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The ʻEnriching Communities Conferenceʼ was the
result of a partnership between the Migrant
Action Group, which is a sub-group of the East
Sussex Strategic Partnership, and SpeakUp, the
countywide voluntary and community sector
(VCS) forum. This was the last of three SpeakUp
events from earlier in 2010: the Community
Safety Workshop on 24th February and the
Adults and Older People Workshop on 24th
March. All three events facilitated dialogue
between service providers and people working
with and supporting diverse communities in East
Sussex. The event was also a response to the
scoping study “Exploring the Needs of New
Migrant Communities in East Sussex”
commissioned by East Sussex County Council
and undertaken between April and July 2010,
which identified the importance of exploring the
needs of new migrant communities. 

The conference focused on promoting and
improving access to services for Black Minority
Ethnic (BME) and migrant communities.

Speakers explored key challenges facing
different groups – the VCS, public service
providers, national BME policy advisers and
service users. This stimulated an open
discussion around how we can collectively
address these challenges and identify areas
where different organisations can work together
better in the future. The afternoonʼs workshops
were designed to encourage debate, share best
practice and develop skills that enable
practitioners to work with BME and migrant
communities more successfully. 

The conference was aimed at BME and migrant
communitiesʼ representatives, community and
faith leaders, public sector and VCS practitioners
and representatives.

This report provides an overview of the
conference and includes a good practice guide
for service providers engaging with BME and
migrant communities in East Sussex.

1 Foreword

2 Enriching Communities Conference Report and Good Practice Guide



The BME and migrant populations of East
Sussex have rapidly expanded in the last ten
years. This is in line with the South East as a
region and is part of a wider European and global
trend. Following these fast population changes in
East Sussex, it is imperative that local service
providers recognise, understand and respond to
the needs of the new communities, including
empowering minority groups. The conference
took place in a time of political and economic
change which brings many new challenges and
opportunities. 

Aims and objectives

The main aim of the conference was to explore
local service provision for BME and migrant
communities within the broader context of current
changes and challenges in government public
funding, for local authorities and service
providers. 

The conference activities were specifically
designed to: 

• Promote understanding of the needs of BME
and migrants communities in East Sussex.

• Share best practice to ensure services are
responsive to increasingly diverse
communities.

• Empower services providers, BME and migrant
community organisations to develop effective
interventions & strategies to improve access
and delivery of services.

General outcomes

Delegates:

• Learned about key challenges in relation to
BME/migrant communities service provision.

• Participated in an open dialogue to clarify key
issues and possible areas of shared
responsibility in the future.

• Identified where partnership working needs 
to be happening in order to deliver inclusive
services.

• Promoted their service via information stalls
and engaged in networking to share best
practice in service delivery.

2 Contextual background
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Chair’s remarks

This conference was termed as the first held in
East Sussex exclusively dedicated to service
provision for newly emerging and BME
communities.

Steve Manwaring, the Director of Hastings
Voluntary Action, chaired the conference. Steve
emphasized the way that upcoming budget cuts
are going to affect members of these
communities disproportionately, and the need for
honesty and creativity when strengthening
current partnerships and developing new ones. 

“The Immigrant” film

Delegates watched a thought-provoking and
challenging film about a 14 year old asylum
seeker from Afghanistan, called Khan; his tough
journey to England and his first experience at
school as a non-English speaker. 

Speakers

Becky Shaw, the Chief Executive of East
Sussex County Council, highlighted changes in
local demographic information, as well as
challenges and opportunities. Becky emphasised
that, at present, the whole country is facing
political and economic uncertainty. This may
bring anxiety yet at the same time excitement, as
localism gives services providers more power
and freedom to determine what they do. Becky
reminded us that the coalition governmentʼs ʻbig
societyʼ should allow greater District and parish
level participation in local decision making.

Rob Berkeley, Director Runnymede Trust,
spoke on “Ethnic Minorities Representation –
Looking at the future.” Rob started by asking if
having a black president in the US meant racism
was no longer an issue? In the UK, the high
number of Afro-Caribbean school dropouts is
typically blamed on the pupils not the system. 

Rob focused our attention on the likely
consequences of the cuts that will befall BME
communities, such as a widening of segregation
between the rich and the poor, and the impact
these changes are likely to have on peopleʼs lives. 

He also differentiated between different BME
groups, for example, due to the level of education
gained by West Africans, most Nigerian
immigrants will have a degree; while due to the
devastation in Somalia, Somali immigrants will
typically be quite low on the academic ladder. 

Another important issue he mentioned is the
current rise of far right politics and the
normalisation of racist assumptions. Rob
challenged the delegates to hold local and
national government accountable. What roles do
immigrants have within the community?

