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Executive Summary 

 

Overview 

Urban areas with a long history of ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ΨŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ŀǊŜŀǎΣΩ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ 

ŦƻǊ ƴŜǿŎƻƳŜǊǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǘŜǊƳŜŘ ΨŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ƛƴŦǊŀǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎΦΩ1 Arrival infrastructures can be 

described as concentrations of actors, institutions and organisations which facilitate migrant arrival. 

They can be specifically targeted to newcomers or form part of a broader social infrastructure 

ecosystem that fosters wellbeing and community integration among all residents. 

This summary encapsulates findings from the London Borough of Newham, which was the UK site of 

a three-year research project titled Arrival Infrastructures and Migrant Newcomers in European 

Cities (AIMEC). The AIMEC project studied migrant arrival and settlement processes in London (UK), 

Brussels (Belgium), and Dortmund (Germany), examining how newcomers in these cities obtain 

settlement information and how long-established residents support them.  

Through qualitative, ethnographic research including interviews and participant observation, and 

engagement with local stakeholders through volunteering, the research in Newham engaged with 

recently arrived residents and those providing support to them. This included individuals in both 

institutional and everyday settings, including public spaces, local businesses, civil society 

organisations, and state-funded institutions. 

 

Key Findings 

Challenges on Arrival 
Key challenges faced by participants upon arrival in Newham included: 

¶ Difficulties in accessing information about resources such as affordable housing and legal 

status, navigating a complex web of organizations and intermediaries.  

¶ Limited awareness of their rights to welfare support, leading to non-engagement with 

services.  

¶ Low digital literacy that hinders access to essential information despite efforts by local 

organizations to provide digital support.  

¶ Long waiting times for legal status applications that create uncertainty, preventing 

newcomers from planning for the future and impacting their mental wellbeing.  

¶ No Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF) that prevents people from accessing welfare benefits. 

Those who are not permitted to work therefore tend to depend on peer networks and 

informal social infrastructures for support. 

¶ Difficulties in finding services due to language and digital barriers and the limited visibility of 

services in public space. 

  

 
1   Saunders, D. (2011). Arrival city: how the largest migration in history is reshaping our world. London: Windmill 
Books;  Meeus, B., Arnaut, K., & van Heur, B. (Eds.). (2019). Arrival Infrastructures. Migration and Urban Social 
Mobilities. London; New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

https://migrantarrival.coventry.ac.uk/
https://migrantarrival.coventry.ac.uk/
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Supportive Infrastructures  
Newcomers in Newham access a variety of support infrastructures: 

¶ Commercial spaces serve as crucial social support hubs. Local business owners often act as 

'arrival brokers,' providing information about essential services such as housing, employment, 

and healthcare. For instance, shopkeepers, pharmacists, and restaurant owners often offer 

guidance and support, creating informal networks that assist newcomers in navigating their 

new environment.  

¶ State-funded infrastructures, though less pervasive, also play a vital role. Public institutions 

like libraries and primary schools offer resources such as English classes and citizenship 

courses, while the Welcome Newham project provides targeted advice and guidance for 

migrants.  

¶ Civil society organisations and religious spaces complement these efforts by offering a wide 

range of services, including foodbanks, legal advice, language classes, and mental health 

support. Despite their crucial role, these organisations often struggle with capacity issues due 

to limited funding and rely to ŀƴ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǿƘƻ Ǝƻ ΨŀōƻǾŜ ŀƴŘ 

ōŜȅƻƴŘΩ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊƻƭŜ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ.  

While formal channels ς that is, institutionalised support structures with an explicit support function 

ς are commonly presumed to be the primary sources of settlement assistance, our findings underscore 

the crucial role of informal support, often provided by longer established migrant residents who share 

their local knowledge or ΨŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊǘƛǎŜΦΩ  

 

The Role of Individuals in Arrival Infrastructures 
Individual efforts within the local support ecosystem play an important role in extending the capacity 

of arrival infrastructures, developing them, and unlocking access through advice and handholding. 

¶ Role of Individuals: Individuals, such as staff members, volunteers, and community workers, 

play a crucial role in arrival infrastructures by acting as brokers who facilitate connections and 

support newcomers in adapting to their new environment. 

¶ Personal Efforts: Despite limited funding, arrival infrastructures continue to support 

newcomers largely due to the extra efforts of individuals who go beyond their official roles to 

assist and guide them. 

¶ Newcomers as Active Participants: Newcomers are not just passive recipients but active 

contributors to the social infrastructure ecosystem. They connect different spaces, contribute 

to the development of infrastructures, and help others in the arrival process. 

