HKRAC's e-newsletter November 2008

Dear Volunteers, Interpreters, and Friends of the Hong Kong Refugee Advice Centre,

Greetings! Before everyone gets busy with holiday preparation, we write to share our latest news & inform you of upcoming events.

1.  Good news on grants of refugee status for 4 clients 

2.  HKRAC Fundraiser: Reception and Dinner with Dr. Barbara Harrell-Bond on November 26th

3.  Opportunity to Meet & Greet Dr. Harrell-Bond at the HKRAC

4.  Training for new Refugee Caseworkers December 6/7th at Skadden Arps

5.  Staff Changes

6.  New Board of Directors

7.  New Client Complaint Mechanism 

8.  Upcoming Case Roundtable: Wednesday 3 December

9.  Holiday Party!

1.  Good news on grants of refugee status for 4 clients 

Over the last few months 4 clients of the HKRAC have been granted refugee status. They include a female unaccompanied minor from Africa, a man from South Asia, and a young couple from South East Asia

Their claims were amongst the most compelling we have handled and words cannot describe their happiness when they heard the good news. 

To give an idea of their claims, the young girl had lost her family in her country's civil war and the man had lived his life worshipping in secret out of fear that his faith would be discovered. The young couple came to us when their claims were on appeal to UNHCR and we assisted them to present their cases in a coherent and legally relevant way. They are survivors of unimaginable violence and with the help of an empathetic caseworker, a team of lawyers at Shearman & Sterling, and reports from our volunteer doctors they presented evidence of their case to UNHCR. Without legal aid they could have been refused a second time. 

In a meeting with her caseworker after she heard the good news, the young woman said "you saved my life". 

At present, the success rate of those who have been assisted by our Centre, and whose cases have been decided, is 48%. This shows the huge impact our work is having - the UNHCR claims to grant refugee status to only 8-10% of applicants each year. Therefore we are helping to ensure that people are not wrongfully rejected and returned home to face persecution, which can mean torture or even death.

2.  HKRAC Fundraiser: Reception and Dinner with Dr. Barbara Harrell-Bond on November 26th

We are delighted to welcome Dr. Harrell-Bond to Hong Kong next week. She will speak at a reception & dinner to raise funds for the HKRAC. Dr. Harrell-Bond is a leading figure in the global refugee rights movement. She founded Oxford University's Refugee Studies Centre, and has spearheaded many refugee legal aid projects worldwide, particularly where (like Hong Kong) UNHCR is the decision-maker. 

Very few tickets remain, so reserve yours soon if you wish to attend!  Details can be found at www.hkrac.org 

3.  Volunteer Caseworkers & Interpreters: Opportunity to Meet & Greet Dr. Harrell-Bond at the HKRAC

Dr. Harrell-Bond will also join us for coffee at 10am on Thursday, November 27th to meet and speak with our volunteer caseworkers and interpreters. Kindly RSVP to Jocelyn Lala-an at info@hkrac.org if you wish to attend.

4.  Training for new Refugee Caseworkers December 6 & 7th at Skadden, Arps in the Landmark

Many thanks to Skadden, Arps for hosting our recent lunchtime training for partner law firms on Client Sensitivities, Drafting Testimonies, and Researching Country of Origin Information. They are also kindly hosting our upcoming training weekend for new caseworkers.

This intensive training weekend will provide a comprehensive overview in international refugee law and ethics for representation before UNHCR's Refugee Status Determination Procedures in Hong Kong.

It is open to lawyers who seek to volunteer with the Refugee Advice Centre, or for current volunteers. Non-lawyers with 6 months' relevant experience are also welcome. In order to participate in the training, we ask for a commitment of 5-10 hours per week for a 6 month term. Since our cases operate on 3-month cycles, this will allow you to participate in at least 2 cases.

For lawyers coming from HKRAC partnering law firms, this time commitment is waived due to our individual partnering agreements.

To confirm attendance: Please send your CV and statement of interest to Raquel Amador, Director of Casework ramador@hkrac.org by Friday November 28th. Attendees can pick up training bundles from the RAC office by Monday December 1st.

Please see the tentative training schedule, attached. 

