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Introduction
Overview of the Stronger Together Network

The Stronger Together Network began as an informal coalition of organizations working with
culturally and linguistically diverse communities to share information and build partnerships. In 2012,
the network secured funding to establish a structured, formal framework. It currently connects over
180 members across BME groups, individuals, and the community, voluntary, and public service
sectors.

The network’s three key aims are to:
e Share information and knowledge.
e Provide a centralised resource to connect sector service providers.
¢ Identify new opportunities for partnership and innovation.

This is accomplished through several channels:
o Website: Gives service providers easy access to regional data on events, research, best
practices, funding, and policy.
e Annual Conference: Features workshops and presentations on relevant sector themes.

e Weekly E-Alerts: Delivers member updates, local events, and professional development
opportunities.
e Quarterly Seminars: Offers targeted professional development workshops for members.

The Network actively encourages partnership working and previously, following Brexit, established
the Stronger Together EUSS Support Project. Formed in coalition with a group of community and
inter-ethnic organisations, this initiative supports affected residents across Northern Ireland in

registering under the EU Settlement Scheme.

Since 2016, the Network has been involved in a pilot learning and support programme for ethnic
minority communities experiencing mental health challenges, as well as cultural and language
barriers when accessing statutory sector services. As part of this initiative, the 1+1 Bilingual Mental
Health Project has been employing three part-time workers (Polish, Chinese and Portuguese
speaking) across three distinct geographical areas, in partnership with member organizations.

IF YOU'RE AN |
EU CITIZEN
LIVING IN THE UK

HM Goverrement

THE 141 PROJECT

YOU ARENOT ALONE L Qq
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https://www.strongertogetherni.org/
https://www.strongertogetherni.org/annual-conferences/
https://www.strongertogetherni.org/seminars-workshops/
https://www.strongertogetherni.org/mental-health-project/

Conference Theme & Purpose

The conference theme, 'Where do we go from here?’, is inspired by the compounding uncertainties
and systemic pressures currently facing migrant communities across Northern Ireland. Despite many
of these so-called 'new' communities being well-established and rooted in the region for decades,
they continue to navigate a highly complex and precarious post-Brexit landscape under an
increasingly hostile UK immigration framework. This vulnerability is profoundly sharpened by a
distinct lack of political representation; despite making vital, long-standing contributions to the local
economy and culture, many migrants remain disenfranchised and largely overlooked within Northern
Ireland's traditional political structures. The theme serves as both an urgent inquiry and a call to
action, challenging the sector to map out new pathways for democratic rights, integration, and
security in an era of unprecedented systemic exclusion.

Conference Programme

09.30 - 10.00 Registration & Refreshments

10.00 - 10.15 Opening Remarks

Hosted by Lynette Fay
Prof Duncan Morrow on behalf of Ulster University
Katherine Murphy on behalf of Stronger Together

10.15-10.30 Keynote Speech
Teresa Buczkowska, CEO — The Immigrant Council of Ireland

10.30 - 11.00 Panel Discussion

Teresa Buczkowska — The Immigrant Council of Ireland
Professor Duncan Morrow — Ulster University

Ola Sobieraj — the3million

Liz Griffith — The Law Centre NI

11.00- 11.15 Questions
Q&A with Audience

11.15-11.30 Comfort Break — Tea/Coffee

11.30-12.15 Table Group discussions

12.15-12.45 Feedback

12.45-13.00 Closing Remarks

13.00 - 14.00 Lunch & Networking
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Opening Remarks

The host, Lynette Fay, welcomed attendees and recognised the high-pressure, polarizing
environment frontline workers faced, which was often characterised by systemic gaps and constant
"firefighting". The conference was therefore a rare opportunity for attendees to step away from daily
stressors, share reality-based experiences, and build meaningful peer networks to counter isolation.

Representing the host venue, Ulster University, Professor Morrow welcomed all gathered at the
event and highlighted the institution's commitment to turning corporate slogans into genuine
community engagement on vital social topics.

Catherine Murphy, speaking on behalf of the Stronger Together Consortium, posed the guiding
question for the day: “Where do we go from here?” Murphy detailed how the Stronger Together
Network members worked collectively to challenge discrimination, exclusion, and racism. She
emphasised that because the challenges intersecting law, health, and housing were too complex for
any single organization to tackle alone, shared platforms and collective action were vital for
resilience. The conference was taking place against a backdrop of shifting, increasingly restrictive
immigration policies that created prolonged uncertainty for migrants, refugees and asylum seekers
and argued that true inclusion required looking beyond simple policy compliance toward active civic
participation, structural reform, and democratic representation, drawing deeply on lessons from
Northern Ireland’s own peacebuilding history.

Ultimately, the opening remarks set a deeply collaborative tone, urging participants to listen
generously, network during breaks, and think boldly to foster long-term solidarity and structural
change.
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Keynote speech

Lynette Fay introduced the main speaker, Teresa Buczkowska - CEO of The Immigrant Council of
Ireland.

Stronger \ e
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Stronger Together
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aeclusive Democracy
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Right to Democracy

Teresa Buczowska, CEO of the Immigrant Council of Ireland, delivered a keynote address exploring
the intersection of migration and democratic inclusion. She argued that the right to vote should stem
from residency rather than citizenship.

She opened with personal anecdotes about her mother, who instilled the value of democratic
decision-making in her from childhood. She also paid tribute to Sister Stan Kennedy, the social justice
pioneer who founded the Immigrant Council of Ireland.

Buczkowska challenged the exclusion of migrants from the electoral process. She supported her
stance with several key arguments:

Historical Context: She compared the push for migrant voting rights to historical struggles for
women's suffrage, noting that several nations already permitted non-citizens to vote.

Taxation and Representation: She highlighted the paradox where migrants paid taxes and were
counted for parliamentary representation, yet remained excluded from the ballot box.
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Real-World Impact: Referencing the tragic case of Savita Halappanavar, she illustrated how migrant
experiences were utilised in political campaigns without granting those same migrants a voice in the
policies affecting them.

