Making the Case for the Arts

Over the last ten years there has been an increase in the number of projects involving arts run by/for/with refugees in the UK. These art projects are often seen as a ‘soft touch’ approach, a luxury that can be added on after the essential services of housing and legal advice are provided. In the following talk, I will discuss the diverse ways of using arts and demonstrate that not only are refugee art projects a valuable tool  for promoting integration but that they are in fact essential if this process it to be a meaningful one. I will examine policy based arguments in favour of the arts, as well as offering more detailed case studies of successful partnerships in the field of art, education and health. 

It is helpful to begin with a brief analysis of what is meant by ‘refugee art’ and the background history of the development of this field. It is in fact, extremely difficult to speak of ‘refugee art’ or ‘refugee artists’ as a category. In contrast to Chinese art, or even black art, there is no definable cultural development and unity, or the desire for self-definition and belonging.  The term refugee is a political one and refugees are a heterogeneous group, covering all ages, religions and backgrounds. Their reasons for having to flee their native country are equally diverse and it is unreasonable to expect to find unity in artwork produced, or even to be able to identify art by a refugee simply by examination.
It is more helpful to talk about refugees and the arts as a filed of work that comes under the heading of social inclusion but remains a broad category in its own right. This field includes professional artists practising their art form in their new country. Although these artists may well not wish to define themselves, or be defined, by their refugee status they can be seen as a group in the sense that they will have particular needs in terms of professional development support. The other major category is that of participatory art or community arts projects which include art by/ for refugees and asylum seekers, often in partnership with other organisations. These can include educational projects to improve English or skills/social confidence; health and wellbeing projects including therapy, projects that are designed to allow for a new community to share the richness of its culture, or projects that focus more specifically on building bridges in the community.  I will talk about all of these in greater detail using case studies. This closer examination will demonstrate that art is in fact a methodology, a way of working, rather than a specific kind of project, and can be used to achieve many different aims.

 It is not only the kinds of projects that are so diverse but the groups involved in delivering them. These can include local authorities, mainstream arts organisations, educational organisations, health providers, community arts groups, refugee community/BME groups, funding bodies, national refugee service providers and members of the general public. It is worth remembering that during Refugee Week many thousands of people nationally are involved in some kind of refugee event that is likely to involve arts. In other words, the area of refugees and the arts is wide ranging and there are few who are completely outside of the groups it touches. 

An examination of the background of this area also highlights many complexities. It is often assumed that this is an area which has had much emphasis placed on it in the last 10 years. Of course, if we view art in the widest sense of art and culture, including crafts and festivals involving food and music, it is something that has existed from the first day that the first refugee arrived in this country; it is not a new phenomena. The true history of refugees and the arts is thus an extremely long one that is closely interlinked with multiculturalism in the UK and long precedes the official definition of refugee (1951 UN convention). What is new is the increasing recognition that arts based initiatives can help to promote integration, community cohesion and education with the result that statutory bodies, funding organisations and mainstream arts organisations are increasingly looking to the arts as  a means of achieving their goals. 

It is interesting to note that one of the first things that many new refugee communities do to empower themselves and find an identity is to set up a community space to practice art. In the 1960s and 70s the Ukrainian centre in Manchester and  The Polish community centre in West London were both established. These new refugee communities not only bring new cultures to add to the melting pot already in existence in the UK, they also bring new ideas about the role of arts within the community, and the place of the artist. The Latin American refugees who arrived in the 1970 brought with them a long tradition of linking activism and art. They carried on this tradition in their new country reaching huge audiences with concerts of the Nueva Cancion movement, raising awareness of the situations in Chile and in Cuba. Music was also used as a tool of activism by the Nicaragua and Chile Solidarity campaigns.

In the 1980s the growing interest in ethnic minority arts became focused around the arts of Asian, African and Caribbean communities and funding bodies started to put more resources into this area, eventually reaching out to refugees. From the late1990s onwards, there has been a steadily growing amount of work that used  art to engage with refugees and asylum seekers. Each region in the UK has had a very different approach, but in all cases the work was led by the increasing involved of Arts Council England, the Refugee Councils and the local authorities. 