 

Recommendations for Policy and Practice 

Improving the Visibility of Local Services (ΨSocial Front DoorsΩ) 
Enhance the visibility of services through clear signage, multilingual information, and an inviting 

appearance to make resources more accessible, especially for those with limited social networks and 

digital literacy.2 

 
2 Encouragingly, support infrastructures in Newham are already engaging in processes to increase visibility and 
accessibility, such as through health systems mapping and changes to the outward appearance of the Renewal 
Programme. 
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Mainstreamed Approach to Welcoming Newcomer Families in Schools 
Develop a comprehensive approach across all schools to support newly arrived families, including 

capacity-building among staff and multilingual initiatives to create welcoming environments. 

Handholding 
Recognize that some newcomers need more than just information. Provide direct assistance 

('handholding') through individuals who can help navigate systems, fill forms, and access services. 

Emphasize the need for personalized support to guide newcomers through complex systems, ensuring 

they receive necessary services, especially those with limited English proficiency and digital literacy. 

Increased Outreach Work 
9ȄǇŀƴŘ ŘŜǘŀŎƘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǘǊŜŀŎƘ ǊƻƭŜǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ²ŜƭŎƻƳŜ bŜǿƘŀƳ ΨCŀƳƛƭȅ bŀǾƛƎŀǘƻǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ 

Community Neighbourhood Link Workers, to bring services directly to the places where people are, 

thereby reaching a broader audience, including those at risk of homelessness 

Catalysing Newcomers as Assets in the Social Infrastructure Ecosystem 
When planning for social integration and in working to optimise support to new arrivals in local areas, 

Local Authorities should not overlook the role newcomers often play in capacitating and shaping 

arrival support systems. Providing volunteering opportunities or supporting social connections 

between new and recent arrivals could be seen as a potentially fruitful catalyst for informal 

signposting and handholding support.  
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Introduction 

Established paradigms for examining immigration assume that migrants settle in areas populated by 

national majorities or among co-ethnics in distinct neighbourhoods. However, today, migrants often 

move into places which have already been settled by previous migrants of various backgrounds. Such 

ŀǊŜŀǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜŜƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ΨŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ŀǊŜŀǎΩΣ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ΨŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ŎƛǘƛŜǎΩΦ3  

Although there is a wide-reaching policy and research agenda concerning migrant incorporation into 

receiving societies, little is known about how migrants find support when they first arrive, and the role 

of long-established residents ƛƴ ƴŜǿŎƻƳŜǊǎΩ ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ŦǊƻƳ 

the UK site of a three-year, ESRC-funded research project titled Arrival Infrastructures and Migrant 

Newcomers in European Cities (AIMEC). The AIMEC project looked at migrant arrival and processes of 

settlement in three European Cities: London (UK), Brussels (Belgium) and Dortmund (Germany). In 

these three arrival areas, migrants have been arriving over many decades and as a result have 

developed resources that facilitate arrival and settlement. These include public and civil society 

organisations supporting migrants, places of worship which welcome migrants, as well as small 

businesses such as barbers, grocery shops and money transfer agencies which are often run by longer-

established migrants. The project examined the nature and the role of these arrival infrastructures in 

facilitating the settlement of newcomers in arrival areas. The project drew on the notion of arrival 

infrastructures4ς referring to concentrations of actors, institutions and organisations which provide 

information and support.  

This report summarises the findings from our research in the ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ UK site: the London Borough of 

Newham. It focuses on the key challenges participants faced when they first arrived, the kinds of 

support structures provided in the borough, and the role of individuals within the ecosystem of these 

structures. In addition to presenting the challenges, it also includes some examples of good practice 

in supporting migrants and makes some recommendations on how access to resources for newcomers 

could be improved.  

 

Newham: An Arrival Area 
The London Borough of Newham, with a population of 349,900 in 2021,5 has a long history of 

immigration, specifically due to ǘƘŜ ōƻǊƻǳƎƘΩǎ ǇǊƻȄƛƳƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ [ƻƴŘƻƴ ǇƻǊǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

locomotive-ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ŦŀŎǘƻǊȅ Ψ{ǘǊŀǘŦƻǊŘ ²ƻǊƪǎΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘŜŘ ƭŀōƻǳǊŜǊǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀōǊƻŀŘ ŦƻǊ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ 

two centuries. Nowadays, Newham is a place where diversity is commonplace. The area saw 

considerable numbers of postcolonial migrants from the Caribbean, South Asia and Africa especially 

since the late 1940s, over-layered by ongoing immigration from across the world, especially since the 

1980s. By 2021, 54.5% of Newham residents were born abroad.6 Since EU accession in 2004, the 

number of Eastern European residents in Newham has increased significantly and makes up about 

