Helping Hands Newsletter
Launch

highlighted the many and growing
challenges that refugees and asylum
seekers face in Lewisham everyday.

Thank you to all of you who made this
event such a success! With beautiful
food and words from the Damascus
chef and the amazing array of music,
it was the perfect start to this vital
new project. Local Labor MP’s Heidi
Alexander and Vicky Foxcroft happily announced the Foodbank open,
expressing their appreciation for
this much needed resource as they

Key Speaker // Mel Taylor (Deputy
CEO of GCDA)
Mel kindly attended from the Greenwich Cooperative Development
Agency- a voluntary organisation
who provide self help, training and
enterprise support for individuals and
communities who are experiencing
disadvantages in and around Greenwich. Like our visiting MP’s, Mel also
noted the terrible necessity for food
banks in our society due to the rise
of food poverty. It is estimated that in
Lewisham alone 19,000 parents have
skipped a meal so their children could
eat. Refugees are especially vulnerable to food poverty as they are often
housed in inadequate accommodation, have tiny incomes (as little as £5
a day) and can be completely unfamiliar with the food available to them.
This trio of obstacles leaves people
with few options and are therefore
reliant on donations. We are very
grateful for Mel’s inspiring speech and
to find out more please visit:
www.goodfoodlewisham.org/
gcda.coop/

London Street Orchestra. Spurred by
a belief that everyone should have the
chance to listen to quality live music
they have set up stage in refugee
centres, prisons, and now at our food
bank launch- keeping us on our toes
with their musical medley. Finally,
here’s to The Worn Out Shoes, an
exciting folk group who are on a mission to teach London the way of the
ceilidh. They lived up to their name by
getting us all on our feet and made
the evening end with a bang. To hear
more visit:
www.streetorchestra.co.uk/
www.facebook.com/thewornoutshoesceilidhband/
www.africaexpress.co.uk/featured-article/the-orchestra-of-syrian-musicians-and-guests-album-out-now/

Pictured are the wonderful Syrian Orchestra, amazingly talented musicians
who delighted us with their traditional
repertoire. A big thank you also to the

January - February
who are born into this world.” Norman
Borlaug, biologist and humanitarian

“The first essential component of
social justice is adequate food for all
mankind. Food is the moral right of all

Good news! The Helping Hands
Foodbank was informally started in
early November with support from
the Church of the Good Shepherd
with St Peter, Lee. St Peter’s offered
to host the helping Hands Foodbank
and hope to continue as one of the
key partners in this project for the
foreseeable future. St Peter’s church,
on the corner of Weigall Road, is the
new base where we welcome clients,

distribute food and organise and
collect donations. Church members
and others from the wider community
have already been involved by helping to serve toast and tea to clients,
collect food donations and pack up
food bags. The congregation is also
donating the fares for clients who
would otherwise not be able to afford
to collect their food parcels.
Jo McCrone who is overseeing the
project on behalf of the Good Shepherd with St Peter’s, Lee - “We’re

hoping to receive offers of help and
support from anyone who would like
to help. It’s really humbling to know
that the food items that you are
bagging up for clients will be the only
food they have access to for now.”

“This project is a perfect opportunity for us all to come together in our
community to help those who have
no other means of support. I’m so
glad that we can be part of it” The
Revd Bridget Shepherd, Vicar of the
Church of the Good Shepherd with St
Peter’s, Lee

The stories behind the statistics...
When you choose to support AFRIL
and our Foodbank, you help people
like Abdullah Alawayed. Abdullah
shares his story, “I was born and
raised in Syria. When the war broke
out, I left the country and came to
England. When I I arrived, I found myself far from home. It’s easy to forget
things and lose precious memories
in a busy city like London. I have
decided to bring Syria to London by
cooking Syrian food. I have joined
AFRIL, partly, to honour the memory
of those who have fled from the war
zones by getting together and sharing
food and warmth with each other.”

In their own words...

“Hi! Thank you for giving us some
space in the AFRIL Newsletter this
quarter! We are a group of 8 colleagues who have chosen AFRIL as
one of the charities we will be supporting over the next 6 months. We
have been lucky enough to meet with
Iolanda and to become involved with
her wonderful initiative, the Helping
Hands Food Bank. It is early days in
our collaboration with AFRIL, but the
first two volunteers from our group attended the Helping Hands Food Bank
this Saturday and were very excited
to be involved with the project. One of
the volunteers described the experience as fascinating and inspiring. He
was privileged to enjoy some English
conversation with one of the clients
and was inspired by the wealth of experience and creative talent he learnt
about – his new friend is an artist, and
a teacher with an incredible story to
learn about. Smartphones were an
amazing way to overcome language
barriers too! Over the next 6 months
we hope that we can be involved with
AFRIL more and more, volunteering
with the food bank, and also building
on the exciting opportunities that
AFRIL have in the pipeline for their
clients. These include healthy eating
classes, practical skills, and much
more! We are also looking to help
with fundraising costs towards hiring
a full-time driver to collect donations
for the foodbank, and have our own
fundraising ideas to do so, including
bucket shaking over the festive period
in tube stations– watch this space for
more developments!! Most of all we
are very excited to be involved with
AFRIL and the people they support –
and are looking forward to an exciting
6 months ahead” Laura Suggitt (DAP
Product Team HMPO)

