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REFUGEE EMPLOYMENT IN WALES 

 
Executive Summary 
 
A conference held in Cardiff on 6th September 2005 addressed the problems 
faced by refugees trying to get into work in Wales. The Welsh Refugee 
Council estimates that there are approximately 10,000 refugees living in 
Wales. Experience suggests that refugee skills are currently being wasted 
through unemployment or through employment that makes no effective use of 
prior experience. Barriers to the labour market include lack of sufficient 
English language knowledge among jobseekers and lack of awareness by 
employers and those organisations helping refugees into work such as 
Jobcentre Plus. A number of recommendations for future action and inclusion 
within the ‘All Wales Refugee Inclusion Policy’ were developed at the 
conference. These include a need for more statistical information, increased 
funding, stronger partnerships and more effective promotion of refugees to 
employers. Refugees also need to receive more support in ESOL (English for 
Speakers of Other Languages), re-training, and work experience schemes. 
 
 
Recommendations for Future Action 
 
A number of key suggestions came out of the conference for further action, 
and for incorporation into the emerging Welsh refugee inclusion strategy. 
 

¨  Information is vital. The Welsh strategy should provide information for 
refugees, employers and other relevant organisations. Baseline data is 
required on refugees in Wales so that future progress can be measured. 

 
¨  Partnerships need to be built and strengthened. Sustainable networks 

should be cultivated between all interested parties – from Government to 
the individual refugee, via voluntary organisations and RCOs. This limits 
the duplication of services, allowing for more effective action. The 
Welsh Local Authorities Consortium has already pioneered positive 
work on the planning and facilitation of strong networks, and this should 
be built upon. 

 
¨  The process of refugee integration must be sustainable. This only comes 

with appropriate long-term funding. The Assembly will need to secure 
resources to implement the overall Refugee Inclusion Strategy. 
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¨  There are positive examples of projects in Wales on refugee employment 

and the new strategy should build on these. Refugees who have found 
appropriate work can act as ‘champions’. 

 
¨  The advantages of employing refugees must be ‘sold’ to employers. This 

can be done directly by organisations such as the Welsh Refugee Council 
and the Parade ESOL service which is already pioneering links with 
local employers. Help can also come from Jobcentre Plus, Business in 
the Community and the local media. 

 
¨  Trade Unions can play an important role in promoting the employment 

of refugees. 
 

¨  It would be beneficial to create a subgroup within the All Wales Refugee 
Policy Forum focussed on the training and employment of refugees. 

 
¨  There is a need to develop a ‘one-stop shop’ as a source of information 

and help. This could exist as a regularly-updated website, hosting 
contributions from interested organisations and individuals. 

 
On a more local level: 
 

¨  More refugee programmes based on specific occupations should be 
developed. The ‘Refugee Doctors’ programme is a positive example and 
could be built upon with programmes for Teachers and other professions. 

 
¨  ESOL services need to be more widely available, as language is the key 

to gaining employment and to integration. More ESOL should be 
workplace-based. 

 
¨  More opportunities must be created for work experience programmes 

with local employers. These should be developed with appropriate 
consideration given to the large numbers of small businesses in Wales. 
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REFUGEE EMPLOYMENT IN WALES – CONFERENCE REPORT 

 
1. Introduction 
 
Immigration and asylum policy are not devolved to Wales. However, the Welsh 
Assembly Government can develop policy on the inclusion of refugees (those 
who have received a positive decision on their asylum claim). Jane Hutt, the 
Welsh Assembly Business Minister, told delegates that developing a Welsh 
strategy on refugee inclusion is a high priority for the Assembly. Rhodri Morgan, 
First Minister and Edwina Hart, Minister for Social Justice are also taking a very 
close interest. The Minister for Business recognises that the Assembly is 
responsible for the provision of many services, including those tailored to help 
refugees. She also stressed that voluntary groups need Assembly support if they 
are to succeed in helping individual refugees. The Welsh Assembly Government 
is looking to develop its own document and action plan on refugee inclusion by 
summer 2006 and all conference participants were invited to contribute to the 
process. 
 
This conference explored the relevance of the UK Government’s strategy on 
refugee employment. ‘Working to Rebuild Lives’ published by the Department 
for Work and Pensions outlines the plan to tackle the high rate of unemployment 
within refugee communities, and explains how Jobcentre Plus will work in 
partnership with the voluntary sector and other training providers to give 
practical help to refugee jobseekers. The ‘Framework for partnership working to 
help refugees fulfil their potential’ was released by Jobcentre Plus in June 2005. 
This stresses the importance of different agencies working together to make 
effective use of the talents, knowledge and potential of refugees. 
 
