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Ramfel Refugee Refuseniks
25 years of defying the odds 

dedicated to the memory of Barbara weir



 
As the world debates the power dynamics and rationale for  
migration, locally refugees and migrants engage in daily battles for 
basic rights and justice. This book is dedicated to all those engaged 
in that daily fight, it is a story told from the perspective of one small 
organisation, that was as stubborn as the intolerance it met. 
 
2017, marks RAMFEL 25th anniversary. From its small and humble 
beginnings in 1992, it has rarely grown its income beyond £300,000. 
However it has often been described as ‘punching above its weight’ 
because of its determination to challenge stigma, prejudice and 
discrimination, wherever it finds it.  The last 25 years have bought a 
lot of highs and lows, but the organisation has continued throughout 
the toughest of times to be there for refugees and migrants because 
our fight as an organisation, is nothing in comparison to their 
personal fight for acceptance.
 
RAMFEL has literally been at the heart of so many discussions. The 
unique casework, and campaigning service has allowed it to draw  
grassroots evidence, of the everyday impact of successive 
immigration acts, public policies and campaigns on issues of  
inequality and injustice as they impact on all communities.

‘I do think that  trying to make sure you have your feet on the 
ground as well as your head in the library at the same time is quite 
an important thing. So I think there is something in general, not just 
about RAMFEL in this case, but about a lot of organisations. I’d say 
that if you’re doing work in the area of migration, it’s important to 
have a sense of what’s happening in different places at different times 
and the only way you get that is by  talking to people, working with 
people.’ 
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foRwaRd



 
‘Engaging with organisations like RAMFEL ... is part of the context 
that shapes your ideas. I would say it’s part of a structuring context 
for what we do and what we think about.’ 
Professor Michael Keith, Director of COMPAS, University of Oxford
 
This is a story about a small determined organisation and those 
that it seeks to represent, not only defying the odds, but also  
becoming refusniks opposed to the loss of our core British value of 
tolerance.  

Rita Chadha 
March 2017
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Professor Michael Keith - Migration Matters, 2011



‘You come here, because you need help, you hurt because of what you have 
seen, but you find life harder than back home. My heart is broken, my spirit 

destroyed, I do not understand and I am alone’.  
- The words of one of the first asylum seekers to settle into Redbridge

During the 1990’s, the international crisis in Kosovo and the conflict in 
Somalia created huge numbers of displaced people. Contrary to popular 
opinion, not all came to the UK, and even at that time the UK took only about 
0.003% (Migration Observatory) of all the world’s refugees. 

Redbridge Refugee Forum (RRF) was one such; established in 1992, it was a 
joint project of Redbridge Council for Voluntary Services (RCVS) and 
Redbridge Racial Equality Council. It was chaired by a management  
committee member of RCVS, Michael Spinks.
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In response to the need for practical, emotional and legal support, refugee  
forums were created in most local authority areas. Often supported by the local 
council and community groups, such groups were needed to respond to people 
facing a personal, social and political crisis. 

Redbridge Refugee Forum office, 1990s

Ramfel: 1992-1997



English conversation classes were being run with the aid of volunteers and a 
collaboration of Somali and Somali-Bravanese groups had been bought 
together to support the growing local Somali community. 

In 1994, Redbridge Refugee 
Forum (as it was then known) 
secured funding in its own 
name from the Church Urban 
Fund and City Parochial Trust 
(now known as Trust for
 London). With the money, 
it was able to appoint its first 
coordinator Nicola Johnson. 
However Nicola, soon left for 
a job in South Africa and was 
then replaced by Kiri 
Narendran.

By 1995 more questions were being asked of the nature of need amongst the 
local refugee community, and the University of Hertfordshire was  
commissioned to undertake a study of the local refugee population.
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It found that locally there were estimated to be approximately 4500 refugees, 
just under 2% of the total population of Redbridge, and lived mainly in the 
south of the borough. The  Somali community formed the largest refugee 
group. Forty-nine nationalities and ethnic groups and forty-nine mother 
tongue languages were identified.

‘The majority of families had between 3-4 children under the age of 8 years 
old. The study found that many statutory agencies were unhelpful and often on 
occasion racist towards refugee clients. Many agencies had no policies, funding, 

training or experience of the needs of refugees or any understanding or  
knowledge of the asylum application process.’ 
- Marginal Inclusion? Dr Roger Green, 1996.

Within six months, the forum had provided advice and support to 84  
individuals and families. 

The Somali community in Redbridge 



Michael Spinks the first chair recalls setting down the role of the  
organisation, he wanted to ensure that Redbridge would see the arrival of refu-
gees as an opportunity: 

‘I joined the newly created Redbridge Council for Voluntary Service as  
Development Officer and Deputy Director in April 1991. I guess it might have 
been some time in 1992 that I was receiving an increasing number of visits 
from individuals as refugees. I quickly realised that I was giving out almost  
precisely the same advice to each group and tried to work out how best to  
organise information and support.’

‘We set down some basic rules: we needed a small group of people linked in a 
variety of ways to the refugee experience; we needed a simple progression of 
ideas and actions, a programme to start; we must always have in mind that the 
aim was for refugees themselves to take over and run the forum.  
We should ensure that we do not present the borough with a refugee  
‘problem’, but an opportunity to explore together a welcome, support and  
mutual experience of understanding.’

 ‘Out of that initial set of principles we decided that a major conference should 
be our first aim, to set before the borough the terrifying tales of flight from war 
and oppression, which individual refugees brought with them. Theirs should be 
the voices heard at a public conference, with us as mere enablers.’
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‘We needed a separate body 
whose focus would be the 

refugee experience and 
its aim to give sufficient 
strength to these new 

neighbours, to allow them to 
present their own  

stories and their own needs 
and answers’.

Michael Spinks, Redbridge 
Guardian, 17th July, 1997



‘Also … there was an exhibition planned of refugee artwork that we were  
doing, to raise awareness of the communities and the diversity and the  
richness. They had a rich culture which they actually had to leave behind.’