 
3 Saunders, D. (2011). Arrival city: how the largest migration in history is reshaping our world. London: Windmill Books. 
4 Meeus, B., Arnaut, K., & van Heur, B. (Eds.). (2019). Arrival Infrastructures. Migration and Urban Social Mobilities. London; New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan. 
5 Office for National Statistics (ONS) 2021: Population and migration statistics transformation, Newham case study. 
6 Office for National Statistics (ONS) 2021: How life has changed in Newham: Census 2021. 
 

https://migrantarrival.coventry.ac.uk/
https://migrantarrival.coventry.ac.uk/
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15% of the population7. Importantly, Newham has also seen an increase in migrants of other 

backgrounds, for example from Latin America and Southern Europe (with many of these European 

migrants originating in Latin America, Africa or Bangladesh).8 These newcomers are not only 

differentiated in terms of countries of origin, but also regarding educational backgrounds, socio-

economic status, religion, legal status and other such factors. Newham hosts over 1,200 asylum 

seekers9 and is a highly transient place, with one of the highest population turnover rates in London.10 

These characteristics of a highly diverse and volatile population are reflected within the arrival 

infrastructures newcomers encounter when they arrive. Such infrastructures often involve support 

workers, shopkeepers, teachers, librarians, volunteers and random encounters with residents who 

themselves have migration experience and related expertise.  

 

   

FIGURE 1: A street scene and a community noticeboard in Newham. © Malte Gembus 

 

Despite some ƻŦ bŜǿƘŀƳΩǎ neighbourhoods ōŜƛƴƎ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ ǎǘƻƴŜΩǎ ǘƘǊƻǿ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ [ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ 

financial district (Canary Wharf), Newham is one of the most deprived areas in the UK, with an 

employment rate of only 71.1%11  and the highest child poverty rate in London (52%).12 Residents with 

limited English skills are particularly affected by poverty, and families of ethnic minority backgrounds 

live in households with lower net income than those of white backgrounds.13 Covid-19 has had further 

negative effects on the economic situation in the borough, with 102,000 residents being furloughed 

or having to claim unemployment benefits. The total number of welfare benefit claimants rose by 

 
7 Compost London CIC / Bonnie Downs. (2021). Newham Key Statistics. https://bonnydowns.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/Key-
Newham-Statistics-2021.pdf  
8 Aston-Mansfield Community Involvement Unit. (2017). Newham Key Statistics 2017. https://www.aston-mansfield.org.uk/wp-
content/themes/aston_mansfield/uploads/Newham_Statistics_2017.pdf  
9 Sturge, Georgina. (2024). Asylum Statistics: CBP01403-Annex---Suported-asylum-seekers-by-local-authority. 
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn01403/  
10 Compost London CIC / Bonnie Downs. (2021). Newham Key Statistics. https://bonnydowns.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/Key-
Newham-Statistics-2021.pdf  
11 https://www.ons.gov.uk/visualisations/labourmarketlocal/E09000025/ 
12 Trust for London. (2023). Newham. https://trustforlondon.org.uk/data/boroughs/newham-poverty-and-inequality-indicators/  
13 London Borough of Newham. (2021). /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ¸ƻǳƴƎ tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ Wƻƛƴǘ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ bŜŜŘǎ !ǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ нлнм-2023. 
https://www.newham.gov.uk/downloads/file/3607/cyp-jsna-august-2021 

https://bonnydowns.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/Key-Newham-Statistics-2021.pdf
https://bonnydowns.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/Key-Newham-Statistics-2021.pdf
https://www.aston-mansfield.org.uk/wp-content/themes/aston_mansfield/uploads/Newham_Statistics_2017.pdf
https://www.aston-mansfield.org.uk/wp-content/themes/aston_mansfield/uploads/Newham_Statistics_2017.pdf
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn01403/
https://bonnydowns.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/Key-Newham-Statistics-2021.pdf
https://bonnydowns.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/Key-Newham-Statistics-2021.pdf
https://trustforlondon.org.uk/data/boroughs/newham-poverty-and-inequality-indicators/
https://www.newham.gov.uk/downloads/file/3607/cyp-jsna-august-2021
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200% after February 2020.14 The support systems described throughout this report evolved in this 

scarce economic context, with some arrival infrastructures emerging specifically in response to the 

impacts of low incomes and deprivation.  

