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HOW THE CONFERENCE CAME ABOUT
In March 2006 a number of Congolese community organisations met at the Evelyn 
Oldfield Unit to discuss issues facing the Congolese community and their organisations. 
The meeting included one funder and Jeremy Corbyn MP. 

Everyone present was united around a common concern: how to improve the lives of 
members of the Congolese community in the UK. They set up an interim steering 
committee to bring together Congolese organisations in London plus funders, MPs, 
statutory bodies and mainstream voluntary organisations working with the Congolese 
community at a networking conference. 

It was agreed that the conference would focus on education, employment, health, social 
welfare and organisational management of community groups, and would have the 
following aims:

• To promote a positive image of the Congolese community;

•  To develop a closer relationship between Congolese community organisations and 
stakeholders;

• To encourage and facilitate networking opportunities among Congolese organisations;

• To explore ways of improving service provision to the community;

•  To promote governance and good practice, and enhance the organisational management 
of community groups.

MESSAGE FROM JEREMY CORBYN, MP FOR ISLINGTON NORTH 
TO THE NETWORKING CONFERENCE ON 6TH OCTOBER 2006

I greatly welcome the contribution made by members of the Congolese 
community to life in London. At the same time, I am well aware of the 
difficulties at home, and the traumas that many families still have to deal 
with. The community needs and deserves to be better supported in the 
UK. The international community also needs to offer its full support to the 
efforts to bring peace to the Democratic Republic of Congo.

I very much welcome today’s event, and am grateful to Stefanie Borkum and the Evelyn 
Oldfield Unit for their support and hospitality. I hope it will prove to be a valuable 
opportunity to network and share expertise.

I was privileged to be an International Observer at this year’s Congolese elections, and I 
shall be returning for the second round. Any interested members of the community would 
be welcome to attend my report-back meeting.

Have a useful and enjoyable day!

Best wishes

Jeremy Corbyn
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Tzeggai Yohannes Deres, Director of the Evelyn Oldfield Unit, set the 
context for the conference

On behalf of the Evelyn Oldfield Unit and the steering committee who have organised 
the conference, I welcome you all. I am privileged to have been invited to chair this 
conference which I expect to be highly informative and a positive influence for the 
future of the Congolese community, and to set an example for many others. 

I am chairing this conference as the Director of the EveIyn Oldfield Unit. But I hope 
you will allow me to explore the context as a refugee of similar background and experi-
ence – who has gone through ups and downs to expand horizons and redefine my 
identity and sense of belonging, quite often torn between cultures, between hopes and 
frustrations, old and new, dreams and reality, nostalgia for my native country and being 
a citizen of this interesting nation. Reflecting on these experiences, I hope will help 
define the context of this conference.

Before that, though, I would like to thank the people who led us to organise this confer-
ence. Lynne Gillett, Field Officer of the City Parochial Foundation, who challenged the 
Unit to take the initiative in addressing issues affecting Congolese organisations, and 
Stefanie Borkum, a highly respected colleague who facilitated the whole process. But 
this conference could not have happened without the main owners of the process, the 
interim Steering Committee derived from Congolese community organisations. 

WHERE DID THIS START?
Over the last two years, Congolese community organisations have been the focus of 
various powerful institutions. The situation was critical and alarming. The Evelyn 
Oldfield Unit, as a refugee-led, refugee-managed and refugee-centred second tier 
organisation felt that very deeply. 

Critical situations can either be devastating or they can be a wake-up call, triggering 
change. I am glad that the Congolese community leaders responded in the latter way 
and took a positive step to work jointly to change attitudes and misconceptions, to have 
a voice and to put things right. 

THE SIGNIFICANCE AND CHALLENGES OF THE THEME 
Working together, as a leading theme of the conference, is a first step towards having a 
lasting impact. It is also a demanding commitment which requires sacrifices, not only 
in terms of physical hard work but mainly in terms of questioning deeply held attitudes 
on cultural, historical, religious, ethnic, political and psychological issues. 

This is true of all refugee community organisations, which reflect divisions from our 
countries of origin. They are highly divided communities, and many of the issues that 
divide people derive from the fact that they have the same nationality. Sometimes it is 
easier to work with members of other communities, where historical baggage is irrel-
evant. This is not a catalogue of frustration, it is our reality. But we can change it and 
we expect this conference to show us how.
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HOW CAN WE MOVE FORWARD? A CASE STUDY
In 1991 a group of Eritreans set up a networking organisation. They had in common 
a political bond that had developed during their involvement in the Eritrean struggle. 
They shared an intention to assist Eritrean asylum seekers and refugees and to help 
each other network, while being fully aware of outstanding unresolved issues among 
them. Within a short time, the organisation became very successful. It was one of the 
first refugee community organisations to obtain Lottery funding, and there was a lot of 
scrutiny and hostility from the media. Despite this challenge, it managed to survive for 
some years but, sadly, due to internal conflicts, it dissolved in 1999. 