Diaspora Dynamics: She questioned the logic of allowing certain groups of emigrants to vote in their
origin countries while denying immigrants the right to vote where they currently lived.

To build an inclusive democracy, Buczkowska outlined the need for tangible resources: political
education, campaign funding, mentorship, and institutional backing. She specifically noted the strong
electoral potential and community leadership of migrant women. She concluded the address by
sharing that her mother, now a migrant in Liverpool, actively voted in local elections, firmly believing

that anyone who lived in a community inherently belonged to it.
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Panel Discussion

Lynette Fay interviewed a panel of speakers, which included the keynote Teresa Buczkowska (The
Immigrant Council of Ireland), Professor Duncan Morrow (Ulster University), Ola Sobieraj
(the3million) and Liz Griffith (The Law Centre NI).

The panel was asked to provide a "temperature check" on the current state of migration and to
address the central question of the conference: “Where do we go from here?”

The Current Migration Climate: Uncertainty and Opportunity

Ola Sobieraj opened the discussion by stating that the migrant community stood at a critical junction,
describing the current state as a "limbo." She remarked that while the proposed UK-wide legislative

changes regarding migration were daunting and appalling, they also presented a vital opportunity for
migrants to stand up, increase their visibility, and firmly assert that Northern Ireland was their home.

Liz Griffith agreed with previous remarks regarding the importance of building strategic alliances. She
warned that the biggest challenge currently facing the sector was the introduction of draconian laws
and policies. Griffith noted that these policies constantly "moved the goalposts", preventing migrants
who had chosen to build their lives in the region from achieving permanent settlement.

The Impact on Higher Education
8
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https://immigrantcouncil.ie/
https://immigrantcouncil.ie/
https://www.ulster.ac.uk/
https://the3million.org.uk/
https://www.lawcentreni.org/

Duncan Morrow highlighted the critical role universities played in migration, noting that higher
education institutions were among the largest recipients of international flows. He argued that
maintaining an open, shared space was vital to the lifeblood of the university, preventing it from
becoming an isolated ghetto.
However, Morrow explained that recent shifts in immigration law had already created severe
operational constraints. He pointed out several specific challenges:
e Enforcing strict requirements for international students to register and prove class
attendance.
e Mandating swift departures after graduation.
o Navigating restricted rules regarding dependents, which had already caused a sharp decline in
recruitment from countries like Nigeria, where students typically travelled with family.
Morrow emphasised that democracy must mean more than just majority rule; it had to protect the
baseline value and rights of each individual, including minority groups.

Overcoming Polarization and Engaging Communities

A previous speaker, Teresa, interjected to emphasise that politics directly dictated daily life, from the
price of bus tickets to residency status. She argued that true democracy relied on seeking consensus
rather than enforcing the will of the majority, famously joking that a vote between two foxes and a
chicken about what to eat for dinner did not constitute a safe democracy. She criticised civil society
for occasionally treating migrants with mere pity instead of actively mobilizing them to work and
advocate for themselves.

The panel then addressed the growing polarization of public debate. Teresa noted that civil society
and progressive groups sometimes stifled healthy communication by immediately labelling
opponents as "racist" instead of addressing their underlying anxieties. For instance, she explained
that housing shortages in Ireland caused citizens to fear homelessness, making them vulnerable to
misinformation that blamed migrants for the crisis.

Sobieraj echoed this sentiment, observing that systemic oppression often left communities too
overwhelmed to listen to one another. She warned against "cancelling" people and argued that
engaging with those holding opposing views was the only path to consensus. Furthermore, Sobieraj
noted that authorities frequently exploited these tensions to pit marginalised communities against
one another.

The Concrete Numbers Behind the Settlement Proposals

The panellists expressed deep concern over the "earned settlement" proposals, which they described
as an immense source of psychological stress for families. Griffith provided specific statistics
regarding the stark policy shifts facing different groups:
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Migrant Group Current Pathway to Settlement||Proposed Pathway to Settlement

Refugees 5 years 20 years

Skilled Workers & Spouses||5 years 10 years

Griffith explained that under the new proposals, the 10-year timeline for general migrants was
variable based on a highly problematic tier system:

o Timeline Reductions: A migrant could reduce their path to settlement by up to 3 years if they
earned an annual salary of £125,000, met tightening English language criteria, or
demonstrated societal worth through volunteering.

e Timeline Extensions: Migrants would face mandatory delays if they failed to volunteer,
breached immigration controls, became temporary overstayers, or claimed public funds (such
as Universal Credit) to which they were legally entitled.

Griffith stated that these frequent, shorter periods of temporary leave forced migrants into a
continuous loop of expensive applications — costing upward of £2,500 each time—where any minor
administrative error could jeopardise their legal status.

Moving Forward: Strategic Alliances and Cultural Change

To counteract these bleak developments, Griffith called upon the Executive Office, specifically the
First Minister and Deputy First Minister, to take a robust, principled stand. She pointed out that the
proposed settlement changes directly undermined the local government's own Refugee Integration
Strategy and Racial Equality Strategy.

"How can you integrate when the carpet can be moved from under your feet at any moment?"

— Liz Griffith

Morrow concluded by criticizing the prevailing political rhetoric that reduced human beings to mere
economic data points. He urged civil society to combat the "othering" of migrants through everyday
cultural integration, such as storytelling, humour, and shared food. Drawing from his previous work
on hate crime reporting for the Scottish Government, Morrow observed that targeted hostility often
remained invisible to the wider public because it was treated as a minority-only issue. He challenged
mainstream society to adopt these struggles as collective issues rather than leaving minoritised
groups to face them alone.

The discussion concluded with a strong call to action. The panellists urged attendees to form strategic
alliances across communities, prioritise the mental well-being of displaced individuals, and centre on
human stories to build a more inclusive and empathetic society.

The moderator then closed the panel discussion and opened the floor to a ten-minute question-and-
answer session with the audience.
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Q&A

Tackling Disinformation Through Storytelling

An audience member raised concerns about the rising threats to democracy, pointing to the
proliferation of lies, distorted narratives, and political misinformation on social media. The delegate
noted that the narrative around racial equality had stalled or reversed, and asked how civil society
could effectively challenge the incorrect language being normalised by local politicians.