‘English classes had been running at the Cardinal Heenan Centre, those had 
to be continued but then… as I went round people houses and was doing the 
mapping, people felt that I might be able to help them address other issues.’

Kiri Narendran joined Redbridge Refugee Forum in 1994: 

 ‘I’d just finished my masters at university and a friend of mine who’d joined 
Redbridge Refugee Forum (RRF) as development coordinator, Nicola Johnson, 
asked me to come and volunteer and help her do a survey of refugees. Just to 
map the population of refugees in the area because the local authority had said 
they would work with RRF if they could prove that there were refugees in the 
area, the size and the needs. Nicola asked me to come and help her, within a 
month of me going in and helping, Nicola left and went to South Africa. So I 
had to step in as acting development coordinator then I stayed on and applied 
for the job and I was there for ten years.’

‘I had three things, because it was a new charity and it was just responding to 
all the needs, as they evolved. I was initially tasked with carrying out the 
research, mapping the needs and numbers of refugees in the area so that we 
could find out what we needed to do in terms of service delivery’.

Kiri describes her role when she first started working with RRF:
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Women learning English at RRF’s office.



‘People kept turning up, clients kept turning up at the office with basic needs. 
And through that the casework started, housing, immigration or health 
benefits. Or even going around some of the houses, the conditions that people 
were living in were pretty bad. Landlords were not taking care of their 
properties, pretty much abusing the voiceless.’

‘So we started the casework and from there we also had to apply for funding 
and development of the casework. Can’t remember the exact order at which 
things happened (laughs) but it was all very responsive.’

By 1996, RRF was recruiting more staff, and had decided that having proved its 
worth it should become an independent charity in its own name. Quite timely 
in the wake of the 1996 Asylum and Immigration Act. Kiri explains the impact 
of the Act:

‘We were also trying to make sure 
nobody in the community went 

hungry. In terms of the churches, the 
Sikh Gurdwara’s, the Temples, the 
community was really supportive. 

And I think the press also ran some 
articles and we had loads of donations 

of food and clothing… It was a very 
supportive community that we were 

based in’. 

‘In 1996 we had the Act come in and we suddenly went from a desk job to 
driving around collecting food from churches, giving out food parcels, 
collecting clothing it was basically crisis management, because of the 
withdrawal of benefits from asylum seekers.’

RRF food appeal 
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We didn’t have our business plans in those early years. We just responded to 
everything that came our way...By 1995 we had our first caseworker, Jackie, and 
the casework service started developing under her’. 

The case load was developing due to the need for specific services in Redbridge 
and as Kiri explains the organisation had no other option than to respond to 
this need.  

‘So we were able to give people what 
was essentially food parcels for the week, to tie them through.’



Bana Banafunzi, arrived in the UK as a 
Somali refugee in 1993 and recalls 

coming to Redbridge and RRF:

‘There were three of us who were like myself, were volunteers. I think we’d 
all been teachers and we dealt with everything from benefits… right across 
the board to immigration. I don’t think we dealt with such things as applying 
for indefinite leave to remain or applying to bring the spouse who’s married 
abroad, to bring them here, I mean the area of immigration is 
absolutely vast. I have people coming to see me who have been coming to see 
me for years…’

In 1997, RRF moved into a small office at Cranbrook Road, overlooking the 
train station. 

‘It was not very big, but busy. We used to be on the corner of Cranbrook Road 
… it was open plan and there were glass panels before each interviewing room 
…and there were three interviewing rooms so those would be full.’ 
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Margaretta Edwards joined RRF in 1997 as a volunteer and recalls:

Greta began volunteering in 1997 and  
continues to volunteer today.

‘I knew the staff there. Except  for one or two I think everyone was a volunteer, 
I also started volunteering there. Then two years later, ’95 or ’96 I became a 
member of the management committee’.

‘So when I came to Redbridge, as I said 
there were already refugees in  

Redbridge. One of the communities was 
the Somali community and at the time it 
was the youngest refugee community and 

the largest. I came to know about the 
Redbridge Refugee Forum at the time 
it was not called RAMFEL. Redbridge 

Refugee Forum, was the only organisation 
at the time helping the refugees here. So I 

became a member.’



Ramfel: 1997-2000

Kiri describes some of  the conditions she found people living in, for many, 
RRF was the only lifeline available:

“Redbridge Refugee Forum was operating and challenging landlords and 
sending people to housing.”

‘So we had our first AGM and had our first elected management committee and 
we always sought at least fifty percent representation from the refugee 
community. We wanted majority representation’.

‘I think that was a turning point in our development. We went from being a 
very responsible- responsive, small organisation to something which had a 
structure and a strategy… it wasn’t very hierarchical the organisation, because it 
was small.’

respectful and I remember by the end of the 
day my feet were completely soaked, because, 
…there were just leaks everywhere....landlords 
knew. You know when you don’t speak the 
language and you can’t challenge and  you’ve 
been put in a house and you have nowhere else 
to go then you kind of put up with it. There 
was a lot of stuff, I saw people putting up with 
which was not okay. You know leaking roofs 
and just children in these houses… mould in 
the walls.’

The numbers of people needing help started to grow significantly as  
immigration legislation became more prescriptive. For the first time the 
Immigration Act 1999 moved asylum applicants away from mainstream 
benefits and housing  and moved them to a special category where there was 
far less support available and housing was substandard. At the same time the 
Home Office was struggling to make decisions, and some asylum applicants 
were waiting years for a decision.

‘You’d have leaks, and cookers not working. I remember one day by the end of 
the visit… because there were a lot of Muslim homes, Somali homes that I was 
going into. I was taking my shoes off to be 

Service user Rose Waters 

Kiri recalls the first Annual General Meeting in 1997:
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For RRF, life was also changing rapidly, not only was there a massive increase  
in the need for advice and food parcels, but people were coming with more 
complex needs and concerns. Access to health care was a huge issue, and the 
Forum started developing specialist work around getting people access to 
health care. 

‘A client who came to me from Angola 
because in his papers it was evident that 

the doctor who had examined him [had] 
said that the marks on his body were 

consistent with torture, that he’d described 
he’d experienced in prison.’

