Syrian refugees being badly treated as they tried to cross Europe.  Hastings was taking 130 people under the Syrian refugee resettlement programme.  Rossana decided to try to replicate the warm welcome her family had received in 1977 when, after a long, dangerous journey from Chile via  Argentina, during which many fellow-travellers had been killed or disappeared, they reached the UK as refugees.  After a month in a hotel in London, they were resettled in Fife. Rossana has subsequently learnt that the Chilean resettlement scheme was organised by a 'Joint Working Group', comprising faith organisations, trade unions, volunteers and other progressive groups.  At the time the government had not wanted to bring Chileans in, but finally responded to pressure from the public and eventually received 3,000 Chileans, many of whom, like Rossana, are now dedicated to supporting other refugees.


Rossana's family had been 'adopted' by the Union of Miners in Scotland, who had completely and thoughtfully kitted out the home designated for them, making it as comfortable as possible so they would begin to feel safe.  For the next year volunteers took them under their wing, involving them in outings and keeping them occupied so that, though they had lost everything, they would not get depressed.  This, Rossana explained, is why the buddy scheme - being a friend of a refugee in those first months - is so important.  When she put out a call for buddy volunteers, she was inundated.  

It matters, she said, to offer refugees a trauma-informed support service so the project is led by a small team of refugees and migrants - people with lived experience of displacement, ensuring that those seeking refuge are doing everything for themselves.  They now run workshops on how to work better with refugees, not only training all volunteer buddies but also East Sussex County Council staff.  Buddies receive initial training and are encouraged to attend reflective practice.  The Buddy Handbook is renewed every year.  Buddies commit to meeting someone for informal English for an hour, 1 to 7 times a week,  A totally internal notebook enables them to share best practice or ask for some practical item eg. a pram.  East Sussex County Council resettlement officers participate so they can see what is needed.  

Refugee Buddies holds twice-yearly closed Community conversations between refugees, their buddies, volunteers and the relevant authorities.  They have also produced three reports, drawing on what they have learnt from the refugees they are supporting: Lost in translation recounts problems visiting GPs and hospitals if no translation service is offered and was presented to 30 clinicians from the local hospital (accompanied by Syrian food!).  The second, Speaking and listening, recounting children's experience of racism in schools, was for the local authorites and people involved in education,  The most recent is on experiences of accessing housing.  
  
In the wake of the 2024 race riots, Refugee Buddies created Safe Havens, obtaining funding for a community organiser for 6 months.  71 local organisations and businesses registered and received de-escalation training. Rossana showed a short film in which some of them spoke of the great sense of community and positive atmosphere that Safe Havens has generated. The training emphasizes the need first to ensure the person is safe, and de-escalate the situation by getting the perpetrator off the premises.  Then (remembering that some refugees may have had very bad experiences of those in authority in the past), if the person feeling unsafe wants this, the police are called.  Rossana sees the project as building on Hastings' history of opposing racism, and as providing a safe space for those who do not wish to identify with the protests or the 'raise the colours' campaign. Crowd-funding will soon seek to raise funds to extend continue the community organiser role.  

Within Safe Havens, Refugee Buddies has established a range of creative arts projects, which enable refugees who have been in hyper-survival mode for themselves and their families, finally to engage with and communicate all that has happened to them. In partnership with Hastings Museum, Flavours without borders celebrates the foods and cooking that connect them with their roots; Stitch for change patchwork embroidery is a powerful way of story-telling; the Christmas market raises funds and also enables refugee creatives to sell their crafts.  

Then Rossana spoke of the Dove Café, where refugees and migrants learn front-of-house skills, commercial cooking and practise their English.  Greatly suppported by the local community, they felt able to continue even during the 2024 race riots and last year's 'raise the colours' campaign.  Sadly though, their latest risk-assessment concluded that in the current climate it is unsafe for the café to stay open.  The difference now she said, from the racism of the '80s and '90s, is "a growing tolerance of racism by people who should know better".  The week after they took this decision, 300 masked men descended on Dover - with no action taken against them.  As a result of all that is happening, Rossana, her trustees and others no longer feel safe here.  She emphasized that they have had nothing but support locally, and it is that which enables them to continue with Refugee Buddies.  Safe Havens, she says, is now so embedded, it can persist with or without them.  

Rossana emphasized the importance of safe routes, having been a benficiary herself.  She also stressed the importance of 'communities, not camps' - again reflecting her own experience of being embraced into a community, so not singled out even if one or two people were opposed.  Refugee Buddies' mantra is:
Create safe havens
treat people with dignity and respect
ensure that people are connected with the communities that are welcoming them;.  
. 
She reflected that the presence of the UN office in Buenos Aires meant that her family could apply for safe passage, which is how they came to the UK. That is why her charity also campaigns for safe passage to be offered via the Home Office setting up an office in Calais to process applications for asylum today.  She pointed out that the majority of people seeking asylum are eventually granted it and this, she argued, would solve the problem of people-trafficking with all its appalling consequences.

Both presentations had been deeply inspiring, humbling and challenging.  The Gathering closed in prayer for Vicky, Rossana and all others supporting refugees and seeking to grow community rather than fragment it.  The date and speakers for the spring Gathering will be circulated as soon as these are known.  

										       Hazel Forecast, October 2026
								
** I am standing down as the District Refugees, Displaced Persons and Migrants Co-ordinator in August 2027.  The job description for my successor will soon be available on the District website.  Please consider prayerfully whether this is a role that might be right for you, or someone you know -  keep your eyes open for further details.
