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2020 - 2021 IN NUMBERS

4

804 
nights of accommodation to

people who would have
otherwise been destitute 

16 
young people benefited

from our Family
Befriending service

 

50 
number of volunteers 

43 
Number children attending

online learn and play sessions 



Here at BIRCH we offer support and friendship to people seeking sanctuary who are on the
periphery of society. We focus on three main groups: those with no recourse to public
funds who are experiencing destitution, young people who arrived in the country as
unaccompanied asylum seeking children, and finally newly arrived asylum seeking families
living in temporary accommodation.

 

Birmingham is a welcoming city where residents stand in solidarity with people seeking
sanctuary, increasing resilience and well-being.

 

BIRCH Network improves the lives of vulnerable refugees and migrants by relieving
destitution and improving wellbeing through increased resilience.
   

ABOUT US

Meet & Greet

Host
ing

Family Befriending
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VISION 
 

MISSION  

To provide accommodation, practical and
emotional support to vulnerable asylum
seekers, including those who are destitute,
through the creation of a network of
community hosts and befrienders.

To contribute to community cohesion by
providing opportunities for asylum seekers
to form friendships with other West
Midlands residents.  

AIMS 
 



THE YEAR IN CONTEXT
The COVID 19 pandemic had implications for BIRCH's activities throughout the year. At
the beginning of April 2020 we were well into the first lock-down. Our Trustees had
decided to halt all hosting referrals and our newly re-opened Meet & Greet session was
suspended from 12th March 2020. 

Although our ability to operate was seriously curtailed  by a variety of lockdown stages
imposed by the Government, our team continuously innovated ways of improving the
daily  lives of our service users - whether meeting in parks or holding online cooking and
learn and play sessions. Where our services were unable to run effectively due to lock
down restrictions, staff were furloughed until some form of work could restart. 

Staff worked with colleagues from other voluntary sector organisations working with
asylum seekers locally as well as nationally meeting via Zoom, exchanging information,
sharing advice on risk assessments and COVID safety. These meetings proved
invaluable to staff and we were able to share experiences with fellow professionals
working in the sector. During September 2020 we were invited by NACCOM (No
Accommodation Network) to lobby on behalf of people with no recourse to public funds
(our beneficiary group).

2021 will present new challenges particularly as there is a reported backlog of 109,000
cases (Source: The Observer 11.07.21). Many of these cases are appeals, of which
typically over half are granted Leave to Remain on appeal. This process is notoriously
slow and can take over a year (often longer). Asylum seekers who are evicted when their
initial claim is refused need somewhere to stay as they are evicted from Home Office
funded properties, so our Hosting Network is expecting a surge in demand for places. 

We hope to continue to help those who struggle with the mental anguish that being a
"refused" asylum seeker entails. BIRCH strives to help those who have received poor
legal advice during their initial claim and will continue to champion on behalf of those who
seek a place of safety while they try to rebuild their lives. We will also continue to
advocate on behalf of socially isolated young unaccompanied asylum seekers and newly
arrived families with children living in temporary hotels for unacceptably long periods
before being eventually dispersed by the Home Office.
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THE HOSTING NETWORK  
Welcome

The pandemic had a serious effect on the operational ability of our hosting network from
April 2020 to end of March 2021. 

The majority of our 12 hosting volunteers were unable to offer accommodation because
of shielding or maintaining "family bubbles."
 
On March 17th 2020 our Trustees decided to suspend all new hosting referrals until the
public health situation improved significantly.

In April 2020 we had two men and two women being hosted by our volunteers. During
this time we continued to support guests and hosts by regularly contacting and providing
updates about the rules and protocols that were needed  to be in place to keep both
hosts and guests safe from infection.

The pandemic did present a number of challenges around self isolation and curfews
particularly for one hosting placement.
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Due to unforeseen circumstances brought on by the pandemic and ever changing
situation, we supported two guests to leave their host's accommodation. Throughout this
process, we worked with them and other agencies to ensure that they both managed to
find alternative accommodation elsewhere.

Our Hosting Coordinator continued to support one of the guests through regular visits to a
hotel located 20 miles outside of Birmingham continuing to provide cash subsistence
allowance & occasional bus travel passes. We also worked alongside other voluntary
sector colleagues to secure support for mental health treatment and legal representation
so he could submit his appeal to the Home Office. Our Hosting Coordinator continued to
support him until March 2021 when his solicitor presented  'further submissions'  and he
managed to secure Section 4 accommodation with the help of colleagues from Refugee
Action in Birmingham. At the time of writing (July 21) he is still awaiting the outcome of his
appeal.