  
‘He was refused asylum and his appeal was 

dismissed. I felt it was so wrong and ever 
since I’ve supported him and his family.’

Greta recalls one of her first clients:

Caseworker Muneer attends an appointment with the council about housing conditions.

Kiri talks about some of the health challenges: 

‘People had nowhere else to go, and we were always pushing for services,  
because in terms of health and mental health, if you had been a victim of  
torture you couldn’t get a local service. You had to go to the Medical  
Foundation and they were running a waiting list at the time’.

A service user, found close to death by 
RAMFEL staff, after living in a car for 

twelve years in Newham.
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Sayid continues:

Sayid Abdullahi came to RRF in 1998 
as an asylum seeker. He later
volunteered, before becoming 
involved with running Redbridge 
Somali  Consortium, an organisation 
born from RRF, which he continues 
to assist with today. Sayid recalls:

By 2002 the organisation’s reputation for advice and support had reached 
neighbouring boroughs who did not have such a robust service, and the 

organisation began to see more and more clients from outside the London 
Borough of Redbridge.

 ‘I think it was around  
November when I arrived 

here, so on the sixth of  
December that year; I was 
bought by a refugee arrival 
project to London Borough 
of Redbridge, where I was  

accommodated.’

A RRF Exhibition, ‘A Mirror of Two 
Worlds’, September 1997.

‘In January 1999 as a client first of all. They helped me to apply for income 
support at that time because the asylum seekers were entitled to receive income 
support until they got the status in the UK. Greta helped me to open the file 
and to apply for income support. After that I was a client until November 1999, 
and then I joined as a volunteer.’

‘I lived in York Road, next to the Ilford Station and RRF was there.  When I 
came first in December 1998 as an asylum seeker, I heard from other friends, 
Somali friends who were living in the same area that there’s an organisation, 
called Redbridge Refugee Forum, which helped particularly asylum seekers and 
refugees so I went and I registered.’ 
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Sayid recalls his role while volunteering and receiving training from  RRF: 

‘I joined then as a general volunteer in November 1999, and as a 
 food co-ordinator in 2000… I started as … an advisor in 2002. I became an 
immigration advisor at OISC Level Two, I got a lot of support and help from 
Refugee Forum at that time.’
A thousand casefiles explains Kiri! 

‘We started growing. We had fundraised, we got European funding, local 
authority funding, health funding, funding from Trust Foundation, City Bridge 
Trust, National Lottery. Quite a lot of funding and we grew to have a casework 

manager and two caseworkers. We had a health advocate, a volunteer 
coordinator, and even an office manager. We had crèche workers. I know that 

we did help a lot of people.  I mean we had over a thousand casefiles, and those 
were family units at one point. People kept coming back’.

The accreditation of advisors was an attempt by the Government to manage  
the growth in rogue advisors. It was not uncommon to come across  
advisors that would charge extortionate amounts of money for simple tasks, 
and would sometimes not even submit applications.

However there was a new challenge emerging, the Immigration and Asylum 
Act 1999 also made it a legal requirement for all those who gave immigration 
advice to be registered with the OISC (Office of the Immigration Services 
Commissioner). To not do so, could be punishable by a fine and even 
imprisonment. This posed a challenge to the organisation, because a number 
of the existing volunteers, did not want to sit exams to do work that they had 
already been doing. 
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By 2004, the nature of immigration in London was changing dramatically.  
The enlargment of the EU had allowed seven European countries to join the 
European Union. This allowed for freedom of movement and posed new  
challenges as Rita Chadha explains:

The arrival of European migrants posed new issues around homelessness and 
orientation. At the same time local authorities were also seeing a disbanding of 
their specialist refugee and asylum teams. A volunteer recalls: 

‘For many refugee forums at the time, the arrival of European nationals came as 
somewhat of a shock. A shock in as much as it was felt that race and ethnicity 
would allow EU nationals to access services and integrate far easier than people 
from outside Europe. But the challenges for European nationals was equally 
striking. There was the challenge of language, but there was also the quiet 
hidden requirement for registration cards. Cards where by you had to register 
to be able to work in the UK.’ 

‘There was a real problem with finding the right people in 
the council to help with things, we needed more and more  
specialist conversations,with at least people who knew the  

difference between an asylum seeker, refugee and a migrant.’ 
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Due to the cutback in social services, RRF had by 2005 developed a very 
successful Children’s project. The RFF’s Children’s Participation Forum, was  a 
safe space for refugee and migrant children to come together, to catch up on 
learning and to share some of their concerns.

There was a sense of irony in that whilst the organisation had secured at the 
same time considerable European funding, none of it could be used to work 
with newly arrived Europeans. Instead there were problems with managing 
such a convoluted and cumbersome funding stream. Bana remembers:

Sculpture Day, Mansfield Road, Ilford 2005

‘Well challenges… we had funding from a project funded by 
the European Community and their rules I think were very…

twisted or difficult. At the end of the project, when we 
applied, when we sent them invoices to get the money, 
because of the complication of the rules, after a year of 

litigation, going here and there, we only received fifty percent 
of the funding. They said you didn’t fulfil this, you didn’t do 

that so we had to lose fifty percent of the funding’.
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In March 2006, Rita Chadha joined the organisation, initially on an interim  
basis for six months. Her brief was simple, the organisation’s funding was 
drying up. Rita was tasked with either bringing in more money or closing down 
the charity. The trustees chaired by John Saunders had carefully managed to  
ensure that the organisation had sufficient reserves for a year, but this could 
easily be swallowed up in closure costs. Rita Chadha recalls:

‘I didn’t think too much about it, prior to joining RRF I had  
always worked in crisis management. I had just left my job after 6 years 
and was looking for a different type of challenge. Ironically one of the  

reasons why I left my last job was because it involved so much travelling 
and was affecting my family. I didn’t for a minute think I would stay for 
eleven years and nor that the world would be  coming to me. There were 

some challenges, we needed to better communicate what RRF did, we 
needed to get out there more into communities and make a positive case 

for immigration. I was very conscious that the British National Party 
were vocal  locally and we needed challenge that’. 