This organisation had all the formal stuff – guidelines, good practice models and 
contracts – but these legal issues couldn’t save the organisation because trusting, 
covenantal relationships were missing. Covenantal relationships rest on a shared 
commitment to ideas, issues, values, goals and to managing process. They enable 
organisations to be hospitable to unusual people and unusual ideas, to tolerate risk and 
forgive errors, to challenge with facts in order to improve and grow, not to destroy. 

LESSONS LEARNT
The main challenge is to accept and recognise diversity. Whether we believe in 
creation or evolution, one thing does not change: every human being is unique and 
has something to offer. The second challenge is to understand the talents, gifts, skills 
and needs that individuals and diversity generate. The third challenge is to ensure that 
all the elements work together. The fourth, crucial, challenge is commitment to the 
main purpose, while creating an atmosphere of closeness in which people can jointly 
celebrate the outcomes. 

So guidelines, while useful, are sometimes not functional. Most importantly, we have 
to understand that communities are collections of individuals, so supporting the 
individual is one of the core values of frontline service providers or networks. Children, 
adults, single parents, elderly people all need support. Focusing on helping the 
individual will consolidate the common purpose that binds people together. 

I don’t want to prescribe how parents should bring up their own children but I passion-
ately believe that we should prepare children and young people to think critically and 
work hard to find the truth.

MY HOPES FOR THIS CONGOLESE INITIATIVE

•  Set a good example for others – be inclusive and be good listeners.

•  Organise annual conferences to update, review and develop activities.

•  Commission comprehensive research on the needs of the Congolese community.

•  Create a representative steering committee based on seeing the whole picture: 
community organisations, support networks, self-help groups, professional associa-
tions and faith communities.

•  In an increasingly competitive funding environment, facilitate partnerships among 
Congolese groups.

•  Involve the community, not just service users.

Speak loudly and proudly of the contributions that your community makes to this country. 
There are lots of lessons to be learned from you and I’m optimistic that you can do it.
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P A N E L  S P E A K E R S

Lynne Gillett of the City Parochial Foundation outlined the funders’ 
perspective 

I’m representing the City Parochial Foundation, which gives money to tackle poverty 
across London. We have a sister fund called the Trust for London. Funders, together 
with your community, have to face up honestly to what has happened over the last 
couple of years. 

There are around 16,000 Congolese in London, so it’s not a large community but it has 
enormous needs. People are traumatised from their previous experiences, and need a 
lot of support to get through that and deal with other mental health problems, as well as 
tackling other issues. 

Two years ago, unfortunately, a fraud perpetrated by a member of the Congolese 
community was uncovered by Awards for All, part of the Big Lottery. The main  
conclusion was that, as in every community, there were some individual fraudsters. We 
need to say that what they did was illegal and that those individuals are responsible. 

Some of you have been through a very difficult time because of the level of suspicion. 
As funders, we have a responsibility to know what’s happening to the money we give 
out. The Trust for London and City Parochial have introduced measures to look at 
finance recording for all the organisations we deal with, not just one community. But 
some funders may look at applications and say: ‘Oh, another Congolese group.’ 

Over the last two years, at least 100 London-based Congolese or French-speaking 
African organisations have applied to the Trust for London for funding. That’s a huge 
number of organisations for a community of 16,000. So we face a dilemma. Do all 
these organisations do the work? Which should we fund? 

The next five years will be tough for the whole voluntary sector. The number of voluntary 
organisations in London has increased by about 25% since 2003 but there’s no new 
money. State funding has not gone up, it has just moved to different areas or interests. 
European money has been significant but a lot of new member states are coming in with 
a high level of poverty themselves, so money is likely to be diverted to them. Then there 
are trusts and foundations like ourselves. Our money’s about 150-200 years old and we’re 
just spending the interest so there’s no new money for the work we want to do.

The only healthy solution is for organisations to work together to ensure that they aren’t 
seeking funding for the same work in the same borough. Organisations like the Evelyn 
Oldfield Unit and your local CVS can help you tackle this issue of duplication. You are 
in a stronger position if you say you’re working with other organisations. We also need 
to understand how you co-ordinate your work with the mainstream voluntary sector to 
build on their skills and knowledge.

It’s sad that this began with criminal activity but because it started here you’ll have to 
prove that you are squeaky clean. There’s an enormous strength in this community and 
I hope you’ll take ideas from this conference back to your organisations then apply to 
funders with honesty about your aims and how you plan to face the difficulties. 

I wish you all the best.
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Marie-Claire Farey-Kele described the integration of Congolese people 
in Britain

War, instability, poverty, injustice and lack of respect for the rule of law are what 
generate mass migration of Congolese people. Before being Congolese, or even 
becoming asylum seekers, refugees or immigrants, we are human beings who wish to 
survive and have a little bit of happiness.

I am a research scientist in infectious diseases. Although I am currently working in 
molecular microbiology, my main professional orientation is the development of public 
health in developing countries, and health promotion through education.

Arriving in London in 1992, I faced the same problems as many Congolese: a new 
culture and environment but most importantly, a new language, since I spoke French 
as well as Lingala and Swahili. Congolese religious, welfare and cultural organisations 
are usually the first source of information and advice for new arrivals about British 
culture, where to obtain help, how to develop their potential and participate in society. 

