
MRSN Heritage Project We are based at 129 Princess Road, Moss side, Manchester, M14 4RB. Call: 0161 868 0777
Email our Community Development Worker at: belay@mrsn.org.uk   Email our Heritage Project Manager at: Bill@mrsn.org.uk
Email our Advice Worker at: sofia@mrsn.org.uk   Email our Health and Wellbeing Development worker at: Ghirmazion@mrsn.org.uk

During the Asylum process 
the biggest challenge is 
yourself because you don’t 
know what will happen

“

”

“Through MRSN my confidence has increased, 
my employability has increased” Ibrahim Sirage

Ibrahim is from Asmara, Eritrea and has been living in Manchester for three years. He left Eritrea 
at nineteen to work for a PhD at University in India and then worked for fourteen years as a 
human resources manager in Saudi Arabia. He then left Saudi Arabia during the Arab Spring when 
things were politically heated. At this time he also wrote for a website that opposed the Eritrean 
government called awate.com. As a more educated Eritrean he thought it a duty to write articles 
criticising the Eritrean government and their unfair treatment of his people. He didn’t see so much 
as opposing the government as ‘advising’ the government but in their eyes he was an absolute 
enemy. He had to bring his family with him to the UK as he was worried the dictatorial regime in 
Eritrea would kidnap them. Thankfully his family was granted asylum in the UK and because of his 
experience he got a job as a management lecturer at Manchester International College.

Ibrahim feels that MRSN helps people with their confidence. It’s not just helping people fill in forms 
it’s about giving people confidence and status. Through MRSN Ibrahim can see a bright future.
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Because of Sudanese traditions 
it is very, very hard to leave your 
family, your country, your mother 
and father. You really have to be 
forced to do that.

“

”

“The important thing for refugees and English 
people to keep in mind is the respect of traditions 
and respect of other things” Ali Rahman

Ali is from Khartoum, Sudan and came to the UK on scholarship during his training as a heart 
surgeon. During this time there was a coup in Khartoum and he knew the leader of the coup well, 
this meant that he was blacklisted by President Gaafar Nimeiry and couldn’t return. Because of 
Sudanese traditions Ali says that it is very hard to leave your family, your country, your mother and 
father, that you really have to be forced to move so far away.
Ali came to Manchester in 1980 and was excited as he thought it was great city. He felt people 
were nice and friendly, especially compared to London at that time. He wasn’t exposed to much 
discrimination and felt he was working alongside open minded people at his job.

Ali and others formed MRSN around 1996. This included different communities including Sudanese, 
Somalis, Nigerians, and Bosnians. At first he felt it was very difficult to get all these groups together. 
With MRSN they attended meetings organised by the EU and discussed issues of integration and 
migration. As a group they helped people become integrated and help their own communities. Ali 
says that MRSN has really spread knowledge, spread cooperation, spread community work- and 
that this is still going on!
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People don’t know who you are 
or where you’re coming from, 
they don’t know the history. 
As a refugee you are trying to 
piece your life together.

“

”

“Divided we will never achieve anything but 
united we will achieve something” Tendayi Madzunzu

Tendayi is from Zimbabwe and used to be a primary school teacher but had to leave in 2003 and sought 
asylum in the UK. Her first impression was it was extremely cold even though it was summer. Tendayi said 
‘The Britain I saw on television and the Britain on the ground seemed like two parallel lines which would 
never meet’. There was a lot of hate and hate crime. People threw stones and eggs at her and no one 
seemed to care about it. She had lost all confidence, especially because the media churned out hatred and 
negativity and especially because of institutional and structural racism.

Tendayi feels that People don’t know about Zimbabwe about it’s colonisation and how far it is from 
economic dependence despite it’s political independence. 
She became involved with MRSN through Elinah Mugwaga who told her that when you’re on your own 
you’re in a  cocoon and you are afraid. So MRSN became a second family, people of shared concerns, shared 
values. She got advice,  talked about issues affecting her, received training and learned how to engage with 
people. A key moment for Tendayi was when she was selected to talk to some MPs, it was the first time she 
was able to have a dialogue and present her personal story, the first time she was able to talk about the 
importance of education for refugee children. Education is a basic right for every human being. 
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When you flee your country 
you lose a lot. You lose the 
terrain, the soil, the sea, 
the ocean, the people, 
the families

“

”

“The UK is a place where human beings can be 
human beings” Addisu Tewolde

Addisu is of Ethiopian origin and has been working for MRSN for about ten years. He was serving in 
the Ethiopian airforce as a senior officer and lived in the US, the Soviet Union and Canada. When a 
new government took over Ethiopia he was detained and eventually released but his family were at 
risk so he sought asylum in the UK. Addisu says that when you flee your country you lose a lot. You 
lose the terrain, the soil, the sea, the ocean, the people, the families, your own property and your 
family spirit. However the UK is the home of the world, where human beings can be human beings. 
Here is nothing which you fear, you have the right to speak, you have the right to write and you 
have the right to work.  

At MRSN Addisu was chairman for five years and is now the treasurer. Through MRSN he feels his  
Ethiopian community has got stronger and stronger. People can forget refugees are human beings, 
just because they have fled here doesn’t mean that they are not educated or skilled or experienced. 
MRSN is a non-stop organisation that supports people and Addisu says that his dream is that it will 
grow and grow.
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We teach people to 
relate to where they are 
coming from and where 
they are going

“

”

“MRSN gave me the power to be an icon 
in myself” Elinah Mugwawaz

Elinah came to Manchester from Harare, Zimbabwe. She came from a professional finance background 
and started at MRSN as a finance volunteer. At MRSN she campaigned, traveled and raised awareness of 
different migrant issues. She found people from different parts of the world shared a lot of similar issues and 
got a lot of comfort from learning about each other. MRSN was the right place for Elinah because it was a 
community and it was a family. She feels that if you’re in a foreign country you need to try and keep yourself 
out of isolation.
At Migrant forum her biggest success was campaigning against dawn raids in Glasgow where immigration 
officers come round early in the morning before people wake up and take them away for deportation, she 
calls it a kind of attack. The way asylum seekers are treated makes you forget that they are also human and 
have rights like everyone else. She thinks that Manchester is a very welcoming city but that there has been a 
lot of campaigning to get to this stage.

Elinah says that it’s especially difficult when children come into a foreign country, as they are affected by 
double identity. With MRSN she carried out training for young people to help them relate to where they are 
coming from and where they are going to. Elinah says that who you are is very important. With dual identity 
you need to bring everything together. You don’t discard one side of yourself to get the other. You build. 



Manchester Refugee Support Network (MRSN) is a grass-roots organisation run by refugee communities in Manchester. 
It aims to build strong community organisations, develop the skills of community leaders and give people the information they 
need to build new lives. Our work focuses on development of refugee organisations, campaigns, advice and orientation.
 
The heritage project will create an archive which makes the history of the MRSN available to everyone. We have already recorded 
a number of oral history interviews with people involved in the organisation over the last 20 years. Here, you can find out a little 
about their stories and how Manchester’s refugee communities have come together to support one another.
 
The Archive will be deposited in the Ahmed Iqbal Ullah Race Relations Resource Centre, so that future generations can find out 
about our work. Material will also be displayed on our website www.mrsn.org.uk in the form of an interactive digital time-line.  

We hope that the project and the archive will challenge people’s perceptions of what it means to be a refugee and inspire other 
groups to record and archive their own histories.
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