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Introduction 
The pace of change in our communities, coupled with the uncertainty brought about by austerity 
measures, is more than most of us can make sense of, or cope with. We must remind ourselves that 
fairness and justice are the core values of our society, and that they are all the more important to 
preserve during hard times. 

You have probably heard about the concept of ‘Big Society’ many times by now, given the Govern-
ment’s vocal support for the policy over the past year. You may have also witnessed the equally vocal 
backlash against the idea, which is a direct result of the difference between the Government’s rheto-
ric and the reality of public cuts, as shown by the reaction of community organisations in Liverpool 
and in Hammersmith and Fulham. 

The recent BBC Four documentary series entitled ‘Justice’ eloquently outlined the debate on justice, 
fairness and the ‘Big Society’, and offered a crucial insight into what the public really thinks about 
the concept as proposed by the current government.  When polled by philosopher Michael Sandel 
during the live studio debate, more than two thirds of the audience turned out to be skeptical about 
the concept. They believed in community and voluntary work as the key to improving our commu-
nities and contributing to a good society, but they did not have as much faith in the ’Big Society’ as 
proposed by the government. 

At the Migrant and Refugee Communities Forum (MRCF), we work with many different commu-
nity and civil society organisations, and we have been wondering: “Why all this fuss about the Big 
Society?” Community and charity organisations across the country have been doing it for years. We 
are the Big Society. We welcome the promotion of Big Society, as well as a debate about how to do it 
better, but the timing of Big Society speak in the context of a massive withdrawal of resources has the 
potential to backfire completely. 

In order to have a principled discussion on the issue of a better society, the key question to ask is not 
how to do it for free, but how to do it fairly, so that the hard won accomplishments that have made 
our communities better and more self-reliant are not swept away by austerity measures. A commit-
ment to fairness with a corresponding investment in a just society will also bring about savings in 
the long term. 

The harsh reality of public sector cuts is already creating tensions where there should be harmo-
ny.  For example, is it fair to displace dozens of community organisations from Hammersmith and 
Fulham’s Pallinswick House only to sell the community building to a new Big Society-style school 
championed and run by what appear to be privileged parents? Is the Big Society meant for all, or 
only for some?     

The Big Society, or better yet the Good Society, is viable only if it strives towards equality and fair-
ness, and is based on cooperation rather than the free market idea of competition. The Big, Good, 
Fair, Just, Happy Society is not about charity; it is about justice! If you are not sure where you stand 
in this equation, ask yourself if you would rather be on the receiving end of someone’s charity or 
apart of the solution as someone who is recognised and respected for the efforts you make together 
with your fellow citizens.

The better society needs to reflect achievements and a knowledge of human development. As our 
world is made up of collaborative communities, and diverse individuals within these, our society 
must value cooperation over competition. Most importantly for us at MRCF, it needs to be an in-
clusive society, where new and existing citizens can have a voice and are respectfully accepted and 
valued for their contribution. 
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At MRCF, we know a thing or two about justice and fairness, as many of our members have experi-
enced persecution in their countries of origin when opposing oppression and continue to struggle 
with access to justice in the UK. Many of them succeed despite the odds. They tell us that their suc-
cess is due to their connectedness to others who support them: (extra)ordinary citizens, British and 
migrant alike, who believe in mutualism and the common good as the foundation of a good society 
and who are organising on issues that are important to all our communities. Similarly, our success 
as a society during these hard times depends on how well we relate to each other and everything 
around us. 

We offer you this short paper as a reminder of how migrant and refugee communities contribute to 
and help build a better society. 

In order to acknowledge and build on Britain’s investment in the meaningful integration of mi-
grants over the last two decades, we ask that:

1.The contribution of migrant and refugee community organisations to the Big Society is 
taken into account, acknowledged and preserved.

2. We, migrants and refugees, are included in the conversation about building a better and 
bigger society.

3. British society, regardless of its size and political agenda, remains underpinned by prin-
ciples of equality and fairness for all its citizens.

4. The pace of change slows down enough to ensure that we don’t lose the progress made 
thus far, remembering that there is no quick fix to inclusion and integration, particularly of 
marginalised and vulnerable communities.

And, in the spirit of a better and bigger society, this report was written in collaboration by the Migrants’ 
Rights Network and MRCF, with participation from the Chinese National Healthy Living Centre, the 
Midaye Somali Development Network, the West and North West London Vietnamese Association, 
the Shpressa Programme for Albanian Speaking Community and the Zimbabwean Women’s Net-
work in the UK.



Methodology

This report forms part of MRCF’s ‘Engage to Change’ project, which aims to bring out the experiences, 
perspectives and concerns of migrants and refugees in London in order to develop their capacity to 
inform public debate and contribute to change. 
 
This report draws upon and complements a number of recent studies on the impact of the recent eco-
nomic recession on migrant groups coupled with the first round of funding cuts to Migrant and Refu-
gee Community Organisations (MRCOs) in London, including research by the Migrant Organisations 
Development Agency and Middlesex University, the Evelyn Oldfield Unit and the Greater London 
Authority, and numerous others. 

The case studies feature five MRCOs and are based on interviews with their leaders, staff and volun-
teers held towards the end of 2010. All quotes in the report are taken from the interviews, unless speci-
fied otherwise. In addition, MRCF consulted the organisations’ published annual reports, websites 
and other material describing their work and financial standing.

About the Migrant and Refugee Communities Forum (MRCF) 

   MRCF is a user-led community empowerment alliance of 40 organisations, 
with 17 years of experience in supporting refugee and migrant communi-
ties. Our work practically addresses the social exclusion of migrant and 
refugee residents and strengthens their voice and civic participation, with 
the overall aim of achieving equality for disadvantaged individuals and 
communities. 

We assist refugee and migrant community organisations on a daily basis in their efforts to empower 
and integrate their communities. Our support for community organisations and projects is tailored ac-
cording to the needs and capacity of each group. It is holistic and guided by our belief in self-advocacy 
and includes help with governance, project development and fundraising, partnership brokerage and 
strategic planning. We support communities to serve their members and to engage with the complex 
world of funders, local authorities and policy makers and the mainstream voluntary sector.

Our Engage to Change initiative, of which this report is a part, provides our member organisations 
(migrant and refugee community organisations MRCOs), individuals, partners and staff with oppor-
tunities to engage with policy makers. This is mainly achieved through public meetings with high 
profile speakers on relevant topics and the production of reports, briefings and consultation responses 
that give voice to their concerns. 

 Engage to Change is funded by London Councils. 

About the Migrants’ Rights Network 

The Migrants’ Rights Network (MRN) was established in December 2006. 
MRN works to support migrant community organisations and 
organisations working with migrants on issues related to employment, 
community, access to public services, and other matters which have 

consequences for migrants’ rights and social justice. MRN employs a 
discussion framework, experience sharing, research promotion, policy analysis, as well as lobbying 
and campaigning. MRN works in partnership with MRCF to help add voices of migrants and refugees 
to policy debates. 
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The purpose of this report 

Recession and the first round of cuts have already placed pressure on the voluntary sector, especially 
in relation to employment, welfare and housing issues.1  More is to come: tougher immigration poli-
cies, changes to the welfare system and legal aid cuts are bound to create a greater demand for ser-
vices provided by the voluntary and community sector. 