At 22, with a small child, I was desperate for the chance of a better and fairer life, where 
I could be educated, find work and raise my child in a democratic society. In my first 
week here, I was blessed to be helped by a man called PapaNo Mvuemba who offered 
support to many Congolese people. He referred me to COREZAG, the community of 
Zaïrean (now Congolese) refugees in the UK, who gave me invaluable advice. 

They in turn referred me to the World University Service, which worked with refugees. 
They helped me apply to university and I was offered five places. I chose London 
Metropolitan University (LMU), which enabled me to fulfil my potential, pursue my 
career and make many friends in a multicultural environment. After obtaining a degree 
in Microbiology, I undertook a Masters in Medical Microbiology at the London School 
of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, then worked as a research assistant at Barts and the 
London Hospital, Queen Mary University of London, and am undertaking a PhD there 
in Molecular Microbiology.

It was not easy but I can now say that for the past 14 years, my children and I have 
successfully integrated into the UK. We are active members of a British Baptist 
Community, and participate in the Congolese community. I was a parent governor at 
my children’s primary school and belong to the Parent Teacher Association at their 
secondary school. Each year, we try to visit a different part of the UK. 

In 2000, I helped set up Congolese Women for the Development of the Democratic 
Republic of Congo (WDDRC) to bring education to women and children there. Our 
organisation has joined the Federation of Congolese Abroad (FCE) as well as Common 
Cause UK, which promotes the integration of Congolese women in the UK, and we 
network with women’s organisations in Kinshasa. Thanks to bigger Congolese organi-
sations in London, we now have a small office and hope to undertake more projects 
here as well as in the DRC. 

Does integration mean working in the UK? Going to the pub on Friday? Supporting the 
local football team? Knowing about British culture and contributing to British society? I 
believe that the best answer is the last.
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Mao Zakuani of the Congolese Youth Association looks at the achievements 
of Congolese community organisations and the difficulties they face

The UK’s Congolese community is very young and its members face problems in 
settling down for a number of reasons. For example:

•  English is not their first or second language.

•  Most arrive traumatised after bad experiences with the Congolese Government, so 
they fear contact with authorities.

•  The systems and cultures of the two countries are different, so people are unaware 
of how things work in nearly every aspect of their lives.

•  They face all the general disadvantages facing Black Minority Ethnic groups.

In the early 1990s, people with some knowledge of British systems created the first 
community organisations. Since then many more have been set up, and they have 
played a key role in the settlement of Congolese asylum seekers and refugees and  
their children.

Their services and activities ranged from translation to social integration and inclusion. 
Volunteers and trustees escorted individuals to register with GPs, find schools, claim 
benefits or secure work. Community organisations brought together people who were 
scattered across Greater London, enabling them to share experiences and form friend-
ships. I recall a community event organised by UNDUGU in 1993 at the Hackney 
Empire, which brought together 800 people, so they could see that they were not alone.

Through community organisations the profile of the entire community was raised 
among the general public, many of whom knew very little about Zaire. 

At that time, most of the work focused on men. Not a single organisation dedicated its 
services to women, young people and children. This exacerbated the conflict between 
Congolese culture, where men are generally the breadwinners, and Britain where that 
is not necessarily the case. Today we have embraced every category, helped by organisa-
tions like the Congolese Women Association and the Congolese Youth Association. 
However, difficulties remain, such as:

•  a low level of awareness due to the language barrier

•  conflicts of culture and between generations

•  lack of aspiration among our youth 

•  women remaining outside mainstream society.

Congolese community organisations need to build capacity to meet the increasing 
challenges and needs of the community. Unfortunately in this process, some 
weaknesses are emerging, such as: competition, mismanagement of funds, duplication 
of services and activities in a political climate unfavourable to migrants; and increasing 
competition for funding.

This conference aims to overcome the negative and focus on what keeps us together. 
It is a wonderful opportunity for Congolese community organisations to smooth the 
path for the future and face challenges from the same angle. In the Congolese Youth 
Association our motto is: ‘The future begins today.’ Let us think deeply about this 
opportunity. Yesterday has gone, tomorrow may never come, but today is ours! Let’s 
make the most of it. 
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Summary of the discussion

There was a feeling that, where funding was concerned, the whole community was 
being punished because of the illegal actions of a few individuals. Lynne Gillett did 
not think the community was being punished but believed that funders were confused 
because there are so many tiny organisations. They want to support the Congolese 
community but the organisations need to explain to funders how they work together 
and how they relate to the mainstream.

Several participants mentioned language as a problem, which they felt made it difficult 
for both individuals and organisations to participate fully and carry out their work. It 
was suggested that this might undermine applications for funding. Funders need to see 
the organisations at work – as some do, like the City Parochial Trust. First impressions 
count but where groups are refused funding, it is usually because they are duplicating 
work that other organisations are doing.

There was a strong view that small, frontline organisations need to look to second 
tier and umbrella organisations for support. There is a need to establish an umbrella 
organisation to represent the grassroots refugee organisations. This will not be easy but 
there is sufficient common ground for various organisations to make a commitment to 
work together in order to serve the interests of the Congolese community.

