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Charitable Incorporated Organisation No. 1176524

Report from the Management Committee to the Annual General Meeting of the Friends of the Drop-In for Asylum Seekers and Refugees (FODI): Wednesday 12th November 2025, 2.15 pm

Committee
Since the last AGM in November 2024, the only changes have been that Roismi became a trustee in March and Melika resigned in August, so the total number of trustees remains 7. We can have up to 15- food for thought perhaps for any interested person reading this. We will always seek new trustees who we believe will add value to the committee.

Roismi is not based in the north east and her appointment was the result of us casting the net more widely in a geographical sense in search of people the committee feels would add value. The Chair noted in discussions at Association of Chairs events that many charities operate in this way. Roismi has made a valuable contribution in particular in the process of reviewing and updating our policies.

FODI has an annual membership of Association of Chairs and Steve has attended two in person and two online events in the past year. The value of the former is primarily in networking and learning from the experience of other Chairs, of the latter increasing understanding of key issues such as the responsibilities of trustees.

We were sorry to lose Melika, whose youthful enthusiasm was an inspiration to us all. However, she felt that she would not be able to commit to the role of trustee once she starts her studies at Newcastle University. We wish her every success and hope that she will remain in the FODI orbit in some way.

The stalwarts from before the last AGM remain- Aby, Brenda, Jane, Mahnur, Steve and Talha. The committee is a well-knit group of committed individuals from a wide range of backgrounds, and four have lived experience of the asylum system. Notably, none of us knew each other prior to our involvement with FODI, but all value the culture of mutual respect within the charity.

Committee meetings of 90 minutes duration are conducted every two months via Zoom. 

Manager and Operations Assistant.
Since Sandra’s retirement in November 2023 and Fanni’s appointment as FODI Manager in December that year Fanni has grown into the role with conspicuous success. She has been very successful in securing funding and has raised FODI’s profile locally by fostering excellent relations with other voluntary groups. She presents a detailed manager’s report at bimonthly trustee meetings.

Farkhunda has continued in the role of Operations Assistant to which she was appointed in December 2023.Her ability to speak 5 languages is an outstanding asset and her skill at information technology has enabled her to improve the website and our social media presence. The quiet dignity with which she conducts herself was exemplified in a piece on BBC Look North in Refugee Week 2025.

Fanni and Farkhunda work effectively as a team with a clear division of roles and responsibilities. Both maintain excellent, frictionless relations with the Chair and trustees.

Finance Officer
Maria continues in this position on a part-time basis and is a highly competent and valued member of the FODI team.

Volunteers.
The committee is very grateful for the contribution made by our team of volunteers, without whom it would be impossible to maintain all our services, especially the drop-ins at the Minster and St. Mary’s. Our volunteers include both locals and service users who form a very committed team together. All volunteers undergo an induction process which covers safeguarding and FODI’s policies and values. 

We thank (in no particular order): Rayan, Sylvia T, Sylvia H, Pam, Sandra,  Naila, Fiona, Sergei,  Bashir, Nasorolla,  Liudmilla, Tatiana, Sarbast, Vernon S, Vernon at Fiscus, Gill, Jacob, Nataliya, Berhanye, Mary, Judith, Ali, Zahra, Abdelhai, Neil, Marziyeh, Bashir, Sepideh, Abdulhai, Maryam, Saleha, Razma, Salonica, Etor, Ibrahim, Koresh, Dorah, Shkar, Nabeel, John, Mehad, Mouseena, Hassan Babak, Ferial, Tracey, Mark and Revan. We apologise to anyone whose name has been inadvertently omitted from this list. The volunteer “pool” is in a constant state of flux as the circumstances of service user volunteers change- for example changes to college timetables or the need to seek employment for people granted refugee status.

Six members of the Sunderland University REACH staff network also volunteered with us. They helped us at the Minster drop-in twice, and they also brought donations on these two occasions in December and June.