Since the May elections, in our conversations about migrants and the Big Society with decision mak-
ers at all levels and from all political backgrounds, we have been concerned to discover that so many 
policy makers have an outdated or inaccurate understanding of what organised migrant and refugee 
communities do, why they had to be set up and what would happen if they did not exist. 

We were told that the cuts would be distributed so as not to hurt the most vulnerable, but there is 
already evidence to show that this is not the case.  MRCOs along with other minority groups are 
particularly vulnerable and there is no evidence that the Government understands the social impact 
of their work. Without careful consideration, further cuts may severely undermine the integration of 
these communities, costing British society much more in the long run.  

The aim of this report is to present the case for, and explore the critical role of, MRCOs in providing 
social protection, accelerating integration and improving lives in London’s diverse communities. In 
other words, we aim to show why MRCOs are a crucial part of the Big Society. 

A better understanding of what MRCOs do, how they do it and the difficulties they encounter may 
help secure their funding and future, as well as a better provision of services in their communities. It 
will also help with integration, which will lead to a better use of resources and a more cohesive and 
equal society for all. 

To get a clearer understanding of MRCOs role in society, three key issues need to be carefully con-
sidered:

1) Practical - Barriers to accessing mainstream services specific to migrant and refugee commu-
nities can only be overcome through partnering with MRCOs embedded in those communities. 
Given the anticipated impact of the first round of cuts, it is reasonable to expect a growing need 
that only MRCOs will be able to successfully address through their role as partners to statutory 
agencies, helping the most vulnerable to survive the austerity measures. 

2) Ethical - Social cohesion and integration remain one of the government’s priorities. The Big 
Society can form part of the solution for weathering the storm created by necessary funding 
cuts only if there is a safety net provided by the goodwill, skill and dedication of our commu-
nities. This task will be all the more difficult without MRCOs to work as points of access and 
sources of intelligence and specialist knowledge to facilitate, influence and ease this change. 

3) Strategic – In order to carry out this mission, MRCOs are heavily reliant on external funding, 
both from statutory and independent sources. These funders and commissioners have been un-
der financial pressures for some time, first due to the recession in 2008 and now due to the first 
round of public service cuts. Any further cuts need to be thought out carefully so as not to lose 
MRCOs as partners in reaching out to the most vulnerable citizens. Their voices and experience 
must be considered in any future public policy discussion on how to deal with the fallout from 
the first round of cuts and welfare system reforms.    
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London is home to some 900,000 migrants and 
refugees. Over 40% of the UK’s migrants live in 
the capital,2  making it the UK city with the high-
est concentration of diverse communities, as 
well as one of the most cosmopolitan cities in the 
world.3  Many of London’s migrant communi-
ties are long-established, following patterns set 
by historical in-flows from European and Com-
monwealth countries.4 

Last year, London came first in a survey which 
considered the capacity of cities around the 
world to attract and benefit from international 
populations. The British Council’s OPENCities 
project compared 26 cities worldwide, looking 
at factors including diversity policies, quality of 
life and education. Professor Mike Hardy, the 
head of partnerships at the Council, said: 

“Openness is a real advantage for cities if they are 
pursuing plans to be internationally connected and 
play international roles. While some of the factors in-
fluencing openness are beyond the direct control of 
cities, many of these factors are well within the con-
trol or immediate influence of city governments: the 
city’s identity and character; its education, housing 
and cultural offer; the kind of local democracy it prac-
tices and the forms of participation it encourages.”5 

Since the late 1980s, London has seen a substan-
tial diversification in the communities that have 
settled within the capital.6  During the late 1980s 
and 1990s, many people from conflict-ridden 
countries such as Zimbabwe, Somalia, Sudan, 
Eritrea, Bosnia, Kosovo and Iraq sought asylum 

in the UK. The government policy of opening 
up London’s labour markets to migrant work-
ers during the 1990s led to the arrival of a more 
diverse spread of migrant workers, including 
from within East and South East Asia and South 
America. This trend continued with the acces-
sion of the ten new EU member states in 2004. 
Continued family reunification and wider settle-
ment from these countries has led to the growth 
of London’s newer and substantial, migrant 
communities.

New Arrivals Face New Challenges

The experiences of the capital’s newer migrants 
are highly varied. This is often dependent upon a 
number of integration factors, including particu-
lar cultural needs within the community, Eng-
lish language skills, existence of social networks, 
and attitudes towards migration and employ-
ment opportunities within their local area. As 
immigration controls have toughened, the im-
migration status of London’s migrants has also 
become increasingly significant in determining 
their rights and entitlements. This means that 
the experiences of highly skilled migrant work-
ers or most European Union nationals are stark-
ly different from those of other migrant workers, 
asylum seekers and undocumented migrants in 
the capital. 

Although many migrant communities in Lon-
don have demonstrated an enviable capacity to 
adapt and integrate successfully into the city, a 
growing body of evidence indicates that other 
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  Why Do Migrant and Refugee   Community Organisations Exist? 
recent arrivals, particularly those with less ad-
vanced English language skills and educational 
qualifications or with substantial cultural differ-
ences to the majority population, have found it 
more difficult to orientate and settle in the UK. 
The difficulties they encounter are likely to in-
clude:

1) Insecure employment – London’s mi-
grants are disproportionately represented 
among the low-skilled, low-paid workers who 
provide flexible labour for employment agen-
cies in sectors such as cleaning, care work and 
hospitality. Their work is marked by insecurity 
due to temporary contracts, part-time jobs and 
non-recognition of migrant qualifications.7  

2) Increased risk of some health prob-
lems – Migrant workers are believed to suffer 
twice the rate of workplace accidents and occu-
pational disease as the rest of the population.8  
Some migrant communities experience particu-
lar physical and mental health problems; often 
there are cultural taboos associated with com-
munity-based problems, which can make them 
much harder to address. Refugee communities 
are also often dealing with the trauma caused by 
war and exile.

3) Risk of exploitation in the private 
housing sector – Many migrants are not en-
titled to social housing, leading to an increased 
dependence on the private housing sector and 
an accompanying exposure to overcrowding 
and inflated pricing. Recent research looking 
at Eastern European migrants in the UK found 
that 44% of migrants interviewed were sharing a 
room and a third of them had moved in the last 
eight months.9 

4) Lack of awareness of rights in the UK 
– New arrivals are often unaware of the rights 
and entitlements that they may have in the UK, 
or of wider support networks that are available 
to help them. This can mean that they are more 
vulnerable to exploitation or discrimination. 

