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This report is put forward by the newly established CASR (Centre for Applied
Sociology Research) at the University of Greenwich, whose members have a
research profile with years of experience and expertise in designing and conducting
evaluations of social programmes and organisations. Working with diverse groups
including BME people in an empowering manner is at the core of our work ethic and
we welcome the opportunity to assist Greenwich Borough of Sanctuary Group in
achieving their mission of enabling voluntary and community organisations to keep
supporting the most vulnerable people in society.

This report has been produced in close collaboration with Lewisham Refugee and
Migrant Network (LRMN), a charity that empowers people from sanctuary seeking
backgrounds to rebuild their lives. The charity provides advice, advocacy, and
mental health and wellbeing services. They played a significant role in the listening
campaign and are an active member of both the Greenwich and the Lewisham
Borough of Sanctuary Groups.
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Do you feel like you and your community have been able to build the life you
wanted in Greenwich?
What has helped? What has made it difficult?
What would help in the future?

The aim of this research project was to increase knowledge of the issues faced by
migrants, refugees, asylum seekers and residents in the Royal Borough of
Greenwich, and increase citizens’ participation and commitment to the Greenwich
Borough of Sanctuary project.

 
We wanted to create safe spaces for those living in Greenwich to have a say and share
their lived experiences as a starting point for planning our interventions, social action
and campaigning for social change in our communities.

 
In the context of Greenwich Borough of Sanctuary, ‘listening’ meant asking three
questions:

 
1.

2.
3.

 

The action of ‘listening’ means taking part in gatherings, focus groups, and one-to-one
meetings (including phone calls and conversations) whereby someone with lived
experience of Greenwich will engage with a member of the Borough of Sanctuary
network to answer the above questions.

 
Listening projects can take place over any period of time. Our project took place
over three months, from April to July 2021, in order to ensure we listened to as many
voices as possible, both formally (through listening events) and informally (through
conversations with people with lived experience). ‘Listening’ meetings can be done
anywhere. Due to the coronavirus pandemic, many of the individual listening sessions
took place over the phone as restrictions continued to impact our ability to meet in
person.

Methodology

3
Someone pledging in Greenwich



The practice of ‘listening’ entails an ongoing commitment to listen to the concerns of
people living in our community. This is done through a combination of formal and
informal dialogue with community members. Formally, 112 people were listened to
during this period, informally around 300 more people were part of the conversation
over the course of 2021. Informal listenings are defined as unstructured conversations
that do not have the three questions defined above at the centre, but, as a result of a
spontaneous and organic conversation, these conversations have supplied answers to
these questions, alongside personal stories and experiences.

 
In the context of formal listening, people were contacted and asked to attend
specific venues to take part in the Greenwich Listens project. Attendees came from a
number of different organisations within Greenwich and are often part of the wider
community, whether it is those accessing particular services, those part of a
congregation, or those living in the area.

In this regard, the participants who contributed to the listenings include resettled
Syrian refugees and other friends of Lewisham Refugee and Migrant Network (44), the
Trinity Vineyard Church (24), the Greenwich Inclusion Project (6), English for Action
(22), and Creating Ground (15). The participants of the group were mainly either West
African or of Arab origin. In addition to these groups, we listened to people from Syria,
Nigeria, Iraq, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Hong Kong, France and Uzbekistan. Most of the
listening participants were women although some were men. Typically, it is migrant
women who often access services, as opposed to men.

Listening demographics
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LRMN: 44
Trinity

Vineyard:
24

Creating
Ground:

15

EFA: 22

GRIP: 6

Borough of Sanctuary numbers of formal listenings



Part of our listening was in response to the question ‘do you feel like you and your
community have been able to build the life you wanted in Greenwich?’ and ‘What
has been helpful [in this regard]?’.

Responses varied - ranging from those who were grateful for the safety they felt in the
Borough, to those who were impressed by the Council’s action in putting their children
into school and providing accommodation.

Participants of the listening drew particular attention to schools as a helpful resource.
They said they were a good opportunity to grow a network and community, that free
school takes pressure off parents, and that many schools offered support during
lockdown that went above and beyond what was expected. One participant mentioned
that the school her children attended provided mental health support during
lockdown. Others had a similar sense of support and network from their respective
religious organisations.

People felt able to develop a sense of independence in Greenwich. Some participants
commended the volunteer opportunities available to them to allow them to integrate
into their new communities. They drew attention to the fact that services were often
well-connected, meaning they were able to access support when they needed it, and
also commended Greenwich’s transport system, which made it easier to travel and get
to work.

What Works Well in the Royal Borough of Greenwich

Our Findings
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No Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF). Asylum seekers and migrants with uncertain
migration status cannot access core elements of the public safety net. Participants
reported this policy as having a negative psychological impact, both on
themselves and on their children, with inevitable food poverty as a result of
ongoing deprivation of essential livelihood.

