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The new City of Sanctuary drop-in centre
Pam Inder Chair of Leicester City of Sanctuary writes:
2011 sees the City of Sanctuary starting on a new and exciting venture with the opening of our new drop-in centre in the Barclays Bank building in Town Hall Square in Leicester. The centre is now fully furnished and will open to asylum seekers on January 19th for one day a week. We shall have a formal opening on February 16th with a speaker and a performance from the Zimbabwean Association choir. We had originally planned a formal opening by the Lord Mayor on January 19th, but on the night of December 28th a pipe burst in the roof. Our rooms were undamaged but the water and power had to be turned off and we feared there might be a long delay in getting repairs done, but these have been carried out speedily and efficiently. 
Part of our remit is to help asylum seekers and refugees integrate into our community and to encourage other organisations to welcome them. This requires us to have contact with members of the asylum seeking community in order to take up the offers being made by our partners. Similarly, any outings or events we run ourselves, even the FANs circles, are only viable if we can contact potential clients. A drop-in seemed the obvious solution, but without premises it could only ever be a pipe dream. Then we got lucky.

Healthy Planet is a London-based charity (charity registration no 1122475, www.healthyplanet.org ). Stephen Fry is one of its sponsors.  Part of Healthy Planet’s strategy to get its brand and activities better known by  taking over empty buildings in different parts of the UK and using them to showcase its activities and also to promote one of the charity’s local schemes which is a free book exchange.

Taking over empty properties is possible because full business rates are payable on business premises even when they are empty. However, if a charity takes over the building it is exempt from paying rates – hence it is in owners’ interests to lease their empty properties to a charity. Each building has a designated local key-holder who sets up displays of Healthy Planet’s publicity materials, runs the book exchange and can allow other organisations to use the building, subject to their agreement so long as those organisations conform to the profile they lay down – that is, organisations concerned in some way with healthy living and ecological issues. 

The charity has recently taken over the old Barclays Bank complex on the corner of Town Hall Square. Julia Farley, one of our volunteers and a keen supporter of City of Sanctuary, and Dr Andrew Merrills of Leicester University, are now the official key-holders and they have persuaded Healthy Planet to allow City of Sanctuary to run a drop-in centre for asylum seekers in the building. We have the premises free of charge and are not liable for fuel bills or other charges.

UCCF has recently relocated their office to Oxford and to do so had to dispose of a huge amount of office furniture and equipment. We were fortunate enough to acquire a considerable amount of this, including five quite new laptops, several printers, a table tennis table, desks, chairs, tables and bookcases – even some plants and a cupboard full of computer paper. Supporters have made other donations – kettles, cushions, crockery and cutlery, for example. We also purchased some sofas and easy chairs at ‘mates’ rates’ from the British Heart Foundation and some heaters (the central heating would be too expensive to run) from B&Q. We even persuaded them to donate one!

Our centre contains a computer room, a room with large tables in which we plan to hold craft groups and have sewing machines available for use. There is a large chill-out area where people can have cups of tea, read magazines, play board games, do jigsaws, watch TV or just sit and chat. There is a kitchen, a children’s play room with toys, a table tennis room, a therapy room (two of our volunteers do therapeutic massage) and office space where clients can talk to us in private – Refugee Action plans to send a worker to some of our drop-ins.
Initially we plan to open one day a week – Wednesdays 10- 4. We have a team of volunteers who are keen to work in the centre – but further offers of help would be most welcome!

No scheme is without its disadvantages and the main difficulty with this one is that Healthy Planet – and City of Sanctuary - would have a month’s notice to vacate the building if a buyer, or someone willing to rent the building, is found. However, in the present financial climate this is not likely to happen, but if it does, Healthy Planet undertake to try to re-house us in another of the properties they are managing under the same scheme.

Home Affairs Committee assesses work of the UK Border Agency
The Home Affairs Committee has published its 4th report on the work of the UK Border Agency which notes the large number of asylum seeker legacy cases it is still working on. 
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201011/cmselect/cmhaff/587/58703.htm
Proposed changes to legal entitlement for asylum seekers 
The Government has issued a Green paper on its proposed changes to access to legal aid for asylum seekers.  The deadline for consultation is Feb 14 2011.
http://www.justice.gov.uk/consultations/legal-aid-reform-151110.htm
The Refuge Council has issued an initial briefing paper.
While asylum seekers will still be eligible for legal advice on their asylum claim, advice on asylum support matters are being withdrawn from eligibility.  Asylum -seekers often need qualified legal advice to establish their entitlements. The RC are alarmed by the proposal that asylum seekers’ claim for access to legal advice will initially be assessed by telephone, in view of the logistical difficulties this could present. http://www.refugeecouncil.org.uk/Resources/Refugee%20Council/downloads/parliamentary_briefings/Legal%20aid%20parliamentary%20briefing.pdf
City of Sanctuary movement grows

Bristol is the latest city to win formal endorsement of its City of Sanctuary status via a vote by Bristol City Council on Nov 16 2010. In doing so, Council agreed to adopt the following statement:
“This Council recognises the contribution of asylum seekers and refugees to the City of Bristol and is committed to welcoming and including them in our activities. The council also recognises that a comprehensive, co-ordinated and forward-looking approach is needed if City of Sanctuary, the welfare of people moving in to the city, and community cohesion between new and existing communities are to be supported effectively. The Council endorses Bristol’s status as a City of Sanctuary and will work to implement the City of Sanctuary pledges through its Community Cohesion Strategy 2010-13.”