5) Feelings of social exclusion or isola-
tion – Many people arriving in London report 
experiencing wider social isolation, a lack of op-
portunities to meet local people, a lack of confi-
dence and the expectation that they will encoun-
ter hostility from their local community. 

Many of these difficulties are coupled with a lack 
of access to mainstream public support, includ-
ing public services and the welfare state. When 
accessing healthcare, social services and public 
benefits, the problems are often reported to arise 
due to complicated and at times adversarial bu-
reaucratic systems, and their confusion about 
migrants’ entitlements. 

Other obstacles such as lack of language support 
and translation services further complicate the 
problems. Official equalities enquiries (in par-
ticular the Parekh report and the MacPherson 
enquiry) echo findings that, overall, British pub-
lic services do not yet adequately meet the needs 
presented by the UK’s ethnically, culturally and 
linguistically diverse communities.10  

Austerity measures make improvements to 
equal access to services even less likely. The re-
cent public sector cuts have further jeopardised 
the capacity of public services providers to meet 
the diverse needs of migrant communities in the 
UK. Local authority budgets for integration sup-
port to new arrivals are severely limited, as is the 
provision of interpreters for accessing service 
providers.

Combined with reduction of funding for free 
ESOL provision, this situation is likely to result 
in thousands of people not speaking any Eng-
lish, unable to participate in society and exposed 
to all kinds of exploitation. 

Finally, the proposed legal aid cuts mean that ac-
cessing free specialist legal advice will become 
all but impossible to those without funds, confi-
dence, knowledge and communal links to access 
and utilise possible alternatives such as pro bono 
legal advice or telephone helplines.11 
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Many of the problems outlined above are be-
ing addressed by MRCOs. London’s estimated 
335 MRCOs generally operate on the basis of 
self-help and are organised along the lines of 
identity traits, but also along common interests 
such as protecting the rights of domestic work-
ers. Other MRCOs are aimed at specific sections 
of the community, such as women or elderly 
people.12  

MRCOs are usually set up and led by knowl-
edgeable and active community members with-
in a local area, and are usually heavily depen-
dent on volunteers while also collaborating with 
mainstream services. They often begin in some-

one’s living room, as a way of helping people to 
deal with everyday needs, functioning as a home 
away from home, particularly for communities 
exiled by war or political violence. Many go on 
to obtain charitable status, acquire resources and 
employ staff and engage volunteers. This report 
contains five case studies which aim to provide 
an insight into the work of MRCOs. This chapter 
provides a summary and an analysis of the main 
themes which these case studies reveal.

A few MRCOs (including MRCF) work across 
London and partner with other organisations 
to address problems that are common to many 
community organisations across the capital, such 

What Do Migrant and Refugee  Community Organisations Do? 
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as advice, mental health, education and employ-
ability support. The idea is to pool resources and 
efforts in order to address these issues, leading 
to cost savings and efficiency in the long run. 
Another idea is to utilise the more capable mem-
bers of communities as cultural brokers to im-
prove access, opportunities, quality of life and 
the quality of society overall. 

MRCOs are caught on the one hand between the 
demands posed by their users and their role as 
civil society self-help groups, and on the other 
hand trying to meet some of those needs through 
resources commissioned by the public sector and 
thus acting within a more professionalised third 

sector framework delivering statutory targets. 

This means that MRCOs frequently deliver ‘two 
for the price of one’ support, but have tradition-
ally been in fire-fighting mode, too overstretched 
to find time and resources to do policy research 
and present these experiences in the form of 
hard hitting evidence that would affect wider 
change. 

This kind of community work, which saves mil-
lions of pounds because it is preventative, is now 
highly jeopardised by the proposed cuts to local 
authorities, NHS and funding designed to ad-
dress London-wide issues. Funding and service 
cuts to vulnerable communities and the impact 
these will have on equality are at present being 
tested in a number of Judicial Reviews (JRs). 
These JRs highlight the problems resulting from 
the rushed austerity measures. In the most recent 
judgment about proposed cuts to London Coun-
cil’s funding, a Judge ruled that London Coun-
cils’ consultation process had failed to meet their 
statutory equality duties. He said that London 
Councils must re-run the process, this time with 
full equality impact assessments.13 
           
The work of MRCOs is mainly concerned with 
practical assistance, but they are also well placed 
to amplify the voices of isolated and disadvan-
taged members of migrant communities and 
share their experiences with public agencies and 
the general public. Their work is generally fo-
cused on three objectives:
 

1) To meet the needs in their community 
which are left unmet by public services;

2) To build bridges with others in order to 
secure wider social cohesion and the inte-
gration of their communities; and

3) To give voice to their users’ concern in or-
der to inform the process of social change. 
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Meeting community needs left unmet 
by public services

MRCOs aim to fill gaps in mainstream public 
services that are not being filled by local authori-
ties, such as new arrivals support (including ori-
entation), access to public services (education, 
welfare, health and housing) and skills devel-
opment. The need for this kind of support is in 
great demand and is expected to rise as govern-
ment services are scaled back.14  The needs are 
simple but they require a multifaceted approach 
and complex solutions. A successful response 
requires in-depth knowledge and understand-
ing of the community—its experiences, culture, 
needs and perceptions—as well as an under-
standing of how mainstream society operates. 
MRCOs are embedded in both worlds, resulting 
in creative, adaptable and innovative solutions:

“[Zimbabweans] can get clinical help but not help 
with social and economic issues…I don’t think social 
services are in a position, when people first come in, to 
take up their issues immediately” (Trizah, Zimbabwe 
Women’s Network UK)

MRCOs often work in partnership with main-
stream voluntary sector organisations, such as 
Age Concern. By collaborating with organisa-
tions offering basic skills training, legal advice 
and mental health support, MRCOs can ensure 
that the needs of their communities are recogn-
ised and addressed. This means that the exper-
tise of the specialised voluntary sector organisa-
tion is combined with the community links and 
expertise of the MRCOs. These partnerships de-
liver well designed and cost effective services, 
but require resources to set up and maintain.

Providing information on the rights and respon-
sibilities in culturally appropriate way helps to 
overcome the isolation and disorientation expe-
rienced by many migrants. This initial response 
by MRCOs often extends to wider orientation 
services that are not provided by local authori-
ties, such as signposting, information on job op-
portunities and access to education. Some MR-
COs educate their community members about 
law, customs and citizens’ responsibilities, while 
others offer drop-in health centres, advice clinics 
and supplementary homework classes for chil-
dren.

“Without the support we give to vulnerable members 
of the Chinese community, people can spiral down 
and never come back”. (Eddie, Chinese Healthy Liv-
ing Centre)

Often, MRCOs operate as a port of last resort for 
people who are depressed, destitute or ill—one 
step away from complete isolation. 
 