 

Arrival infrastructures and the Social Infrastructure Ecosystem 
¦Ǌōŀƴ ŀǊŜŀǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƭƻƴƎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ƛƳƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ΨŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ŀǊŜŀǎΣΩ15 provide a variety of 

ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŦƻǊ ƴŜǿŎƻƳŜǊǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǘŜǊƳŜŘ ΨŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ƛƴŦǊŀǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎΩ.16 Arrival infrastructures can 

be described as concentrations of actors, institutions and organisations which facilitate migrant 

arrival, for instance by providing information and support. They occur within a variety of domains, 

including state-funded, civil society, social, commercial, digital and public spaces (see FIGURE 1). They 

form part of social infrastructures, or the spaces and systems that support community life. In its Social 

Integration Strategy,17 which seeks to foster social integration for all residents of London, the Greater 

London Authority (GLA) has shown how formal and informal social infrastructures serve different 

types of needs and ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƻƴΦ ΨCƻǊƳŀƭ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƴŦǊŀǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜsΩ 

include educational settings, libraries, community centres, sports facilities and places of worship. In 

contrast, informal social infrastructures are spaces and services such as cafés, hairdressers or nail 

salons. ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǊƻƭŜ ōǳǘ Ŏŀƴ ƴŜǾŜǊǘƘŜƭŜǎǎ ŦǳƭŦƛƭ ǘƘŀǘ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴΦ 

 

FIGURE 2: Domains of Arrival Infrastructure18 

 
14 London Borough of Newham. (2021). /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ¸ƻǳƴƎ tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ Wƻƛƴǘ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ bŜŜŘǎ !ǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ нлнм-2023. 
https://www.newham.gov.uk/downloads/file/3607/cyp-jsna-august-2021  
15   Saunders, D. (2011). Arrival city: how the largest migration in history is reshaping our world. London: Windmill Books. 
16 Meeus, B., Arnaut, K., & van Heur, B. (Eds.). (2019). Arrival Infrastructures. Migration and Urban Social Mobilities. London; New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan. 
17 Greater London Authority (GLA). (2018). All of us: The Mayor's Strategy for Social Integration, p.45 
18 Neßler, Miriam; Hartig, Lara; Hanhörster, Heike & Tippel, Cornelia. 2024 (forthcoming). Arrival infrastructures: helping new arrivals find 
their feet in Germany. ILS TRENDS; see also Xiang, Biao & Lindquist, L. (2014). Migration Infrastructure. International Migration Review, 
48(1). https://doi.org/10.1111/imre.12141  

https://www.newham.gov.uk/downloads/file/3607/cyp-jsna-august-2021
https://www.belongnetwork.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/final_social_integration_strategy.pdf
https://www.ils-forschung.de/wissenstransfer/ils-publikationen/ils-trends/
https://doi.org/10.1111/imre.12141
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The interplay of different social infrastructures within a local area can be imagined ŀǎ ŀƴ ΨŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ 

ǿƘŜǊŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘȅǇŜǎ ƻŦ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴ ŦƻǊƳ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΩ.19 Successful local 

ecosystems depend on the links between social infrastructures (see FIGURE 2). Signposting between, 

for example, informal social infrastructures and public services can make an important difference to 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ financial, emotional and social support.  

 

FIGURE 3: A local social infrastructure ecosystem, illustrated by the Greater London Authority20 

 

Methodology  
This report is based on twelve months of ethnographic research in Newham undertaken in 2021 and 

2022. We worked with individuals in a several settings, ranging from public spaces (squares, parks, 

markets) to local businesses (corner shops, restaurants, cafés), civil society organisations (community 

organisations, religious sites, NGOs, language classes, food banks) and state-funded institutions (e.g. 

libraries, schools). Research methods included visits, over 30 in-depth interviews, and participant 

observation including regular volunteering at the Renewal Programme and Kensington Primary 

 
19 Greater London Authority (GLA). (2021). Connective Social Infrastructure. How London's social spaces and networks help us live well 
together.  
20 Greater London Authority (GLA). (2021). Connective Social Infrastructure. How London's social spaces and networks help us live well 
together. 

https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/connective_social_infrastructure_0_0.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/connective_social_infrastructure_0_0.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/connective_social_infrastructure_0_0.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/connective_social_infrastructure_0_0.pdf
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School. The newcomers recruited as participants held a wide range of legal statuses, including asylum 

seekers, people on visitor visas, EU migrants with and without settled status, and people on spousal 

visas.   The expert-practitioners interviewed included councillors, community workers and teachers, 

among others. We visited and conducted interviews with the following organisations, developing 

longer-term, collaborative relationships with the first four: 

- Renewal Programme: /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ hǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ΨǿǊŀǇ-ŀǊƻǳƴŘΩ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ 

community of Manor Park, East Ham and beyond. 

- Kensington Primary School: Primary School in East Ham with a multilingual approach to 

learning.  

