Leading Asylum Welcome: a personal reflection from Mark Goldring, outgoing director

Joining Asylum Welcome early in 2020, I inherited a shiny new strategic plan that had been approved by the board just a couple of months before. Before the ink had even dried on it, we were hit by Covid and changed Director, neither of which were in the plan. Over the next two years the organisation responded to the arrival of evacuated Afghans, thousands of Ukrainians and then hundreds of asylum seekers “dispersed” in hotels and houses across the county.  None of these happenings were anticipated in the plan, but each of them saw the organisation respond quickly and dynamically, grow fast and reinforce its position as a central pillar and organiser of refugee support across the county. And all the while we still tried to do the things that were in the strategy. 

The director's role is about making and delivering on plans, while always being open and quick to respond to unplanned need. At the same, they must make sure that the organisation is stable in terms of finance and staffing, well managed and delivering services of ever-increasing quality. We have tried to reflect that combination of desired direction and unpredictability  in the new strategy approved in 2024. https://www.asylum-welcome.org/our-strategy/

In the last year the big movements of people have settled into a steadier pattern, although the national politics have been bumpy and unpredictable. Who knows what will happen in 2025?  The current environment still offers significant challenges, such as for asylum seekers struggling to get a lawyer or those getting status but scrambling for somewhere to live. But more stability also gives room for working on standards, on measuring and increasing impact, on partnership development. I have particularly enjoyed local influencing work; helping bigger organisations- councils, universities, health organisations, charities - welcome and more inclusive for refugees.

Balancing needs, ambition and affordability is fundamental to the director’s role. There has been a rebalancing in our work from the more generous public funding  for “welcome” refugees, towards a greater need to support the less well funded “unwelcome” asylum seekers. Councils  have increased their in- house capacity and so commission less externally; and as Asylum Welcome has grown, we need more money to pay for our own infrastructure. All of these elements make for constant financial challenges and the need to adjust to be smaller as well as to grow, according to changing context. We will have reshaped plans and staffing for 2025 ahead of the new person starting, but the need for the director to put significant personal effort into fundraising, so we can do what we feel we most need to rather than only what commissioners want to pay for, will always be a key part of the leadership role.

Maintaining local public support, understanding  and interest in refugees is an area for the director to shape. This means putting yourself forward to the, generally supportive, local media to speak on national issues from a local perspective, as well as engaging with local news and with student, community, religious and other groups.

With about thirty staff, -some part, some full time,- there is an ongoing need to support line managers and improve people management, balancing flexibility and accountability, as well as help them get the best out of a large pool of volunteers, each with their own interests, availability and skills. I think that there is still room to get more out of the huge goodwill locally, but doing so requires vision, careful management and support.

We have made real strides in employing and promoting more former clients and people with lived experience. We have tried to give clients voice, most publicly in a successful campaign to persuade local councils to provide free bus travel for clients, but just as importantly in the way we run our own organisation. We still have some way to go, and a new director will be central to this. 

My previous career was in larger organisations. I’ve particularly enjoyed the immediacy of the challenges and responses in a smaller, locally focussed entity; one where you can, and have to, just get on with it; one where you see an issue and immediately develop a response. You shape the culture.  In new programmes, this often puts us out in front, bringing others in behind us. Occasionally this has meant acting first and fund-raising afterwards. A transparent relationship with a supportive board has been fundamental to this dynamism and risk- taking.

The same principle applies to internal policies, organisation and opportunities. I sometimes work at home, but more often find that by being around the staff and volunteers, and sometimes sitting in with clients, I can better understand the dynamics and pressure points. We can then respond promptly, build team-working and get the best out of our excellent and highly motivated staff.

I didn’t expect that when I joined an 8 staff, £400k organisation in 2020, three years later we would be nearly five times that size. One of the beauties of the role and the organisation is that there is plenty of scope for the director to shape it, as well as to respond. There is likely to be a new immigration removal centre opened locally in the first half of 2025 which will bring new challenges. Shaping what we should do there will be one task.  There may be more asylum hotels, or there may be none. Who knows where the next crisis will be and how the U.K. will respond, how the govt will deal with small boats and the huge backlog of asylum claims, with Palestine, Syria and emergencies that aren’t yet on anyones radar. All of these happenings will shape the context for the new director's work; but in doing so they also create the opportunities for the appointee to work with the board, staff and volunteers to make the biggest difference for refugees, asylum seekers and vulnerable migrants in Oxfordshire. 

I hope you enjoy the role as much as I have!

Mark Goldring
December 2024.