“If someone comes in here and talks to us, they go 
away thinking it’s not the end of the world, life can 
still go on.” (Trizah, Zimbabwean Women’s Associa-
tion)

Finally, commonly provided services also focus 
on skills-development not addressed by the stat-
utory sector and voluntary organisations. These 
are often aimed at more vulnerable members of 
the community (e.g. women, teenagers and the 
elderly) and range from language services and 
translation, to specific skills tutorship leading 
to vocational and professional qualifications or 
volunteering positions. The heavy reliance of 
most MRCOs on volunteers means that they of-
ten inadvertently provide ad hoc training and 
volunteering opportunities for members of their 
community.15 

“Shpresa became my window of knowledge, my hope 
and inspiration. [Volunteering for] Shpresa was my 
launch-pad into employment.” (Besa, volunteer for 
Shpresa project)

Building bridges to improve social cohe-
sion and integration 

The work of MRCOs results in more indepen-
dent individuals who can take part in society on 
an equal footing with other citizens. That partici-
pation leads to better community cohesion and 
social integration which not only benefits their 
own interests but society as a whole. The term 
integration is often taken by policy makers to 
mean efforts to be made by immigrants to fit into 
mainstream society, whereas the approach tak-
en by many MRCOs is of a two-way integration 
process whereby migrants and refugees play an 
active and equal role in society, feel that they be-
long and are supported and respected for their 
contributions.16  
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“The question to ask about integration is: ‘When do 
we stop being immigrants and become citizens?’ It 
has been our experience that from the moment you 
start caring for your neighbourhood, your communi-
ty, for your city, and start working to make it better, 
you are integrated.”17  (Zrinka, MRCF)

Through addressing immediate needs and help-
ing community members navigate various chal-
lenges, MRCOs help build their confidence and 
skills to break out of isolation, take part in wider 
community initiatives and advocate their own 
interests within a wider social agenda. Com-
munity work brings people together, generat-
ing a sense of solidarity and obligation to others, 
thereby generating cohesiveness that is critical 
to developing a sense of belonging. Communi-
ties with strong internal ‘bonds’ are more likely 
and more able to link to other communities, and 
the wider society.18 

“We want [Albanians in London] to feel more confi-
dent, to vote, to take care of their environment, to be 
less isolated and to be happy.” (Luljeta, Shpresa)

MRCOs Give Voice to New Citizens 
 
MRCOs actively voice the interests and rights of 
their members pressing for statutory responses 
that adhere to equality and human rights. In 
the process of helping statutory service provid-
ers  make their services accessible to minorities, 
MRCOs actually perform a civil society role, as  
their interventions improve the performance of 
government departments and therefore contrib-
ute to a fairer and more efficient society. While 
the Equality and Human Rights Commission 
watches over our national human rights frame-
work, MRCOs bring equality to individuals in a 
practical way.

There is an important point to be made here about 
the legitimacy of MRCOs. This comes from their 
knowledge and expertise based on links to their 
community. MRCOs are truly grassroots organi-
sations, with unique insights, knowledge and 
perspectives that should be considered when 
designing public policies. 

This legitimacy is sometimes confused with rep-
resentation in a political sense, so that MRCOs 

are often dragged into consultations to speak on 
behalf of entire ethnic groups and to satisfy ‘tick 
the box’ approaches to equalities obligations. 
Since MRCOs are not representative in the tradi-
tional political sense, when they engage in such 
exercises without proper facilitation, it can result 
in gatekeeping and community divisions. 

But where MRCOs are asked to cooperate with 
different levels of government, other NGOs and 
civil society groups on the basis of their under-
standing of the relevant issues, they are unique-
ly placed to contribute to public dialogue on is-
sues of social policy. And in this way they offer a 
pathway to institutions, services and a means of 
civic participation for migrants:

“[Our work has] provided a venue for and encour-
aged community participation... as one way of teach-
ing democratic and citizenship values to Vietnamese 
migrants [and] battling their isolation”.  (Long Lam, 
Vietnamese Association)

“We are committed to assisting African women and 
their children attain their full potential in their new 
British culture by helping them with the transition 
process from their African past to their British pres-
ent and future.” – (Trizah, ZIWNUK)

MRCOs have a role to play in deliberative de-
mocracy and participatory government because 
they provide a conduit through which immi-
grants can challenge barriers and build links with 
receiving communities by helping plan policies 
and services.19 London government has a history 
of initiatives in partnership with MRCOs, such 
as the Greater London Authority (GLA) Refugee 
Implementation Strategy where MRCOs were 
both consultants and delivery partners.  

However, the ability and confidence of new 
communities in the UK to play an effective role 
in the local governance processes is influenced 
by many factors including how the government 
chooses to act on its equality obligations, nation-
al policies related to diversity and community 
cohesion, the approach of local decision-makers 
and statutory bodies, as well as their own inter-
nal community dynamics, skills and resources. 
This process only produces results when those 
in power take responsibility by including new 
citizens and MRCOs, recognising the value of 
their contribution. 
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The quality and significance of the work of 
MRCOs does not correspond to the financial 
support they receive: 63% of refugee community 
organisations surveyed in 2007 had an annual 
income of less than £50,000,20  of which a large 
proportion came from external resources, name-
ly local authorities and charitable trusts, while 
only a minimum proportion of their income was 
funded by membership fees, donations or fund-
raising activities”.21 Securing adequate financial 
resources to support their work is a substantial 
challenge. The extent of the reduction in funding 
for MRCOs in London in 2008 and 2009 has not 
yet been compiled centrally, but anecdotal evi-
dence as well as evidence drawn from the volun-
tary sector as a whole is extremely troubling.

The pressure on MRCO budgets has been steadi-
ly increasing over the past decade. The Charity 
Market Monitor 2009 reported that 41% of the 
top 300 charitable trusts found their grant-mak-
ing value fell in 2008 during the recession. There 
was a drop of net asset value among the top 
trusts of 10%, impacting on their grant-making 
capacity.22 In March 2009, the Charity Commis-
sion reported that over a half of charities had 
been impacted by the downturn, with 58% of 
these charities directly experiencing a reduced 
income.23  

In addition to the availability of funds, the struc-
ture of funding also poses a challenge. The shift 
in policy from grant funding towards service 
commissioning, or ‘contract funding’ has re-
duced the possibility of securing funding for the 
costs of overheads—so called core costs. 

Rather than responding to community needs, 
many community groups have had to develop 
new services to meet funder priorities, mainly 
short-term activity-led projects with no strategic 
planning. These projects can be demanding in 
terms of delivery and reporting, making it more 
difficult for community organisations to recover 
core costs, develop internal reserves and increase 
their long-term stability. It is increasingly hard 
for MRCOs to raise funds to employ administra-
tors and/or coordinators, yet like any charitable 

organisation they are required to comply with 
relevant laws and to demonstrate quality and 
high levels of financial and overall accountabil-
ity.

“If the government is serious about the “big so-
ciety” philosophy, it is important that they cre-
ate stability for these types of organisations so 
that we can pay our core and fixed costs.” (Eddie 
Chan, Chinese Healthy Living Centre)

The changing policy approach towards migrant 
and refugee communities over the past decade 
has also made it increasingly difficult for the 
community-specific work done by many MR-
COs to secure funding. 

