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Welcome	to	the	Winter	issue	of	Action	For	
Refugees	In	Lewisham’s	Newsletter.	We	are	
delighted	to	be	able	to	share	with	you	our	
work	helping	people	from	refugee	and	mi-
grant	backgrounds	in	Southeast	London.	

I	founded	AFRIL	7	years	ago	to	give	people	
from	refugee	backgrounds,	who	were	strug-
gling	with	poverty	and	lack	of	support,	to	
have	a	place	where	they	could	be	people	
first	and	refugees	and	migrants	second.	We	
took	a	holistic	approach,	dealing	with	the	
cause	of	their	problems,	their	legal	status,	
while	providing	practical	help	to	meet	their	
immediate	needs	for	housing,	health,	food,	
and	clothing.	

Today	AFRIL	remains	a	haven	for	some	of	
the	most	marginalised	people	in	our	com-
munity.	We	are	seeing	alarming	increases	
in	the	number	of	people	seeking	our	help	
due	to	austerity	and	government	policy.	
While	we	are	working	hard	with	our	partners	
to	develop	solutions	we	need	your	help.	We	
need	your	help,	whether	volunteering	or	
fund-raising	your	support	is	essential	for	us	
to	continue	our	work.

We	are	so	thankful	to	our	dedicated	staff	
and	volunteer	team,	and	our	funders	for	
their	ongoing	commitment	to	help	vulnera-
ble	people	from	refugee	and	migrant	back-
grounds.	AFRIL	could	not	deliver	without	
them.	

This	is	our	first	quarterly	newsletter.
We	hope	that	you	enjoy	it	and	look
forward	to	meeting	you	soon,

Iolanda	Chirico	–	Manager/	Founder	of	
AFRIL	

 



RAINBOW CLUB SPRING TERM
The Rainbow Club supports the inclusion and attainment of children from refugee and migrant 
backgrounds. .It is a supplementary Saturday school for children aged 4-11 years old, formed  after 
extensive consultation with the local community, local voluntary and statutory service providers. We 
aim to improve children’s ability to integrate successfully into the community and improve their self 
confidence.

The classes take place every Saturday from 9:15am-1:15pm (term time only) at our office. The school 
is divided into Reception, Key Stage 1 and Key Stage 2 classes where they have lessons in  numera-
cy, literacy, music, art, and sport. We welcome all children from refugee and migrant backgrounds.

Introducing Minnie and Ben, Volunteer Teaching Assistants
Minnie and Ben, volunteer teaching assistants, have volunteered at the Rainbow Club for 
3 years, and share here why they chosen to volunteer and what they have achieved.

Minnie: I chose to volunteer in order to contribute back to the community. I wanted to 
provide extra support to the refugees and understand the cultural difficulties that they 
face.

Ben: AFRIL seemed more involved and hands on than other organisations. I find the 
activities really intellectually stimulating, helping people to integrate into society.

Minnie: I feel that I have made a visible impact on the children at the Rainbow Club.

Ben:	It is great to see the positive effect of helping people, a contrast to my profit-driven 
work environment.

Minnie: Other people should get involved as it builds good relationships and strong bonds 
with the children and teachers. I received a thank you card from one of the children 
which was a wonderful reward for the work that we had done together.

Ben:	People should volunteer here as it gives a different perspective and experience to 
their work environment. If you feel unfulfilled in work life, it is a different activity to work and 
a constructive use of time. There is a sense of self-satisfaction and a want to help.

Introducing KS2 English and Maths 
Teacher Ms Ndaiziyei (Daisy) Murimba

I have been teaching for nearly 30 
years, having graduated in Harare, 
Zimbabwe, my home country, in 
1987.  I have been teaching in the 
UK since 2001 and have a PGCE 
General Primary course from Cumbria 
University.  As a refugee myself, the 
Refugee Council’s Refugees into 
Teaching (RiT) programme helped me 
to gain the skills and qualifications that 
I needed to teach in the UK.  

I sought refuge in the UK in 2001 
following the conflict in Zimbabwe. 
I appreciate the struggles that my 
students’ families are working with 
every day. This is the reason why I am 
working with these children; it’s a part 
of my giving back to the community.  