In February 2021 one of our female  guests moved into Section 4               
 accommodation as her solicitor had presented  'further 
submissions' to the Home Office. She is still awaiting the 
outcome of this appeal. Our other female guest is still 
living in hosted accommodation. At the time of writing 
(July 21) her solicitor is finalising new evidence for her 
appeal to the Home Office.

The pandemic did have a significant impact on our 
operational ability in terms of numbers of nights 
offered, however we did continue to help a few very 
vulnerable men and women from Albania, Afghanistan, 
Eritrea and Nigeria.

Speaking with colleagues from other hosting projects in other parts 
of the UK our experience of hosting during the Pandemic is not unique. 
In fact, problems with non compliance to lockdown protocols was very common as well as
the struggle  to maintain hosting volunteers. 

Since BIRCH was  established in April 2011, BIRCH hosts have now provided 15,303
nights accommodation for vulnerable people who would otherwise have been destitute.
We are extremely grateful to our volunteers and Voluntary Sector colleagues for their
continuing compassion and perseverance during an extremely difficult period of time. 
 

15,303 nights of accommodation since 2011

The total number of
nights accommodation
provided for someone

that would have
otherwise been

destitute was 807 
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Esther's story: an update 
Esther's story is pretty special. She is a remarkably resilient woman who has an
incredible ability to stay positive and hopeful. We shared her story last year- how
she had been in the UK since she was three years old only to find out she wasn't
British when she came to apply for university.

She stayed with the Green family for several years, slowly battling a cruel and
ineffective immigration system focused on keeping people out-regardless of
their circumstances. 

A happy update from Esther is that she finally received refugee status in early
2020, and here is what she has to say:
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With the support and guidance from
Birch and my host family, I have been
able to find work which enables me to
help others who have been in a similar
position to mine. 

I am now supporting refugees for an
organisation based in Bristol. 

I am still very close to my host family.
It is my dream to start befriending
asylum seekers and one day host. 

The experience of being apart of
BIRCH's hosting project will continue to
positively impact my life forever.

 
 



 

The Family Befriending Project matches
unaccompanied young refugees (16-25
years) who are feeling unsupported,
isolated and excluded with trained volunteer
families who are willing to offer ongoing
support and friendship. 

Initially, the Project Coordinator invests time
getting to know the young person, exploring
their hopes and expectations in relation to
family befriending, identifying outstanding
needs and together exploring the best ways
of trying to address them. Where necessary,
referrals to other agencies for additional
needs such as housing, health, immigration,
education and training are made and careful
consideration is then given around the most
appropriate ‘match.’ If no suitable match is
available, the young person is supported by
the coordinator until a family becomes
available.  

This year the pandemic restrictions
presented many challenges and
frustrations. Many young asylum seekers
and refugees were stuck in cramped hostels
with limited access to Wi-Fi and unable to
meet their friends or attend college.

The recruitment and training of new
volunteers had to be put on hold and
befrienders and young people greatly
missed face-to -face contact. 

However, our volunteers were really
committed to keeping in contact and quickly
found creative ways of doing so. BIRCH
provided young people with mobile phone
data and connected them to websites to
meet their individual needs and interests. 

Video calls, letters, messages and phone calls
were eagerly received and brightened an
otherwise cheerless day.

When restrictions eased our befrienders met up
with young people in parks and back gardens
and our Coordinator met individuals outside to
support those who had urgent need. To meet
the immediate emotional needs of two young
people, they were matched and introduced to
their befrienders outside. Throughout the year
16 young people benefited from ongoing
contact with family befrienders and many
expressed how knowing people were caring
and thinking of them was particularly important
during the added isolation that the pandemic
had created.

16 young people
supported by
befrienders 

FAMILY BEFRIENDING  
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‘Thank you so much for today..it
was the most wonderful

experience I’ve had since I am
here in the UK

from a young person after a day out with
his family befrienders for the first time.



In addition, the project responded to all
urgent referrals where young people were
especially vulnerable and offered them
support with accessing help with
immigration, health and education issues.
At the time of writing this report (July 2021)
a number of projects that had formally
supported asylum seekers and refugees
have closed. Together with the British Red
Cross, BIRCH is striving to support the
most urgent referrals. As a result of these
closures BIRCH has had to take on
additional casework for those young people
matched with befrienders. We have
accompanied young people to solicitors,
Housing, Children's Services, colleges, job
centres and medical appointments to try to
ensure that needs were not left unmet. We
arranged for the provision of urgent food ,
clothing, laptops and other electrical items.

Amidst the frustrations and low points, we
had some highs! One young person we had
been supporting for the last two years won
a battle to get his age reinstated! At 16
years he arrived in Britain fleeing
persecution, sadly he had inexplicably been  
assessed as an adult and was denied
education, accommodation and support he
was entitled to. Having suffered such loss,
the denial of his rightful age was a bitter
blow that seriously impacted on his mental
health. Despite many obstacles, BIRCH, his
befrienders and other charities realised the
importance of fighting this battle and to see
the change in this young person when the
authorities finally accepted his true age
made it all worth it!