The role of MRCOs in supporting long-term 
integration has long been recognised by policy 
makers. “Integration Matters”, the Home Of-
fice’s 2004 strategy paper, cites the “enormously 
valuable work of Refugee Communities Organisa-
tions, which build links between refugees and the 
wider community”.24  The Department of Com-
munities and Local Government acknowledges 
that community development and participation 
are “crucial not only to refugee integration, but to 
the improvement of community and civic life, politi-
cal engagement and community cohesion”.25   And 
the London Government Authority is committed 
to supporting migrant integration in the city.26 

However, the national funding priorities filter-
ing down to local authority agendas have in-
creasingly favoured larger voluntary organisa-
tions and activities seen to be supporting wider 
‘community cohesion’ and integration, and not 
community organisations.27  

The Coalition government shows signs of rec-
ognising this problem in its green paper ‘Mod-
ernising Commissioning’, which proposes new 
ways of boosting the role of charities, social 
enterprises, mutuals and cooperatives in pub-
lic service delivery.28   But the real question is 
whether these new ideas genuinely allow for the 
involvement of community organisations.

Weathering the Storm: 
                   Past and Future Challenges for MRCOs
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Despite all these commitments to MRCOs, there 
remains a real ambivalence among some policy-
makers and funders regarding the way that MR-
COs should be developing their work in order to 
boost the integration of London’s migrant com-
munities. MRCOs are increasingly assessed on 
their compatibility with a mainstreaming agenda 
and in particular on whether active measures are 
being taken to reach out beyond immediate com-
munities in order to engage with wider society.29 
A frequently asked question is: Are ‘single is-
sue’ or ‘single ethnicity’ community groups con-
tributing towards a ‘ghettoisation’ of migrants 
and refugees thereby leading to more isolation 
and social divisions? Such considerations have 
shaped the funding of MRCOs and continue to 
be coupled with other efficiency criteria, such 
as prospects for merging with similar organisa-
tions in order to deliver better value for money 
and demonstrate a willingness to extend work 
beyond a core constituency. 

Whilst helping MRCOs to link their communi-
ties with the mainstream is undoubtedly to be 
supported, it must be recognised that this work 
will require more and not fewer resources for it 
to be effective.

If MRCOs are to survive in the new funding and 
policy environment they will have to make their 
already scarce resources stretch even further. 
Under the pressure of external changes many 
MRCOs have already had to adjust their fund-
raising, their choice of activities and the way 
they prove the value of their work, as well as in-
vest time in developing partnerships and merg-
ing with other organisations in order to attract 
available funding. 

MRCOs will find it difficult to address any further 
pressures in relation to resources and increases 
in workload they are under-staffed and preoccu-
pied with the immediate delivery of services or 
activities, which leaves little time for developing 
internal sustainability.30 MRCOs also may not 
have the necessary staff skills to navigate the fast 
changing funding and policy environment.

Many MRCOs already report an increasing dif-
ficulty with completing funding applications, 
often online, and satisfying administrative and 
structural requirements of funders especially 

when commissioned contracts are involved. De-
spite attempts to address these issues via ongo-
ing capacity-building work by infrastructure 
organisations, many MRCOs are likely to find 
themselves without the skills to meet funder de-
mands in the current climate or compete with 
other, more competitive voluntary sector or even 
commercial providers.

The most effective MRCOs have a deep-rooted 
connection to and the trust of their community, 
are able to develop wider partnerships within 
the voluntary sector and with statutory bodies, 
and understand how best they can add value, in 
particular whether a specific situation calls for 
developing a new service or influencing an exist-
ing one so that it better meets the needs of their 
community. 

Their work is also underpinned by professional-
ism, including democratic governance and trans-
parent finances. Their capacity and community 
building activity is also greatly enhanced by vol-
unteers who themselves gain skills and integrate 
more fully through their volunteering. It is these 
MRCOs who are most likely to be able to survive 
the austerity measures as they will be able to 
demonstrate good value for money in their de-
livery, submit good quality applications show-
ing sound financial management, and engage 
in rigorous monitoring and evaluation of their 
projects in order to demonstrate positive impact. 
They are also most likely to have the skills and 
resources needed to achieve merges or partner-
ships with other organisations if adequate sup-
port and processes are in place. 

However, although more efficiency can be gained 
with restructuring and collaborative work, these 
changes will not fully solve funding needs. The 
austerity measures are likely to wipe out many 
MCROs leaving their communities without an 
important integration vehicle, and leaving the 
most vulnerable and isolated people unable to 
benefit from the statutory services they are en-
titled to.
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1. The work of MRCOs cannot be replaced 
by statutory service providers

MRCOs provide services which public authorities, particular-
ly those under financial pressure, will not be able to provide. 
Their links to and understanding of the communities they serve 
makes them irreplaceable. Their work cannot be delivered by 
mainstream organisations without substantial training and re-
sourcing. 

The long-standing development and value of this work will be 
lost with their closure. In cases where closures do happen, due 
consideration is required in order to make adequate transitions 
so as not to leave communities without support. A commitment 
to dialogue on future steps is necessary and it must involve 
partners from these communities to agree to concrete measures 
to replace their services by other providers.

What Needs To Be Done Now?
The ‘Big Society’ policy provides 
scope for MRCOs to be re-evaluated 
as an integral aspect of a rich and di-
verse national community. Now more 
than ever, MRCOs serve as a crucial 
safety net for the most vulnerable in 
our society. 

We therefore ask that the following 
is taken into consideration in future 
policy dialogue concerning the Big 
Society. 



2. The need for MRCOs is likely to increase 
over the coming period

Migrants and refugees who use the services of MRCOs are vul-
nerable and socially excluded members of our society. Cuts to 
public funding and changes in the welfare state are likely to in-
crease their vulnerability. The needs of community members in 
relation to employment, housing, benefits, legal aid, and so on, 
is likely to increase rather than decrease in the context of greater 
financial pressures. 

It is likely that mainstream agencies will have fewer resources to 
accommodate people with different cultural or linguistic needs. 
It is also likely that developments within immigration policy will 
also play a role in increasing the vulnerability of these communi-
ties. The vortex of measures negatively influencing refugee and 
migrant communities will render MRCOs all the more important 
in preventing destitution and other social and economic prob-
lems which can impact on society in general. 

We ask for government departments on every level to consider 
the savings that will be made through small investments into 
MRCOs’ preventative work. 

3. Supporting MRCOs is 
an investment in cohe-
sive and fairer society

The process of integration is an in-
vestment in the future of a stable 
and fair society. By providing new 
citizens with knowledge and skills 
to become self-sufficient members 
of society, MRCOs are a conduit for 
the greater integration and public en-
gagement of migrants and refugees 
in British life. 



