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“Food is strength, and food is peace, and food is freedom, and food is a helping hand to people around the 
world whose good will and friendship we want.”
- John F. Kennedy

NEWS ROUND-UP
AFRIL’S FOUNDER AND FOOD BANK COORDINATOR WRITES AN OPEN LETTER

Dear Readers,

The Helping Hands Food Bank opened its doors on November 11th 
2017 at St Peters Church in Lee. Since then, the Church has generous-
ly been offering a free venue and transport to the 20 refugees, asy-
lum-seekers, and vulnerable migrants who have used the food bank 
from the start.

The first six months have been both incredibly rewarding and challeng-
ing. The AFRIL Food Bank is the first food bank for refugees, asy-
lum-seekers and those with No Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF) in 
Lewisham.

Systems and procedures for all areas of the food bank’s practical oper-
ations had to be created, as well as partnerships with local food outlets, 
donors, other charities and local community groups. This is a complex 

web of different layers of involvement and commitment which we continue to refine. Supporting it all is the 
unwavering grassroots local support, which is getting wider and more far reaching: at the moment we receive 
at least three donations of clothes and food every Saturday from local residents.

We also have donations boxes at Goldsmiths and Sainsburys Local, and are in discussions with other insti-
tutions and supermarkets. With more donations comes the challenge of needing more drivers for collections 
from different locations throughout the borough.

It is a sad fact that food poverty continues to affect an increasing number of AFRIL’s service users and the 
food bank receives at least three new referrals each week. As a result, the decision had to be taken to assist 
each family for a maximum of six months. We are glad to be able to refer food bank users to the Whitefoot 
Lane Food Bank on Thursday evenings, and we are actively seeking new referral opportunities in the day time 
and without restrictions regarding the number of visits.

Our community of members are from at least 10 different nationalities. Each story is different, but with the 
common theme of extreme deprivation, alienation and isolation, as shown by our case studies in this issue.



Our food bank would not run without the concerted efforts of such a great group of volunteers from all walks 
of lives and backgrounds. We have at least five volunteers each Saturday, who meet and greet users, prepare 
and hand out food parcels, as well as chat with our members and offer practical skills workshops such as 
sewing.

Our food bank is unlike other food banks, where users just drop in to collect food. We have developed a com-
munity of support and friendship unlike any other.

I am sure we will continue to grow, prosper and provide a very needed and successful service in partnership 
with St Peters Church in Lee, which deserves a lot of praise and congratulations for the welcoming and very 
supportive environment it continues to provide!!

Kind Regards, 
Iolanda Chirico



AFRIL’S COOKERY CLASSES

AFRIL ran a four-week cookery and nutrition course in partnership with 
Greenwich Co-operative Development Agency for people on tight budg-
ets in April. Here are some of their testimonials:

“I like the class. Me and my children have now tried new things such as 
wholemeal bread, butter beans and mackerel. I now look at sugar and 
salt content when buying food.”
Rita

“The club is very good. It is a great way to find new friends and learn 
about healthy food. I would recommend to friends.”

Dursun (translated from Turkish)

“The club is good. I like the way we do everything together.”
Miszura

ST.PETER’S CHURCH, LEE - 
EVERYONE HAS BENEFITED & 
BEEN TOUCHED
By Jo McCrone (Church Warden)

It’s been a privilege to be able to 
host the Helping Hands Food-
bank Project in our building. Since 
starting the project with AFRIL in 
November we’ve found that we’ve 
had a huge amount of support 
and offers of help from church 
members, friends, neighbours, groups we’ve got links with like the Scouts and Beavers and the local branch 
of the Women’s Institute.
 
“One of the unexpected benefits of the foodbank has been the way it’s brought together a wide range of 
people of all faiths and no faith, of all ages and backgrounds, friends, neighbours and strangers – all united 
by their desire to care for some of the poorest people in our community” Rev Bridget Shepherd, Vicar of St 
Peter’s Church.
 
“For all of us, this was a new venture, we’d never run a foodbank before and we’ve learnt a huge amount. In 
some ways it’s so much more than a foodbank – like a corner shop, a café and a clothing store all at once!” 
Jo McCrone
 
One of the elements that we’ve really enjoyed is getting to spend time getting to know service users. At the 
end of the day, we are all similar and all equal and there’s nothing fair about the situations that some people 
have to endure just to live. 
 
“One of the great things about this project is that it involves the church supporting  and working within the 
broader community.” –Laurie Roberts
 



Working with AFRIL has also been a good experience for us. As the project has been a partnership between 
both ourselves and AFRIL volunteers, we’ve gained much from finding out how both organisations work. We 
have been to help with offering our premises, been able to give out fares to service users and organised the 
storage and distribution of food.  
 