If small organisations are duplicating work, second tier organisations could help them 
amalgamate, share their knowledge and gain strength. It’s important that any such 
networks and umbrella organisations are democratic, and are not just run by leaders 
but involve people at the grassroots. 

Funders and organisations like the Evelyn Oldfield Unit are in a good position to help 
raise awareness within small groups about how they can work better to meet the needs 
of their community. The network which comes out of this conference will not only 
challenge misconceptions about the Congolese community but will help community 
organisations to co-operate instead of competing for funding.

We need to be optimistic, positive, to know where we are going and be committed to 
change. None of this can be done quickly but it will come from people who really want 
to do something for their community.
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W O R K S H O P S

EDUCATION

Introduced by Cyril Matuwidi

This workshop aimed to enable Congolese organisations, funders, LEAs and schools to 
share ideas about Congolese children’s schooling. 

Key questions

•  What are the statistics on Congolese school students?

•  Why do so many Congolese children have special educational needs?

•  How can Congolese parents be encouraged to get involved in their children’s education?

•  How can Congolese parents manage the intergenerational conflict? 

No respect for authority 

Some parents described losing authority over their children and said the system here 
does not help. In the DRC, elders intervene collectively in the discipline of children 
but here nobody takes action. When parents try to discipline their children it can be 
construed as child abuse: the child tells the teacher how they have been treated at home, 
the teacher involves social services and the child can end up being taken into care. 

It was perceived that schools, social services and the courts only take the child’s account 
of events and not the parents’. Tragically, most Congolese children who are taken into 
care do not turn out well.

Caught between cultures 

Children are caught between two cultures. They are under pressure to fit in with the 
dominant culture at school from peers and teachers, then at home their parents give them 
a different message. The more isolated the parents, the less they are able to understand the 
new society. If their children are trying to have a ‘normal’ social life and parents over-disci-
pline them it leads to conflict. Sometimes there is no communication between parents and 
children. Teenage daughters’ behaviour is particularly different from expectations in the 
DRC. Some parents also believe badly behaved children are ‘bewitched’. 

More constructive dialogue between social services and parents is essential before children 
are taken into care. One Congolese organisation mediates between parents and their 
children. Congolese parents, like everyone else, do not normally harm their children.

Underachievement at school

The perception is that Congolese children underachieve at school and are over-repre-
sented on special needs lists. Some schools define children as having special needs too 
quickly but in Haringey secondary schools Congolese children are doing better.

A lack of sensitivity can undermine good work. For example, a Camden project set 
up to address children’s underachievement recruited a Rwandan teacher to run the 
homework club, and Congolese parents stopped sending their children.

There is a culture of low expectations, with young people leaving school and signing on 
at the job centre, and not replicating their parents’ achievements.
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Parents’ role

Parents’ involvement in their children’s education is key. They need to know how the 
education system works, what goes on in school, how they can talk to the teachers, what 
rights they have, and to foster relationships with their children. 

Recommendations 

•  Children, parents and community members need to understand the British educa-
tion system.

•  Involve more Congolese in education as teachers, in training, in parents’ associa-
tions and as school governors.

•  Network between Congolese organisations and LEAs.

•  Set up a Congolese mentoring project.

•  The curriculum should reflect Congolese culture.

•  Funding should be available for support and extracurricular activities.

•  Give young people a voice within the community.

•  Invite a dialogue with social services about how to avoid children being taken into care.

EMPLOYMENT AND TRAINNG

Introduced by Jean Ouedrago

The workshop looked at the profile of the Congolese community and explored the 
barriers faced in accessing employment and the reluctance of some employers to take 
on refugees and migrants.

What is a refugee?

Someone who is out of their country, is seeking asylum and has a reason for not being 
able to return to their country.

Arriving as an asylum seeker is the first step. Then he or she is either granted refugee 
status or is refused refugee status and becomes a ‘failed asylum seeker’. The defining 
feature, though, is that they didn’t choose to come. 

The term ‘refugee’ is defined in international law as someone who leaves their country 
in fear of persecution. The term ‘asylum seeker’ is not an international legal concept 
but was created by Britain to exclude some people.

Refugees are allowed to work.

In ‘family reunion’, the children acquire the refugee status of the family member who 
is already here but the spouse only gets ‘leave to remain’.

Refugees and their backgrounds

They may be engineers, doctors, teachers, journalists, lawyers, footballers… just like any 
other group of people.

People who are seeking protection also bring knowledge and experience.

Some are illiterate even in their own language.
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Barriers to employment

• language

• lack of experience

• no references

• documentation and status

• prejudice

• lack of information

•  welfare poverty trap

•  lack of recognition of qualifications or experience

•  lack of education

•  lack of confidence

•  childcare problems

•  lack of support

•  travel difficulties

•  not understanding the culture.

Barriers preventing employers taking on refugees

•  lack of experience

•  racism and discrimination

•  documentation

•  out-of-date information

•  no understanding of equal opportunities.

Solutions

Refugees

•  information and orientation from the start

•  ESOL classes customised to needs plus other education and training

•  work experience placements

•  voluntary work

•  proactively seeking information

•  Criminal Records Bureau checks

•  support from community groups.