Refugee skills and experience are currently being wasted in Wales where 
refugees are either unemployed or working in jobs that do not make effective use 
of their experience. The conference examined the barriers that refugees face in 
the labour market, reviewed examples of projects that have addressed these 
barriers and made proposals for incorporation in the overall strategy on refugee 
inclusion in Wales. 
 
 
2. Background 
 
Migrants, including refugees, have been coming to Wales for centuries and some 
port towns have experienced significant influxes and settlement of foreign 
workers. At the peak of the coal trade, residents in Cardiff's Butetown spoke 
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more than 50 languages. The existence of established communities, such as 
Somalis and Yemenis, has especially drawn refugee populations of the same 
national groups to the city, significantly added to by those being ‘dispersed’ from 
other parts of the UK. 
 
2.1. Current refugees and their employment 
 
Government policy in 2000 introduced the dispersal of asylum seekers to areas 
away from southeast England. One of the ‘cluster’ areas to which asylum seekers 
is sent is Wales. The Welsh Refugee Council (WRC) confirms that many 
refugees decide to stay in Wales when they receive a positive decision on their 
asylum claim, and hence a sizeable new refugee population is forming. Accurate 
statistics are not available on the number of refugees in Wales, but the WRC 
estimates the figure to be approximately 10,000. The major centres for these 
refugee communities are Cardiff, Newport, Swansea and Wrexham. More than 
40% of Wales’ ‘non-white’ population are resident in Cardiff. In 2001, 5.47% of 
Cardiff’s population consisted of those born outside Europe, and this is likely to 
have increased with refugee dispersal.1 
 
Refugees face a number of difficulties in their search for employment in Wales. 
Saleem Kidwai of the Ethnic Business Support Programme told the 
conference that only 15% of the refugees in the UK who have previous 
professional experience now use that in their jobs or search for jobs. 
 
2.2. Positive stories 
 

“We don’t say enough about what we are achieving” 
Jane Hutt, Assembly Minister 

Despite the negativity that can often surround refugee issues, it is important to 
recognise that there are various positive programmes operating in Wales, and 
examples were presented at the conference. 
 

 
                                                 
1 Statistics available on the ICAR Website ‘Mapping the UK’ - Cardiff pages www.icar.org.uk/?lid=4748 

Refugee Voice Wales is an umbrella organisation coordinating and representing 
refugee community organisations in Wales. The Cymru Refugee and Asylum 
Seekers Academic Council helps refugee academics, those with degrees, Masters 
and PhDs living in Wales to carry on with their work. Other examples of good 
practice in Wales include the Multi-Agency ‘MAPP’  project and the Red Cross 
move-on project in Swansea, the Careers Wales and Welsh Refugee Council 
partnership in Cardiff, the SOVA mentoring projects and the vibrant support 
groups in Newport, Swansea and Wrexham. 
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Cardiff Parade ESOL service 
 

The Parade centre has a large outreach 
provision, working in 22 locations 
across Cardiff. The service helps over 
2000 adult learners, between 400 and 
500 of whom are asylum seekers and 
refugees. Courses are provided at 14 
different levels of English with slow 
and fast track provision. 
‘Contextualised ESOL’ recognises the 
different needs of learners in terms of 
progression and type of language 
needed. ‘Life in the UK’ helps with 
day-to-day issues such as opening bank 
accounts and dealing with schools. 
ESOL Hairdressing and Beauty, and An 
Introduction to Childcare help learners 
before they enrol on FE vocational 
courses. The ESOL programme 
developed in partnership with the police 
(POLICESOL) won a Fforwm award in 
2005. The Parade service is now 
developing Workplace ESOL provision 
with funding from ELWa to help non-
English speakers working in Cardiff’s 
hospitality and catering sector. 

The Ethnic Business Support Programme (EBSP) 
 

This programme encourages refugees as entrepreneurs. Over half of the refugees 
coming to Britain have professional or skilled occupational qualifications which can 
form the basis of new business. The average age of asylum applicants in the UK is 27, 
suggesting that there are many refugees now in their 30s, in the ‘golden age zone’ for 
entrepreneurs. There are many examples of successful refugee entrepreneurs in Wales. 
The largest private employer in Swansea came to Britain with nothing but now 
employs over 400 workers, with a multi-million pound turnover. The Ethnic Business 
Support Programme has found that increasing numbers of clients have degrees and 
qualifications, representing a source of untapped potential. The EBSP has helped to 
make over 1,400 jobs since it began and helped to start over 400 businesses. 

