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European Commission Capacity Building Project  

Practice Sharing Day 20
th

 March 2008 

 

This peer learning day was held as part of the project “Building Local Capacity to Broaden Engagement 

in Global Issues”. This is a three year project funded by the European Commission, and within the 

terms of the project there will be six peer learning events over three years, to address the topics of 

engaging hard to reach groups, extending learning to wider beneficiaries, and building the capacity of 

NGOS to implement this work. These will be specifically addressed by looking at  

- Introducing global issues with specific target groups 

- Facilitating participatory methodologies 

- Ensuring a range of perspectives are promoted 

This is the second peer learning day, and was held a year into the project. For further information 

about the project, or about this or future practice sharing days, please contact 

amy.dunkley@dea.org.uk 

 

Attendees 

Theodros Abraham  Reconnect     theodros@reconnectonline.org.uk 

Davina Allen   Bridges     davina@shropshirebridges.org.uk 

John Davidson   GlosDEC     j.davidson@cybervine.co.uk 

Amy Dunkley  DEA      amy.dunkley@dea.org.uk 

Sue Errington   Devon Development Education   sueerrington@googlemail.com 

Pablo Guidi   Liverpool World Centre    pablo@liverpoolworldcentre.org 

Jane Murray  Devon Development Education  dde@globalcentredevon.wanadoo.co.uk 

Nyeya Yen   GHARWEG     ynyeya@yahoo.com 

 

Programme of the day 

Three one hour long sessions were facilitated by three speakers; these took the form of presentation and then 

questions and discussion. There was also time for discussion at the end of the afternoon. 

 

Theodros Abraham , Reconnect  Introducing global issues with refugees and asylum seekers 

Participants learned about the formation of the project and discussed issues that were important to consider when 

working with refugee community groups 

   

Davina Allen,  Bridges   Introducing global issues with isolated rural communities 

Davina explained the approaches that Bridges have found useful when working with villages, and ran some 

exercises in which participants considered how they would get particular people in a community to become 

involved in events. 

 

Nyeya Yen, GHARWEG    Introducing global issues with refugees and African community groups 

Participants learned about GHARWEG’s project in which people from African community groups are encouraged to 

participate in civil society through acting on issues relating to development 
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Introducing global issues with refugees and asylum seekers 

Theodros Abraham , Reconnect  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reconnect’s work 

Theodros started by explaining the work of Reconnect, and showing how the ECCB project fitted into that. 

The historical background of Reconnect's formation was a feasibility study commissioned by UNHCR UK and 

completed in 2002, which explored possibilities for skilled refugees to work in the international development sector 

both in the UK and in developing countries. The study found, among other things, that 

 

• 75% of refugees who have professional qualifications were keen to go back and work in developing 

countries, and those that did not want to had a personal reason for this. 

• The need to set up a unit to facilitate the employment of skilled refugees in the International Development 

Sector  

 

From this, Reconnect decided to work with refugee teachers and refugee journalists to ensure that they could 

obtain UK recognised qualification, which would enable them to work in the UK. A teacher training course was set 

up with Birkbeck College, one of the colleges of the University of London.  14 out of the cohort of 16 have 

completed the course and most of them now teach in further education. Some of these graduate teachers are keen 

to teach in developing countries and this would represent the second phase of Reconnect's focus. 

 A course for refugee journalists is being set up with Thames Valley University. 

 

Refugee Community Organisations  

Theodros then introduced the organisations that Reconnect works with 

 

• There are more than 500 Refugee Community Organisations (RCOs) in London and the south east. 

• The organisations are usually set up by a few well-meaning, well educated individuals (as these people are 

usually the first to arrive as refugees). They identify what they perceive to be the needs of their refugee 

community, and work to try to find solutions for these needs, but often do not have the resources or the 

relevant experience in working in a new UK environment. 

 

Theodros identified the following as key features or challenges of working with such groups:  

 

• Prior knowledge of and perspectives on global issues 

Many refugees will already be familiar with the socio-economic, political and cultural aspects of developing 

countries and have first hand knowledge of and opinions on topics that might come up when looking at the broad 

sweep of “global issues”.  