In response, a panellist explained that countering misinformation with raw facts often failed because
facts remained subject to personal interpretation based on an individual's anxieties. Instead of
overloading people with alienating legal jargon and international treaties, the panellist advocated for
sharing impactful human stories. Furthermore, they emphasised the necessity of "civic courage",
urging individuals with secure residency privilege to publicly call out political falsehoods and utilise
their platforms to protect vulnerable groups. The moderator supported this view, sharing a brief
anecdote about how learning a simple Polish tradition helped humanise cultural differences in
everyday life.

The Unaddressed Crisis of Migrant Mental Health

Another delegate, who managed a project within the Mental Health Foundation, questioned whether
the psychological toll of systemic uncertainty on newcomers was being actively addressed by
leadership. The delegate expressed deep concern that mental health was rarely treated as a top
priority by support organizations, despite the heavy emotional burden placed on refugees, asylum
seekers, and migrants.

The panel agreed that this was a critical, systemic issue. One panellist remarked that a society
allowing these conditions ultimately dehumanises everyone, making mental health a central question
about the community's collective values. Another panellist expanded on this by clarifying that while
refugees are inherently resilient survivors of external trauma, the domestic asylum system itself —
characterised by a hostile environment, hate crimes, and constantly shifting legal rules—acted as a
direct cause of psychological harm and deterioration.

Finally, a third panellist highlighted the severe anxiety that recent policy proposals caused among EU
citizens who felt forced to constantly prove their right to work and live in the region. They noted that
local health services frequently lacked the cultural and linguistic tools to assist effectively. However,
they highlighted a collaborative initiative called the 1+1 Project as a positive model designed to
bridge the gap between newcomers and local mental health resources. The panel concluded by
reiterating that fostering civic courage and prioritizing personal stories over statistics would be vital
moving forward.
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Delegates were assigned seats at 9 Tables and discussed:
a) one common question:

“Reflecting on the panel discussions we’ve just heard, what are your personal key takeaways?
Consider any insights, perspectives, or ideas that stood out to you, and how they might influence
your thinking or work going forward.”

b) one of 9 specific questions:

QUESTION 1: Storytelling and Lived Experience

“How can civil society ethically use personal stories and lived experiences to highlight the
human impact of immigration policies without placing individuals at risk or pressuring them
to share more than they want to?”
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QUESTION 2: Building Coalitions

“How can all our groups — NGOs, community organisations, faith groups and migrant-led
groups, etc. — work better together to respond when policies negatively affect our
communities?”

QUESTION 3: Civil Society Action

“What practical steps can civil society organisations take to support migrants affected by
restrictive or complex immigration policies while staying within legal and ethical boundaries?”

QUESTION 4: Public Awareness

“What strategies can civil society use to improve public understanding of immigration issues,
counter misinformation, and encourage constructive dialogue across different community
backgrounds?”

QUESTION 5: Advocacy and Influence

“In what ways can civil society engage with policymakers — locally or nationally — to advocate
for fair, transparent, and humane immigration procedures?”

QUESTION 6: Resilience and Support Systems

“What kinds of local support networks (legal advice, mental-health support, housing
guidance, etc.) are most effective in helping migrants navigate the effects of restrictive
immigration systems?”

QUESTION 7: Empowering Young People to Challenge Divisive Immigration Narratives

“How can schools, colleges, and youth-focused programmes in Northern Ireland promote
critical thinking, empathy, and cross-cultural understanding to help young people recognise
and resist harmful narratives about immigration?”

QUESTION 8: Leadership and Decision-making

“What can our communities do to support and encourage new leaders from all
backgrounds?”

QUESTION 9: Conflict & Cross-Community Lessons

“What lessons from Northern Ireland’s existing experience of conflict, peacebuilding,
dialogue, and community mediation might help civil society respond constructively to
tensions around immigration?”

14
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Table Discussion Summaries

Following the panel presentation, delegates from nine discussion tables shared their reflections,
centring on five interconnected themes: communication, systemic barriers, political accountability,
grassroots leadership, and collective well-being.

1. Balancing Facts with Ethical Storytelling

A primary debate across the tables focused on the relationship between raw data and lived
experiences. The consensus was that while facts provide a necessary foundation, human stories are
vital for shifting perspectives and countering public anxiety. However, delegates raised significant
ethical concerns regarding how these stories are managed:

¢ Preventing Exploitation: Organizations must avoid "harvesting" or exploiting trauma for
marketing or political point-scoring. Storytelling must be consensual, safe, and centred on the
individual's dignity, with a guaranteed right to withdraw their narrative at any time.

¢ Community-Led Fact-Checking: To counter toxic disinformation—particularly around sensitive
topics like housing—delegates recommended independent, credible, and community-led fact-
checking initiatives rather than top-down lectures from external experts.

¢ Maedia Accountability: Organizations were urged to sign onto frameworks like the Words
Matter pledge to actively challenge harmful language normalised in public media.
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2. Systemic Fractures and Practical Barriers

Delegates identified severe knowledge gaps and administrative hurdles that actively destabilise
migrant communities.

¢ Flawed Information Distribution: Current orientation packets for asylum seekers were
criticised for reading like a restrictive list of "do’s and don’ts" rather than welcoming guides.
Crucial integration information, such as navigating public transport, was either missing or
overly complicated.

o Employment and Volunteering Hurdles: Many employers lack accurate knowledge regarding
visa renewals, causing them to mistakenly withdraw valid job offers. Additionally, because
new immigration proposals tie settlement to volunteering, tables warned that volunteering
has become coercive. They urged the community sector to implement rigorous record-
keeping of volunteer hours to protect participants.

¢ The Role of Technology and Public Services: Frontline workers noted that high-quality
translation technology preserves confidentiality and builds trust, whereas poor translation
tools or improper interpreter setups stifle vulnerable users. On a positive note, delegates
praised the Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI) for stepping away from the practice of
reporting unconfirmed immigration statuses to the Home Office, a move that encourages
victims to come forward for help safely.