At the Rainbow Club every student 
is a child first with particular learning 
challenges, namely language and 
poverty. My job is to consolidate what 
they are learning in their mainstream 
schools.  Lessons are based on the 
National Curriculum and planned 
according to the Primary National 
Strategy: Primary Framework for 
literacy and mathematics.

We have very limited time with 
the children so we make the 
most of the time that we have.

We set work for the children 
that would 
help them to meet their 
expectations. 
The class follows a code of 
behaviour based on respect 
and patience for both the 
children and adults teaching. 

These and our rewards system 
encourage all the children to 
own their learning whilst the 
adults provide guidance.
The children have enjoyed 
marking the centenary of 
World War I. We have been 
reading Michael Morpurgo’s 
book, Warhorse.  

I am looking forward to a very 
positive year all round.

We currently have places available in our Reception class and 
waiting lists for our other classes. You can apply for a place 
throughout the academic year by contacting us. Our qualified 
teachers, some of whom come from refugee and migrant 
backgrounds, deliver the classes in partnership with a dedicated 
team of volunteers, and are always keen to welcome new 
members to the team! 

With more resources we can offer more places to children 
and increase our impact. Recently we received funding from 
Lewisham Council, Goldsmiths Company, the People Health 
trust, to employ a Rainbow Club Manager and strengthen 
our relationships with schools. We are currently running a 
crowdfunding appeal to increase the number of places we 
can offer to vulnerable children from refugee and migrant 
backgrounds. Please click on this link to see our parents and 
children talk about the impact of the Rainbow Club on their 
lives. http://www.buzzbnk.org/rainbowclub



AFRIL provides a free crèche for parents and carers on Wednesdays and Thursdays.  This 
service is primarily for people attending our English classes as many of our students are either 
unemployed or ineligible for benefits. The crèche is a lifeline for isolated women enabling 
them to develop skills, whilst safe in the knowledge that their children are well looked after.

CRÈCHE

CRÈCHE	LEADER,	LORNA

ESOL

The crèche is unique. We help the children, who start at a clear disadvantage from 
children in mainstream nurseries, to catch up, whilst helping their parents to gain control 
over their children’s education. Children learn the alphabet, numbers, colours, reading, 
listening – similar to a mainstream nursery. We provide parents with advice and support 
on how to access basic service and refer them to other AFRIL services for support or our 
partners such as immigration advisors.

English language proficiency enables people to help themselves, and has been a central 
service at AFRIL since it formed 7 years ago. AFRIL provides free ESOL classes for asylum 
seekers and refugees on a Wednesday and Thursday. 

The students value the classes as they connect them with their local community. The 
classes give them information on the health and education systems, work opportunities, 
how to promote their children’s progression in school, and how to promote a healthier life 
style for their families. 

The peer learning environment also provides students with a strong support network. The 
students, who come from all over the world, offer each other tips, advice and a listening 
ear as many of them go through similar obstacles and problems adjusting to life in the UK.

Introducing	Natalie	Martin,	ESOL	Teacher
The English classes are aimed at educating the students on nutrition and health with 
a particular emphasis on early child development and child healthcare. The classes 
empower the students to find a job, integrate into their local community and society 
as a whole; providing an opportunity to settle into the UK as a contributing and self-
sufficient member of society.
 
The ESOL Early Child Development classes provide young mothers who come from 
backgrounds where there is less emphasis on healthcare with tips on how to look after 
themselves and their families’ healthcare. They also provide essential English lessons 
to provide mothers with the knowledge and confidence to take a more active role 
in their children’s education, the local community and act as a valuable tool for the 
students to integrate and understand British society better. Essentially the classes work 
to relieve the strain on the NHS, and help the students to become more independent. 

The classes are very popular, and an excellent support network for young mothers 
and mothers new to the United Kingdom. If you are interested in joining, enrol early in 
January to ensure that you secure your position. 

ESOL	STUDENTS

In one of the first lessons of the academic year, the students explained more about 
why they are in the lessons and what they hope to gain from them:
We want to improve our English so that we can read books to our children in English 
and help with their school work. The English classes will also help us to find a job, to 
improve relationships with our co-workers and neighbours, to ask for directions, and 
help our children to learn. 