Our team (all volunteers) includes a number of Saturday Morning Church Team Leaders who take it in turns 
to open up, register service users, distribute fares and over see the morning, Food Cupboard Managers who 
supervise the distribution and packing of food bags and Kitchen Leaders and other general helpers who help 
serve breakfast and welcome service users. We also have a very hard working Food Cupboard Coordinator 
who goes into the building each week to make sure we have enough food for each session. 
 
There’s so much about this project that is good and been really enjoyable and we want to continue to do all 
that we can to help those who need our help. The foodbank is more than just a place where we offer food for 
those who can’t afford it. We want to create a safe place, where people can get advice, learn new skills, make 
friends and feel connected to others in their community, especially those who have had to flee their homes 
and are looking for sanctuary.

WHY I AM RUNNING THE EDINBURGH MARATHON FOR AFRIL’S 
FOOD BANK
By Susie Fairbrass 

I’ve visited and volunteered at the Food Bank, although I am not able 
to go as regularly as I would like to because I work on the weekends. 
While being there I saw how many people were using the service in the 
space of just a few hours, and having spoken to some of the project 
recipients I saw how much the Food Bank was helping them.  

I found out about the charity after reading an article in the Guardian. I 
know Dame, the refugee who was featured, personally so was interest-
ed to read about the support that AFRIL provides for people in a similar 
situation. I then contacted AFRIL and arranged to fundraise for them. 

I have experience working with refugees and asylum-seekers. I worked 
on a project very similar while living in Sweden, and I know how beneficial it can be to have places for vulner-
able people to come and receive support, get help learning English, and have access to the daily essentials 
that most people take for granted. 

I have been running as a hobby for a few years and wanted to take on the challenge of a marathon. I man-
aged to get a ballot place for Edinburgh marathon rather than a charity place which meant I could choose 
a charity to fundraise for. I hadn’t decided on one when I signed up but once I found out about AFRIL I felt 
really strongly that I should do it for them. I knew that my friends and family would happily support the charity 
too and I also grew up in Lewisham so it’s great to be supporting a local charity. 

I hope to raise between 500 and 1000 pounds. So far I am at 320 but I 
hope that on the day of the race I should get some more donations. My 
family friends and work colleagues have all been supporting me – I have 
even got a few colleagues to come on lunch time runs with me!

A VOICE 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 AFRIL Food Bank:

Kheo Ngllyé (80), from Vietnam, is homeless and living between different 
addresses. Her claim for asylum was rejected and she does not receive 
any governmental support while she appeals this decision. 
“I came to the UK in 2005 to attend my daughter’s marriage and over-



stayed. I chose to stay because my son was detained in Vietnam and I no longer had the guarantee of family 
to look after me there.”

“My son is in prison in Vietnam because he is Christian and the communist regime in Vietnam prevents peo-
ple from following their religion. I haven’t seen my son since 2005.”

“I am also a Christian and am not free to profess my religion there.” 

“The food bank has improved the quality of my life. I can take food and speak to other people. However, I do 
miss Vietnamese food!”

OUR VOLUNTEERS IN THEIR OWN WORDS 

Mona started volunteering for AFRIL recently and is the Strategic Di-
rector at the grassroots charity May Project Gardens. Previously, she 
worked as the Programmes Director for the race equality organisation 
Every Voice. Mona is of Iranian heritage and grew up in Denmark, where 
her parents obtained political asylum. She now lives in Lewisham.
 
I met Reza – a refugee from Iran – last month, on his first ever visit to 
AFRIL food bank. I myself was a new volunteer and it was my second 
visit. Living in Lewisham I’d heard about AFRIL many times and had 
been meaning to get involved, but work commitments kept getting in 
the way. Being from a family of Iranian political refugees myself, I spent 
a lot of time over the past years visiting the refugee camp in Calais for 
logistical and translation support, and I also help with a weekly youth 
club session for unaccompanied minors in Croydon. I met another AF-

RIL volunteer at a training session and when she mentioned that AFRIL was now running a food bank, I felt it 
was time that I connected with the refugee support services in my own area.