3. Political Disconnect and Democratic Levelling

A resounding frustration was the visible absence of elected politicians at the event, reflecting a wider
lack of political will to engage with migration realities.

¢ A Hostile Political Environment: Tables classified local politics as a deeply hostile
environment that actively restricts diverse representation, preventing women, migrants, and
individuals with disabilities from accessing decision-making spaces.

¢ Demanding Central Accountability: There was a strong call for a robust, unified response
from The Executive Office (TEO) regarding immigration policies, alongside a demand for clear,
accessible points of contact within the government.

¢ Voting as a Tool for Power: Delegates emphasised that voting is a great social leveller.
However, because local grassroots organizations are constantly "firefighting" daily crises, they
lack the resources and capacity to implement necessary voter education programs—especially
when facing exclusionary local gatekeepers in rural areas.

4. Cultivating Activism and Grassroots Leadership

Discussions emphasised that solidarity must not be treated as a crime, even when hostile state
frameworks try to make neighbours fear one another.

o Rejecting the Savior Complex: Delegates explicitly warned civil society against adopting a
"saviour dynamic". Organizations were told to stop doing things for marginalised people that
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they could do for themselves, urging a shift toward letting communities independently lead
their own advocacy.

o Teachable Resistance: Activism and civic courage were identified as planned, teachable skills.
Delegates suggested establishing leadership academies, co-designed youth programs, and
long-term succession planning so that current institutional leaders can effectively empower
the next generation.

¢ Institutional Value-Setting: Higher education institutions were challenged to boldly assert
their core values, using their platforms to carve out spaces for civil resistance against
draconian state directives.

5. Trauma, Mental Health, and Social Legacy

The psychological toll of navigating a hostile immigration system was recognised as a pervasive,
unaddressed crisis.

o System-Induced Trauma: While refugees and asylum seekers are inherently resilient
survivors, delegates noted that the domestic asylum system itself—characterised by constant
legal uncertainty and hate crimes—directly causes severe mental health deterioration.

¢ Linguistic and Cultural Gaps: Local mental health services remain poorly equipped to handle
these specific traumas due to language and cultural barriers. Cross-sector collaboration, such
as the 1+1 Project, was highlighted as a vital model for connecting newcomers with
appropriate care.

¢ Shared Social Responsibility: Delegates drew direct parallels between the current profiling of
migrants and Northern Ireland's historical cross-community divisions, ongoing educational
segregation, and poverty traps. The tables concluded that migration must stop being treated
as aisolated "minority problem", as the dehumanization of one group ultimately erodes the
moral fabric of the entire society.

The session closed with an agreement to collate all table data. Organisers urged attendees to
leverage their networks, maintain multi-level collaborations, and address systemic hostility with
unified civic courage.
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Closing remarks

Lynette Fay reflected on the feedback from the various tables, noting that the narratives surrounding
immigration are not based solely on objective facts, nor are they a matter of right and wrong.
Instead, they represent a blend of data and lived experiences.

A prominent message across all discussion groups was the fluid nature of what constitutes a "host
community." Attendees strongly advocated for moving away from categorising people, urging instead
that individuals be viewed as human beings to reintroduce empathy into the discourse.

Several key systemic issues recurring in discussion included:

e questions of who holds responsibility at the government level for communicating with
migrants, highlighting a need for a clearer point of contact.

e a widespread lack of understanding regarding how current systems operate.

e astrong call for the centralisation of information and systems, which would not only provide
a clear avenue of help for migrants but would also equip the wider community with the
information needed to have open, constructive conversations, thereby reducing the fear
often associated with the topic of immigration.

e Concerns were raised around job renewals, as well as instances where positions were lost or
withdrawn. Furthermore, it was noted that if proposed legislation were to be introduced,
volunteering could inadvertently become coercive, potentially introducing burdensome
requirements for formal record-keeping.

In closing, Fay acknowledged that there was a significant amount of information to be distilled from
the day's proceedings. Gratitude was expressed to all the attendees for their time, energy, and
honesty. She voiced hope that the participants would carry these ideas forward into their future work
and strongly encouraged them to follow up on the personal connections made during the event. The
session ended with the announcement that lunch would be served shortly.

18
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Evaluation

81 people registered to attend the conference, with 60 delegates attending. Delegates represented
Black and Minority Ethnic organizations, statutory bodies as well as community and voluntary
organizations and individuals.

30 of the 60 people that attended completed the pre-conference evaluation forms. This is feedback
from 50%.

27 of the 60 people that attended and completed the post-conference evaluation forms. This is
feedback from 45%.

Some feedback from delegates included:

Pre-conference feedback (30 participants)

What is the one thing you hope to learn, understand, or take away from today’s
event?

e The opportunity to network and learn from others on what is the key to inclusion. (11)
e Make new connections. (8)

e Engagement and discussion and learning with others. (6)

e Key issues and work being done. (4)

e How to work in cooperation to make a real difference in terms of representation. (4)

e Opportunity to network and learn from community partners. (3)
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¢ I’'m hoping to understand better the current issues/context of refugee/asylum work in Belfast.
I would also like to connect with people involved in this work. (3)

e How together we can effect a positive change, influence government policy and effectively
deliver services. (3)

e Partnership working. (2)

e Engagement and discussion with others. (2)

e How can | better challenge NIHE and EA to improve housing and education for my families (1)

e Opportunity to network (1)

e New connections (1)

e Gain overview of the diversity of work going on in this place. (1)

e Information to support others (1)

e To learn the challenges faced by Minority Ethnic communities in Northern Ireland and what
systems can be implemented to improve their integration. (1)

e |'d like to listen to colleagues from the sector in NI about the priorities in their work and where
the synergies are (1)

e Connectivity and Strategic joint advocacy. (1)

e What is being achieved across the sector and what the gaps are to plan for meaningful activities.
(1)

e Understand steps we can take as civil society to build a truly welcoming Northern Ireland. (1)

e Strategic advocacy (1)

e What is the short term plan for the community sector in light of the current environment. (1)

e How we take on board lessons from the past to enable us to move forward together.