- {ǘΦ aŀǊǘƛƴΩǎ ƻŦ ¢ƻǳǊǎ /ƘǳǊŎƘ tƭŀƛǎǘƻǿ: Church in the Plaistow / Upton Park area housing 

three congregations (English, Spanish and Portuguese-speaking) 

- Newham Council (specifically the Public Health and Welcome Newham team): 

Local Authority 

- NewWay Project: /ƘŀǊƛǘȅ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ bŜǿƘŀƳΩǎ ƘƻƳŜƭŜǎǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ   

- Bonny Downs Community Association: Community-led charity bringing people together and 

connecting the local neighbourhood. 

- Poplar HARCA: Community Housing Association based in Tower Hamlets.  

- Care 4 Calais (Newham group): Volunteer run charity delivering essential aid and support to 

refugees living in the UK.  

- Compost London: Community development organisation supporting the Voluntary, 

Community and Faith sector in Newham.  

- Applecart Arts: Theatre and Arts company in East Ham running a local café and arts space.  

- Rosetta Arts: Arts organisation in West Ham facilitating workshops and exhibitions.  

- Malayalee Association of the UK: Charity based in Manor Park providing a diverse range of 

services and activities for the local Malayalam-speaking community. 

- St. Paul & St. James Church (Stratford / Maryland): Church based in Stratford / Maryland 

which supports a range of migrants especially from Eastern Europe.  

 

 

  

https://www.renewalprogramme.org.uk/
https://www.kensington.newham.sch.uk/
https://www.smtours.org/
https://www.newham.gov.uk/
https://newwayproject.org/
https://bonnydowns.org/
https://bonnydowns.org/
https://care4calais.org/
https://www.compostlondon.org.uk/
https://applecartarts.com/
https://rosettaarts.org/
https://www.mauk.org/
http://www.stratfordchurches.co.uk/churches/stpauls.html


12 
 

Challenges Faced by Newcomers Arriving in Newham 

Newcomers face many challenges when they first arrive. Among the most commonly mentioned 

aspects is language. For nearly all of our Newham participants learning English was among their top 

priorities and equally mentioned as one of the main barriers that prevented them from accessing 

important support structures. However, language is just one aspect within a variety of interlinked 

challenges and barriers that newcomers struggle with. The limitations of different legal statuses can 

be considered another important major aspect that cuts through the entire spectrum of challenges 

faced by newcomers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
FIGURE 4: Photograph and caption about the challenge of language when visiting a health centre. 

tƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘ ŀƴŘ ǘŜȄǘ ϭ wƻƘƛƳŀΣ wŜƴŜǿŀƭ tǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ Ψ!ǊǊƛǾŀƭ {ǘƻǊƛŜǎΩ exhibition participant. 

 

Access to information 
When first arriving, newcomers interviewed in Newham faced a range of challenges in finding 

information about resources and opportunities, such as finding out how to access work, schools for 

children, adult education and language learning opportunities, and medical care. Finding affordable 

housing is one of the primary challenges for many newcomers. Furthermore, obtaining permanent 

legal status was a key obstacle for some, and one that kept a number of participants trapped in 

precarious situations. Getting good quality migration advice and legal support is crucial, but a 

complex web of organisations and intermediaries has to be navigated to obtain it. Further, access to 

information often relied on networks of personal connections, which people who are new in a place 

must often build from scratch. Organisations in Newham often refer or ΨsignpostΩ service users in order 

to give them the best variety of support. However, it often requires a personal connection to 

successfully link newcomers to other supportive structures or organisations. These personal contacts 

can ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǇǊƻŀŎǘƛǾŜ ƘŜƭǇ ƻǊ ΨƘŀƴŘƘƻƭŘƛƴƎΩΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŀŎŎƻƳǇŀƴȅƛƴƎ ŀ ƴŜǿŎƻƳŜǊ ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ 

service.  

 

 

The GP 

ΨIt reminds me of when I went to 

the GP for the first time. 

Everyone was talking in English. I 

could neither understand nor 

speak. I was very nervous as well 

as embarrassedΩ. 

 

https://www.renewalprogramme.org.uk/arrival-stories-photo-exhibition/
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Lack of Awareness of Rights and Entitlements 
Newcomers may also be unaware of their rights and entitlements regarding welfare support (see BOX 

6), and thus ǎǘŀȅ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ŀǎǎǳƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƳŜŜǘ the eligibility criteria.  Some 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ƻƴƭȅ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ or 

homeless support services, through meetings with volunteers or outreach workers who shared this 

information. 

 

FIGURE 5: A Digital Hub volunteer signposts a client to other services at the Renewal Programme.  
© Renewal Programme 

 

Digital Barriers 
Digital technology, the internet and smartphones play an important role in accessing information. 