RAMFEL Refugee Week event, 3rd July 2007.

Ramfel: 2006 - 2010



‘I remember John Saunders 
coming in to see me, a couple of 
days before Christmas, and him 

saying, “It’s no good, we are going 
to have to close.” I asked him to 

wait until after Christmas, 
because we had put in a couple of 
funding applications but had not 

heard anything’.

By December 2006 things were looking 
decidedly bleak for the organisation 
as Rita explains: 

On the 23rd December 2006, the organisation secured £75,000 from  
Capacity Builders. It changed the way the organisation worked, and allowed 
it to help smaller  local refugee and migrant organisations.

Common Ground, An Eastside 
Community Hertiage Exhibition, 

June 2006

RAMFEL, launch of Toy Library, 21st July 2007
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By March 2007 it was agreed that the organisation needed to change its name. 
As Greta, a volunteer management committee member recalls:

‘So we changed the name in 2007 AGM to Refugee and Migrant Forum of East 
London. We’d all agreed that to move the organisation forward, we need to 
reposition it and we need to change the name and… we said alright, we’ll call 
it the refugee and migrant forum of east London because that’s what we are, 
we see refugees, we see migrants… we’re in East London. Okay if you take the 
first letter of each of those its RAMFEL, everybody happy with that?  It stuck 
and somehow the name RAMFEL just became very popular and it just took off 
straight away.’ 

The future of the organisation was looking up, as Dion Spence, a trustee and 
long standing volunteer, recalls:

‘They gave us a grant of around £20,000 but were charging us more than that in 
rent. Save the grant and give us rent free premises...and we shall continue the 
work. They refused and that’s when we decided to move the whole organisation, 
lock stock and barrel down the road to the Cardinal Heenan Centre.’

‘We tried talking to the council 
about it, they were our landlords. We 
said we could not afford the massive 
rise in rent, could they negotiate. It 
all got very messy, they didn’t want 

to be seen to be doing a refugee 
group any favours.What they refused 

to look at, was the business 
argument.’ 

‘The staff spent most of the winter of 2008 in the snow and early 2009 doing 
this in shopping trolleys. We were out to prove a point and we did, the offices 
are still empty since the day we left.’  

The foodbank service, which is still run by  
RAMFEL today.

‘Things never stood still at RAMFEL. No sooner had we got the name changed, 
then the electricity cupboard in the office blew up, this set off a whole chain 
of events, which to cut a long story short meant we had to leave the offices we 
were in.’ 
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Up until 2009, whilst the organisation had occasionally written stern letters to 
local councils and had some local media attention, this was limited to issues 
about how legislation was impacting on refugees and migrants.  

‘I remember it so clearly, it was February and bitterly cold, and I had a meeting 
with the Director of Education. It was one of those meetings that I just knew 
I would be patronised and appeased, but I was curious as to how they would 
respond.’ 

By 2010, and the start of big cuts to the voluntary sector because of austerity, 
we started to see changes coming in. Tensions were rising in local communities 
and it started becoming increasingly acceptable to blame migrants 
and refugees. 

‘Then in June, it all came out in the Guardian. I don’t know how it got there....
page 9 of the Guardian. Apparently the powers that be were not pleased. But 
talk about making a bad situation worse. When confronted with the story, 
the council, instead of admitting it, turned around and said it was a computer 
programme error. “We bought a software package that defaulted to the word 
paki”. It was incredible, so surreal that anyone could even come up with such 
an incredible excuse. Finally, they had to issue two apologies, one for using the 
P word and then another for being so stupid to let people think that it was the 
fault of the computer package’. 

In 2009, the organisation found information being leaked about how children’s 
care staff were treating refugee and migrant children. Rita Chadha explains: 

‘I went in and I told her straight, one of your staff has leaked a document to us, 
where this council has used the word ‘paki’ throughout, and staff at your 
children’s centre are creating ID cards for Roma children coming into the 
borough. She didn’t bat an eyelid, “I’ll look into it”, she said, “Anything else”? 
She made it sound so trivial, that for a moment I doubted myself, but I kind of 
guessed that was her way of handling her OMG moment. I deliberately had not 
taken the document with me, because if I did it would be clear how we got it. I 
had to go with what she said, she was going to investigate and I had to let her.’ 

‘Corporate standard times and investigations came and went, phone calls to the 
directors’ office went unanswered. What could we do? Nothing, I was resigned 
to the fact, that as a refugee organisation we were the lowest of the low, and no 
one would back us, defend us or support us - so I left it.’



At the same time the preparation for the Olympics led the organisation  
unexpectedly, down a new line of work.

RAMFEL was approached by the police who said that they had been told by the 
Mayor of London to do something about rough sleepers in London.  
Their answer was a programme of engagement called ‘Operation Reach’.

As Rita recalls: 

‘I think RAMFEL fell into working with rough sleepers by accident. The first 
meeting of the working group decided to meet at the Cardinal Heenan Centre. 
I said that the organisation would pay for an overnight use of the centre, as long 
as the police agreed that this was an engagement operation and not something 
where the Home Office would start chasing people.’  ‘Operation Reach’ was so 
different to anything else the organisation had done before. This was the first 
time, that they would try to engage with public agencies to show that there was 
a different way of working on immigration’.

Judith Garfield  MBE, Executive Director of Eastside Community Heritage, has 
worked on a number of projects with RAMFEL over the last ten years. 
She recalls:

‘I remember it so clearly, the hall was 
packed, there must have been around 
30-40 volunteers, and people were 
going out in small teams with torches 
and bringing people back to the centre. 
They were coming from all over the 
borough. There was part confusion and 
part such enthusiasm for trying to help 
people. About 20 people in total must 
have come in that night. It was so sad, 
when you saw the RAMFEL 
caseworkers say there is nothing that
could be done for some people. It was like giving someone the last rights. The 
evening ended and some of the rough sleepers, those with status got taken into 
emergency hostels, the rest were told they had to go back onto the street. I 
don’t know what happened next, because Rita kind of put everyone in cabs, it 
was about 3am and rushed people out. I remember thinking she hasn’t got the 
heart to put them out on the streets, I think she let them sleep in the centre, but 
she still won’t say.’  
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RAMFEL for the next three years became synonymous with the issue of  
homelessness. The organisation started investigating not only how rough  
sleepers could be helped, but also how other services either worked with them 
or against them. There was a growing amount of evidence to suggest that 
migrant rough sleepers were targeted by homeless charities and were being 
encouraged to prioritise going home, rather than trying to regulate their stay in 
the UK. Such work focused a lot of RAMFEL’s campaigning work thereafter.