e Meeting new connections and how to work with other groups.

e New collaborations

e Network, share ideas

e To reconnect with Stronger Together’s work

e Connections and possible cooperations with others

e How groups are engaging with change

e How we can have the greatest collective impact to support those affected by the recent changes
to the immigration policy.

e New connections

e Connectivity and join dots.

e The very specific challenges groups are facing

e How groups are engaging with change

e Can we collaborate more effectively together

Post-Conference feedback (27 participants)

Is there an action you feel inspired or motivated to take after this event—individually, within your
organisation, or in your community?

e Connect more - strategise with key organisations in the sector with clear outcomes. (12)
e We need to call out TEO inaction. Racial equality is a legal obligation. (7)
e Continue to share practical and important, rights-based information. (4)
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e Training for community groups to equip with knowledge. (4)

e Push harder to engage with local decision makers & build coalitions. (3)

e Meet with other organisations. Ask politicians what they’re doing to make people more
welcome. Solidarity on all fronts!! (3)

¢ Maintain contact with representatives of other organisations so we can combine our efforts as
a network. Help develop training materials for everyone in the network. (3)

e Look at activism training. (2)

¢ Increase collaboration with other organisations. Monitor change. (2)

e Maintain engagement across the sector. (2)

e Increase my own awareness on support resources. Be brave a challenge misinformation! (1)

e Not sure. Capacity is an issue. We are fire fighting. Over worked and under resourced. (1)

e Yes, continue on looking for answers from politicians and keep knocking on their doors until a
change has happened. (1)

e Create pathways to practice. (1)

e Solidary with purpose.

e Continue to listen and engage in order to facilitate actions for change.

e Understand more about the process asylum and refugees have to undertake for settlement.

e Linking in with people who live in my community and invited them to other community
programmes and more about their backgrounds.

e Make more effort to interact with similar groups.

e Organise a leadership program for migrants with the aim of standing in the next local assembly
elections

e Pre' meetings with other activists before meeting with officials and politicians.

e To smile when passing by BME members on streets...

e Understanding migration is a matter for all in NI....

e Check in again with residents on what and why they want to engage in.

e Connect with organizations | haven’t been in touch with for a while.

¢ | will continue to encourage organization to have leadership focus on knowledge development
when it comes to immigration matters as a while. This includes recommending they reach out to
rights-focused organizations such as the3million, LCNI, IOM, etc and develop a clear plan for
continuing workforce training opportunities.

e To provide skills for asylum seekers or refugee to manage anxiety, depression and trauma.

How well do you feel the conference addressed 'Where do we go from here?' theme on civic
participation, immigration policies, inclusion & leadership? (very well/ well/ somewhat well/ not
very well)

Very well — The event fully addressed the theme and provided clear direction for future.
Well — The event addressed the theme with helpful insights and some ideas for the next step.
Somewhat well — The theme was covered, but | would have liked more clarity or depth.

Not very well — The theme was only touched on briefly or lacked practical direction.

I’I

Over 70% of respondents gave “very well” or “well’ response to the question: How well do you feel
the conference addressed 'Where do we go from here?'.
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Additional comments / suggestions received from delegates:

“Immediately post the McPherson inquiry it seemed as though we were destined to achieve racial
equality. Things have changed and we can no longer rely on this. The atmosphere now reminds of
the times that NF marched through Lewisham to intimidate minority ethnic people and bands of Nazi
thugs rampaged through Tower Hamlets and the East End.

The worrying indications suggest intentions to amalgamate Community Relations and Race
Relations. This would make Race go missing in such an arrangement. A matter of even greater
concern is that race will be "squeezed" by the work of the Office of Identity and Cultural Expression.

Moreover, TEO would appear to have given up and see chaos as inevitable. And it is inevitable
because they have done little or nothing to tackle the behaviours. There has been a consistent failure
to put in place the arrangements that reassure minority ethnic people as to their place in society.

A lot of the discussions at the Conference was about new restrictions on immigration and migrants
and how to fight against them. We need a rather more radical reconsideration of what we do. The
restrictions on immigration are just symptoms of the feeling that "it's OK for us to be racist now" that
is a function of Trump, Farage and Starmer.

| think it essential that Stronger Together focus its energies on getting the politicians to act. We need
to see a delegation from ST lobbying Ministers regularly.

In particular we need to try to get purchase on the P/U/L community. There needs to be co-ordinated
action and it needs to be directed against the perpetrators of attacks on minority ethnic
communities.

Last - but very far from least - the vast majority of civil servants are racially illiterate. This needs to be
addressed as a matter of urgency.”

%k %k %

“The discussion with the panel was on point and relevant to where we are now and where we go from
here. Teresa and her discussion about voting and civic participation was excellent and genuinely
inspiring. The panel's discussion was a helpful foundation to the table discussions.”

%k %k %

“The table discussion around the questions, helped the conversation in smaller groups. | heard
information and angles that were genuine food for thought and having it in the smaller group gave
me scope to engage. | felt less alone after this discussion, but | don't envy you dealing with those
notes.”

%k %k %

“The event was facilitated well. Thought had been put into where we sit, which | appreciate. Great
food.”
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Appendices

1) Speakers and Panellists’ Bios

Teresa Buczkowska
CEO of Immigrant Council of Ireland

Right to Democracy

How might democratic inclusion look in an age of
migration? Migrant political participation is not simply a

policy issue, but a tool to strengthen our democracy.
Throughout history, groups excluded from voting have expanded democracy by demanding
recognition and power. Today, migrants—who work, pay taxes, raise families, and sustain
communities—face similar exclusions.

The right to democracy should not depend on citizenship, because the right to vote should be seen as
an essence of democracy, not a privilege granted by status. Political participation was and is a form of
resistance, agency, and collective power, Let us imagine a democracy that truly belongs to all who
live within it.

Bio: Teresa Buczkowska is the CEO of the Immigrant Council of Ireland, a writer, and media
commentator. She is a regular contributor to public debate on migration, democracy, and women’s
rights in Ireland and internationally. Her writing has appeared in The Irish Times, The Irish

Independent, Dublin Inquirer, The Journal, and openDemocracy.