Coffee mornings are held periodically to thank volunteers for their contributions. In January there was a meal out for volunteers at Bianco restaurant, and in summer a day out for volunteers at the Botanical Garden in Durham. 



Funders and Donors
 FODI’s primary funders are the National Lottery, Tudor Trust, and Sir James Knott Foundation. The National Lottery has funded us for five years, the Tudor Trust for three years, and Sir James Knott for three years. These supporters have praised FODI for the quality of its service. We continue to receive support from the Sunderland City Council, which includes Links for Life, as well as the Household Support Fund (HSF). Also, we received funding from the Hadrian Trust, London Marathon Solidarity, Hilden Trust and other organisations that prefer to remain anonymous. All these funders commended FODI for the service it delivers.Integrated Care Board (ICB) has ceased its support but we are grateful for past support.
 
FODI also received most welcome donations from individuals who prefer not to be named. 

Without all these funders FODI would not exist. 

Strategic Plan
The strategic plan covering the period 2022-2025 needed replacing this year . It was originally discussed and agreed by trustees and manager at a meeting in November 2021.The plan was reviewed and updated at a meeting in December 2022 and again at a meeting in January 2024. 
For each year within the period 2021-2025 new key steps for the year were identified and agreed. 

We must thank Lloyds Bank Foundation for invaluable support in helping us to produce a new Strategic Plan covering the period 2025-2028.This plan has been developed from a strategic planning meeting held by the trustees of FODI along with the charity’s manager Fanni  in July 2025. A preliminary meeting was held in June 2025 with Carol Meredith, Lloyds Bank Foundation Development Support Partner who advised primarily on funding strategy. 

The principles of the planning process are as follows:
· FODI’s board takes a collective approach to planning and generally operates via consensus. This process has been inclusive, with all voices heard including that of the charity’s employed staff.
· FODI is a partnership between asylum seekers and refugees and longer-term residents of the region. FODI particularly values the expertise that people with lived experience of the UK immigration and asylum system bring to our planning and decision making. That lived experience has been brought to bear on the strategy.
The short-term plan for 2025-2026 has 9 aims which can be shared on request. 




Drop-In at St Mary’s
This remains our core operation but probably if we were starting up now we would choose a name and acronym which reflects the wide range of FODI’s activities. However, the acronym has good local recognition and reminds us where we started.

Attendance at the weekly drop in has remained consistent at 100+- sometimes as high as 120-130-which is a reflection of the increase in numbers of asylum seekers in Sunderland and surrounding area and of how much service users value the drop in.  FODI service users come from over 40 countries and speak more than 25 different languages.

Service users may access support from North of England Refugee Service (NERS) and Together for Children hub workers, as well as from Mears, Sunderland Health Watch, and Sunderland City Council (SCC) Resettlement and Housing Options. SCC Employment Adviser attends once per month, A representative of International Community of Sunderland (ICOS) attends to raise awareness of its services.Staff from Young Asian Voices (YAV) also attend regularly to offer sports activities. Our good friend from Red Cross attends periodically. Representatives of many other orgainisations have attended occasionally over the past year in relation to particular projects.

Drop-In at Sunderland Minster
It’s interesting to reflect that this drop- in was originally conceived as a temporary measure during the period when COVID-19 restrictions were in place. It came about under the auspices of former Canon Provost Stuart Bain.

With the co-operation and support of Heather and other personnel connected to the Minster events have continued to be held fortnightly. We must particularly thank our good friends Ellen and Emma, who serve tea, coffee and biscuits with unfailing charm.

At these events fresh and packaged food, hygiene and care packages are distributed to service users provided by funding from the Sunderland City Council Household Support Fund (HSF) The attendance for this drop-in per session is 80-100.