Sally Harrison joined the organisation in 2010 as a trustee; she later became 
chair of the board and held this position until the end of 2015.

‘So what was my role as a chair? I felt like there was so much to do at the time. 
So firstly I wanted to make sure that Rita had a lot of support. I think she hadn’t 
had enough support before then and she had a huge amount of pressure on her 
shoulders running the organisation. She needed support but also as a board we 
also had to give suitable scrutiny’.

By 2011, things were becoming bleak again for the organisation. A legal aid  
contract that the organisation had secured in 2006, saw it have a grant  
income of £60,000 per year drop to the organisation owing £4000 to the  
Legal Aid Commission. A large number of other advice agencies and law 
centres were also affected. Determined to try and turn around the organisation 
continued, to work on providing support and assistance, and not realising at 
the same time it was getting deeper and deeper into financial problems.

As Rita Chadha explains:

‘You can say how did we not know? I think it was a false sense of optimism, 
things were changing so fast, and I for one kept believing we could turn it 
around. Before you knew it debts were mounting and cashflow was becoming a 
huge problem. But we just kept going, blind faith is what kept us going, wrong 
yes, but what else could we do? By this time we were seeing about 200 people a 
week. I found myself in big trouble, somehow I would be personally liable for 
the debts and I was about to be declared bankrupt. I should have run then, but I 
knew you did not run away when people need you. So I stayed and carried on.’
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The year prior to the Olympics in East London, there was a great deal of 
optimism in the air. Vague promises of new monies for organisations like 
RAMFEL and boosts to the local economy came and went.

RAMFEL worked through these difficult times. Rita talks about lost 
promises and opportunities:

Then came ‘Nexus’, Rita explains the Home Office Operation:

‘It is hard to argue with the high harm aspect of ‘Nexus’, how can you? no one 
wants high harm criminals on the streets no matter where they are from.’ 

‘It was such a bizarre time. The world was coming to east London for the 
biggest show on earth, everyone was talking about London being a great 

welcoming city. Meanwhile we were daily seeing people being crucified by the 
Home Office. The system getting more and more oppressive and cruel. The cuts 
to legal aid were just the beginning, we had simply no idea what was about to 

happen...’

‘But there was another part of ‘Nexus’ that you only find if you look carefully, 
and this was the checking of immigration status and detention by territorial 
policing. That’s the everyday copper to you and me. Now for us, that meant that 
you couldn’t trust the police, if you didn’t have papers and wanted to report a 
crime or say you had witnessed something would you be safe?’
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A test came all too soon. In December 2012, a polish woman was referred to 
RAMFEL by another organisation. She came wanting advice on how to get full 
time employment, but whilst she was talking to the advisor, she revealed that 
she had witnessed a murder. Thomasz Klapcia remembers: 

It was rapidly becoming clear that the repercussions for ‘Nexus’ could be far 
reaching and have serious consequences for everyday policing if left unchecked.   
RAMFEL lobbied the Mayor of London’s office and eventually got asked to go 
to Scotland Yard to meet with Superintendent Dark, head of ‘Nexus.’

‘Rita was so calm, she just kept talking and making sure everyone stayed 
focused on it. She spoke to the police officers. We waited for such a long time, 
we went in at 5pm. Rita said I shouldn’t translate, that it was important that the 
police got their own translator. I went by the time the translator came. Rita then 
told me, that after taking the woman’s statement  and making some phone calls, 
they told the woman just before midnight that they had found the body and the 
killer. In a strange way I was relieved it was true, but also relieved that they let 
the woman go and didn’t ask her any more questions.’

‘It so freaked me out, I went to Rita 
and told her, the whole office stopped. 

Rita got up and shut the door, she 
asked what the position was with the 

other people in the house. The 
woman was living in a squat with 4 
other people, 3 she said didn’t have 

papers. We went to talk to the 
woman, I remember 

translating and still shaking, I was so 
scared, not for me but for the 

woman. Rita then said that if we were 
convinced that this woman had seen 
someone being killed we had a duty 

to report it, because not only had 
a crime been committed, but there 
could be other people at risk. We 

went to the police station.’

Police officer with Refugee family in Ilford



Rita recalls the meeting about ‘Nexus’ at Scotland Yard:

‘It was strange. Because of the work, I normally don’t dress smart for work, not 
worth it, people are usually sick over you, babies spewing, or you’re walking in 
the shed full of faeces and other horrible stuff. But I had a couple of meetings 
that day and I was suited and booted, ready for Superintendent Dark. I got 
myself to Scotland Yard, even navigated the maze of security and remember 
feeling pleased with myself for getting a meeting and being able to put my case 
forward.’ 
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‘Well I can’t tell you what went through my mind. Not that there is anything 
wrong with being a cleaner, but ethnic woman and first thing you presume 
is that she has to be here to talk about cleaning. I was gobsmacked. So it 
didn’t put me in the best frame of mind to talk with the police. 
Superintendent Dark’s PA came down and then took me up. Think they 
knew something had gone wrong but were too embarrassed to admit it.  
Anyway the meeting started and to cut to the chase, they agreed to set up 
this group to look at ‘Nexus’.’

‘Turned out that they had done one of those things that the police  
does all too well, which is put together a reference group. It wasn’t 

until later I found out that the reference group didn’t have any 
 refugee and migrant groups on it - basics’.