Employers

•  be flexible

•  understand the context of refugees

•  send positive stories to the media (but problematic because much of the media is 
racist and hostile to refugees)

•  give refugees a chance to speak

•  have good practice and equal opportunities policies in place

•  if the Home Office changed the rules on permission to work and promoted 
integration, that would change the employers’ mindset.
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WELFARE

Introduced by Peter Nsumbu

The workshop started with a brief introduction to the DRC and the difficulties faced by 
Congolese refugees, particularly the language barrier, here and in Congo, where there 
are around 250 dialects plus French and four national languages.

1. What are the barriers to accessing good quality advice? 

•  A lack of qualified advisers means that many clients do not have access to high 
quality advice.

•  There is a lack of awareness of the accreditation systems for advice and how to 
obtain the Community Legal Service Quality Mark and exemption from the Office 
of Immigration Services Commissioner (OISC) immigration regulations. 

Some solutions

•  Better networking among organisations to facilitate signposting and referral.

•  Provide training to everyone involved in giving advice or information.

•  Refugee Community Organisations should be equipped to challenge decisions.

2. What is the impact of immigration law on Congolese organisations?

•  Immigration law and the regulations for giving immigration advice have changed 
frequently.

•  There are more failed asylum seekers.

•  A lack of training by OISC leads to a lack of qualified immigration advisers in the 
community.

•  Clients are reluctant to go to mainstream organisations.

•  The demand from asylum seekers stretches the capacity of organisations.

•  Returnees from dispersal are draining resources.

•  There is a lack of funding to support clients

Some solutions

•  Networking of Congolese groups to care better for the needs of the community and 
also turn to non-Congolese organisations.

•  Develop a culture of service by accepting weaknesses and promoting others who are 
doing better.

•  Seek sources of income generation to maintain independence in service delivery 
and intervention.

•  Rebuild credibility in Congolese community groups by ensuring groups are well 
organised, provide quality services and work in partnerships.

•  Create a Committee of Congolese Leaders to act as a quality check and represent 
the interests of the Congolese community to funding bodies, local authorities and 
government.
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GOOD GOVERNANCE

Introduced by Claudine Bongo

Key issues and questions

The Charity Commissioners have well defined rules for governance of organisations.

One of the main problems is creating an effective management committee. They must 
also establish a membership to start with.

Many new groups are being set up. The number of charities has doubled over the last 
20 years.

We should ask if an existing group could provide a service rather than setting up a new 
group. Sometimes it is difficult to convince people that a service already exists or that 
‘this has been done already’. Some individuals want to ‘empire build’ or refer to ‘my’ 
group. A group belongs to the membership, not to any one individual.

Some funders help groups that are trying to establish themselves – this includes Trust 
for London and the Cripplegate Foundation. The Cripplegate Foundation has also set 
up a Somali Forum. Is it better to fund such forums rather than individual groups? 
Then some groups will say they don’t have time to attend forum meetings.

There is great diversity in the Congo in terms of culture, religion etc, but there should 
be unity here between our groups, which can then be reflected in our home country. 
We should be aware of this diversity but share common ground when dealing with 
funders, since funders will not be aware of the Congo’s demography.

Are funders driving the ‘governance agenda’?

Some groups are confused as to what governance consists of. Management committee 
members may not know how organisations work and are unsure about their roles and 
responsibilities.

Recommendations

•  Training, especially on roles and responsibilities of management committee 
members.

•  Learning and sharing ideas and information.

•  Capacity building, since funders cannot support organisations that do not have a 
strong infrastructure and management committee.

•  Send relevant people to training courses. Too often one individual receives all the 
training, which may indicate that the group is a one-man-band.

•  Women need equal representation on management committees (not the wife of the 
chair!), especially if the group provides services to women.

•  Management committee members can be influential and knowledgeable but not 
understand their management responsibilities; it can be difficult to convince such 
people that they need training.

•  Some Congolese groups could act as ‘brokers’ for delivering capacity building and 
training.

•  On the issue of Congolese groups and the Lottery, some felt that the funders were at 
fault, particularly the Awards for All programme, which did not allow for groups to 
be visited.
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HEALTH

Introduced by Kwenga Lele Zaya and Virginia Lokando

Participants in the workshop included members of Haringey Council, Salem Health 
Project, Active Women, Common Cause, International Gospel and Health Group.

Objectives

•  Understand the health service better.

•  Build trust within the health system.

•  Influence access to health services.

•  Contribute to the wellbeing of Congolese in the UK.

Healthcare

Primary care: GPs provide free advice and healthcare.

Pharmacists: give advice and treatments for minor problems.

Mental Health Trusts: offer assessment as well as treatment.

Secondary health care: for treatment.

Discussion

We are now entitled to choose which hospital to go to. You receive a letter, make a 
choice and call to book – difficult if English is not your first language.

No money from Primary Care Trusts (PCTs) to help Congolese people access health-
care. How can RCOs provide this support?

Health specialists in the community could provide advocacy and support.

What barriers stop the Congolese community accessing healthcare 
services?

