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They really care about me.

 - Young person with the Family Befriending Project

Front cover: The Green Family and guest
Esther. Photo taken as part of 'Lockdown

Portraits' project  ][



2019-20 IN NUMBERS  

nights accommodation provided to
people experiencing destitution 

visitors to Meet and Greet
sessions

individuals accommodated through
the Hosting Network

volunteers generously gave
their time

young people matched with
families 

1442

388

74

15

11
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THE BIRCH TEAM  
Staff 

Trustees
Andy Jolly                             Chris Benfield       

Almamy Taal 

Steering Group 
Mandy Ross        

Esther Bakari      

                     David Hirst                             Joy Robinson                          Stephanie Neville                   Libbs Packer                       
Refugee and Migrant Support

Practitioner (Hosting)   
(0.3 FTE) 

Refugee and Migrant Support
Practitioner (Family Befriending)  

(0.5 FTE) 

Hosting 
Rachel  
Sarah Taal
Susan
Simon
Clare
Genny Tunbridge
The Green Family
Harriette
Nicola Osborne
Stuart & Jan Freed
Hilary & James
Margaret
Fahim Zazai
 
Meet and Greet
Immaculate Nabakooza 
Juliet Amwe- Odoziaku
Margaret Zaccheus
Maggie Le Mare
 

Volunteers 
Esther Bakari
Edward Kathomasi
Dileepa Abeysakara
Charity Soneye
Arjun Rey
Anusha
Amadu Fula Barrie
Felicia 
Jagir Kakara
Sulafa Saeed
Meskrem Abraham
Hiba 
Rashid
Sara Packer
Mary Conaghan
Mary Margaret Bamilekuu
Ibrahim Rostam
Margaret Murray
Nasratullah Popalzai
Hassan
Hassan Abdalla 

 

Sarah Taal

Katherine Green  
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Family Befriending
Lorna and Philip Dunn
Rosy and Neil Cockburn
Emma, Jim, George & Tom Hawthorne
Amy Butt and Harry Pickup
Katherine and Alan Strang
Laura Hackett, James Warren & family
Katy & Jeremy Kidwell
Clare 
Brian & Jackie Trewby
Rebecca Hartland-Fox
Peter & Pat Bailey
Clare
Hannah, Mark &Tarik Al-Shemmeri
The Morgan family 

Other
Sue Bell- Accounts 
Lizzy Bell- Fundraising
Helen Hibberd- Fundraising & website
 

 

Refugee and Migrant Support
Practitioner (Meet & Greet)       

 (0.2 FTE) 

Refugee and Migrant Support
Practitioner (Meet & Greet)       

 (0.2 FTE) 

 

Jill Morgan 



ABOUT US
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.
   

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 HOSTING NETWORK  
Welcome

 
Our Hosting Network had 12 volunteer community hosts/families providing accommodation during the
year 2019 -20 to 11 individuals (eight women, three men) who found themselves destitute with nowhere
else to go.
 
Our hosts offer varying length of stays – some offer short term of up to two weeks and others offered
accommodation for much longer periods. From April 2019 until the end of March 2020 our hosts
supported eight destitute asylum seekers, two survivors of domestic violence with no recourse to public
funds (on spousal visas) and one undocumented migrant (applying for a visa). The total number of nights
accommodation provided this year was 1442 nights. Three of our guests had been staying with hosts for
over 300 days owing to the wait that must be endured while a solicitor is compiling new evidence to
present to the Home Office.     

Our guests’ countries of origin were diverse and included
Afghanistan, Albania, Eritrea (x3), Iraq (x2), Nigeria, Sudan
(x2) and Tanzania.

In May 2019 one guest finally received her residency visa
from the Home Office after over two years of waiting, 

during which her original application was lost. One guest who is a survivor of domestic violence received
leave to remain while the other found alternative accommodation. Two short term guests claimed
asylum and were provided with accommodation by the Home Office, two guests went back into Home
Office     
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It feels good to be able to help
people who are so poorly
treated in this country.