Barbara Rowe, Director of Breaking down
Barriers, presented a service user case study,
sharing her personal experience in dealing with 
a number of local service providers. 

Open dialogue session

A panel discussion made of senior policy makers,
representatives from statutory, voluntary and
community organisations, provided feedback on
key challenges and opportunities that arose from
the speakersʼ presentations. Following this,
delegates were given the opportunity to ask or
comment on key issues. The topics of BME
representation, identity, belonging and
multiculturalism were of great interest to
delegates, while other questions focused on
experiences and challenges of the Migrant
Communities project. 

3 The conference
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In a spirit of partnership, each workshop 
was co-facilitated by a voluntary and
community sector representative or
academic, and a service provider practitioner. 

Workshop 1: 
Responding to the needs of 
new immigrant communities 

The aim of this workshop was to present findings
from the research commissioned by the Migrant
Communities Project, which explored the needs
of new migrant communities in East Sussex and
their perceptions of service providers. This
workshop also highlighted how partnership
working is vital to address the needs of migrant
communities. 

Participants were given case studies from the
research to stimulate discussion around what
their organisations could do to solve the
particular issues, as well as how such problems
could be prevented in the future. Issues covered
in the case studies included complex, 
multi-faceted problems such as a womanʼs
qualifications not being recognised and a family
not receiving clear guidance regarding social
housing.

Workshop 2: 
Integrating communities – improving
participation in civic life among BME 
and migrant communities 

The aim of this workshop was to promote civic
engagement, in particular census and electoral
participation. The facilitators used a discussion-
based approach to encourage participants to
contribute through a series of questions, thereby
stimulating discussion on how to promote
techniques that influence policies and decisions
making. 

Workshop 3: 
Empowering and supporting grassroots
community organisations 

This workshop aimed at sharing best practice
and promoting access to resources in supporting
grassroots community organisations. The
workshop identified barriers faced by service
providers engaging with BME and migrant
communities, such as understanding their needs
(real needs of individuals and community), and
emphasized the importance of agencies working
towards the same goal having clear
communication and transparency. 

Facilitators commented, “Some participants
found it difficult to steer away from ʻthe usual
responseʼ reflecting embedded personal/
organisational attitudes towards engagement
with BME communities.” 

A key finding was that, “More joint (statutory,
voluntary and community sector) work is needed
to unpack prevailing myths and appropriately find
joint solutions to address and remove barriers”

Workshop 4: 
Promote cross-culture and 
communication awareness 

This workshop aimed to empower service
providers to overcome communication and
cultural barriers. Facilitators treated it as a
training session covering a range of activities,
including matching immigration status with
entitlements and using case studies to explore
working with people with English as an Additional
Language (EAL) needs. Participants commented
that the scenarios were complex and it was
difficult to find a balanced answer. At the end
participants were given a resource list and a tip
sheet for helping overcome language barriers.

4 The workshops
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The Enriching Communities conference was a
great success. Since the conference the
organisers have received positive feedback from
representatives of voluntary and community
organisations, statutory bodies and panel
members about the level of discussion,
interactivity of the attendees and the quality of
organisation before and during the event. 

Key recommendations that arose from
workshops and discussion have been used as
well as the feedback from other SpeakUp events
for the BME organisations to develop a best
practice guide for service providers to engage
with BME and migrant communities in East
Sussex. 

Majority of participants found the day “very
useful” and “useful”. Delegates stated that the 3
most useful elements of the day were:
networking opportunities; workshops and
presentation by Rob Berkeley from Runnymede
Trust. 95% of those who returned the feedback
from would like to attend similar event again. 

5 Conclusion
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This guide focuses on techniques that all
partners can use to engage with and empower
BME communities in East Sussex. It is important
to note that the idea that ʻminorityʼ communities
are homogeneous in term of culture and needs is
a myth, and a barrier to service provision.
Although ethnicity monitoring is a valid reason for
ethnic groupings, categorising an entire
population into groups hides many aspects linked
to individual identity and personal needs. 

In case of migrants, it is important to understand
that they are a highly heterogeneous group, and
what unites them is their application for residency
in the UK. As a group they include men and
women of different ages with different
educational backgrounds, including highly skilled
professionals, who have experienced different
circumstances in their own countries and arrived
in the UK through different means. 

To clarify, there is no such thing as migrant
cultural or ethnic group: such assumption can be
likened to considering job seekers as a cultural or
an ethnic group! 

Services providers must avoid forcing people into
administrative ethnicity categories, rather adapt
and tailor their services to individual needs,
interest and aspirations.

Best practice principles
SpeakUp Forum and its partners organised a
series of events as part of the “Empowering
BME organisations in East Sussex” project.
Learning from these activities highlighted
some broad principles for the effective
delivery of services to BME and migrant
communities in our county.

