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Annual Report  

April 2016 to March 2017 

Thinking About the Internal and External Worlds of 

the Baobab Centre 

It is perhaps helpful to think about the current external context of our 

work alongside the internal functioning of the Baobab Centre when 

reviewing last year.  These two separate domains clearly interact and 

interweave and have an impact on one another. 

The external context of our work is coloured by the current economic 

situation in the UK, particularly the recession and spending cuts that have 

affected many of the non-governmental organisations in our network.  

Statutory agencies have also been subjected to significant financial 

constraints over the past two years. Cuts in social Services and in housing 

have led to a reduction in capacity to meet the material needs of young 

asylum seekers, let alone their developmental needs. 

We are also finding that the young people we support are facing greater 

delays at all levels in the asylum application system. Social Services 

Departments are overstretched leading to less contact time with our 

young people. Over the past year, when young people have been granted 

asylum and wish to be put on local authority housing lists, some have 

found that there is a huge struggle to ensure that the authority will take 

responsibility for providing housing and, in fact, many boroughs have no 

housing available. These difficulties seem to be linked to the current 

political and economic climate as well as to historical problems in 

developing appropriate social policy to meet the needs of some of the 

most vulnerable members of our communities. 

Moreover, since the referendum in June 2016 and the result in favour of 

Brexit, there seems to have been an increase in the expression of racist 

and xenophobic views which has also had a direct impact on young and 

vulnerable asylum seekers. This increase in racist and xenophobic attacks 

has been logged by the London based Institute of Race Relations (IRR)1.  

                                    
1 (The IRR report is available at: http://www.irr.org.uk/publications/issues/racial-

violence-and-the-brexit-state/ 

http://www.irr.org.uk/publications/issues/racial-violence-and-the-brexit-state/
http://www.irr.org.uk/publications/issues/racial-violence-and-the-brexit-state/
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At an internal level we chose the organisational name of Baobab because 

of the importance of the tree as a point of nurture and shelter in the 

communities where it thrives. Our central aim is to nourish and facilitate 

the development of young people who have experienced child and 

adolescent specific human rights abuses in their home countries and we 

have to do this in the less-than-ideal situation in which we find ourselves.  

Therefore in parallel with informing ourselves of the detail of the external 

context in which we work, we make time and space to address its impact 

for each individual alongside their own personal difficulties. By 

encouraging and developing their strengths and resiliencies, we hope to 

help them overcome problems rooted in their past and present life, their 

fluctuating sense of hope in a bright future and their fears that they are 

likely to experience further persecution or murder if they were forced to 

return to their home countries. 

We continue to work with young people who are suffering chronically from 

significant psychological, mental health and developmental difficulties 

related to the medical diagnostic categories of complex post-traumatic 

stress disorder, difficulties in the processes of mourning and bereavement 

and other threats to their individual and social development. Often their 

development falters or stops at the time when they began to experience 

sequential traumatisation as a result of violence, separation and loss and 

unplanned change. This means that whatever their chronological age, they 

are functioning in an unstable way and often at a much more immature 

level than would be expected from their chronological age. They suffer 

these mental health and developmental difficulties because of the effect of 

overwhelming events experienced in their home countries and, for some, 

on the (often prolonged) journey into exile. Their difficulties and 

symptoms are regularly re-stimulated by overwhelming experiences in the 

UK as a result of the high levels of uncertainty they face and, in many 

cases, the challenges to their credibility by the authorities. In their very 

troubled state of mind, young asylum seekers find the uncertainties of the 

prolonged asylum process to be immensely difficult to bear and process.  

Looking at the cases of the young people we support, it is our experience 

that very few minors are given asylum on first application and a high 

number gain asylum on appeal.  

 

The Baobab Centre runs as non-residential therapeutic community where 

young people are offered membership of the community and a holistic, 

integrated and child-and-adolescent-centred approach. Our clinical staff 

team is multidisciplinary.  It consists of child and adolescent mental health 
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specialists including child and adolescent psychotherapists, 

psychodynamic child and adolescent counsellors, art therapists, 

psychologists, physicians and child and adolescent psychiatrists. This 

enables us to explore complex mental health and developmental 

difficulties in a suitably complex way. 