         - Simon Whitehouse, Host



accommodation after their solicitors presented new evidence, one guest moved in with another
voluntary sector accommodation provider and the three remaining guests had ongoing placements
into the next period and are preparing further representations.

Towards mid/late March 2020 the coronavirus pandemic presented several challenges around self-
isolation and curfews for one host and guest. Working with the referral agency and a volunteer
interpreter we endeavored to resolve these challenges.

Since we were established in April 2011, BIRCH Hosts have now provided 14,496 nights of
accommodation to vulnerable men and women who would have otherwise been made homeless and
destitute. We are extremely grateful to our volunteer hosts for their compassion and perseverance
during difficult times.
 

 

 

14,496 nights of accommodation since 2011
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The past year has seen several guests come and go. Our Community House
waved goodbye in March to B, our first guest who had been with us for a
while. We still keep in touch, it's good to hear how she is getting on as she
continues through the asylum-seeking process. 

I, and the church community to which our house belongs, felt it was really
important to continue to work with BIRCH and help give a home to someone
with no recourse to public funds. Our spare room availability long term was
unsure, so we offered to take guests on a short or medium term basis for
now. 

We welcomed L for just a few days in the summer, and R for a few weeks
in the autumn. Then A arrived in October for what was meant to be a few
months - until the pandemic came along and put most of life on hold, including
A's case. It has been good to have A's company during lockdown - as with all
our guests, I really value the opportunities for shared conversation, for giving
and receiving food especially when we have festive treats to share, and for
learning a little about the different countries and cultures our guests come
from. And I've been especially glad, during this pandemic, to know that I'm
providing a safe and secure place for someone to live who otherwise would
be in a very vulnerable position. 

             - Genny Tunbridge, Volunteer Host



"It is impossible to put into words how grateful I am" 
Esther and the Green Family

Esther’s case is not typical, however it is worth highlighting in terms of the length of time that

many of our guests have to wait for their cases to be resolved and the importance of the role of

our hosts who provide somewhere safe to stay for people who are destitute. 

Esther arrived in Britain as a three-year-old child from Tanzania. Her mother, who had been a

student in the UK, had claimed asylum. The family lived precariously while Esther went to school

in Birmingham. She studied and got qualifications to attend university in Kent. During the autumn

term of 2017 her UK residency was withdrawn and she was asked to pay international student

fees. Esther left university as she was unable to pay these exceedingly high charges. 

She returned to Birmingham and joined her mother who was living with BIRCH hosts - the Green

family. Both mother and daughter applied for residency visas at a cost of £1200 each. It took over

two years for Esther’s visa application to be processed. Her local MP was lobbied, and he wrote to

the Home Office on her behalf. A campaign named “I am Esther” was supported by Jane

Thakoordin (BIRCH befriender) and steered by the Migrant Voice charity, who highlighted

her case to the local media. The Home Office eventually admitted that they had lost her visa

application. After over two years living 

with her hosts, Esther finally got three 

years leave to remain in May 2019. 

Within a month of getting her visa

she had found employment. Her 

mother had also secured a visa and 

employment.

Esther should be eligible for 

indefinite leave to remain

as  she has lived in the UK as a 

child (under 18) for more than half 

Esther helping to raise funds for BIRCH
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her life. She is still working on this with the aim of getting permanent leave to remain. Esther has

always been a stalwart volunteer for our weekly Meet and Greet session for newly arrived asylum-

seeking families, became a member of our steering group, attended conferences, and blogged for

BIRCH on our website and Twitter page. She also contributed to and edited our quarterly newsletter

and planned and assisted in the delivery of training to our family befriending volunteers. At the time

of writing Esther has found a new job and will be moving to Bristol to start a new chapter of her life.

Esther giving training to new volunteers

7

"It is impossible to put into words how grateful I am to the Green
family for allowing me to stay as a guest in their home. I’m sure
that when they signed up to be a host family they hadn’t imagined
keeping a guest on for so long; they supported my
campaign/lobbying and motivated me to volunteer for charity
organisations so that I could gain skills whilst being unable to work.
I feel like I am part of the family. I can’t imagine where I’d be
without a host family like the Greens, living here has been a
memorable experience I’ll never forget.”