Iolanda introduced me to Reza, who’d been in London for six months (following some months in Stoke on 
Trent). In recent months he’d succeeded in getting his wife and three young daughters from Iran to London 
as well. But they were facing real difficulties. He hadn’t been receiving his Job Seeker’s Allowance for three 
months even though he’d been attending all his appointments. He wasn’t getting the correct amount of 
housing benefit even though he had three kids, and none of them were enrolled in school yet. He’d also been 
asking the Job Centre to enrol him in ESOL classes for months and they hadn’t. Speaking to him, I realised 
that the Job Centre had told him he was responsible for bringing his own interpreter to appointments (a new 
policy). This had obviously resulted in him not being able to fight his case properly.

I decided to attend Reza’s next appointment with him and make a complaint about the way he’d been treat-
ed. As soon as I spoke to his regular case worker and was able to explain his situation fully, things shifted 
really quickly. It’s hard for me to judge what the relationship had been like before, but Reza’s feeling had been 
that he wasn’t taken seriously. However it seemed to me that even his case worker had been struggling with 
the fact that she couldn’t support him fully as she didn’t understand the details of his case. She expressed 
her own frustrations with the fact that clients had to source their own interpreters and she showed a lot of 
empathy at the fact that he had no money and kids to look after. She showed him photos of her own children 
and reassured him that she would’ve been just as furious if it was her. She wrote DWP a really in depth email 
explaining his case. She also enrolled him onto an ESOL course at Lewisham. She gave us advice about the 
housing benefit forms, gave me her number and said to call her if we had any problems. Since then, he’s re-
ceived the three months of JSA that he was owed and his housing benefit has gone up. He’s attended his first 
day at college and is working on getting his wife enrolled too. With the support of AFRIL his kids have been 
enrolled in school and they’re attending AFRIL activities, such as allotment sessions. 

It was so frustrating to see that something as simple as lack of steady interpretation had held up his case 



for months. The logic of cutting interpreters to save costs was actually resulting in Job Centre staff spending 
more time on cases because issues couldn’t be resolved. So a client who was asking to attend ESOL classes 
so he could speak English well enough to work – and come off JSA – was instead stuck just trying to get his 
case understood.

Freya Laing, an AFRIL volunteer 
and Food Bank Allotment regular, 
gives her account of a fundraising 
event she held in order to raise 
funds for the allotment.

At the end of March, I organised a 
Joni Mitchell night to raise funds 
for The Helping Hands Allotment 
plot, a soon-to-be functioning 
Eden, providing vegetables to be 
distributed at the Food Bank and 
cooked at community meals.
 
It was an intimate evening involv-
ing the screening of a Joni Mitch-
ell documentary, followed by live 
tribute acts. Mitchell has been 
a source of inspiration, crossing 
generational, gender and racial 
borders through her wide-ranging 
influence. 

Live music from two extremely 
talented ladies, Anna Giullia, fol-
lowed the film and cemented the 
success of the evening, with £380 
being raised for the project.

Ryan v d Merwe, a volunteer from 
Zambia, gives an account of his 
experience at AFRIL’s allotment, 
just minutes from Honor Oak Park Train/Overground station.

Volunteering at AFRIL is such a rewarding experience. I especially enjoy my time at the allotment when I can 
make it. Planting is currently taking place in order to grow fresh produce for the people in need and we are 
clearing an area where people can come and enjoy the tranquility of this green space.

Every time I visit it is amazing to see the transformation of the space and I especially enjoy working with the 
diverse group of people working on the allotment.

THE ALLOTMENT MEETS EVERY WEDNESDAY AT 1PM, AT ONE TREE HILL ALLOTMENT, HONOUR OAK 
PARK. IF YOU FEEL YOU COULD DO SOME FUNDRAISING OR WOULD LIKE TO LEND A GREEN FINGER 
PLEASE GET IN TOUCH: iolanda@afril.org.uk

WE URGENTLY REQUIRE A VOLUNTEER DRIVER TO JOIN OUR 
TEAM TO COLLECT GOODS FROM LOCAL SUPERMARKETS 
ON FRIDAYS. PLEASE CONTACT IOLANDA ON 07984239912 OR 
EMAIL iolanda@afril.org.uk



WE NEED DONATIONS
BELOW IS A SHOPPING LIST OF OUR REQUIRED FOODSTUFFS

Tinned tomatoes     Toilet roll   Milk (Long-life/UHT)
Oil    Eggs    Baked beans
Tinned Fish    Pasta    Rice
Fruit juice   Washing Up liquid  Biscuits   Cereals 

DROP-OFF TIMES FOR DONATIONS ARE EVERY SATURDAY
10AM-12PM, PETER’S CHURCH LEE, SE4 1LT

THE FUTURE OF HELPING HANDS FOOD BANK
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.

Telephone: 020 8297 4111

Email Enquiries: iolanda@afril.org.uk