Clothes, kitchenware, bedding and children’s books and toys have also been available. We are very grateful to members of the local community for these items  which come in such volume that service users know that there will be new things each time. Here we should give an honourable mention to David from Roker URC, Irene from Durham City of Sanctuary and Andy from Sunderland NAS/UWT (teaching union)

These drop ins have remained another successful way of keeping in contact and supporting our service users. More women and children attend this drop in than the one at St Mary’s

New arrivals
FODI continues to be the FPOC, (First point of contact) for all new arrivals in Sunderland. We receive signed consent forms from Mears accommodation providers and the Operations Assistant contacts each new person/family to invite them to the drop in to register and receive our welcome and orientation delivered by experienced volunteers. Since the start of April 2024 new arrivals have received a  SIM card from Good Things Foundation. New arrivals also have first access to donations at our collection days at the Minster. There has been a steady increase in the number of asylum seekers in Sunderland, rising to 811 people as of the most recent data.

Satellite drop in at Houghton le Spring. 
This has been a significant addition to FODI’s operation. Staff and trustees identified a need for this drop in some time ago in response to the increase in numbers being housed in Houghton and also Hetton le Hole. The drop-in is at Space4’s premises and an induction day with Space4 staff was held on 9th September. The drop-in started on 18th September and takes place every Thursday from 10 am to 12 pm. Mears and Sunderland City Council are aware of this development. They are willing to join us once we are fully established with their services, just as they do for the St Mary’s drop-in. FODI manager is also actively seeking funding to support the operation of this drop-in.

FODI’s premises.
We must acknowledge the excellent relationship we enjoy with Fiscus manager Anita and all Fiscus staff, who are always helpful and supportive. The container for the storage and maintenance of bikes on the premises has facilitated the throughput of bikes (see below). In addition, we refer our service users to Fiscus’ Baby Bank and  we have use of their storage areas for our fresh veg delivery for our drop ins. Their volunteer Vernon supports us with the use of their van for the transport of food, and to collect bikes from Recyke Y’Bike in Byker (see below, Bike project)

A Volunteer Training and Induction Package
This is carried out by Fanni to familiarise volunteers with the FODI charitable objects, the background to working with asylum seekers and refugees, and FODI policies and procedures. During the past year, 25 volunteers have received the training.

Women’s Group 
The women’s group meets at Trinity Church, Stockton Road on Fridays in school term time. The women, teachers and volunteers have been able to lift their whole mood and well-being through movement and relaxation classes provided by dance artist Tracey West.

 FODI women’s group members have shared many positive comments and videos of their experiences and are very positive about meeting in their safe, welcoming space at Trinity. We thank Tracey for her enthusiasm and creativity.

Partnerships
We continue to work closely with many other local organisations: Sunderland City Council, Mears, Reed in Partnership, Action Foundation, Fightback, NERS, Red Cross, Roker Life, Sunderland Museum, Sunshine Cooperative, Citizen Songwriters, ICOS (International Community of Sunderland) the local police, local health and mental health services, Sunderland BME Network, colleagues in many local churches, City of Sanctuary, Young Asian Voices, Sangini, Tyne and Wear Fire services and others. 

A new scheme run by the National Trust has awarded FODI a community pass. This pass, researched and secured by Jane (trustee) allows groups of up to 30 people free entry to local NT sites. There have been two visits to Souter Lighthouse using the pass, which the NT has renewed it for another year.

Other partnerships are cited individually below.

Medical students 
6 medical students from the University of Sunderland were attached to FODI and were given free time on Wednesday afternoons to attend the drop-in.Two of them also attended the women’s group on occasion. All showed great interest in FODI and commitment to its values. Towards the end of the academic year FODI was represented at a celebration event at the School of Medicine in the Murray Health Building, where all medical students presented displays showcasing their partnerships. The 6 attached to FODI produced high-quality displays and expressed gratitude to us and high regard for the services that FODI offers. 
This year’s cohort has received its induction and has begun to attend the drop in. 

Secret Garden
This is a project partially funded by the National Lottery and managed by David Banks of Northern Allotment, Leisure and Community Gardens (NALCG) to help establish the clearance and development of this community garden in Ford Estate in Sunderland. FODI has a dedicated group of volunteers who have helped to transform this space through their weekly attendance. They have worked on both major building and clearance projects for the sheds, paths and raised beds and have established a dedicated place for FODI volunteers to grow food. A number of volunteers have extensive experience in this field. Those taking part have found this project significantly improves their overall mental well-being. 