A further major event in refugees and the arts as a recognised field was the creation of Refuge Week: this began in 1991 and was formally established in 1998 in the UK. In Refugee Week 2006 about 500 events took place organised by a wide range of bodies, including refugee community organisation, arts organisations , school, local authorities and national consortia.  From around 2000 there have also been increasing strategic interventions, resulting in the creation of  arts officer posts created around refugee and asylum seekers activities. My own post at Refugee Action (in partnership with Arts Council England, South East) is one of these and has allowed me to help about 50 groups and 30 individual artists in the last two years, as well as assisting on many fundraising applications. 

It is clear that there has been a major growth in the number of projects under the umbrella of refugees and the arts but what are the policy changes driving this development? The championing of work within refugee arts is based on several key bodies of research; one of these is the work of the Social Exclusion Unit, the other is the research around integration and citizenship. Looking first at the SEU, this was set up by the Prime Minister in 1997, and designed to investigate problems of deprivation and exclusion. It published The National Strategy for Neighbourhood Renewal in 1998. This key document outlined the Government’s vision for narrowing the gap between deprived neighbourhoods and the rest of the country. It recognised that neighbourhood renewal success was dependant on communities taking power and deprivation being tackled on many different fronts. In order to facilitate this several Policy Action Teams were set up in 1998 to offer recommendations on specific areas. One of these, Pat 10, produced a report on how to maximise the impact on poor neighbourhoods of Government spending and policies on arts, sport and leisure. This report promoted the theory that arts and sports had a valuable contribution to make in delivering key outcomes in the area of employment, crime, health and qualifications. This recognition was echoed in the statement by the then- Minister for Arts, Tessa Blackstone, “the arts have a positive role to play in dealing with problems of inequality, social exclusion and poverty.” (From DCMS press release quoted in Senses 2003, 8). In order for this to occur it was advised that “Arts and sport bodies which receive public funding should be accessible to everyone…social inclusion is part of their business” (PAT 10, 5). It was also recognised that ethnic minority groups needed special support in the arts.  Arts organisations were advised that they were to promote social inclusion in their regional bodies and regularly funded organisations and that with ethnic minority groups special and systematic arrangements needed to be set in place(PAT 10, 9). This is one of the driving forces behind many new strands to develop refugee arts and culture activities being set up by organisations such as Arts Council, England.

The same focus on arts and culture is also to be found in the research surrounding integration and inclusion. The Home Office Integration Strategy, Full and Equal Citizens, published in 2000, clearly states the government’s commitment to ensuring that refugees are able to develop their potential and contribute to the cultural and economic life of the country. This can be seen to follow on from previous human rights declarations such as the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights which states that fundamental rights include “ The right to participate in the cultural life of the community, to enjoy the arts” (UDHR)
. The 2002 National Immigration and Asylum act introduced further measures to promote successful integration. The establishment of the National Refugee Integration Forum (NRIF) which involves both voluntary sector providers and refugee support agencies led to the draft strategy, Integration Matters in 2004. This recognises the multi-layered experience of integration and the difficulties associated. The strategy includes Indicators of Integration Framework (Ager/ Strang 2004) which will be used as a means of evaluating projects. These indicators fully recognise the importance of arts and culture projects in the process of integration
. These indicators are particularly useful as tools to use to illustrate hard evidence of the success of arts projects involving the refugee sector, as will be discussed in this afternoon’s workshop.

A closer examination of the definition of integration highlights why arts based initiatives might be so key. The European Council on Refugees and Exiles (ECRE) considers integration to be a process of change that is dynamic and two way, long-term and, most crucially, multi-dimensional. Thus integration relates to conditions for and actual participation in all aspects of the economic, social, cultural, civil and political life of the host country. The cultural dimension of integration is defined as involving four main strands:

· being able to maintain cultural practice and identity

· developing an understanding of the culture and values of the host society

· having access to participation in the cultural life of the host society

· host communities gaining an understanding and appreciation of the culture and values of refugees/asylum seekers

It is hardly surprising that arts based projects are an effective, if not essential means of ensuring that this aspect of integration is fully realised. 

