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COMMUNITY 
 

 
 

London Borough of Lewisham 
 

Borough of Sanctuary 
 
Lewisham Council’s nationally leading approach to supporting refugees and ensuring the 
successful resettlement of refugee families has transformed hundreds of lives. In 2021 we 
were honoured to be the first in the UK to be formally recognised as a Council of Sanctuary.  
 
The Council helped found the Lewisham Migration Forum (LMF), which is a space for 
individuals, communities, businesses, charities, universities, the Council, health providers, 
and more, who provide services and support to migrants in Lewisham to come together and 
discuss issues, share resources and collaborate on campaigns and initiatives to make the 
migrant and refugee sector in the borough stronger and more effective. The Forum is open 
to anyone working with migrant and refugee communities and to migrants, refugees and 
asylum seekers themselves. Experts by experience also take part in the forum, sometimes by 
direct involvement or through a spokesperson. Currently, the Forum involves:  
 
• Representatives of Lewisham council  
• Organisations working in healthcare  
• Community groups  
• Charities that work with migrants  
• Faith groups  
• Civil society groups  
• Individuals 
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In 2020 we appointed the country’s first Sanctuary Officer, with responsibility for driving our 
agenda across the Council and working with partners in the wider community to make 
Lewisham a genuine Borough of Sanctuary. In 2020, the GLA described our work on Refugee 
Resettlement programme as “not only impactful on these families but inspirational for other 
local authorities.” 
 
Pulling together at a local level - Making innovative change possible with our partners 
 
Making Lewisham a Borough of Sanctuary was one of our key commitments in our Corporate 
Strategy, and therefore a Council wide agenda. Through the LMF and other bilateral 
meetings we work closely with local partners to identify areas of concern to them and their 
service users. We are also conducting a feedback survey to collect the views of refugees, 
asylum seekers and migrants themselves.  
 
Our family centred resettlement approach 
Lewisham Council takes responsibility for supporting the refugee families from the moment 
they arrive at the airport and up to five years from their arrival date.  
Alongside Refugee Council, our delivery partner, we provide intensive support for the family 
for the first twelve months of arrival, with the aim of supporting families towards integration 
within their local communities and independence. 
 
Achieving tangible changes in the way services are delivered 
Examples of successful actions taken so far include: 

• Removing the embedded Home Office worker from our No Recourse to Public Funds 

(NRPF) team and using the funds saved to pay for independent legal advice 

• Promoting the Doctors of the World Safe Surgeries scheme to all our GP practices, 

including a joint letter with our partners. Currently 20 of 22 practices have registered 

and we will continue to work towards reaching all 22 

• Providing online information on services available to refugees, asylum seekers and 

migrants during COVID-19, and health information in a range of languages 

• Providing training on the service user experience delivered by third sector 

organisations and people with lived experience of using our services 

• Welcoming and accommodating 90 unaccompanied minor asylum seeking 

children/young people in the last two years (48 children are under 18 years old and 

42 care leavers). They were helped to access their own housing, health services and 

education & in resolving their immigration status 

• Improving our practice in working with unaccompanied asylum seeking children 

(UASC) by creating a specific UASC team and building strong links with relevant legal 

and third sector organisations 

• Committing to welcome an additional 100 UASC over the next 10 years 

• Ensuring that no child in Lewisham is denied free school meals because of their 

family’s immigration status 

• Convening an English for Speakers of Other Languages working group, in partnership 

with the LMF, to bring together both statutory and voluntary providers to improve 

collaboration and consistency of practice 
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• Calling on the government to suspend NRPF restrictions during the Covid-19 

pandemic 

• Publicly refusing to collaborate with the Home Office on the new immigration rules 

on rough sleeping 

• Facilitating training delivered by St Mary’s School, Citizens UK, Project 17 and 

Lewisham  Refugee and Migrant Network plus people with lived experience of using 

our NRPF service  

Next steps 
Official recognition as a Council of Sanctuary marks a major milestone in our journey as we 
continue to promote a culture of welcome and openness across Council services and within 
Lewisham’s local community. Our work with individual services and local partners will 
continue, and although our Strategy runs until 2025, our intention is for this to be an 
ongoing commitment to ensure that migrants of all backgrounds are truly welcomed and 
supported in Lewisham. 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
For further information contact: 
Atika Mohammed 
Head of Insight, Transformation & OD – London Borough of Lewisham 
Atika.mohammed@lewisham.gov.uk| www.lewisham.gov.uk 
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