 ESOL project 
FODI recognises the paramount importance of language skills for people keen to integrate into the local community.

This project was originally enabled by a grant over 2 years (2023-2025) from the National Lottery Know Your Neighbourhood fund which  included salary for a part-time project co-ordinator and room hire at the Co-op Centre.

That funding ended in April but with other funding we have been able to extend ESOL provision for another year, with an aspiration that it will continue thereafter.We thank Luke for his work over the two years. His charm and enthusiasm allied to his teaching skills appealed to students and he forged some valuable contacts which led to some excellent cultural visits, in particular several to the Glasshouse in Gateshead. One learner wrote about him as follows:
“You were more than just a teacher — you made learning feel like an adventure. From language lessons to concerts and unforgettable outings, you brought us together in the best ways. I’ve learned so much from you, both in and outside the classroom. You’ll truly be missed. Wishing you joy and success wherever you go next!”

In Summer we were delighted to appoint Joanne Norton as coordinator with increased hours. She brings a wealth of experience of language teaching and management, latterly with Action Language. At the trustees meeting in July she reported that key to her plan was to help people move on and give them skills to learn independently and integrate digital skills into the lessons, as well as encouraging regular attendance. 

She has utilised her experience to streamline our ESOL provision in various ways, for example by tightening up systems of communication.

The need for our ESOL provision has become all the greater since Action Language withdrew from providing classes in Sunderland in December 2024.

Since September 55 students have started ESOL classes at FODI, of whom 25 attended more than 50% of classes.
A recent survey completed by 17 students produced these results:
· 71% have made friends in the ESOL class
· 94% like the ESOL class 
· 82% said that they thought speaking was the most important skill to practice in class
· 100% said that they feel listened to by their teacher
· 65% felt their English language had improved due to coming to the class (35% said maybe it had improved / 0% said that it definitely hadn't improved).
· Most people also attend other FODI services.
· 53% said they get adequate information about other FODI services and other support available in Sunderland.  
The survey also elicited some additional feedback, all positive. This is one example:
“I like the English course because the teacher is very good and the teaching method is top-notch.”

 We also work with Sunderland College to assist with registration for those in the country for 6+ months. The college was awarded College of Sanctuary status in 2024 in recognition of its inclusive ethos, which is much appreciated by many FODI service users.

Interpreting
FODI uses a number of our volunteers as interpreters who use their language skills to help others. As may be seen from this report, this is vital to many of our service users. We welcome offers to help with interpreting- to do so please contact to Fanni or Farkhunda.

Sewing project funded by Sunderland City Council
The sewing group was another service offered by FODI, with an attendance of 8–10 women, including both skilled sewists and beginners. It takes place every Tuesday afternoon in the Fiscus building. We have three wonderful volunteers—Mary, Sylvia, and Sandra—who collectively search for fabric, repair sewing machines, and oversee the loaning of machines to women on a four-week basis so they can continue practising at home. Women make dresses, bags, pillow covers and are also taught how to recycle most of the fabric to reduce waste.

Swim and gym vouchers
 After the last AGM FODI continued to provide a once-a-week swim voucher for every adult service user who requested one and has registered for an Everyone Active card. However, the scheme was recently discontinued  due to rising costs and the discontinuation of ICB funding. We are grateful for ICB funding hitherto. During this period we gave out 1000 swim vouchers. From October to December2024, we also gave out 266 gym vouchers but discontinued this offer because of increasing costs and alternative provision of gym facilities. We also provided soft play vouchers for children during the holidays. 

Sunderland AFC
SAFC  maintained its generous offer of 10 tickets to every home League game during the 2024-2025 season. These remained as popular as ever. Since the 2024 AGM 140 tickets were taken up by service users at 16 matches. Sadly we seem to have fallen victim to the team’s success on the pitch, as after a protracted exchange of emails it became clear that we would not be receiving tickets this season.