Equality and Integration in Action

Five Communities Doing the Big Society  
The following case studies describe the work of five very different migrant and refugee community 
organisations currently operating in London: 

• The West and North West London Vietnamese Association
• The Chinese National Healthy Living Centre 
• The Zimbabwe Women’s Network in Isleworth 
• Shpresa Programme for Albanian Speaking Community 
• Midaye Somali Development Network 

These organisations have substantial differences: some are well established, others have been more 
recently established; some are gender-focused, others organised around people from a particular 
country of origin. Their size and reliance on public funding also varies greatly. However, all are 
examples of the range of creative and committed work being undertaken across London in order to 
address the pressing—and otherwise unmet—needs of migrants and refugees. 

Despite limited funding and a host of other challenges, these organisations provide high quality 
services and foster a culture of mutual support and social entrepreneurship. Their services are 
heavily dependent on the skills and commitment of volunteers. 

All are flexible organisations that have sought to respond creatively to the gaps and failings of 
the mainstream system often by working in partnership with the statutory and voluntary sector. 
They are constituted organisations, with democratic structures and transparent and well-managed 
finances. 

They are organisations that play a crucial role in fostering the two-way integration process at the 
centre of wider social cohesion—facilitating a sense of belonging as well as participation and ac-
tive citizenship. They demonstrate in practice how focused support for one community or interest 
group can be beneficial for the wider society. 

Photo by Shpressa
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The West and North West London Vietnamese 
Association (WNWLVA) was set up to support 
newly arrived Vietnamese migrants in the late 
1980s. At that stage it provided ESOL classes, 
signposting to services, job seeking assistance 
and supplementary schooling. 

Twenty years later the organisation still exists 
and is responding to the changing needs of the 
community, chiefly that the older generation is 
growing old in exile. For the elderly, it provides 
socialising opportunities, such as accompanied 
shopping, house visits and befriending services, 
to prevent isolation. Other major issues facing 
the community are  unemployment and under-
employment, as well as family breakdown. The 
Association has previously provided intensive 
employment training but has had to substantial-
ly reduce its work on this issue since its funding 
from the Big Lottery ended.

The Association has also encouraged and pro-
vided a venue for community participation as 
a way of teaching democratic and citizenship 
values to Vietnamese migrants unused to living 
in a democratic society. It has offered volunteer-
ing opportunities which have often given the re-
cipients the necessary work experience to secure 
paid employment. This activity has also had the 
added benefit of linking together different gen-
erations, as young members of the community 
volunteer to support the elderly. 

The Association’s funding situation has been 
precarious for some time and its work, which 
serves a core client base of over 200 people (120 
of which are elderly), has always relied heavily 
on volunteers. At present it has 6 core volun-
teers who each contribute 2 to 3 hours a week. 
The minimal funding it received from a chari-
table trust in 2009/10 was just enough to cover 
the part-time salary of co-ordinator Long Lam, 
the only paid staff member, but that has since 
finished and the association now relies solely on 
volunteers. 

The Vietnamese community has little business 
base to draw on for private fundraising and is 
entirely dependent on public and charitable 
trust funding which makes it particularly vul-
nerable to funding cuts. Funding from two local 
authorities has to date covered office rent, main-
tenance and basic running costs. However Ham-
mersmith and Fulham, the Association’s host 
local authority, has announced that for 2011/12 
that it is cutting its funding by a third. Long has 
been told to expect further cuts in 2012/13 and in 
2013/14. He has also been given notice that the 
building where they are based is likely to be sold 
off to raise capital. He is extremely worried that 
the Association will be forced to close.

West & North West London Vietnamese Association, 
Shepherd’s Bush
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Set up in 1987, the Chinese National Healthy 
Living Centre (CNHLC) was originally formed 
by a group of British-Chinese NHS doctors who 
were volunteering their time to run Sunday sur-
geries for the Chinese community. They wanted 
to address the health inequalities caused by the 
linguistic and cultural barriers which were pre-
venting many Chinese migrants from accessing 
mainstream health services.

23 years on, the Centre has developed into the 
UK’s only national Chinese voluntary organisa-
tion. It has established a reputation as an expert 
in Chinese health in the UK and has been vis-
ited by a number of Health Ministers and senior 
officials from the UK and abroad. The organisa-
tion is recognised as a key model for delivering 
health improvement to minority ethnic commu-
nities and has used its expertise to help many 
other communities to tackle health inequalities. 

It has delivered some 40 projects and services 
to thousands of people—an estimated 10,000 in 
2009 alone. For there is a real need: long restau-
rant working hours, poor English and commu-
nity dispersion mean that many Chinese people 
face barriers to accessing mainstream health ser-

vices. The Centre’s importance however is not 
only in guiding people towards these services 
but also in providing specialist medical atten-
tion at a bilingual doctor’s surgery, including 
practical support in translating and interpreting. 
For example, a Hepatitis B clinic attends to the 
proportionally high numbers of Chinese people 
infected with this disease. 

As the director Eddie Chan points out, these ser-
vices which include free mental health and ad-
diction counselling in Cantonese and Mandarin, 
respond to unmet needs in a way that is “lifesav-
ing”. The Centre also offers health education and 
information including outreach work in the re-
gions, where many of the UK’s highly dispersed 
Chinese population live. More recently, the cen-
tre has provided services for the health needs of 
irregular migrants who have no automatic right 
to access state healthcare.

Much of the Director’s time is also spent work-
ing with the statutory sector and the mainstream 
voluntary sector to make their services more cost 
effective. For example he advised the NHS on 
Chinese language needs when they were setting 
up NHS Direct and Cancer Backup (now part of 

The Chinese National Healthy Living Centre, Soho
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Macmillan Cancer Support) on providing tele-
phone support in Chinese. He also worked with 
the Health Protection Agency on the bird flu 
outbreak. The Centre has been recognised for its 
expertise through awards from the King’s Fund, 
the London Development Agency and the May-
or of London. In addition, the centre provides 
health expertise to small Chinese community as-
sociations across the UK. In 2010, along with the 
Chelsea and Westminster Hospital NHS Foun-
dation Trust, it won the NHS London Region 
Health and Social Care Award for successful 
partnership working and was shortlisted for a 
National award.

CNHLC has an impressive range of funding. It 
has been particularly successful in raising mon-
ey through selling services and social enterprise 
(a total of nearly £13,000 was raised this way in 
the financial year 2009/10). As well as demon-
strating independence and self reliance, much 
of this work also benefits the wider UK popula-
tion. Most significantly, CNHLC has run a pro-
gramme, initially funded by the British Heart 
Foundation but more recently through commis-
sioned contracts with local authorities, to help 
Chinese takeaways and restaurants cook healthi-
er food. As Eddie says, “If we have to close down 
we won’t be able to do things like this, the gen-
eral public will miss out”.

Like most MRCOs, CNHLC relies heavily on 
volunteers, many of whom are highly skilled 
medical professionals. It has an innovative ap-
proach to finding volunteers. For example, it re-
cruits Chinese speaking students from London 
university medical schools to interpret for non 
Chinese speaking NHS staff when they are car-
rying out health checks at outreach events. 