•  Language.

•  GPs.

•  Immigration status.

•  New arrivals apply for NASS certificate to register, but can access health services 
only if NASS certificate is accepted.

•  Lack of information in community languages.

•  When refused, asylum seekers go underground.

•  Even English speakers are confused about policy changes and have problems under-
standing the health system.

•  Active Women gives information about asylum claims and how the NHS works, and 
advises individuals about accessing services.

•  GPs may refuse to treat asylum seekers by saying their books are full. You need 
proof of address, passport or other ID. Some individuals are uncomfortable about 
giving this information.
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What improvements in the health service do you want to see?

•  More time for patients.

•  Interpreting services.

•  Basic examination of patients.

•  Encourage patients to keep appointments.

•  New information strategies.

•  Bi-cultural outreach workers.

•  Set up a Congolese health forum.

•  More training for health professionals.

What factors affect your confidence in dealing with healthcare 
professionals?

•  Culture and gender issues.

•  One participant, a doctor himself, had been very sick. He saw four different GPs but 
not one believed he was ill. He eventually saw a GP with an interpreter, requested 
a blood test, got it and was hospitalised the same day. He was also given the wrong 
medication for kidney problems. He now has no confidence in the system.

•  We need to challenge professional competency.

•  Not enough time in consultations.

•  Religion.

•  The facilitator (a nurse) suggested that patients should try not to prescribe for 
themselves as some doctors do not like this, and it may undermine diagnosis.

•  People are scared to ask questions.

•  Some people go straight to A&E instead of their GP, which might add to waiting 
times.
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T H E  W A Y  F O R W A R D

Dr Pambu concluded the conference by pulling together the threads of 
the discussion and setting the scene for future work

Today’s conference was about promoting a positive image of the Congolese community, 
developing a closer relationship between community organisations and stakeholders, 
encouraging and facilitating networking opportunities among Congolese organisa-
tions, exploring ways of improving service provision to the community, and, finally, 
promoting good governance and good practice and enhancing the organisational 
management of Congolese community groups.

On behalf of the interim Steering Committee, which has been meeting under the 
leadership of the Evelyn Oldfield Unit, thanks to all of you for having participated in 
today’s event. 

Where do we go from here? During the conference we have discussed many issues 
relating to education, employment, health and welfare rights, good governance and 
so on. Details of these discussions will soon be compiled for our clients, our organisa-
tions and for the stakeholders and funders. We need to keep the momentum going, to 
continue to share information and move forward on the basis of information gathered 
today, as we know the complexity of the Congolese community and its problems.

Each workshop concluded that we need to network. One funder and stakeholder said to 
me: ‘Tell your community, you need to network or to die.’ He was probably right, and I 
think today we have made that a reality.

How could that network be shaped? There have been many suggestions today. It could 
be shaped around the aims and objectives of the individual organisations. Those dealing 
with health could network, and those dealing with education or employment could also 
get together. I think the suggestion of a health forum for the Congolese community is 
a very good idea. We could also establish some networking within boroughs whereby 
Congolese organisations based in Greenwich, in Islington or wherever, can come 
together once or twice a year just to share information, because it’s important for them 
to know who is doing the work next door. Networks and partnerships are the way for 
the future. 

As Lynne Gillett said, the money for organisations is getting smaller and smaller, so if 
you network, you are most likely to survive. If you do not, you will not have the means 
to achieve your goals. Today’s conference is an example of that. Many community 
leaders have got together regularly since March – and the result is here for everybody  
to share.

Building networks, consortiums, sharing ideas, developing closer relationships, encour-
aging and facilitating networking opportunities, exploring better ways of improving 
service provision, promoting better governance and good practice, enhancing organisa-
tional management of community groups, is a full agenda 

So, those who would like to set up a steering committee which will bring forward this 
agenda, please give us your name, and we will get together in a few weeks time to put 
together the results of today’s discussions and to see the way forward. at the end of  
this conference.

T
H

E
 W

A
Y

 F
O

R
W

A
R

D



SHARING IDEAS AND WORKING TOGETHER  15

We need to set up a steering committee which will represent the needs of everyone. 
We also need to think about setting up an electronic network that could reach out to 
Congolese organisations outside London, some of whom could not be here today. 

Congolese are here to stay, many having been granted indefinite leave to remain, 
refugee status or as highly qualified migrants who are working in this country. 
Stakeholders in the voluntary, private or public sector need information about the 
Congolese community. We do not have that information. We want to avoid prejudicial 
information floating around, such as the latest round about Kindoki. We have scientific 
information on that, which we can provide to whoever needs it but we need mecha-
nisms for presenting research, surveys and statistics in a scientific manner. 

The steering committee will need to think about setting up a group to study issues 
relating to the Congolese community in a scientific way and that will help community 
members, voluntary organisations and stakeholders have the information they need.

The steering committee also needs to think about a Congolese think-tank, similar to 
those in other communities, to study the community, and provide scientific informa-
tion to members, funders, stakeholders. How many Congolese work in the voluntary 
sector in England? Nobody knows. How many are in the private sector? Nobody knows. 
How many are academics? In the public sector? How many are men? Women? Where 
are they? These are very simple things. If we set up two people in our community who 
have done social studies, the Home Office can provide the money and they will do the 
work, because even the UK government needs that information from us. That’s the 
kind of agenda we need to move forward.