We thank SAFC for their past generosity, we wish the team every success and we hope that at some future time the club will consider reinstating the offer. The football club is so important to the life of the city and we and our service users recognise that supporting the team and wearing its colours is a great way of integrating into the community.



HAF Programme in Partnership with Together for Children Sunderland
Children enjoyed two sessions of our Holiday Activities and Food Programme during the summer holidays. This programme was organised by Together for Children Sunderland in partnership with FODI and was funded by the Department for Education.
The programme offered a range of activities, allowing children to learn new skills, meet up with friends, and make new ones. They were also provided with tasty and nutritious meals.

We extend our thanks to the staff members of Together for Children Sunderland for providing this opportunity for our children.

Sunderland Minster summer activities.
As in 2024, on Tuesdays in August the children of FODI service users were invited to take part in an excellent programme organised by staff at the Minster. Attendance was healthy and Steve and Fanni went along in alternate weeks to witness the events—our thanks to all Minster personnel and especially to organiser Annick. 

Roker Life
Once again, Roker Life successfully operated its summer fun days at the garden and hall. Those families in attendance thoroughly enjoyed their time there and spoke warmly of the people they met and the diverse range of activities. 

Bike project
FODI has continued to work on donated bikes and give them to adults and children desperate for a way to get around the city.

FODI was very fortunate to receive funding from Tyne and Wear T&W&N Temple to run our bike project for 12 months and cover the costs of tools, repair parts, training and safety equipment.

 We are also supported extensively by Recyke Y’Bike in Byker, Newcastle, which donates bikes for repair and distribution.

FODI has given out 88 bikes since the last AGM. This is less than the 104 recorded in the previous year, but in our view, it remains healthy. Previously donated bikes or those belonging to or given to asylum seekers in their communities have also been repaired. These have all made a significant difference to those receiving them, not only in improving their access around the city, given their extremely low income and the prohibitive cost of transport, but also in their physical fitness and mental well-being.

This time last year the bike project was in limbo as previous volunteers had moved on, so we were delighted when Nasorolla stepped up. 

Two factors in particular affect the output of bikes: supply, and the availability of a volunteer mechanic. With supply we are dependent on the generosity of the local community and on Recyke Y’Bike. Nasorolla follows in a long line of volunteer mechanics, but typically, they move on once they get refugee status.

Christmas 2024
We gave Christmas gifts to 350 children from FODI families. We are grateful to Sunderland Area Support (SAPS) for their generosity in donating all the much-needed boxes full of amazing gifts. We are also grateful to Sunderland Community Kitchen for supporting us with the selection boxes for all our children; they provided us with more than enough boxes. We also offered a warm meal to all our service users who attended the drop-in on 18th December. 

Refugee Week 2025
The theme this year was “Community as a Superpower”. FODI coordinated the programme, but it could only have been delivered with the support of partners. As usual, Chris’ Walk of Sanctuary kicked off the week. This year the walk was featured on BBC Look North. The BBC had been alerted by a press release produced with help from Katie at IMIX  Other events were a football tournament organised by Young Asian Voices (YAV) and hosted by Sunderland College, a cricket match also organised by YAV, “Breakfast with a refugee” at Back on the Map and a series of lunches- one hosted by FODI, one at the Bangladeshi Centre and the last one a rerun of “The Big Lunch at the Minster. There was also a panel discussion at Hope Street Xchange: “Seeking Asylum in the UK: Challenges, Hopes, and Realities”, organised by Dr. Robin Finlay

 Lloyds Foundation for Organisational Development
 This initiative is providing valuable organisational support for FODI for two years, helping us bolster our resilience, governance, and fundraising. 

Justice Together Initiative
FODI remains a referral partner for this project. We direct cases related to family reunion and other immigration advice to the Northeast Law Centre. They sent their representative to our drop-in last year to assist with the E-visa issues.