I will now look at various case studies which illustrate how arts projects can have an impact in this area. The first case study is that of Chichester festival theatre, a project to improve language and social skills.  The Building Bridges Project was run by Chichester Festival Theatre between September 2005 and September 2006. It was a project aimed at young refugees and asylum seekers that placed a great emphasis on social inclusion through arts activities; in this case drama based. It was developed out of the belief that drama can be an important tool in young people’s social, personal and professional development and was developed from consultations with key organisations and individuals working with this group. The consultations revealed that there was a need for a programme of work that offered skills based learning whilst having a more physical level of engagement, so that the young refugees did not have to rely heavily on the English language. 

The first round of the Project took place at Chichester Festival Theatre last year and involved 25 young refugees form a variety of different countries including Congo, Nigeria, Ghana, Iran , China Syria and Afghanistan. It involved twelve training and information sessions on topics such as dealing with stress, health, managing a budget, staying safe and positive achievements. In each session a qualified practitioner worked alongside a drama specialist, incorporating drama techniques in the session to make them more informal and accessible. As the practitioners noted, the sessions allowed them to convey vital information to a hard to access group with great success. It was noted that the drama aspect provided a safe environment that is non-judgemental and allows people to learn (Building Bridges evaluation, Nick Scott Flynn p.9). The feedback from both those delivering the sessions and the participants showed a marked improvement in understanding and confidence in using the English Language in key everyday situations, as well as an undeniable increase in knowledge about how to access services such as jobs/training or sexual health services. As a result of the project, several participants also went on to volunteering activities, including in libraries. The overall result was thus to support integration by equipping individuals with knowledge, experience and skills. 

Many other organisations from mainstream arts through to education have recognised the possibilities of building personal skills, self confidence, communication and language skills in the refugee sector through arts-based activities. The Victoria and Albert Museum in London is now running an ESOL programme as part of its outreach, based around the arts displays, and City Literary Institute has run a variety of ESOL embedded classes, including creative writing and art which have allowed participants to go on to access more mainstream ESOL provisions. All of these projects have demonstrated a measurable level of success.

Another area in which arts can play a key role is that of improving mental health and well-being, although the role of art therapy is still underutilised in the treatment of mental health issues in the refugee sector. One particularly successful project is the Write to Life project which was started over ten years ago by playwright Sonja Linden with Medical Foundation for the Care of Victims of Torture. The project is now under the stewardship of screenwriter and novelist Sheila Hayman and continues to grow. With the help of seven distinguished writers acting as mentors for individual clients, traumatic memories are turned into moving writing that is capable of not only healing the writer but act as a powerful tool for awareness raising. The group, which now comprise 20 clients, has gone on to publish three collections of work, which are available on the website and some of which have been accepted by the British Library. Some of those in the group were writers in their native countries, others had never written before but found themselves compelled to write as the only way of maintaining a voice and identity in a world of growing chaos.

The co-coordinator is now in talks with a major coffee shop chain to stock stories in outlets. As she says,“ We need to reach those people who are sucked in by the media’s misrepresentation of asylum seekers, people who think the country is flooded with refugees, who thing that these people are totally unlike themselves. We want them to see that these people are husbands, mothers, professional people just like them.”(Medical Foundation website) Members of the group read their work at the Edinburgh fringe festival, the Ledbury Poetry Festival, at Brighton and have been invited to other readings. For these people who had been suffering from crippling depression, the step to having the confidence to read their stories to a large audience is hard to imagine, and one that could not have been taken without art therapy. As one participant expressed it,” I don’t think I would have found myself in writing if I didn’t have this experience. My very desire to write was created by the suffering inside. Before, I could not even speak about what happened. Writing has been like therapy- the first time I had to read some of my work it made my heart race, but afterwards I felt so much more open, I don’t believe you can change your destiny but you can make the most of what you have and turn a bad experience into a positive one.” (Medical Foundation website)This participant went on to complete a law degree.

Another objective for arts based projects can be building of community cohesion. Refugee Action’s Derwent project began as a New Deal for Communities initiative to capacity build within the area.  From April 2003 to March 2006, Refugee Action ran an innovative project in Derby helping refuges and asylum seekers to integrate into a deprived, mainly white, estate. The Derwent Refugee Community Development Support Project held weekly drop in sessions offering advice and assistance and also supported the Derwent Zambezi Association, a multi-cultural group set up by asylum seekers, refugees, African- Caribbean and English residents which used arts activities to break down barriers between the communities. This included a choir made up of local residents and newcomers that allowed for an exchange of British and African songs. As one participant described it, “The Derwent and the Zambezi are rivers and we wanted to ‘build a bridge’ across them. Refugee Action helped us solve problems together with local people, find funding and write a constitution and mission statement.