More from our supporters....
Lee Greens is a non-profit social
enterprise. It is a community-led
veg bag scheme providing locally
sourced, organic vegetables in South
East London. Lee Greens are passionate about supporting people in
the community. They have decided to

team-up with AFRIL to reach out to
more people locally. Chris from Lee
Greens explain,
‘We recently became aware of the
great and tireless work that AFRIL
does, helping refugees and asylum
seekers who are in desperate need.
We were shocked to find out that
there are many people living in the UK
with not enough food to feed themselves and their families each week.
Initially we were grateful for AFRIL to
take the small surpluses of veg from
our weekly veg bag operation, so that
food was not wasted, but now we
actively buy extra veg each week to
donate and also encourage our members to donate any unwanted bags
to AFRIL. We believe the AFRIL food
bank is an extremely worthy cause
and through this initiative Lee Greens
is able to help some of the most vulnerable people in the borough as well
as increase our support for our local
farmers and do our bit to reduce food
waste and food poverty.

We are infinitely grateful to Lee
Greens for donating their surplus
veg and uncollected veg bags to
our Foodbank! If you’d like to find
out more about them, you are welcome to contact them directly. Email:
leegreenslewisham@gmail.com or
Phone: 07474 576 012
Volunteer Driver Needed!
We need your help with collecting
food donated by local supermarkets
and other food outlets. There are different collection times at present, but
mostly on Friday afternoon. The food,
once collected, needs to be taken to
St Peter’s Church in Lewisham. Our
ideal driver will be able to commit to
helping out once a week, on a weekly
basis. Please, contact Iolanda for
more details: Iolanda@afril.org.uk
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“The food bank has changed my life.
It is a very good system for people
with a low income or no income”
Susan, Iranian asylum seeker

NEWS ROUND-UP
A DAY AT AFRIL’S ‘HELPING HANDS’
FOOD BANK
One of our volunteers visits the Foodbank and writes their impressions...
Entering the bright yellow hall of St
Peter’s Church, Lee, it’s immediately
clear that people rather than food
are at the core of the Helping Hands
Food Bank. It is 10am and a dedicated team of early-risers have already
laid out fruit, vegetables, and a wide
array of non-perishables in the corner
of the hall. Donations are mainly from
Sainsbury’s this week, but the ‘shopping’ experience is more relaxed and
personal at Helping Hands, interspersed with chatting and drinking
tea. The hall is dotted with tables set
out for clients and guests to sit, chat,
and enjoy refreshments provided by
first-time Church volunteers Ruth and
Valery. Today, there are 15 helpers:
five from St Peter’s Church, eight of
AFRIL’s own. They skilfully weave
among the tables, offering the odd
pitta bread or carton of milk between
catch-ups with clients.
This isn’t a conveyor belt of needy
clients so much as a relaxed and
sociable club, where people sit at
tables and talk to the friends they
have made over the past 6 months,
or meet new ones. The pace is slow
and clients gradually accrue the
provisions they need by browsing the
items laid out, or requesting specifics
from the store cupboard. Unexpected
groups form: I join a table comprised
of an Iranian poet, Ethiopian runner,
an English language teacher, and a
German guest practising his Farsi. A
Sri Lankan boy with only a little Eng-

lish jokes with us before joining other
children playing with the toys provided. Megan, the new ESOL teacher,
introduces herself to Vietnamese and
Turkish ladies, who begin to learn
English with her from scratch. Today,
clothes donated by the public are on
offer as well as food. An Iranian actor,
Mehdi, casually holds up a pair of
track bottoms to himself as the table
I join laughs over a game of ‘guess
my age’. A sewing machine has been
provided and people take turns trying
it out, learning how to do hems and
mend trousers. I also speak to clients
from the Ivory Coast, Nigeria, Sri
Lanka, Turkey, Vietnam, and Kenya
– ten women, five men. A Sri Lankan
woman tells me her two girls (aged
4 and 8) look forward to visiting the
Food Bank and are impatient to leave
the house every Saturday morning.
“I came here in 2011 fleeing the Sri
Lankan civil war. My husband underwent torture in Sri Lanka – his family
is very affected by the war there. We
don’t have much freedom here or
privacy, as we share a house with another family. I was referred to the food
bank and have made friends here.”
As things start to wrap up at noon,
her younger daughter is keen to show
me the origami animals one of the
volunteers has made for her. As it is
Mothering Sunday the following day,
the children make flower bouquets
with one of the volunteers and all
mothers are given flowers to take
home.

