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Abstract
The ‘hostile environment’[footnoteRef:1] created by UK migration policy has put increased pressure on voluntary sector organisations to provide integration and employment support to refugees and asylum seekers.  RefugeeUK[footnoteRef:2] provides essential support to these groups in a small UK city. Owing to the isolation and disconnection of these groups generally from the wider community, it was essential that the organisation continue to provide services throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. This meant shifting delivery of wellbeing activities to in-person checks and when possible, to socially distanced spaces. The organisation was able to exploit its small size to quickly pivot its service delivery and it drew on a wide network of relationships to help extend the reach of its services to more groups during this crisis. [1:  The ‘hostile environment’ is a phrase used to describe a major change in migration policy in the UK in the last decade with fewer social protections for migrants and efforts to supress net immigration. This is expanded on in the discussion of the background of the case study.]  [2:  This is a pseudonym to protect the anonymity of the operations of the organisation.] 
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Background
RefugeeUK was set up as a UK charity only a few years before the start of the pandemic with a specific focus on supporting refugees and asylum seekers. Before that, the organisation had been serving one small city in the west of the UK as a community-based organisation since the mid-1990s. The focus of the organisation is ensuring the wellbeing of refugees and asylum seekers and engaging in broader advocacy activities for those groups, including preventive work on human trafficking. 
This informal work[footnoteRef:3] with refugees and asylum seekers has increased in importance in the UK following policy changes from the 1990s and thereafter the removal of pathways that allowed these groups to integrate into communities more easily. These changes restricted options for asylum seekers to access public financial support and employment (Zetter and Pearl, 2010; Mayblin and James, 2019). In general, a ‘hostile environment’ has dominated recent migration in the UK which has led to greater distrust of public services by migrants and a greater reliance on trusted voluntary sector organisations to provide a range of support (Carey-Wood, 1997; Caruso et al, 2022).  [3:  Informal work here is set as comparison to the formal work and provision provided by state-based services. ] 

Organisations like RefugeeUK have emerged in response to these restrictive policies by providing a range of wellbeing services that promote integration.[footnoteRef:4] These activities focus on health and social connection, like sports, but also may include language or employment preparation skills. The activities also aim to develop service user skills through volunteering. Finally, RefugeeUK provides support in accessing public services such as health and education as well as help in navigating the migration process.  [4:  These are services that focus primarily on service user mental and emotional wellbeing as opposed to services focused exclusively on ensuring basic needs are met.] 

RefugeeUK’s wellbeing services include gardening, sports, sewing, and bicycle refurbishment. The gardening and sewing classes offer a key opportunity for integration by allowing refugees and asylum seekers to practice English and build their social networks. The football sessions provided in partnership with a local sports charity also have a key integration function and help to maintain the physical health of refugees and asylum seekers as well. The bicycle repair project is particularly important preparation for employment as it allows refugees and asylum seekers to volunteer and develop key skills. English as a second language classes are also offered with an education partner. 
RefugeeUK also engages in key advocacy work with local and regional governments as well as local public service organisations. At the time of the crisis (2021), the charity had slightly more than £150,000 in annual income,[footnoteRef:5] 2.5 FTE paid employees and a core of volunteers and trustees.  [5:  Based on annually reported accounts to the charity commission.] 


Crisis
Many of RefugeeUK's service users face linguistic barriers, distrust government providers, and struggle with integration. This placed these individuals in a particularly vulnerable position at the start of the pandemic in the UK when restrictions on movement meant that they were prevented from leaving their residences. For many of the service users, RefugeeUK programmes had been the primary source of socialisation and wellbeing support. This was threatened by physical restrictions. Additionally, the majority of service users lived in temporary or poor accommodations which did not provide them with access to the internet; this prevented them from engaging in alternative virtual opportunities. 
The physical restrictions also impacted the ability of service users to access any state provided public services. When they attempted to contact the Home Office[footnoteRef:6] for information on their cases, they were unable to reach anyone on the phone. This compounded vulnerabilities in accessing financial support and other information about their cases. When the pandemic removed formal channels for service users to access statutory services, they relied more heavily on the few members of staff from RefugeeUK whom they could trust to help them. [6:  This is the primary UK government department responsible for immigration policy across the country as a whole.] 