Many research participants mentioned using apps such as Google Maps to find their way around, or 

translation apps to help with language barriers. However, digital barriers are an additional challenge 

in accessing information for those newcomers with low digital literacy. Many participants arrived just 

before or during the Covid-19 pandemic, a time when the digitalisation of service provision 

accelerated drastically, and changes were made frequently to the ways in which services were 

delivered. Recognising the problem, several organisations in Newham ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŜŘ ΨŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ 

ƘǳōǎΩ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƴŜǿŎƻƳŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŦƛƭƭƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŦƻǊƳǎΣ ōƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘƳŜƴǘǎ 

online, etc. While they make every effort to support people with limited digital literacy, these hubs 

can be hard to find in the first place for those who lack digital literacy. 

 

Waiting times 
The processing time for legal status applications can be a big challenge for newcomers, especially for 

those who are in the process of claiming asylum. However, people applying for other types of visas 

(i.e. spousal or student) sometimes face similarly long waiting times. Waiting times can last several 

years, and prolonged uncertainty puts many newcomers in a state of limbo where they are unable to 

make decisions and arrangements for the future. For many whose status does not include a right to 

work or to access welfare benefits, such delays can cause prolonged destitution with no access to 

https://www.renewalprogramme.org.uk/our-stories/50-years-50-faces-lucy/
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statutory support structures. Waiting times can therefore take a huge toll on mental wellbeing. A 

participant who has waited four years for her asylum interview, for instance, noted: 

ΨL ƴŜŜŘ ƳŜŘƛŎƛƴŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ŎŀƴΩǘ ǎƭŜŜǇ ŀǘ ƴƛƎƘǘ, ŀƴŘ LΩƳ ǾŜǊȅ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊǊƛŜŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ 

is moving, ŀƴŘ L Ƨǳǎǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǿŀƛǘΦ !ƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ Ƴȅ ŘƻŎǘƻǊ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎΦΩ 

 

No Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF)  
Many newcomers have no recourse to public funds (NRPF), which means they are not permitted to 

access state-funded welfare benefits. Among participants in the project, this was the case for 

individuals in the asylum process, EU citizens without pre-settled or settled status, people on a visitor 

visa (either EU or overseas), undocumented residents, or those with a specific ΨbwtCΩ visa condition 

on their student or spousal visas. Undocumented migrants, asylum seekers, EU citizens without a form 

of settled ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻƴ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊΩǎ Ǿƛǎŀǎ are particularly burdened by this since they normally are 

not permitted to work to support themselves.21 Having NRPF means that these individuals are often 

completely reliant on peer networks and wider social infrastructures.  

 

Visibility and Appearance of Social Infrastructure Spaces 
Given the digital and language barriers that can exist for some newcomers, many do not encounter 

online signposting of resources and services, and a number of participants highlighted that they had 

to find language classes and other services by walking around and looking for them.  

One participant mentioned that her initial accommodation after arriving did not permit her and her 

children to stay inside the house during the day. Without knowing anything about the neighbourhood, 

she started walking around and found an inviting-looking library next to a park. For the next couple of 

weeks, she would come each day with her children to spend time in the library and in the park. It was 

in these spaces (semi-public and public) that she first encountered people who could support her. The 

librarian helped her enrol her children in school and she made an acquaintance in the park that helped 

her to find a more favourable housing arrangement.  

This underscores the importance of services being visible from the street, with an inviting appearance 

ς ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŀǘŜǊ [ƻƴŘƻƴ !ǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ όD[!ύ Ƙŀǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŦǊƻƴǘ ŘƻƻǊΩ.22 Our 

participant immediately recognised the library as an inviting space where she could come to stay for 

a while (without knowing what the space actually offered). This eventually led her to make contact 

with the librarian and others inside and outside of the library space. In addition to the physical 

appearance and layout of support spaces, accessibility can be affected by pŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ 

whom a place is intended for. This is related to cues such as signage of what is offered in that place, 

as well as the types of people within the space, which can signal whether a place is aimed at a diversity 

of people or dominated by one group. 

  

 
21 With the exception of a few asylum seekers who qualify to work under the Shortage Occupation List. 
22 Greater London Authority (GLA). (2021). Connective Social Infrastructure: How London's social spaces and networks help us live well 

together; also see Wessendorf, S., & Gembus, M. (2024). The social front door: the role of social infrastructures for migrant arrival. Journal 
of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 50(12), 2822ς2838. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/handling-applications-for-permission-to-take-employment-instruction/permission-to-work-and-volunteering-for-asylum-seekers-accessible
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FIGURE 7: Green Street Library.  