‘I got to the reception at 
Scotland Yard, and said I was 
here for Superintendent Dark. 
The officer on the desk didn’t 

even look up, and just turned to 
his screen and typed in 

something. He said no he 
couldn’t find the meeting, and 
then he looked up at me, and 

said “Are you here for the 
cleaning contract?”’ 
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A volunteer recalls the first time they 
experienced the operation:

In partnership with the local Salvation Army, RAMFEL started asking 
questions of local agencies. For two weeks there was complete silence, and 
then, as John Clifton recalls:

RAMFEL  rapidly gained a reputation for 
being the organisation to contact about 
policing and migration. In 2013 this became 
immensely important, as the organisation’s 
work went viral through what has since been 
dubbed ‘Operation Sleeping Bag’.

‘We decided that as the sleeping bags had been gifted by the Salvation Army 
that we should go with one of the clients to the police and ask for them back. 
The local paper followed us. The police didn’t respond and we still couldn’t get 
any answers. Then the local journalist published the story and it went 
everywhere, it went viral.’ 

‘Both RAMFEL and us had 
donations coming in, people ringing 

up asking if it was true, it had not 
even been published in the paper, 
it was online. People were furious, 

how could you treat others like this?  
Then the police started getting 

complaints, Scotland Yard had to put 
out an apology on their website.’

‘We hadn’t even finished with him, when another 4 people came in, also saying 
exactly the same thing. It turned out the police and the local council had gone 
into a disused swimming pool where these guys were sleeping and taken all 
their sleeping bags’.

‘It was so odd. One morning we got this client coming in, and he said that he 
had his sleeping bag taken by the police. It was hard to tell even with a 
translator whether he really meant what he was saying, or if he had got 
confused or dreamt it.’

John Clifton and Rita Chadha during 
Operation Sleeping Bag. 



What followed was an opportunity to actually focus on migrants as humans. 
Eventually a local meeting was called of the police, the council and voluntary 
groups working with homeless people. It was agreed that there would be a 
protocol to how agencies worked together. Part of this included the provision 
that immigration enforcement should be the last, not first, response to dealing 
with homelessness. 

‘Go Home Vans’, in Seven Kings 
(Ilford Recorder August 2013)

‘It is probably one of the things the organisation is best known for, taking on 
the “Go Home Vans”. I remember I had taken a half day and had met a 

colleague for a coffee and then came into the office. I picked up a call from a 
colleague at the Migrants Rights  Network, we were talking, and he then said, 
“Oh what do you think about these vans then?” “What vans?” I said, and he 

told me that the Government had launched these vans targeting migrants that 
said “Go Home.” While we were talking I was googling it. It was blatant, you 
couldn’t get much clearer, a van with a big boarding on it saying “Go home.”’

Operation ‘Sleeping Bag’, was a smaller 
taster of what was about to come. 

A few months later, ‘Operation Valken’ 
hit the streets of London.

Rita remembers the ‘Go Home Vans’:

   28

Rita with Immigation Enforcement van
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‘I was stunned; I put the phone down and read the press release. It was like 
some sick joke, and I couldn’t quite understand it. I remember a couple of 
weeks earlier I had met this officer from the Home Office at a meeting and he 
had really annoyed me about some of the things he had said, and when I 
challenged him he gave me his card.’

‘The following day the bureaucrat emailed me back and dismissed my concerns 
and said “I was worrying over nothing and no they hadn’t done an Equality 
Impact Assessment, and nor did they need to.”’

‘To me it was just like how they targeted the Irish when I first came over. When 
Rita asked us what we thought, I went off on one, and when she told me that 
they wanted people to sign up to take action. I thought you know this lot have 
been good to me, I owe it to them and my mates to stand up’. 

A service user recalls: 

‘Being Irish, I thought this is 
disgusting. I hung around with 
a lot of the Asian fellas and we 
knew they didn’t have papers, 
what gave this government the 
right to be so rude, these fellas 
weren’t doing no harm, they 

weren’t working so they weren’t 
taking any jobs, they were 

homeless so weren’t taking no 
homes.’

‘I emailed him and asked him, “So how do you explain these ‘Go Home Vans’ 
then? Have you done an Equality Impact Assessment on them? This is going to 
cause problems” I left it there for then, and didn’t expect him to respond, but 
went out to see if I could see these vans.’

RAMFEL via two of its service users and represented by Deighton Peirce 
Glynn issued a pre-action protocol against the Home Office. This meant 
the Government had to explain why this had been done. 



What then followed, RAMFEL was not prepared for was the media interest, as 
Rita recounts:
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My approach was whilst I could still speak and stand up I’d do whatever people 
asked to expose the ‘Go Home Vans’ because it was wrong. A couple of days on 
and all I was doing was going from one interview to another, explaining again 
and again why such blatant xenophobia was wrong. People were for the main 
part sympathetic and no one from Government would come and put their side 
of the case.’

‘It was the start of the summer holidays and things were moving so fast, in less 
than a week, we had gone from an aside conversation on the Monday with a 
colleague to being on BBC Breakfast talking about the challenge. It was literally 
a whirlwind.’

‘Next morning, we 
were on national 

television.  
Hard to say what 
was happening, it 

was surreal.’

‘I remember going up on the train to Salford Quays very late on the Saturday 
with a splitting headache, and remembering that things had moved so fast, 
I hadn’t even told the trustees, and tomorrow I was going to be on national 
television. I was trying to scribble an email on my blackberry but the signal 
kept cutting out, and by the time I got to the hotel, my migraine was so bad I 
couldn’t even see, so I just fell asleep.’ 

‘I did the interview and I remember one of my friends leaving a message on my 
phone saying “God Rita don’t let them put make up on you.” It was that whole 
feeling again that whatever we said was an aside to life’s main issues, that the 
needs of migrants were not to be bothered with and were always secondary to 
the mainstream. By lunch time I got a phone call from Sky and ITN, would I do 
this? and would I do that interview?’ 
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The turning point was the Channel 4 interview as Rita recounts: 

‘That day we had the world’s media in our cramped little office, at one point 
there was Al Jazeera in the carpark, LBC on the office phone, ITN on my 
mobile and Fergal Keene and a BBC documentary crew sitting in the corner of 
the office. The BBC were there to talk about doing a documentary. But in all the 
confusion around the hype on the ‘Go Home Vans’ they just had to wait their 
turn’.