The English classes are great as they fit around our children’s school day. The 
teaching style is relaxed, the teachers are always willing to help and encourage us
You meet people from all around the world, with different languages, cultures, 
hobbies and food! We give each other tips and introduce each other to new things.



Yoga Class
AFRIL provides a Yoga class for women from refugee and migrant backgrounds 
to increase their physical and mental health. 

The Yoga class is self-financed and runs every Thursday at 12.30am for 1 hour.  
It aims to relieve stress, improve health and fitness and develop a sense of 
community among the students. Several students now support the organisation 
and running of the groups. 

Introducing	Karen	Kenton,	
Yoga	Instructor
Our main aim in the Yoga class is to improve the 
students’ health and fitness. With the summer 
over, some of the students have returned 
feeling stressed and having gained a few 
pounds - the Yoga classes will help with both.

The classes offer a therapeutic and stress relief 
hour each week for the students; working on 
breathing exercises, meditation for the mind, 
body and soul, relaxing and creating a positive 
outlook on any issues or problems in their 
weekly schedules. For some people it gives 
them a reason to leave the house, and join 
a community group, creating and nurturing 
friendships and well-being. 

Many of the students that take part in the Yoga 
classes lead a very stressful, and frustrating life 
in London as they seek to better themselves 
and their families whilst settling in the capital. 
The Yoga classes promote team work, offer all 
students a listening ear for their problems as well 
as helping the students to feel positive and in 
control of their problems. 

YOGA	CLASS	STUDENTS
We joined the class to stay fit and healthy. It helps us to relax the mind. Many of us, at the start of the 
session feel very stressed from life in London and by the end of the session we leave feeling positive 
and happier. For some of us we want to be fitter, lose weight and lead a healthier life. For others it 
helps us to de-stress and gain a more positive outlook on life.

This is a very supportive group, everyone is friendly and everyone is welcoming. You do not need any 
experience, and whist the classes are physically challenging, the atmosphere is very relaxed and 
good fun. Come and join us to see for yourself!

To find out more, or to join the classes email Iolanda at Iolanda@AFRIL.org.uk

It is a very happy group; everyone helps 
out to make the sessions as stress free and 
relaxed as possible. We work very hard during 
the classes and for many of the students the 
results are noticeable. 

Come and join us!

AFRIL continues to provide vital support to people from refugee and migrant backgrounds 
who are unable to meet their basic needs. We provide people with food, clothing and 
small emergency grants to purchase essential items. We also advise people on their rights to 
services such as housing and education, and support them to apply for such support or refer 
them to our partners such as Lewisham Refugee and Migrant Network who provide specialist 
support and immigration advice. 

We are seeing increasing numbers of destitute people who have no one to turn to, often 
with deteriorating physical and mental health. They are unable to access support that they 
are entitled to or have no money to pay for the legal advice that they need to end their 
suffering. We are highly reliant on our volunteers and partners to meet this growing need. We 
would welcome new volunteers to support this growing service. 

DESTITUTION	SERVICES

Introducing Maggie Gravelle, Volunteer Administrator, talking about her 
experience of helping Mr H.

AFRIL is approached by vulnerable people from refugee and migrant backgrounds with 
nowhere to turn who need help with a range of problems whilst adjusting to life in the UK. 
Maggie Gravelle, Volunteer Administrator, shares one of her experiences volunteering with 
AFRIL:

I supported Mr H to deal with several matters affecting his and his family’s ability to live with 
dignity. 

He first came into the AFRIL office for help with his housing and brought with him a brief 
case packed with all his documentation.  His English was not up to coping with the 
technical language of Council letters and forms. 

So my first job was to check details with Mr H and his solicitor to help him to complete an 
application for larger housing for himself and his family who had joined him in the UK.  Mr. 
H is an Iranian refugee who fled to the UK eight years ago to seek asylum. A boat builder, 
he was persecuted after participating in a political demonstration.  Following his release 
from prison, now disabled from the torture he experienced there, he left his family to seek 
asylum. The UK government has given him refugee status and he is receiving treatment for 
his injuries and post-traumatic stress 

Mr H needed appropriate housing. He and his family live in one bedroom in a hostel.  I 
helped him to complete the necessary forms to apply for new suitable accommodation.  
When after several weeks he had received no response Mr H and a translator visited the 
Housing Office where they waited for two hours before being told that the relevant officer 
was not available.  Several phone-calls later I established that a letter had been sent to 
Mr. H’s hostel which he had not received. A duplicate was then sent to AFRIL which was so 
complicated clarification had to be requested from the solicitor.

