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Multinational celebrations in Guildford

The joyous sound of African voices in song filled the air as people of many nations
gathered under sunny Guildford skies.

The music was from Women of Courage, a
Woking-based support group, and the occasion
was a double multi-cultural celebration for a local
organisation, Surrey Community Action. The
gathering was at its office at Astolat, Coniers
Way, Burpham.

Firstly, it was the first birthday of Surrey Minority Ethnic Forum (SMEF for short), a 5
year project set up by Surrey Community Action with a grant from the Big Lottery Fund.
SMEF brings together the many community and voluntary groups looking after the
welfare and interests of black, Asian and minority people in the county

“Leafy, green Surrey has never had a forum for minority communities before perhaps
because it was perceived as a place that was predominantly affluent, middle class and
white,” said Project Manager Suzanne Akram.

“However, Surrey is changing with recent influxes of new communities and a rising
minority ethnic population. Our task has been to meet these changes head on, working
hard to ensure that these new groups are integrated into the wide community rather
than marginalised and excluded.”

.. Along with SMEF’s birthday party, there were
end-of-term presentations to adult students from
around the world now living in Surrey who have
| been attending Surrey Community Action’s
English and IT classes over the past year. There
have also been classes in practical use of
language, such as opening a bank account or
registering for a doctor or dentist.




Since the classes started last September more than 100 students have benefitted from
improving language and computer skills. Their countries of origin — more than 30 in total
- are spread right across the globe and across all continents. For some, new skills will
be a stepping stone to college and further training.

For others, better language is a route out of the
desperate isolation they feel. It is the key to becoming
more active in the community, more confident in their
everyday dealings, in social situations and in the
simple things like helping their children with their
homework.

Khalda Kusar is their English tutor. “There was such a need for these classes. The
students look on the UK as their home and they want to integrate into the community
but they feel their lack of language is preventing them from doing that,” she explained.

“They want so much to learn. They consider it a privilege. They were so enthusiastic.
Often | would have to throw them out at the end of class.”

Khalda has many individual stories to tell... of one student who at the beginning never
left her flat except to come to the classes. Her determination and progress was so
outstanding that she was nominated for a Learner of the Year Award. She has also
made new friendships through the class.

There was a student from a Chinese restaurant who wanted to improve English in order
to attend catering courses.

Another student, an Asian father caring for a disabled son, suffered a close family
bereavement soon after the course at Sheerwater started but continued to attend. “He
was very quiet and withdrawn to start with,” said Khalda. “At the last session of the term
| noticed him talking away to another student. To see him laughing and happy was so
wonderful.”

Joyce Mngomezulu from Woking, a native Zulu speaker, who came to the UK as a
nanny, is a new student who has not missed a single class since she joined this spring.
She wants to raise the standard of her conversational and written English to improve
her job prospects. “I didn't speak any English when | first came here and | still
sometimes get the words the wrong way round.” she says.

Husband and wife Hysen and Shpresa Perlesha, from Walton-on-the-Hill near Reigate,
left Albania more than a decade ago and their children have grown up in Surrey.

“I couldn’t even say hello in English when 1 first arrived,” said Shpresa. Her husband’s
language was better, but although they had both picked up more English, they had not



had the confidence to attend classes before. Having taken that first step their skills have
come on in leaps and bounds.

Hysen, who is chairman of the Albania Association for South East London and Surrey,
even stood as a UKIP candidate this May in the Reigate and Banstead Borough Council
elections.

“It's not good to live in a country and not speak the language well,” he says. “l wanted to
feel | could talk to my neighbours. Now | speak to them lots... about politics,” he said.

Classes are starting again in September. If you would like more information please
contact Allison Enenche Tel: 01483 459292 ext 228 email: allisone@surreyca.org.uk

Surrey Community Action is a registered charity which works to strengthen and support
the Voluntary, Community and Faith Sector (VCFS) across Surrey through access to
advice, training, funding and advocacy. Surrey Community Action actively encourages
volunteering and the details of local volunteer centres in Surrey can be found on our
website at: www.surreyca.org.uk/vb.htm