‘I remember seeing Rita on 
the Sunday evening after the 
BBC breakfast interview, she 
had popped in, and we had 
a quick drink. I was due to 

go on holiday and when she 
left, I remember saying to 

her, “For goodness sake take 
it easy and it will die down, 
don’t do anything silly like 

Channel 4.’

By the end of the week, the Government had conceded and quietly withdrew 
the ‘Go Home Vans’, but not before it had also heightened high visibility 
immigration checks at a series of transport hubs in London. This had in turn 
bought a group of academics onto the streets, who started to also champion the 
issues and ask for further investigation. 

Judith Garfield recalls the Channel 4 interview:

‘Four days later I am sitting in a hotel bar in Tunisia and who pops up on the 
telly? Rita talking about the ‘Go Home Vans’. It was bizarre. She crucified Mark 
Reckless MP, she left him speechless, it was an amazing interview and she really 
got across the injustice of it all’.

Rita Chadha on Channel 4.

Academics from Goldsmiths and  Warwick Universities had also got  
together to review the Government’s policies. It became publically known that 
the Government had a proactive campaign and even a department  
dedicated to the creation of the ‘hostile environment’, and ‘Go Home Vans’  
were just the beginning.
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‘I remember I took holiday from my job, to come into RAMFEL. I’m using my 
holiday… to come in to put staff at risk of redundancy. It was like why? Why 
am I doing this? This was horrible giving the staff that information and news. 
… you kind of thought well I signed up in 2010 but it wasn’t to be doing this. 
This is rubbish. This is awful. But it is for the better, long term good of the 
organisation.’
 
‘It was local authority funding being cut and legal aid services being cut. We 
hadn’t adjusted our services accordingly. We were still operating at a level that 
had not taken into account the cuts.’ 

‘It put a huge challenge on the staff … and I felt  terrible for this but the staff 
were so committed and wanted to help. I remember having a conversation 
about the hours the staff were doing and I was saying to them “You need to 
stop working such long hours, we can’t afford to pay you this long and therefore 
you’re working for free. We’ve got a duty of care on your welfare and you need 
to stop working such long hours.” But they were so committed to the clients 
that they were like “Oh we can’t”. And I was always wrestling with them. We’re 
just gonna shut it.’

‘But at the time it just felt like RAMFEL was in such a sticky situation I couldn’t, 
abandon it. So I stuck with it. But it was a big commitment, for everyone 
involved.’

Sally Harrison, former chair

Back at RAMFEL funding for the 
organisation was getting worse, 
staff were taking pay cuts as a result 
and the organisation’s future was 
looking decidedly bad. One funder 
had provided the organisations 
CEO and Chair with some very
bleak news. They had looked 
closely at the organisation’s finances 
and had given it only three months 
to live from December 2013.

Sally remembers the difficult times:
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The decision to continue was not easy. The organisation’s last hope was the 
documentary. The Fergal Keane documentary was due to be launched in 
January 2014. It was billed as an honest fresh look at immigration without all 
the rhetoric. RAMFEL had no editorial control, and given the ‘hostile 
environment’ and the organisation’s continuous precarious own financial 
situation, it was something that would either make or break the organisation. 

‘I remember we was all on tender hooks, we were going to watch it as a team, 
because John, Alex and Fergal had been here so much, and they had become 
part of the furniture. We kinda of forget that they were there, and the way 
things move at RAMFEL was so fast, that we couldn’t even remember what 
they did and didn’t film. Rita was keen for us to watch it together and we had 
gone next door to Eastside Community Heritage to watch it on their big screen.’

As Sally recalls:

‘I think it’s a dramatic story.  The board is meeting, will the organisation survive 
or not? They wanted to film it, but we said no. You’re not filming it.’

‘We sat down and Rita couldn’t get links to her mobile, so she ran back to the 
office next door and watched it while we all stayed at Eastside.’

‘We had not promoted it or told that many people except our family and friends 
about it because we didn’t know whether it was going to be good or bad, we just 

didn’t know.’ what was in it.’

Fergal Keane, in The Hidden World of Britain’s Immigrants 

Lucy, a member of staff remembers waiting for the documentary to start:
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Judith recalls the first few minutes as the documentary started and the  
feelings in the room:

Rita recalls the tense moments before the documentary started, the ‘OMG’ 
moments of what have I done! 

‘I ran back to the office, aware of how the hostile environment was taking hold 
and how it was becoming popular to be anti-migrant, people were not shy in 
coming forward with their complaints. I felt we needed to push back against 
any hostility and put any wrongs right as soon as possible. It was one of the 
most isolating experiences ever, I had two computers on, was watching it on 
one, and had our social media lines open on the other. It didn’t start too well. I 
remember feeling sick and thinking OMG, what have I done? this is it, we are 
finished.’ 

‘I started getting ready to defend our position. The night before there had been 
another documentary and social media had been flooded, but with us nothing. 
Eight minutes in and I’m like, ok so either no one is watching this or we are 
going to get a whole load of abuse tomorrow.’ 

‘The documentary finished and we all sat around, going over it in detail and 
getting ready for tomorrow. Tired, everyone went home. It was on the way 
home, getting to midnight that the first donations started coming in, £10.00 
here, £50 there even one person giving £100.00. Next morning the phones kept 
ringing with people asking how could they help what could they do?’

‘I remember how tense everyone was at the start of the documentary, very 
nervous. For months I had seen RAMFEL staff being interviewed. But it was so 
tense... at the start. Minutes into the documentary we all had tears in our eyes, 
it was very moving. The staff did this work every day but it felt like this was the 
first time they had registered how much they all did to help destitute people. I 
was honoured to be a part of that moment and to watch it with such a 
dedicated team.’