Teresa is the founder and editor of Migrant Vote, an online platform dedicated to advancing
migrants’ electoral participation and political leadership. In recognition of her work, she received the
Women of Europe — Woman in Media Award in 2024. She is also a 2021 Social Change Initiative
Fellow and a 2022 Obama Scholar.

Liz Griffith
The Law Centre NI

Liz Griffith leads the Migration Justice team at Law Centre NI. She has
a Masters in Human Rights Law and is also an Immigration Adviser.
Outside of work, she is involved with Flourish NI and Belfast
Friendship Club.

|
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https://www.immigrantcouncil.ie/
https://migrantsvote.substack.com/

Professor Duncan Morrow
Director of Community Engagement - Ulster University

Duncan Morrow is Director of Community Engagement and Professor in
Politics at Ulster University. He works to grow and nurture the strategic
relationship network of the University across the region as a central
contribution to the University’s commitment to people, place and
partnership. This entails building partnerships that make a difference to
lives in Northern Ireland into the core activities of the University of teaching, learning and research as
well as developing close relationships with important stakeholders in local communities, public
bodies and regional and national institutions.

Duncan’s continuing academic interest in inter-community relationships and questions of social
change, peace and reconciliation have shaped his career both within and beyond academia. He has
written extensively on issues of conflict and peacebuilding and is a contributor to numerous
international academic networks on peace and conflict.

Ola Sobieraj
Community Organiser — the3million

Ola Sobieraj is Polish and has lived in Northern Ireland since 2001. She came
there initially for 8 months for an EU funded Commenius language
) assistantship, but Northern Ireland has been her home ever since.

Olais currently working at the3million as a community organiser with a
focus on access to justice. the3million is the largest UK wide grass root

organisation supporting EU citizens in accessing rights and campaigning as
well as strengthenlng EU citizens’ networks across the UK.

Ola is a linguist, a certified trainer, facilitator, bilingual advocate, immigration adviser and project
manager with 20 years’ experience working in the advice, migration and diversity sector in NIl and
across the UK. She is a 2025/26 Centre for Democracy and Peace Fellow.
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https://the3million.org.uk/
https://fellowship.democracyandpeace.org/

2) Table Discussion notes

Table 1

QO: “Reflecting on the panel discussions we’ve just heard, what are your personal key takeaways? Consider
any insights, perspectives, or ideas that stood out to you, and how they might influence your thinking or
work going forward.”

e STORIES Not FACTS, but also importance of MYTH BUSTING (challenging myths)

e cultural awareness in environments where there is not a lot of diversity / representation

e how do we share knowledge / accessibility / inclusion / language barriers, e.g. public transport - how
to use / Orientation packs

e What resonated... need for a robust response from TEO to the immigration policies and who to talk to
in the TEO

e democratic participation and representation (hostile) and not encouraging both for migrants and local
communities

Q1: Storytelling and Lived Experience

“How can civil society ethically use personal stories and lived experiences to highlight the human impact of
immigration policies without placing individuals at risk or pressuring them to share more than they want
to?”

The word “USE” is not right

e only if the story is conducive to positive change for that person / group

e consensual / safe / support networks

e centring on lived experience

e organisations need to take some responsibility for creating safe spaces to share & protecting privacy
what is the story going to change?

e Safeguarding

e building capacity & developing leadership of people who want to share the stories

Q5: Advocacy and Influence
“In what ways can civil society engage with policymakers — locally or nationally — to advocate for fair,
transparent, and humane immigration procedures?”

e “keep knocking on CLOSED DOORS”

e Keep applying pressure

e Highlight publicly in media that doors are always closed

e Campaign for more transparency (whose job is it to...? What happens to funds?)

e DIRECT GRASSROOT ACTION — PROTESTS

e Remind duty bearers of their responsibilities

Table 2

QO: “Reflecting on the panel discussions we’ve just heard, what are your personal key takeaways? Consider
any insights, perspectives, or ideas that stood out to you, and how they might influence your thinking or
work going forward.”

e 1 Vote for All - Embedded in political parties moving forward (policies)
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e  Myth busting / challenging

e Educating on the voting system

e Connection with local politicians

e Housing — Crisis / firefighting / emergency housing

e (Capacity withing orgs —to address voting issues

e Worry that there is no political appetite to encourage migrant voting
e Even 16-18 = voting? Hasn’t gone through?

e Local community gatekeepers (not welcome / not included)

e Rural areas — challenges

* Hope —that voting is a great leveller

*  So much to learn from New Zealand

e Good that we have organizations that advocate for migrants — but if no political desire...
e Migrant label will always follow you — continuously labelled / excluded
e Labels / use of language / causing offence

e Fear! Fear!

I’'m here & valid — | am worthy

Soft power = we all have the ability to have soft power — making a change
Action / change / next step
Soft power

* %

*

* Events /open to everyone
*  Inclusion

* Have voices heard

*  Lived experience / heard

Q2: Building Coalitions

“How can all our groups — NGOs, community organisations, faith groups and migrant-led groups, etc. — work
better together to respond when policies negatively affect our communities?”

e What training is required for politicians
- There should be a requirement for training for politicians
e Education / lived experience
e RAF = Refugee Asylum Forum
e Stayingin touch
e Sharing information
e Collaborative approach
e Policy makers = connection (invite)
e Lived experience — connection
e Community / voluntary sector — capacity
e Direct Questioning / political leader = What are you doing to ensure welcome & inclusive society
e Capacity — Vol / com sector stretched
e (Dysfunctional NI)
e Join protests
e Power of people
e Campaign / lobby
e Boundaries / contracts / constitution
e Universities — play a major Role!
e |t’s not about numbers
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Q7: Empowering Young People to Challenge Divisive Immigration Narratives

“How can schools, colleges, and youth-focused programmes in Northern Ireland promote critical thinking,
empathy, and cross-cultural understanding to help young people recognise and resist harmful narratives
about immigration?”

e Empowering young people

e Education / peer learning

e EA

e CRIS

e Early intervention

e Lobbying / campaigning

e Lots falls to comm / vol sector — while being under resourced
e Racial literacy training

e TEO —need to do more

e Transferable Resources = if it works in one area, then run it in other areas
e Teacher training (networking)

e (Addressing incidents)

e Parent/teacher

Table 3

QO: “Reflecting on the panel discussions we’ve just heard, what are your personal key takeaways? Consider
any insights, perspectives, or ideas that stood out to you, and how they might influence your thinking or
work going forward.”

e The importance of having difficult conversations (Teresa) now.

e Remembering humanity - human stories & not simply facts - approach must get to the core of people's
fears - to resonate with them & shift perspectives.

e (LCNI) - Balance community | Executive Office / leaders.