Availability and accessibility 
Ensure services are genuinely available and
accessible: consider delivery location and
opening hours (for example, for shift
workers), and acknowledge services users
constraints, such as family responsibilities.
Aim to identify barriers to accessing services
rather than deeming BME communities 
ʻhard to reachʼ.

Equity
Exercise non-discrimination, promotion of
equality and social inclusion, and an
understanding of cultural experiences of the
service users. 

Continued overleaf

6 Good practice guide for 
service providers in East Sussex
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Transparency
Be clear and open about what your
organisation or project is seeking to achieve
and what the expected results are. Ensure
decision-making is timely and transparent and
involves the community or their advocates,
when appropriate, as fully as possible
throughout the process.

Choice
Promote service user choice and control,
recognise individualʼs fears or limitations and
build on individualʼs interest and preferences.

Fairness and justice
Provide a humane, person-centered, rights-
based and solution-focused approach to the
needs of BME and migrant communities.

Accountability
Identify and clarify who your service is
accountable to and how, and ensure that
service quality standards and organisational
responsibilities are met.

Innovation and creativity
Promote best practice and creative
techniques to address the needs of service
users.

Partnership and collaboration
Encourage a holistic approach to meeting
needs, based on cross-organisational
collaboration.

Agencies should: 

• Have an understanding of BME and migrant
populations. This includes, but is not limited to,
access to latest demographic information;
knowledge and understanding of local
community groups, unmet needs and service
gaps; identified key contacts and community
leaders 

• Develop a strong cultural competency from the
operational to the strategic level, as there is
often a lack of awareness of the needs of
specific groups/religions/gender/ages by
agencies.

• Build genuine interest in peopleʼs backgrounds
and what they consider to be their life priorities
(e.g. supporting relatives abroad, making a
difference in their country of origin). Try to
understand how their journey as a migrant
impacts on their perception of service
provision. 

• Consider informal approaches to developing
engagement activities. This helps to build trust
and confidence in service providers, e.g.
explore possibilities of organising social events
linked to the cultural and faith calendar of the
groups your are working with. 

• Operate flexible and accessible services:
promote health drop-in / walk-in centres,
evening services in non-traditional settings,
e.g. places of worship, mother and toddler
groups, workplaces, schools, local chops and
job centres. 

• Develop a frontline staff network to exchange
information on engagement activities and build
trust within and between organisations and
sectors: BME and migrant communities are
consulted or contacted by so many
organisation to ensure equality and
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engagement requirements as met. However,
what is often forgotten is that these groups
might see all services providers as connected
and might not necessary make a difference of
who is who and who is doing what and how.
Consequently, a network of frontline staff to
provide one central information point that
people are directed to (physical space vs. web-
based resource), which documented
commonly occurring migrant communities
issues and signpost people appropriately,
would be ideal.

• Build on previous experience/peer learning
through analyzing existing feedback and
surveys.

• Be aware that many BME and migrant
community members rely on family, informal
networks and their community for help and
support. Signpost your service users to
appropriate BME and faith groups and
organisations in the local area. . 

• Understand that key influential actors within a
community might be different to those known
officially. There is difference between official
community leaders (such as a chair of a
community group) and a culturally influential
person. Community leaders might be those
considered to be of a certain moral or political
status, or a person with relatively remarkable
life experience. 

• Work in partnership with BME and migrant
communities organisations as they can help
set up peer support groups or ambassador /
champion networks. 

• Recognise that many BME and migrant
community members do not know about
readily available services – promote
signposting and directories of services

Language and culture
• Research and understand support/advice

services in country of origin.

• Use appropriate communication methods
when English is not the first language.

• Avoid assumptions e.g. people who speak
English with a non-native accent are ʻnew to
the countryʼ.

• Be aware of gender differences and how these
manifest in different cultures. This includes
roles, expectations, and personal interaction,
which may be relevant to your service.

• Ensure and improve access to interpreters by
promoting information about interpreting and
bi-lingual advocacy support, especially in
frontline offices (e.g. receptions).

• Have translated and plain English materials
readily available. 

• Employ diverse and multi-lingual frontline staff.

• It is bad practice to use family members for
interpreting, especially children. This can
negatively affect family dynamics, reduce
privacy for the individual and can have a
negative psychological impact on the child
interpreting. 

• Recognise diversity of identities: country of
origin is only one element of a personʼs
identity. Within any nationality there are likely
to be distinctions around ethnicity; religious,
political and clan affiliation; language; regional
and local culture in places of origin kinship and
family values.
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Legislation and system
• Develop knowledge and understanding of

migrantsʼ rights and entitlements – as clients
may not be aware of their entitlements, how to
complete forms and their rights regarding
applications. 

• Keep up to date with relevant case law. 