5.  Staff Changes

Jennifer Stonewill sadly be returning to Canada at the end of the year. Although she will not to be able to work work closely with you all during the exciting next phase of the HKRAC, she will remain involved in the from afar on the Advisory Committee. 

The organization will be in great hands given the stellar team we have recruited:

Melissa Strecker spent years working as corporate counsel for White & Case and Morrison & Foester in the U.S. With both firms she was a primary point person for pro bono matters. In particular, in New York she worked closely with the Lawyers Committee for Human Rights (now Human Rights First) representing asylum claimants through the US immigration system. She has been working with us since September as Director of Development.

Sanjula Weerasinghe is an Australian lawyer who, after some time at Mallesons in Australia, has been working in refugee legal aid in Bangkok for the past few years. For the past year she has run a very similar project to ours in Thailand - recruiting, training and supervising volunteer lawyers to provide free legal representation to asylum-seekers before UNHCR there. Besides coming highly recommended from colleagues in the field, we couldn't imagine more on-point experience! She will be the Acting Director of Casework while Raquel Amador steps back for a few months, as Raquel is expecting her second child in February.

Brian Barbour also comes highly recommended by a trusted refugee lawyer and academic under whom he studied in New York. Brian has a great deal of organizational development, administration, and fundraising experience with a variety of NGOs in Nepal, Japan, and Rome. (He's also a fluent Nepali and Japanese speaker!). He will be Acting Executive Director. Our new Board of Directors (more on that below) which will be voted in on November 26th will work with Brian over the next 6 months to recruit a (hopefully Cantonese-speaking) ED so Brian is likely to move into casework later next year. 

Johime Lee was one of our amazing interns this summer. From Canada but with Hong Kong roots, Johime studied law at Warwick University in the UK. Prior to doing his PCLL at Hong Kong University, he spent 2 years working in Sudan with UNICEF. He has joined us as a Refugee Advisor.

6.  New Board of Directors

Board of Directors

We have recruited a great Board of Directors, which will be voted in at our first AGM on November 26th.

Kelley Loper will be Board Chair. She teaches in the Law Faculty at the University of Hong Kong & is Hong Kong's resident scholar on refugee rights. She is widely respected by UNHCR, the Hong Kong government, and NGOs in the field. 

Farzana Aslam will be First Vice Chair. She also teaches in the Law Faculty at HKU, in the PCLL program. She was formerly with Goldman Sachs practicing employment law. She's been advising us since early days and some of you may have had the pleasure of meeting her at our June training.

Michael Vidler will be Second Vice Chair, and Chair of the Development Committee. He's a solicitor and the proprietor of the firm of Vidler & Co., which does a range of judicial review, family, and criminal law matters. He's brought some great human rights cases forward in Hong Kong, including a constitutional challenge to the age of majority for same-sex couples a few years ago (and won).

Som Leung will be Board Secretary. He's an Australian-trained Hong Konger who works at Freshfields. He's been assisting us with our charitable status application and advising us generally for some time.

Davis Lusk will be Board Treasurer. He is a US-qualified CPA, and Senior Manager at a boutique firm called AzureTax Limited in Hong Kong. 

7.  New Client Complaint Mechanism 

Starting in December we will have a independent panel of mediators available to hear client complaints and help ensure our accountability to the people we serve. We send thanks to Pamela Phan, Andrew Dale, Hans Lutz, Lok Poon, Maggie Mathieson, and Catarina Cardoso for overseeing this mechanism for the next year! Please watch for forms and a description of how the "CCM" works on our website and in our office.

8.  Upcoming Case Roundtable: Wednesday 3 December

Please mark your calendars for our next Case Roundtable, which will be held on 3 December from 7-10pm. Raquel will contact caseworkers shortly with location details. Thanks to Latham & Watkins for providing their boardroom for our last Roundtable. 

9.  Holiday Party!

What: Please join us to celebrate all the achievements we have made together this past year. It will be a great chance to say good-bye to outgoing staff and welcome new ones!

Where & When:  Makumba Bar, G/F, Garley Bldg., 48 Peel St, Central on Saturday December 6 from 7 - 9 pm (or later if you so choose!). 

Appies will be provided; Cash bar.

Warm wishes,

Raquel, Sanjula, Brian, Melissa, Johime, Jocelyn & Jennie (The HKRAC Team)