Q3: Civil Society Action

“What practical steps can civil society organisations take to support migrants affected by restrictive or
complex immigration policies while staying within legal and ethical boundaries?”

o Ability to express yourself / lobby

e LCNI-Lack of confidence as it is

e lllegal to give immigration advice if not certified -> instead, immigration support.

e E.g. signposting to support groups, work with Right to Remain. In this way confidence can be built.

e  PSNI stepping away from policy of ringing Home Office when unsure of a person's status as PSNI wants
people to be able to come forward for help

Q4: Public Awareness

“What strategies can civil society use to improve public understanding of immigration issues, counter
misinformation, and encourage constructive dialogue across different community backgrounds?”

e Leadership - Must have open conversations where people can talk about it.
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e Must be a vehicle, like fact checking, that is not imposing but allows for checking correct information
on e.g. housing. Independent & credible.
e Balance info from ‘experts' & from the community as many do not believe/trust info

Table 4

QO: “Reflecting on the panel discussions we’ve just heard, what are your personal key takeaways? Consider
any insights, perspectives, or ideas that stood out to you, and how they might influence your thinking or
work going forward.”

e facts / knowledge as a foundation for solidarity

e organisations must commit to having strong skills for frontline staff and even volunteers

o ACT NOW campaign is an interesting

e mental Health is a serious problem across all systems (migr.).

e Teresa invested in a quality tech for translation (Sega 4). This helps in situation of trust / confidence
e Contracts for Tech -taking people's rights

e Employers are not knowledgeable about Renewal- jobs are lost or withdrawn.

Q4: Public Awareness

“What strategies can civil society use to improve public understanding of immigration issues, counter
misinformation, and encourage constructive dialogue across different community backgrounds?”

e volunteering = coercive / Reg. how / Admin of vol. service
e We have to share culture continuously

e Solidarity is not a crime

e Awareness of lang. used (in media)

e Words matter / Pledge Migrants’ Rights Network

e How can people stay away from benefits - not possible

Q3 Civil Society Action

“What practical steps can civil society organisations take to support migrants affected by restrictive or
complex immigration policies while staying within legal and ethical boundaries?”

o Not a devolved matter", policy makers can hear stories but practice knowledge. Do we push more?
Louder? Are politicians aware of vote base? future voting base.

e Gate keeping is a problem.

e As Instructed by funder - how can we be strategic?

e foreign tensions amongst each other

Table 5

QO: “Reflecting on the panel discussions we’ve just heard, what are your personal key takeaways? Consider
any insights, perspectives, or ideas that stood out to you, and how they might influence your thinking or
work going forward.”
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Dehumanization that occurs to all individuals when implementing policies / structures that minimise
migrants

The language being used by policy makers & other actors to villanise / highlight issues going on

TEO use of cohesion , while not focusing on racial equality

Don’t win arguments by citing facts / stats, but investing in organizations that provide meaningful
support

Forces for good will change other when critical issues of austerity such as housing, education & public
health

Q5: Advocacy and Influence

“In what ways can civil society engage with policymakers — locally or nationally — to advocate for fair,

transparent, and humane immigration procedures?”

Focus on: - ethnic, training civil service, good relations

Gaps in understanding what accountability for these critical issues looks like while institutions are not
making it easier for other actors to provide support -> focus on “cohesion” not racial equality
Immigration must be linked to racial inequality

State/ gov. actors stepping back on immigration / racial equality while a focus on “good relations”
easier / palpable and tempering how things are said for a larger audience

A focus on cohesion on being more palpable / TEO Black lives matter

Interlinked / organizations connect facing similar issues

Civil servants see civil society used to value our input / but now see these civil society actors as a
bother & checking s box by seeing / meeting these actors but take no input while keeping in arm’s
length

RAS tile removed, while Ukrainian tile stays (public facing Ukrainian issues / commitment)
Uninformed gate keepers

Q4: Public Awareness

“What strategies can civil society use to improve public understanding of immigration issues, counter

misinformation, and encourage constructive dialogue across different community backgrounds?”

Up to our leaders / politicians and following suit will be other actors such as grassroot not expecting
them to lead

Storytelling, migrants journeys here & its impact on how the communities visualise their perceived
struggles / issues with migrants — This comes back to higher institutions visualization of migrants

Table 6

QO: “Reflecting on the panel discussions we’ve just heard, what are your personal key takeaways? Consider

any insights, perspectives, or ideas that stood out to you, and how they might influence your thinking or

work going forward.”
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Disinformation — stories not facts (lived experience)

So many barriers, access to health services

Positive experience of being a refugee / migrant and now resident

Difficulty in feeling settled, given the barriers they experience

Everyone should access the opportunities

ESOL — supporting students during the course of the settlement process (skills/ lang = freedom)
Whose responsibility is inclusion (collaboration)?
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Qé6: Resilience and Support Systems

“What kinds of local support networks (legal advice, mental-health support, housing guidance, etc.) are
most effective in helping migrants navigate the effects of restrictive immigration systems?”

e Local support network / Run by different minority ethnic groups / vol. & comm:
- Stronger Together Network
- NIACRO
- Diverse Youth NI
- ESOL
- Bomoko
- l-assist
- Migrant Centre
- BCDA (Belfast — Lurgan — Derry)
- ACSONI
- Health Trusts - Inclusion workers
- CANS
- Mental Health Foundation
e Lack of accredited legal advice
e How can might we help people feel settled in a hostile environment e.g. govt?