Reconnect’s contribution to the EC Capacity Building project aims to bring together  a 

dozen refugee community organisations to establish a forum in which to develop 

both their understanding of global issues, and the skills that are required to 

incorporate such work in their respective organisations. The  wider public in London 

and the south east will then be involved in dialogue and awareness raising initiatives 

to create better understanding of issues affecting refugees in the UK, enabling 

participants to explore ways of transforming the negative impacts of displacement 

into a positive experience within the wider context of global displacement, poverty 

and development 
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• Legitimacy/ accountability  

There is often an issue of legitimacy with questions of how far RCOs represent their respective communities. The 

political differences in the country of origin are often reflected in the refugees in the host country and can affect 

their participation in development education. 

 

• Socio-political and economic tensions 

Refugee community organisations are often headed by middle aged men, hence women and young people tend to 

be marginalised. Obviously this is not an issue unique to these groups, but is perhaps exacerbated because of 

assumptions about the group’s homogeneity due to their sharing an ethnic background and recent life experience. 

 

• Lack of adequate resources and over-stretched capacity 

A familiar issue for those working with any community group. 

 

Topics , methodologies and skills 

As outlined earlier, Reconnect are working in their project to bring together refugee community organisations to 

establish a forum to develop their understanding of global issues and the skills that are required in incorporating 

such work in their respective organisations.  

 

However, you cannot of course cover all issues, and from their experience of working with RCOs, Reconnect chose 

to focus on the topics of terminology, education and the human and material costs of war, as detailed below 

 

• terminology  

- What is meant by development/ globalisation/ development education? 

- The legacy of colonialism (historical aspect, inheritance of social, economic and political structures) 

- Gender relations and how this affects development projects 

 

• education 

- Critical understanding of the role of education in development 

- Concepts and realities of international trade/ the role of multinationals 

- The role of foreign aid and aid agencies (multilateral and NGOs) 

- Civil society/ good governance 

 

• the human and material costs of war 

- The concept/ realities of 'brain drain' in the context of global displacement 

- Displacement and development – ways in which asylum seekers and refugees can be involved in the 

development process of their communities here in UK and the potential benefits this would have to the 

development process of their countries of origin/ region 

 

Methodologies that will be applied: 

• seminars , to draw on participants’ experience 

• group visits to development education centres & international development organisations and RCOs 

• participation in outside conferences  

 

The skills that it was anticipated would be acquired were 

• communication 

• presentation 

• networking 
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How does the project reach the wider European public? 

Within the terms of the project, learning must be shared with the wider European public. Reconnect has plans for a 

newsletter to go out three or four times per year. This will contain articles that reflect on the experience of the 

refugee contributors. Theodros explained that in the experience of Reconnect, the best way to approach global 

issues is not to talk about politics, but approach it through development issues, and how the different groups can 

solve the problems that their country faces, as this brings people together on common ground. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PRACTICAL PEER LEARNING POINTS 

The following points that were raised and discussed on the day will be useful to organisations 

which are introducing global issues with refugee groups 

 

• Be aware of issues of legitimacy and accountability. The divisions in society in the 

country of origin can be reflected or exacerbated in refugee communities in the UK, 

and could include heavyweight political issues.  

 

• Therefore, find out what people have in common. This can be the starting point for 

discussion and activities as there are issues that can motivate all to participate and 

meet on a basis of shared interest. 

 

• Consider including performances by musical artists or poets in events, to create a 

balance with the talks and discussions 
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Bringing Global Issues to Isolated Rural Communities in Shropshire 

Davina Allen, Bridges 

 

Project overview 

 

• 46% of people in Shropshire live in villages of 1500 people or fewer 

• The county is 98.2% white 

• Lack of access to events is an issue 

 

Bridges have now recruited three villages for the project; two of these were recruited by “working outwards” from 

schools (further detail about this is below). Bridges held at least two meetings with each village before a decision 

was made by that village to participate in the project. Once the villages have joined the project, the communities in 

each one work to plan an event which has a global theme; for the first year of the project the events will be 

 

• An ‘Ask the Family’ Fairtrade Fun Quiz 

• Idyani/Eat up! A Festival of Local and African Food 

• A Tanzanian Food and Farming Evening   

 

Recruiting villages 

 

Bridges tried first to get villages involved through the Bridges newsletter and through the Fairtrade networks but 

those who came forward were villages with which Bridges had already worked, and who were already engaged in 

activities, and the ECCB projects are about engaging new audiences. 

 

 The following pointers are what Bridges learned about how to engage new villages  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bridges’ project will enable three villages in Shropshire to bring the global dimension to their area 

by celebrating or holding events with a global theme. The project aims to engage the whole 

community through participation in the events and involvement in the planning process. Over 

three years, villages will tackle more challenging topics and take a lead on the planning process 

with the aim of building the activities into village plans by the final year. 