 

“Let us show the world that some of the major stakeholders  
in the success of ‘Wales Plc’ are the refugees.” Saleem Kidwai 

The Wales Asylum Seeking and 
Refugee Doctors Group (WARD) 

 

Three years ago the Wales Asylum 
Seeking and Refugee Doctors Group 
received funding from the National 
Assembly to set up and manage an in-
house study programme in Cardiff for 
asylum seeking and refugee doctors in 
Wales. The programme is run by the 
School of Postgraduate Medical and 
Dental Education and consists of on-
going IELTS courses as well as PLAB 
1 and 2 lectures delivered by qualified 
medical doctors. WARD members 
have access to medical textbooks, 
journals, practice materials and the 
internet. As well as offering a drop-in 
facility, WARD provides funding for 
refugee doctors to take their exams. 
The WARD has a total of forty five 
members. Twenty one members have 
revalidated their medical diplomas, 
and of these fourteen are employed. 
There are a further twenty four 
refugee doctors currently re-training 
with the help of the WARD group. 
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3. What are the issues which need to be addressed? 
 
3.1. Lack of meaningful data 
 
It is widely accepted that there are thousands of refugees living in Wales, and yet 
nobody knows exact numbers and locations. Further, there are no statistics on 
how many refugees are in employment, and the type of employment they have 
found. Anecdotal evidence suggests that refugees have problems in engaging 
with the labour market. However a lack of data makes it difficult to present the 
evidence base to support policy changes. This problem is highlighted in the 
recent publication ‘A Statistical Focus on Diversity in Wales’, which contains 
large amounts of data on division of people in employment, education and 
housing by age, sex, disability and Welsh language ability, but fails to identify 
refugees as a specific group. 
 
It is not known how many refugees have followed an ESOL course and then 
succeeded in finding a job. The UK spent £256 million on ESOL in 2004/5, but 
there are no accurate figures on the different beneficiaries. For example, there are 
waiting lists in Newport for ESOL courses and there are suggestions that migrant 
workers from the EU accession states are taking up much of the available 
capacity around ESOL provision. Similarly there are problems in identifying 
Jobcentre Plus client statistics. Roger Dinham suggested that nationally there is 
no system in place. A ‘voluntary marker’ was introduced for refugee jobseekers 
in April 2004, but analysis of this data for Wales has not yet been carried out. 
 
Baseline statistics are necessary to develop an overall policy, and to allow for a 
more customer-led approach to refugees. As a first step, the Welsh Assembly is 
planning to carry out a skills audit of refugees in Wales. In addition, it is 
important that refugees are correctly defined and distinguished. It would be 
helpful to compare the situation of those from different countries and those who 
have been in Wales for different periods of time. 
 
3.2. Availability of funding 
 
The many examples of good practice in Wales are at risk of ending if they cannot 
secure adequate and sustainable funding. The Welsh Refugee Council and many 
smaller voluntary groups are stretched to capacity and need additional resources 
to continue their work. 
 
Funding is most effective when aimed at a specific issue. One of the most 
successful schemes is the doctors’ group WARD. There is a need for more of 
these specialised groups, such as a Refugee Teachers Group. One workshop 
brought up the problem of accreditation in civil engineering – where there is 
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currently a labour shortage and qualified refugees could make a difference. Extra 
funding could also promote the development of completely new resources. Thus, 
one workshop suggested establishing a ‘one-stop shop’ website as a central point 
of information on these issues. 
 
The problems of loss of funding were highlighted by the example of Jobcentre 
Plus in Newport. At this centre, intensive support was being offered to asylum 
seeking and refugee clients. They were being given ESOL training, CV and 
interview help and job tasters. However, this programme was forced to close, 
due to a lack of funds and facilities. 
 
3.3. Who will take the lead? 
 
It is vital that individuals and organisations are identified to lead on the 
implementation of the strategy in order to achieve practical results. It was agreed 
that the Welsh Assembly should take a clear leading role. Business Minister Jane 
Hutt spoke of the strong commitment the Assembly has to refugees in Wales, but 
also asked that they be told where Assembly action is most needed. 
 