I then supported Mr H to apply for a school place for his daughter and a college place 
for his son.  Both these have now been achieved.  His wife is attending English classes and 
both of them came to the summer school. We also secured emergency grants from small 
charities to buy essential items. 



Finally, I also helped him to challenge a TFL letter demanding payment of a fine for misuse of 
his oyster card.  Mr H explained that he had mistakenly used an outdated oyster card when 
the inspector had not given him time to find his new one.  Mr. H had been confused and 
distressed when he was challenged on the bus and could not afford the fine.  I wrote a letter 
on his behalf and the fine was eventually waived.

These contacts with Mr. H have taught me something about the traumatic experiences that 
many refugees go through and the conditions they have had to endure.  They have also 
taught me to see systems and bureaucracy through his eyes - eyes which still twinkle with 
delight from time to time when we meet.

INCREASING	AFRIL’S	IMPACT
AFRIL is a small organisation of 8 part time staff and 30+ volunteers who work together to help 
people from refugee and migrant backgrounds to live with dignity and safety.  We could 
not deliver our services without the help from our volunteers to raise funds, holding events to 
promote our work, and working in our office. 

Much of this vital support work is delivered by our volunteers. We are always looking for 
committed volunteers who are interested in joining us to achieve our goals. With opportunities 
from working with children, assisting in ESOL classes, working in the office, helping to secure 
funding or even to organise events; AFRIL has a range of opportunities and for a great cause. 
Contact Iolanda Chirico to register your interest including your CV and a brief letter explaining 
your interest in volunteering with AFRIL.

I volunteered with AFRIL during the three-
month summer between my first and second 
years at university. I wanted to help at a local 
human rights organisation that was nearby to 
my home, and found AFRIL online - it seemed 
perfect. Upon enquiry, Iolanda responded 
quickly inviting me to come in once a week 
to help with administrative work. By the end 
of my first day, it was obvious how vital the 
charity was to the local refugee and asylum 
seeker community. The parents I spoke to all 
said that their lives had improved since they 
had been coming to AFRIL, for numerous 
reasons.

While I did do quite a bit of admin work, I was 
also, to my surprise, given responsibility and 
training. I was taught how to construct grant 
applications as part of the fundraising team, 
and helped to organise a fundraising event. 

To have heard that before I started would 
have been quite daunting, but the other 
volunteers and Iolanda, were always very 
patient and encouraging. 

Volunteer case study: Mabel Dennison, Volunteer
For anyone considering volunteering with AFRIL, I 
couldn’t encourage you enough. The charity does so 
much good, and you’ll meet a very dedicated group 
of volunteers who help in a variety of ways, whether 
with the Rainbow Club, in the office, or as part of the 
fundraising team. Basically, there’s a way for you to 
volunteer, however you’d like to do so! I’m now back 
at university, but hope to continue to help out at AFRIL 
in the future, as, apart from anything, it was incredibly 
enjoyable.

Upcoming events and key dates
AFRIL holds events for supporters to learn more about our work and 
contribute to our development. We also hold regular fundraising events 
to raise vital funds for our services. Finally, we hold events open to 
supporters to learn more about our work. The dates for all each of these 
activities are set out below. Please do join us!

6 February 2015 Crowdfunding campaign ends

To contact us about any of our events please contact Iolanda Chirico, 
details below: 

-	iolanda@AFRIL.org.uk
-	020	8297	4111
-	Follow	us	@AFRIL
-	Like	us	on	Facebook	Action	for	Refugees	in	Lewisham

•	 ESOL	classes, with a creche 
- 3 classes per week with 12 
learners in each class.

•	 Rainbow	Club	– Reception (12 
students), KS1 (27) and KS2 (24)

•	 Yoga - 10 students a week

•	 Support	and	advice - we assist 
an average of 5 people per 
week

•	 Destitution	support - there are 
currently 12 destitute families 
who receive food and clothing 
and small cash grants