PRACTICAL PEER LEARNING POINTS 

• Find a key contact. This person needs to be someone who is a leader in the community, 

and who can make decisions and inspire. Committees often approve of a project, but take 

no action, so it is important to identify an individual who can move things forward. 

 

• As well as identifying a key contact as an ally early on, you will also need to persuade the 

leaders and decision makers in the village that the project is worth doing; they will then 

bring their own momentum to it. 

 

• Hook into what is already happening in the village, and relate the project to local issues 

 

• Villages work on consensus politics, therefore plans for the project have to be very open 

and non-prescriptive 
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Involving community members 

The group then looked at how to involve individual members of a community in an event; participants were given a 

“person” card relating to a person in a village and an “event” card, relating to an event that might be held, and had  

to come up with ideas of how to engage particular individuals in particular events. From this exercise, a list of 

pointers was compiled as follows 

 

Davina also reminded the group that you cannot change perceptions in a day; plan the project so that different 

aspects are embedded with different groups, and are part of the ongoing future plans of the village. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Show what has happened in similar communities ....show them it is possible! 

 

• Do your research and find out about ‘village politics’ to minimise the risk of being 

ambushed by them! 

 

• Liaise with organisations that are already working with rural communities 

 

• Work outwards from schools. Bridges wanted a “community feel” to the projects. Small 

rural schools that are threatened with closure often use the defence that they are “at the 

heart of the community” but are they really? Involvement in a project such as this one 

being run by Bridges means that they will be, and this can be a powerful way of including a 

school in a project 

 

PRACTICAL PEER LEARNING POINTS 

• Build events around current interests of people or groups; if the wider community has a 

voice in deciding what kind of event they think it would be useful to hold you will have a 

wider potential group of participants 

• Have a prize as an incentive for action, or hold a competition 

• Consider intergenerational activities, perhaps with different age groups taking on 

different tasks or responsibilities for the same event 

• Hook activities on to something wider such as some kind of awareness raising day or 

week 

• Don’t make the event too heavy – think of it as a “celebration” of something. Some 

people see education as a formal process, so would not be enticed by something they 

thought would be “educational” 
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Introducing global issues with refugees and African community groups  

Nyeya Yen, GHARWEG 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• GHARWEG was set up in 1985 by mainly middle class political exiles from Ghana (referring to Theodros’ 

point about the demographics of those who set up refugee organisations). 

 

• The early issues they dealt with were concerned with politics and the welfare of refugees. GHARWEG used 

to produce a journal called the African World Review, a political magazine, which was popular because 

many people had left their countries for political reasons. 

 

• In 1997 they changed the name of the organisation to GHARWEG Advice, Training & Careers Centre, to 

reflect how their work had evolved. 

 

• Lots of networks and partnerships were made with African, Caribbean and Latin American organisations 

and other political and pressure groups. 

• For GHARWEG, development education activities are a natural progression of the work they carry out 

around political and social issues relating to the countries from which refugee or diaspora groups originate. 

GHARWEG brings together migrants with similar problems who share a common cause and are ready to 

support each other. 

 

Yen shared the following points, based on his experience of working at GHARWEG 

GHARWEG’s project is to undertake development awareness activities on global issues 

(especially the Millennium Development Goals) among people from Black and Minority Ethnic 

communities (especially refugee and African communities) as many diaspora organisations 

from these communities make immense contributions to the towns and villages they came 

from, but these activities are not coordinated or publicised, and no analysis of the impact has 

been done. The project will bring groups together for joint activities that will strengthen the 

individual work of the groups. 

 

PRACTICAL PEER LEARNING POINTS 

 

• Yen identified a general divide in the motivation of migrants, which informs the way GHARWEG 

approaches these groups 

1. political migrants (e.g.refugees). They are often already motivated to find out about global 

issues 

2. economic migrants; these are harder to reach and generally do not have such an interest in 

global issues. Many still have close connections with their place of origin, so this is how 

GHARWEG approaches them, through issues that relate to their home town. 

 

• Different approaches are also needed depending on the formation of the group with regard to 

the generation of migrants, for example different approaches may be appropriate for people 

who moved to the UK themselves, people who were born in the UK and those whose parents 

were born in the UK. 

 

• Many West African communities are heavily involved with the church, so Yen suggested this as 

a starting place for becoming involved. 