The last and most important point: the people who organised this conference need 
feedback. You have in your pack an information sheet, please take a minute to fill it in 
and leave it with them because that’s our way of saying ‘Thank you’.
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C O N F E R E N C E  S P E A K E R S   
A N D  F A C I L I T A T O R S

These are the members of the interim steering committee set up to plan 
the conference, who also spoke at it
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Kutusuamiko (Cyril) Matuwidi is acting director 
of Zacca-Lisanga. He has worked as an HIV 
prevention and development worker for South 
London Congolese Association (SOLCA) and was 
project co-ordinator for Kimbanguist Charity, a 
Congolese faith-based organisation in Waltham 
Forest. Cyril has a BSc in Economics from the 
University of Fez in Morocco, and is preparing 
for a Diploma at Middlesex University as part 
of a Refugee Council research project in an 
inclusive secondary school.

Marie-Claire Farey-Kele is a research scientist 
in infectious diseases at Barts and the London 
Hospital, Queen Mary’s School of Medicine. She 
obtained her BSc and MSc, and is undertaking 
a PhD degree in medical and molecular 
microbiology. Marie-Claire belongs to a Baptist 
community, is co-ordinator of Women for the 
Development of DRC and is spokesperson for 
Common Cause, an umbrella of Congolese 
women’s organisations in the UK. 

Dr Wa Gamoka Pambu has a PhD in 
Educational Psychology from two universities 
in the United States. He taught educational 
psychology at the University of Kisangani and 
Kinshasa and held senior positions in the 
Congolese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ministry 
of Social Affairs and Department of Justice. 
In the UK, Dr Pambu became a consultant for 
refugee children in British foster families in 
Greenwich and undertook research on refugee 
children in Newham schools. He is director of 
CORECOG, Community of Congolese Refugees 
in Great Britain.

Kwenga Lele Zaya qualified as a nurse at South 
Bank University before specialising as a diabetic 
nurse at Warwick University. She also has a 
diploma in childcare. Kwenga is a practice nurse 
and community health adviser on HIV/AIDS 
and sexually transmitted diseases. She is chair 
of London African Health Project and co-
ordinator of Common Cause UK, an umbrella 
for Congolese women’s organisations. Kwenga 
has worked as a volunteer for Africare (Islington) 
and for Peace in Millennium. 

Mao Zakuani has a degree in Social Sciences 
and English Linguistics from the University of 
Lubumbashi, DRC. He was personal assistant 
to the chairman and chief executive of Air Zaïre 
before moving to the UK. He is manager of the 
Congolese Youth Association and was  

co-founder and chair of the African 
Swahiliphone Refugee Project (ASREP). Mao is 
a church leader and works for Appeal Courts and 
Tribunals as a translator.

Claudine Epalo Bongo graduated from the 
University of Mons in Belgium where she 
simultaneously completed a degree in Applied 
Economics and a postgraduate degree in 
International Business. In the UK, she qualified 
in Accountancy and Management at Birkbeck 
College. Claudine’s experience in the voluntary 
sector includes being a trainee accountant in 
the Community Accountancy Project, finance 
manager in Mencap, founder and co-ordinator of 
the RCO Trampoline. She is currently a part-time 
network co-ordinator for a central London CVS.

Peter Nsumbu is founder and director of the 
Kongolese Centre for Information & Advice 
(KCIA). He has a BSc in Biology and a PhD 
in Pathology from Kingston University plus 
qualifications in Advice and Guidance and 
Managing Refugee Organisations. Peter is on 
the management committee of Westminster 
CVS, Voluntary Action Westminster (VAW) 
and on the Board of the BME Network in 
Westminster. He speaks English, French, 
Portuguese, Lingala and Kikongo, and works 
part-time as a community health educator for 
French, Portuguese and Lingala speakers.

Virginia Lokando is a faith community 
worker for the Ethiopian Community Centre 
in Haringey and a volunteer health worker 
for Zacca-Lisanga, where she was previously 
a sexual health promotion worker. She has 
provided support services to the Congolese and 
African French-speaking communities in Enfield 
and Haringey who are affected by HIV/AIDS. 
Virginia is a member of the executive committee 
of Common Cause UK, an umbrella for 
Congolese women’s organisations.