 
Strategies 
In effect, the vulnerability of service users required the organisation to maintain some kinds of face-to-face services. For safety reasons, this meant having a number of simultaneous bespoke strategies to support individual service users. RefugeeUK staff offered a combination of individual wellbeing checks, grocery runs, telephone calls, and masked meetings in front of open windows. In addition, various volunteering activities were set up for one or two individuals including cleaning up the bike workshop and fixing up broken bikes. This served a dual purpose in providing activity to support wellbeing whilst also ensuring maintenance of bikes which were an essential form of transport for these communities. The number of volunteering activities had to be kept to a minimum for lack of supervisory staff; moreover, these activities were restricted to existing volunteers who were already familiar with the organisation’s procedures. 
Service users were invested in the organisation and worked to help support it by helping where they could. The small size of the organisation limited what it could do. Safety requirements also meant that RefugeeUK had to operate on an appointment basis rather than maintain regular drop-in services. This helped conserve staff time and had the benefit of providing structure and regularity for service users. The organisation was still able to remain flexible to prioritise drop-ins for the most urgent needs.
One of the key factors in successfully modifying its wellbeing support services were RefugeeUK’s local relationships. The organisation was able to relocate its sports wellbeing services from the local leisure centre to an outside space as a result of its connections with another sports charity. This also allowed it to deploy staff to stand outside the two locations to help service users. This was one example of how the organisation was able to be flexible in the programmes it offered and the spaces it used.  It relied on connections with other smaller community groups and with larger community anchor organisations to pool resources in order to continue to offer services. 
RefugeeUK was also brought into a number of broader discussions with statutory services concerned with supporting refugees and asylum seekers in the pandemic. The organisation was included in a weekly call with other community groups which provided a key platform to raise issues. The staff members said that in effect it was as if some of the agencies realised for the first time that RefugeeUK was out there and began to appreciate the relational resources at their disposal. This strengthened RefugeeUK’s resilience throughout the pandemic by providing an alternative route to access statutory services where contact routes were limited. 

Outcome
The small size of the organisation meant that RefugeeUK could maintain many of the wellbeing activities for service users but on a reduced scale. The pandemic restrictions decreased the informal support that the organisation could provide and as a result meant that the limited number of staff were under less pressure than they would be under normal conditions when they were providing a full range of wellbeing services. Some formalised practices were introduced which provided protection to staff both in terms of health but also in terms of workload demands. 
RefugeeUK’s small size also meant it was capable of easily adapting to the changing demands of the pandemic in a way that larger organisations might have struggled with. Individual support and wellbeing could be shifted to covid safe delivery whilst larger group social activities were moved online as a temporary measure or shifted to outdoor covid safe venues. The limited number of staff meant that the scope of the organisation had always been limited and in many ways the pandemic did not dramatically increase service user needs, but rather shifted the types of need. Priority was placed on conveying information and providing more personalised contact as opposed to more inclusion and empowerment social activities provided during normal operations. 
A major source of RefugeeUK’s resilience was its capacity for organic and relational working. The small size of the organisation meant that most referrals and participation with programmes were based on word of mouth. This meant that most service users had a direct relationship with staff which made changes to wellbeing checks easier than with other larger organisations (e.g. food drops and home visits). Additionally, relationships with other local organisations were key sources of support when resources and knowledge were pooled to help support service users. These relationships also meant that RefugeeUK had access to larger anchor organisations in the voluntary and statutory sector where issues could be raised on behalf of service users. This strengthened its value with those larger organisations as a source of information and as a means of contacting hard to reach populations during a challenging time. All this raised the profile of RefugeeUK and put it in a stronger position coming out of the pandemic to access new partnerships and funding opportunities. 
Since the pandemic the activities of RefugeeUK have expanded to include a counselling service for people going through bereavement and a support scheme for unaccompanied children, which is offered in partnership with local government.[footnoteRef:7] This has led to a fourfold increase in income from the local government which, combined with new charitable sources of income, has increased the organisation’s annual income to nearly a quarter of a million pounds.[footnoteRef:8] While it has remained a small organisation the number of part time employees has increased, and several new local partnerships have been established.[footnoteRef:9] This has allowed an increase in daily wellbeing activities as well as more weekly sessions.[footnoteRef:10] It also means that the organisation continues to have important access to local government and local services.  [7:  Based on annually reported accounts to the charity commission.]  [8:  Ibid.]  [9:  Ibid.]  [10:  Ibid.] 


Critical Questions
1. What role did trust play in how RefugeeUK operated during the pandemic? 
2. What relationships proved the most helpful for the resilience of the organisation throughout the pandemic and the recovery? 
3. How did internal operations of the organisation shift during the pandemic and what did this mean for service users? 
4. What were the benefits and limitations of smaller size of the organisation in adapting to the crisis?
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