 

 

Young people inspect the view on Baobab’s Summer Retreat. 
 

Young people have access to practical support to enable them to access 

benefits, housing, education and health care.  We offer them support 

through the often prolonged asylum-seeking process.  The young people 

attending Baobab also benefit from individual and group psychotherapy 

and can participate in various playful, therapeutic group-based activities 

such as philosophy discussion, music making and song writing as well as 

physical activities such as football.  They are offered the opportunity to 

take part in the governance of the Baobab Centre; attending community 

meetings, and trustees meetings, interviewing staff and taking part in 

planning activities. It is through these activities that over time each young 

person finds their own voice and their identity after extreme experiences 

of helplessness, interpersonal and organized violence, separation and loss. 

Our aim is that young people will find a place in the community of exile, 

find their voice and feel free to be themselves after these experiences. 

 

Sustainability 

During this year Baobab has aimed to make the work of our Centre 

sustainable by (inter alia) recruiting two further paid senior and 
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experienced child psychotherapists to work one day a week alongside the 

Director and our existing one day a week paid clinician.  Each of these 

workers will develop different projects linked to our overall practice. We 

are working to improve the quality of our initial and ongoing assessments 

by developing more comprehensive ways to record observations and 

findings, to collect information from key players in the network around 

each young person, and to think carefully about different kinds of risk and 

issues related to safeguarding and the protection of children, adolescents 

and vulnerable adults. Dr Ferelyth Watt is taking a lead on supporting our 

volunteer clinicians, Krisna Catsaris is taking the lead on refining our 

assessment processes and Dr Jo McClatchy is planning a mother and baby 

group for our growing group of young mothers. 

Our core staff team now consists of four experienced child and adolescent 

psychotherapists, an operations manager, a senior social worker/case 

worker, three group workers, and one clinical supervisor. This year we 

have also been able to raise funds for an administrative assistant for our 

operations manager and we hope to be able to raise funds to recruit a 

part-time lawyer specialised in children’s and asylum law to help to 

underpin our report writing.  

Volunteers 

The work of our core team is complemented by 10 very experienced 

clinical volunteers, eight administrative volunteers and five volunteers 

who teach English and maths and who offer case work support. Our work 

at Baobab would not be possible without these highly skilled, experienced 

volunteers.  Our multi-professional child, adolescent and young adult-

centred clinical team meets fortnightly to discuss both cases and issues 

relevant to our work and sometimes we invite speakers to inform and 

support our work. This year, for example, we have had talks from a 

psychiatrist experienced in preparing reports for appeal hearings in the 

asylum jurisdiction, and from a judge working in this field. 
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Young Community Members and the 

Flow of New Referrals 

We had 49 referrals in total over the year 

and we took on 28 new young people over 

the course of the year. In addition to those 

with whom we continue to work from last 

year, this means that by the end of this 

financial period, we will be working 

intensively with 72 young people on a weekly 

basis and with another 6 less regularly 

(approximately monthly).  37 others have 

had some form of contact for brief sessions 

of psychotherapy over the course of the 

year.   

Our Summer Retreat 2016 

A key feature of our year is the summer retreat where we have the 

opportunity to work intensively in groups and individually, to learn about 

sharing and communal life and to have fun. This year we went for the 

second time to the Planned Environment Trust, which is based in 

Toddington in the Gloucestershire countryside. Fourteen young people and 

four staff were able to work together on the theme of exploring the 

different parts of ourselves and personal change. In parallel with this, 

there was arts-based psychotherapeutic work where we made use of 

masks and storytelling, drama and art to enable the young people to learn 

about sharing, responsibility and diversity  of expectations and how 

differences might be resolved in a group. Each day a different group took 

responsibility for preparing meals, washing up and ensuring that the 

kitchen was clean. Each day we went for outings and activities in the local 

area, including to the Forest of Dene, where the young people swung 

through the trees on zip wires, rode horses and used the nearby 

swimming pool. For the past few years, we have appointed two or three of 

our older community members to be mentors during the retreat. In 

addition to the benefits gained by these young people in carrying out this 

role, their presence has facilitated important discussions about sharing 

and responsibility. Each day (apart from on the chosen day off) we held 

two groups with the young people, one a psychotherapeutic group and 

one where we reflected on relationships and activities and expectations of 

the day. 

