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GLOBAL REFUGEE SPONSORSHIP INITIATIVE
AT A GLANCE
The GRSI hosts the first Global Sponsor Summit!

Photo Credit: Gregory Maniatis

On May 6th, 2020 the GRSI hosted a virtual Global
Sponsors Summit with over 200 participants from 16
countries, including special guests The Honourable
Bob Rae, Canada’s Special Envoy on humanitarian
and refugee issues, and Assistant High Commissioner
Gillian Triggs of UNHCR. Sponsors were able to share
stories of how they got involved in community
sponsorship and their reflections on how COVID-19
may impact future community sponsorship.
Participants
reflected
on
how
community
sponsorship is built on feelings of shared humanity.
The Honourable Bob Rae highlighted how important
community sponsorship can be in breaking down
negative narratives. Assistant High Commissioner
Triggs discussed how important pathways such as
community sponsorship will be in continuing
resettlement efforts.
The Sponsor Summit was an excellent opportunity to
connect sponsors from all over the world. As a
sponsor from the US observed, “There is strength and
hope in numbers. That was my first thought when I
realized how many like-minded people were taking
part in the GRSI call. I honestly did not realize, from
my little Newtown bubble, that so many groups
around the globe were resettling refugee families by
community co-sponsorship. Hearing others sharing
their passion, struggles and victories gave me such a
sense of world community.”

Check out the Global Refugee
Sponsorship Initiative on Twitter!

Follow @theGRSI on Twitter for more
updates on #communitysponsorship

Some reflections from Lisa Westlake of CHARIS:
CHARIS is a small faith-based charity based in the UK;
we may be small but we have a big vision for
bringing hope and transforming the lives of refugees.
Three years ago, we were one of the first community
sponsors in the UK to welcome a family. We knew we
would learn on the job and we are still learning.
Another sponsor group here in the UK has said,
“sponsorship is a continuous journey of problem
solving and creativity.” We echo those words; we
now have three families and are keen to welcome
more!
Like everyone in the world we are learning how to
support, adapt and how to thrive amid a global
pandemic. Our primary tool with our families has
been WhatsApp, a brilliant platform for video calls,
messaging, sending photos and news. We have
even also used it for teaching English. It was
important for us to utilise technology that worked
well before Covid, rather than bring lots of new tools.
We wish we had invested more time in using IT with
our families. Despite this, one of our English teachers
has now set up a virtual classroom using Macmillian.
This lets her communicate with all her students at the
same time, send resources, answer questions, and
share videos and files. We hope to take this learning
and resource forward post Covid.
In the UK we have some brilliant organisations
reaching out to support sponsorship groups. An
unexpected joy of the pandemic has been the
coming together of our sponsorship community.
Twice a week sponsors can join a zoom call and be
inspired, encouraged and have their questions
answered on every aspect of resettlement and
support. CHARIS has participated in these calls and
invited our newcomers to share their experience.
Zoom has been a primary tool for sponsors, at a time
when human contact has been halted, virtual
contact has been a fabulous substitute; together we
have witnessed the courage, passion and sheer
perseverance of sponsors around the UK. We hope
this national togetherness will be taken forward post
Covid
A spin-off of the sponsorship journey for CHARIS has
been the opportunity to reach out to other CS
groups in the South West of England. About 18
months ago we set up a Sponsorship Network in our
region. We are a network that meets 3-4 times a
year as we recognise that we are stronger
together. We are building friendships, receiving
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training, sharing our stories, sharing good
practices and working together to overcome
challenges.
Our Network has grown from 8 groups to over 25
during this time. We are observing the benefits of
connection; groups are considering sponsoring more
than one family, they are mentoring new groups,
and groups are becoming energetic ambassadors
for sponsorship in the UK.
CHARIS has learnt many lessons, most importantly
that inexperience does not disqualify you from
becoming a sponsor. It is your attitude towards the
most vulnerable in our world that prepares us to
welcome and support a refugee family. If you are
willing to learn, to be creative, to get it wrong
sometimes and to persevere, anything is possible!

In conversation with Carly Whyborn, Reset UK
Q: Have you noticed any common challenges
faced in the sponsorship community?
A: We do see common challenges across the UK, but
what is far greater than these challenges is the
creativity solving them. Community sponsorship is
hard work, keeping momentum going takes real
effort from a committed group of people. Some
groups don’t have existing relationships with one
another and have come together solely to welcome
refugees, so they have to learn how to work
together; others will need to set up a charity (in the
UK, all sponsorship groups must be run through a
registered charitable organisation – a Lead Sponsor),
work with local government to receive their
approval to apply to be a sponsor, and developing
a partnership between civil society and local
government takes real time and effort. We aim to
share best practice in overcoming challenges
through our advice and support to groups, local
government and charities.
Q: How are you continuing engagement with the
sponsorship community? Have you developed
additional programming to help sponsors navigate
the current COVID-19 context?
A: The way we offer support has changed because
of Covid-19 – prior to this, much of our work was in
person and relational. Our support has moved
online, but a real silver lining has been to bring
groups together to talk to one another. We run a
virtual drop-in for groups every Wednesday and
these continue to be well attended. One group
member said that, despite being involved for over 18
months in the programme, attending one of these
sessions made him feel part of a national movement
for the first time, and that, had we invited him to an
online meeting 6 months previously, he wouldn’t
have come. The brilliant team at Sponsor Refugees
at Citizens UK run a ‘lunch and learn’ each Friday!
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We’re still running application workshops, delivering
part 1 of our training via webinar and checking
applications for groups – it’s completely inspiring to
see groups getting ready to welcome despite
everything that is going on.
Q: Do you have networks within the sponsorship
community that you rely on for communication and
engagement?
A: Absolutely! Community sponsorship is not about
one person or organisation, it’s a collective effort.
There’s a well-established and growing network of
organisations in the UK who work to grow and
support the programme, we established the Lead
Sponsor Network earlier this year to provide an
opportunity for these organisations to come
together. We send out regular newsletters and post
on social media – using #CommunitySponsorship.
Q: What kind of tools are you finding most useful?
A: Like everyone, where would we be without
Zoom?! We’ve found this to be the best way to bring
groups together and we’re using this for both
meetings and webinars. For our work, however, I
think being available for groups is the main way we
can be useful; sometimes we can find ourselves
answering
technical
questions
about
the
application process for groups and others simply
being a reassuring voice for groups who have
welcomed a family.
Q: What lessons for getting through the COVID-19
would you share with your community? Do you have
any additional lessons learned or reflections to
share?
A: I think for me, the thing I’ve learnt is that even
though life feels a little bit like it’s on hold right now,
there’s so much we can do to plan for the future. I’ve
watched groups who had arrivals stopped because
of Covid-19 continue their efforts and supporting
others who need help, I’ve spoken to groups who
have decided to put the money they have raised so
far for their community sponsorship programme to
support refugees who are in Greece and will
fundraise again once all this is over; I think we’re
going to be building stronger, kinder, more resilient
communities due to what we’re facing now.

What is GRSI?
The Global Refugee Sponsorship Initiative is a partnership of
five organizations – the Government of Canada, UNHCR, the
Open Society Foundations, the Giustra Foundation and the
University of Ottawa. It aims to help other countries set up their
own community-based refugee sponsorship programs,
strengthening local communities and improving the narrative on
refugees in the process.
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