©Oxyman 
  

BOX 1: Green Street LibraryΥ Ψ¢ƘŜ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩ 
 
Green Street Library in Newham represents a place that attracts a particularly large range of 
individuals from many backgrounds. It is located at a busy high street, and its set-up, with its 
large shop window, posters about community events, and a continuously busy atmosphere, 
signal that it is accessible to people of all backgrounds. It thus represents a good example of a 
successful social front door. The library also hosts English classes, and many of the students find 
the class just by walking in and asking about information. One of the librarians emphasized that 
people come in with all kinds of questions. She said that the library is there for everybody and 
for all kinds of ŜƴǉǳƛǊƛŜǎΣ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨǘƘŜ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩΦ1  
 
1 {ǳǎŀƴƴŜ ²ŜǎǎŜƴŘƻǊŦΣ Ψ¢ƘŜ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩΥ !ǊǊƛǾŀƭ ƛƴŦǊŀǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘ ƴŜǿŎƻƳŜǊǎ ƛƴ 9ŀǎǘ [ƻƴŘƻƴΣ aƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ 
Studies, Volume 10, Issue 2, June 2022, Pages 172ς189, https://doi.org/10.1093/migration/mnab051 
 

https://www.geograph.org.uk/profile/13090
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Main Arrival Infrastructures in Newham 

Newcomers draw on a variety of arrival infrastructures and practices to overcome the challenges 

discussed above. These range from informal information exchanges in places like cafés and shops, to 

civil society spaces such as community groups, to state funded places like libraries or schools, and 

social networks with friends and family, including social media. In this section we highlight the main 

types of arrival infrastructures that research participants accessed: commercial spaces, state-funded 

spaces and civil society spaces. While it is often assumed that assistance for settlement comes through 

formal channels, agencies and programmes, our findings highlight the important role of informal 

support structures such as shops or restaurants, often provided by migrant residents ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ΨŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ 

ŜȄǇŜǊǘƛǎŜΩΦ Our findings also illustrate how, regardless of arrival infrastructure domain and the 

formality or informality of the space, an important role is played by specific people in their individual 

capacity when it comes to helping newcomers access services such as legal advice, GPs or schools.  

 

Commercial Spaces as Supportive Social Infrastructures 
Arrival areas are characterised by a wealth of social infrastructures run by individuals, many of whom 

in one way or another have experience in arriving in a new place themselves, or have connections with 

ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀǊǊƛǾŜŘΦ tǊƻǇǊƛŜǘƻǊǎ ƻŦ ƭƻŎŀƭ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ŀŎǘ ŀǎ ΨŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ōǊƻƪŜǊǎΩ,23 with signposting 

and information provision becoming an integral part of their work. Of course, people working in social 

infrastructures do not just provide help or information to newcomers, but to anyone who approaches 

them. One of the shopkeepers we spoke to explicitly said, ΨL ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎŀǊŜ ƛŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎΣ L Ƨǳǎǘ ǘǊȅ 

ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇΩΦ 

For example, the owner of a kiosk at an underground station describes himself as a shopkeeper as 

well as an ΨƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ Ǉƻƛƴǘ.Ω The support he provides consists mainly of signposting and simple 

information provision, for example about Oyster cards for public transport. Various shopkeepers said 

they had informed ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŀƳŜƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŘƻŎǘƻǊǎΩ ǎǳǊƎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻǊ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ were also 

approached for jobs and would direct newcomers to businesses that they believed might have 

vacancies. For instance, a ōǳƛƭŘŜǊΩǎ ƳŜǊŎƘŀƴǘ ǘŀƭƪŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ƘŜ is often approached by men 

working in the building trade, asking him whether he knows about jobs in the area. Those working in 

pharmacies reported that they are often asked for information ŀōƻǳǘ ƘƻǎǇƛǘŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŘƻŎǘƻǊǎΩ ǎǳǊƎŜǊƛŜǎΦ  

These fleeting ways in which proprietors provide information might seem banal, but they can play an 

ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎΩ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ǘǊŀƧŜŎǘƻǊƛŜǎΦ [ƻŎŀƭ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎ ŎŀƴΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ŦƻǊ 

more than signposting and simple information provision, as exemplified by a shopkeeper who spoke 

ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ Ψwander into the shop just to chat in Russian.Ω {ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ ŀ .ǊŀȊƛƭƛŀƴ ŎŀŦŞ ƛǎ ƪƴƻǿƴ ǘƻ 

the Portuguese-speaking community as a place where information can be sought and exchanged, but 

also a place to relax and socialise. 