The public funding that the centre does receive, 
mainly from the Department of Health and West-
minster PCT, goes directly to pay for fixed costs 
towards its central London location and some 
of the specialist medical staff. In Eddie’s words 
“people don’t mind doing some voluntary work, 
they feel like they are doing something useful to 
address the unfulfilled needs of the community, 
but if you exploit them the quality of the work 
will drop and they will say ‘no more’”.

Given that much of its current public funding 
goes directly to pay fixed costs, further cuts 
would put the Centre at real jeopardy. As Eddie 
points out, “we cannot survive without funding 
for management support”. Previous cuts in 2005 
led to the closure of centres in Birmingham and 
Manchester and the services are still missed to-
day. “The community will feel totally let down 
if you fund something to help them, which they 
get used to, and then you pull it”, explains Ed-
die. 

As this report goes to print CNHLC is still wait-
ing to hear about what public funding it will 
have for 20011/12. Westminster City Council 
who currently fund the centre have announced 
that all funding of over £5,000 to the voluntary 
sector will now be distributed through commis-
sioned contracts but no details are available as 
yet. Similarly, Westminster PCT, another core 
funder of the centre, is yet to make a decision 
about what funding it will provide. As always, 
CNHLC is being as proactive as it can and has 
applied to the Government’s Transition Fund 
and the Department of Health’s Financial Assis-
tance fund.
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Zimbabwe Women’s Network in the UK (ZIWNUK), 
Isleworth
“People imagine that you come to London because you 
know it, but you have no clue. You have no idea where to 
go if you are sick, it’s like you’re just dropped here… We 
are here to fill that gap... Back in Africa we don’t have fly-
ers and materials so you don’t know where to go”. 

These are the words of Trizah, ZIWNUK co-ordinator, 
and they echo the raison d’être of most MRCOs—the 
need to provide a much-needed link between main-
stream services and isolated communities who may 
not initially understand each other. 

Originally set up in 2003 to address the rights and 
welfare of recently arrived Zimbabwean women and 
their children, today ZIWNUK provides emotional 
and practical support to refugees, asylum seekers, 
students and migrants from all over Africa and the 
Caribbean as they face the challenges of settlement 
and integration in Britain. ZIWNUK’s organisational 
leaflet states:

“The philosophy of ZIWNUK is based on the belief that 
change comes from within. As African women we need to 
be educated about our rights, health issues, environment, 
the myths and realities of oppressive cultural practices... 
We are committed to assisting African women and their 
children attain their full potential in their new British cul-
ture by helping them with the transition process from their 
African past to their British present and future. We believe 
that this transition, will be even smoother and faster if the 
women receive support in all aspects that make them com-
plete, and these include children, family and self reliance—
major African values.”

The communities that ZIWNUK serves have real 
needs that are unmet by mainstream services: many 
clients have suffered trauma as a result of persecution 
and war, some have also been the victims of rape, 
many others are HIV positive and once they arrive in 
the UK they face many barriers to access the support 
they need. These issues, if not addressed at the point 
of arrival, can lead to social and unemployment prob-
lems, as well as a sense of acute isolation.

 “They give up on life, sit at home and wait to die…for 
example, a teacher who is out of work for 5 years maybe 
because of immigration status, or because of illness” ex-
plains Trizah. 

Many women also arrive with their children and need 
help with the process of settling them into life in Lon-
don. It is during these initial months where ZIWNUK 

comes in, guiding new arrivals and informing them 
of their rights and responsibilities, reaching out to 
them in a moment when they may be isolated from 
their community and mainstream services. 

“They need to find somebody with whom they can con-
nect… somebody who looks like them” she adds.

The organisation offers advice to its 400 clients 
through one-to-one sessions and telephone support 
as well as group meetings to work on issues such 
as sexual health, domestic violence and other black 
women’s issues: some 80% of HIV+ Zimbabweans 
in the UK are women. They have forged strong 
partnerships with other statutory and voluntary 
organisations to make sure that they are making 
the best use of available resources. ZIWNUK rec-
ognises that specialist services provided either by 
the public or voluntary sector are best placed to 
deal with clinical issues and that they should fo-
cus their work on social, emotional and economic 
problems.

ZIWNUK also delivers general advice on immigra-
tion, health, and housing and projects for families 
and young people. They are currently involved in a 
Big Lottery funded project with other local organi-
sations which brings together families from a range 
of cultural backgrounds to share and learn about 
each others’ cultures. In addition they are deliver-
ing a project called Choose a Future which is rais-
ing the confidence and self-esteem of girls and boys 
and helping them to make informed choices.

With an income for 2009/2010 standing at only 
£47,000 – mainly generated through statutory fund-
ing – ZIWNUK relies almost exclusively on regu-
lar volunteers who between them put in some 73 
hours a week. The coordinator is a paid staff mem-
ber for two days a week and her time is funded 
through the various projects the organisation runs. 
She works for the rest of the week and often at the 
weekend as a volunteer. 

The organisation is growing and is in the process 
of acquiring charity status (it is currently a chari-
table company), but without its current funding, it 
would have to close, with significant implications 
for the wider community. As Trizah explains, ZI-
WNUK is unique for the cultural expertise it can 
offer. “We are the only ones in West London cater-
ing for this group of clients—women, children and 
young people.”
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Many see social entrepreneurship as the way 
forward for MRCOs in tough economic times and 
the experience of Shpresa (which means ‘Hope’ 
in Albanian) is a good example of the possibili-
ties it opens up. When Luljeta arrived in London 
in 1999 as an Albanian refugee she found it very 
hard to settle into life in East London without 
the language or much support. In particular, she 
experienced problems in finding out about local 
shops and services, including English language 
services—the general lack of orientation in the 
local area made it much harder to build a life 
here. 

Once she finally was on her feet, she started 
providing services to other recent arrivals from 
Albania through a new project called Shpresa, 
which was initially located within the Refugee 
Renewal and Migrant Project (RAMP) in East 
London. She did a two-year training course with 
the School for Social Entrepreneurs to develop 

the business plan for the charity, and its core 
mission. Today Shpresa is a registered charity 
with four full-time staff members, two part-time 
workers and 41 volunteers. Its core work is now 
with women and children in six London bor-
oughs and includes a combination of practical 
advisory work to Albanian speaking refugees 
and migrants and campaign work—simulta-
neously focused on promoting integration and 
an understanding of the UK while encouraging 
pride in Albanian cultural identity. 

Shpresa’s projects include campaign and advo-
cacy work, at times with organisations like Cit-
izens UK, as well as its core services of much-
needed advice and support in helping people 
find training, employment or volunteering, as 
a way of participating in society. Shpresa views 
active citizenship as crucial to facilitating social 
cohesion. 

