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We live in a country where Neurosurgeons are working as Care Assistants, where Marine Engineers are driving 
us around London in the back of their cabs and Lawyers are stacking supermarket shelves – RefuAid’s Gateway 
Programme aims to change that, providing an innovative, practical, scalable and sustainable solution to 
requalification for refugees in the UK.  
 
www.refuaid.org 
 
THE PROBLEM 
Over 110,000 people received asylum in the UK in 2015. Once asylum is granted, refugees have 28 days until existing 
government support is withdrawn. They must begin the months-long bureaucratic process to set up a life in the UK 
– find home, a job, set up bank accounts and apply for social security. There is little to no support for refugees to 
gain employment that corresponds to skills and experience, so many newly-arrived refugees end up in low-paid 
survival jobs.  

Most skilled professions (Doctor, Dentist, Lawyer, Accountant, Engineers, etc) require requalification to practice 
here, which usually involves undertaking exams and/or further training. This process is prohibitively expensive for 
those working in survival jobs or facing unemployment. Consequently, the UK labour market has a very high level 
of over-qualification and under-employment among refugees. A recent study by Deloitte into Syrian refugees in 
Europe discovered a third were employed in either skilled work or professional services in Syria, yet 82% were 
unemployed in Europe. An additional study found that in the UK more than half of refugees in employment felt that 
they were over-qualified for their jobs. 

The irony is the UK is lacking in skilled professionals across several key sectors, including healthcare, IT and 
engineering, and yet in a world driven by capital, refugees have no access to loans or traditional lines of credit. This 
represents a wealth of untapped potential, and leaves a refugee population facing the chronic mental health 
conditions related to un- and under-employment. 

 
A SUSTAINABLE GRASSROOTS SOLUTION 
RefuAid was founded in 2015. After volunteering on the Greek islands and witnessing numerous desperate people 
arriving on the beaches, founders Tamsyn Brewster and Anna Jones were determined to help fill the gaps in 
international response, to find sustainable solutions to problems faced by refugees across Europe. Tamsyn explains 
“We want to challenge the negative rhetoric surrounding refugees and show that, given the right support, refugees 
and asylum seekers can be an asset both economically and culturally to their host communities.  Since founding 
RefuAid we have met so many incredibly determined people who with support have flourished, become fully 
independent and no longer need to rely on aid or handouts.” 

Following extensive experience with and feedback from refugee communities they established that access to 
language training and employment that corresponds to skills and experience was consistently one of the significant 
barriers to refugees being able to live normal lives and contributing to their societies. 

RefuAid’s work is encapsulated in its Gateway Programme: providing structured support into employment and/or 
higher education via intensive language tuition qualification, access and applications to university and the 
employment programme of which the Equal Access Loan is a core part. 

 

THE EQUAL ACCESS LOAN 
In September 2017 RefuAid launched the first (and only) nationwide loan scheme for refugees. The loan scheme 
provides support to those who have be granted refugee status and have full rights to remain and to work. We offer 
interest-free loans of up to £10,000, for internationally-trained refugees to pay for UK accreditation, requalification 
or training, enabling them to return to employment in their prior professional fields. Loans are assessed on a 
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character-basis, harnessing the power of human relationships to provide lifelines to individuals who have no 
alternative access to credit. Repayment plans are worked out on an individual basis with the applicant.  

This is not only a financial offering, all recipients receive case work support including access to our Mentor Network, 
specialist career guidance and liaison with employers and professional bodies. 

The Stephen Lloyd Award and its partners would be able to benefit both financial and mentoring elements of the 
programme – by contributing to loan capital and harnessing the Award networks for mentoring opportunities – 
both of which are so critical to its success.  

THE IMPACT 
The response we had once we launched in September was clear validation of the considerable demand for this 
service. Almost entirely from word-of-mouth referrals, we’ve received over 100 applications and have 35 eligible 
applicants on the waiting list with more arriving each day. So far we have lent £74,302 to 17 applicants. After 6 
months, we have a 100% repayment rate, with enough money paid back already to cover the next loan in full, and 
have seen the early applicants gain suitable employment commensurate with their skills. This success rates speaks 
volumes. 

Mohammad, 30, is a qualified Dental Surgeon from Damascus. He’s one of the first recipients of the loan. Unable 
to return to war-torn Damascus, Mohammad and his family sought asylum in the UK. They gained refugee status, 
but to practise dentistry in the UK Mohammad needs to take exams to obtain a licence from the Royal College of 
Surgeons – these exams cost up to £7,000. “I know that I can pass the exams, but the only obstacle I’ve had to 
overcome is finding the money to do so” explained Mohammad “When I heard about the RefuAid loan scheme it 
was like a dream come true. It’s a fantastic opportunity, almost unbelievable – an interest free loan, no fees, no 
additional charges and I can pay it back over 4 years in small monthly payments, which will help me to finally be 
able to practice in my own profession again.” 

