SUNDERLAND ECHO ARTICLE
FOUR years ago the Government stopped sending asylum seekers to Sunderland.

The brief move came after the fatal stabbing of Iranian Peiman Bahmani in Hendon.
Sunderland had a dangerous reputation for asylum seekers, but now refugees are choosing to make a life here.  It marks a remarkable turnaround from the tensions that saw Home Office officials log 100 racial incidents in the city in a two-year period, while angry asylum seekers protested over levels of violence.  While racism still remains an issue, a senior worker from the North of England Refugee Service said attitudes had been transformed.

Dealing with 400 refugees and asylum seekers now living in the city, Sunderland team leader John Short believes the city is no longer the place it was when 30-year-old restaurant worker Peiman Bahmani was murdered by racist Steven Roberts as he walked to his flat in Peel Street. 
Mr Short said: “The hangover from those sad days is that people who haven’t been back to Sunderland since that time remember a city as it was then.  “Things have changed enormously. The atmosphere is far more friendly, far more tolerant.  “It’s moved to the point where refugees who gain status now want to remain in Sunderland. They are not looking to leave the area. They see Sunderland as a place they want to live in and raise their families, which is fantastic.  “The city has moved dramatically from the position it was in back then to being a much more progressive, outgoing society. It’s a credit to the people of Sunderland that refugees and asylum seekers feel as good as they do.  “Overall it has been a quick shift, because the will has been there to change since that time, which was an extremely low point.  ”Among Government officials and asylum seekers, Sunderland had a bad image.  Mr Short said: “When I get visitors from the Home Office now, they are really impressed. They start to look at Sunderland completely differently. Some of these people won’t have known a great deal about Sunderland until those headlines and reports hit their desks. They will have had a very negative picture of the town because of that incident.”

The progress doesn’t mask the hurdles that still face people fleeing to Britain, when they are resettled on Wearside.  They include rundown housing, a block on working and red tape which slashes even the smallest financial support to asylum seekers with human rights cases. Racism remains a factor for many.  Mr Short said: “Anecdotally, I am told that things have improved but we still have issues generally with younger people,  Today the largest groups of asylum seekers are Iranians and Africans, with many coming from civil war in Somalia and genocide in Sudan.
Their backgrounds range from shepherds and even an ostrich farmer to teachers, doctors and barristers. Just under a third are granted refugee status and allowed to stay.  Everyday life throws up problems. One asylum seeker was left bewildered by a cooker in his flat and didn’t know what to do with tins of food. He had always used an open fire.  Highly skilled people aren’t allowed to work. They rely on state handouts, set at 30 per cent lower than income support.  Mr Short said: “It is one of the ironies of the system. We have some very useful people who are extremely motivated, used to supporting themselves and would love to work – they don’t want to come to the UK and be a burden. They came here for a safe and better life and they are confronted with laws that say you are not allowed to work.”  Moved to empty housing in communities like Hendon and Pennywell, there are problems on all sides.  “Areas with vacant housing were, often, not the most ideal places for newly-arrived foreign nationals. Some of these are tough neighbourhoods,” Mr Short said.  “What would have been useful would have been preparation. It was a big change for areas not used to having foreign nationals. It caused issues.  ”Those issues remain, but in spite of them, Sunderland is their home.  “People are brought here. They have no choice about it. Yet, after they have been in Sunderland a while, they want to stay, “Sunderland is a city undergoing huge regeneration and you can feel a certain expectancy. Everyone can see things changing and asylum seekers and refugees understand that means the city is getting better.”
No one has forgotten what happened to Peiman Bahmani. But, four years on, asylum seekers and refugees are making small changes to communities, they feel they now belong to and more importantly, want to.  “They feel they are lucky, which is incredible. To see someone who may lost everything believe that, is amazing. We can learn a lot from these cultures, their dignity and resilience,” Mr Short said.

 

The myths: 
Asylum seekers are just looking for somewhere comfortable to live: 
The top 10 refugee-producing countries have poor human rights records and most refugees don’t choose their destination country.

Britain’s asylum system is a soft touch: 
Applications have more than halved in the last two years, while nine out of 10 are refused.

Countries like Britain look after most of the world’s refugees: 
Two thirds of the world’s refugees live in developing countries, often in camps. Africa and Asia are home to 60 per cent, Europe 25 per cent.

Asylum seekers get large handouts: 
Home Office research found most didn’t have a clue about the benefits system. They don’t jump housing queues and can’t choose where they live. They don’t get perks like mobile phones or cars. Eighty-five per cent of organisations working with them say they go hungry and can’t afford clothes or shoes.


Refugees cost Britain a fortune: 
Migrants to the UK, including asylum seekers and refugees, contribute £2.5billion to the economy.
 

