Hong Kong Refugee Advice Centre Newsletter September 2007
1. HKRAC Update

First, we are happy to report that a client has been granted refugee status! He's a young man from Ivory Coast who is now looking forward to being resettled and the opportunity to start a new life. Well done to Ali for her work on his case. 

We have established a partnering relationship with Shearman & Sterling LLP, a US-based law firm with many offices in the region, including Hong Kong. Their Hong Kong office will take on 2 cases for representation over the next few months, working with a team of associates in New York to write the legal submissions. This is wonderful news for our clients, who will benefit from the legal expertise and access to legal resources! We continue to negotiate similar partnerships with other law firms in Hong Kong. 

Thanks to you, we were able to make submissions on 9 more casessince our last newsletter. This is in addition to research done, screening of cases, referrals and general advice given. 5 of these had a deadline for last Friday and it was so excellent to see many of you in the office rushing to submit in time. 

Our next monthly case roundtable discussion will take place next Wednesday 31st October from 8-10pm . It's always a lively and informative discussion and if you haven't already come to one, please join us. 

In September the annual meeting of the High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) Executive Committee ("ExCom") took place in Geneva to discuss policy for its operations throughout the world. In the 3 days prior to ExCom a consultation with NGOs who work in refugee rights globally took place.  Our partners in the Southern Refugee Legal Advocates Network and AMERA ( www.amera-uk.org) met with UNHCR to discuss issues of pressing concern. (Please let us know if you would like copies of the minutes of that meeting). The most hotly contested issues on the refugee status determination front remain the lack of written reasons for refusal, the need for an independent appeals system and UNHCR's practice of withholding evidence on which decisions are based. Consultation amongst members of the network on these and other issues continues and we will keep you updated. Representatives of the network also advocated on our behalf about the obstacles refugee advocates face in Hong Kong, particularly regarding access to interviews for all claimants. While these representations were well received by UNHCR's representatives in Geneva , they are consulting with UNHCR-HK and we await their official reply.

Last week we heard our first bit of semi-positive news on the fundraising front - the Kadoorie Charitable Foundation has agreed to grant us HKD 500,000 for this pilot phase *but* it is conditional on us securing a matching grant. If anyone has ideas for potential donors looking to partner with Kadoorie on our initiative, please get in touch. 

As you know, we only have funding secured to end-November and our budget for the next 18 months of our pilot period is HKD1.5 million. So this amounts to a 1/3 and of what we're looking for and over the next 6 weeks we have a fair bit of money to raise. Thanks to Hayden, Rose, Natasha and Amy (the newly formed Fundraising Committee), for helping us gear up to meet this challenge! If anyone else wishes to get involved in this fundraising drive, please let us know! 

Some other good news is that the 3R Stichting Group in the Netherlands has agreed to help us fundraise for a "train the trainers" program that will help us develop our twice-yearly refugee law trainings . 

Andy Lillis, one of our summer interns, has written a paper on conducting country of origin research. It's attached in draft form here and is especially useful for walking us through UNHCR's 'Refworld' database. Thanks so much to Andy who worked on this remotely on his world travels and is much missed. 

2.  Volunteer Coffee Morning - Saturday 27 October is postponed  

We will reschedule soon - probably towards end-November when we hope to have better news on the fundraising front!! 

3. Upcoming Event

Please see details about Christian Solidarity Worldwide's annual conference below:

SPEAK UP FOR JUSTICE

8th Christian Human Rights Conference

North Korea, Malaysia, Thai-Burma Border and Hong Kong 

10 November, Saturday

Information sessions: 10 am - 2:30 pm

Workshops: 2:30 - 4 pm

International House (Chinese YMCA), 23 Waterloo Road, Yaumatei, Kowloon 

(MTR Yaumatei Exit A2) 

Admission free, donations welcome. RSVP on or before 5 November. 

To reserve, contact admin@csw.org.hk , telephone +852 2591 5403

Christian Solidarity Worldwide Hong Kong 

www.csw.org.hk

4.  Request for your Bios/Photos

This is a repeat request to please send your bios/photos to us. We want to brag about all you fabulous people so don't be shy. Please send Jennie a brief description of yourself, what brought you to us, and how you find the volunteer experience, with a photo. Thanks in advance!  You can see our website has been updated - Amy is the first brave soul to share her bio. Check out the "Staff and Volunteers" page. 

5. Update on Case Procedures

To confirm our procedures for representation on first instance cases; w e will allocate the top priority cases (generally first instance claims involving unaccompanied minors, women heads of families, and persons with special needs) to available caseworkers .  The first stage, upon allocation, is a 3-week screening. This is to ensure the claim fits the Refugee Convention criteria, checks out with country of origin information, and has no grave internal inconsistencies raising credibility concerns. This 3 weeks must be somewhat flexible due to the logistics of interpreter availability. If all is well, we then sign a representation agreement with the client and inform UNHCR we are representing.  We submit to UNHCR 9 weeks from the date of signing the agreement. As long as the client is within five months of registering her claim, UNHCR have agreed to await these representations before interview. 

Within 5 weeks of that date, we aim to have the testimonies complete; 4 weeks later we aim to have the legal representations complete and country of origin & personal evidence gathered. 

On case management, please document all of your time spent on files. This includes all telephone calls, face to face meetings with clients, case discussions with colleagues, preparation time when you are taking decisions on next steps, drafting, research. The purpose is both to accurately reflect time spent on files (crucial for funders) and to keep an accurate record of all key work on the file in case you can't finish and the file must be transferred to another caseworker. Minori and Jane are faithfully counting up time spent and in many instances, work is not well documented on the files. 

If you've worked on a file since June and you know you have not kept records up to date please send Raquel a summary. 

6.  Request for Assistance in the Office 

In this critical period where we are fundraising like crazy, we seek to keep up casework and other related services.  Thanks for your contribution so far and we still would love help with the following. 

1.    Covering office 'drop-in' hours for new clients referred to us from the Chungking Mansions Service Centre. These hours are: 

Monday & Friday 10am-1pm & 2pm-4pm, Wednesday & Thursday 2pm-4pm

We will of course give training to prepare you for the kinds of enquiries that could come up. Raquel will also be in the office during these times. Duties include taking intake statements for new first instance clients to take details of the basis of their cases. We use this first statement to decide if we can move the case into our 3 week screening stage. Each intake appointment can take 45 minutes to 1.5 hours; if you could commit to a 2-hour slot during our drop-in hours it would be a great help.

2.    Covering client information sessions at Chungking Mansions. 

-   Women's Information Session is the last Monday of every month at 2pm 

-   Men's Information Session is the last Friday of every month at 2pm. 

We will provide you with information to deliver and also brief you on the kinds of questions that may arise. Raquel is giving an information session this upcoming Friday and next Monday. If anyone would like to join her to watch how it's done, they are welcome! 

4.    Assistance with discrete administrative tasks like entering case information into data base, adding up time spent on files, all sounds like boring stuff but it is hugely helpful for our reporting and record keeping. 

If you could assist with any of these things, please get in touch.

Otherwise, thanks so much for all your help! 

Jennie & Raquel