Shpresa Programme for Albanian Speaking Community, 
Plaistow 

24

Photo by Shpressa



Shpresa is big on partnership work and always 
approaches partners with an attitude of ‘how can 
we help you?’ The organisation has been partic-
ularly successful in forming partnerships with 
local schools to incorporate Albanian language 
classes for Albanian children and Albanian iden-
tity clubs for all children, where they can learn 
about Albanian culture and about refugees. In 
this way Shpresa relays a message to schools, 
teachers and other children of cultural pride and 
anti-discrimination but also one of participation 
in local communities. The positive effects have 
been felt by many, as one teacher explained: “it 
has had a big impact on self-esteem and pride 
in cultural heritage. This year in Year 1 several 
friends of the Albanian pupils have asked to join 
the club.”

In addition Shpresa runs a health and well be-
ing project for women in partnership with the 
Women’s Therapy Centre. As they say on their 
website:

“Shpresa believes fervently in providing women with 
high quality support to enable them to build a new 
life in which they feel safe and able to contribute to 
their families and communities as full and active citi-
zens… Tackling domestic violence and the long-term 
impact of exile has been challenging but Shpresa has 
developed a partnership with the Women’s Therapy 
Centre enabling women to find a safe space to explore 
how they feel and what they want for themselves and 
their children. Shpresa has seen women grow and 
develop taking up employment and becoming com-
munity leaders as well as confident and skilled par-
ents. We are also delighted that mainstream providers 
want to learn from us and develop culturally sensitive 
services for women from the Albanian speaking com-
munity.”

A major reason for the organisation’s success in 
helping to integrate Albanian refugees and mi-
grants into UK life is their focus on volunteering 
projects for the Albanian-speaking community 
as a pathway into employment. This emphasis 
on volunteering (Shpresa has 41) fosters a sense 
of belonging and of real participation in British 
society.

Shpresa has a larger budget than many other 
MRCOs, with an income of some £227,000 in 
the year ending in 2009. Also, unlike many MR-
COs, Shpresa receives very little public funding.  
However, in this climate of funding cuts, it too 
faces having to cut back on the services that are 
so valued by its client base, and by its partners in 
the wider community. As Luljeta explains, “our 
work is so unique that no one else could replace 
it... We have built a long-term trust relationship 
between our communities and others... we share 
our working model with other communities – 
because it works…However we have started to 
feel the pressure of the cuts, now the competition 
is very high. We have had more rejections than 
ever. When we have asked for feedback  the an-
swers were similar “we have had more funding 
applications than we anticipated and the board 
members had to make difficult decisions, those 
granted scored higher than you. I am not able to 
tell you what you can improve on.”
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Midaye Somali Development Network, Ladbroke Grove
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When Waris Mohamoud arrived in London in 1990 
from Somalia as a refugee and mother of five children 
under 12 years of age, she struggled to break past cul-
tural and linguistic barriers to find support and ac-
cess mainstream services. She persevered however, 
and would later use her hard-won experience to help 
other Somali mothers in London, offering advice from 
her living room from 2001. In 2002, Waris started Mi-
daye Somali Development Network, in response to the 
needs of the local Somali community. Since then, the 
organisation has grown impressively. It still offers in-
formation, advice and advocacy to its largely refugee 
client base but also other services aimed at promoting 
integration, including a weekly supplementary school 
for 60 Somali children, study support groups, Adult 
English classes, a women’s health project and elderly 
care. The kind of actions that Midaye’s team take as 
part of their advice work include supporting parents 
to engage with schools about their child’s education 
and intervening to sort out benefit and housing prob-
lems.

The most widespread community problems are those 
of isolation, destitution, long-term unemployment and 
family breakdown caused by the various strains of liv-
ing in exile. Anti-social behaviour is also becoming a 
problem amongst the younger generation, and men-
toring workshops are run informally to address this. 
Yet, this work too remains unfunded despite attempts 
to work in partnership with the borough police. Equal-
ly, the organisation has worked to raise awareness 
among the community of their rights and responsibili-
ties within wider British society and the importance 
of participation, including citizenship training. In this 
way, Midaye acts as a bridge between the community, 
local authorities and mainstream society.  

Midaye’s budget stood at £143,000 in 2009/2010, 
£20,000 of which came from the Royal Borough 
of Kensington and Chelsea (RBKC), its host local 
authority and £54,000 from the local NHS Trust to 
do health promotion work. And with this money 
they do a huge amount: they serve some 1,100 cli-
ents a year – some of whom cross the city to re-
ceive their services – and pay for seven part-time 
workers.  Funding does not, however, cover all 
the costs of running the organisation – the rest of 
the work is undertaken by a committed team of 
seven volunteers who between them contribute 45 
hours a week. Various projects have already had 
to be stopped prematurely such as a short edu-
cational film where children from the community 
acted out how to combat anti-social behaviour. 

However, the organisation is resilient and has 
been creative in finding ways to supplement its 
small budget and extend services to people in 
need. It has partnered with other organisations 
including Open Age (a local voluntary sector 
organisation for older people), the BME Health 
Forum, local community centres and other mi-
grant community organisations including Hodan 
Somali Community and Al Hasaniya Moroccan 
Women’s Centre.  Clients also contribute to the 
costs of some services, specifically the supple-
mentary school. Additionally it has social enter-
prise ambitions, including wanting to start up a 
sewing group, but even these are limited by the 
lack of funding needed to get these projects off the 
ground. Yet despite these restrictions it is impor-
tant to note that the advisory services—which in 
Waris’ own words are “the most important and in 
demand aspect of our organisation” —continue, 
despite being entirely unfunded. It is important to 
understand that were Midaye not to provide these 
advisory services, the likely outcome would be an 
escalation of problems.

Midaye is also facing budget cuts and uncertain-
ty for 2011/12. Its small core grant of £7,500 from 
RBKC has not been cut because it took a cut of 
25% the year before. However it’s funding from 
NHS Kensington and Chelsea has been substan-
tially reduced despite the fact that it is now work-
ing in partnership to deliver its work with another 
local community organisation. Other public fund-
ing has been extended for three months until June 
2011, but we do not know what will happen after 
that date.

Photo by Midaye
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Further Reading
Questions asked for case studies

1. Why do you exist and why do you do what you do? 
What needs do you serve?

2. Basic info your organisation (how long have you exist-
ed, what is your annual turnover/budget)

3. Core activities: what services do you provide; what proj-
ects do you run?

4. Staff/Volunteers:  how many people do you employ, 
how many volunteers you have, how many hours these 
volunteers work in your organisation?

5. How many clients do you serve per year (their age, gen-
der, etc.), their needs, etc. How many community mem-
bers/families do you assist? 

6. Which organisations do you work with (statutory, vol-
untary, community) and what are you joint projects/col-
laboration? Examples are needed.  

7. Your past and current initiatives 

8.  What kind of informal work do you do in your com-
munity (the one that you receive no funding for but you 
do anyway)? 

9.  What are the challenges your organisation faces in its 
work? 

10. Tips for the future (what would you do if you had 
more money?) 

11.  Examples of how your work improved/changed lives 
in the community (client’s stories).        
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