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Beyond Refuge
How can we make it easier for refugees to live as equals in London? 
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Introduction to the conference
People who have sought refuge in London are building new lives here, forming new identities and relationships in this extraordinary city.  But can refugees live as equals in London? or will they always struggle against other people’s judgements, unequal relationships and powerful combinations of political pressures and social constraints?  What can we do – refugees, groups, activists, voluntary organisations, statutory workers and funders – to make it just a bit easier for refugees to build the lives they want in London?

Everyone should have the same fair chances to build the life she or he wants.  People who have come to London to seek refuge are often here because of intense, aggressive and state-supported discrimination in their original homes.  Now they are here in London, they have to rebuild their relationships, livelihoods, households, identities.  From the first day in the UK people are having to negotiate their futures with bureaucrats and enforcers, service providers and supporters; within ethnic, belief and political communities; with distant and local family, neighbours and strangers.  
Refugees have very little influence on some of the crucial issues that will shape their futures: leave to remain, dispersal, underlying health.  But as people rebuild day-to-day the number of relationships and potential to take back control of one’s life increases.  Potential increases, but whether refugees can renegotiate their relationships with family, community, bureaucracy, politicians depends on many factors: do they feel they can stand up against others’ expectations?  State how they wish to be known and treated?  Access alternative resources and services if one source lets them down?  Walk away from unacceptable attitudes and unreasonable conditions? 

 

If they can’t, then they will continue to be forced into inequality by other people’s ignorance, assumptions, hostility; they will continue to be vulnerable to discrimination, poor quality services and abuse.

 

REAP believes that we need to pay serious attention to creating more ‘space’ for refugees in London: space in which they can breathe and pull together their inner strengths to return empowered to daily battles: moments of quiet within which their voices can be heard: room on agendas where they can add their own issues to other people’s priorities.  

 

On 1st July, refugees, activists and community groups, voluntary and campaigning workers, statutory and funding bodies together will be sharing understanding and experiences; identifying what refugees need to strengthen their individual and collective situation in London; trying to work out how to make equality for refugees just a little bit easier.
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