However, implementation of the strategy requires more than just the actions of 
the Welsh Assembly Government. Local Authorities must also play an active 
role. Each Local Authority should appoint a key worker to liaise with other 
groups in the area. Many organisations are carrying out positive work, but 
problems can arise due to a lack of cohesion between them. 
 
3.4. Need for greater partnership working 
 
It is vital that interested organisations, groups and individuals build networks 
through which they can exchange ideas on good practice and share 
responsibilities. Despite limited resources, the Welsh Local Authorities 
Consortium on Refugees and Asylum Seekers has managed to facilitate some 
multi-agency meetings across Wales. This activity should be encouraged along 
with the development of a directory and a one-stop shop website. 
 
Organisations should also develop regular meeting spaces where they can share 
experience and discuss problems. The All Wales Refugee Policy Forum already 
does this, chaired by Edwina Hart AM, and hopefully it can be strengthened. The 
Forum must engage with its wider UK counterpart the National Refugee 
Integration Forum to share good practice. Wales is developing its own strategy, 
but it is important that it is fed into by other strategies, especially linking with 
the recent DWP and Jobcentre Plus documents. In addition, Assembly ministers 
should meet with those in Westminster to share ideas. As Jane Hutt said, 
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“Devolution must not be about separating, it must be about learning from each 
other”. 
 
3.5. Importance of Refugee Community Organisations 
 
Some of the most important partnerships which need to develop are those 
between Refugee Community Organisations (RCOs) and other organisations 
working on these issues. RCOs are very important in the daily lives of refugees, 
providing a social context where refugees can mix and meet with others of a 
similar background. Refugees may not be aware of ESOL services or Jobcentre 
Plus, but they do know their own RCO. RCOs must therefore act as bridges 
joining refugees to the services available to them. 
 
Additionally, the flow of information must be two-way. Individual refugee 
communities need to articulate their own needs in order to contribute to 
strategies and action plans. This can be done through RCOs. Consolidation of the 
voices of RCOs is therefore important and direct funding to an organisation such 
as Refugee Voice Wales would help with this. 
 
3.6. Training, ESOL and re-qualification 
 
Refugees need appropriate training based on individual needs. Many refugees 
bring with them years of experience and knowledge but often need help in 
applying this in their new environment. Selina Moyo suggested that refugees are 
very willing to be re-oriented, as long as they have a good prospect of a 
meaningful job afterwards. 
 
Refugees can begin their re-training through volunteering. Asylum seekers and 
refugees are now encouraged by the UK Government to volunteer but many are 
unsure how to do this and they must be informed of their rights. Volunteering 
should take place where refugees can use their expertise, not just limited to 
working within RCOs. As well as volunteering, work experience programmes 
can be invaluable in engaging refugees with local employers. The Welsh 
Assembly recently ran a refugee work shadowing programme and another 
example of good practice is that of ‘Positive Action Training’ in Birmingham. 
 
Despite some successes, there is still an inadequacy in the level of ESOL support 
available to refugees. Demand for ESOL classes often outweighs supply and 
ELWa should address this whilst also looking to encourage workplace training. 
This could be done with the Parade ESOL service which is currently developing 
its own workplace training programme. 
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3.7. Jobcentre Plus 
 
Jobcentre Plus as a recruiting organisation has a responsibility to encourage 
refugee employment. They have been involved in pioneering some good work, 
especially with outreach at a local level. However, a number of delegates stated 
that Jobcentre Plus is not currently in a position to work effectively on these 
issues, suggesting that the Jobcentre Plus network is being ‘decimated’ making it 
difficult to engage with. In addition, Jobcentre Plus appears to be more 
concerned with the long-term unemployed than with refugees. One current 
Jobcentre Plus scheme teaches refugees how to write a CV, but very often they 
are not needed when applying for jobs. It would therefore be more beneficial for 
refugees to know how to fill in difficult application forms. Despite the above 
problems, there was agreement that Jobcentre Plus should be a very active 
partner in improving employment prospects for refugees in the UK. 
 
Roger Dinham, Business Development Manager for Jobcentre Plus in Wales 
accepted that Jobcentre Plus does need to ‘step up its act’. It must develop its 
understanding and raise awareness of its staff so that they know how to deal with 
refugees who are wary of engaging with the state. Jobcentre Plus must work 
nationally, regionally and at district level to change overall policy and local 
practice. Assembly funding has recently made a difference to Jobcentre Plus in 
Wales and it is now developing outreach facilities. Roger Dinham is hopeful for 
the future of refugees in Jobcentre Plus: “We see this as an opportunity, not a 
threat. Jobcentre Plus has got to engage more effectively with individuals and 
with the community groups that represent them.” 
 