Preparations for a psychotherapy 

group 
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Our Community Meetings  

We hold community meetings every four to six weeks. The aim of these 

meetings is that staff and young people can discuss any issues that affect 

the life of our community. The purpose of our community meetings is 

linked to the fact that all our community members have been exposed to 

adults “solving” conflicts - over resources, beliefs and values – through 

the use of violence. It is our aim that young people come to the meetings 

to find their own voice and become able to express their ideas, and when 

necessary to disagree with others without fear. The meetings are 

facilitated and over this year we all have felt that they work best when a 

young person is confident enough to take the lead and express views in 

the group. So we are planning to introduce a new structure in which each 

is facilitated by two members of our community – one adult and one 

young person. 

Communicating with Colleagues in our Networks 

Baobab aims to be a reflective organisation and we try to make time to 

meet with the members of the network around each of our young people, 

especially when difficulties arise.  We strongly believe it is necessary for 

agencies to work together and to pool limited resources. We might meet 

to discuss new referrals, to deal with what seem to be unmet needs and 

to try to clarify professional roles when young people have very complex 

difficulties. The level of support around each young person varies and 

sometimes statutory agencies don’t fulfil their duties and need to be 

challenged through the law. In these circumstances we work closely with 

community care, housing and asylum lawyers and are regularly asked to 

produce specialist clinical reports to support different legal challenges. 

Teaching and Learning:  Seminars, Lectures and Conferences 

In October 2016, in partnership with the Helen Bamber Foundation, the 

Migrant and Refugee Children’s Legal Unit (MiCLU), and the Children’s 

Society we led on organizing and running a conference about the 

trafficking of children. This was a very successful event where we were 

able to explore the antecedents to trafficking and the interacting roles of 

complex networks of professionals involved with each trafficked young 

person. We had speakers familiar with a variety of international and 

national issues and the event took place in a wonderful venue, the Royal 

Society of Medicine, that was made available to us free of charge by one 

of our donors, the Rayne Foundation.  
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It is part of our general aim to share our knowledge with colleagues in our 

networks. We are increasingly asked to provide training and to give 

lectures and seminars about our models of working.  This year, this 

included giving a wide range of talks at conferences at UCL and Birkbeck 

run with MiCLU about Undocumented Children; a conference run by the 

Albanian community group, Shpresa, about the very high refusal rates in 

the asylum claims of Albanian minors and; and presentations to child and 

adolescent mental health teams and to Haringey Social Services 

commissioners about the complex needs of unaccompanied children 

seeking asylum and ways to support them. 

Baobab Talks 

Another way in which we disseminate our knowledge and promote 

dialogue is via our series of talks on issues and themes that affect young 

survivors of child-focused human rights abuses. During this year we have 

steadily been able to increase the attendance from different disciplines at 

these talks and hence the level of discussion and debate. Stimulating talks 

were given by Ravi Kohli, Professor of Social Work at Bedford university; 

Philippe Sands, Professor of International Law at University College 

London, Heaven Crawley, Professor of Migration Studies at Coventry 

University, and David Kogan, Chief Executive of the photographic agency, 

Magnum Photos.  

Our Research 

During this year we have completed most of the qualitative interviews for 

a research project that explores young people’s experiences of initial long 

interviews by the Home Office and social services departments. We are in 

discussion with the Home Office about this and have held various 

meetings with Home Office staff over the past three years around this 

subject and are about to run some focus groups for social workers 

responsible for conducting assessments for social services care and doing 

age assessments. 

Conclusion 

Our aim during this year has been to consolidate our work and to plan for 

further development in an ever changing external environment. We work 

psychotherapeutically with the complex difficulties presented by our 

community members who have each experienced violence, separation and 

loss and many unplanned changes in their lives and who are trying - in 
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the face of many barriers and much confusion - to make sense of the 

rules and culture of this new society. Our aim is that young people come 

to be able to mature, to take responsibilities and to become an active and 

participating member of the community of exile.  

 

Sheila Melzak 

Consultant Child and Adolescent Psychotherapist 

Director Baobab Centre for Young Survivors in Exile 

September 27th, 2017   
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