FAMILY BEFRIENDING PROJECT   
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.  

The project had 15 matches of young people and
volunteers between April 2019 and March 2020, 12 of
these have continued into the next year. We accept
referrals from young people living in Birmingham,
Sandwell, Dudley and Coventry. Young people tell us
that when they hear about the project they are very
excited to be matched with a family, 

The young refugees currently matched with families
come from a range of different countries including 
Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Iraq, Iran, Nigeria and
Sudan. Our volunteer ‘families’ are made up of single
people, young couples without children, families with
children and retired people. They maintain regular
contact with the young person they are matched
with, usually sharing a meal in the family home on a
weekly or fortnightly basis and taking a genuine
interest in their day to day lives. Families tell us that
it is a real joy to have the opportunity to share in the
lives of such remarkable young people, and that the
benefits are reciprocal to both them and the young
person. We are fortunate to have very caring and 

dedicated volunteers who have made such a
difference to the lives of young refugees who are
here alone without any family. Their willingness to
genuinely welcome, listen and include has resulted
in young people feeling valued, more confident and
able to tackle future challenges.

15
young people
matched with

families 
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'This is just what I have been wanting,
I sit in my room alone every day

wanting this’.

'Ismail and his befriender. Alan and his wife
Katherine published this book, which features

recipes from refugees to raise funds for Refugee
Support Europe..



‘Today is a very
good day, me and my
family we do good’

Feedback from young people
We regularly receive updates from the young people, (via text, WhatsApp and verbally), excited to report the new
and positive experiences they are having, here are a selection:

'I never thought they would be 
this good' 

'They give me good 
advice' 

'I'm really really happy'

(After a science event) ‘I
have never been to
anything like this in my life,
it was very amazing’

‘

‘

‘

‘We went long
walking, it was very

beautiful’

‘

‘

'I’m doing good,
yesterday I went with
‘L’ and ‘P’ to bowling; it
was amazing and we

enjoyed'
‘

‘We are cooking together, it
is very happy time’

‘We are reading
together, I am

learning, they help me
and I am very happy’

‘They are the best thing that has
happened to me’

‘I have just had the
best day of my life’
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Feedback from volunteers 

'We found the experience to
be brilliant. It has exceeded our
expectations on every level.'

'We were so nervous
before his arrival, but R
was so ace. I’m so chuffed
he left singing and feeling
positive. We felt it went
well.’

‘

‘

‘''Before we moved to
Birmingham two years ago
we found it difficult to find
projects such as Birch to
get involved with. We are
grateful for this
opportunity.'

‘

‘

‘Just an update on our afternoon…
It was busy and he is really good

company.  We walked down to the local
garden project to  see if he would like

to volunteer with us there now and
again, then off to Homebase to buy his
first ever pair of wellies which he was
delighted with. Then home for tea and

more talking.'
‘

‘·        
We feel more involved in the world and
part of making things better.

‘He read a couple of recipes in the
Sunday paper so we spent
time discussing some of the

difficult words he found. Challenging
for all of us! His new favourite
word is 'resilient ' and I think he 
fits the word as he finds his way

through the English system.'

'I really enjoyed meeting Joy (Project
Coordinator) to talk about what’s involved
and right from the beginning she made it
feel like this is something that we could do
and made it feel normal – I really
appreciated this approach and it felt very
human.  I had complete confidence in Joy’s
experience and approach – and she made
me feel that I could become a befriender. 
The training and follow up was all great.'
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We at Surviving to Thriving have been collaborating with Birch’s Family Befriending
Project Coordinator since September 2019. The Project Coordinator’s knowledge and
skills are unparalleled. She impressively creates a space for young people to trust and
confide in her about their struggles in displacement, their needs and what it is they want
to get out of befriending. This detailed needs assessment improves our service
considerably as it provides us with a more complete picture of the needs of young
people we collectively work with. It is also remarkable how well matched the befrienders
and befriendees are. In our experience, Birch’s bespoke befriending service has become
a lifeline for some young people, and its value and success cannot be overstated for all
involved. Not only this, but the support and solidarity of the Birch Project Coordinator,
too, is extraordinary.
 