When asked do you feel like you and your community have been able to build the life
they wanted in Greenwich?’ and ‘What has made it difficult [in this regard]?’,
participants pointed to the following areas for improvement:

Rights

Areas for improvement
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Lack of clear information. Participants reported that it
is difficult to access information and support as
people don’t know where to go, they are often not
aware of the support being provided. They also
reported not knowing exactly what rights they were
entitled to.

Right to work. Migrants who try to access
employment highlighted that the form-filling exercise
can represent a barrier. Not only are the forms in
English, which can be difficult for speakers of other
languages to navigate, but staff at job centres are
often unhelpful and strict with application processes.
Likewise, access to other essential services is made
difficult by language barriers. Additional help with IT
literacy and English would be very useful here.

Uninformed Staff. Staff are not always knowledgeable about rights and therefore
not able to support their service users, who are often migrants, refugees and
asylum seekers.

Disproportionate injustice. Some participants reported that they felt
disproportionately targeted by authorities such as police and social services. They
also expressed concerns for their children, especially their teenage sons, who they
felt were discriminated against.



Fear of accessing health care. Although asylum seekers have the right to access
healthcare in the UK, and everyone is able to register with a GP regardless of their
immigration status, very often the fear of their data being shared with the Home
Office and being detained and deported prevents them from doing so. Participants
reported that this reluctance was increased by language barriers and the limited
access to information about their rights and entitlements with regards to
healthcare.

Lack of communication between GPs and hospitals. Participants in the listening
reported that they struggled to communicate their symptoms effectively, due to
language barriers, a lack of interpreters, or the busyness of staff, often leading to
wrong prescriptions. They emphasised that this sometimes led to delays in
accessing healthcare, which negatively impacted their mental health.

Mental health. Those involved in the listening project reported that they felt
there was a lack of support for mental health.

Temporary accommodation. Several participants reported that temporary
accommodation is a major challenge. They reported that being in temporary
accommodation feels like being stuck in limbo, stopping them from being able to
rebuild their lives. They also reported that housing conditions are inadequate,
with many spending their limited funds to make the space livable. This has a
profound impact on mental health.

Housing. Participants mentioned prejudiced landlords, a lack of affordable
housing, being located outside of Greenwich and the community that they know,
a lack of compassion from council staff, and not being afforded any dignity with
regards to housing more generally.

Lack of clarity over service providers. Participants reported that they often do not
know who provides the services in the homes, particularly energy providers and
how to pay them.

Healthcare

Housing
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‘I know people here who have died in their room because they don’t want to go to
the hospital because they say "you’re going to expose me."’ 

- Contributor 



English to Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) classes. Our interviewees pointed
to the fact that they have little information about ESOL. Mostly, they do not know
how to access classes, or if they even exist. When they do know about ESOL, they
feel there is not enough provision for the classes and that they are unaffordable.
There are challenges with some ESOL teachers, who do not speak the languages
of their students, and so there are sometimes barriers to communication. This last
issue was raised in relation to Arabic speakers in particular.

Cultural insensitivity. People who participated in the listening pointed to a lack of
cultural awareness when it comes to school meals in particular, which also applies
to food being supplied in food packages. This impacted their sense of
independence.

Social isolation. At times, being in tightly knit communities and in language or
cultural clusters separate from mainstream society, could feel isolating. This often
would make it hard to interact with other people situated outside the specific
community and also leads to discrimination and racism. Participants reported that
finding a sense of identity within the local context is difficult.

Lack of trust for local authorities. Because of hostile environment policies, people
feel a sense of distrust towards local authorities.

Inter-generational support. More effort should be put into supporting young
people through community centres, and a range of activities aimed at providing
better support.

Gender differences in accessing service. Some participants in the listening
highlighted the fact that men consider themselves more at risk of being deported
if they access services, therefore they avoid them, even when they require help.

Deskilling. Participants reported being qualified in their country of origin. Here,
however, they face de-skilling. Accessing Higher Education and further
qualifications is made difficult by the fact that many people also have childcare
responsibilities. 

 
Cultural and Language Barriers

 

Work
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Participants shared their experiences and stories with us. A few of these stories
have been featured below. These powerful accounts provide insight into the often
overlapping injustices faced by those from migrant and refugee backgrounds.

Quotes and Stories



What could help and recommendations

Part of our listening sessions was asking participants about what would have
helped them to rebuild their lives in Greenwich. This is a vital element of the report,
as these suggestions have been given by those who have experienced both positive
and negative elements of life in Greenwich. The recommendations that follow are
shaped both by the experiences shared by participants in the listening, and by the
members of the Greenwich Borough of Sanctuary network.

Each of these recommendations responds in some way to the clusters of problems
highlighted by the participants in the listening, as explored above. These are:
challenges with accessing rights, cultural and language barriers, struggles with
housing, struggles with healthcare, and issues around employment. Of course, many
of these recommendations would tackle multiple challenges.

