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BECOMING A ‘CITY OF SANCTUARY’ 

City of Sanctuary has grown from its origins in Sheffield in 2005 to become an extraordinary network 

and movement with well over 100 groups and rapidly growing networks of partners and streams. 

We are in a unique position to transform the experience of people seeking sanctuary in our 

communities, as well as to shift the narrative, policies and culture of welcome in the UK.  

One outcome of our efforts is that an increasing number of local authorities are seeking to become 

Cities of Sanctuary (or to reaffirm their previous commitment). 

[NB: in this document we will use the term ‘Cities of Sanctuary’ but recognise it also includes, towns, 

boroughs, villages and communities].  

In the last two years a small number of Local Authorities have made becoming a City of Sanctuary a 

core part of their corporate strategy and have put in place the resources, networks and structures to 

make this a reality. They are working closely with us which gives us a potentially unique opportunity 

to deeply embed sanctuary at the heart of some of our local authorities. 

Equally, we are aware that local authorities have limited powers in the UK and for most people 

seeking sanctuary, their lives are governed far more by the Home Office than by Local Authorities. 

This is very different to the US where, as you probably know, there are Sanctuary Cities who limit 

their legal cooperation with the federal government [note the mention of our network in that link]. 

Saying that, we have recently seen examples in the UK where local authorities are beginning to limit 

cooperation as with the refusal of several authorities to share data on rough sleepers.  

In August 2013, City of Sanctuary produced a paper entitled ‘Developing a Culture of Welcome’ 

which set out a process for Sanctuary Awards to be made available to, ‘groups and organisations as 

well as towns or cities.’ [added emphasis]  

The paper included a proposal for what has become the extremely successful Sanctuary Awards and 

‘Streams’. It also proposed a process for ‘Becoming a recognised City of Sanctuary’ [Appendix 1 sets 

out the process from the 2013 paper]. 

The latter process was trialled with a small number of cities but there remains ongoing confusion 

and a lack of clarity over how we define and recognise a ‘City of Sanctuary.’ With the significant 

changes in the internal and external environment since 2013, many CoS groups (as well as several 

Local Authorities) have asked for us to look again at the recognition process. 

Based on the results of the consultation so far (see below for details on the consultation process) we 

are proposing:- 

1. To no longer have a City-wide appraisal recognition process 

2. To set up a new City of Sanctuary Local Authority Network  

We very much look forward to receiving your feedback and input.  

A questionnaire will be sent to all group leads in early February for them to complete.  

  

https://cityofsanctuary.org/group-activities/working-with-councilsauthorities/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sanctuary_city
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2019/jul/17/councils-refusing-to-share-personal-data-of-rough-sleepers-with-home-office
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PROPOSAL: TO ESTABLISH A CITY OF SANCTUARY LOCAL AUTHORITY NETWORK 

Details: Local Authorities (directly but with the support of the local CoS group) are able to apply to 

become a member of the City of Sanctuary Local Authority Network. In order to do this, they must: 

1. Pass a council motion setting out their commitment to being a place of sanctuary 

2. Sign up to the City of Sanctuary charter 

3. Show evidence that they are working closely with their local City of Sanctuary group (and/or 

other refugee networks) and to receive the endorsement from those groups for their 

application 

4. Produce a written strategy (either an independent strategy or as part of a broader strategy) 

which is publicly available and sets out their commitment for at least three years 

5. Provide contact details for the councillor that has responsibility for City of Sanctuary, and at 

least one council officer as contact points for the City of Sanctuary Local Authority Network 

Membership will last for three years after which the Local Authority must re-apply. 

In return the Local Authority will be: 

1. Listed on our website under a list of Local Authorities with a commitment to being a place of 

sanctuary 

2. Given the right to use a special logo (to be designed) recognising their commitment 

3. Part of an active peer to peer network supporting each other to improve their sanctuary 

practices and, where appropriate, lobbying on relevant government policy 

The City of Sanctuary Local Authority Network will be guided by a working group made up of: 

1. People with lived experience of seeking sanctuary in the UK 

2. Councillors with relevant portfolios 

3. Council officers with relevant job descriptions 

4. Representatives from City of Sanctuary groups 

5. A representative from the City of Sanctuary UK national team 

6. A representative from the City of Sanctuary trustees 

A full Terms of Reference for the group will be prepared in advance of the AGM and included in the 

final proposal to be voted on by our members. 
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Our Rationale: Developing an agreed process of recognising a whole city as a ‘City of Sanctuary’ has 

been fraught with difficulties since the early inception of the network. These difficulties remain (and 

are arguably exacerbated by the growth of the network). It has proven impossible to develop 

appropriate ‘benchmark’ criteria given the diversity of the external environments within which 

groups operate across the UK. Additionally, the size of our network means that we no longer have 

the capacity for staff and trustees to be engaged in the appraisal process.  

We also recognise that not all local authorities will want to commit to becoming a City of Sanctuary. 

In these situations, we feel it is important to ensure that a City of Sanctuary group feel supported 

and empowered to continue their efforts locally. We have come to the conclusion that the City of 

Sanctuary Charter is in itself sufficient to provide groups with enough guidance and information to 

work towards our vision and enables the flexibility necessary for a grassroots movement to flourish.  