Navigating complex asylum processes compounds the various traumas associated with
displacement, persecution and conflict. However, navigating these processes with Birch
befrienders has markedly strengthened the resilience and improved the psychological
wellbeing of some of the young asylum seekers and refugees we work with.
Befrienders have accompanied young people to their daunting interviews as well as
appeal hearings. These befrienders are gradually chipping away at the loneliness and
fears some displaced unaccompanied young people are experiencing. Importantly, many
displaced unaccompanied young people desire a ‘family atmosphere’ and befriending
provides an opportunity to create a positive one, particularly for those who have had
negative experiences in care. Overall, the service is an effective vehicle for integration,
but also for exchange of cultures, ideas, and beliefs. They love visiting the homes of
befrienders, their neighbours and friends. They get an opportunity to learn more about
the UK and the English language, while simultaneously sharing their language, cultural
practices and food with befrienders.
 
Birch – their staff and befrienders – are truly remarkable and the service they provide
for asylum seekers and refugees is invaluable. Thank you!

Shiza Khan
Surviving to Thriving- The Red Cross 

Referer's testimony 
"BIRCH's bespoke befriending service has become a lifeline for some

young people and it's value and success cannot be overstated" 
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R is a 17 year old year young man who arrived unaccompanied to the UK from Iran

just over one year ago. R was very keen to refer himself to the project when he heard

that it would provide a chance of visiting and spending time in a family environment.

At the time he was living in the hostel and was clearly very unhappy. He was feeling

anxious and low, he couldn’t sleep at night, found it hard to wake up in the morning

and was missing college. He was concerned that he had not been able to make

friends with any British people. He was keen to have an opportunity to speak more

English and learn about British culture first hand, he was interested in visiting places

of interest, table tennis, football and knowing more about British history. Most of all, R

needed someone to listen and care.. 

R was matched with a family with two sons who were keen table tennis and football

players. Their parents were interested in history and learning about other cultures. R

was welcomed warmly and the relationship has gone from strength to strength. 

R feels part of a community now and loves to

go walking with his befrienders and their

neighbours; he also enthusiastically helped to

organise a  football match for local families

and was very happy to have a family to team

up with. R is keen to organise a BIRCH football

team and the family want to support him with

this.  

R's story 
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"I love them, they have changed my life, I am really really happy"



R’s befrienders have really encouraged him to concentrate on his education, taking
an active interest in his progress and are keen to go and cheer him on at sporting
events. R’s talent for table tennis was quickly recognised and BIRCH was able to
enrol him in a local table tennis club. 

The change in R is very apparent and has been noted by teachers at his college and
other professionals; he looks much happier, is studying hard and making excellent
progress. He has competed in national schools/college table tennis championships
and is now through to the final rounds.

R: 'They are a very very very excellent family… they
really care about me, they give me good advice’

We’re so pleased he is benefitting from having us around –
but we are certainly benefitting from having him!  The kids

say Thursdays have livened up no end with R visiting!
                                                        - Volunteer 
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MEET AND GREET PROJECT   

head, arm and shoulder treatment. We were also continued to be supported by students from the Social Work
Experience Education Project Training Project (SWEET) who 
help out during the session.  The Meet and Greet Project relies                                                                              
 on a dedicated and diverse 
group of volunteers made up of local citizens, students, 
asylum seekers and former asylum seekers. 

The year 2019 -20 presented us with considerable challenges.                                                                              
 We met in 2019 from April to July at our usual venue in Highgate,                                                                                          
St Martins Youth and Community Centre. Our long-standing partnership with The Children’s Society then
concluded due to the end of their funding so we had to suspend activities until we were able to find funding to
replace TCS staff and pay for a venue before we could continue. In 2019 numbers had become relatively low
(compared to previous years) as there were less families being housed in Initial Accommodation. Over this 14
week period (April 2nd – July 16th 2019) we averaged 11 adults and 11 children per weekly session. 

week period we averaged four adults and seven children per session. Although numbers were low, it was clear
that the families who attended enjoyed the activities on offer. On 16th March we were forced to suspend the
Meet and Greet sessions due to the COVID-19 outbreak. The project began to focus on supporting the
wellbeing of children who were isolating with their families through the provision of outdoor activity packs of
footballs, frisbees and skipping ropes and packs of cards at five hostels and hotels. 