‘And then comments started coming in, people were crying they were shocked 
and saddened by what they were seeing. They were seeing homeless people, 
people not able to get medical treatment, people living in make shift tree 
houses, people in London in the 21st century living like second class citizens. 
People started commenting on how shocked they were.’



The Hidden World of Britain’s Immigrants
8th January 2014
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‘The first scene was Fergal 
Keene jumping over a wall 
into a messy, dirty room 

where four people without 
papers were squatting. There 
were no floorboards in half 

the room.’ 
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Sally talks about the decision not to close the organisation after the  
documentary:

‘The documentary, did two things. One it gave us an opportunity for 
fundraising and build up the profile, really good opportunity. But I suppose the 
secondary benefit, it probably helped the board focus to remind them, and me, 
why we’re doing this. ‘Cause you can get so bogged down in the day to day, that 
it was a nice reminder of what we’re trying to save. We had the meeting and we 
were like argh… okay let’s try this, let’s try and keep it going a bit longer. Yeah, 
we possibly could have got more publicity from it. But it helped, it certainly 
helped to raise our profile and it was a good documentary in terms of raising 
awareness of the issues etc.’

Over the next few months, the organisation was able to raise enough funds to 
keep going over the short term. It was able to put payment plans in place and 
saw the number of donations from individuals and organisaitons increase. 
Proof that there were at least a few people out there who did not want a hostile 
environment for migrants and refugees.

Sally recalls the work behind the scenes, to keep the organisation going through 
such hard times.

‘We had meetings with funders, we did a lot of work with Trust for London. We 
pulled together a plan, a business plan on how we were going develop RAMFEL 
and get it out of the sticky situation it was in  and so putting a proper business 
plan into place, making sure the accounts were up to date. Making sure we had 
cash flow. Trying to get additional sources of funding.’

Refugee Tea Party at the RAMFEL office, Ilford 
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RAMFEL’s 2015 accounts were published and showed the organisation still to 
have a deficit, but it was also managing a lot better and the overall deficit was 
coming down. 2015 was a year of a lot of hard work, staffing had been reduced 
because of the finances, but people were still knocking on the door. The 
organisation was also being called upon by researchers and the media to talk 
more and more about its work and the needs of migrants. By the end of 2015, 
the deficit was down to a third of what it had been. 

 Even the organisation’s accountant was stunned, and as he said at the time:
 

“I can only marvel at what you have achieved, you truly have turned 
things around. I am so impressed and glad that you continued,  

despite even my advice at the time”.

‘I think the important role that RAMFEL plays is being trusted. 
Peoplecan’t go to the police or they can’t go to the local authority 

‘cause of fear of those institutions, justified or not justified but yeah 
providing somewhere where people can go where they won’t be 

judged or recriminations, is a really important thing. And I think it 
would be a real gap and loss if that wasn’t there for people.’

Sally talks about an organisation people can trust:

By 2016, it was a brave new world. 
Still grappling with serious cash 
flow problems that meant staff were 
getting their salaries very late. The 
organisation was able to explain 
what had happened and was able 
to start putting in proper funding 
applications once again. The timing 
could not be much better, Syria, 
Brexit and the continued ‘hostile 
environment’ via the Immigration 
Act 2016 have meant the work has 
never been more urgent or needed. 
The work has also become more 
bizarre.
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As Rita explains.

‘The day after ‘Brexit’,  we got a phone call from a local paper, “We have found a 
family of 16 Romanian Nationals living in cars under the A406  and they want 
to go home, can you help them”. As always when people say that 
someone wants to go home for what is known as voluntary return or departure, 
you always have to question it carefully give people some breathing space. But 
this time it was different, the families were sitting ducks right in the middle of 
one of the London borough’s that had voted by a majority for Brexit and an area 
where there had been considerable far right activity.’ 

By the end of 2016 the organisation has secured enough funding for its core 
work for the next four to six years. For RAMFEL this could not be better as it 
moves into 2017 and its 25th anniversary year. 
 
Sally recalls:

‘We used to have our annual AGM and it was good. We’d had one at  
Stratford Town Hall. We had lots of community engagement and it was good, 
but at the time things were really bad for us. And I remember Rita and I going 
to sit on top of the stairs in the town hall and everyone else is downstairs 
milling around. Rita and I just sat on the top and we both had our heads in our 
hands and were like how are we going to get through this? It was a moment of 
realisation of the challenge ahead. When I got an email from Rita, a few months 
ago saying they just got the funding through from Trust for London and it was 
a nice moment that as much as the moment we sat on the stairs… when we 
thought how are we going to do this?’

‘My biggest fear was that once the local paper broke the story they would be 
targeted by hate crime. We had to get them out of there as quickly as possible. 
I went down there, and with the aid of a translator on the phone, found out 
that the story was true, they were indeed stranded and they didn’t have enough 
money to get out of the country. Don’t ask how but we got the money together 
and they left. But not before the local paper had published the story and also 
got the national papers down there. These guys were clean and sober when 
I met them, what then appeared in the papers was the complete opposite. It 
was too late, because by that time they were on a ferry out of Harwich back to 
mainland Europe.’
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‘RAMFEL exemplified that granular 
understand of local and an attempt to engage 
with state institutions at the same time so… 
I think it’s incredibly important that there 
are a plural number of healthy civil society 

organisations and RAMFEL exemplifies that.’ 
– Professor Michael Keith 



‘When you fight and campaign for asylum seekers, refugees 
and migrants, you are not fighting just for a group of people, 
you are fighting for the very concept of humanity and 
compassion. It can be soul destroying, it can be isolating and 
it can feel like a relentless chain of human misery. But that 
should never negate the fact that it is a cause worth fighting 
for. The erosion of rights, the loss of empathy is targeting 
migrants today but there is nothing to stop it targeting all of 
us tomorrow.’  
 
‘25 years of defying the odds, both for those we serve and as 
an organisation proves that a principle is not a principle until 
it costs you something. The incredible daily sacrifices by those 
who have put their life and soul on hold as they seek justice 
and a better life is a cause worth defending.’ 

     Rita Chadha, 2017
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