• Recognise that needs might vary according to
residency status: it is often assumed that
refugees and asylum seekers are a group of
people with similar needs. Asylum seekers
reflect the worldʼs conflict areas at any given
time and initial support needs tend to be
around safety (housing), learning (language)
and peer support. Once refugee status is
achieved they become part of the general
ethnic minority population. 

• Be aware that an individualʼs immigration
status is likely to impact on life priorities.

• Recognise how bureaucratic systems affect
peopleʼs social and economic integration.

Case study: 
One person’s service user experience
in East Sussex

Ms A came to the UK in 2003. In 2005 she
obtained her work permit which allowed her to
apply for a job in a local recruitment agency
but she was asked to produce her National
Insurance number. When she contacted the
Inland Revenue to apply for a NI number she
was advised that she could only be allocated
a number if she has a job. 

Eventually Ms A found a temporary cleaning
job, which helped her to get her NI number. 
As she wanted to live independently
(financially), she contacted a local estate
agency to rent a studio flat. She was advised
she had to produce proof of her three years
residency in UK, which she could not get as
she had only lived in UK for two years. 

Also, she failed the credit scoring checks
because she was not on the electoral roll and
had not had a loan or a credit card in UK. 

Ms A contacted the local authority to claim for
housing support, which she was denied
because she had started a job. Ms A had to
give up her job so that she could access
housing benefit. 

As she was still struggling to communicate in
English, she was unable to clarify her case,
and the benefit department asked her to
produce further documents which would
confirm that she was entitled to claim housing
benefits. 

She contacted Migrant Helpline (MH) who
advocated on her case. MH contacted the
Home Office, and a few weeks later the Home
Office decided that she should relocate to
another region where accommodation had
been prepared for her.
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Training and employment
• Employ people from within the communities

you provide services to.

• Encourage service users to learn English and
use their own initiative where possible.

• Advocate for improved enforcement on
employers around employersʼ rights and
responsibilities.

• Recognise overseas qualifications as an
advantage rather than a barrier.

• Improve the translation and recognition of
overseas qualifications: equivalence of
overseas qualifications do not necessary offer
a recognition of transferable skills and a
certificate of competency within UK
employment market. 

• Recognise a broad range of employable /
transferable skills: migrants come to the UK
with diverse skills, from a different system of
employment where their skills may be at
strategic levels. Due to lack of fluency in
English or understanding of local work culture,
they apply for manual jobs, which they might
be perceived as incompetent at. 

• Make appropriate referral to specialist
agencies and international careers advice.

• Encourage employers to develop relevant
training programme to support people with
overseas qualifications. 

• Encourage volunteering as part of career
development, community involvement and to
enhance an individualʼs CV. 

Partnership working
• Ensure all key partners (organisations or staff

members working with BME and migrant
communities) work together to address the
risks and challenges faced by BME and
migrant communities, using their combined
resources to the best effect.

• Strengthen partnership working between
statutory agencies, NGOs and BME
communities.

• Improve coordination between organisations
doing the same work; for example, all LAs
have to produce school admissions documents
in a range of local community languages

• Use feedback from previous consultations/
engagements carried out by your or any other
organisations or agencies.

• Feedback to people who you engage with,
follow up on your consultations and keep
people informed. 
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Community representation
• Involve and empower communities by

acknowledging that services will be improved
and communities strengthen only if services
effectively engage and empower individuals and
the organisations representing them.

• Ensure genuine representation of these groups
in relevant forums. Support direct representation
if possible or seek the most appropriate
channels for indirect representation. 

• Understand that most BME and migrants
community groups work on a voluntary basis
and that some community leadersʼ active
involvement may be based on personal interest
and passion. Therefore, it is important that
agencies engage both with community groups
and their members. 

• Build the capacity of community groups by
investing in membersʼ skills, thereby enhancing
the sustainability of your service and embedding
it within the community.

• Set appropriate boundaries to avoid raising high
expectations.

• Acknowledge that some community groups
prefer to operate informally (without a governing
document) and this does not necessary reflect a
bad structure or poor governance.

Health 
• Ensure receptionists and other frontline staff

are suitably trained to deal with people who
speak limited English.

• Avoid stereotypical diagnosis e.g. it should not
be assumed that a patient might be suffering
from malaria because he/she is complaining of
headache and high temperature and he/she is
originally from a tropical country.

• Understand and explore culturally specific
concepts of dignity.

• Promote understanding of services and
accessibility to all.

• Consider cultural sensitivities – for some
communities there is stigma attached to
certain (mental) health conditions

• Provide or promote English language classes
that introduce heath services and explain the
GP system for new arrivals.

• Run health-led sessions in community settings
focusing on healthcare systems, significant
health issues and healthy living.
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