As part of the proposal local groups will always be able to use the term ‘City of Sanctuary’ to 

describe themselves, regardless of the level of local authority commitment or engagement. And we 

would still encourage groups to celebrate achievements at various points during their journey 

towards making their particular area a welcoming place of safety.  We welcome your thoughts and 

input.    
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APPENDIX 1: PURPOSE AND AIMS 

This process is intended to resolve some of the current confusion, and at times disagreement, that 

exists in the network with regards to how we work with, and potentially recognise, Local Authorities 

and/or whole cities as ‘Cities of Sanctuary.’ Some of the key issues to be resolved include: 

Wording 

All cities with a local group are referred to as ‘Cities of Sanctuary’ (e.g. Norwich City of Sanctuary) 

whether or not the Local Authority has shown support or engagement. 

Motions 

A growing number of Local Authorities have passed motions stating their commitment to being a 

City of Sanctuary but these vary enormously in terms of their practical impact. There is also rarely a 

process for reassessment or renewal of these motions. 

Best practice 

There are now several Local Authorities with a deep commitment to being Cities of Sanctuary and 

demonstrating best practice, and we would like to encourage other Local Authorities to follow their 

example. Equally it should be noted that there are some Local Authorities seeking recognition 

despite offering relatively little in terms of practical action of support.  

Lack of clarity across the network 

There are different views expressed in the City of Sanctuary network with the two ends of the 

spectrum loosely being those who suggest any Local Authority that passes a motion should be 

recognised as a City of Sanctuary and those who suggest we should never refer to places as being a 

City of Sanctuary as they don’t have the power to ensure that people are truly safe (unlike, for 

example, the US Sanctuary Cities model). There will also be some local authorities that are unwilling 

to publicly declare their support for CoS despite a lot of good work happening at a local level.  

Differing contexts 

We work across extremely different contexts including (but not limited to) rural and urban; areas 

with large numbers of people seeking sanctuary and those with very few; authorities with different 

powers (for cities, counties, boroughs etc.). The process for recognition must recognise this.  

AIMS 

The aims of this process are to: 

1) Embed a culture and practice of welcome in Local Authorities to support our theory of change 

2) Recognise Local Authorities which are meeting certain standards to offer a benchmark and 

inspiration for other Local Authorities 

3) Give clarity to the network to support their efforts to engage with and recognise the 

achievements of their own Local Authorities 

4) Create a network of Local Authorities that are demonstrating best practice and working together 

to influence UK Government policies and international processes  
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APPENDIX 2: THE PROCESS FOR BECOMING A CITY OF SANCTUARY FROM THE 2013 

PAPER 

PROCESS 

1. The local group develops its own strategy in a way that is relevant to the situation in its own 

town or city. This strategy should be based on the six guidelines and the three core values 

above.  It should specify the group’s initial goals for its town or city and explain what evidence of 

progress will be required before the town or city is in a position to be ‘recognised’ as a Town or 

City of Sanctuary.  This should include evidence to be gathered from asylum seekers and 

refugees. 

2. The local group’s strategy is presented at a regional network meeting and/or circulated to 

groups in the region for comment. Other groups across the network can be involved in the 

process at the discretion of the National Trustees and National Appraisal Committee. 

3. When the local group believes it has achieved its initial goals and gathered the required 

evidence of progress, it submits an application to the National City of Sanctuary Trustees, 

detailing how it is addressing the guidelines and core values set out in its strategy. 

4. The National Trustees will set up a separate Recognition Group in each case, to be chaired by the 

National Co-ordinator. At least three other members will be appointed to each Recognition 

Group, who will not be directly connected to the local City of Sanctuary group making the 

application.  They will normally include: 

● A representative of the local refugee community 

● A national Trustee from the National Appraisal Committee  

● A representative of another refugee charity, refugee organisation, or similar 

5. The Recognition Group considers the application: this may involve email communication 

between the members, a phone conference or, in some cases, a meeting. 

6. The Recognition Group may ask questions, make suggestions, or recommend further work 

before awarding official recognition. 

7. Recognition is awarded and marked with an appropriate local celebration 

8. Following recognition the town or city will continue to develop a culture of welcome and to 

monitor the progress it is making. Recognition as an official City or Town of Sanctuary should not 

be seen as the end of the process. 

REVIEW  

Continued recognition will be subject to a three yearly review process in which groups 

representing recognised towns and cities will be required to submit evidence of substantial 

ongoing activity in line with the guidelines to the national appraisal committee. Such towns and 

cities need to show they have actively responded to any additional guidelines agreed by the 

National Trustees. 
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APPENDIX 3: THE CONSULTATION PROCESS LEADING UP TO THIS PROPOSAL 

This process is being led by Siân Summers-Rees (Chief Officer). It has involved: 

 Conversations with a large number of City of Sanctuary groups 

 Workshops at regional gatherings and the 2019 national conference  

 A mapping of motions passed by local authorities 

 Conversations with a large number of councillors and council workers across the UK 

 In-depth interviews with council officials and councillors from local authorities who have 

demonstrated a deep commitment  

 Conversations with partners including Asylum Matters 

 Desk research including online searches, previous CoS papers, the US Sanctuary Cities 

initiative and others 

The process has been discussed by the CoS UK trustees and we are now looking for your input with a 

view to presenting a final paper prior to the 2020 AGM for members to vote on.  

If you have any questions about this document or the process behind it please contact your regional 

coordinator or Siân at sian@uk.cityofsanctuary.org. 

 

mailto:sian@uk.cityofsanctuary.org