Table 7

QO: “Reflecting on the panel discussions we’ve just heard, what are your personal key takeaways? Consider
any insights, perspectives, or ideas that stood out to you, and how they might influence your thinking or
work going forward.”

e Integration and the “higher bar” (ESOL mandatory)

e strengthening the collaboration between organisations providing services
e growing hate crime / impact on victims / communities

o lack of representation from politicians today

e understanding each other’s concerns

e importance of telling stories / sharing stories

e More engagement from host community needed

e The need for healthy mechanisms for breaking stereotypes

e How to address fears resulting from experience of racism

e How democracy and consensus work

e seeing a glass as half-empty or half-full — perspectives on immigration
e Making space for conversation — influence of the learner’s voice#

e Who lives here — belongs here

e How to develop the lack of fear of speaking?

Q7: Empowering Young People to Challenge Divisive Immigration Narratives

“How can schools, colleges, and youth-focused programmes in Northern Ireland promote critical thinking,
empathy, and cross-cultural understanding to help young people recognise and resist harmful narratives
about immigration?”

e  Curriculum at schools more respectful of diverse cultures
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e Integrated schools explore what can be done — the issue of Christian focused curriculum — does it
represent all society

o Not boxing people in - human behind the title

e Responsibility not only on young people, but engaging with parents and teachers / training teachers /
youth leaders

e Alink between sectarianism and deprivation affecting minorities — host communities should focus on
similarities

e Words matter pledge

Table 8

QO: “Reflecting on the panel discussions we’ve just heard, what are your personal key takeaways? Consider
any insights, perspectives, or ideas that stood out to you, and how they might influence your thinking or
work going forward.”

e More activists are Needed in single identity cultural groups

e people to find courage

e planned activism, getting trained to do activism

e Solidarity amongst migrant communities, working together

e Sitting and talking to find consensus

e don't do for other people what they can too for themselves

e how e.g. Universities can ascertain their values in relation to what government asks to do (sanctuary)
e there are small acts of resistance - teach people how to do them

e identifying with experience of other people/ speakers

e Creating spaces where people can meet and get nourished and get more courageous
e not enough representation in this room from ethnic minorities or in our workplaces
e we need capacity In our simple identity organizations

Q8: Leadership and Decision-making
“What can our communities do to support and encourage new leaders from all backgrounds?”

e getting the right people and empower them

e Diverse Youth NI - a planned resistance is a teachable competence
e providing platforms for leaders from migrant communities

e lLeadership Academies — providing opportunities

e Co-designing with institutions

e giving up some of the power — succession planning

e mindset change — leaders working themselves out of their jobs
e strategically developing leaders

e political affiliation can be a problem

e political tokenism — “let’s drop a migrant in”

e intersectionality & barriers (migrant/woman/ black/LGBT
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Table 9

QO: “Reflecting on the panel discussions we’ve just heard, what are your personal key takeaways? Consider
any insights, perspectives, or ideas that stood out to you, and how they might influence your thinking or
work going forward.”

e Feeling despondent - would like more hope
e Trauma looms large - very triggering PTSD
e Process, esp. Engagement with authorities, creates huge anxiety, esp. for exhausted claims/ appeals
e Stories matter and help:
- individuals & wider community
- makes people less vulnerable to hate crime
- humanising
e  "Minority problem" - need to share knowledge and info with more people
e Myth-busting still important, so facts + law are part of the storytelling
e Challenge (diversity; richness; fluidity; neighbourhood concept)
e Empathy: “We", “our", being able to think beyond “fixed entities”

e Media + political leadership missing
e  Cyclical nature of the work

Q9 Conflict & Cross-Community Lessons

“What lessons from Northern Ireland’s existing experience of conflict, peacebuilding, dialogue, and
community mediation might help civil society respond constructively to tensions around immigration?”

e John Paul Lederach

- moral imaginations

- paradoxical curiosity

- resonance
o Acknowledge our own divided system and legacy/ ongoing impact in some areas
e Impact of ‘populist’ getting and deeply votes
e Our own history of being denied / getting the vote
e Maintaining own power + privilege

- need to find ways to ‘empower’ each other as a wider, diverse ‘us’

- create neighbourhood democracy
e Impact of poverty — creating barriers

e CRCdemand for support and funding relatively unchanged in 30 years
- Work s long-term, intergenerational
- Still unpacking peace & reconciliation
- Segregation still in place
e Othering — need a collective ‘us’
e STRUCTURES & MECHANISMS:
- Withdrawing budgets / core posts , e.g. good relations
- Segregated education
- Disconnect between civic society + neighbourhoods and political leadership
- Potential for shared budgets not realised
- Day-to-day interactions

- Social + affordable housin
- Strengths-based collaborations at all levels
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Keynote speaker — presentation (PDF)

YouTube Recordings
Photographs

Organization exhibiting their materials at the conference:

the3million — also showing part of Stories of Hope exhibition

ESOL NI - also showing part of exhibition showcasing diversity within Belfast MET
Multi-ethnic Sports and Cultures NI (MSCNI)

The Equality Commission for NI (ECNI)

The British Red Cross

Queen’s University Belfast (QUB)

Police Service for Northern Ireland (PSNI)

'anfueme 20
h from here?”
' Group Discussions
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/1UHJ-noiZ2VNmvPC4kvGNRMl93ms8eEDU/view?usp=sharing
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLikq_5o4brM1LZbBuK2H6N_dMzRPjtGpF&si=E459OcbWSqX2y39E
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/12eMo-5fepYihCD4heB7DAzPy4bFErUu6?usp=sharing
https://the3million.org.uk/useful-links
https://www.ourcommonground.uk/stories-of-hope-diverse-voices
https://esolwebapp.azurewebsites.net/
https://mscni.co.uk/
https://equalityni.org/
https://www.redcross.org.uk/get-help
https://www.qub.ac.uk/public-engagement/civic/
https://www.psni.police.uk/