Cultural and
language
barriers

Healthcare Employment

Housing

Rights

1
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Building trust and person centred relationships. Many of the participants in the
listenings suggested that they were not treated with the respect and dignity they
should be afforded, particularly when accessing essential support such as housing.
As part of this, they recommended a greater sense of a two-way dialogue between
themselves and housing officers and social workers. They felt often they are
dictated to rather than listened to, and especially highlighted the need to be
visited and spoken to in person rather than using often impersonal emails and
phone calls.

Building a network of ‘Safe Surgeries’ in Greenwich. Safe Surgeries is part of the
Borough of Sanctuary project. General Practitioners who sign up to the Safe
Surgeries charter commit to upholding people’s rights to register with a GP
regardless of their immigration status and without a fixed address. This would
allow people to access healthcare without fear, encouraging greater public health.

Removing the embedded Home Office worker within Greenwich Council. This
workers acts as a barrier for those who desperately need access to services, but are
frightened of accessing it as they do not know who might be able to see their data.
This staff member is part of the hostile environment and is not compatible with
building sanctuary.

Making it easier to access services. Participants emphasised how difficult it was to
navigate systems that allowed them to access help – whether housing, welfare
benefits, or other support. They recommended an improved system, which
included greater access to interpreters where necessary.

Greater signposting. Participants would appreciate it if staff they were engaging
with from civil society organisations and the council could show them clearer
pathways for accessing support.

Housing

Healthcare

Rights
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"I had to go all the way to North London to find help. There are no charities
in Greenwich that would help"
- Contributor



Cultural Awareness and empathy training for those providing services. Staff who
engage with people accessing services should have basic cultural training and
empathy training, working towards a trauma-informed approach in Greenwich
Council, and with Greenwich Council’s partners. This is of particular importance for
people with No Recourse to Public Funds and those accessing housing support.

Greater access to translation. Essential information should be translated into a
number of languages, especially those spoken most commonly in Greenwich to
improve accessibility. Interpreters should also be readily available.

Greater opportunities for social engagement. Greenwich should have more
community centres, especially with programmes for young people and the elderly.

ESOL classes. A vital part of rebuilding one’s lifeis being able to speak English.
Participants wished for more information about where classes are what levels of
English they would require, and also access to classes that are free and accessible
for those with childcare responsibilities.

Language and Culture 
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A Listening Session at Trinity Vineyard's English Club



Building a movement of Safe Surgeries across Greenwich, 
with GPs committing to upholding people’s rights to register with a GP, 

regardless of their immigration status.

1Data found at 2011 Census Language Profile, p.2. Accessible here.

Summary of recommendations
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Building a true Borough of Sanctuary would require:

Removing the embedded Home Office staff member at Greenwich Council. 

Working alongside the Borough of Sanctuary network to identify 
areas where working in collaboration would ease 

some of the pressures on sanctuary seeking communities.

Attending training sessions run by community groups that would increase
awareness of the kinds of experiences that sanctuary seeking 

communities face, leading to greater sympathy and understanding. 

Working to translate all essential documents into the top five languages spoken
in Greenwich, and having interpreters available where necessary. These

languages are Nepalese, Polish, French, Lithuanian, Chinese.

Embedding within the council’s strategy policies that aim to build sanctuary, and
ensuring all policies take sanctuary into account. 

A commitment to creating a central space for information about 
ESOL classes and improving their accessibility.

https://www.royalgreenwich.gov.uk/info/200164/about_the_royal_borough/1573/population_data_and_analysis


This report has sought to shed light on the challenges that the Royal Borough of
Greenwich faces in becoming a place of sanctuary, as told by the migrant, refugee and
asylum seeker communities in the borough.

It has sought to report on the findings of the listening exercise conducted by the
Borough of Sanctuary network in Greenwich. Those from sanctuary seeking
backgrounds highlighted challenges among a number of areas of work, particularly
across rights, access to healthcare, housing, and being treated with empathy. This
report has also brought to light some of the stories of sanctuary seekers and their
experiences in the Borough.

However, those who participated in the listenings had both compliments and
constructive comments about Greenwich. Their recommendations are a key element
of this report, which could be acted upon by local authorities in order to improve the
lives of sanctuary seekers in the borough.

The Royal Borough of Greenwich has made the first step in becoming a Borough of
Sanctuary by committing as a local council, and the network is excited to continue
alongside the council on the path to becoming a place of sanctuary for all, where all
can thrive. 
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Conclusion



With thanks to: City of Sanctuary, Greenwich
Inclusion Project, Greenwich University,
Greenwich Citizens, English for Action, Creating
Ground,  Lewisham Refugee and Migrant
Network and to all those who participated in the
listening campaign.

greenwich.cityofsanctuary.org
info@greenwich.cityofsanctuary.org 