Two other young people have finally received
their refugee status and thanks to their
befrienders who stuck by them during their
difficult time and rejoiced when they heard
the good news! 

Other young people have been supported
by befrienders to access training courses,
volunteer opportunities and employment. In
this difficult year it has been a privilege to
enable caring families to reach out and
support remarkable young people who
have lost so much but nevertheless have
so much to give... and to see the difference
that a welcome & a sense of belonging
makes!

I have a family here now,
they care for me, they

worry about me, I worry
about them , this is family, it

makes me very happy.
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N's story 
The project celebrated one of our young people, N., finally having is true age
recognised by social services. Young people who have their ages disputed by the
local authority are often the most vulnerable as they are treated as adults. They
are placed in shared accommodation without any support- without the right to
enroll in school or the support to navigate complex systems. 

Many of our befriended young people unfortunately find themselves in this
position, and our dedicated Family Befriending Coordinator provides case work
support where needed, in addition to matching the young person with a family
who they can visit on a regular basis and begin to explore the UK with.

This year, families and young people all came together to celebrate a victory.
Prior to getting his age back, he seemed lifeless and never smiled. The change in
him afterwards was just amazing. The project went for a hike in the Shropshire
Hills and N ran up this steep hill and beat everyone to the top!
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MEET AND GREET PROJECT   

 

Primarily this consisted in putting together
activity packs for the families. Through the year
we did at least nine separate deliveries to the
Initial Accommodation Hostels and to the
contingency hotels being used in Birmingham
and the wider West Midlands. Our largest
delivery consisted of over 20 packages,
individually put together for each family based
on the ages of the children.

With no direct way of being in contact with the
families in IA there was little more we could do
for them. But we were also to turn our attention
to other asylum seeking and refugee families
living in our city who might be isolated and
struggling .Like the rest of the world , we
discovered Zoom.

During the first lockdown , a weekly session for
refugee families who suddenly found
themselves home - schooling. Seven families
(with a total of 16 children) took part either 

At the beginning of April 2020, the newly restablished Meet and Greet had recently closed its
doors as the UK went into lockdown. As the situation developed, we found ourselves trapped
between conflicting feelings: our awareness of the desperate need for support for the families in
Initial Accommodation (IA), our sympathy for the unimaginable challenges they were confronted
with; while at the same time the knowledge that we had no choice but to, literally, keep our
distance. 

regularly or occasionally. In theory we were
helping them learn, and there was some of that:
but in reality we were mostly showing them that
somebody cared and that they had not been
forgotten.

Our online parents and pre-schoolers group
was even more popular: 19 different families
came to at least one, but usually many more, of
our zoom sessions: that’s a total of 43 pre-
schoolers and their older siblings. We are very
grateful for the conversation, the singing, the
story sharing and all the joy and laughter.

Certainly, it was not the year any of us would
have chosen… We have high hopes that the
2021 – 2022 report will look very different!

This is a thank you text message
does not do any justice for the

beautiful gifts you gave us as we
were speechless with joy in our

hearts.
                    From a family living in a hotel during                  

the first lockdown 
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PARTNERSHIPS   
In carrying out our activities during this very difficult year we have worked with and been supported
by a variety of individuals and organisations. We are grateful for their hard work and professionalism.

ASIRT
Baobab Women's Project 
Black Country Women's Aid 
British Red Cross
Crisis - Birmingham 
Hope Projects
The Kensington Hotel 
Refugee Action - Birmingham
Refugee & Migrant Centre - Birmingham
SIFA Fireside/Birmingham City Council (Housing Options) 
Urban Housing 
NACCOM - The No Accommodation Network
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The Allen Lane Foundation
The Controlling Migration Fund
The Grimmitt Trust, Birmingham
RAAH CIC
Urban Housing
Society of Friends 

Between April 2020 – March 2021, grants were gratefully received from the following trusts
and funds:

A huge thanks to the long term individual supporters who continue to donate on a regular
monthly basis giving us a degree of financial stability:

Photo below featuring befriendee Ismael (centre) and colleagues volunteering for Feed
Brum. Ismael is now in paid employment.

DONORS    
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FINANCIAL REVIEW 20-21
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BIRCH Network, The Moseley Exchange, 149-153 Alcester Road, Birmingham, B13 8JP                 
 

www.birchnetwork.org                      Birchnetwork@ gmail.com                07709645097                    
 

@Birchnetwork                                     @Birchnetwork                                               
 

Charity registration 1151763 

The Green family and Esther at the beach  