Uniting communities. 
From November last year to February 2025, FODI families and single individuals participated in the 'Uniting in the Community' event, facilitated by Tracey West and Mark Barfoot. The sessions were held at Sunderland Museum, with some sessions also taking place at the Eagle Building. The drumming and dancing project had 15-30 people in attendance, including both adults and children. Naila, one of FODI’s volunteers who has now obtained her refugee status and is self-employed, prepared the food for the sessions. 



Unity in the Community
Following the August 2024 riot, a unifying community event was held at the Minster in October, bringing together organisations and groups to showcase their work, network with others, and stand in solidarity. Five subsequent events under the same banner have been held in each area of Sunderland: Houghton-le-Spring, Ford Estate, Washington Art Centre, 1719 in Hendon and  Roker United Reformed  Church. FODI has been present at all the events with staff, volunteers, and service users, to facilitate networking and support the integration and community cohesion of our service users.

The final events in the series were billed as a weekender- Saturday at Sunderland Minster, Sunday at the Beacon of Light. These events were very well attended and FODI personnel had many positive conversations and interactions.

FODI salutes the work of Canon Clare, Marie, Steve Donkin and many others in making these events happen. 

A success story
M registered as a service user on arrival in Sunderland with her parents in September 2022. She spoke good English already, largely self-taught.
She soon became a FODI volunteer and when the ESOL project started in April 2023- originally as a pilot scheme only-she assisted in lessons.
As with many asylum seekers the path to refugee status was not straightforward but she pursued her studies. At Sunderland College she gained GCSEs in English Language and Higher Mathematics (grade 8). The following year she achieved a Distinction in Access to Higher Education Engineering Science. She is now studying Mechanical Engineering for a BEng at Newcastle University. 

On behalf of the Committee, Steve (Chair) wishes to express our very sincere thanks to all the individuals and organisations which have helped us this last year, whether as volunteers, attendees at the drop-ins, or donors of gifts, clothes and household items, bicycles or money. 

The last word..
Let’s leave the last word (or words) to some of our service users and volunteers.
N says: “I thank Fanni, Steve, and every member of staff at this charity for what they do to support us. I am delighted to have the privilege of being a volunteer in FODI. I happily help others in this charity, and this gives me a sense of usefulness and peace. I help others in FODI, and I get help when I need it. FODI has been like a ray of hope in the darkness for me in my difficult times.
They applied for pop cards for our children, which helped us a lot with the bus fares. I love this charity, and I say huge thanks.”

F says: “Volunteering at FODI has been a truly meaningful experience. I mainly work in the kitchen, preparing and serving food for asylum seekers and refugees.
The charity does more than provide meals; it offers kindness, support, and practical help like bus fares, which can make a real difference in people’s lives. The team is friendly and caring, and I feel proud to be part of something that brings hope and comfort to those in need”. 

R says, “I truly appreciate what FODI does. It is an amazing charity. One of the good things about living in Sunderland as a refugee is having the privilege of using FODI services. For example, they have a nice program for families and children, and when we attend, they even pay our bus fares, which is great. We got pop cards for our children through them, which is helpful. I thank everyone in FODI, and we adore this charity forever.”

Challenges 
· Meeting the needs of all our service users in an uncertain economic climate.

· Preparing for possible changes to the local political landscape and responding appropriately 

· Responding to increased demand generated by the wider dispersal of asylum seekers in Sunderland and surrounding areas.

· Ensuring delivery of the new strategic plan covering 2025-2028, which maps a path to the development of FODI

· Lack of immigration solicitors in Sunderland

· Expanding the pool of trustees to bolster succession planning and to widen the skillset of the committee

FODI Committee members, November 2025
Abraham Eiluorior, Steve Newman, Jane Nikolarakis, Brenda Reardon, Mahnur Roushan, Talha Mahmood, Roismi Rajakumar


. 















2

image1.jpeg
o FODI