Pru, an Auditor from Zambia, was in the UK for 10 years before her asylum claim for herself and her family was 
accepted. As the only breadwinner in her family, it was critical for Pru to start earning straight away or to be 
dependent on state benefits. But to return to work, Pru needed to requalify, passing the exams costing £5,540 to 
acquire her UK licence. We lent Pru the full amount to cover the exams, she gained her accreditation and has just 
accepted a job within the auditing sector at Grant Thornton. 

THE TEAM 
RefuAid co-founder Tamsyn is leading on this project.  Tamsyn is a University of St Andrews graduate with a 
background in corporate and not-for-profit recruitment. Her previous experience finding and hiring leaders within 
the non-profit sector gives her extensive sector knowledge and access to influencers. 

RefuAid advisory board is made up of 10 women, with a wide breadth of influence, experience and networks, from 
key sector influencers to professionals and refugees. (See Appendix 2) RefuAid has partnered with Street UK (FCA 
authorised and regulated – FCA Permission No.673046). Street UK delivers the loan, carries out risk reduction, 
ensures document compliance and provides jurisdictional experience for all loans and a credit footprint for loan 
recipients. RefuAid is responsible for identifying clients, undertaking the loan appraisal and managing the non-
technical aspects of the client relationship including maintaining a dialogue with non-performing clients to secure 
repayments. 

WHAT WE NEED 
DONATED LOAN CAPITAL 
Due to high demand, we currently have a waiting list of 35 eligible candidates and a total capital deficit of £153,804. 
As the loans are repaid, the capital is recycled to provide more loans to eligible refugees increasing the impact of 
the initial contribution. 

MENTORING & CAREERS ADVICE 
RefuAid are reliant on industry leaders across all sectors to provide mentoring and specific careers guidance to loan 
recipients. 

GUIDANCE ON SOCIAL INVESTMENT 
RefuAid are currently exploring sustainable methods of scale and multi avenue funding and are appealing for advice 
on social investment and sustainable funding streams such as a line of credit. 
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APPENDICES 

 
APPENDIX 1: TESTIMONIALS 
 
Mohammad 
Dental Surgeon 
Damascus, Syria 
Borrowed: £6,750. Repaying £187 per month for 36 months 
 
“RefuAid and everyone in it provided orchestrated efforts of help and support before, during and after securing the 
loan required to return to my career as a dental surgeon. I was so depressed and about to lose faith, when RefuAid 
came to the rescue and gave me hope. Through the loan they helped me secure to get through the hefty costs of 
dental licensing in the UK. Their kind support continued even afterwards and during my preparations and revisions 
for my license exams, they ensured that I’ve got all I need of not only financial support but also emotional support 
to keep my morale high while battling through my job, my studies and my family. They’ve arranged for meetings 
with local distinctive professionals from our specialties to give us relevant guidance, they took the extra mile to 
make sure we have what we need even after securing the loan. It is fair and the least thing to say that RefuAid and 
the brilliant, talented and dedicated team behind it were truly a family to us and they were always there when we 
needed them” 
 
Abdul 
Lawyer 
Pakistan 
Borrowed: £5,000. Repaying £208.33 per month for 24 months (with 2 year holiday) 
 
“From stocking shelves and working night shifts in retail to working at a global law firm in the city of London - 
the long-lost dream of re-entering the legal profession was turned into reality by way of a loan provided by 
RefuAid. The loan did more than just assist in paying my course fees for the Legal Practice Course – it restored 
my self-confidence and enabled me to think positively about my future in the UK. I spent years doing jobs such 
as leafleting, home removals and customer service just to keep my head above water and pay bills. I never 
imagined that as a refugee I would be able to work as a lawyer again, but thanks to RefuAid, I am almost done 
with my degree and looking forward to working as a solicitor. Coming across RefuAid was a stroke of good luck 
and I will forever be grateful for the loan and the unwavering support provided by RefuAid” 
 
APPENDIX 2: ADVISORY BOARD 
  
MELISSA MURDOCH: Melissa has a background in international development including human rights and public 
health projects in Cambodia and microcredit programmes in Peru.  
DIANNE FEHR: Executive Director of the Immigrant Access Fund, Canada. IAF is a national Canadian charity 
dedicated to helping skilled immigrants, including refugees, succeed in Canada’s labour market. 
NILOOFAR S: Niloofar is a 23-year-old Iranian refugee living in the UK. She is currently studying for her IELTS 
qualification and will be going to university in September. 
KAREN NG: Investment Associate at Big Society Capital 
JOANNA HEYWOOD: Founder of Joanna Heywood Consulting, providing support services for small and start-up 
charities and social enterprises and Relationships Director at Big Society Capital. 
EMMA BRIDGER: Monitoring and Evaluation Officer at United Society. 
BETH MULLAN-FROZE: Beth is currently a Caseworker in a Dalston Immigration Department. She specialises in 
Immigration, Human Rights Law and Immigration Claimant Judicial Reviews. 
MORGAN KAINTH: Head of Strategy and Operations at Prism the Gift Fund 
SUE HARRIS: Sue is Director of Republic Media a London-based promotions company. 
MELISSA JUSZKIEWICZ: Melissa is HR Manager at Weil, Gotshal & Manges LLP. 
 