HEALTH CHECK-NHS LEWISHAM
NHS Lewisham CCG is responsible
for planning, buying and commissioning health services to meet the needs
of the local population. We have to
meet increasing demand for services
with support to help people to stay
healthy for longer. We also need to
make sure that everyone can access
the right care when they need it. A big
part of this is making sure that people
know how to register with a GP and
how to use the right service at the
right time. This is particularly important for people who are vulnerable
because they have recently arrived
in the country. Although everyone
we spoke to at the foodbank was
registered with a GP, some said they
knew people who would not register
because they had Irregular Status.
We were able to give people information to pass on to others – sometimes called peer to peer information.
Everyone in the UK is entitled to GP
care and urgent care, regardless of
their immigration status. We provided
people with the Healthy London Partnership Cards which can help people
to get registered with a GP without
a fixed address and without queries
about their immigration status.
People took these to share within
their friend, family or community
groups. We asked people if peer
groups were a good way to get
messages out, person to person,
and most felt it was, and mentioned
the strong verbal traditions in their
culture. We also asked people about
being able to understand leaflets;
most thought the important thing
was to have a leaflet on the internet
so people could use tools like Google Translate. There was recognition
that, with 170 languages spoken in
Lewisham, and information changing

regularly, it was not possible to print
leaflets in every language. People told
us they found this session helpful and
we will be working with AFRIL again
when we attend the RAINBOW family
session in April.

VOICES BEHIND THE STATISTICS
Your help in the form of donations
and volunteering, goes a long way
to assist displaced people who are
vulnerable, destitute and isolated.
Below are a couple of testaments
from people who have benefited from
the food bank:
Dalir (not his real name) came to the
UK 16 months ago as an asylum
seeker from Iran. He receives a government allowance of £37.75 a week
and is still awaiting a decision on his
case.
“I was persecuted in Iran because
I am an atheist. When you leave
your country, you experience a lot of
problems: you don’t know what will
happen in the future, you don’t know
what to do, you spend your time
alone.”
“My friend recommended the food
bank to me. It’s very important, because most of the time I don’t have

anything to do. I left all my family in
Iran and am not allowed to work or
study here.”
“In the future I want to learn English
well, then go to university to study
human sciences. After that, I can do
anything.”
Susan is Iranian and came to the UK
as an asylum seeker 18 years ago.
“The food bank has changed my life.
It is a very good system for people
with low income or no income.”
“For two months I didn’t have money
because my benefits ended, so I had
to borrow from people. After my case
worker sorted my benefits, I continued coming to the food bank because
I had to pay back all the people I
borrowed from.”
“Another reason I come to the food
bank is to socialise. I am a single person living by myself – it’s very good
not just for food, but meeting new
people.”

They’ve been able to practice their
English here and can now communicate what they do and don’t want to
eat.”
Angela (church volunteer) has been
volunteering at the food bank since it
started in November.
“It’s extremely rewarding to come and
meet everybody and find the church
buzzing with people, and to see the
same faces. It’s wonderful to see clients helping each other too. It breaks
down all sorts of barriers.”
“Every single person here has different circumstances and different
things that have brought them to
the food bank. The word ‘refugee’
doesn’t capture it. I tend to see it as
these people have needs at the moment and we can help them.”

OUR VOLUNTEERS IN THEIR OWN
WORDS
Joe started volunteering a few
months ago.
“It’s been really enjoyable to see how
the project and the service users have
progressed.”
“I’ve noticed people growing in confidence who were quite shy at first.

Donate
BELOW IS A SHOPPING LIST OF OUR SUGGESTED FOODSTUFFS
TINNED FOOD
tinned fish/meat, tinned fruit, tinned soup & tinned pulses e.g. lentils, beans, chickpeas.
DRY FOOD
small bags of rice/pasta/couscous, instant noodles, biscuits or snack/cereals bars.
MISCELLANEOUS
milk (UHT/powdered), fruit juice (cartons), tea bags, instant coffee sugar, salt, ketchup; pasta sauces, jams, cooling oil.
TOILETRIES AND CLEANING MATERIALS
sanitary towels, washing up liquid, toilet paper packs, toothpaste, shampoo, nappies (larger sizes).
DROP-OFF TIMES FOR DONATIONS ARE EVERY SATURDAY
10-12 AM, ST PETER’S CHURCH LEWISHAM, SE4 1LT
The Future of The Helping Hands Foodbank
We will be keeping you updated with future developments and events via email and social media. If you are looking to
volunteer please do not hesitate to get in touch through our website or by contacting our Helping Hands manager at:
iolanda@afril.org.uk