Jean Ouedrago is chair of the Congolese 
Action group (CAG), which he has built up and 
professionalised. Since working there, he has 
gained qualifications in Advice, Supervision and 
Project Management. In Congo he graduated in 
agriculture and worked as a forest engineer in 
the Permanent Service of Inventory and Forest 
Management. He was also chief executive of 
Industrie Zaïroise de Bois and worked as a 
maths teacher in the Institut Nzulu. Jean is 
fluent in French, English, Lingala and Kikongo.
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CONFERENCE PARTICIPANTS

Zainab Adan, Newham 
African, Caribbean and 
Asian Advocacy Project

Mutshipayi Alain, Pyramid 
Community Group, Waltham 
Forest

Vernon Angel, Disabled 
Children’s Team, Islington 
Social Services

Mamie Apokire, Blessing 
Family Association, Croydon

Maknun Ashami, 
Consultant/Paul Hamlyn 
Foundation

Joan Badcock, Corporate 
Voluntary Sector Team, 
Haringey

Victor Bantu, IVB Group, 
Barking & Dagenham

Julia Bard, Consultant/
Evelyn Oldfield Unit

Leethan Bartholomew, 
Haringey Local 
Safeguarding Children 
Board

Amba Bongo, Active Women, 
Lambeth

Claudine Bongo, SAVO, 
Southwark

Stefanie Borkum, Evelyn 
Oldfield Unit

Nick Bradley, Haringey 
Children and Young People’s 
Service

Alphonse Ngowa Buapanga, 
Suku dia Kongo, Camden

Thomas Bubi, African 
Support and Project Centre, 
Hackney

Diana Chituku, City and 
Hackney PCT, Hackney

David Davies, Islington 
Schools Ethnic Minority 
Achievement Service

Marie-Claire Farey-Kele, 
Women for Development of 
DRC, Newham

Catherine Froggatt, 
Communities into Training 
and Employment

Lynne Gillett, City Parochial 
Foundation

Komlan Gnamatsi, Evelyn 
Oldfield Unit

Jean-Roger Kaseki, 
Congolese Lobby for Peace, 
Democracy, Human Rights 
and Development, Islington

Regine Kaseki, Congolese 
Women’s Group, Islington

Kona Katembwe, Education 
into Action

Mwanza Kinawidi, Solca, 
Croydon

Jean Leon, African 
Permanent Education Forum

Virginia Lokando,  
Zacca-Lisanga

Jean-François Lubaki, 
Meridian Women’s 
Association, Greenwich

Adelard Lubinda, Congolese 
Students Society, Islington

Rebecca Lythe, Islington 
Safeguarding Children Board

Jean Paul Majepa, Pyramid 
Community Group, Waltham 
Forest

Celestine Masudi, African 
Swahiliphone Refugee 
Project (ASREP), Islington

Cyril Matuwidi,  
Zacca-Lisanga, Haringey

Penny McLean, Refugee 
Council

John Mikucki, Evelyn 
Oldfield Unit

Brian Mitchell, Notre Dame 
Refugee Services

Abed Moftizadeh, Islington 
Schools Ethnic Minority 
Achievement Service

Fuad Mohammed, 
Communities into Training 
and Employment

T Mulumba, Light Project 
International, Islington

Peter Musgrave, Voluntary 
Action Waltham Forest

Ezechias Ngendahayo, 
Refugee Council

Ngunga Barthe Ngoma, 
Kongolese Children’s 
Association, Enfield

Micheline Ngongo, Light 
Project International

Emile Nkumu, Solidarity 
and Community Association 
(SOCOA), Redbridge

Peter Nsumbu, Kongolese 
Centre for Information and 
Advice

Richard Ntaka,  
Congolese Community 
Media, Hackney

Vincent Okieimen, HAVCO, 
Haringey

Jean Ouedrago, Congolese 
Action Group UK, Camden

Dr W G Pambu, CORECOG, 
Newham

Marie-Louise Pambu, 
Common Cause, Newham

Patricia Persaud, Solidarity 
and Community Association 
(SOCOA), Redbridge

Bebe Ramazani, Meridian 
Women’s Association, 
Greewich

Jill Rutter, Metropolitan 
University

Jude Stevens, Lloyds TSB 
Foundation for England & 
Wales

Joaquim Thiago, Club Bana 
Yolo, Newham

Frances Thompson, 
Cripplegate Foundation

Celestine Tshilenge, Centre 
for Francophone African 
Development (CENFACS), 
Croydon

Sophie Walrafen, Evelyn 
Oldfield Unit

Karen Were, Islington 
Schools Ethnic Minority 
Achievement Service

Dr Bokelo Weyalo, Salem 
Health Project, Newham

Mao Zakuani,  
Congolese Youth 
Association, Hackney

Kwenga Lele Zaya, London 
African Health Project, 
Waltham Forest



SHARING IDEAS AND WORKING TOGETHER
In March 2006 a number of Congolese community organisations met to discuss 
issues facing the Congolese community and its organisations. Everyone present 
was united around a common concern: how to improve the lives of members of the 
Congolese community in the UK. They organised a networking conference to bring 
together Congolese organisations in London plus funders, MPs, statutory bodies and 
mainstream voluntary organisations. 

The conference focused on education, employment, health, social welfare and 
organisational management of community groups, and had the following aims:

•  To promote a positive image of the Congolese community

•  To develop a closer relationship between Congolese community organisations and 
stakeholders

•  To encourage and facilitate networking opportunities among Congolese 
organisations

•  To explore ways of improving service provision to the community

•  To promote governance and good practice, and enhance organisational 
management of community groups.

This report includes the conference discussions and presentations, and is a resource 
to be used by Congolese organisations and those who work with them in moving 
forward from this significant initiative.
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