3.8. Engagement with employers 
 
It was noted that conference delegates mostly came from voluntary sector and 
refugee organisations. The lack of engagement from employers highlights the 
large gap that currently exists between employers and refugees. Employers lack 
information about and experience of working with refugees. Many large 
employers are currently leading the push for ‘diversity’ because they believe it 
makes economic sense. The case for refugee employment must also be made. It 
is thus helpful to learn from other equality initiatives. For example, the Equal 
Opportunities Commission in Wales has created an ‘employment network’ of 
over 100 employers in Wales who meet to receive information and gain 
understanding around gender issues in the workplace. The refugee strategy 
should therefore exist within the broader BME and equality agenda. 
 
Employers must also be taught the meaning of the term ‘refugee’ as many are 
unsure of the legal status of refugees. They are concerned that they must fill in 
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extra paperwork to employ them. These misunderstandings could be cleared by 
holding seminars for employers and by producing information leaflets. 
 
Wales has many Small-Medium Enterprises (SMEs), and these must be 
effectively engaged with. There has been some pioneering work already with 
employers and it is important to identify those with a positive process of 
engagement, to use them as champions and pioneers. The Post Office, NHS, 
Police and Fire Services were all highlighted as good examples in this respect. 
 
3.9. Time to change attitudes 
 
Some conference delegates suggested that institutional racism is still a problem 
in Wales, with especially strong opposition to asylum seekers and refugees.  It is 
important to engage more with the public to change these attitudes. This can 
partly be done by providing positive images of refugees. Some work on this has 
already been carried out by groups such as the Refugee Media Group in Wales. 
This network of agencies tried to ensure balanced and accurate reporting on 
refugee and asylum issues in Wales. In addition, the Cardiff and District 
Multicultural Arts Development (CADMAD) project has worked closely with 
ethnic minority communities to develop cultural awareness and encourage 
positive media portrayal. However, due to a lack of funding CADMAD has been 
forced to close and new ways are now needed to promote these ideas. 
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Links to relevant documents 
 
 
Department for Work and Pensions: Working to Rebuild Lives 
www.dwp.gov.uk/publications/dwp/2005/emp_guide.pdf 
 
 
Jobcentre Plus: Framework for partnership working to help refugees fulfil their 
potential 
www.jobcentreplus.gov.uk/pdfs/2370WorkingTogetherv2.pdf 
 
 
National Assembly for Wales Statistical Directorate: A Statistical Focus on 
Diversity in Wales 
www.wales.gov.uk/keypubstatisticsforwales/content/publication/compendia/200
5/sfd05/sfd05.pdf 
 
 
Home Office: Integration Matters 
www.ind.homeoffice.gov.uk/ind/en/home/laws___policy/refugee_integration0.
Maincontent.0002.file.tmp/267218_RefugeeFinal_240205.pdf 
 
 
Information Centre about Asylum and Refugees in the UK: Cardiff Pages 
www.icar.org.uk/?lid=4748 
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Organisations represented at the conference included: 

 
Advisory Board on Naturalisation and Integration 

Business in the Community Black Voluntary Sector Network Wales 

Cardiff County Council Cardiff University 

Careers Wales Commission for Racial Equality Wales 

Cymru Refugee Academic Council Cytun 

Displaced People in Action Employability Forum 

Ethnic Business Support Programme  Gwent Healthcare NHS Trust 

Jobcentre Plus  Parade ESOL Service 

Refugee Voice Wales Somali Youth Association 

South Riverside Community Centre South West Regional Assembly 

Swansea Bay Asylum Seekers Support Swansea County Council 

Trellis UNISON 

University of Glamorgan Voice of Congo 

Wales Asylum Seeking and Refugee Doctors Group 

Welsh Assembly Government Welsh Local Government Association 

Welsh Local Authorities Consortium for Refugees and Asylum Seekers 

Welsh Refugee Council Women Connect First 

Zimbabwean Development Support Association 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For further information, please contact: 
 
Ruth John 
Employability Forum 
2nd Floor 
Downstream Building 
1 London Bridge 
London 
SE1 9BG 
 
Tel: 020 7785 6270 
 
Email: r.john@employabilityforum.co.uk 