“We sing in English, Lingala, Zonga, Ashanti and Swahili, and the choir is now in very high demand. We had an event at a local pub and provided African food The regulars came in to find out what was going on and it was wonderful to see people experiencing something different. 

“I think the project is a good example for other area in the country struggling with resettlement. As asylum seekers and refugees, we found we had something in common with people who were living on the estate. Many of us were unemployed, experiencing feelings of rejection and low self-esteem. It’s all very well having police and CCTV cameras everywhere, but no-one can live like that forever. The Derwent Zambezi Association has reached people in a social way. Now many of us are friends.”( Refugee Action, annual report)

The presentation of positive images of refugees is one of the key aims of many of the events linked to Refugee Week, as noted earlier. A good example of this is the Dover Multi-cultural festival which has now been running for 7 years. In its first year the local council expressed some concerns that the event, a musical and arts celebration, might result in clashes in the largely white area. This concern was exacerbated by existing tensions resulting from Dover’s status as an in-coming arrival port and the presence of the less than popular detention centre. In the end, these fears proved to be unfounded and the festival has grown every year and is now opened by the Local Mayor and MP for the area. This year’s public event took place in Market Square and saw thousands of locals joining in the celebration by a diverse range of African and Latin musicians, a Ghurkha dance group, the Ashford integration rap group and others, bridging the gap between those coming from a refugee background and native born artists in an exciting fusion. The audience were able to talk to artists and also had access to the information by leading refugee charities in stalls around the square. The final evaluation revealed that not only had everyone enjoyed the experience but that new and positive images of refugees had been firmly planted in peoples’ minds. Most of the audience said they were planning to return to the next year’s event. 

As these projects illustrate and as outlined in the report, Sense of Belonging by Creative Exchange, there is measurable and hard evidence that art is an effective, sometimes the only way to: 

1) increase social skills and confidence, ESOL

2) Break down negative stereotypes and allow true interaction

3) Allow refugees to contribute to and enrich the culture of the UK 

4) Promote well being and health

5) promote community cohesion

This extensive report which examined a wide range of projects involving arts and refugees, concluded that the primary benefits to inclusion and integration from arts and cultural projects were identified as follows:

• promoting diversity and valuing cultural identity, [73% of the projects said that they had stimulated an interest in other cultures];

• promoting personal development and well being [67% said that they had stimulated participants to go to new places or form new friendships];

• building dialogue, exchange and cohesion [70% claimed that they had an impact on better communication];

• promoting positive images [many projects reported positive stories in the media as a result of their activities];

• developing learning and skills [there was often a sense that life skills such as confidence and team building can improve];

• improving access to public services [33% said that they had achieved outcomes in improving access].  (Sense of Belonging) 

The recent changes in legislation and Home Office structures, including the formation of the Borders and Immigration Agency in April 2007, mean that there may be less of a focus on refugee community consultancy work and long term integration. However, this does not mean that funding bodies have lost interest in the area; Paul Hamlyn, Arts Council England, and the Baring Foundation have commissioned an extensive report about the future and impact of arts and refugees in the UK. This report should be published by early 2008 and will outline the most effective strategies for future work. It is clear from the case studies and from previous work that in almost all cases, arts and refugee initiatives are considerably more effective when carried out through partnership work. These partnerships can involve statutory bodies whether health, education or local government, working in partnership with refugee community groups or individual refugees and it is up to all of us practitioners who are here today to ensure that this important work continues, allowing refugees to make the full and meaningful contribution to the UK that they capable of. 

Natalie Teitler

South East Arts and Culture

Refugee Action, London

� A much more detailed analysis of human right legislation and the international context for focussing on cultural rights can be found in Helen Gould’s excellent study ‘A Sense of Belonging’( 13-20).


� For a full list of the indicators and analysis see Sense of Belonging, p.19-20.
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