 

BULLYING and racism in schools are stopping children from achieving their full potential, a council report has found.  Since 2002, there have been 413 racist incidents logged by education officials in the city’s schools.  Most recently these have included brawls and an incident where an Asian parent was blocked from getting into a school by a gang of white pupils.  Education was the top priority in the snapshot survey of black and ethnic minorities, with fears raised over racial harassment and calls for an all-girl school to be set up.  There were demands also for a higher profile police presence at night in residential areas with high concentrations of ethnic minority families such as Millfield and Hendon and more patrols around the university.  Council officials polled 30 people in the survey – a third of whom were asylum seekers.  Refugees raised concerns over housing and the difficulty of organising somewhere to live after a decision in their cases, forcing some to quit the city. Employment, and their inability to work, was another issue raised alongside lack of child care.  Other findings included calls for a mosque for the city’s Pakistani community, a community centre for Chinese people and for the council to celebrate other religious festivals, alongside Christmas.  The report concluded: “In general ethnic communities like Sunderland to live in as life here is getting better compared with the past. Even though people from black and ethnic minority communities have been happy about the council being mostly helpful, whenever approached with any issues none of them came up with a ringing endorsement of the council and its work.”  David Elliott, Sunderland Council’s adult services policy and development manager, said: “The encouraging thing is people generally seem to think Sunderland is becoming a better place to live, “The issues for asylum seekers are mainly about jobs and housing.  “They feel they have a lot of skills they can contribute, but aren’t being given the opportunity to tap into them. It’s frustrating for them that they can’t use their skills.”
  

“IT’S hard”. 
Malik Yansane has lived in Sunderland for the last five years.  An asylum seeker from Guinea in West Africa, he knows Wearside well.  “It’s a hard city,” he admits.
But, Sunderland is now Malik’s home.  His hopes of staying hinge on a human rights appeal, which has left him relying on help and handouts from friends and pouring his energy into volunteering and college courses.  In the face of this, life has improved he believes.
Malik said:  “Three years ago, Sunderland was a really rough place. In Hendon, people were doing everything. We got our windows broke, fire, everything, “But I find that in Mackem people’s lives once they know who you are and where you come from, they are more friendly. 
“Sunderland is not a big city like London. The people here aren’t used to foreigners. You have to read about the history here and I have done that: the shipbuilding, the mining, how it was before. 
“Someone just can’t accept you until they know who you are. You have to give yourself and discover that person, step-by-step.  ”At Sunderland’s North East Refugee Service, Malik is among friends. That’s a feeling he says extends across a city in which he has had homes in Washington, Roker, Hendon and Houghton.   Now in a flat in Glebe, the 34-year-old, who helps at the British Red Cross and is studying mentoring at college, said: “If I walk through The Bridges, 10 or 20 people will shake me by the hand. If you went to live in Africa, the first thing you would have to do is integrate into the community.  “Between Geordies and Mackems, in football, they are enemies. everybody knows about that, but, they are all British.  For us to get integration, we have to convince the community around, so they know who you are.”

When she first arrived in 2000, Mavreen Kawanzaruwa shared the same hopes and the same openness.  She fled Harare in Zimbabwe with her parents and younger brother and sister when she was 17.  Resettled in Sunderland and now 23, Mavreen is studying for a degree in social work at Teesside University, after being granted refugee status.  Mavreen was first moved to Hendon, but now lives in Pennywell.  “At first I thought Sunderland was a nice place, very accepting, but over the years my perception has changed, because of the amount of racism I get where I live. It’s dreadful.  “We get 4lb hammers thrown through the front window, our cars are scratched. A guy threatened to kill us with a knife, but the case was dismissed in court. They said it was our word against this man’s, “The papers don’t do us any justice. Some people think we live in straw houses next to monkeys, they think if we live next to monkeys, that’s how we should be treated.  “In all our countries, there were white people and we have been educated that there are other races out there. But here they don’t want people settling in their country. They think we are just here to take their benefits and that’s it, “Even if you do get refugee status and you want to stay, if you are not aware of the opportunities that are open to you, you end up in the same dead-end jobs. Even I, when I get qualified, am not guaranteed a job because of my skin colour.” 

Anicet Kwimbu, 35, came to Sunderland after arriving in Britain from the Democratic Republic of Congo  – scene of  Africa’s bloodiest conflict claiming an estimated four million lives since 1998 – 18 months ago.  He lives with wife Esther, 32, in Ashbrooke.  He said: “Sunderland is an open place. And safe. You have justice here. You can speak without thinking.  “It’s very hard the first time, the mix of culture is hard, for us, but it’s improving.  “It was hard to find friends because we are living very isolated. My English wasn’t so good when I came here, “In the first area I was living, young boys would shout abuse. It depends on the age – people who are older than 40 they are kinder than children. 

For, Sam, who doesn’t want to give his full name, his future, and the others, depend on one thing: acceptance.  A member of the Sunderland African Association, Sam handles numerous complaints about racism, but still believes Sunderland has more to offer.  He said: “Sunderland is a nice place to live if everyone can contribute. I want to feel part of it, but if I am not beig shown that it is a level playing field, then it is just a dream. If I feel at home, I should be accepted for that. If I’m rejected it’s far more difficult to overcome, “People want to stay and they are here doing positive things and they want to contribute to the development of Sunderland.  “Most asylum seekers don’t want to be on the street, they want to work and they want to stay here – if they are accepted.”