A restaurant serving food from the Indian region of Kerala emerged as a hub for information sharing 

and care, especially for the Malayalam-speaking community. It exemplifies how informal and formal 

support structures can intersect. The owner, who is an active member in the local Malayalee 

association, told us that a lot of his customers struggle economically due to precarious immigration 

 
23 Hanhörster, H., & Wessendorf, S. (2020). The Role of Arrival Areas for Migrant Integration and Resource Access. Urban Planning, 5(3). 
doi:10.17645/up.v5i3.2891 

https://www.cogitatiopress.com/urbanplanning/article/view/2891
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ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ ΨLŦ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǇŀȅΣ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎƘŀǊƎŜ ǘƘŜƳ,Ω ƘŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴed. The situation of overseas 

students, who have no access to welfare benefits and many of whom lost their part-time jobs during 

the pandemic, was of special concern to ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘŀǳǊŀƴǘ ƻǿƴŜǊΦ IŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ ǎŜǘ ǳǇ 

a foodbank during the pandemic, first operating out of the restaurant and later moving to a rented 

ǎƘƻǇŦǊƻƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƴƻǿ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƘŜŀŘǉǳŀǊǘŜǊǎΦ Importantly, the foodbank was not 

targeted at a particular group, but accessible to all residents.  

Lƴ ŀ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǾŀƭǳŜΩ ƻŦ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƘƛƎƘǎǘǊŜŜǘǎ ƛƴ [ƻƴŘƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŀǘŜǊ [ƻƴŘƻƴ !ǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ Ƙŀǎ 

ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ΨŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΩ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ōȅ ƭƻŎŀƭ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎŜǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ 

a chat or exchange pleasantries, but also more tangible acts of support for example for translating, 

form filling and signposting to council services. Over 40% of local businesses, surveyed in three areas 

of London, reported being involved in such activities.24 

 

State-funded Social Infrastructures and Support 
Public institutions can play a vital role in supporting migrants, even though they are not as densely 

spread as the commercial arrival infrastructures discussed above.  

When research commenced in 2021, there appeared to be few council services targeted directly at 

ΨƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎΩ ƻǊ ΨƴŜǿŎƻƳŜǊǎΩ ƛƴ bŜǿƘŀƳΦ  There was council-commissioned ESOL provision and social 

workers providing statutory support to some migrant-ƘŜŀŘŜŘ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ {мт ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ !Ŏǘ. 

However, these forms of support were not specifically targeted at more recent arrivalsΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ 

нлнл Ψ{ƻŎƛŀƭ LƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΩ25 did not deal with ΨƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴΩ ƻǊ ΨƴŜǿŎƻƳŜǊǎΩ ŀǎ ŀ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ issue, 

but treated these groups ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻǊƻǳƎƘΩǎ ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ bŜǿŎƻƳŜǊǎ ǘƘǳǎ were 

ƛƳǇƭƛŎƛǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ Ǝƻŀƭ Ψǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ŦŀƛǊ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛǾŜ ōƻǊƻǳƎƘΩ26 but not explicitly 

ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ƻǊ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ contrasted starkly with the German context, 

where there were a variety of municipal as well as regional and national services designed specifically 

to support newly arrived people and families.27  

However, in 2022, Newham Council initiated a project of targeted services for migrants called the 

Welcome Newham project. It combines a set of advice and guidance services designed specifically for 

refugees and asylum seekers and can be seen as a good practice in overcoming barriers associated 

with arrival (See BOX 2). 

Libraries are another example of state-funded support structures that facilitate inclusion (see BOX 1 

in the last section). Although many of their services are not specifically targeted at newcomers, they 

provide a variety of initiatives aimed at migrants, such as English classes or citizenship courses. They 

are also important places where people can be signposted to other services.  

 

 
24 We Made That, & LSE Cities. (2017). High Streets for All. London: Mayor of London. 
See also: Hall, S., King, J., & Finlay, R. (2017). Migrant Infrastructure: Transaction economies in Birmingham and Leicester. Urban Studies, 
54(6), 1311-1327.  
25 bŜǿƘŀƳ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ όнлнлύ Ψ{ƻŎƛŀƭ LƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΩΣ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŀǘΥ https://www.newham.gov.uk/downloads/file/2870/social-integration-
strategy   
26 bŜǿƘŀƳ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ όнлнлύ Ψ{ƻŎƛŀƭ LƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΩΣ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŀǘΥ https://www.newham.gov.uk/downloads/file/2870/social-integration-
strategy  p.14 
27 Neßler, Miriam; Hartig, Lara; Hanhörster, Heike & Tippel, Cornelia. 2024. Arrival infrastructures: helping new arrivals find their feet in 

Germany. ILS TRENDS 

https://www.wemadethat.co.uk/projects/high-streets-for-all-study
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/65328/
https://www.newham.gov.uk/downloads/file/2870/social-integration-strategy
https://www.newham.gov.uk/downloads/file/2870/social-integration-strategy
https://www.newham.gov.uk/downloads/file/2870/social-integration-strategy
https://www.newham.gov.uk/downloads/file/2870/social-integration-strategy
https://www.ils-forschung.de/wissenstransfer/ils-publikationen/ils-trends/