Our Meet and Greet Project runs a weekly session for vulnerable
refugee and asylum seeking families with children. The majority
of the families are residents of local hostels for newly arrived
asylum seekers. The session includes a hot meal and plenty of
play and arts activities for the children and families to enjoy
together. Over the past year, our well established crochet corner
went from strength to strength, Birmingham MIND continued to
support the session by attending and carrying out well-being
activities with the families, and Eastside Arts Project also
continued their support providing art workshops. Our volunteer
masseuse Jagir Karara visited on an occasional basis to give free 

388 

visitors
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87% 

100% 
of families asked said

that the service
supported their needs 

We were able to start meeting again in January/February
2020 after appointing two new staff and holding training
sessions for volunteers. We kept in contact with staff at
the initial accommodation hostel and saw that the
numbers of families with children in IA had become even
lower. Speaking with the accommodation provider, we
decided to relocate our venue closer to another nearby
smaller IA provider as they had more families with
children resident. In 2020 we held five weekly sessions
between 6th February and 5th March. Over this five  



Volunteer celebration in July 2019
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Feedback from families 
"It is only once a week. My little
brother looks forward to it all

week.”

"I like everything
about this group,
bread making and

massage."

“I learned different activities like
sewing.”

"Meeting the families
from various countries,
ethnicities, cultures and

faiths."

“I like it as it provides
an opportunity to
meet people and

learn.”

"Everything
I like. Children’s

activities and help.”

‘



PARTNERSHIPS   
In developing and carrying out our activities we have worked with and been supported by a variety
of individuals and organisations. These have included:

The Red Cross
Hope Projects
Baobab Women's Project 
Women's Aid 
The Children’s Society
Birmingham MIND
Eastside Projects
The Social Work Experience Education & Training (SWEET) Project
Jagir Karara (Masseuse)
St Martins Youth and Community Centre, Highgate, Birmingham.
Christchurch, Selly Park, Birmingham
Urban Housing
David Smyth- SERCO
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LUSH Charity Pot
Controlling Migration Fund (Solihull Borough Council)
Heart of England Community Foundation – Birmingham & Black Country Communities Fund
Heart of England Community Foundation – Wesleyan Fund
Heart of England Community Foundation – Harry Payne Fund
George Fentham Birmingham Charity
WA Cadbury Trust
The Archer Trust
Allen Lane Foundation
William Dudley Trust
Big Lottery Fund – TNL Community Fund (Awards for All)
The Cole Trust
Grimmitt Trust
Joseph Hopkins & Henry J Sayer
George Henry Collins Charity
Baron Davenport Trust
The Woodward Trust

Between April 2019 – March 2020, grants were gratefully received from the following trusts and
funds:

A huge thanks to our long term supporters who
 donate to us on a monthly basis which is 
extremely helpful in giving us a degree of
stability: Nicholas Bell, Jonathan Collinson and 
the Willot family.

We are very grateful for all the donations from 
our ‘Night Bus’ fundraiser, donors include: D 
Hirst, G D Thomas, S Moodie, C E Hirst, L Hirst, 
R Fell and other anonymous donors who have 
kindly donated towards our work in the past year.

DONORS    
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FINANCIAL REVIEW    
April 2019- March 2020 (unaudited) 
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BIRCH Network, The Moseley Exchange, 149-153 Alcester Road, Birmingham, B13 8JP                 

Birmingham Community Hosting Network

www.birchnetwork.org                      David@birchnetwork.org                     07708339362                   

@Birchnetwork                                     @Birchnetwork                                               

Charity registration 1151763 

]]

Image: Befriendee Ismail created a collage picturing himself
with his befrienders.   


